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UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO  
Department of Political Science 

 
POL 2026S/484S – Topics in Political Thought 

RELIGION AND POLITICS IN LOCKE, ROUSSEAU, AND KANT 

Prof. R. Beiner 

Spring, 2010 

 

Office Hours: Fridays 1-2 

Office: Sid Smith 3031 (Tel: 416-978-6758) 

E-mail: rbeiner@chass.utoronto.ca 

 

In the first class we’ll chat about the general thematic thrust of the course as well as “nuts 

and bolts” (grading scheme, expected modes of participation, etc.). In the following 2-3 

weeks, I’ll give lectures (probably mainly on Locke), laying out some lines of 

interpretation of my own, and giving people in the class time to familiarize themselves 

with the texts. Thereafter, we switch to a proper seminar format: each person in the class 

will give a 20-30 minute seminar presentation. Once we get into the seminar format, 

we’ll start each class with 2 or 3 people offering a short question, puzzle or perplexity 

concerning the texts; we’ll work out in advance a sequential order whereby people get 

their turn for these questions. 

 

There are four main texts: I offer some suggestions for secondary reading at the end of 

the syllabus, but the focus in the course will be predominantly on the texts themselves. 

 

Proposed Grading Scheme: 

Undergrads only: Précis of one chapter of the Lilla book (any chapter of your 

choosing): 10 % (2-3 pages; due Feb. 5th) 

Seminar presentation: grads:  30 % undergrads: 25 % 

Class participation:  grads: 25 % undergrads: 20 %  

Final essay, 12-15 pages (due April 1st):  grads:  45 % undergrads:  45 % 
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Questions 

 

The questions that follow are to raise some issues for you to think about as you make 

your way through the text, and also to suggest some topics that can form the basis for a 

seminar presentation (& thereafter, if you wish, a final paper). We won’t necessarily 

cover all these questions in seminars, and we certainly shouldn’t devote more than one 

week of seminars to any particular question (we’ll have to work all that out when we 

negotiate a seminar schedule). But anyone who wishes to write a final paper on any of 

these questions is free to do so. 

 

1. Is the argument in A Letter Concerning Toleration a compelling one? How damaging 

are Waldron’s counter-arguments in “Toleration and the Rationality of Persecution”? 

 

2. What is the relationship between reason and revelation in Locke’s Reasonableness of 

Christianity? How does the reason/revelation relationship in John Toland’s Christianity 

Not Mysterious compare with that in Locke? (Toland, in his treatise, affirms that “there is 

nothing in the Gospel Contrary to Reason, Nor Above: And that no Christian Doctrine 

can be properly call’d a Mystery.” Does Locke go that far?) 

 

3. How does the argument in The Reasonableness of Christianity relate to that in A Letter 

Concerning Toleration? Are the two arguments intended to be complementary? 

 

4. Emile, trans. Bloom, p. 308: “[my skepticism] does not extend to the points essential to 

practice and because I am quite decided on the principles of all my duties. I serve God in 

the simplicity of my heart. I seek to know what is important for my conduct. As for the 

dogmas…, I do not trouble myself about them at all.” Discuss how this stance towards 

religion coincides with Locke’s view in The Reasonableness of Christianity (as well as 

Spinoza’s in the Theological-Political Treatise). 
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5. Rousseau’s letter to Voltaire of August 18, 1756, lays out a complicated patchwork of 

agreements and disagreements with Voltaire. Discuss whether, on balance, Rousseau is, 

as he presents his views in this letter, more an ally of Voltaire than a foe. What light does 

this letter shed on the stance towards religion disclosed in the SC on the one hand, and 

Emile on the other? 

 

6. How successful is Rousseau’s defense of Providence, either in the letter to Voltaire or 

in Emile, in the face of doubts concerning God’s benevolence raised by a natural 

cataclysm such as the Lisbon earthquake in which 50,000 people perish for no evident 

reason (or for that matter, a single child suffering from trachoma or cystic fibrosis)? Does 

Rousseau actually succeed in meeting Voltaire’s challenge to the enterprise of theodicy? 

(Another version of the same Rousseauian theodicy is offered in the “Letter to 

Franquières.”) 

 

7.  In the letter to Voltaire, Rousseau proposes that Voltaire write not only a “catechism 

of man” (referring to Voltaire’s “Poem on Natural Religion”) but also a “catechism of the 

citizen.” In Collected Writings, Volume 3, p. 196, n. 43, the editors suggest that 

Rousseau himself supplied both of these desiderata in his two great masterpieces of 1762. 

Assuming for purposes of argument the validity of this suggestion, what exactly is the 

relationship between Rousseau’s catechism of man and his catechism of the citizen? 

 

8.  In a letter dated April 11, 1761, Voltaire wrote: “We have some false brothers in the 

church! [referring to the “church” of the philosophes]. Jean Jacques who should have 

been an apostle has turned apostate.” Discuss what Voltaire may have had in mind in 

declaring Rousseau an “apostate.” (Boss article, p.155, n. 11) 

 

9. Rousseau’s deism in Emile doesn’t seem any more radical than that of various 

philosophes among his contemporaries. (In fact, his critique of Christianity is far tamer 

than d’Holbach’s.) Any ideas about why he was singled out for such ferocious 

persecution? (See Rousseau’s – understandable – complaint in Collected Writings of 
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Rousseau, Vol. 9, p. 84 about how France treats a Catholic and a Frenchman like Voltaire 

[and “crowds of others”] as compared with how it treats a “poor foreigner” like himself!) 

 

10. The long footnote on pp. 312-314 is a blistering attack on what Rousseau calls “the 

philosophist party” (parti philosophiste). (He goes so far as to suggest that sectarian 

fanaticism is “much less deadly” in its long-term consequences than the philosophic 

spirit!) Is this a fair critique of the philosophers (or perhaps of philosophy in general), and 

is it consistent with other aspects of his argument? 

 

11. In Emile, p. 313, Rousseau in effect presents himself as a mediator between 

orthodoxy and atheism, piety and impiety. In Enlightenment Contested (OUP), p. 808, 

Jonathan Israel more or less claims that many other 17th- and 18th-century thinkers, 

including Locke, Montesquieu, Voltaire, Hume, and, Kant, aimed at performing the same 

role of mediation. Is this project of mediation a viable or hopeless project? 

 

12. Why does Kant begin his rational theology with an account of “the universal 

propensity to evil”? Why is it that other seminal figures in the Enlightenment (notably 

Hobbes and Spinoza) seem anxious to de-emphasize the idea of human sinfulness, 

whereas Kant seems to want to give more emphasis to this idea? 

 

13. What is Kant’s stance towards revealed religion?  What exactly is the relationship 

between a rational religion like Kant’s and Scripture-based religion? 

 

14. Is Kant’s version of Christianity still recognizable as a form of Christianity? 

 

15. In the Religion, Kant insists that morality as known to human beings must trump 

what Scripture seems to present as images of God. He cites (Wood edition of the 

Religion, p. 100) the story of Abraham and Isaac in Chapter 22 of Genesis: God 

presented as a being who orders the slaughter of the innocent must be mistaken. (And 

what applies to Isaac arguably also applies to Christ!) What are the implications of, in 

effect, overruling Scripture on the basis of human apprehensions of morality? 
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16.  Discuss Shaftesbury’s Characteristics as a contribution to the theoretical tradition 

surveyed in this course. 

 

17. Discuss Thomas Paine’s The Age of Reason as a contribution to the theoretical 

tradition surveyed in this course. 

 

18. Does it seem strange that political philosophers such as Hobbes, Spinoza, Locke, 

Rousseau, Kant, and Hegel should feel obliged to conceive a theology? What would 

prompt political philosophers as such to get into the business of producing theologies? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

READINGS 

 

REQUIRED 

Mark Lilla, The Stillborn God (Knopf). 

 

RECOMMENDED 

Steven B. Smith, Spinoza, Liberalism, and the Question of Jewish Identity (Yale 

University Press). 

John Toland, Christianity Not Mysterious. 

Thomas Paine, The Age of Reason. 
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LOCKE 

 

REQUIRED 

John Locke, Political Writings, ed. Wootton (Hackett), pp. 141-145. 

John Locke, A Letter Concerning Toleration, ed. James Tully (Hackett). 

John Locke, The Reasonableness of Christianity. [I’ll put the Clarendon Press edition on 

reserve at Robarts. But given the cost of it, I can’t expect anyone to buy it, so the edition 

ordered at the bookstore will be either the Thoemmes Press edition or the Kessinger 

Publishing reprint.] 

John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Book 4, Chap. 18. 

 

RECOMMENDED 

John C. Higgins-Biddle, Introduction to the Clarendon Press edition of the 

Reasonableness. 

John Locke, Writings on Religion, ed. Victor Nuovo (Oxford). 

John Locke and Christianity, ed. Victor Nuovo (Thoemmes Press). 

Richard Vernon, The Career of Toleration (UTP). 

Jeremy Waldron, God, Locke, and Equality (Princeton. 

Michael S. Rabieh, “The Reasonableness of Locke, or the Questionableness of 

Christianity,” Journal of Politics, Vol. 53, no. 4 (1991). 

 

 

 

 

ROUSSEAU 

 

REQUIRED 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, On the Social Contract, Book 4, Chap. 8. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, ed. Allan Bloom (Basic Books), Book 4. 

Letter from Rousseau to Voltaire of August 18, 1756, Collected Writings of Rousseau, 

Vol. 3, ed. R.D. Masters & C. Kelly, pp. 108-121. [on reserve] 
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RECOMMENDED 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, On the Social Contract, Book 2, chap. 7. 

Rousseau, The Government of Poland, Chap. 2. 

Rousseau, “Letter to Beaumont,” in Collected Writings of Rousseau, Vol. 9, ed. C. Kelly 

& E. Grace, pp. 3-83. 

Rousseau, “Letters Written from the Mountain,” Letters 1-5, in Collected Writings of 

Rousseau, Vol. 9, ed. C. Kelly & E. Grace, pp. 131-228. 

Rousseau, “Letter to Franquières,” in Collected Writings of Rousseau, Vol. 8, ed. C. 

Kelly, pp. 259-270. 

Voltaire, “The Lisbon Earthquake.” [on reserve] 

Baron d’Holbach, Christianity Unveiled, trans. David Holohan (Hodgson Press). 

Ronald Beiner, “Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Rousseau on Civil Religion,” Review of 

Politics, Vol. 55, no. 4 (Fall 1993), pp. 617-638. 

Ronald Ian Boss, “Rousseau’s Civil Religion and the Meaning of Belief: An Answer to 

Bayle’s Paradox,” Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century, Vol. 84 (1971), pp. 

123-193. 

Jeffrey Macy, “’God Helps Those Who Help Themselves’: New Light on the 

Theological-Political Teaching in Rousseau’s Profession of Faith of the Savoyard Vicar,” 

Polity, Vol 24, no. 4 (Summer 1992), pp. 615-632. 

 

 

KANT 

 

REQUIRED 

Immanuel Kant, Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, ed. A. Wood & G. di 

Giovanni (Cambridge U.P.). 

 

RECOMMENDED 

Moses Mendelssohn, Jerusalem, trans. Allan Arkush (Brandeis U.P.). 

 

           R.B. 

 


