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THOUGHTS ON ROUSSEAU’S DISCOURSE ON THE ORIGIN OF INEQUALITY








1/  “Here is your history.”  The book is about what it means to become a being with a history, to live with a past.  





2/ At first, there is only the body  (cf the Emile, bk 1) with fears only of pain and hunger (not of death -- contra Hobbes). Then there is language (cf Emile, bk 2) which slowly introduces regularity and time.  This in turn leads, now in part II, to “reflection” and judgment.  Humans are thus able to determine the circumstances in which they are the happiest. (Cf Emile, bk 3). With this they can localize themselves in space.  





3/ At this point, Rousseau turns to all those devices which structure the distinctions between individuals:  human strength is extended by the divisionof labor, metallurgy and agriculture.  Invention of the mother of necessity.





4/ Under these conditions, happiness comes to be defined in terms of having or lacking -- i.e., the happiness of the rich depends on the misery of the poor.  Hence, the more one has, the happier one is (should be) and the poorer and more miserable are (must be) those who have not.





 5/ Force takes the place of justice. The poor are nothing; they would be all.  A process is in motion, wether willed or not.  We are historical.  “Here is your history.”


