
Selections in Modern Political Thought 
 
POLISCI 432R       Professor: Alison McQueen 
Fall 2015        405 Encina Hall West 
Thursday 9.00am-11.50am      amcqueen@stanford.edu  
GSL (400) Encina Hall West      OH: by appointment 
 

Course Description 
This graduate-level seminar explores selections from the canon of Western political thought from 
the late fifteenth through nineteenth centuries.  Throughout the course, we will engage in close 
textual readings of individual thinkers and consider some of the larger questions raised by 
political modernity.  This offering of the course will focus on the three modern social contract 
thinkers: Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.  
 
The approach in this course is historical, normative, and conceptual.  We will consider the texts 
in light of their historical contexts and the aims of their authors.  However, we will also attend 
closely to the structure of their normative and empirical arguments, and the conceptual 
contributions of these arguments to contemproary political science.   
 
 

Course Mechanics 
Students will be evaluated on the basis of four short (~3 pages) interpretive response pieces that 
address one of the weekly reading questions in four separate weeks on three thinkers (e.g. one 
response on Hobbes, two on Locke, and one on Rousseau) (20%), a final paper proposal (2+ 
pages) due November 5 (10%), a research paper (15+ pages) due December 10 (50%), and 
participation in seminar discussion throughout the course (20%).   
 
Interpretive response pieces are an opportunity to practice close textual reading, interpretation, 
argument reconstruction, and critical evaluation.  They should be tightly focused on one of the 
week’s reading questions, engage directly with the assigned text(s), and offer specific page 
citations for both paraphrased and quoted material.  Students should feel free to flag interpretive 
difficulties (e.g. “It is not entirely clear whether Locke means X or Y”), but should also suggest 
plausible resolutions to these difficulties (e.g. “Given his earlier arguments about Z, it is more 
plausible that he meant X because…”).  Use of secondary literature is not necessary or expected.  
Interpretive response pieces are due by 10:00am on the Wednesday before the relevant 
session and will be circulated to the entire group in preparation for our meeting.  They are 
required reading.  Please note: Failure to meet the deadline will mean that your response does not 
count toward your final grade.    
 
The final paper is an opportunity to delve more deeply into a given thinker or issue and the 
relevant secondary literature.  Different questions lend themselves to different sorts of 
approaches.  In the “Materials” section of our course website, students will find examples and/or 
descriptions of various ways of approaching papers on early modern political thinkers.  Students 
should consult these examples as they begin to formulate their paper proposals.  An effective 
proposal will begin with a clear question or puzzle, explain why we should care about resolving 
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it, show that it has not been adequately resolved by others, and describe how the proposed paper 
might go about resolving it.  The proposal should end with a working bibliography that includes 
at least five secondary sources. 
 
Because this is a seminar course, its success depends on active and informed contributions of all 
participants.  Students must carefully complete all of the assigned reading and come to class 
prepared to discuss it and to engage constructively with the views of others.  Your participation 
grade will depend to a large degree on demonstrating that you have done the reading closely and 
are prepared to respond carefully to the interpretations of others.     
 
When approaching these texts and our class discussions, we will apply the principle of 
interpretive charity.  John Rawls summarizes the application of the principle this way: 
 

I always took for granted that the writers we were studying were much smarter 
than I was.  If they were not, why was I wasting my time and the students’ time 
by studying them?  If I saw a mistake in their arguments, I supposed those writers 
saw it too and must have dealt with it.  But where?  I looked for their way out, not 
mine.  Sometimes their way out was historical; in their day the question need not 
be raised, or wouldn’t arise and so couldn’t then be fruitfully discussed.  Or there 
was a part fo the text I had overlooked, or had not read.  I assumed there were 
never plain mistakes, not ones that mattered, anyway.1 

 
This is approach is not about being deferential toward the thinkers we read.  It is about training 
ourselves to be careful intepreters and evaluators of their arguments.  If you catch yourself 
attributing incoherent or obviously mistaken views to a thinker, your default assumption should 
be that you have misinterpreted these views.  All of the texts we read in this course were written 
by careful thinkers who developed their views over extended periods and in conversation with 
others.  This means that they would have been aware of obvious objections.  Often, they 
incorporated responses to these objections into the final versions of their works.  So, when you 
encounter an argument that seems incoherent or obviously mistaken, you should see this as an 
invitation to do more work.  Where, precisely, does the argument seem to go wrong?  In its 
explicit premises?  Its assumptions (or implicit premises)?  Its conclusions?  How might the 
thinker in question respond to your objections?  In the end, you may still conclude that the view 
in question is incoherent or mistaken.  However, you will be on much firmer ground than you 
were after your initial reading.    
 

The Honor Code and Plagiarism 
The Stanford University Honor Code is a part of this course.  Re-read the Honor Code, 
understand it and abide by it.  For the purposes of this course, pay particular attention to the 
provisions about plagiarism:  
    

For purposes of the Stanford University Honor Code, plagiarism is defined as the 
use, without giving reasonable and appropriate credit to or acknowledging the 

                                                
1 Quoted in Barbara Herman, “Editor’s Introduction” to John Rawls, Lectures on the History of Moral Philosophy 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000), xvi-xvii. 
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author or source, of another person's original work, whether such work is made up 
of code, formulas, ideas, language, research, strategies, writing or other form(s). 

 
It is important to stress that ignorance of the Stanford University Honor Code or the lack of 
intent to violate the Honor Code does not constitute a defense.  Penalties for violation of the 
Honor Code (including plagiarism) can be serious (e.g., suspension, and even expulsion).  To 
learn more about plagiarism and how plagiarism cases are adjudicated at Stanford, follow the 
links at the bottom of this page: http://studentaffairs.stanford.edu/judicialaffairs/integrity 

 
Students With Disabilities 

Students who may need an academic accommodation based on the impact of a disability must 
initiate the request with the Student Disability Resource Center (SDRC) located within the 
Office of Accessible Education (OAE). SDRC staff will evaluate the request with required 
documentation, recommend reasonable accommodations, and prepare an Accommodation Letter 
for faculty dated in the current quarter in which the request is being made. Students should 
contact the SDRC as soon as possible since timely notice is needed to coordinate 
accommodations. The OAE is located at 563 Salvatierra Walk, phone (650) 723-1066. 
 

Readings 
The following books are available for purchase at the Stanford bookstore.  Most of them are also 
available new and used at substantial discounts at various online retailers.  Additional required 
readings will be posted on Coursework. 
 
Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (Hackett, 1994).  ISBN: 0872201775. 
John Locke, Second Treatise of Government (Hackett, 1980).  ISBN: 0915144867.  
John Locke, A Letter Concerning Toleration (Hackett, 1983).  ISBN: 091514560X. 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Discourses and Other Early Political Writings (Cambridge 

University Press, 1997).  ISBN: 0521424453. 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings (Cambridge 

University Press, 1997).  ISBN: 0521424461. 
 
 
Useful reference books: Students who have never taken a political theory course before or who 
have only taken such a course at a very introductory level, might benefit from the following two 
texts: Alan Ryan’s On Politics: A History of Political Thought (New York: Liveright, 2012) and 
Jonathan Wolff’s An Introduction to Political Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2006).  The former is broad in its coverage and gives a good sense of the historical sweep of 
political thought.  The latter is more focused on particular conceptual issues (e.g. the justification 
of the state, the question of who should rule) raised in the history of political thought.  Those 
wanting more than a general introduction might consider one or both of the following: John 
Rawls’ Lectures on the History of Political Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Belknap/Harvard, 
2007) and Sheldon Wolin’s, Politics and Vision: Continuity and Innovation in Western Political 
Thought, expanded edition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004).   
 
A note on the weekly readings: The focus of our class discussions will always be on primary 
texts (i.e. Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau).   The supplemental readings (e.g. Gauthier, Skinner, 
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Waldron, etc.) are not required as weekly reading, nor would it be feasible to do them on a 
weekly basis.  They are there to point you to some important interpretive debates and conceptual 
issues in the primary texts and will therefore be useful starting points for your final papers.  
 
 
Week 1 | Introduction | Political Obligation 
09/24: Plato, Crito 

 
Required reading: Plato, Crito (pre-circulated). 
 
Reading question: Socrates offers a number of arguments for why he is obligated to 
obey the laws of Athens and therefore accept the judgment against him.  Identify and 
reconstruct (i.e. lay out the explicit and implicit premises and conclusion) of two of these 
arguments.  Which is more persuasive?  On what grounds?   

 
 
Week 2 | Hobbes | The State of Nature 
10/01: Hobbes, Leviathan 

 
Required reading: Hobbes, Leviathan, dedicatory letter (pp. 1-2), Hobbes’ Introduction 
(pp. 3-5), chapters 4-8, 10-17. 

 
 Reading questions 

1. Why, according to Hobbes, is the state of nature a state of war?  Identify and 
reconstruct at least two possible answers to this question.  How consistent are 
these answers with one another?  How plausible is each of them on its own 
terms? 

2. Consider Hobbes’ discussion of the natural laws in chapters 14 and 15.  What 
are these laws?  To what degree are they binding upon us?  In what ways?  To 
what degree are you persuaded by Hobbes’ answers to these questions?  

3. In chapter 16, Hobbes draws a distinction between natural and artificial 
persons.  What is the essence of this distinction?  How does it relate to 
Hobbes’ discussion of authority and representation?  Taken as a whole, how 
plausible is this account? 

 
Supplemental reading 
Abizadeh, Arash.  2011.  “Hobbes on the Causes of War: A Disagreement Theory.”  

American Political Science Review 105, no. 2: 298-315. 
Gauthier, David P.  1969.  The Logic of Leviathan: The Moral and Political Theory of 

Thomas Hobbes.  Oxford: Oxford University Press, chapters 1-2. 
Hampton, Jean.  1986.  Hobbes and the Social Contract Tradition.  Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, chapters 1-3. 
Lloyd, S.A.  1992.  Ideals as interests in Hobbes’s Leviathan: The power of mind over 

matter.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, chapter 1. 
Pettit, Philip.  2008.  Made with Words: Hobbes on Language, Mind, and Politics.  

Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
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Week 3 | Hobbes | The Social Contract and the Rights of the Sovereign 
10/08: Hobbes, Leviathan 
 
 Required reading: Hobbes, Leviathan, chapters 17 (again)-30. 

 
Reading questions 

1. Hobbes argues that only a unified and virtually absolute state can solve the 
problems of the state of nature.  Why does he think this is the case?  Why, for 
instance, could not divided power or limited government solve these 
problems?  Evaluate the persuasiveness of Hobbes’ answers to these 
questions. 

2. What is Hobbes’ conception of freedom?  What role does this conception play 
in his political argument?  What do you make of this conception of freedom?  
Discuss at least one argument in its favor and one against. 

3. What, on Hobbes’ account, are the limits to sovereign authority?  Why do 
these limits exist?  Do they follow necessarily from Hobbes’ other arguments?  
Starting from Hobbes’ premises, is it possible to reach different conclusions 
about the limits and extent of sovereign authority? 

 
Supplemental reading  
Gauthier, David P.  1969.  The Logic of Leviathan: The Moral and Political Theory of 

Thomas Hobbes.  Oxford: Oxford University Press, chapters 3-4. 
Hampton, Jean.  1986.  Hobbes and the Social Contract Tradition.  Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, chapters 4-6. 
Hoekstra, Kinch.  2004.  “The de facto Turn in Hobbes’s Political Philosophy.”  In 

Leviathan After 350 Years, eds. Tom Sorell and Luc Foisneau.  Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 33-74.   

Pettit, Philip.  2005.  “Liberty and Leviathan.”  Politics, Philosophy, and Economics 4, 
no. 1, 131-51. 

Runciman, David.  2009.  “Hobbes’s theory of representation: anti-democratic or proto-
democratic?”  In Political Representation, eds. Ian Shapiro, Susan C. Stokes, 
Elisabeth Jean Wood, and Alexander S. Kirshner.  New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 15-34. 

Skinner, Quentin.  2002.  Visions of Politics, vol. 3: Hobbes and Civil Science.  
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Skinner, Quentin.  2008.  Hobbes and Republican Liberty.  Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

 
 
Week 4 | Hobbes | Religion, Toleration, and the Christian Commonwealth  
10/15: Hobbes, Leviathan 

 
Required reading: Hobbes, Leviathan, chapters 12 (again), 31-32, 37-38, 43, Review 
and Conclusion.   
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Reading questions 

1. Of Hobbes’ works of political philosophy, Leviathan devotes the most space 
to religious questions and Scriptural argument.  These discussions amount to 
more than half of the work’s text.  Why do you think Hobbes thought it 
important to include these discussions?  What is their relationship to the 
secular and philosophical arguments that dominate the first half of the book?    

2. Consider the arguments that Hobbes makes in the assigned portions of Parts 
III and IV of Leviathan.  To what extent can Hobbes be read as a defender of 
religious toleration?  Discuss one argument in favor of this reading and one 
against. 

3. What, on Hobbes’ view, is the political threat posed by prophets?  How does 
Hobbes attempt to disarm this threat?  How persuasive do you find this 
attempt? 

 
Supplemental Reading 
Abizadeh, Arash.  2013.  “Publicity, Privacy, and Religious Toleration in Hobbes’s 

Leviathan.”  Modern Intellectual History 10, no. 2: 261-91. 
Collins, Jeffrey R.  2005.  The Allegiance of Thomas Hobbes.  Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 
Gauthier, David P.  1969.  The Logic of Leviathan: The Moral and Political Theory of 

Thomas Hobbes.  Oxford: Oxford University Press, chapter 5. 
Hoekstra, Kinch.  2004.  “Disarming the Prophets: Thomas Hobbes and Predictive 

Power.”  Rivista di storia della filosofia, n. 1: 97-153.   
Johnston, David.  1986.  The Rhetoric of Leviathan: Thomas Hobbes and the Politics of 

Cultural Transformation.  Princeton: Princeton University Press, chapter 7.   
Lloyd, S.A.  1992.  Ideals as interests in Hobbes’s Leviathan: The power of mind over 

matter.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, chapter 1, 3, 8. 
Martinich, A.P.  1992.  The Two Gods of Leviathan: Thomas Hobbes on Religion and 

Politics.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, chapters 1-2, 7-11. 
 
 
Week 5 | Locke | The State of Nature and Property 
10/22: Locke, Second Treatise 
 

Required reading: Locke, Second Treatise of Government, chapters 1-7. 
 
Reading questions 

1. Locke argues that though the state of nature be a “state of liberty, yet it is not a 
state of licence…The state of nature has a law of nature to govern it.”  What are 
the laws of nature, on Locke’s account?  How do we apprehend what the laws of 
nature are?  What barriers does Locke think exist to the apprehension and 
execution of the laws of nature?  Critically evaluate Locke’s answers to these 
questions. 

2. Locke begins his argument on property with the premise (A) “God gave the world 
to men in common” and concludes that (B) vastly unequal property holdings are 
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morally justified.  How does he get from (A) to (B)?  Critically evaluate Locke’s 
argument on property and outline one objection to it.  

3. Consider the argument that Locke makes against absolute monarchies in chapter 
7.  Reconstruct Locke’s case as closely as you can.  In what ways might this be 
read as a critique of Hobbes?  Is it, in your view, a persuasive critique?  How 
might Hobbes respond to it? 

 
Supplemental readings 
Armitage, David.  2004.  “John Locke, Carolina, and the Two Treatises of Government.” 

Political Theory 32, no. 5: 602-627. 
Ince, Onur Ulas.  2011.  “Enclosing in God’s Name, Accumulating for Mankind: Money, 

Morality, and Accumulation in John Locke’s Theory of Property.”  Review of 
Politics 73, no. 1: 29-54. 

Macpherson, C.B.  1962.  The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism: Hobbes to 
Locke Oxford: Clarendon Press, 194-262. 

Mehta, Uday Singh.  1999.  Liberalism and Empire: A Study in Nineteenth-Century 
British Liberal Thought.  Chicago: University of Chicago Press, chapter 4. 

Nozick, Robert.  1974.  Anarchy, State, and Utopia.  New York: Basic Books, chapter 7, 
section 1. 

Tully, James.  1980.  A Discourse on Property: John Locke and his Adversaries.  
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 
 
Week 6 | Locke | The Purpose and Limits of the State, the Right to Revolution 
10/29: Locke, Second Treatise of Government 
 
 REMINDER: Paper proposal due next week! 
 

Required reading: Locke, Second Treatise of Government, chapters 8-19. 
 
 Reading questions: 

1. Locke argues that in the absence of the rule of law, the “peace, quiet, and 
property [of citizens] will still be at the same uncertainty, as it was in the state 
of nature.”  Government, he maintains must “be exercised by established and 
promulgated laws.”  However, Locke also allows for discretionary power on 
the part of the executive.  What is the extent of this discretionary power?  
What are Locke’s grounds for permitting it?  In your view, can this defense of 
discretionary power be squared with Locke’s other political commitments?   

2. Locke gives us an account of political obligation founded on consent.  In the 
course of this argument, he draws a distinction between express and tacit 
consent.  What is this distinction?  What counts as tacit consent, according to 
Locke?  Why?  What work is the concept of tacit consent doing in Locke’s 
argument?  Outline at least one objection to Locke’s argument on tacit 
consent. 

3. Locke defends a right to revolution and argues that citizens may have 
legitimate recourse to violence in exercising this right.  How, on Locke’s 
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view, would an individual judge when such recourse is legitimate?  How 
should the individual respond in a situation when his/her own judgment on 
this matter differs from that of others (including the majority)?  Evalute the 
persuasiveness of Locke’s answers to these questions.       

 
Supplemental readings 
Ashcraft, Richard. Revolutionary Politics and Locke’s Two Treatises of Government.  

Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986. 
Dunn, John.  1969.  The Political Thought of John Locke.  Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.   
Fatovic, Clement.  2004.  “Constitutionalism and Contingency: Locke’s Theory of 

Prerogative.”  History of Political Thought 25, no. 2: 276-97. 
Laslett, Peter.  1988.  “Introduction.”  Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett.  

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 3-122. 
Simmons, A. John.  1976.  “Tacit Consent and Political Obligation.”  Philosophy and 

Public Affairs 5, no. 3: 274-291. 
Waldron, Jeremy.  God, Locke, and Equality: Christian Foundations in Locke’s Political 

Thought.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002.   
 
 
Week 7 | Locke | Religious Toleration and the Making of Liberal Citizens 
11/05: Locke, Letter Concerning Toleration and Thoughts on Education 
 
 REMINDER: Paper proposal due 11/05. 
 

Required reading: Letter Concerning Toleration (all), Thoughts Concerning Education 
(excerpts, pre-circulated). 

 
 Reading questions 

1. According to Locke, why do the bounds of toleration not extend to atheists or 
(quite likely) Catholics?  Critically assess Locke’s reasoning on these points. 

2. Locke’s case for toleration depends crucially on the importance he assigns to 
sincere belief.  What is Locke’s understanding of the nature of belief?  Is it 
plausible?  In what ways does this understanding shape Locke’s argument for 
toleration?  

3. What kinds of traits does Locke seek to cultivate in children in Thoughts 
Concerning Education?  Which of these traits seem authentically desirable in 
all children, rather than specific to the particular society in which he was 
living?  Do his proposed methods of education seem like plausible ways to 
cultivate these traits?   

 
Supplemental reading 
Brown, Wendy.  2006.  Regulating Aversion: Tolerance in the Age of Identity and 

Empire.  Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1-47. 
Creppell, Iris.  1996.  “Locke on Toleration: The Transformation of Constraint.” Political 

Theory 24, no. 2: 200-40. 
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McClure, Kirstie.  1990.  “Difference, Diversity, and the Limits of Toleration.”  Political 
Theory 18, no. 3: 361-391. 

Mehta, Uday Singh.  1999.  Liberalism and Empire: A Study in Nineteenth-Century 
British Liberal Thought.  Chicago: University of Chicago Press, chapter 2. 

Tarcov, Nathan.  1984.  Locke’s Education for Liberty.  Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 

Tully, James.  1983.  “Introduction” to Hackett edition of Letter Concerning Toleration.  
Indianapolis: Hackett, 1-18. 

Waldron, Jeremy.  1988.  “Locke: toleration and the rationality of persecution.” In 
Justifying Toleration: Conceptual and Historical Perspectives, ed. Susan Mendus.  
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 61-86. 

 
 
Week 8 | Rousseau | States of Nature 
11/12: Rousseau, Discourse on the Origins of Inequality 
 
 Required reading: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Discourse on the Origins of Inequality, all. 
 
 Reading questions 

1. Rousseau’s Discourse uses a rather unusual method.  He asks us to “begin by 
setting aside all the facts, for they do not affect the question.  The Inquiries 
that may be pursued regarding this Subject ought not be taken for historical 
truths, but only for hypothetical and conditional reasonings; better suited to 
elucidate the Nature of things than to show their genuine origin, and 
comparable to those our Physicists daily make regarding the formation of the 
World ” (132).  Why does he proceed in this way?  What does Rousseau think 
is revealed when we “set aside all of the facts”?  How plausible do you find 
Rousseau’s reasoning here? 

2. Rousseau begins the second part of Discourse on Inequality with this striking 
statement: “the first man who, having enclosed a piece of ground, to whom it 
occurred to say this is mine, and found people sufficiently simple to believe 
him, was the true founder of civil society.”  In what ways can Rousseau’s 
argument be read as a critique of Locke’s arguments about the moral 
foundations or property and/or political authority?  Is this critique persuasive?  
Why or why not?   

3. At an early stage in Rousseau’s narrative, he refers to the conveniences 
procured during man’s leisure time as “the first yoke which, without thinking 
of it, they imposed on themselves.”  What does Rousseau mean by this?  And, 
more broadly, what are the connections he sees between inequality and 
freedom?  Critically evaluate Rousseau’s arguments on these points.    

 
Supplemental readings 
Cohen, Joshua.  2010.  Rousseau: A Free Community of Equals.  Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 97-130. 
Kolodny, Niko.  2010.  “The Explanation of Amour-Propre.”  Philosophical Review 119, 

no. 2: 165-200. 
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Neuhouser, Frederick.  2010.  Rousseau’s Theodicy of Self-Love: Evil, Rationality, and 

the Drive for Recognition.  New York: Oxford University Press. 
Rawls, John.  2007.  Lectures on the History of Political Philosophy.  Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 191-213. 
 

 
Week 9 | Rousseau | The Society of the General Will 
11/19: Rousseau, Social Contract 
 

Required reading: Rousseau, The Social Contract, books I-II (all), and IV, chapters 1-2. 
 
Reading questions 

1. Over the course of the Social Contract, Rousseau gives us several 
formulations of the general will.  Outline three of these formulations and 
assess their consistency with one another.  Defend what you take to be the 
most plausible formulation in light of Rousseau’s broader project in the Social 
Contract.   

2. Rousseau famously declares: “whoever refuses to obey the general will shall 
be constrained to do so by the entire body: which means nothing other than 
that he shall be forced to be free.”  What does Rousseau mean here?  What 
does this statement reveal about his conception of political freedom?  Outline 
one objection to this conception.   

3. In Book 2, chapter 7, Rousseau introduces the figure of the legislator, who has 
“recourse to an authority of a different order, which might be able to rally 
without violence and persuade without convincing.”  What problems is the 
legislator meant to solve?  What problems (if any) does this figure create, 
given Rousseau’s broader project in the Social Contract?   

 
Supplemental reading 
Cohen, Joshua.  2010.  Rousseau: A Free Community of Equals.  Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, chapter 4. 
Honig, Bonnie.  2007.  “Between Decision and Deliberation: Political Paradox and 

Democratic Theory.” American Political Science Review 101, no. 1: 1-17. 
Neuhouser, Frederick.  1993.  “Freedom, Dependence, and the General Will,” 

Philosophical Review 102: 363-95.  
Rawls, John.  2007.  Lectures on the History of Political Philosophy.  Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 214-250. 
Sreenivasan, Gopal.  2000.  “What is the General Will?”  Philosophical Review 109, no. 

4: 545-81.   
Williams, David Lay.  2014.  Rousseau’s Social Contract: An Introduction.  New York: 

Cambridge University Press, chapters 1-2, appendix A. 
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Week 10 | Rousseau | Institutions, Stability, and Civil Religion 
12/03: Rousseau, Social Contract 
 

Required reading: Rousseau, The Social Contract, books III and IV. 
 
 Reading questions 

1. Throughout the Social Contract, Rousseau describes a number of social 
features that are necessary if a society is to be self-ruling (e.g. small size, 
similar habits, a civil religion, etc.).  Explain and evaluate the relevance of at 
least two of these, comparing the ways in which they might be seen (on 
Rousseau’s terms) to support self-rule.  Evaluate the plausibility of these 
arguments.   

2. Rousseau makes a strong case against representative government.  
Reconstruct this case and evaluate its plausibility. 

3. On Rousseau’s view, political orders have a “natural and inevitable tendency” 
toward corruption and dissolution.  What accounts for this tendency?  What 
measures does he propose for resisting it?  How plausible are his answers to 
these questions? 

   
Supplemental reading 
Beiner, Ronald.  2010.  Civil Religion: A Dialogue in the History of Political Philosophy.  

New York: Cambridge University Press, chapters 1, 7-8.   
Cohen, Joshua.  2010.  Rousseau: A Free Community of Equals.  Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, chapters 1-3, 5. 
Rawls, John.  2007.  Lectures on the History of Political Philosophy.  Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 214-250. 
Williams, David Lay.  2014.  Rousseau’s Social Contract: An Introduction.  New York: 

Cambridge University Press, chapters 3-4. 
 
 
FINAL PAPERS DUE 12/10. 


