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At first glance, the philosophies of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and John Locke might appear to
be contrasting, especially given their differing views on human nature, government, and
society. Locke’s emphasis on individual rights and limited government contrasts with
Rousseau’s focus on collective sovereignty and the general will. However, despite their
many differences, these two influential thinkers also shared important points of agreement
that have shaped modern political thought. Exploring these commonalities not only helps
us understand their philosophies better but also reveals the foundational ideas that
underpin liberal democratic principles. In this article, we will delve into the key areas
where Rousseau and Locke found common ground, examining their perspectives on
human nature, the origins of political authority, and the purpose of government.

Shared Views on Human Nature
One of the fundamental areas where Rousseau and Locke concurred was their belief in the
inherent capacity of humans to reason and their natural rights. Although their views on
human nature diverged in some respects, both philosophers regarded humans as
fundamentally capable of moral judgment and rational thought.

Belief in Natural State
- Locke: Locke viewed humans in their natural state as rational and capable of governing
themselves. He believed that in the state of nature, individuals are free, equal, and
possess natural rights such as life, liberty, and property. For Locke, the state of nature
was generally peaceful but could become unstable without a formal government to protect
these rights.
- Rousseau: Rousseau had a more complex view, describing humans in their natural state
as solitary, peaceful, and guided by basic instincts. He believed that humans in the "noble
savage" state are inherently good but corrupted by society. Despite this, Rousseau
acknowledged that humans are capable of moral reasoning and possess an innate sense of
compassion.

Natural Rights and Moral Capacity
Both philosophers emphasized that humans possess natural rights and an innate moral
sense:
- Locke’s natural rights focus on life, liberty, and property, which he believed are
inalienable.
- Rousseau emphasized the importance of compassion and the innate sense of morality
that can be cultivated through social development.



Agreement on the Origin and Purpose of
Government
Another significant area of agreement lies in their views on why governments are formed
and what they are meant to achieve. Both Locke and Rousseau saw government as a
means to protect the rights and well-being of individuals, though their ideas about the
basis of political authority differ.

Social Contract Theory
- Locke: Locke believed that governments originate from a voluntary social contract in
which individuals consent to relinquish some freedoms in exchange for the protection of
their natural rights. The primary purpose of government, for Locke, is to secure these
rights and ensure justice. If a government fails in this duty or becomes tyrannical, citizens
have the right to overthrow it.
- Rousseau: Rousseau’s social contract centers around the idea of individuals coming
together to form a collective body politic. He argued that legitimate authority derives from
the general will, which represents the collective interest of the people. The government’s
role is to enact laws that reflect the general will, promoting equality and freedom for all.

Consent and Legitimacy
Both philosophers stressed that legitimate political authority must be based on the
consent of the governed:
- Locke’s view emphasizes explicit consent and the protection of natural rights as a
foundation of government legitimacy.
- Rousseau emphasizes the collective agreement and participation of citizens in shaping
the laws and policies that govern them.

Shared Principles of Liberty and Equality
Although their visions of society differ, Locke and Rousseau both championed ideas of
liberty and equality as core principles. These concepts underpin many modern democratic
ideals.

Individual Liberty
- Locke: Advocated for individual liberty as a natural right, emphasizing the importance of
private property and personal autonomy. His advocacy for limited government aimed to
protect these liberties from encroachment.
- Rousseau: While Rousseau recognized the importance of liberty, he focused on collective
freedom achieved through participation in the general will. His idea of liberty involved
individuals aligning their own interests with the good of the community.



Equality Among Citizens
- Locke: Emphasized political equality in the sense that all individuals possess natural
rights and are equal before the law. However, Locke’s conception did not necessarily
endorse social equality in practice.
- Rousseau: Strongly believed in political and social equality, arguing that social
inequalities should be minimized and that the social contract should foster equal
participation for all citizens.

Differences in Approach but Similar Ideals
While their core principles align in many respects, Locke and Rousseau differ in their
approaches and emphasis:

- Locke’s theories are rooted in individual rights, private property, and limited
government. His ideas laid the groundwork for liberal democracy and constitutional
government.
- Rousseau’s philosophy emphasizes the importance of collective sovereignty, direct
participation, and the pursuit of the common good, influencing socialist and republican
movements.

Despite these differences, their shared commitment to liberty, equality, and the social
contract has cemented their enduring influence on political philosophy.

Conclusion
In summary, Jean-Jacques Rousseau and John Locke, despite their philosophical
differences, agreed on several fundamental principles that continue to shape political
thought today. Both believed in the inherent capacity of humans for reason and morality,
saw government as a necessary institution rooted in the social contract, and championed
the ideas of liberty and equality. Their shared emphasis on consent as the basis of
legitimate authority underscores the importance of individual rights and collective
participation in shaping just societies. Understanding where Rousseau and Locke align
enhances our appreciation of the foundational ideas behind modern democracy and
highlights the enduring relevance of their philosophies in contemporary debates about
governance, rights, and social justice.

Frequently Asked Questions

What common beliefs did Jean-Jacques Rousseau and
John Locke share regarding human nature?
Both Rousseau and Locke believed that humans are inherently capable of reason and
possess natural rights, emphasizing the importance of individual liberty and moral
capacity.



Did Rousseau and Locke agree on the concept of
government legitimacy?
Yes, both philosophers agreed that governments derive their legitimacy from the consent
of the governed and should serve to protect individual rights.

How did Rousseau and Locke view the role of the social
contract?
They both emphasized the importance of a social contract where individuals give up
certain freedoms in exchange for protection and the common good, forming the basis of
legitimate political authority.

What were Rousseau and Locke's views on natural
rights?
Both philosophers upheld the idea that individuals possess natural rights—Locke focused
on life, liberty, and property, while Rousseau emphasized freedom and equality.

Did Rousseau and Locke agree on the importance of
education?
While their views differed in approach, both acknowledged that education plays a crucial
role in shaping moral individuals and a just society.

How did Rousseau and Locke influence modern political
thought?
Both thinkers contributed foundational ideas to liberal democracy, emphasizing individual
rights, the social contract, and the importance of government by consent.

Were Rousseau and Locke in agreement about the state
of nature?
They both believed that humans are naturally free and equal in the state of nature, but
Locke viewed it as generally peaceful, whereas Rousseau saw it as a more noble,
uncorrupted state that was lost with civilization.

Additional Resources
What Did Jean-Jacques Rousseau And John Locke Agree On?
The philosophical landscape of the Enlightenment period is often characterized by
contrasting views, especially when it comes to ideas about human nature, government,
and individual rights. Among the most influential figures of this era are Jean-Jacques
Rousseau and John Locke, whose writings laid foundational principles for modern political



thought. While they are frequently depicted as ideological opposites—Locke advocating for
limited government and individual property rights, and Rousseau emphasizing collective
sovereignty and direct democracy—they also share notable areas of agreement. Exploring
what did Jean-Jacques Rousseau and John Locke agree on? provides insight into the
common ground that underpins many modern democratic ideas and illuminates how their
differing perspectives still converged on key human and societal principles.

---

The Common Ground Between Rousseau and Locke
Despite their philosophical differences, Rousseau and Locke approached the fundamental
issues of human nature and society with a few shared assumptions. These shared
understandings formed the basis for their respective theories of government and social
organization.

Key areas of agreement include:

- The importance of reason in human development
- The idea that legitimate government must serve the will of the people
- The belief in natural rights and the importance of individual liberty (though they
conceptualized these differently)
- The importance of a social contract as the foundation of political authority
- The notion that political authority derives from the consent of the governed

---

Human Nature: A Starting Point for Agreement

Locke’s View of Human Nature
John Locke believed that humans are inherently rational, capable of self-preservation, and
possess natural rights to "life, liberty, and property." Locke’s optimistic view of human
nature underpins his argument that government should serve to protect these rights and
that individuals are capable of reasoned decision-making.

Rousseau’s View of Human Nature
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, especially in his early works like Discourse on the Origin and
Basis of Inequality among Men, portrayed humans as naturally good and compassionate
but corrupted by society and institutions. Rousseau believed that in the state of nature,
humans are free, equal, and peaceful, and that societal development led to inequality and
conflict.

The Commonality
Both philosophers agreed that humans are rational beings with the capacity for moral
judgment and that understanding human nature is essential for designing just societies.
They concurred that human beings are capable of moral improvement and that societal
arrangements should aim to foster human goodness rather than suppress it.

In summary:
- Both saw humans as rational and moral agents.
- Both recognized that natural human qualities could be cultivated or corrupted depending
on social conditions.



- Both believed that understanding human nature was critical for establishing just political
systems.

---

The Social Contract and Legitimacy of Authority

Locke’s Social Contract
Locke argued that individuals enter into a social contract to preserve their natural rights.
Government’s role is to protect these rights, and its legitimacy hinges on the consent of
the governed. If a government fails in this duty or becomes tyrannical, citizens have the
right to overthrow it.

Rousseau’s Social Contract
Rousseau’s conception was centered on the idea of the "general will," where true
sovereignty resides with the people. The social contract, in Rousseau’s view, is an
agreement among citizens to create a collective body politic that reflects the common
good. Legitimacy comes from direct participation and alignment with the general will.

Areas of Agreement
- Both believed that political authority derives from a form of social contract.
- Both agreed that legitimate government must serve the interests of the people.
- Both emphasized that authority must be based on some form of consent or agreement.
- They shared the view that political power is not absolute but must be justified by moral
or rational principles.

In essence:
- The legitimacy of government depends on its alignment with the will or consent of the
people.
- Neither philosopher accepted arbitrary or divine right as a basis for authority.

---

The Role of Rights and Liberty

Locke’s Emphasis on Natural Rights
Locke’s theory is grounded in the idea that individuals possess inherent rights—especially
rights to property, liberty, and life—that must be protected by government. He believed
that these rights are inalienable and that the primary purpose of government is to
safeguard them.

Rousseau’s View on Liberty
Rousseau championed freedom in a different sense—primarily as participation in collective
decision-making. For Rousseau, true liberty came from aligning individual will with the
general will, thus ensuring that personal interests harmonize with the common good.

Points of Convergence
- Both valued individual liberty as a fundamental human good.
- Both saw government as a means to secure personal freedoms.
- Both believed that freedom is best preserved when the government is based on the
consent of the governed.



In summary:
While Locke focused on inalienable natural rights, Rousseau emphasized collective
freedom through participation. Nonetheless, both agreed that legitimate authority should
uphold individual freedoms and that the best government is one that respects the will and
rights of its citizens.

---

The Idea of Natural Rights and Property

Locke’s Focus on Property
Locke’s theory of natural rights is famously centered on property rights. He argued that
individuals have a right to own the fruits of their labor, and that property is fundamental
to personal liberty and economic development.

Rousseau’s Perspective on Property
Rousseau was more skeptical about property, seeing it as a source of inequality and social
conflict. He believed that the accumulation of property led to social divisions and moral
corruption.

Common Ground
- Both acknowledged that humans have some natural rights.
- Both recognized the importance of individual liberty.
- Both understood that social arrangements—whether property laws or other
institutions—affect human equality and freedom.

While their views diverged on property’s role in society, both agreed that social
institutions should aim to foster social harmony and individual well-being.

---

The Concept of Natural Law and Morality

Locke’s View of Natural Law
Locke believed in natural law—moral principles that govern human behavior and are
accessible through reason. Natural law provides the basis for human rights and moral
duties that underpin civil laws.

Rousseau’s Moral Philosophy
Rousseau emphasized the importance of moral sentiments and the inherent goodness of
humans in the state of nature. He believed that morality arises from feelings of
compassion and the social contract’s requirement to promote the general will.

Agreement Points
- Both believed that morality and natural law are accessible through reason or moral
intuition.
- Both thought that social and political institutions should be founded on moral principles.
- Both argued that laws should promote human flourishing and moral development.

---



Conclusion: The Shared Foundations of Enlightenment Thought

While what did Jean-Jacques Rousseau and John Locke agree on? may seem limited when
considering their many differences, the underlying principles they shared are profound
and enduring. They both sought to understand human nature and establish political
systems rooted in reason, morality, and the consent of the governed. Their mutual
recognition of the importance of individual rights, the legitimacy of government based on
collective agreement, and the moral capacities of humans provided the philosophical
backbone for modern liberal democracy.

Understanding these commonalities enhances our appreciation of how Enlightenment
thinkers contributed to shaping ideas about freedom, equality, and justice—concepts that
continue to influence political thought today. Their convergences show that even amidst
differing visions of society, fundamental human values can serve as a bridge, guiding the
development of political philosophies aimed at creating more just and equitable
communities.
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