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However important it may be, in order to render sound judgments regarding the 
natural state of man, to consider him from his origin and to examine him, so to speak, in 
the first embryo of the species . . . On this subject I could form only vague and almost 
imaginary conjectures. Comparative anatomy has as yet made too little progress; the 
observations of naturalists are as yet too uncertain for one to be able to establish the 
basis of solid reasoning on such foundations. Thus, without having recourse to the 
supernatural knowledge we have on this point . . . I will suppose him to have been 
formed from all time as I see him today: walking on two feet, using his hands as we use 
ours, directing his gaze over all of nature, and measuring with his eyes the vast expanse 
of the heavens. 

When I strip that being, thus constituted, of all the supernatural gifts he could have 
received and of all the artificial faculties he could have acquired only through long 
progress; when I consider him, in a word, as he must have left the hands of nature, I see 
an animal less strong than some, less agile than others, but all in all, the most 
advantageously organized of all. I see him satisfying his hunger under an oak tree, 
quenching his thirst at the first stream, finding his bed at the foot of the same tree that 
supplied his meal; and thus all his needs are satisfied. . . . 

Hobbes maintains that man is naturally intrepid and seeks only to attack and to fight. 
On the other hand, an illustrious philosopher thinks, and Cumberland and Pufendorf 
also affirm, that nothing is as timid as man in the state of nature, and that he is always 
trembling and ready to take flight at the slightest sound he hears or at the slightest 
movement he perceives. That may be the case with regard to objects with which he is 
not acquainted. . . . But since a savage man lives dispersed among the animals and, 
finding himself early on in a position to measure himself against them, he soon makes 
the comparison; and, aware that he surpasses them in skillfulness more than they 
surpass him in strength, he learns not to fear them any more. . . . Moreover, it appears 
that no animal naturally attacks man, except in the case of self-defense or extreme 
hunger, or shows evidence of those violent antipathies toward him that seem to indicate 
that one species is destined by nature to serve as food for another. . . .  

There are other, more formidable enemies, against which man does not have the same 
means of self-defense: natural infirmities, childhood, old age, and illnesses of all 
kinds—sad signs of our weakness, of which the first two are common to all animals, 
with the last belonging principally to man living in society. . . . [W]hen one becomes 
aware of the fact that [men in the state of nature knew] almost no illnesses but wounds 
and old age, one is strongly inclined to believe that someone could easily write the 
history of human maladies by following the history of civil societies. This at least was 
the opinion of Plato . . . 

Therefore we must take care not to confuse savage man with the men we have before our eyes. 
Nature treats all animals left to their own devices with a partiality that seems to show 
how jealous she is of that right. The horse, the cat, the bull, even the ass, are usually 
taller, and all of them have a more robust constitution, more vigor, more strength, and 
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more courage in the forests than in our homes. They lose half of these advantages in 
becoming domesticated; it might be said that all our efforts at feeding them and treating 
them well only end in their degeneration. It is the same for man himself. In becoming 
habituated to the ways of society and a slave, he becomes weak, fearful, and servile; his 
soft and effeminate lifestyle completes the enervation of both his strength and his 
courage. Let us add that the difference between the savage man and the domesticated 
man should be still greater than that between the savage animal and the domesticated 
animal; for while animal and man have been treated equally by nature, man gives more 
comforts to himself than to the animals he tames, and all of these comforts are so many 
specific causes that make him degenerate more noticeably. . . . 

So far I have considered only physical man. Let us now try to look at him from a 
metaphysical and moral point of view. 

In any animal I see nothing but an ingenious machine to which nature has given senses 
in order for it to renew its strength and to protect itself, to a certain point, from all that 
tends to destroy or disturb it. I am aware of precisely the same things in the human 
machine, with the difference that nature alone does everything in the operations of an 
animal, whereas man contributes, as a free agent, to his own operations. The former 
chooses or rejects by instinct and the later by an act of freedom. Hence an animal cannot 
deviate from the rule that is prescribed to it, even when it would be advantageous to do 
so, while man deviates from it, often to his own detriment. Thus a pigeon would die of 
hunger near a bowl filled with choice meats, and so would a cat perched atop a pile of 
fruit or grain, even though both could nourish themselves quite well with the food they 
disdain, if they were of a mind to try some. And thus dissolute men abandon 
themselves to excesses which cause them fever and death, because the mind perverts 
the senses and because the will still speaks when nature is silent. 

Every animal has ideas, since it has senses; up to a certain point it even combines its 
ideas, and in this regard man differs from an animal only in degree. Some philosophers 
have even suggested that there is a greater difference between two given men than 
between a given man and an animal. Therefore it is not so much understanding which 
causes the specific distinction of man from all other animals as it is his being a free 
agent. Nature commands every animal, and beasts obey. Man feels the same impetus, 
but he knows he is free to go along or to resist; and it is above all in the awareness of 
this freedom that the spirituality of his soul is made manifest. For physics explains in 
some way the mechanism of the senses and the formation of ideas; but in the power of 
willing, or rather of choosing, and in the feeling of this power, we find only purely 
spiritual acts, about which the laws of mechanics explain nothing. 

But if the difficulties surrounding all these questions should leave some room for 
dispute on this difference between man and animal, there is another very specific 
quality which distinguishes them and about which there can be no argument: the 
faculty of self-perfection, a faculty which, with the aid of circumstances, successively 
develops all the others, and resides among us as much in the species as in the 
individual. On the other hand, an animal, at the end of a few months, is what it will be 
all its life; and its species, at the end of a thousand years, is what it was in the first of 
those thousand years. . . . It would be sad for us to be forced to agree that this 
distinctive and almost unlimited faculty is the source of all man's misfortunes; that this 
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is what, by dint of time, draws him out of that original condition in which he would 
pass tranquil and innocent days; that this is what, through centuries of giving rise to his 
enlightenment and his errors, his vices and his virtues, eventually makes him a tyrant 
over himself and nature. . . . 

Whatever the moralists may say about it, human understanding owes much to the 
passions, which, by common consensus, also owe a great deal to it. It is by their activity 
that our reason is perfected. We seek to know only because we desire to find enjoyment; 
and it is impossible to conceive why someone who had neither desires nor fears would 
go to the bother of reasoning. The passions in turn take their origin from our needs, and 
their progress from our knowledge. For one can desire or fear things only by virtue of 
the ideas one can have of them, or from the simple impulse of nature; and savage man, 
deprived of every sort of enlightenment, feels only the passion of this latter sort. His 
desires do not go beyond his physical needs. The only goods he knows in the universe 
are nourishment, a woman and rest; the only evils he fears are pain and hunger. I say 
pain and not death because an animal will never know what it is to die; and knowledge 
of death and its terrors is one of the first acquisitions that man has made in 
withdrawing from the animal condition. . . . 

But without having recourse to the uncertain testimony of history, does anyone fail to 
see that everything seems to remove savage man from the temptation and the means of 
ceasing to be savage? His imagination depicts nothing to him; his heart asks nothing of 
him. His modest needs are so easily found at hand, and he is so far from the degree of 
knowledge necessary to make him desire to acquire greater knowledge, that he can 
have neither foresight nor curiosity. . . . His soul, agitated by nothing, is given over to 
the single feeling of his own present existence, without any idea of the future, however, 
near it may be, and his projects, as limited as his views, hardly extend to the end of the 
day. Such is, even today, the extent of the Carib[bean]'s foresight.1 In the morning he 
sells his bed of cotton and in the evening he returns in tears to buy it back, for want of 
having foreseen that he would need it that night. . . . 

Were we to want to suppose a savage man as skilled in the art of thinking as our 
philosophers make him out to be; were we, following their example, to make him a full-
fledged philosopher, discovering by himself the most sublime truths, and, by chains of 
terribly abstract reasoning, forming for himself maxims of justice and reason drawn 
from the love of order in general or from the known will of his creator; in a word, were 
we to suppose there was in his mind as much intelligence and enlightenment as he 
needs, and is in fact found to have dullness and stupidity, what use would the species 
have for all that metaphysics, which could not be communicated and which would 
perish with the individual who would have invented it? What progress could the 
human race make, scattered in the woods among the animals? And to what extent could 
men mutually perfect and enlighten one another, when, with neither a fixed dwelling 
nor any need for one another, they would hardly encounter one another twice in their 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Here Rousseau, in line with the view of many of his European contemporaries, makes an utterly 
specious claim about the unintelligence of the native people of the Caribbean. It was common practice in 
the Enlightenment era to look to the native people of territories newly colonized by Europeans as an 
illustration of how human beings must have been prior to the advent of civilization. Of course, this 
practice ignored that the natives did in fact have civilizations – often very complex ones, which the 
Europeans failed to examine, and merely assumed to be inferior to their own. 
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lives, without knowing or talking to one another[?] . . . 

Whatever these origins may be, it is clear, from the little care taken by nature to bring 
men together through mutual needs and to facilitate their use of speech, how little she 
prepared them for becoming habituated to the ways of society, and how little she 
contributed to all that men have done to establish the bonds of society. In fact, it is 
impossible to imagine why, in that primitive state, one man would have a greater need 
for another man than a monkey or a wolf has for another of its respective species; or, 
assuming this need, what motive could induce the other man to satisfy it; or even, in 
this latter instance, how they could be in mutual agreement regarding the conditions. I 
know that we are repeatedly told that nothing would have been so miserable as man in 
that state; and if it is true, as I believe I have proved, that it is only after many centuries 
that men could have had the desire and the opportunity to leave that state, that would 
be a charge to bring against nature, not against him whom nature has thus constituted. 
But if we understand the word ‘miserable’ properly, it is a word which is without 
meaning or which signifies merely a painful privation and suffering of the body or the 
soul. Now I would very much like someone to explain to me what kind of misery can 
there be for a free being whose heart is at peace and whose body is in good health? I ask 
which of the two, civil or natural life, is more likely to become insufferable to those who 
live it? We see about us practically no people who do not complain about their 
existence; many even deprive themselves of it to the extent they are able, and the 
combination of divine and human laws is hardly enough to stop this disorder. I ask if 
anyone has ever heard tell of a savage who was living in liberty ever dreaming of 
complaining about his life and of killing himself. Let the judgment therefore be made 
with less pride on which side real misery lies. On the other hand, nothing would have 
been so miserable as savage man, dazzled by enlightenment, tormented by passions, 
and reasoning about a state different from his own. It was by a very wise providence 
that the latent faculties he possessed should develop only as the occasion to exercise 
them presents itself, so that they would be neither superfluous nor troublesome to him 
beforehand, nor underdeveloped and useless in time of need. In instinct alone, man had 
everything he needed in order to live in the state of nature; in a cultivated reason, he 
has only what he needs to live in society. 

At first it would seem that men in that state, having among themselves no type of moral 
relations or acknowledged duties, could be neither good nor evil, and had neither vices 
nor virtues, unless, if we take these words in a physical sense, we call those qualities 
that can harm an individual's preservation "vices" in him, and those that can contribute 
to it "virtues." In that case it would be necessary to call the one who least resists the 
simple impulses of nature the most virtuous. But without departing from the standard 
meaning of these words, it is appropriate to suspend the judgment we could make 
regarding such a situation and to be on our guard against our prejudices, until we have 
examined with scale in hand whether there are more virtues than vices among civilized 
men; or whether their virtues are more advantageous than their vices are lethal; or 
whether the progress of their knowledge is sufficient compensation for ills they inflict 
on one another as they learn of the good they ought to do; or whether, all things 
considered, they would not be in a happier set of circumstances if they had neither evil 
to fear nor good to hope for from anyone, rather than subjecting themselves to a 
universal dependence and obliging themselves to receive everything from those who do 
not oblige themselves to give them anything. 
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Above all, let us not conclude with Hobbes that because man has no idea of goodness 
he is naturally evil; that he is vicious because he does not know virtue; that he always 
refuses to perform services for his fellow men he does not believe he owes them; or that, 
by virtue of the right, which he reasonably attributes to himself, to those things he 
needs, he foolishly imagines himself to be the sole proprietor of the entire universe. 
Hobbes has very clearly seen the defect of all modern definitions of natural right, but 
the consequences he draws from his own definition show that he takes it in a sense that 
is no less false. Were he to have reasoned on the basis of the principles he establishes, 
this author should have said that since the state of nature is the state in which the 
concern for our self-preservation is the least prejudicial to that of others, that state was 
consequently the most appropriate for peace and the best suited for the human race. He 
says precisely the opposite, because he had wrongly injected into the savage man's 
concern for self-preservation the need to satisfy a multitude of passions which are the 
product of society and which have made laws necessary. The evil man, he says, is a 
robust child. It remains to be seen whether savage man is a robust child. Were we to 
grant him this, what would we conclude from it? That if this man were as dependent on 
others when he is robust as he is when he is weak, there is no type of excess to which he 
would not tend: he would beat his mother if she were too slow in offering him her 
breast; he would strangle one of his younger brothers, should he find him annoying; he 
would bite someone's leg, should he be assaulted or aggravated by him. But being 
robust and being dependent are two contradictory suppositions in the state of nature. 
Man is weak when he is dependent, and he is emancipated from that dependence 
before he is robust. Hobbes did not see that the same cause preventing savages from 
using their reason, as our jurists claim, is what prevents them at the same time from 
abusing their faculties, as he himself maintains. Hence we could say that savages are 
not evil precisely because they do not know what it is to be good; for it is neither the 
development of enlightenment nor the restraint imposed by the law, but the calm of the 
passions and the ignorance of vice which prevents them from doing evil. So much more 
profitable to these is the ignorance of vice than the knowledge of virtue is to those.  

Moreover, there is another principle that Hobbes failed to notice, and which, having 
been given to man in order to mitigate, in certain circumstances, the ferocity of his 
egocentrism or the desire for self-preservation before this egocentrism of his came into 
being, tempers the ardor he has for his own well-being by an innate repugnance to 
seeing his fellow men suffer. I do not believe I have any contradiction to fear in granting 
the only natural virtue that the most excessive detractor of human virtues was forced to 
recognize. I am referring to pity, a disposition that is fitting for beings that are as weak 
and as subject to ills as we are; a virtue all the more universal and all the more useful to 
man in that it precedes in him any kind of reflection, and so natural that even animals 
sometimes show noticeable signs of it. . . . 

. . . Such is the force of natural pity, which the most depraved mores still have difficulty 
destroying, since everyday one sees in our theaters someone affected and weeping at 
the ills of some unfortunate person, and who, were he in the tyrant's place, would 
intensify the torments of his enemy still more . . . Nature, in giving men tears, bears 
witness that she gave the human race the softest hearts. Mandeville has a clear 
awareness that, with all their mores, men would never have been anything but 
monsters, if nature had not given them pity to aid their reason; but he has not seen that 
from this quality alone flow all the social virtues that he wants to deny in men. In fact, 
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what are generosity, mercy, and humanity, if not pity applied to the weak, to the guilty, 
or to the human species in general[?] Benevolence and even friendship are, properly 
understood, the products of a constant pity fixed on a particular object; for is desiring 
that someone not suffer anything but desiring that he be happy? Were it true that 
commiseration were merely a sentiment that puts us in the position of the one who 
suffers, a sentiment that is obscure and powerful in savage man, developed but weak in 
man dwelling in civil society, what importance would this idea have to the truth of 
what I say, except to give it more force? In fact, commiseration will be all the more 
energetic as the witnessing animal identifies itself more intimately with the suffering 
animal. Now it is evident that this identification must have been infinitely closer in the 
state of nature than in the state of reasoning. Reason is what engenders egocentrism, 
and reflection strengthens it. Reason is what turns man in upon himself. Reason is what 
separates him from all that troubles him and afflicts him. Philosophy is what isolates 
him and what moves him to say in secret, at the sight of a suffering man, "Perish if you 
will; I am safe and sound." No longer can anything but danger to the entire society 
trouble the tranquil slumber of the philosopher and yank him from his bed. His fellow 
man can be killed with impunity underneath his window. He has merely to place his 
hands over his ears and argue with himself a little in order to prevent nature, which 
rebels within him, from identifying him with the man being assassinated. Savage man 
does not have this admirable talent, and for lack of wisdom and reason he is always 
seen thoughtlessly giving in to the first sentiment of humanity. When there is a riot or a 
street brawl, the populace gathers together; the prudent man withdraws from the scene. 
It is the rabble, the women of the marketplace, who separate the combatants and 
prevent decent people from killing one another. 

It is therefore quite certain that pity is a natural sentiment, which, by moderating in 
each individual the activity of the love of oneself, contributes to the mutual 
preservation of the entire species. Pity is what carries us without reflection to the aid of 
those we see suffering. Pity is what, in the state of nature, takes the place of laws, 
mores, and virtue, with the advantage that no one is tempted to disobey its sweet voice. 
Pity is what will prevent every robust savage from robbing a weak child or an infirm 
old man of his hard-earned subsistence, if he himself expects to be able to find his own 
someplace else. Instead of the sublime maxim of reasoned justice, Do unto others as you 
would have them do unto you, pity inspires all men with another maxim of natural 
goodness, much less perfect but perhaps more useful than the preceding one: Do what is 
good for you with as little harm as possible to others. In a word, it is in this natural 
sentiment, rather than in subtle arguments, that one must search for the cause of the 
repugnance at doing evil that every man would experience, even independently of the 
maxims of education. Although it might be appropriate for Socrates and minds of his 
stature to acquire virtue through reason, the human race would long ago have ceased to 
exist, if its preservation had depended solely on the reasonings of its members. 

With passions so minimally active and such a salutary restraint, being more wild than 
evil, and more attentive to protecting themselves from the harm they could receive than 
tempted to do harm to others, men were not subject to very dangerous conflicts. Since 
they had no sort of intercourse among themselves; since, as a consequence, they knew 
neither vanity, nor deference, nor esteem, nor contempt; since they had not the slightest 
notion of ‘mine’ and ‘thine’, nor any true idea of justice; since they regarded the acts of 
violence that could befall them as an easily redressed evil and not as an offense that 
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must be punished; and since they did not even dream of vengeance except perhaps as a 
knee-jerk response right then and there, like the dog that bites the stone that is thrown 
at him, their disputes would rarely have had bloody consequences . . . 

Let us conclude that, wandering in the forests, without industry, without speech, 
without dwelling, without war, without relationships, with no need for his fellow men, 
and correspondingly with no desire to do them harm, perhaps never even recognizing 
any of them individually, savage man, subject to few passions and self-sufficient, had 
only the sentiments and enlightenment appropriate to that state; he felt only his true 
needs, took notice of only what he believed he had an interest in seeing; and that his 
intelligence made no more progress than his vanity. If by chance he made some 
discovery, he was all the less able to communicate it to others because he did not even 
know his own children. Art perished with its inventor. There was neither education nor 
progress; generations were multiplied to no purpose. Since each one always began from 
the same point, centuries went by with all the crudeness of the first ages; the species 
was already old, and man remained ever a child. 

If I have gone on at such length about the supposition of that primitive condition, it is 
because, having ancient errors and inveterate prejudices to destroy, I felt I should dig 
down to the root and show, in the depiction of the true state of nature, how far even 
natural inequality is from having as much reality and influence in that state as our 
writers claim. 

In fact, it is easy to see that, among the differences that distinguish men, several of them 
pass for natural ones which are exclusively the work of habit and of the various sorts of 
life that men adopt in society. Thus a robust or delicate temperament, and the strength 
or weakness that depend on it, frequently derive more from the harsh or effeminate 
way in which one has been raised than from the primitive constitution of bodies. The 
same holds for mental powers; and not only does education make a difference between 
cultivated minds and those that are not, it also augments the difference among the 
former in proportion to their culture; for were a giant and a dwarf walking on the same 
road, each step they both take would give a fresh advantage to the giant. Now if one 
compares the prodigious diversity of educations and lifestyles in the different orders of 
the civil state with the simplicity and uniformity of animal and savage life, where all 
nourish themselves from the same foods live in the same manner, and do exactly the 
same things, it will be understood how much less the difference between one man and 
another must be in the state of nature than in that of society, and how much natural 
inequality must increase in the human species through inequality occasioned by social 
institutions. . . . 

Without needlessly prolonging these details, anyone should see that, since the bonds of 
servitude are formed merely from the mutual dependence of men and the reciprocal 
needs that unite them, it is impossible to enslave a man without having first put him in 
the position of being incapable of doing without another. This being a situation that did 
not exist in the state of nature, it leaves each person free of the yoke, and renders 
pointless the law of the strongest. 

After having proved that inequality is hardly observable in the state of nature, and that 
its influence there is almost nonexistent, it remains for me to show its origin and 
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progress in the successive developments of the human mind. After having shown that 
perfectibility, social virtues, and the other faculties that natural man had received in a 
state of potentiality could never develop by themselves, that to achieve this 
development they required the chance coming together of several unconnected causes 
that might never have come into being and without which he would have remained 
eternally in his primitive constitution, it remains for me to consider and to bring 
together the various chance happenings that were able to perfect human reason while 
deteriorating the species, make a being evil while rendering it habituated to the ways of 
society, and, from so distant a beginning, finally bring man and the world to the point 
where we see them now. . . .  

The first person who, having enclosed a plot of land, took it into his head to say ‘this is 
mine’ and found people simple enough to believe him, was the true founder of civil 
society. What crimes, wars, murders, what miseries and horrors would the human race 
have been spared, had some- one pulled up the stakes or filled in the ditch and cried 
out to his fellow men: "Do not listen to this impostor. You are lost if you forget that the 
fruits of the earth belong to all and the earth to no one!" But it is quite likely that by then 
things had already reached the point where they could no longer continue as they were. 
For this idea of property, depending on many prior ideas which could only have arisen 
successively, was not formed all at once in the human mind. It was necessary to make 
great progress, to acquire much industry and enlightenment, and to transmit and 
augment them from one age to another, before arriving at this final stage in the state of 
nature. . . . 

In this new state, with a simple and solitary life, very limited needs, and the tools they 
had invented to provide for them, since men enjoyed a great deal of leisure time, they 
used it to procure for themselves many types of conveniences unknown to their fathers; 
and that was the first yoke they imposed on themselves without realizing it, and the 
first source of evils they prepared for their descendants. For in addition to their 
continuing thus to soften body and mind (those conveniences having through habit lost 
almost all their pleasure, and being at the same time degenerated into true needs), being 
deprived of them became much more cruel than possessing them was sweet; and they 
were unhappy about losing them without being happy about possessing them. . . . 

In proportion as ideas and sentiments succeed one another and as the mind and heart 
are trained, the human race continues to be tamed, relationships spread and bonds are 
tightened. People grew accustomed to gather in front of their huts or around a large 
tree; song and dance, true children of love and leisure, became the amusement or rather 
the occupation of idle men and women who had flocked together. Each one began to 
look at the others and to want to be looked at himself, and public esteem had a value. 
The one who sang or danced the best, the handsomest, the strongest, the most adroit or 
the most eloquent became the most highly regarded. And this was the first step toward 
inequality and, at the same time, toward vice. From these first preferences were born 
vanity and contempt on the one hand, and shame and envy on the other. And the 
fermentation caused by these new leavens eventually produced compounds fatal to 
happiness and innocence. 

As soon as men had begun mutually to value one another, and the idea of esteem was 
formed in their minds, each one claimed to have a right to it, and it was no longer 
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possible for anyone to be lacking it with impunity. From this came the first duties of 
civility, even among savages; and from this every voluntary wrong became an outrage, 
because along with the harm that resulted from the injury, the offended party saw in it 
contempt for his person, which often was more insufferable than the harm itself. Hence 
each man punished the contempt shown him in a manner proportionate to the esteem 
in which he held himself; acts of revenge became terrible, and men became bloodthirsty 
and cruel. This is precisely the stage reached by most of the savage people known to us; 
and it is for want of having made adequate distinctions among their ideas or of having 
noticed how far these peoples already were from the original state of nature that many 
have hastened to conclude that man is naturally cruel, and that he needs civilization in 
order to soften him. On the contrary, nothing is so gentle as man in his primitive state, 
when, placed by nature at an equal distance from the stupidity of brutes and the fatal 
enlightenment of civil man, and limited equally by instinct and reason to protecting 
himself from the harm that threatens him, he is restrained by natural pity from 
needlessly harming anyone himself, even if he has been harmed. For according to the 
axiom of the wise Locke, where there is no property, there is no injury. 

But it must be noted that society in its beginning stages and the relations already 
established among men required in them qualities different from those they derived 
from their primitive constitution; that, with morality beginning to be introduced into 
human actions, and everyone, prior to the existence of laws, being sole judge and 
avenger of the offenses he had received, the goodness appropriate to the pure state of 
nature was no longer what was appropriate to an emerging society; that it was 
necessary for punishments to become more severe in proportion as the occasions for 
giving offense became more frequent; and it remained for the fear of vengeance to take 
the place of the deterrent character of laws. Hence although men had become less 
forebearing, and although natural pity had already undergone some alteration, this 
period of the development of human faculties, maintaining a middle position between 
the indolence of our primitive state and the petulant activity of our egocentrism, must 
have been the happiest and most durable epoch. The more one reflects on it, the more 
one finds that this state was the least subject to upheavals and the best for man, and that 
he must have left it only by virtue of some fatal chance happening that, for the common 
good, ought never have happened. The example of savages, almost all of whom have 
been found in this state, seems to confirm that the human race had been made to remain 
in it always; that this state is the veritable youth of the world; and that all the 
subsequent progress has been in appearance so many steps toward the perfection of the 
individual, and in fact toward the decay of the species. 

. . . Although man had previously been free and independent, we find him, so to speak, 
subject, by virtue of a multitude of fresh needs, to all of nature and particularly to his 
fellowmen, . . . It is therefore necessary for him to seek incessantly to interest them in his 
fate and to make them find their own profit, in fact or in appearance, in working for his. 
This makes him two-faced and crooked with some, imperious and harsh with others, 
and puts him in the position of having to abuse everyone he needs when he cannot 
make them fear them and does not find it in his interests to be of useful service to them. 
Finally, consuming ambition, the zeal for raising the relative level of his fortune, less 
out of real need than in order to put himself above others, inspires in all men a wicked 
tendency to harm one another, a secret jealousy all the more dangerous because, in 
order to strike its blow in greater safety, it often wears the mask of benevolence; in 
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short, competition and rivalry on the one hand, opposition of interests on the other, and 
always the hidden desire to profit at the expense of someone else. All these ills are the 
first effect of property and the inseparable offshoot of incipient inequality. . . . 

. . .[A]fter having shown his neighbors the horror of a situation which armed them all 
against each other and made their possessions as burdensome as their needs, and in 
which no one could find safety in either poverty or wealth, he easily invented specious 
reasons to lead them to his goal. "Let us unite," he says to them, "in order to protect the 
weak from oppression, restrain the ambitious, and assure everyone of possessing what 
belongs to him. Let us institute rules of justice and peace to which all will be obliged to 
conform, which will make special exceptions for no one, and which will in some way 
compensate for the caprices of fortune by subjecting the strong and the weak to mutual 
obligations. In short, instead of turning our forces against ourselves, let us gather them 
into one supreme power that governs us according to wise laws, that protects and 
defends all the members of the association, repulses common enemies, and maintains 
us in an eternal concord." Considerably less than the equivalent of this discourse was 
needed to convince crude, easily seduced men who also had too many disputes to settle 
among themselves to be able to get along without arbiters, and too much greed and 
ambition to be able to get along without masters for long. They all ran to chain 
themselves, in the belief that they secured their liberty, for although they had enough 
sense to realize the advantages of a political establishment, they did not have enough 
experience to foresee its dangers. Those most capable of anticipating the abuses were 
precisely those who counted on profiting from them; and even the wise saw the need to 
be resolved to sacrifice one part of their liberty to preserve the other, just as a wounded 
man has his arm amputated to save the rest of his body. 

Such was, or should have been, the origin of society and laws, which gave new fetters to 
the weak and new forces to the rich, irretrievably destroyed natural liberty, established 
forever the law of property and of inequality, changed adroit usurpation into an 
irrevocable right, and for the profit of a few ambitious men henceforth subjected the 
entire human race to labor, servitude and misery. It is readily apparent how the 
establishment of a single society rendered indispensable that of all the others, and how, 
to stand head to head against the united forces, it was necessary to unite in turn. 
Societies, multiplying or spreading rapidly, soon covered the entire surface of the earth; 
and it was no longer possible to find a single corner in the universe where someone 
could free himself from the yoke and withdraw his head from the often ill-guided 
sword which everyone saw perpetually hanging over his own head. With civil right 
thus having become the common rule of citizens, the law of nature no longer was 
operative . . . 

I know that many have ascribed other origins to political societies, such as conquests by 
the most powerful, or the union of the weak; and the choice among these causes is 
indifferent to what I want to establish. Nevertheless, the one I have just described seems 
to me the most natural . . .  

It would be no more reasonable to believe that initially the peoples threw themselves 
unconditionally and for all time into the arms of an absolute master, and that the first 
means of providing for the common security dreamed up by proud and unruly men 
was to rush headlong into slavery. In fact, why did they give themselves over to 
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superiors, if not to defend themselves against oppression and to protect their goods, 
their liberties and their lives, which are, as it were, the constitutive elements of their 
being? Now, since, in relations between men, the worst that can happen to someone is 
for him to see himself at the discretion of someone else, would it not have been contrary 
to good sense to begin by surrendering into the hands of a leader the only things for 
whose preservation they needed his help? What equivalent could he have offered them 
for the concession of so fine a right? . . . It is therefore incontestable, and it is a 
fundamental maxim of all political right, that peoples have given themselves leaders in 
order to defend their liberty and not to enslave themselves. “[If] we have a prince,” 
Pliny said to Trajan2; “it is so that he may preserve us from having a master.” . . . 

In continuing thus to examine facts from the viewpoint of right, no more solidity than 
truth would be found in the belief that the establishment of tyranny was voluntary; and 
it would be difficult to show the validity of a contract that would obligate only one of 
the parties, where all the commitments would be placed on one side with none on the 
other, and that would turn exclusively to the disadvantage of the one making the 
commitments. This odious system is quite far removed from being, even today, that of 
wise and good monarchs, and especially of the kings of France, as may be seen in 
various places in their edicts, and particularly in the following passage of a famous 
writing published in 1667 in the name of and by order of Louis XIV: Let it not be said 
therefore that the sovereign is not subject to the laws of his state, for the contrary statement is a 
truth of the law of nations, which flattery has on occasion attacked, but which good princes have 
always defended as a tutelary divinity of their states. How much more legitimate is it to say, 
with the wise Plato, that the perfect felicity of a kingdom is that a prince be obeyed by his 
subjects, that the prince obey the law, and that the law be right and always directed to the public 
good. . . . 

. . .[S]ince the right of property is merely the result of convention and human 
institution, every man can dispose of what he possesses as he sees fit. But it is not the 
same for the essential gifts of nature such as life and liberty, which everyone is allowed 
to enjoy, and of which it is at least doubtful that one has the right to divest himself. In 
giving up the one he degrades his being; in giving up the other he annihilates that being 
insofar as he can. And because no temporal goods can compensate for the one or the 
other, it would offend at the same time both nature and reason to renounce them, 
regardless of the price. . . . 

Thus it appears certain to me not only that governments did not begin with arbitrary 
power, which is but their corruption and extreme limit, and which finally brings them 
back simply to the law of the strongest, for which they were initially to have been the 
remedy; but also that even if they had begun thus, this power, being illegitimate by its 
nature, could not have served as a foundation for the rights of society, nor, as a 
consequence, for the inequality occasioned by social institutions. . . .  

What reflection teaches us on this subject is perfectly confirmed by observation: savage 
man and civilized man differ so greatly in the depths of their hearts and in their 
inclinations, that what constitutes the supreme happiness of the one would reduce the 
other to despair. Savage man breathes only tranquility and liberty; he wants simply to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Here Rousseau quotes Pliny the Younger’s Panegyric to Trajan, dating to roughly 100 CE. 
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live and rest easy; and not even the unperturbed tranquility of the Stoic approaches his 
profound indifference for any other objects. On the other hand, the citizen is always 
active and in a sweat, always agitated, and unceasingly tormenting himself in order to 
seek still more laborious occupations. He works until he dies; he even runs to his death 
in order to be in a position to live, or renounces life in order to acquire immortality. He 
pays court to the great whom he hates and to the rich whom he scorns. He stops at 
nothing to obtain the honor of serving them. He proudly crows about his own baseness 
and their protection; and proud of his slavery, he speaks with disdain about those who 
do not have the honor of taking part in it. What a spectacle for the Carib[bean] are the 
difficult and envied labors of the European minister! How many cruel deaths would 
that indolent savage not prefer to the horror of such a life, which often is not mollified 
even by the pleasure of doing good. But in order to see the purpose of so many cares, 
the words power and reputation would have to have a meaning in his mind; he would 
have to learn that there is a type of men who place some value on the regard the rest of 
the world has for them, and who know how to be happy and content with themselves 
on the testimony of others rather than on their own. Such, in fact, is the true cause of all 
these differences; the savage lives in himself; the man accustomed to the ways of society 
is always outside himself and knows how to live only in the opinion of others. . . . It is 
enough for me to have proved that this is not the original state of man, and that this is 
only the spirit of society, and the inequality that society engenders, which thus change 
and alter all our natural inclinations. 

 


