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THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO

ROUSSEAU’S SOCIAL CONTRACT

What is freedom? What is equality? And what is sovereignty?
A foundational text of modern political philosophy, Rousseau’s
Social Contract has generated much debate and exerted
extraordinary influence not only on political thought, but also
modern political history, by way of the French Revolution and
other political events, ideals, and practices. The Social Contract is
regularly studied in undergraduate courses on philosophy, political
thought, and modern intellectual history, as well as being the
subject of graduate seminars in numerous disciplines. The book
inspires an ongoing flow of scholarly articles and monographs. Few
texts have offered more influential and important arguments in
political philosophy than Rousseau’s Social Contract, and in this
new Cambridge Companion, a multidisciplinary team of
contributors provides new ways to navigate this masterpiece of
political philosophy — and its animating questions.

DAVID LAY WILLIAMS is Professor of Political Science at
DePaul University. He is the author of Rousseau’s Platonic
Enlightenment (2007) and Rousseau’s “Social Contract”: An
Introduction (2014), as well as the coeditor of The General Will:
The Evolution of a Concept (2015). His “The Greatest of All
Plagues”: How Economic Inequality Shaped Political Thought
from Plato to Marx will be published by Princeton in 2024.

MATTHEW W. MAGUIRE is Associate Professor of History and
Catholic Studies at DePaul University. He is the author of The
Conversion of Imagination: From Pascal through Rousseau to
Tocqueville (2006) and Carnal Spirit: The Revolutions of
Charles Péguy (2019), in addition to essays about diverse topics
in European intellectual history. He is now writing a book about
autonomy and freedom.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108839303
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83930-3 — The Cambridge Companion to Rousseau's Social Contract
David Lay Williams , Matthew W. Maguire

Frontmatter

More Information

OTHER VOLUMES IN THE SERIES OF CAMBRIDGE
COMPANIONS

ABELARD Edited by JEFFREY E. BROWER and KEVIN GUILFOY

ADORNO Edited by THOMAS HUHN

ANCIENT ETHICS Edited by CHRISTOPHER BOBONICH

ANCIENT GREEK AND ROMAN SCIENCE Edited by LIBA TAUB

ANCIENT LOGIC Edited by LUCA CASTAGNOLI and PAOLO FAIT

ANCIENT SCEPTICISM Edited by RICHARD BETT

ANSELM Edited by BRIAN DAVIES and BRIAN LEFTOW

AQUINAS Edited by NORMAN KRETZMANN and ELEONORE STUMP

THE NEW CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO AQUINAS Edited by ELEONORE
STUMP and THOMAS JOSEPH WHITE

ARABIC PHILOSOPHY Edited by PETER ADAMSON and RICHARD C. TAYLOR

HANNAH ARENDT Edited by DANA VILLA

ARISTOTLE Edited by JONATHAN BARNES

ARISTOTLE’S “POLITICS” Edited by MARGUERITE DESLAURIERS and PAUL
DESTREE

ATHEISM Edited by MICHAEL MARTIN

AUGUSTINE 2nd edition Edited by DAVID MECONI and ELEONORE STUMP

BACON Edited by MARKKU PELTONEN

BERKELEY Edited by KENNETH P. WINKLER

BOETHIUS Edited by JOHN MARENBON

BRENTANO Edited by DALE JACQUETTE

CARNAP Edited by MICHAEL FRIEDMAN and RICHARD CREATH

CICERO’S PHILOSOPHY Edited by JED W. ATKINS and THOMAS BENATOUTL

CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE Edited by WILLIAM E. SCHEUERMAN

COMMON-SENSE PHILOSOPHY Edited by RIK PEELS and RENE VAN WOUDENBERG

THE COMMUNIST MANIFESTO Edited by TERRELL CARVER and JAMES FARR

CONSTANT Edited by HELENA ROSENBLATT

CRITICAL THEORY Edited by FRED RUSH

DARWIN 2nd edition Edited by JONATHAN HODGE and GREGORY RADICK

SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR Edited by CLAUDIA CARD

DELEUZE Edited by DANIEL W. SMITH and HENRY SOMERS-HALL

DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA Edited by RICHARD BOYD

DESCARTES Edited by JOHN COTTINGHAM

DESCARTES’ “MEDITATIONS” Edited by DAVID CUNNING

Continued at the back of the book

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108839303
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-83930-3 — The Cambridge Companion to Rousseau's Social Contract

David Lay Williams , Matthew W. Maguire
Frontmatter
More Information

The Cambridge Companion to

ROUSSEAU’S
SOCIAL
CONTRACT

Edited by
David Lay Williams
DePaul University

Matthew W. Maguire
DePaul University

! CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108839303
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-83930-3 — The Cambridge Companion to Rousseau's Social Contract

David Lay Williams , Matthew W. Maguire
Frontmatter
More Information

CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB2 8EA, United Kingdom
One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA
477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314-321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,
New Delhi - 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05-06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment,
a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108839303

DOI: 10.1017/9781108989770
© David Lay Williams and Matthew W.Maguire 2024

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions
of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take
place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2024

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

A Cataloging-in-Publication data record for this book is available from the Library
of Congress

ISBN 978-1-108-83930-3 Hardback
ISBN 978-1-108-97059-4 Paperback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence
or accuracy of URLSs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this
publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will
remain, accurate or appropriate.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108839303
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83930-3 — The Cambridge Companion to Rousseau's Social Contract
David Lay Williams , Matthew W. Maguire

Frontmatter

More Information

In memory of Patrick Riley (1941-2015)

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781108839303
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-83930-3 — The Cambridge Companion to Rousseau's Social Contract

David Lay Williams , Matthew W. Maguire

Frontmatter

More Information

Contents
List of Contributors page ix
Acknowledgments xiii
Introduction 1

MATTHEW W. MAGUIRE AND DAVID LAY WILLIAMS

“Every Legitimate Government Is Republican™:

Rousseau’s Debt to and Departure from Montesquieu

on Republicanism 10
JOHN T. SCOTT

What If There Is No Legislator? Rousseau’s History
of the Government of Geneva 40
CHRISTOPHER KELLY

Rousseau’s Republican Citizenship: The Moral
Psychology of The Social Contract 64
ROBIN DOUGLASS

Rousseau’s Negative Liberty: Themes of Domination
and Skepticism in The Social Contract 88
MICHAEL LOCKE MCLENDON

Rousseau’s Ancient Ends of Legislation: Liberty,
Equality (and Fraternity) 113
DAVID LAY WILLIAMS

Property and Possession in Rousseau’s
Social Contract 138
RAFEEQ HASAN

vii

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108839303
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-83930-3 — The Cambridge Companion to Rousseau's Social Contract
David Lay Williams , Matthew W. Maguire
Frontmatter
More Information

viii

CONTENTS

8

10

11

12

13

14

15

Political Equality among Unequals
MELISSA SCHWARTZBERG

On the Primacy of Peoplehood: Nations and
Nationalism in Rousseau’s Social Contract
RICHARD BOYD

Rousseau on Voting and Electoral Laws
ALEXANDRA OPREA

On the Possibility of a Modern Republic: Rousseau
and the Puzzle of the Roman Republic
GENEVIEVE ROUSSELIERE

Rousseau’s Case against Democracy
CELINE SPECTOR

Rousseau’s Dilemma, or “Of Civil Religion”
STEVEN B. SMITH

Entreating the Political: Politics and Theology
in Rousseau’s Social Contract
MATTHEW W. MAGUIRE

Civil Religion and Political Unity: Social
Contract IV.8
RYAN PATRICK HANLEY

Bibliography

Index

158

179

207

223

252

273

293

321

339
356

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108839303
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83930-3 — The Cambridge Companion to Rousseau's Social Contract
David Lay Williams , Matthew W. Maguire

Frontmatter

More Information

Contributors

Richard Boyd is Associate Professor of Government and Director of the
Tocqueville Forum for Political Understanding at Georgetown
University. He is author of Uncivil Society: The Perils of Pluralism
and the Making of Modern Liberalism (Lexington Books, 2004),
coeditor of Tocqueville and the Frontiers of Democracy
(Cambridge University Press, 2013), and editor of the Cambridge
Companion to “Democracy in America” (Cambridge University
Press, 2022), as well as more than fifty journal articles and book

chapters on the intellectual history of liberalism.

Robin Douglass is Professor of Political Theory in the Department of
Political Economy, King’s College London. He is the author of
Rousseau and Hobbes: Nature, Free Will, and the Passions
(Oxford University Press, 2015) and Mandeville’s Fable: Pride,
Hypocrisy, and Sociability (Princeton University Press, 2023 ).

Ryan Patrick Hanley is Professor of Political Science at Boston College.
A specialist on the political philosophy of the Enlightenment period,
he is the author of Adam Smith and the Character of Virtue
(Cambridge University Press, 2009), Love’s Enlightenment:
Rethinking Charity in Modernity (Cambridge University Press,
2017), and Our Great Purpose: Adam Smith on Living a Better Life
(Princeton, 2019). His most recent books are The Political
Philosophy of Fénelon and a companion translation volume,
Fénelon: Moral and Political Writings, both published by Oxford in
2020.

ix

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108839303
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83930-3 — The Cambridge Companion to Rousseau's Social Contract
David Lay Williams , Matthew W. Maguire

Frontmatter

More Information

X LIST OF CONTRIBUTORS

Rafeeq Hasan is Associate Professor of Philosophy at Ambherst
College. As a scholar of political philosophy and its history, he
thinks in particular about the themes of freedom, property, and
equality. His work has appeared in venues including The
Philosophical Review, the Canadian Journal of Philosophy, and
the European Journal of Philosophy. His current book project,
Can Kant Solve the Poverty Problem!, is a monograph that revives
Kant’s discussion of poverty in the Doctrine of Right for contem-

porary debates about distributive justice.

Christopher Kelly is Emeritus Professor in the Department of
Political Science at Boston College. He is the author of two books
and numerous essays on Rousseau and editor (with Roger
D. Masters) of The Collected Writings of Rousseau (University
Press of New England).

Matthew W. Maguire is an intellectual historian. In addition to various
essays and articles, he is the author of The Conversion of Imagination:
From Pascal through Rousseau to Tocqueville (Harvard University
Press, 2006) and Carnal Spirit: The Revolutions of Charles Péguy
(University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019). He was co-editor of
Rousseau: Fundamental Political Writings (with David Lay
Williams, Broadview Press, 2018) He is Associate Professor of

Catholic Studies and History at DePaul University.

Michael Locke McLendon is Professor of Political Science at
California State University-Los Angeles. He is the author of The
Psychology of Inequality: Rousseau’s Amour-Propre (University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2018), as well as numerous articles and book
chapters on modern political thought.

Alexandra Oprea is Assistant Professor of Philosophy at the University
at Buffalo. She is currently finishing a book about children’s rights,

education, and political status in modern political thought. Her work

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108839303
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83930-3 — The Cambridge Companion to Rousseau's Social Contract
David Lay Williams , Matthew W. Maguire

Frontmatter

More Information

LIST OF CONTRIBUTORS Xi

on Rousseau and Adam Smith has appeared in Polity, Review of

Politics, and the Journal of Politics.

Geneviéve Rousseliére is Assistant Professor of Political Science at
Duke University. Her research interests include republican political
theory, the history of political economy, feminism, and eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century political thought. She is the author of
Sharing Freedom: Republicanism and Exclusion in Revolutionary
France (Cambridge University Press, 2024).

Melissa Schwartzberg is Silver Professor of Politics at New York
University. She is the author of Democracy and Legal Change
(Cambridge University Press, 2007) and Counting the Many: The
Origins and Limits of Supermajority Rule (Cambridge University
Press, 2014), as well as several articles and book chapters on
Rousseau’s political thought. She is the recipient of fellowships
from the Mellon Foundation, the Guggenheim Foundation, and

the American Council of Learned Societies.

John T. Scott is Professor of Political Science at the University of
California-Davis. He received his PhD from the University of
Chicago in 1992. Most of his research is on the thought of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, and he is past president of the Rousseau
Association. He is the author of Rousseau’s God: Theology,
Religion, and the Natural Goodness of Man (University of
Chicago Press, 2023), Rousseau’s Reader: Strategies of Persuasion
and Education (University of Chicago Press, 2020), The
Philosophers’ Quarrel: Rousseau, Hume, and the Limits of
Human Understanding (Yale University Press, 2009), and The
Routledge Guide to Machiavelli’s “The Prince” (Routledge, 2016).
He is the editor of Jean-Jacques Rousseau: Critical Assessments
(Routledge, 2006) and Rousseau and I'Infame (Brill, 2009). He has
translated and edited the Essay on the Origin of Languages and
Writings Related to Music (Dartmouth College Press, 1998) and
Jean-Jacques Rousseau: Major Political Writings (University of

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108839303
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83930-3 — The Cambridge Companion to Rousseau's Social Contract
David Lay Williams , Matthew W. Maguire

Frontmatter

More Information

Xii LIST OF CONTRIBUTORS

Chicago Press, 2012), in addition to numerous articles in leading

journals and chapters in edited volumes.

Steven B. Smith is Alfred Cowles Professor of Political Science at Yale
University. He has written books on Hegel, Spinoza, Leo Strauss,
and Isaiah Berlin. His most recent book, Reclaiming Patriotism in
an Age of Extremes, was published by Yale in 2021.

Céline Spector is a professor in the Philosophy Department at Sorbonne
University. Her research includes work in modern and contemporary
political theory, especially the French Enlightenment, Montesquieu,
Rousseau, and their legacies. Among her recent publications are
Rousseau (Polity, 2019), Rousseau et la critique de I’économie poli-
tique (PU Bordeaux, 2017), Rousseau et Locke: Dialogues critiques,
with J. Lenne-Cornuez (Oxford, 2022), and Emile: Rousseau et la
morale expérimentale (Vrin, 2022).

David Lay Williams is Professor of Political Science at DePaul
University. He is the author of Rousseau’s Platonic Enlightenment
(Pennsylvania State University Press, 2007) and Rousseau’s “Social
Contract”: An Introduction (Cambridge University Press, 2014), as
well as “The Greatest of All Plagues”: How Economic Inequality
Shaped Political Thought from Plato to Marx (Princeton University
Press, 2024). He was also the coeditor of The General Will: The
Evolution of a Concept (with James Farr, Cambridge, 2015) and
Rousseau: Fundamental Political Writings (with Matthew
W. Maguire, Broadview Press, 2018).

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108839303
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83930-3 — The Cambridge Companion to Rousseau's Social Contract
David Lay Williams , Matthew W. Maguire

Frontmatter

More Information

Acknowledgments

David Lay Williams would like to thank his wife and son, Jennifer and
Benjamin, for their enduring support and heroic patience in allowing
him to work on this project while juggling many other responsibil-
ities. He would also like to acknowledge his great regret that this
project was not undertaken while Patrick Riley was alive to have
participated. But Patrick’s remarkable contributions to Rousseau
scholarship and his sustained commitment to the volunté générale
as a way of life were constant inspirations throughout the entire
process of assembling this volume.

Matthew Maguire would like to thank his colleagues, friends,
and family for steady patience and good will amidst extended spells of
writing and editing. He is also deeply grateful to the scholars who first
introduced him to the philosophical, political, and historical ques-
tions animating this project, especially Patrice Higonnet, as well as
the late Mark Kishlansky.

We would both like to express our gratitude to our contributors,
whose essays exceeded even our high expectations. We also thank
DePaul University for supporting this project. Finally, we thank our
editor, Robert Dreesen, as well as the whole staff at Cambridge
University Press. Robert’s enthusiasm for this project was essential
from the project’s beginning to its end.

xiii

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108839303
www.cambridge.org

