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Introduction

Ev e  G r ac e

Colorado College

egrace@coloradocollege.edu

Christopher Kelly, widely acknowledged as one of the world’s most promi-
nent Rousseau scholars, is retiring this year after a long and illustrious career. 
We—some of his colleagues, friends, and former students—offer this fest-
schrift in his honor. With this collection of essays we hope to pay tribute to 
Chris’s superlative contributions to the study of Rousseau, as well as to mark 
the love of political philosophy and literature he has inspired in his students 
and shared in memorable conversations with colleagues and friends.

Chris’s career began when he first encountered Rousseau’s writings as 
a philosophy major at Yale. After receiving his PhD from the University of 
Toronto in 1979, he joined the professoriate of the University of Maryland 
that same year. He subsequently joined the Political Science Department at 
Boston College in 1998, where he continued to teach until his retirement this 
year. Chris’s activity as a teacher was not, however, confined solely to the east-
ern seaboard: he has also held a number of visiting positions at distinguished 
institutions, among them that of maître d’études at the École des hautes études 
en sciences sociales in 2005, and of guest professor at the Charles University in 
Prague in 2017. Former and current students speak of Chris as an exemplary 
teacher and model scholar, as someone who inspired them in the classroom 
with the clarity, precision, and depth of his interpretations, the breadth of 
his knowledge, the thoughtful and fair treatment he gave to every position, 
and the way he made thinkers of the past seem always vital to the concerns 
of the present. They praise his great kindness and generosity as a mentor, and 
recount affectionate memories of postseminar lunches and animated conver-
sations at his home about everything from baseball to Shakespeare. They are, 
needless to say, sorry to see him leave his classroom.
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Chris as author has been markedly prolific and influential. Along with 
dozens of articles and chapters in edited volumes, Chris wrote two persua-
sive—and convincing!—books illuminating hitherto underexplored areas of 
Rousseau’s works and activity: Rousseau as Author: Consecrating One’s Life to 
the Truth (University of Chicago Press, 2003) and Rousseau’s Exemplary Life: 
The “Confessions” as Political Philosophy (Cornell University Press, 1987, with 
a Chinese translation published in 2010). He translated and edited several vol-
umes of Rousseau’s writings, Rousseau on Philosophy, Morality, and Religion 
(University Press of New England, 2007) and (along with Eve Grace) Rousseau 
on Women, Love, and the Family (University Press of New England, 2009). In 
addition, he coedited The Challenge of Rousseau (Cambridge University Press, 
2013) and, more recently, The Rousseauian Mind (Routledge, 2019). Last, but 
hardly least, Chris Kelly was the series editor, along with Roger D. Masters, 
of the magisterial English edition of The Collected Writings of Rousseau. This 
collection, the first complete set of English translations of Rousseau’s works, 
represents a monumental achievement of meticulously researched and edited 
translations, one which may well be equaled, but will surely not be surpassed. 

To read Christopher Kelly’s work is to encounter a scholar of the first 
water. Chris has gained the worldwide respect of scholars of Rousseau—of all 
stripes and widely diverging approaches—by the exhaustively rigorous schol-
arship with which he has compelled renewed reflection on what were thought 
to be settled aspects of Rousseau’s thought. Painting, as it were, with a very 
fine brush on a bit of ivory (to paraphrase a famous novelist), by the seemingly 
simple expedient of leading the reader to pay careful attention to Rousseau’s 
words precisely as he uses them, Chris reveals this philosopher’s thought to 
be richer, more challenging, and more radical than is often imagined. For 
those who have not yet read some of his work, one notable example of how 
scrupulous care with texts can lead to profound illumination is “Rousseau’s 
‘Peut-être’: Reflections on the Status of the State of Nature” (2006). In short, as 
one well-known French scholar remarks, Chris is “a virtuoso of Rousseauism.” 

It would be remiss not to speak, however briefly, of the respect and fond 
friendship he inspires. One cannot fail to be struck by his good humor, his 
wit, and not least among his many virtues, by his unfailingly, genuinely con-
siderate kindness. 

We join in wishing him a long, peaceful, and fruitful retirement, though 
he will not readily retire from our thoughts.
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