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Rousseau's Transformed Aristotelianism 
 
 
Abstract: According to an influential view, Rousseau’s thought is committed to the view 
of abstract individual. This view is thought to be essential to his radical critique of 
‘corrupt’ society and to give support to his idea of man’s natural goodness. On the 
contrary, I argue that Rousseau endorses the Aristotelian idea that sociability is natural to 
humans. “Natural man” is a device in an argument for the view of natural sociability, 
argument in which Rousseau takes to task the Hobbes-an view that humans are 
fundamentally asocial individuals. “Natural man” is a device in a reduction argument 
against Hobbes, not, as interpreters of Rousseau’s thought often assume, Rousseau’s own 
conception of human nature. Through this reduction, Rousseau shows that we can only 
account for basic human characteristics – such as language and reason – if we understand 
humans as naturally social beings. While natural man’s lack of social relations leaves him 
uncorrupt, Rousseau does not (and need not) think that any social relations are unnatural 
and therefore corrupt. Rousseau believes, I argue, that the legitimate society of The Social 
Contract is such an uncorrupt, natural society, because it develops man’s nature as a free 
being. This has the surprising implication that Rousseau’s theory of freedom has an 
Aristotelian rather than a Kantian foundation. 
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I. Introduction 

According to a widely shared view among Rousseau’s interpreters, Rousseau thinks 

human beings are naturally asocial, apolitical beings. Oftentimes this view is taken for 

granted rather than argued for. Its power is evident in Rousseau’s image as the proponent 

of a natural human being so completely devoid of social features as to surpass even the 

abstract Hobbes-an individual, as well as in Rousseau’s picture as the defender of an 

ideal of solitude as a recuperation of the blessings of the original state. 

There are good reasons for attributing to Rousseau this view of human beings. To 

begin with, the idea that humans are naturally asocial seems bound up with Rousseau’s 

idea of the natural goodness of man. If all evil is social and man is naturally good, then 

man’s nature cannot be social.1  

Moreover, there is strong textual evidence for this view in Rousseau’s texts. First, the 

picture of the natural man he paints in Part I of The Second Discourse is that of a being 

completely lacking any social relations. Relatedly, Rousseau criticizes Hobbes’ argument 

that war is a consequence of man’s nature by arguing that Hobbes has endowed natural 

man with features that only a social being can have. Only by endowing natural man with 

features of the social man was Hobbes able to show that the state of nature is one of war. 

Properly stripped of features that he owes to society, natural man lives in a state of peace. 

Secondly, Rousseau repeatedly insists that society and its ills are artificial. They do 

not exist in the original man, and they are direct consequences of developments that take 

man out of his original condition and make him dependent on other human beings. 

In this paper I want to raise doubts about this picture of Rousseau. To begin with, that 

all evil is social does not mean that all society is evil. It is possible for Rousseau to think 
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that evil is widespread in all societies he witnesses, without believing this to be a 

necessary truth about all societies. He can even think that the corruption of these societies 

is due to something about their social organization without thinking that social 

organization itself is corrupt.2 Some societies could be good, even if no good societies are 

yet in existence, and even if there are many and serious obstacles in creating such 

societies. Indeed, arguably Rousseau’s project in The Social Contract is to be understood 

along these lines. 

Moreover, a society may be good not because it recreates or reflects in a social form 

something about man’s asocial nature, but because it allows for the proper development 

of man’s social nature. That man’s nature is social does not mean that good social 

relations display a high level of solidarity, which is incompatible with individual 

particular interests and other sorts of difference. Man’s social nature is individual and is 

compatible with a wide range of differences. It only means that some features essential to 

individual humans – such as language, reason, or virtue – cannot exist in the absence of 

social relations. 

While each of these arguments deserves a more sustained discussion,3 in this paper I 

focus on Rousseau’s picture of natural man in Part I of The Second Discourse to argue 

that it should not be read as evidence that Rousseau adopts the view of human beings as 

naturally asocial. 

On the contrary, I argue that Rousseau’s “natural man” is part of a polemic with 

Hobbes’s view of humans as asocial, isolated individuals. Through his natural man, 

Rousseau takes Hobbes and his empiricist premises to task in a reductio argument. The 
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natural man is what Hobbes’ individuals would have to be like if they were endowed only 

with the faculties Hobbes endows them with. 

 

II. Rousseau’s natural man and the story of origin 

According to a widespread view among Rousseau’s interpreters and casual readers, 

The Discourse on the Origin of Inequality4 offers a story of origins: the story of the 

transformation that brought man from his natural origins into society. In this story, the 

natural man is a model of what is natural and good in humans.5 As this good, natural man 

is devoid of any social relations, it seems almost self-evident that man’s nature must be 

asocial according to Rousseau. 

The story of origin shows how this asocial being develops social relations. The story 

of the origin is a genetic story6 that offers an explanation of how a particular state of 

affairs –social man – results from the origins – the natural man.  

But of what sort is this explanation? On one account, the explanation offers necessary 

and sufficient conditions for what needs to be explained. The form of the explanation is 

“given X, it follows that Y” where X is the set of necessary and sufficient conditions for Y. 

The features of the natural man represent the necessary and sufficient conditions for 

explaining social man. 

I think this is what is meant by authors who describe the account by using verbs like 

“produce,” “results in,” etc. Charvet’s reading, for example, Rousseau holds the view that 

“as a result of the development of agriculture, private property comes into existence” and 

“the invention of metallurgy … is … the product of some fatal chance.” And later, 
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“[f]rom this initial impetus everything else develops: the other arts, the progress of 

language…” (Charvet, 1974, p. 23, emphasis added).7 

But even Dent, who does not think that Rousseau’s views can be reduced to a genetic 

account (Dent, 1988, pp. 33-35), reads the account in The Second Discourse as a genetic 

story about “the emergence” of particular features that did not exist in natural man (Dent, 

1988, pp. 79-82).8 

The best indication that this is the explanation Rousseau’s interpreters expect from 

him is the type of gaps they find in it. Rehearsing familiar complaints, Dent argues that 

Rousseau’s account of the emergence of inflamed amour-propre “ contains “an 

explanatory hiatus” because it posits a feature – “the disposition toward jealous exclusive 

sexual possessiveness” – without justification, “out of the blue” (Dent, 1988, p. 80).9 If 

an explanation is flawed when it posits a new feature, one that is not already contained in 

the hypotheses of the account, then the explanation is one that gives necessary and 

sufficient conditions.10 

I agree with Dent that the story of origins in The Second Discourse is full of such 

explanatory gaps.11 Dent is right to point out that the explanation of the emergence of the 

features of social man is not a good explanation at all. But unlike Dent, I do not think this 

is because The Second Discourse was Rousseau’s first attempt at an explanation, one 

that, given the difficulty of the task, is understandably less than perfect (Dent, 1988, p. 

85). I think that Rousseau did not try to give an explanation of this sort at all.  

Instead, I think that Rousseau has two other aims in giving the story of origin in The 

Second Discourse. One is a reductio of Hobbes’ conception of humans as asocial 

individuals. By showing the absurd implications of Hobbes’ view of human being as 
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asocial individuals, he rejects that view and suggests that a natural society is possible. 

The second is critical: to show that no existing society is “natural”.  

 

III. The Alternative View 

Rousseau’s first aim in developing the idea of “natural man” is to criticize Hobbes’s 

conception of human nature as asocial individuals. Rousseau argues that essential 

features of humans – language and reason in particular – cannot be explained if we 

understand humans as Hobbes does, as endowed with perception alone and as 

fundamentally asocial animals. The premise of this argument – that humans are asocial 

beings endowed with perception – is captured in the state of nature. The state of nature is 

what Rousseau things humans would look like if we took Hobbes’s conception of human 

nature seriously. But he rejects rather than endorses this account, thus rejecting the 

conception of human nature as asocial. 

Thus, Rousseau defends a version of Aristotle’s conception of humans as social 

animals. But – and this is the second aim of the story of origin – he puts this idea to his 

own purposes. He shows that humanity as we know it is not the only possible form it can 

take. It is a “corrupted” form. But it is corrupted not because it leaves something natural 

behind, but because it does not fully develop man’s nature. In this too, Rousseau is 

Aristotle-an: he understands the idea of nature – and thus the standard of judging a form 

of society corrupted or not – as the fully developed form of humanity, not its origin. But 

for Rousseau man’s telos is freedom – the ability to live without being subject to the will 

of another – not happiness. Thus, Rousseau undermines Aristotle’s argument for natural 

slavery. 
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1. Criticism of Hobbes. Man is a social, not a isolated, self-sufficient animal 

The state of nature is a set of hypotheses. But, these hypotheses are not meant to 

explain a transformation in the human condition. Rather, they are meant to show the 

inability of the Hobbes-an view to account for basic human phenomena – knowledge, 

ideas, and language – and thus to show its absurdity. 

The hypotheses captured in the picture of natural man are Rousseau’s reading of 

Hobbes’s account of man in Part I of Leviathan. According to Hobbes, the origin of all 

human knowledge is the single sensorial impression. This impression is produced by (the 

motion of) external objects; it does not exist in the objects themselves. It is “fancy,” “a 

representation or appearance” of the objects, but existing in us, not in the objects.12 All 

human phenomena – thought, desires, knowledge – can be deduced from this origin. 

Thought is a succession of some such ideas. Imagination, memory, language, knowledge 

can all be explained by reference to this original sensorial idea.  

Rousseau’s narrative of development is what Rousseau thinks Hobbes has to show 

to make good on his promise that all human faculties can be deduced from sensorial 

perception alone. If Hobbes is right, if, that is, all human ideas and phenomena can be 

explained by reference to sensory perception, then it should be possible to imagine a 

being with the ability of perception alone and to show that it evolved into a being 

recognizable to us as human. The genetic story is not Rousseau’s view; it is what he 

thinks Hobbes has to show to be true.13 By showing that this story of origins fails, 

Rousseau shows the Hobbes-an account incoherent. 
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The first thing Rousseau notices about Hobbes’ premise that sensorial perception is 

the original of all human ideas is that the perception belongs to one single individual. 

That individual’s relationships with other individuals are irrelevant to the process by 

which sensorial perception turns into thought, language and knowledge. That is why 

natural man is isolated from other humans; he has no significant relationship with them. 

Moreover, this means that the original relationship among humans is the 

relationship one has to the objects of one’s perception. One can make distinctions 

between different objects based on their perceptible qualities (one can notice that, like 

other animals and unlike plants and rocks, humans can move), but not on their common 

membership in the species, because species are not given in senses. Humans have no 

privileged status in this world of sensorial perception. Humans do not recognize each 

other as human; they perceive other humans as they see animals of other species. 

From these premises we should be able to show that natural man acquires every 

faculty that make us human. But, Rousseau argues, all such explanations fail. I make this 

argument about language, a feature without which a being cannot be called human. But 

the same argument can be made with regard to reason, especially given that reason 

depends on language. 

Language, Rousseau says, is conventional. It is based on a convention about which 

sounds stand for which objects.14 But a convention has to be accepted by everyone by 

common consent, which requires language. By this line of reasoning, we need language 

to institute language. The attempt at explanation ends up in a vicious circle (Rousseau, 

1997a, p. 147, Part I [27]). Another way of rendering Rousseau’s point here is that 

language is public. Unless everybody shares meaning, i.e. gives the same meaning to the 
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same signs, language cannot be used for communication. To share meaning is to agree 

that the same physical signs – sounds or written letters – stand for the same objects. If – 

per Hobbes’s hypothesis – each individual’s sensorial impressions are isolated from other 

individuals’, we have to explain how different individuals agree on the same physical 

signs to stand for the same objects. Only unanimous consent could bring such agreement 

about among beings endowed only with Hobbes-an perceptional faculties. But that 

requires language, which is what needs to be explained. 

Moreover, according to Hobbes, words are general, while objects, and our sensorial 

perceptions of them, are particular (Hobbes, 1994, p. 17, [6]). As all knowledge is 

perception-based, it is originally particular, not general. An explanation of language has 

to explain how we bridge the gap between the two, i.e. how we acquire general concepts 

and the ability to use them. We have to explain how we know that all oak trees have 

something in common in virtue of which they should bear the same name. 

Rousseau discusses this difficulty by arguing that the first language must have been 

made up of proper names for particular objects. “If one Oak was called A, another Oak 

was called B.” To turn this primitive language in a language with general concepts, 

Rousseau argues, humans would have to have more knowledge (of objects, their 

properties and the commonalities among them) than they could acquire without a 

functioning language. Otherwise they would not be able to group objects together under 

concepts (Rousseau, 1997a, pp. 147-148, Part I [29]).  

By saying this, Rousseau takes issue with Hobbes’s account of language in Chapter 

IV of the Leviathan. According to Hobbes, “[o]ne universal name is imposed on many 

things for their similitude in some quality or accident” (Hobbes, 1994, p.17, [7]). But 
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“How is a being with only sensorial faculties able to identify which similarities are 

relevant and which ones are not?,” Rousseau asks. To identify these similarities is to 

(already) have concepts. By assuming this ability Hobbes’ explanation of language 

presupposes what it needs to establish. 

Thus far I reconstructed the philosophical reasons one can find in the text of the 

Second Discourse to doubt that Rousseau offers an explanation of the emergence of 

language. But there are also textual reasons to think so. Both in the beginning and at the 

end of his discussion of language, Rousseau suggests that it is very hard, if at all possible, 

to explain the origin of language. He introduces the discussion as a consideration of “the 

perplexities regarding the origin of Languages.” (Rousseau, 1997a, p. 145, Part I [25]). 

He concludes the discussion by saying: 

“As for myself, frightened by the increasing difficulties, and convinced of the 

almost demonstrated impossibility that Languages could have arisen and been established 

by purely human means, I leave to anyone who wishes to undertake it the discussion of 

this difficult Problem: which is the more necessary, and already united Society for the 

institution of Languages, or already invented Languages for the establishment of 

Society?” (Rousseau, 1997a, p. 149, Part I [32]). 

This passage suggests that Rousseau thinks that his discussion shows that language 

cannot be understood in the absence of society. To attempt to do so was Hobbes’ mistake. 

This attempt ended in incoherence, which is evident in the fact that features of society 

would inevitably find their way back into his premises. 

This, I think, is how we should interpret Rousseau’s claim that all philosophers who 

have examined the foundations of society by going back to the state of nature have 
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“transferred to the state of nature ideas they had taken from society. They spoke of 

Savage Man and depicted Civil man.” (Rousseau, 1997a, p. 132, Exordium [5]). 

Rousseau does not mean that the Hobbes-an state of nature is not the real state of nature 

because it includes too many social features, which do not properly belong there. Rather, 

he says that it is a mistake to think of man as devoid of any social relation. To do so is to 

turn man into a being lacking reason and language, and thus no different than animals. 

Humans are different from animals in that they are endowed with reason and language, 

and only a social being can have these faculties. 

He continues the idea above by saying: “It did not even enter the mind of most of 

our philosophers to doubt that the state of Nature had existed whereas it is evident, from 

reading the Holy Scriptures, that the first Man having received some light and Precepts 

immediately from God was not himself in that state…” (Rousseau, 1997a, p. 132, 

Exordium [5]; emphasis added). And this is followed by the passage that famously states 

“Let us therefore begin by setting aside all the facts, for they do not affect the question.” 

(Rousseau, 1997a, p, 132, Exordium [6]). 

Further textual support is given by those passages in which Rousseau expresses 

serious doubts about the possibility of a successful genetic explanation. The prevailing 

view, according to which Rousseau offers a genetic explanation, has to explain these 

passages away. Take for instance the following: 

“The more one meditates on this subject, the greater does the distance between pure 

sensations and the simplest knowledge grow in our eyes; and it is impossible to conceive 

how a man could, by his own strength alone, without the help of communication, and 
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without the goad of necessity, have crossed so great a divide.” (Rousseau, 1997a, p. 143, 

Part I [22]). 

He discusses the particular difficulties of explaining the emergence of agriculture in 

the following passage:  

“What shall we say about agriculture, an art requiring so much labor and foresight; 

dependent on other arts, which can quite obviously be pursued only in a society that has 

at least begun, and which we use not so much to draw forth from the Earth foods it would 

readily yield without agriculture as to force it to [conform to] the predilections that are 

more to our taste? But let us suppose that men has multiplied so much that natural 

produce no longer sufficed to feed them; …; Let us suppose that without forges, and 

without Workshops, the tools for farming had dropped from Heaven into the Savages’ 

hands; that these men had overcome the mortal hatred they all have of sustained work; 

that they had learned to foresee their needs sufficiently far ahead, that they had guessed 

how to cultivate the Earth, sow seed, and plant Trees, that they had found the art of 

grinding Wheat and of fermenting grapes; all of them things which the Gods had to be 

made to teach them, for want of conceiving how they could have learned them on their 

own; what man would, after all this, be so senseless as to torment himself with cultivating 

a Field that will be despoiled by the first passer-by, man or beast, fancying his harvest; 

and how will everyone resolve to spend his life doing hard work when the more he needs 

its rewards, the more certain he is not to reap them? In a word, how can this situation 

possibly dispose men to cultivate the Earth so long as it has not been divided among 

them, that is to say so long as the state of Nature is not abolished?” (Rousseau, 1997a, p. 

144, Part I [22]). 
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This passage is significant for two further reasons.  

The first is about the way in which he treats the difficulties he points to. He assumes 

them away rather than trying to minimize them, as he would if he were trying to give a 

genetic explanation. Further, he assumes one difficulty away only in order to be able to 

consider a new one, which ends up being equally insurmountable.15 With every step, the 

sense seems to be that the difficulties of explanation are harder and harder to overcome. 

One example is the discussion of metallurgy. Rousseau wonders at the numerous 

difficulties that would have had to be overcome for humans to acquire this art. Only 

“some extraordinary event, such as a Volcano” (Rousseau, 1997a, p. 168, Part II [21]) 

would have made it possible for humans to be acquainted with iron and understand its 

properties. But “even then,” Rousseau says at the end of that paragraph, “they must also 

be assumed to have had a good deal of courage and foresight to undertake such strenuous 

labor and to anticipate so far in advance the advantages they might derive from it; which 

really only accords with minds already more skilled than these must have been.” In the 

end, the reader is left with more of the sense of the difficulty of explaining how each of 

these arts emerged than with an actual account of their emergence. 

Secondly, this passage exhibits an argument Rousseau repeatedly makes to heighten 

the sense of difficulty. The argument points out the presuppositions of a practice, it shows 

that a human practice relies on other practices or metal developments. To establish one 

practice, the argument goes, we would need to explain other practices, and the difficulties 

to do so just multiply. 

Agriculture, the passage says, presupposes many other transformations. It 

presupposes that people need or want more than nature freely provides them. Otherwise it 
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would be irrational for one to put oneself through the toil of laboring the earth. It also 

requires foresight, the knowledge that seeds will grow and bear fruit. It requires tools, 

which in turn require the arts of making them, which can only be pursued in society. 

Finally, it requires private property. For without assurance that I will enjoy the fruits of 

my labor, I have no reason to labor for them. 

This form of this argument contrasts that of a genetic explanation. A genetic 

explanation starts from the origins or initial conditions – call them a, b and c – and tries 

to explain current practices or human features as results of these conditions only (or with 

as little additional conditions as possible). In contrast, the argument Rousseau uses here 

starts from current practices, institutions, sentiments, etc. – call them x, y and z – and 

inquires into their presuppositions, the institutions that have to already be in place to 

make current situation possible. 

To summarize, I argued that the state of nature in the Second Discourse is a 

theoretical device in a reductio argument against Hobbes, not a description of actual 

features of human nature. According to this argument, reason and language cannot be 

explained on the assumption that humans are isolated individuals endowed with 

perception alone. For any such explanation assumes what it has to explain. That is, it 

assumes a social being while claiming to start from the premise of a completely asocial 

being. Rousseau does not claim that he will give a better explanation of this sort, but that 

any such explanations are bound to fail.  

This means, I further argue, that Rousseau thinks humans are not naturally isolated, 

but social beings. Rousseau asks the Aristotle-an question: Can we imagine humans 

isolated from society? If we do so, are they human or do they rather resemble beasts or 
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saints? Through the device of the state of nature Rousseau imagines humans isolated 

from society to show that they would not be recognizably human; they would resemble 

animals rather than humans. 

 

2. The Second Discourse as Social Criticism 

However, unlike Aristotle (or at least traditional interpretations of his thought), 

Rousseau asks the question about human nature not for its own sake, but in order to 

establish a method that would justify social criticism. I have argued that, contrary to 

prevailing views, Rousseau does not think that the problems with civilized men are 

related to their departure from the state of nature, or to what was lost in leaving it. 

Nevertheless, the state of nature does play a role in that argument. It enables Rousseau to 

show that social practices and institutions are not dictated by nature. While he does not 

completely abandon the idea of human nature, he suggests that nature does not determine 

all that makes humans human. 

In a literal sense this last sentence is patently false. By definition, human nature is 

what makes humans human. It is in the sense of nature as the bare minimum of life (sense 

that Rousseau paints in the picture of the state of nature) that nature does not determine 

all that makes humans human. In the more extended sense of what makes humans human, 

freedom is the nature of humans according to Rousseau (Rousseau, 1997b, p. 45, Book I 

Ch. 4 [6]). Freedom has a complex meaning for Rousseau. It includes the ability to 

choose (Rousseau, 1997a, p. 140, Part I [15]) and the ability to give oneself rules 

(Rousseau, 1997b, p. 54, Book I Ch. 8 [3]). In the Second Discourse there is also the 

suggestion that a free being is able to develop all his faculties.  
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His critical purposes require Rousseau to justify both criticism of contemporary 

social conditions and his belief in the possibility for reform. To do so, he has to show that 

current society is corrupted, but only contingently so. In addition, he needs to do the 

following: 

1) Establish a principled way to make a distinction between corrupted and 

uncorrupted forms of society and humanity. 

2) Reject two arguments that the corruption is necessarily related to humanity.  

a) First, that the constraints of our physical nature are necessarily corrupt; that 

beings with our bodies and physical needs can only develop into corrupted human and 

social forms; that social and human corruption is, like death, inevitable for beings with 

our physical constraints. 

b) Secondly, he also has to show that even if there is nothing intrinsically corrupt 

about our physical nature, beings with these physical constraints become necessarily 

corrupt when they also have non-physical faculties. 

 

1) The basis of the distinction between corrupt and non-corrupt forms of society is 

the idea of humanity as a free being with all faculties developed.  

Rousseau understands the “nature” of a thing (and therefore of human beings) in the 

Aristotle-an sense of “end” or “telos.” This is another reason why he develops a story of 

development in the Second Discourse: as a teleological narrative that reveals the nature 

of man. The relation between a fully human being – a being in society, with all faculties 

developed – and its bare physical characteristics – painted in the state of nature – is one 

of final causation. It is analogous to the relation between acorn and oak. As the acorn 
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develops into the oak, so natural man develops into a human being with all faculties 

developed. This, I think, is the meaning of Rousseau’s idea that natural man is endowed 

with perfectibility; that it has some human features in potentiality. The development in 

The Second Discourse is not deterministic, mechanical, or causal (in the efficient 

causation sense); rather, it is teleological, oriented towards its final cause. 

In a sense there are two contrasting narrative of development in the Second 

Discourse. One is the narrative of development that falls short of a “natural,” uncorrupted 

human development. The other is that which could and should result in a human being 

with fully developed faculties. He persuades us that the former is corrupted, not fully 

human, by offering us glimpses of the latter.  

2) The narrative of development enables Rousseau to achieve the other two aims. 

a) First, he shows how little of our nature is “given.” Our physical characteristics 

impose some constraints on the possibilities of our nature, in the ways in which the acorn 

represents some constraints for the oak’s development. But that is all they are: limited 

constraints, not deterministic causes. They do not determine – as Hobbes would have us 

believe – the main features of our humanity. Moreover, they are stripped of what we can 

recognize as human to such an extent that they are amoral qualities, qualities that cannot 

be judged as good or bad. With the idea of the state of nature Rousseau abstracts away 

from humans as social and moral beings. 

b) Secondly, Rousseau introduces contingency in the Aristotle-an narrative of 

development. As I see it, he puts his discussion of the development of natural man into 

social man to two uses. The first use was to criticize Hobbes. He shows the absurdity of 

believing that humans can be understood as isolated individuals endowed only with 



	 17	

perception by arguing that it is impossible to account for the fully developed human 

being by relying only on the premise of the isolated individual. But if this account is 

impossible to sustain, then it also means that our non-physical qualities – and hence our 

nature – do not necessarily follow from what nature “gives” us. A lot of what is human – 

desires, psychological traits, love, families, the shelters we build – cannot be traced 

directly to our physical nature. At most, the relation is contingent. Thus, the second use 

of the discussion of the insurmountable gap between nature and society is to introduce 

contingency in the Aristotle-an account. Nothing is responsible for the development of 

human faculties except the human ability to choose freely. According to the account of 

free choice in the Second Discourse, free choice is responsible for both the corrupted and 

uncorrupted forms our abilities and relations with others can take. And that is because 

free choice introduces contingency. In contrast to instinct, which impels animals to 

follow the rule nature prescribes to them to their own good, men are endowed with free 

will that directs them to their own good only contingently, as they can choose both what 

is good and what is not good for them (Rousseau, 1997a, p.140, Part I [15]). 

 

On this reading, the role of the state of nature is more restricted than on prevailing 

interpretations. Rousseau’s argument is not that human nature is fundamentally good, but 

that there is nothing about our physical characteristics that make us necessarily bad. 

Moreover, our physical characteristics do not exhaust what is human about us, in the 

same way in which the acorn does not contain all the features of the oak that develops out 

of it. The acorn does not have the leaves, the trunk or the roots of the oak. The acorn does 

also not contain a standard for telling the difference between a healthy and an unhealthy 
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oak. Similarly, the state of nature does not contain such a standard that would enable us 

to judge a society as corrupted or not. 

 

IV. Conclusion  

I argued Rousseau’s idea of the state of nature plays a complex yet unappreciated 

role in the argument of the Second Discourse. First, it enables Rousseau to reject 

Hobbes’s argument about the origin of human faculties in human perception. As a 

rejection of the deterministic character of the development of human faculties is rejected, 

the narrative of progression from the state of nature to the state of society also allows 

Rousseau to develop his critical method, which relies on an understanding of human 

nature as contingent. 
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1 Melzer is the most well-known defender of this view. See Melzer, 1990, especially p. 

42.  
2 Dent (1988, p. 16) makes the same point in the context of explaining what Rousseau 

understands by “natural”. 
3 I plan to develop that discussion in an extended version of this paper. 
4 The page numbers are to Rousseau, 1997a. I also include references to paragraph 

number in square brackets. 
5 For Melzer, 1990, that is a certain sort of unity, for Marks, 2005, the opposite – 

disharmony – which is present from the beginning in natural man. Even Dent, whose 

understanding of “nature” is very close to mine, in that it does not disappear in society 

(Dent, 1988, p. 16), sometimes speaks of Rousseau’s nature as representing a set of moral 

requirements for the individual. Against the background assumption that Rousseau’s 

individuals are asocial beings, this conception of nature perpetuates the stark opposition 

between individuals and society that I reject in this paper.  
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6 To say that it is a genetic account is not to say that it is an empirical or historical 

account, although it can be so. Even if read, correctly in my view, as a hypothesis about 

origins, it is still a genetic account in that it presents a hypothesis about the origins and 

how the current state of affairs would have followed from that. 
7 Laurence Cooper’s view of Rousseau is even more clearly one of this sort. He views 

Rousseau as “a kind of evolutionist” he calls “transformist” to distinguish from Darwin. 

On Cooper’s account, Rousseau’s account is empirical. It is a “history of the human 

species from its brute origins to its present state” (Cooper, 1999, p. 41). 
8 Dent is particularly interested in the emergence of amour-propre. 
9 Indeed, his dissatisfaction with Rousseau’s explanation of the emergence of amour-

propre in The Second Discourse makes him think that the account in Emile, which he 

thinks is a better one, supersedes the one The Second Discourse. 
10 In an extended version of this paper I will argue that this view of explanation goes 

hand in hand with interpreting Rousseau’s idea of the natural man as a depiction of man’s 

nature and therefore as evidence that Rousseau thinks that human beings are naturally 

asocial. 
11 Dent considers alternative explanations, including the role of “fatal accidents,” but his 

final conclusion about the account in The Second Discourse is that it introduces 

“supplementary notions and processes … which are underexplained.” (Dent, 1988, pp. 

84-85). 
12 Hobbes, Leviathan, Chapter I (Hobbes, 1994, pp. 6-7). Hobbes also says that these 

impressions are actually matter in motion, but we experience them as secondary qualities 

of color, sound, taste, heat or cold, etc. For the purposes of my argument about Rousseau 

it is irrelevant whether Rousseau’s interpretation of Hobbes is flawless, as long as it is a 

reasonable interpretation. 
13 This explains why Rousseau does indeed speak as if he offers a genetic explanation; he 

uses verbs like “acquire,” “develop,” etc. that support to the genetic reading. However, as 

I will argue shortly, the genetic explanation view has to dismiss significant parts of 

Rousseau’s text, those in which he sounds like he does not think that the genetic 
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explanation is successful. My view, in contrast, makes sense of both parts of the text and 

of the apparent inconsistency between them. 
14 He considers the possibility that men’s first language is imitative, “less dependent for 

their meaning on prior agreement.” Humans try to establish this language by trying to 

imitate the objects they want to represent through gestures and sounds. But Rousseau 

argues that this language would have been as useful as conventional language because it 

would not be able to describe abstract objects, and gestures would not be visible in the 

dark, etc.). 
15 I think this explains the fact that he often uses language that sounds explanatory rather 

than raising difficulties for explanation. See Part II, [23, 24], (169), as well as [27], (170). 


