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A Note on Sources and Translations

All references to Rousseau’s texts are given to the following collected editions of 
his work:

OC � Œuvres complètes de Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 5 vols, ed. Bernard 
Gagnebin and Marcel Raymond (Paris: Gallimard, 1959–1995).

CC � Correspondance complète de Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 52 vols, ed. Ralph 
Alexander Leigh (Geneva: Institut et Musée Voltaire, 1965–1971; 
Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1972–1977).

CW   �The Collected Writings of Rousseau, 13 vols, ed. Christopher Kelly and 
Roger D. Masters (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 
1990–2010).

Where both are available, references are given to the French edition and then the 
English translation, in each case by volume and page numbers (e.g. OC1:3/CW2:4). 
The only exception is with references to Du contrat social, which are given simply 
to book and chapter numbers for ease of reference with other editions (e.g. i.2). 
References to Hobbes’s Elements of Law, De cive, and Leviathan are also given in 
this form to chapter and section/paragraph numbers. Similarly, where appropri-
ate, references to other primary sources are given to book and/or chapter and/or 
section numbers, rather than page numbers (e.g. iii.4, or v.vi.vii).

Where suitable, references are given to scholarly English translations of pri-
mary sources. Where these have been either unavailable or inadequate the trans-
lations provided are my own. Occasionally I have felt it necessary to alter (silently) 
the English translation or preserve the original French term. Most notably, both 
amour de soi-même and amour-propre are sometimes translated into English as 
self-love, but given the importance Rousseau attached to the distinction between 
these two varieties of self-love I  have retained the French terms. I  have also 
standardized all translations of amour de la patrie to love of fatherland. I have 
refrained from updating references to ‘man’ and usages of the male pronoun 
into gender neutral language when discussing the ideas of seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century authors, as it is often unclear (especially with Rousseau) 
whether the referent is men alone or all humans.

 





Introduction

In a word, I see no tolerable medium between the most austere democracy 
and the most perfect Hobbism.

J.-J. Rousseau, ‘Lettre à Mirabeau’

On 18 July 1767, the French economist and Physiocrat, Victor Riqueti Marquis 
de Mirabeau, wrote to Jean-Jacques Rousseau requesting his opinion on a recent 
publication.1 The work in question, L’ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés poli-
tiques (1767), was by fellow Physiocrat, Pierre-Paul Le Mercier de la Rivière, and 
supplied one of the most important statements of Physicoracy’s political and eco-
nomic proposals. Chief amongst the political proposals was the idea of legal des-
potism, which involved an enlightened absolute monarch executing positive laws 
that are in accordance with the ‘natural and essential order’. A legal despotism, 
so the Physiocrats thought, could ensure that laws which conform to the natural 
order are authoritatively enforced, yet this would still count as rule by law, rather 
than rule by the arbitrary will of a despot.2

Rousseau’s response to Mirabeau was emphatic. The idea of legal despot-
ism was completely wrongheaded because even if it is in a despot’s interest to 
govern legally, his passions will too often lead him to act contrary to his real 
or enlightened interest. For all of their attempts to calculate the despot’s true 
interest, the Physiocrats had failed to study the human heart and the ‘play of the 
passions’. The systems they proposed would thus be suitable only for ‘the people 

1  ‘Mirabeau à Rousseau, le 18 juillet 1767’, in Rousseau, CC33:239–240.
2  On the salient distinctions between legal and arbitrary despotism see Le Mercier de la Rivière, 

L’ordre naturel, especially pp. 278–284, 305–317.

 

 



2  Introduction

of Utopia’ and not for ‘the children of Adam’.3 At best, legal despotism relied on 
an ill-conceived understanding of human nature. At worst, it was simply an oxy-
moron. The problem of politics, Rousseau continued, is to find a form of govern-
ment where law is placed above man. The Physiocrats’ proposals failed to supply 
a satisfactory resolution to this problem and, expressing his regret that such a 
government could probably never be found, Rousseau instead claimed that it is 
necessary to turn to the other extreme and establish the most arbitrary despot-
ism, or ‘the most perfect Hobbism’. There could be no tolerable middle ground, 
for it is the conflict between man and law that throws the state into continual 
civil war.4 These were the two extremes that Rousseau posited as being the only 
tolerable and stable political conditions; either place man above law by making 
the sovereign a mortal God, or place law above man, guided only by the celestial 
voice of the general will.

The ‘Lettre à Mirabeau’ provides one of Rousseau’s most pessimistic reflec-
tions on eighteenth-century politics. Elsewhere, however, he appears to have 
held out some hope that law could be placed above man; indeed, the problem 
of doing so permeates his principal political writings. As early as the Discours 
sur l’économie politique, originally composed for the fifth volume of the 
Encyclopédie (1755), Rousseau wrote of how the rule of law could resolve the 
problem of politics:

By what inconceivable art could the means have been found to subjugate men in order 
to render them free? . . . How can it be that they obey and no one commands, that they 
serve and have no master, and are all the more free, in fact, because under what appears 
as subjugation, no one loses any of his freedom except what would harm the freedom of 
another? These marvels are the work of the law. It is to law alone that men owe justice and 
freedom.5

Rousseau’s most developed account of how law could be placed above man was 
set out in his 1762 masterpiece, Du contrat social, which he later described as a 
work ‘so decried, but so necessary; there you will see the Law put above men; 
there you will see freedom laid claim to, but always under the authority of the 
laws’.6 The concern was evidently still on Rousseau’s mind between 1771 and 1772 
when he was drafting his last significant political work, the Considérations sur le 

3  ‘Rousseau à Mirabeau, le 26 juillet 1767’, CC33:239–240. Rousseau eventually permitted 
Mirabeau to publish their correspondence, even though Mirabeau thought Rousseau had mis-
understood some of the Physiocrats’ key ideas. More generally see Sonenscher, Before the Deluge, 
pp. 222–239.

4  ‘Rousseau à Mirabeau, le 26 juillet 1767’, CC33:240.
5  Rousseau, Discours sur l’économie politique, OC3:248/CW3:146.
6  Rousseau, Lettres écrites de la montagne, OC3:811/CW9:234.
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gouvernement de Pologne, in which, omitting any mention of Hobbism or civil 
war, he reaffirmed that placing law above man is the fundamental problem of 
politics.7

Rousseau insisted that every ‘legitimate Government is republican’ and on his 
definition a republic was simply a state in which the prince is both guided by and 
minister of the law, ‘for then alone the public interest governs and the public thing 
means something’.8 Rousseau thought that Thomas Hobbes’s principles, by con-
trast, were ‘destructive of every republican government’.9 In Leviathan Hobbes 
had ridiculed Aristotle for thinking that in a commonwealth ‘not Men should 
govern, but the Laws’, since behind any law there is always either the will of one 
man or the will of an assembly of men (be it aristocratic or democratic), and ‘with-
out such Arbitrary government .  .  . Warre must be perpetuall’.10 Although the 
sovereign is well advised to govern by fixed and clearly promulgated laws, while 
remaining ‘obliged by the Law of Nature’ (an obligation owed only to God ‘and to 
none but him’),11 Hobbes’s account of sovereignty still challenged the very pos-
sibility of placing law above man and especially its association with republican 
or democratic government. Rousseau probably never read Leviathan, in either 
English or Latin, but he nonetheless appears to have viewed Hobbes’s political 
proposals as being diametrically opposed to his own. That Rousseau viewed the 
problem of politics and its potential resolution in such starkly dichotomous terms 
provides the point of departure for my inquiry.

The main purpose of this study, then, is to analyse Rousseau’s engagement both 
with the political thought of Hobbes and with Hobbes’s ideas as they were received 
in eighteenth-century France and Geneva. As the quote from Rousseau suggests, 
his target was often as much Hobbism as it was Hobbes’s ideas themselves, and 
it is worth noting from the outset that these two targets were not one and the 
same. The caricature of Hobbism with which Rousseau worked frequently mis-
represented the nuances of Hobbes’s thought. At times Rousseau appears to have 
engaged directly with Hobbes’s work. Elsewhere he attacked what he took to be 
the pervasive legacy of Hobbesian ideas on the political thought of his day, while 
on other occasions he even subverted the prevalent understanding of Hobbism in 
order to criticize his contemporaries.

7  Rousseau, Considérations sur le gouvernement de Pologne et sur sa réformation projetée, 
OC3:955/CW11:170.

8  Rousseau, Du contrat social, ou principes du droit politique, ii.6.
9  Rousseau, Lettres écrites de la montagne, OC3:811/CW9:235.

10  Hobbes, Leviathan, xlvi.35–36.
11  Hobbes, Leviathan, xxvi.15–16, xxx.1. Given these considerations it is not evident that Hobbes’s 

theory really did exemplify arbitrary as opposed to legal despotism.
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Rousseau engaged with both Hobbism and Hobbes’s ideas in a number of 
different contexts and for a variety of reasons, the nature and bearing of which 
I seek to uncover and evaluate throughout this book. In doing so, I show that 
some of Rousseau’s most important philosophical ideas were either set out in 
direct opposition to Hobbes, or developed in an anti-Hobbesian context. What 
emerges from this study is thus an original interpretation of Rousseau’s politi-
cal philosophy, which stresses and interweaves aspects of his thought that are 
frequently understated or neglected.

I proceed in this chapter by discussing the rationale for further studying the 
relationship between Hobbes and Rousseau, before providing a brief outline of 
the structure of the argument developed in subsequent chapters. I then sketch 
an overview of the reading of Rousseau’s political thought to be advanced, 
highlighting three themes central to my interpretation. Finally, I bring this 
chapter to a close by briefly addressing some methodological issues and assess-
ing which of Hobbes’s texts, if any, there is considerable evidence of Rousseau 
actually having read.

Hobbes and Rousseau
The idea that the relationship between Hobbes and Rousseau is in need of fur-
ther examination might seem somewhat surprising. Comparisons between 
the two thinkers recur throughout Rousseau scholarship and are frequently 
found amongst more general studies in the history of political thought. It is 
thus worth surveying some of the most prominent characteristics of the extant 
scholarship to reveal where there remains scope for further analysis. For brev-
ity’s sake, what follows is confined to the main developments in the literature 
since the middle of the twentieth century. The sample of studies I consider 
is selective, but it represents some of the most important trends in shaping 
the different ways in which the relationship between the two thinkers is now 
understood.

Around the middle of the twentieth century a number of important stud-
ies advanced distinctively Hobbesian readings of Rousseau. According to Leo 
Strauss, for example, Rousseau was greatly indebted to Hobbes, deferring 
to his acceptance of the authority of modern natural science and attack on 
classical natural law. Rousseau deviated from Hobbes only because he fully 
appreciated the implications of his predecessor’s premises. It was thus on 
truly Hobbesian principles that Rousseau originated the first crisis of mod-
ern thought by abandoning nature, or human nature, as a basis of right. On 
Strauss’s reading, Rousseau struggled with his ancient and modern leanings 
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but finally succumbed to a modern and Hobbesian tradition of political thought 
and natural right.12 The most thorough examination of Rousseau’s relationship with 
this modern tradition remains Robert Derathé’s influential study, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau et la science politique de son temps, originally published in 1950. While rec-
ognizing that Rousseau set many of his ideas out against Hobbes, some of Derathé’s 
most important contributions were in arguing for Hobbes’s influence on Rousseau. 
Perhaps most notably, Derathé maintained that Rousseau’s psychology of man was 
inspired by Hobbes’s.13 In much the same spirit, Georges Davy argued that Hobbes 
laid down the very foundations for Du contrat social and, for Bertrand de Jouvenel, 
Rousseau’s theory could simply be described as ‘Hobbism turned inside out’.14 
Characteristic of many of the studies of this period, then, was an attempt to show 
that Rousseau’s thought was really very Hobbesian, or at least a lot more so than he 
would have willingly admitted.

Strauss’s influence looms large over much of the most important contemporary 
scholarship on the relationship between the two thinkers, especially in America, 
where Hobbes is more generally taken to represent a distinctively modern tradi-
tion of political thought in contrast to a classical tradition best represented by 
Plato. Arthur Melzer reads Rousseau through the dichotomy of Plato or Hobbes 
and even suggests that Rousseau’s intention was to reconcile the two.15 Conversely, 
David Lay Williams has recently argued forcefully for the influence of Plato over 
Hobbes in order to dispel Hobbesian readings of Rousseau (which he claims were 
prominent for the best part of the twentieth century), yet his study is still struc-
tured around the Straussian dichotomy.16 To be sure, this dichotomy at times 
proves instructive for understanding Rousseau’s thought, not least because the 
Straussian reading of Hobbes—irrespective of whether or not it does Hobbes’s 
thought any justice—shares some important resemblances with the ways in 
which Hobbes’s ideas were read and discussed in much eighteenth-century 
French thought. Williams’s study is invaluable for those interested in the rela-
tionship between Hobbes and Rousseau because it convincingly challenges at 
least one prevalent line of interpretation. Nonetheless, Rousseau’s engagement 
with Hobbesian ideas cannot be reduced to the question of Plato or Hobbes, since 
this engagement permeated many other debates in which Plato and Platonism 
were not the antonyms of Hobbes and Hobbism.

12  Strauss, Natural Right and History, especially pp. 266–274.
13  Derathé, Rousseau et la science politique, pp. 109–110, 137–141.
14  Davy, Hobbes et Rousseau, p. 14; Jouvenel, ‘Essay on Rousseau’s Politics’, p. 124. See also Taylor, 

‘Rousseau’s Debt to Hobbes’.
15  Melzer, Natural Goodness, p. 115.
16  Williams, Rousseau’s Platonic Enlightenment, especially pp. xv–xxx, 27–59.
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Even if not Straussian in influence, much of the existing literature on Hobbes 
and Rousseau has adopted a predominantly ahistorical approach, conducting 
philosophical evaluations and comparisons of some of the two thinkers’ key 
ideas, such as the state of nature, the social contract, and sovereignty.17 These are 
precisely the topics where there is evidence that Rousseau was engaging with 
Hobbes, yet there is a marked absence of historically nuanced readings of the 
ways in which he employed and refuted ideas he associated with Hobbes. Given 
this, it is perhaps unsurprising that it has been historians associated with the 
Cambridge approach to the history of ideas who have recently led the way in call-
ing for more scholarship examining the two thinkers. Quentin Skinner signalled 
that insufficient research has been directed towards Rousseau’s reading of De 
cive,18 and Richard Tuck is currently reassessing the relationship between Hobbes 
and Rousseau in some depth. Building on his ideas from The Rights of War and 
Peace,19 Tuck presented six Benedict Lectures at Boston University in 2000 on 
Hobbes and Rousseau.20 These lectures provide the most extensive study of the 
relationship between the two thinkers since the collection of essays by Howard 
Cell and James MacAdam published in 1988.21 From a historical perspective, 
Tuck’s scholarship is much more adequately informed than most of the extant 
literature. Yet the Rousseau that emerges from his study remains a figure greatly 
indebted to Hobbes, for Tuck is especially interested in uncovering, to use his 
own words, the ‘Hobbesianism of Rousseau’.22 His project is largely concerned 
with revealing the affinities between Hobbes and Rousseau, in part so that he 
can defend Hobbes from some of Rousseau’s most pressing criticisms. Tuck’s 
approach could be viewed as one that uses Rousseau to improve our understand-
ing of Hobbes, whereas the approach I pursue here is quite the reverse: to use 
Hobbes to improve our understanding of Rousseau.

17  For a sample of contributions in this respect see Winch, ‘Man and Society’; Ryan, ‘The Nature 
of Human Nature’; Mandle, ‘Rousseauian Constructivism’; Trachtenberg, ‘Subject and citizen’; 
Steinberg, ‘Hobbes, Rousseau and the State’; Evrigenis, ‘Absolute Chaos, Absolute Order’; Shell, 
‘Stalking Puer Robustus’; Chernilo, Natural Law Foundations, pp. 97–120.

18  Skinner, ‘Surveying the Foundations’, p.  256. In much of the Anglophone literature it is 
assumed that Rousseau read Leviathan, or that what knowledge he had of Hobbes’s works is unim-
portant for analysis of the two thinkers.

19  Tuck, Rights of War and Peace, pp. 197–207.
20  Given that these lectures have not yet been worked up for publication, I have avoided engag-

ing directly with them and only reference arguments that Tuck has set out in The Rights of War and 
Peace or in his other published works. Nonetheless, my general understanding of Tuck’s position 
has been informed by the unpublished lectures.

21  In the preface to the collection the authors claimed that theirs was the first book-length study 
of the two thinkers and invited further research of a similar depth, yet this invitation has largely 
gone unanswered. See Cell and Macadam, Rousseau’s Response to Hobbes, p. vii.

22  Tuck, Rights of War and Peace, pp. 197–207.
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Tuck’s analysis stresses the extent to which Rousseau appears to have endorsed 
a number of Hobbesian positions that were widely dismissed by his contemporar-
ies, most notably the rejection of sociability as the foundation of natural right.23 
These moves lend support to Tuck’s Hobbesian reading of Rousseau. Yet a num-
ber of important questions remain unresolved, convincing answers to which 
have long eluded scholarship on the two thinkers. The most general problem has 
never been satisfactorily answered. That is, if Rousseau was really so Hobbesian 
then why did he repeatedly set his ideas out in opposition to Hobbes? Was he just 
unaware of his Hobbism or did he seek to conceal it?24 In short—the question at 
the heart of Tuck’s inquiry—what exactly did Rousseau think he was doing?25

I endeavour to answer these questions by situating Rousseau’s engagement 
with Hobbes in its intellectual context and revealing the deeply polemical char-
acter of his critique. The most important text for understanding this critique is 
Rousseau’s Discours sur l’origine de l’inégalité, and most of his subsequent ref-
erences and allusions to Hobbesian ideas can be traced back to, and are best 
understood in light of, his arguments in the Discours. Where scholars such as 
Tuck have interpreted Rousseau as siding with Hobbes over Hobbes’s critics in 
the modern natural law tradition, I argue that the Discours was instead set out 
against both Hobbes and his critics in this tradition. Rousseau aimed to show that 
both Hobbes’s critics in the natural law tradition and contemporary proponents 
of doux commerce theory actually rested their justifications of the social order on 
fundamentally Hobbesian premises, despite their protestations to the contrary. 
By showing that these critics were really no better than Hobbes, Rousseau sought 
to challenge both Hobbes and Hobbes’s critics on new grounds.

Rousseau might sometimes appear to have endorsed Hobbesian positions pre-
cisely because he thought that the existing refutations of Hobbes were largely 
unsatisfactory or mistaken. Yet to disagree with Hobbes’s critics is not neces-
sarily to agree with Hobbes and one has to be careful not to conflate evidence 
of the former with that of the latter. Nonetheless, Rousseau did take very seri-
ously problems of a distinctively Hobbesian nature, occasionally leading him to 
endorse positions that resembled Hobbes’s theory, although more often to set his 
position out in opposition to Hobbes. While much of my argument is directed 
against those who have interpreted Rousseau’s political thought as Hobbesian, 
then, I  resist the contrary temptation of presenting Rousseau’s thought as 

23  Tuck, Rights of War and Peace, pp. 197–202.
24  For the description of Rousseau’s position as ‘Hobbism concealed’ see Evrigenis, Fear of 

Enemies, pp. 134–138.
25  See also Glaziou, Hobbes en France, p. 234.
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unequivocally anti-Hobbesian. The relationship between the two thinkers is far 
more nuanced than either the straightforwardly Hobbesian or anti-Hobbesian 
characterizations of Rousseau’s political thought admit.

That Rousseau’s criticisms of Hobbes often resonated as much against Hobbes’s 
critics as they did against Hobbes himself has not been appreciated previously 
and the full elucidation of this aspect of Rousseau’s engagement with Hobbes 
is the principal historical contribution of my study. Rousseau’s invocations of 
Hobbes often served a polemical purpose—even if Hobbes was not always the tar-
get of that polemic—and while this is most evident in the Discours sur l’inégalité, 
it remains the case through to at least Du contrat social. Yet Rousseau’s engage-
ment with Hobbes is not only of historical interest, for he set out some of his most 
important philosophical ideas in direct opposition to positions he attributed to 
Hobbes. With these in mind, I advance a distinctive interpretation of Rousseau’s 
political philosophy, emerging from my reading of his encounter with Hobbesian 
ideas. Before sketching out the salient features of this interpretation, I first pro-
vide a brief overview of the key findings and arguments of each of the following 
chapters.

In the first chapter I set out the intellectual context for Rousseau’s engagement 
with Hobbes by surveying Hobbes’s French reception during the late seventeenth 
and early eighteenth centuries. Rather than providing a comprehensive explo-
ration of Hobbes’s reception, my analysis focuses on those thinkers who may 
plausibly be thought to have influenced Rousseau’s interpretation of Hobbes. 
Attacks on Hobbes increased as the eighteenth century progressed and his repu-
tation underwent a marked deterioration during this period, even though many 
of his ideas appear to have diffused into the thought of the time. If anything, this 
serves only to obfuscate questions regarding Hobbes’s influence on Rousseau, for 
it was frequently an indirect one, indicating why it is just as important to focus on 
eighteenth-century Hobbism as it is on Hobbes’s texts themselves. Accordingly, 
the focus of subsequent chapters does not always fall on ascertaining direct influ-
ence, but rather on considering how Hobbesian ideas framed the issues that 
Rousseau confronted in his political writings.

The second and third chapters build on the historical reception of Hobbes’s 
ideas and especially their opposition to modern natural law theories. In Chapter 2 
I  examine Rousseau’s engagement with Hobbesian ideas in the Discours sur 
l’inégalité, in which he attempted to associate Hobbes’s odious reputation with 
the arguments of his adversaries. Against the natural law theorists, Rousseau 
sought to collapse the prevalent bifurcation between Pufendorfian sociabil-
ity and Hobbesian Epicureanism; and, against the doux commerce theorists, he 
endeavoured to show that those who defended the role of commerce and luxury 
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in civilizing modern societies actually rested their defences on Hobbesian prem-
ises regarding man’s nature. At the same time, Rousseau explicated two of his key 
principles in opposition to Hobbes: man’s free will and natural goodness. These 
principles would animate Rousseau’s philosophy and much of the remainder of 
the book involves showing how they play out in his political thought.

In the third chapter I assess the extent to which Rousseau’s political thought 
was aimed at overcoming problems of a fundamentally Hobbesian nature. At 
times Rousseau appears to have accepted that political society has to be justi-
fied against, and remedy the deficiencies within, Hobbes’s account of the state of 
nature. Certain affinities between their political philosophies are thus evident, 
most notably concerning the need for an absolute and incontestable sovereign, 
and regarding the challenges that religion poses to political unity. Yet much of 
Rousseau’s political thought was set out against both Hobbes and his critics in 
the modern natural law tradition. Rousseau considered that his predecessors in 
this tradition had offered only illegitimate justifications of the social order, which 
involved the alienation of man’s freedom by establishing dependence on some-
one else’s will. To preserve man’s freedom in the social order Rousseau radically 
inverted the Hobbesian account of sovereignty—so often used to justify the sub-
mission of the people—by directing it towards republican conclusions and show-
ing how law could stem from every individual’s will. Rousseau aimed to make law 
sovereign, yet this should not be mistaken for the conventionalism that was to 
become associated with Hobbes’s philosophy. Instead, to distance himself from 
the likes of Hobbes and Pufendorf, Rousseau insisted that a legitimate social 
order, although established by conventions, must be in accordance with nature as 
a regulative normative standard.

Where in the third chapter I examine the significance of Rousseau’s theory 
of free will for making sense of his opposition to Hobbes, in the fourth chapter 
I focus principally on his account of natural goodness. I argue that the politi-
cal theories Hobbes and Rousseau each developed were largely shaped by their 
rival accounts of human nature and the passions they thought natural to man. 
Although both thinkers stressed the importance of ordering the passions to pre-
serve the unity of the body politic, the possibilities for doing so were in each case 
constrained by their contrasting depictions of man’s natural state. Rousseau’s 
theory of the passions is well understood in relation to the tradition of French 
neo-Augustinianism, and in many respects the Augustinian account of man’s 
post-lapsarian state resembled the Hobbesian picture of the state of nature. 
On the Augustinian–Hobbesian account, man’s individualistic passions are 
inflamed and political institutions would have to turn these passions to good 
use for peace ever to be secured. Rousseau, however, rejected this post-lapsarian 
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account of man’s nature and instead argued that well-ordered republican institu-
tions could cultivate man’s uncorrupted passions by channelling them towards 
love of fatherland. While Rousseau’s concern with cultivating the right type 
of love mirrored a prominent Augustinian theme, his repudiation of Original 
Sin opened up the possibility of this love prevailing in the earthly city of men. 
Hobbes and Rousseau both appreciated the importance of appealing to the pas-
sions, but their contrasting accounts of human nature entailed that the passion 
central to their respective theories differed. For Hobbes, above all else, it was 
man’s fear that needed to be rightly ordered in the commonwealth; for Rousseau, 
it was man’s love.

Rousseau’s republican vision, I  maintain, was one suited only for naturally 
good men yet to be fully corrupted by the inequality and luxury that pervade 
modern societies; indeed, this is precisely why the principle of natural goodness 
is key to understanding his political thought. By way of conclusion, then, I draw 
together my interpretation of Rousseau’s political philosophy and examine the 
extent to which his republican vision remains viable today. Where many contem-
porary theorists have found Rousseau’s principles of political right to be of con-
tinuing inspiration,26 I instead emphasize the reasons why he viewed many of his 
political ideas as deeply irreconcilable with the political and economic conditions 
that prevail in modern states.

Nature, Free Will, and the Passions
While a principal aim of this book is to understand Rousseau’s engagement with 
Hobbes in its historical context, my goal in doing so is equally to show how focus-
ing on this engagement leads to a better understanding of Rousseau’s thought. 
To this end, I advance an interpretation of Rousseau’s political philosophy that 
emphasizes the interplay of three key themes: the role of nature as a normative 
standard, the centrality and significance of free will, and the importance of culti-
vating the passions in the body politic. The relationship between these aspects of 
Rousseau’s thought often appears contradictory and I aim to show how they may 
be rendered coherent, while dispelling some prominent misinterpretations of 
Rousseau along the way. At this stage a preliminary outline of the main features 
of this interpretation may be sketched with respect to each of these three themes.

One way of reading Rousseau (along Hobbesian lines), popularized by Strauss 
amongst others, is of his having abandoned any attempt to find a basis for political 

26  For a critical survey of the different ways in which contemporary political philosophers have 
engaged with Rousseau see Spector, Au prisme de Rousseau.
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right in nature, or in human nature.27 Given that Rousseau provided a histori-
cized account of the state of nature and development of society, in which man’s 
constitution was irrevocably altered, there is some justification for concluding 
that nature could not have provided a normative basis for his political thought. 
Nonetheless, Rousseau also insisted that his writings were united by an adherence 
to the principle of natural goodness, which one would expect to carry important 
implications for his political thought. Arthur Melzer has provided the most com-
prehensive exploration of this principle, yet he finds no reference to natural good-
ness in Rousseau’s Du contrat social, which he claims was instead argued from 
Hobbesian self-preservation.28 Laurence D.  Cooper has examined Rousseau’s 
understanding of nature in greater depth, but although Cooper maintains that 
nature supplied a regulative normative standard for Rousseau, he also argues that 
the life of a citizen in a well-ordered republic does not conform to this stand-
ard.29 Even amongst those who have taken the role of nature in Rousseau’s work 
seriously, then, it still appears in tension with important aspects of his political 
thought. By contrast, I argue not only that nature supplies a normative standard 
throughout Rousseau’s philosophy, but also that a well-ordered republic would 
meet his criteria for being in accordance with this standard.

To be sure, Rousseau sometimes referred to nature in a purely descriptive 
sense, such as when he presented his account of natural man and the state of 
nature. Yet he also referred to nature in a normative sense, such as when he wrote 
of man’s inalienable gifts of nature and argued that what is just and right is so by 
the nature of things. Rousseau’s principle of natural goodness was set out against 
Augustinian and Hobbesian accounts of man, which he thought depicted man 
as naturally evil. In opposition to these accounts of man’s post-lapsarian state, 
Rousseau argued that man is naturally good and that his corruption is occasioned 
only by the development of certain types of social relations. For man’s life to be in 
accordance with nature, on the reading I advance, his inalienable gifts of nature 
would have to be preserved and he would have to enjoy a harmonious and ordered 
existence free from the contradictions of the social system that render life misera-
ble. This standard is indeterminate. It is met both in the pre-agricultural societies 

27  In addition to Strauss, see Crocker, Rousseau’s Social Contract, p. 91; Plattner, Rousseau’s State 
of Nature, p. 110; Horowitz, Rousseau, Nature, and History, p. 81; Shklar, Men and Citizens, p. 38; 
Rapaczynski, Nature and Politics, pp. 277–278; Manent, History of Liberalism, p. 78; Schneewind, 
Invention of Autonomy, p. 473.

28  Melzer, Natural Goodness, p. 115. Cf. Cohen, Rousseau, pp. 127–130, who argues that Rousseau’s 
ideal political state is compatible with man’s nature only if man is naturally good.

29  Cooper, Rousseau, pp. 48–50.
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that Rousseau described as the ‘best for man’,30 and could equally be met in a 
well-ordered republic with institutions capable of forestalling man’s corruption.

Rousseau’s appeal to nature as a normative standard allowed him to distance 
his principles of political right from the idea that all justice is reducible to human 
conventions, an idea often associated with Hobbes. Similarly, the theme of free 
will is well understood in contrast to Hobbes’s materialism, especially since 
Rousseau’s discussion of free will in the Discours sur l’inégalité drew on arguments 
closely resembling those that his predecessors had formulated in direct response 
to Hobbes. Indeed, one reason why it is of interest to examine the two thinkers 
together concerns the ways in which their opposing positions on free will unfold 
throughout their political thought and shape their arguments for the different 
types of social order that they sought to legitimize. That Hobbes was a materialist 
and did not believe in free will is uncontroversial. Those who talk of free will, he 
remarked in Leviathan, do no more than abuse speech with their insignificant 
words, ‘words . . . without meaning; that is to say, Absurd’.31 Rousseau was a dual-
ist and did believe in free will. What is more, his political thought makes little 
sense without recourse to the concept. This is more controversial and warrants 
some justification given that the importance of free will throughout his corpus 
has often been neglected. Some have denied that Rousseau believed in free will, 
others have concluded that his views on free will were ambiguous or could at least 
be studied in isolation from the rest of his thought, and even on the occasions 
where the importance of free will has been admitted, its implications for the rest 
of his philosophy have not been fully extrapolated.

Rousseau considered Emile to be the most important of his works,32 central 
to which was the ‘Profession de foi du vicaire savoyard’, which he deemed to be 
‘the best and most useful Writing in the century during which [he] published 
it’.33 In the ‘Profession de foi’, the Savoyard vicar argues forcefully for man’s free 
will, which is the most developed discussion of the subject within Rousseau’s 
œuvre. However, Roger Masters famously argued that, by placing the argument 
in the mouthpiece of the vicar, Rousseau was distancing himself from the ideas 
expressed and the ‘Profession de foi’ can therefore be detached from the rest of his 
thought.34 This conclusion would be justified if Rousseau had anywhere indicated 

30  Rousseau, Discours sur l’origine et les fondements de l’inégalité parmi les hommes, 
OC3:170–171/CW3:48.

31  Hobbes, Leviathan, v.5.
32  Rousseau, Les confessions de J.J. Rousseau, OC1:568, 573/CW5:475, 480; Rousseau juge de Jean 

Jacques, Dialogues, OC1:687/CW1:23.
33  Rousseau, Lettre à Christophe de Beaumont, OC4:960/CW9:46–47.
34  Masters, Political Philosophy of Rousseau, p. 74.
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that the ideas of the Savoyard vicar diverged significantly from his own, yet, to the 
contrary, he repeatedly confirmed that the ‘Profession de foi’ reflected his own 
views.35

If the ‘Profession de foi’ had been the only occasion on which Rousseau dis-
cussed the subject of free will then there might be some cause for question-
ing the sincerity of his belief. But this is not the case, and other confirmations 
of Rousseau’s position can be found throughout his work, most notably in his 
defence of Emile against the Archbishop Christophe de Beaumont, where he 
claimed that the ‘Profession de foi’ was written ‘to combat modern material-
ism’ and affirmed his metaphysical dualism and belief in free will.36 There is one 
piece of evidence indicating that Rousseau was not always committed to a belief 
in free will. In an early fragment that was never published he wrote: ‘I have no 
idea if the acts of my will are in my own power or if they follow an outside impe-
tus, and I care very little about knowing that . . . Therefore, I have no wish at 
all to speak here about this metaphysical and moral Freedom.’37 This fragment 
likely dates from around 1750–1 and the indecision could simply be a result of 
him not having fully formed his views at that early stage.38 Moreover, by the 
time of his first developed discussion of free will in his Discours sur l’inégalité, 
Rousseau spoke explicitly of freedom being a metaphysical and moral capac-
ity,39 in the very terms that he had been sceptical of in the earlier fragment, 
suggesting that he was by then committed on the precise problem over which he 
had previously remained undecided.

Even amongst commentators who do not dispute Rousseau’s belief in free will, 
its importance to his political philosophy remains understated. For instance, 
in the preface to his otherwise excellent study of Rousseau’s theory of freedom, 
Matthew Simpson claims that the problem of free will was deliberately set aside 
in Du contrat social.40 Similarly, in a recent book dedicated to Rousseau’s account 

35  ‘Rousseau au ministre Paul-Claude Moultou, le 23 décembre 1761’, CC9:342; Lettres écrites de 
la montagne, OC3:694, 721/CW9:139, 161; Les confessions, OC1:91–92/CW5:77; Les rêveries du prome-
neur solitaire, OC1:1018/CW8:22–23.

36  Rousseau, Lettre à Beaumont, OC4:936, 955, 996/CW9:28, 43, 75. See also Discours sur l’inégalité, 
OC3:141–142, 183–184/CW3:25–26, 58–59; Discours sur l’économie politique, OC3:248/CW3:145; 
‘Rousseau au ministre Jacob Vernes, le 18 février 1758’, CC5:33; Julie, ou la nouvelle Héloïse, OC2:683–
684/CW6:561–562; Du contrat social, i.4, iii.1; Emile, ou de l’éducation, OC4:586–587/CW13:441–442; 
‘Rousseau à l’abbé de Carondelet, le 4 mars 1764’, CC19:199; Histoire du gouvernement de Genève, 
OC5:519/CW9:120; Lettre à M. de Franquières, OC4:1135–1145/CW8:261–269.

37  Rousseau, Fragment on Freedom, CW4:12.
38  See also Williams, Rousseau’s Platonic Enlightenment, pp. 70–72.
39  Rousseau, Discours sur l’inégalité, OC3:141–142/CW3:25–26.
40  Simpson, Rousseau’s Theory of Freedom, p. ix.
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of free will, Lee MacLean concludes that ‘Rousseau does not explain and draw out 
the significance of free will to his teaching about political legitimacy’.41 By con-
trast, I maintain that Rousseau’s whole account of a legitimate contract presup-
poses the importance of free will in distinguishing moral from physical force. To 
be sure, not all scholars have overlooked the importance of free will in Rousseau’s 
thought, the most notable exception here being Patrick Riley’s work on the gen-
eral will.42 Yet Riley identifies significant tensions between Rousseau’s proposals 
for cultivating the citizens’ wills by way of their passions and free will under-
stood in terms of autonomy.43 Riley suggests that this could be only a provisional 
problem and at ‘the end of political time’ citizens could freely will the general 
will without the need for seemingly coercive authority.44 However, this partial 
defence of Rousseau does not explain away all the alleged contradictions to which 
his political theory is subject, not least because of the problems of ascribing this 
view of progressive political time to a thinker who was so pessimistic about the 
chances of realizing his political ideal and thought that the body politic ‘begins 
to die at the moment of its birth, and carries within itself the causes of its destruc-
tion’.45 The challenge remains, then, to demonstrate how the cultivation of man’s 
passions in political society could be consistent with preserving his freedom. This 
challenge can be met only by firmly dispelling certain proto-Kantian readings of 
Rousseau, which is all the more necessary given that, amongst those commenta-
tors who have taken the role of free will seriously, there has been a tendency to 
associate the concept with a Kantian notion of autonomy.46

Much as the proto-Kantian readings of Rousseau serve to obscure from under-
standing his conception of free will, so too they fail to account for the role he 
accorded to the passions and their relationship with reason. For Rousseau, rea-
son and the passions were not in perpetual conflict with one another. The role of 

41  MacLean, The Free Animal, p. 152. MacLean’s study barely considers the implications of free 
will for Rousseau’s political philosophy, largely because he attributes a position of ‘metaphysical 
ambivalence’ to Rousseau.

42  Patrick Riley’s position is comprehensively expounded in his chapter on Rousseau in Will and 
Political Legitimacy, pp. 98–124. Riley has published reformulated versions of this account but the 
essentials of his argument remain the same. The importance of free will for Rousseau’s political 
thought is also explored in some depth by Miller, Dreamer of Democracy, pp. 165–201.

43  Riley, Will and Political Legitimacy, pp. 16–17.
44  Riley, Will and Political Legitimacy, p. 118. 45  Rousseau, Du contrat social, iii.11.
46  See principally Levine, Politics of Autonomy, especially pp.  57–58. The tendency to read 

Rousseau’s account of free will in proto-Kantian terms stems back at least as far as Hegel, who 
claimed that it should be associated with ‘the rational will, of the will in and for itself ’, and that 
Rousseau’s ideas furnished the transition to the Kantian philosophy, Lectures, pp. 400–402. For a 
more recent proto-Hegelian reading of Rousseau’s account of free will see Neuhouser, ‘Freedom, 
Dependence, and the General Will’, and for helpful analysis of this aspect of the Rousseau–Hegel 
relationship see James, Rousseau and German Idealism, pp. 143–156.


