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ABSTRACT 

Economic inequality has long plagued societies, shaping the experiences of individuals and communities 
alike. In Nigeria, despite abundant natural and human resources, wealth remains concentrated in the hands 
of a few, while millions struggle to meet basic needs. What are the underlying causes of this persistent 
disparity, and could philosophical insights offer a framework for addressing it? This study seeks to answer 
these questions by examining Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s conception of inequality and critically evaluating its 
potential as a panacea to Nigeria’s economic crisis. Using an analytic method, the analysis reveals that 
Nigeria’s economic inequality is largely the product of social structures, governance failures, and historical 
patterns of resource misallocation, rather than natural differences among citizens. Rousseau’s critique 
highlights how concentrated wealth and power undermine freedom, social cohesion, and moral 
responsibility, suggesting that sustainable solutions must address both structural and ethical dimensions. 
The study concludes that Rousseau’s philosophy provides a compelling conceptual framework for 
understanding and addressing Nigeria’s economic disparities. His ideas underscore the importance of 
equitable resource distribution, ethical governance, and civic responsibility. Accordingly, the paper 
recommends policies that promote wealth redistribution, social inclusion, transparent governance, and civic 
education, arguing that only through such a multidimensional approach can Nigeria move toward economic 
justice and societal harmony. 

Keywords: Inequality, Economic Inequality, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Nigeria’s Economic Crisis, Social 
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INTRODUCTION 
Across the world, societies have continued to struggle with the persistent problem of inequality. 

While inequality may appear in different forms social, political, or economic its most visible and troubling 
manifestation is often economic disparity. The gap between the rich and the poor has widened in many 
nations, creating social tensions, weakening institutions, and raising profound questions about justice and 
fairness in the organisation of society. In recent times, the situation in Nigeria has drawn particular concern. 
Rising inflation, increasing unemployment, the removal of fuel subsidies, and the escalating cost of living 
have intensified the economic burden on ordinary citizens. For many Nigerians, daily life has become a 
continuous negotiation between survival and hope. These developments have renewed intellectual and 
philosophical debates about the roots of inequality and the possibility of finding sustainable solutions. Long 
before the emergence of modern economic theories, philosophers had already begun to interrogate the 
origins and consequences of inequality in human society. Among them, the eighteenth-century thinker 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau stands out as one of the most influential voices. Rousseau’s reflections on 
inequality were not merely abstract philosophical speculations; they were deeply concerned with the moral 
and social conditions of human existence. In his famous work, Discourse on the Origin and Basis of 
Inequality Among Men, he offered a penetrating critique of the social arrangements that allow a few 
individuals to accumulate wealth and power at the expense of the majority. Rousseau argued that 
inequality was not simply a natural feature of human life but largely the product of social institutions, 
particularly the establishment of private property and the development of complex political structures. 

Rousseau’s philosophical inquiry begins with a provocative question: how did a society that once 
enjoyed a relative form of natural equality gradually transform into one marked by domination, privilege, 

https://www.ijsrjournal.com/ijsrehs.v2i2.2026.ijsr-358698
mailto:chinazaserena016@gmail.com
mailto:si.nnoruka@coou.edu.ng


23 
Ijsrjournal.com 

and economic disparity? According to him, the turning point in human history occurred when individuals 
began to claim ownership of land and resources, thereby creating divisions between those who possessed 
wealth and those who did not. From that moment, social relations increasingly revolved around 
competition, prestige, and the pursuit of material advantage. Rousseau believed that this transformation 
fundamentally altered human relationships and introduced a form of inequality that was neither inevitable 
nor morally justified. 

The relevance of Rousseau’s reflections becomes particularly striking when examined in the 
context of contemporary Nigeria. Nigeria, despite being richly endowed with natural and human resources, 
continues to face severe economic inequalities. A small segment of the population controls a 
disproportionate share of wealth, while a large percentage of citizens struggle to meet basic needs such as 
food, shelter, healthcare, and education. The persistence of poverty in the midst of abundance has led 
many observers to question the structural foundations of the Nigerian economic system. It raises the 
philosophical problem of whether the prevailing social and economic arrangements genuinely serve the 
collective good or merely reinforce existing inequalities. In light of these realities, Rousseau’s critique of 
inequality provides a valuable framework for reflection. Thus, this paper therefore undertakes a critical 
examination of Rousseau’s conception of inequality with particular attention to its possible relevance to 
Nigeria’s present economic crisis.  
 
Understanding the Concept of Inequality 

Inequality generally refers to the uneven distribution of resources, opportunities, and privileges 
among individuals or groups within a society.1 It manifests when some members of society possess greater 
wealth, power, or access to social benefits than others. Such disparities often create divisions that affect 
people’s quality of life, social mobility, and participation in economic and political processes. 
Philosophically, inequality has been understood in different ways. Some scholars view certain forms of 
inequality as natural, arising from differences in physical strength, talents, or abilities among individuals. 
However, many philosophers argue that the most troubling forms of inequality are socially constructed. 
The French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for instance, distinguished between natural inequality, 
which stems from biological differences, and moral or political inequality, which arises from social 
institutions such as property ownership, laws, and systems of governance. In contemporary societies, 
inequality is often most visible in economic terms. Economic inequality occurs when wealth, income, and 
resources are concentrated in the hands of a few while a large proportion of the population struggles to 
meet basic needs. This condition frequently generates social tensions and raises ethical questions about 
justice, fairness, and the proper organisation of society. 
 
Rousseau’s View of Human Nature and the State of Nature 

The philosophical reflections of Jean-Jacques Rousseau on inequality are closely tied to his 
understanding of human nature and his description of the state of nature. Rousseau believed that in order 
to understand the origin of social problems such as inequality, domination, and injustice, one must first 
examine what human beings were like before the establishment of organised society.2 By imagining this 
earlier condition of humanity, Rousseau attempted to identify the point at which social arrangements 
began to distort the natural character of human beings. Rousseau argued that human beings in their 
original state were naturally good, peaceful, and largely self-sufficient.3 Contrary to the pessimistic view 
presented by philosophers such as Thomas Hobbes, who described the state of nature as a condition of 
constant conflict and competition, Rousseau maintained that early humans lived relatively simple and 
independent lives. In this natural condition, individuals were not driven by excessive ambition or the desire 
for domination over others.4 Instead, their actions were guided primarily by two basic principles: self-
preservation and compassion. Self-preservation enabled individuals to secure their survival, while 
compassion or what Rousseau described as natural pity prevented them from harming others 
unnecessarily. 

In Rousseau’s account, human beings in the state of nature possessed few desires beyond their 
basic needs. They lived close to nature, depended on their physical abilities, and were not burdened by the 
complex social expectations that later emerged in civil society. Because there was no permanent ownership 
of property, there were also no rigid social hierarchies or economic divisions. Individuals were therefore 
relatively equal in their conditions of existence, and the competition that characterises modern societies 
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had not yet taken root. Another important aspect of Rousseau’s understanding of human nature is the 
concept of amour de soi, which refers to a natural form of self-love associated with the instinct for self-
preservation. This natural self-love differs from amour-propre, a later form of self-conscious pride that 
emerges within society. While amour de soi encourages individuals to protect themselves without harming 
others, amour-propre leads people to seek recognition, superiority, and social approval. According to 
Rousseau, it is this socially generated form of pride that eventually fuels rivalry, envy, and inequality.5 

Rousseau’s depiction of the state of nature does not imply that early humans lived in a perfectly 
harmonious or ideal world. Rather, he presented it as a hypothetical condition that helps explain how 
human beings gradually moved from simplicity to complexity. As populations increased and interactions 
among individuals became more frequent, new social practices began to develop. Over time, these 
interactions gave rise to cooperation, division of labour, and eventually the establishment of property and 
social institutions. It is at this point that Rousseau believed the natural balance of human life began to 
change. The emergence of social comparison and the desire for recognition gradually transformed human 
relationships. Individuals started to measure themselves against others, leading to competition, pride, and 
the pursuit of wealth and status. This transition from natural independence to social interdependence laid 
the foundation for the forms of inequality that Rousseau later criticised. 

Rousseau’s analysis of human nature and the state of nature therefore serves as the starting point 
for his broader critique of social inequality. By highlighting the contrast between the relative equality of 
the natural condition and the inequalities produced by civil society, he sought to demonstrate that many 
of the injustices present in modern societies are not inevitable but are instead the result of particular 
historical and social developments. This insight forms a crucial foundation for understanding his broader 
philosophical reflections on the origin and persistence of inequality in human societies. 
 
The Emergence of Inequality in Rousseau’s Philosophy 

In the philosophy of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the emergence of inequality marks a turning point in 
human history. Rousseau believed that inequality did not originally exist in the earliest condition of 
humanity but gradually developed as social relations became more complex. His reflections on this subject 
are most clearly expressed in his work, Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men, where 
he traces the historical and philosophical processes through which inequality arose among human beings. 

According to Rousseau, human beings in the primitive state of nature lived in relative equality because they 
had limited needs and minimal interaction with one another. Individuals depended largely on their own 
abilities for survival, and there was no established system of property, political authority, or social 
hierarchy.6 In such a condition, the differences that existed among people were mostly natural differences, 
such as variations in physical strength, age, or health. These differences, however, did not create significant 
social divisions because they did not translate into permanent power or privilege. The gradual emergence 
of inequality began when human beings started to live in closer proximity and developed forms of 
cooperation. As people began to form small communities, they also began to compare themselves with 
others. This process of comparison led to the development of pride, competition, and the desire for 
recognition. Rousseau argued that this new social awareness encouraged individuals to seek superiority 
and social approval, thereby creating the first seeds of inequality. 
One of the most decisive moments in the development of inequality, according to Rousseau, was the 
establishment of private property. When individuals began to claim ownership over land and resources, 
social relations fundamentally changed. Rousseau famously suggested that the first person who enclosed 
a piece of land and declared it to be his own, and found others willing to accept this claim, laid the 
foundation for civil society and its inequalities. From this point onward, wealth and property became 
powerful sources of social distinction. The institution of private property led to the accumulation of wealth 
by some individuals while others remained deprived. As economic differences widened, social structures 
were gradually established to protect property and maintain existing advantages. Laws, political 
institutions, and systems of governance were introduced, but Rousseau argued that many of these 
institutions primarily served the interests of the wealthy rather than the common good. In this way, 
inequality became deeply embedded within the social and political organisation of society. 

Rousseau further observed that the emergence of inequality created a chain of consequences that 
transformed human relationships. Wealth produced power, power generated domination, and domination 
led to various forms of exploitation and dependence. Individuals who lacked property or resources were 
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often forced into conditions of subordination, while those who possessed wealth gained influence and 
authority. As a result, the original independence of individuals in the state of nature was replaced by 
complex systems of dependence and social hierarchy. For Rousseau, therefore, inequality was not merely 
the result of natural differences among people but largely the outcome of social arrangements and 
historical developments.7 The transformation from a simple natural existence to a structured civil society 
brought about profound economic and political disparities. His analysis highlights the ways in which human 
institutions can create and perpetuate inequality, raising important philosophical questions about justice, 
fairness, and the legitimacy of social systems that allow such disparities to persist. 
Rousseau’s Critique of Social and Economic Inequality 

The philosophical writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau present one of the most profound critiques 
of social and economic inequality in the history of political thought. Rousseau was deeply troubled by the 
growing disparities he observed in human societies, where wealth, power, and privilege were concentrated 
in the hands of a few while the majority struggled under conditions of poverty and dependence. In his 
analysis, such inequalities were not only unjust but also harmful to the moral and political fabric of society. 
Rousseau argued that the social institutions created by human beings often serve to protect the interests 
of the wealthy rather than promote the common good. In his view, laws and political systems were 
frequently designed in ways that preserved existing advantages and legitimised unequal distributions of 
wealth and power.8 Instead of ensuring fairness, these institutions often reinforced social divisions by 
granting greater influence and authority to those who already possessed economic resources. 

A central point in Rousseau’s critique is the role of private property in producing economic 
inequality. According to him, once property became recognised and protected by social conventions and 
laws, it created a system in which individuals could accumulate wealth far beyond their basic needs. Those 
who possessed property gained control over resources and opportunities, while those without property 
became increasingly dependent on them. This imbalance gradually produced a society divided between 
the rich and the poor, the powerful and the powerless. Rousseau believed that such disparities inevitably 
undermine genuine freedom. Although individuals in civil society may appear to be free, he argued that 
many people are in reality constrained by economic dependence and social pressures.9 The poor, for 
instance, may be formally equal under the law, yet their lack of resources often limits their ability to 
participate meaningfully in political and social life. In this way, economic inequality transforms freedom 
into an illusion, where only a small portion of society truly enjoys the benefits of social and political power. 
Furthermore, Rousseau maintained that excessive inequality corrupts moral values and social 
relationships. In societies where wealth becomes the primary measure of success, individuals begin to 
evaluate themselves and others based on material possessions rather than moral character. This leads to 
the growth of envy, pride, competition, and social rivalry. Instead of fostering cooperation and mutual 
respect, inequality encourages individuals to pursue personal advantage at the expense of the collective 
well-being of society. 

Another important aspect of Rousseau’s critique is his concern for the loss of civic virtue in unequal 
societies. When wealth and privilege dominate social life, citizens often lose their sense of responsibility 
toward the community. Political participation becomes influenced by personal interests, and public 
institutions may be manipulated by those with economic power. As a result, the political system gradually 
loses its capacity to represent the general will and to serve the interests of all members of society. 
Rousseau’s criticism of social and economic inequality was therefore both moral and political. He believed 
that a just society must limit extreme disparities in wealth and ensure that social institutions operate for 
the benefit of all citizens rather than a privileged minority. His reflections continue to inspire debates about 
economic justice, social equality, and the ethical foundations of political authority. In highlighting the 
dangers of excessive inequality, Rousseau sought to remind societies that genuine freedom and stability 
can only flourish where fairness, balance, and collective responsibility are upheld. 
 
The Rising Tide of Economic Hardship in Contemporary Nigeria 

Nigeria, despite being one of Africa’s most resource-rich nations, continues to face persistent 
economic hardship that affects the majority of its population. Over the past decade, several factors have 
combined to create a climate of rising inequality and growing socio-economic tension. High inflation, 
declining purchasing power, widespread unemployment, and the removal of fuel subsidies have placed 
enormous pressure on households, particularly those in lower-income brackets. The cost of living has 



26 
Ijsrjournal.com 

escalated dramatically, making basic necessities such as food, housing, healthcare, and education 
increasingly inaccessible for many Nigerians. The structural nature of Nigeria’s economic challenges is 
further compounded by issues of governance and corruption. Public resources intended for development 
are often mismanaged or diverted, exacerbating the divide between the wealthy elite and ordinary citizens. 
While a small segment of the population enjoys immense wealth and privilege, the majority struggles to 
meet basic needs. This economic imbalance mirrors the kinds of inequality Rousseau critiqued centuries 
ago, where social institutions serve to entrench advantage rather than promote justice and equality. 
Recent government policies, such as subsidy removals, adjustments in taxation, and structural reforms, 
while often intended to stabilize the economy, have in many cases intensified hardships for ordinary 
citizens. Many Nigerians find themselves trapped in cycles of poverty, unable to access meaningful 
employment or financial security. The situation has sparked widespread public debates about fairness, 
social justice, and the role of government in protecting citizens’ welfare. 

In this context, Rousseau’s philosophical reflections on inequality take on a strikingly 
contemporary relevance. His critique of economic disparity, the accumulation of wealth by a few, and the 
moral and social consequences of inequality provide a lens through which Nigeria’s current economic 
challenges can be understood.  
 
Rousseau’s Philosophy as a Panacea to Nigeria’s Economic Crisis 

The persistent economic inequalities in Nigeria demand more than temporary policy fixes; they 
call for a fundamental reflection on justice, fairness, and the ethical foundations of social and economic 
life. In this regard, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s philosophy of inequality provides a compelling framework for 
addressing the country’s economic challenges. Rousseau’s critique of social and economic disparity, though 
articulated over two centuries ago, resonates profoundly with the structural imbalances evident in 
contemporary Nigeria. His ideas offer not only a moral critique of inequality but also a conceptual guide 
toward creating a society where wealth, opportunity, and political influence are more equitably 
distributed.10 Central to Rousseau’s vision is the distinction between natural inequality and social 
inequality. While natural inequality differences in age, strength, or health is inevitable, social or moral 
inequality, which arises from human conventions, can and should be addressed. In the Nigerian context, 
this distinction is critical. The stark economic divisions between the wealthy elite and the impoverished 
majority are not the result of natural differences in talent or effort but of social structures, governance 
failures, and historical patterns of resource misallocation. By recognising this, policymakers, civil society, 
and citizens can focus on reforming systems that perpetuate inequality rather than merely blaming 
individuals. 

Rousseau also emphasises the role of property, governance, and collective responsibility in 
fostering social justice. He warns that unchecked accumulation of wealth and the concentration of power 
create dependency, social tension, and moral corruption. In Nigeria, these dynamics are evident: a small 
class of elites controls a disproportionate share of national resources, while millions live in poverty. 
Adopting Rousseau’s perspective as a panacea would mean implementing policies that promote equitable 
access to resources, ensure transparent governance, and strengthen institutions that protect the 
vulnerable. It also implies fostering a culture of civic responsibility, where citizens and leaders alike 
recognise their role in reducing social and economic disparities.11 

Moreover, Rousseau’s philosophy underscores the moral dimension of economic reform. He 
believed that societies flourish when citizens value cooperation, fairness, and shared well-being over selfish 
accumulation and rivalry. For Nigeria, this implies that economic policies should be paired with cultural and 
civic initiatives that promote ethical behaviour, reduce corruption, and encourage solidarity. Programs 
aimed at wealth redistribution, inclusive education, and access to healthcare can be seen as practical 
applications of Rousseau’s principles. 

Finally, Rousseau’s vision reminds us that economic crises are not merely technical problems but 
also ethical and social challenges. Treating inequality as a structural injustice rather than an inevitable 
outcome of economic forces opens the door to solutions that are both sustainable and humane. While 
Rousseau’s philosophy may not offer a step-by-step blueprint for Nigeria, it provides a conceptual panacea: 
a moral and philosophical framework for designing a more equitable society, curbing the excesses of wealth 
and power, and restoring social cohesion. In essence, Rousseau challenges Nigerians to rethink the 
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foundations of their society, urging that economic reform should go hand in hand with ethical, political, 
and social renewal. 
 
Economic Inequality and the Nigerian Condition 

Economic inequality in Nigeria has become one of the most pressing challenges facing the nation 
today. Despite being endowed with vast natural resources, including oil, gas, and arable land, Nigeria 
remains plagued by a paradox: immense wealth exists alongside widespread poverty. According to recent 
statistics, a significant portion of the population lives below the poverty line, struggling to access basic 
necessities such as food, clean water, education, and healthcare, while a small elite controls a 
disproportionate share of national resources. This stark disparity highlights systemic flaws in the country’s 
economic and social structures. 

Several factors have contributed to the deepening economic divide. Corruption remains a major 
impediment to equitable resource distribution, with public funds often diverted from development 
projects into private hands. Poor governance, mismanagement of resources, and policy inconsistencies 
have further exacerbated the problem, leaving ordinary citizens vulnerable to economic shocks.12 Events 
such as the removal of fuel subsidies, rising inflation, and the devaluation of the national currency have 
amplified the hardship for the majority, who rely on limited incomes for survival. 

The consequences of economic inequality in Nigeria extend beyond material deprivation. Social 
cohesion is weakened as resentment grows between different classes, leading to increased crime rates, 
social unrest, and political instability. Inequality also limits social mobility, as those born into poverty often 
face barriers to education, employment, and opportunities for economic advancement. In this way, wealth 
and opportunity remain concentrated in the hands of a few, creating a cycle that perpetuates the disparity 
across generations. From a philosophical perspective, Rousseau’s critique of inequality offers valuable 
insight into the Nigerian condition. Just as Rousseau argued that social and economic disparities arise from 
human institutions and the unequal distribution of property, the Nigerian experience reflects how 
governance, policy choices, and social structures can entrench inequality. The moral and social 
consequences he warned against envy, competition, and social tension are vividly observable in Nigeria’s 
contemporary society. 

13Addressing economic inequality in Nigeria, therefore, requires more than economic reforms or 
temporary policy measures. It demands a reassessment of the structures and institutions that perpetuate 
imbalance, a moral commitment to fairness, and strategies that ensure a more equitable distribution of 
resources. Rousseau’s philosophy, with its emphasis on justice, equality, and the social responsibility of 
both leaders and citizens, provides a conceptual framework that can guide efforts to bridge the divide and 
create a society where wealth and opportunity are accessible to all. 
 

CONCLUSION 
The persistent economic inequalities in Nigeria reveal a society struggling to balance wealth, opportunity, 
and social justice. Despite its vast natural and human resources, the country continues to grapple with 
poverty, unemployment, and an uneven distribution of wealth that limits social mobility and fuels social 
tension. Examining these challenges through the lens of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s philosophy of inequality 
provides a deeper understanding of their roots. Rousseau reminds us that economic disparity is not 
inevitable; rather, it is often the product of human institutions, social arrangements, and governance 
structures that favor the privileged few over the collective good. 

Rousseau’s critique of social and economic inequality, his insights into the moral and social 
consequences of wealth concentration, and his emphasis on justice and equality offer a powerful 
framework for reflecting on Nigeria’s current economic crisis. By highlighting the importance of fairness, 
civic responsibility, and equitable access to resources, his philosophy serves as a conceptual panacea a 
guide for rethinking policies, institutions, and social norms to reduce inequality and promote human 
dignity. 

In general, addressing Nigeria’s economic challenges requires more than technical reforms; it 
demands a philosophical and ethical reorientation of society. By applying Rousseau’s principles, Nigerians 
can begin to imagine a system where wealth is not hoarded by a few, where social institutions protect 
rather than exploit, and where equality and justice become guiding values. While Rousseau’s ideas alone 
cannot solve all structural problems, they provide a moral compass and a practical framework for crafting 
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policies and social practices that prioritize human welfare and societal harmony. His philosophy challenges 
both leaders and citizens to confront inequality directly, envisioning a society that is fairer, more just, and 
more inclusive for all. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Based on the critical examination of Rousseau’s philosophy of inequality and its relevance to 

Nigeria’s economic crisis, the following recommendations are proposed: 
1. Equitable Distribution of Resources: The Nigerian government should implement policies that 

ensure a more balanced distribution of wealth and resources, reducing the gap between the 
wealthy elite and the majority of citizens. This could include progressive taxation, social welfare 
programs, and targeted poverty alleviation schemes. 

2. Strengthening Governance and Reducing Corruption: Transparent and accountable governance 
must be prioritised to prevent the diversion of public resources. Strengthening anti-corruption 
institutions and enforcing strict penalties for mismanagement of funds can help ensure that 
resources benefit the wider population. 

3. Promotion of Social Justice and Inclusion: Policies should focus on increasing access to education, 
healthcare, and economic opportunities for marginalized communities. Investing in human capital 
will help reduce structural inequalities and promote upward mobility. 

4. Land and Property Reforms: Revisiting land ownership and property distribution systems in line 
with Rousseau’s critique of private property could help reduce economic inequality. Policies that 
regulate large-scale land ownership and promote equitable access to productive resources can 
foster fairness. 

5. Fostering Civic Responsibility and Ethical Governance: Both citizens and leaders should be 
encouraged to embrace civic virtues such as fairness, solidarity, and social responsibility. 
Educational campaigns and civic engagement programs can cultivate an ethical culture that 
discourages envy, greed, and exploitation. 
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