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REPUBLICANISM: 
LIBERTY, 

SELF-GOVERNMENT 
AND THE 

ACTIVE CITIZEN 

I n ancient Athens a citi_zen was someone who particip-<H~d in 
'giving judgement and holding office' (Aristotle, The Politics, 

p. 169). Ci!izenship for free adult men meant participation in pub
lic affairs. This classical definition is noteworthy in two respects. 
First, it suggests that the ancient Greeks would have found it hard 
to locate citizens in modern democracies, except perhaps as repre
sentatives and office holders. The limited scope in contemporary 
politics for active involvement would have been regarded as most 
undemocratic (see Finley, 1973b). Second, the classical Greek idea 
of citizenship would have found resonance in few communities 
during or after its initial elaboration (d. Bernal, 1987). The ancient 
democracies are quite atypical regimes in recorded political his
tory. The idea that human beings could be active citizens of a 
political order - citizens of their state - and not merely dutiful sub
jects of a ruler has had few advocates from the earliest human 
associations to the early Renaissance and the demise of abso
lutism. This chapter will focus on the ~ival of the ide&QfCictive 
citizenship, beginning with the discourse and practice of the 
Renaissance republican tradition. But before exploring this 
remarkable political development, it is useful to dwell on some of 
the factors which help account for why the ideal of 'the active citi
zen in a republic' fell from view for so long in political theory and 
practice. 
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The eclipse and re-emergence of homo politicus 

The eclipse in the West of the ideal of the a<1.ive citizen, whose 
very being is affirmed in and through political action, is hard to 
explain fully. But it is clear enough that the antithesis of homo 
1!!!jitiqlS is the hom~c:r~~ of the Christian faith; the citizen 
whose active judgement is essential is displaced by the true 
believer (Pocock, 1975, p. 550). While it would be misleading to 
suggest that the rise of Christianity effectively banished secular 
considerations from the life of rulers and ruled, it unquestionably 
shifted the source of authority and wisdom from the citizen (or 
the 'philosopher-king') to other-worldly representatives. The 
Christian world-view transformed the rationale of political action 
from that of the polis to a theological framework. The Hellenic 
view of man as formed to live in a city was replaced by a preoccu
pation with how humans could live in communion with God 
(Pocock, 1975, p. 84). In sharp contrast to the Gre~!< viewthaUhe 
po1i~ wa~~e_~mb2.C!Lm_e!lt 0(J)oli.tkaLgQ.Q9, the ~mlliiaILwOIld
vi~s!~t~q that the. gOQQ Jay. trUllQillis.sio.ll.ID_God's wilL How 
the will of God was to be interpreted, and articulated with systems 
of secular power, preoccupied Christian Europe for centuries, until 
the very notion of a single religious truth was shattered by the 
Reformation. 

Christianity certainly did not ignore questions about the rules 
and goals that humans ought to accept in order to live a product
ive life. Although Christianity was imposed on many communi
ties, it could scarcely have become a world religion unless it bore 
values and aspirations which commended themselves to some 
extent by virtue of their role in human affairs (see MacIntyre, 
1966, ch. 9, esp. pp. 114-20). Moreover, it would be wrong to 
regard Christianity as a complete retreat from a concern with the 
kinds of ideal which had been so central to parts of the ancient 
world. The ideal of political equality, for example, was to a degree 
preserved in Christianity, despite being embedded in a wholly dif
ferent context. It has been suggested that the Christian affirmation 
of the 'equality of men before God', with its gesture to the possi
bility of a community in which nobody has superior moral or 
political rights, was the only basis on which values of political 
equality could be preserved for SOCiety as a whole in a world of 
minimal economic surpluses, where the mass of people lived at, 
near or below subsistence level (MacIntyre, 1966, pp. 114-15). 
Under such conditions, the religious vision of equality was, at 
least, a way of maintaining the vision of a better life. Clearly, 
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Christianity was used to justify a diverse array of institutions, 
including slavery and serfdom. But it contained contradictory ele
ments, some of which were later to become seeds of its own diffi
culties. 

St A!l~stine's The City of God, written between AD 410 and 423, 
has frequently been regarded as the most authoritative statement 
of the superiority of ecclesiastical power over the secular. 
Augustine's insistence that the !:!i§tory of the C@rch was 'the 
mill£!L91Qod inJhe..wm:ld' and that the true Christian ought not 
to focus on the problems of 'this temporal life' was immensely 
influential in medieval Europe. Written during the early stages 
of the fall of the Roman Empire, The City of God recommended 

\ 

firmly the harnessing of 'the desire for earthly things' to 'the 
desire for the heavenly city'. The illumination offered by God 
could guide the true believer to 'the everlasting blessings that are 
promised for the future'. 

The Middle Ages did not give rise to extensive reflection on the 
nature of the democratic polis or to a comprehensive body of texts 
and writings which enriched the political philosophy of demo
cracy. Moreover, while there were some important political inno
vations in Europe, these did not crystallize into a major new form 
of democratic system (see Poggi, 1978, ch. 2). Undoubtedly, the 
Eurocentric nature of much contemporary political theory has pre
vented an adequate grasp of important developments outside 
Europe during medieval times; and no doubt a great deal has been 
lost to the historical record. But until the work of St Thomas 
Aquinas in the thirteenth century, the influence of the Church 
Fathers, and of Augustine in particular, on political thought was 
profound, and an important factor in explaining its relative stag
nation. 
-The distinction between the spheres of secular and spiritual 

jurisdiction was re-examined by Aquinas (1225-74), who 
attempted to integrate the rediscovered work of Aristotle (which 
had been lost to the West for many centuries, and had been trans
lated from Arabic into Latin by the middle of the thirteenth cen
tury) with the central teachings of Christianity. Among the many 
unsettling aspects of ~guinas's writings was the contention that 
while monarchy was the best form of gQ.yernment it ought not to 
be ascribed unlimited authority. In his view, a monars.b's rule was 
legitimate only to the extent that it upheld natural law - that part 
of the 'eternal law' disclosed to human reason. Since the state had 
noauthortty in the interp-retation"-of religious doctrine, the 
Church could 'stand in judgement' over rulers. Furthermore, 
rebellio~ against a ruler was justified if natural la,:" was re~eatedly ( 
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violated. Thus, tq.~d~_a_ of JiIl!i!ed, COI1stiJutionaLgo\,erpI11~nt, 
central to the development of the liberal democratic tradition, was 
anJt<:1nated_aAQ1.linas, despite his ultimate overriding concern 
for the development of the Christian community. 

So much was the medieval view of society conceived as a whole 
- a divinely ordained hierarchy of rank and order in the 'Great 
Chain of Being' - that the idea of secular political power, in any
thing like its modern form, could not be found. There was no 
theoretical alternative - no alternative ' political theory' - to the 
theocratic positi,ons of pope and Holy Roman Emperor. 1 The 
integration of Christian Europe came to depend above all on 
these authorities. This order has been usefully characterized as the 
order of 'international Christian society' (Bull, 1977, p. 27). 
Internatiogal Christian society was conceived as being formed and 
constituted by Chrlstianity first and foremost; it looked to God for 
the authority to resolve disputes and conflicts; its primary political 
reference point was religious doctrine; and it was overlaid with 
assumptions about the universal nature of human community. It 
was not until Western Christendom was under challenge, espe
cially from the conflicts generated by the rise of national states 
and by the Reformation, that the idea of the moder~~te was 
born, and the ground was created for the general development of 
a new form of political regulation. 

Within medieval EugWe the economy was dominated by a.zri
~re, and an~ surplus ~enerated was subject to competi~{ 
claims. A successful claim constituted a basis to create and sustain 
adegree of political power. Against the background of 
Christendom, a complex web of kingdoms, principalities and 
duchies developed alongside the emergence of new power centres 
in the towns and cities. Cities and urban federations depended on 
trade and manufacture and relatively high accumulations of capi
tal. They formed distinctive social and political structures and 

1 The Holy Roman Empire existed in some form from the eighth until the early 
nineteenth century, For while the Roman imperial title had lapsed in the fifth cen
tury, it was revived in 800 by Pope Leo III and conferred on Charlemagne, King of 
the Franks. Later, the title of Holy Roman Emperor was borne by successive dynas
ties of German kings, although its actual significance, like that of the Empire more 
generally, varied considerably over time, At .!!s height, the HolY-Roman Empir~ rep
resented an attempt, under the patronage of the Catholic Church, t~te and 
centralize the fragmented power centres of Western Christendom into a golitically 
unified Christ~~,I]_.~,!!l.eire, The polities federated under the Empire spread from 
Germa'ny"to··Spain, and from northern France to Italy, However, the actual secular 
power of the Empire was always limited by the complex power structures of feudal 
Europe on the one hand, and the Catholic Church on the other (see P. Anderson, 
1974b; Mann, 1986; Held, 1992). 
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frequently enjoyed independent systems of rule specified by char
ters. Among the best known were the Italian city-states of 
Florence, Venice and Siena, but across Europe hundreds of urban 
centres developed. While these centres alone did not determine 
the pattern of rule or political identity, they were the basis of a 
distinctive new trajectory in civic life and political ideas, especially 
in Italy. 

The reforging of republicanism 

Republicanism began to enjoy something of a revival b-Llhe late 
eleventh century. At this time, a number of northern Italianrom
muriTiies -established their own 'consuls' Qr 'administrators' to run 
their judicial affairs in defiance of papal as well as ilTii>eriaTCiaims 
to legal control (see Skinner, 1992, pp. 57-69). Towards tlleend gf 
the twelfth century the consular system was replaced by a form of 
government comprising ruling councils headed by officials known 
as podesta with supreme power in executive as well as judicial 
matters: Such councils were in place in Florence, Padua, Pisa, 
Milan and Siena, among other cities, by the-century's end, effec
tively making them independent city-states, or city-republics, as 
some commentators prefer.2 Moreover, the podesta were elected 
positions, held for strictly limited periods of time, accountable to 
the cOllncils and, ultimately, to citizens of the city - male house
holders with taxable property, born or resident continuously in 
their locales. The structure of institutional arrangements which 
could be commonly found is depicted in figure 2.1. 

Measured against the extent and depth of political participation 
engendered by classical Athenian democracy, the Italian city
republics may not seem so extraordinary or innovative. But 
against the background of the structures of authority of feudal 
Europe - with its complex web of overlapping claims and powers -
these developments were remarkable. They were so above all 
because, as the historian Quentin Skinner has written, 't~.!~pre
sented an explicit challenge to the -prevailing assumption that 
government must be regarded as a God-given form of lordship' 
(1992, p. 57). Accordingly, it is not surprising that they inspired, 
and continued to inspire during many periods of modern 
European and American history, those who questioned tyrannical 

2 If the idea of the state is reserved for the notion of an impartial or legally cir
cumscribed system of power, separate from both ruler and ruled, with supreme 
jurisdiction over a delimited territory, it is best thought of as a late sixteenth
century invention (see ch. 3). 
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CITIZENRY 
(Male householders with taxable property, 
born or continuously resident in their city) 

t 
Divided into electoral districts or contrada 

I 
(A) 

t 
GRAND RULING COUNCIL 

(The key sovereign authority with up to 600 members) 
I 

(8) 

t 
HEAD OF GRAND COUNCIL 
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(Officials, known as podesta,with supreme authority to act in executive and 
judicial affairs, appointed by, and accountable to, the Council) 

Methods of election or selection 

(A) Citizens eligible to vote commonly drew lots to determine who should serve 
as electors on the Council. 

(8) Councils frequently drew lots to establish a selection committee (of up to 
twenty) to consider suitable people to head the Council; names of three 
possible candidates would be put to the Council, which would have the final 
say. The elected officer, who would receive a salary from the city, was 
appointed for a period of up to one year, and could not directly serve the 
Council thereafter for a minimum of three years. 

Figure 2.1 City-republics: innovations of government 
Source: Adapted from S~nner (1992). 
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and absolutist rulers who maintained that they alone held the I 
legitimate right of decision over state affairs. But reservations need z 
to be registered about the degree to which the republics can be 
regarded as democracies (Skinner, 1992, pp. 58-60). 

As in Athens, the citizenry was composed of a highly exclusive 
group of men, with thepodesta,ui manicases,inn:fanytlH:~ rioniI
nees of th'e-- nobility. This frequently resulted in civil instability 
with groups of excluded citizens mobilizing to form their own sep
arate councils and institutions; thiS, in turn, heightened political 
conflict, the consequences of which were sometimes violent and 
chaotic. (The most famous account of such a case can be found in 
Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet with its depiction of the battle 
between the Montagues and the Capulets.) Ironically, many later 
political theorists were to reflect on these experiences only to draw 
the conclusion that, despite their initial classical inspiration, these J 
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republics were a prescription for disorder and weakness and, thus, 
an argument for the necessary return to strong monarchical 
government. Venice was the only city-republic to survive as aself
governing regime until the late eighteenth century, the rest'iJeing 
superseded much earlier by new systems of hereditary power. 

The second reservation relates directly to the use of the word 
'democracy' in -connection with city-republics. For the first cen
tury of the republics' development, the term was unknown to 
their supporters; it did not become part of European political 
language until the reappearance of Aristotle's The Politics (in the 
mid-thirteenth century). Thereafter, following Aris!oJJf's usage, it 
took on a pejorative con_notation and became associated with th_e 

. politics of the rabble; government conducted for the-benefit of the 
poor rather than the public interest; and a form of power (to 
anticipate later nineteenth-century sceptics of democratic govern
ment) in which the 'common people' can become tyran!'lical, 
threatening to level all social distinctions and earned privileges (d. 
Aquinas, De Regimine Principum, pp. 2-82). In fact, some strains of 
Renaissance republicanism are better thought of as a form of 
ar~tocratic ornot>te--.IgpyQUcilnism than as a form of democratic 
politiCS at all. Certainly, few of their defenders would have called 
themselves 'democrats', and they would have been repelled by the 
idea that their governments were 'democratic'. In addition, it is 
important to note that Italian city-republics bore little resem
blance to modern democratic polities with their emphasis on 
universal suffrage, the right of all adults to oppose their govern
ment and stand for office, and so on (see ch. 3). 

None the less, the contribution of city-republics to democratic 
theory and practice has been considerable both from their institu
tional innovations, which, in the context of the prevalence of 
Christian monarchism, offered an important example of the possi
bility of self-government, and from the extensive political treatises 
and texts which informed and reflected upon the new politiCS. The 
city-republics marked the first occasion in post-classical political 
thinking when arguments were developed for and on behalf of 
self-determination and popular sovereignty; and these were to have 
wide influence not only in Italy but, in the wake of the Reformation 
and the revival of political discourse in the seventeenth and eight
eenth centuries, across Europe and America as well. 

The core of the Renaissance republican case was that the 
freedom of a political community rested upon its accountability 
to no authority other than that of the community itself. Self
goverment is the basis of liberty, together with the right of citizens 
to 'p~rticipate - within a constitutional framework which creates 
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distinct roles for leading social forces - in the government of their 
own common business. According to this position, the freedom of 
citizens consists in their unhindered pursuit of self-chosen ends; 
and the h~t pnlitkal id.eal is the civic freedom of an indepen
dent, self-governing people. The community in its entirety 'must 
retain the ultimate sovereigg authority', assigning its various 
rulers or chief magistrate; 'a staiiis 'no'fiigher than that of elected 
officials' (Skinner, 1989, p. 105). Such 'rulers' must ensure the 
effective enforcement of the laws created~ the community for 
the promotion of its own good; for they are not rulers in a tradi
tional sense, but 'agents' or 'administratorLgLjllstice. 

The distinctive development of Italian city life during the 
Renaissance stimulated new ideas about political power, popular 
sovereignty and civic affairs. While many city republicans traced 
the origins of their new-found beliefs to ancient Greece and Rome, 
it 'Yas the Roman re~ espes!C!Dy wl1.ich inspir:edtheirJbtnk
!!!g. Unlike the democracies of ancient Greece, which, in their l: 
view, were prone to instability, civil strife and internal weakness, \ 
R.Q!!!.e set out a model of governance which linked not only liberty \ 
and virtue but also liberty with civic glory and military PQ,lYer. \ 
Rome offered a conception of politiCS which connected political 
participation, honour and conquest and which, accordingly, could 
defeat the claims made in monarchical polities that only a king, 
enjoying personal authority over his subjects, could guarantee law, 
security and the effective projection of power. In this context, for 
many republicans, 'fr~ mei!J1t freedom fI.Q!p..-Jl::1~,.arbitrary)\ 
PQwer of i¥rants, together with the right of citizens to ruiiiEeir 
commQD..J!ffairs by participating in government. "Virtue" meant I 
patriotism and public spirit, a heroic willingness to set the com
mon good above one's own or one's own family's interests' 
(Canovan, 1987, p. 434). 

Republicans drew heavily in support of their arguments upon 
the classiGil writings of such figures as Cicero (106-43 Be), Sallust 
(86-c.35 Be) and I,.ivy (59 Be-AD 17) and, in'particular, on their-his
tories and celebrations of the ancient Roman republic. The vision 
of how government may be structured so as to serve in principle 
the common business of citizens is set out by Cicero in De Re 
Publica: f~ (\1,(", L l;e-o r OJ v'" J( ;,' . 

The commonwealth [res publica] is the people's affair [populi res]; 
and the people is not every group of men, associated in any man
ner, but is the coming together of a considerable number of men 
who are united by a common agreement about law and rights and 
by the desire to participate in mutual advantages. (De Re Publica, 
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Sallust linked the rise of Rome with its achievement of liberty, and 
argued that wh~SlYi.~5!rJ!lg-p!:~vails citizens are most able suc
cessfully to pursue glory for themselves. Indeed, he wrote in glow
ing terms that 'it almost passes belief what rapid progress was 
made by the whole state [Rome] when once it had gained its lib
erty; such was the desire for glory that had possessed men's hearts' 
(The Conspiracy of Catiline, p. 179). And LiY:y, in his History of 
Rome, held that the expansion of republican power could be 
linked directly to re~ectfor authority, r~!igiclUs and secular, and 
to the 'modesty, fairness and nobility of mind' which belonged to 
the whole people. Such a frame of mind could be sustained when 
c.iYk.Yitllte p.J~~ided oyeJ factiQoJllis.IJl; that is, when the common 
business of citizens, conducted by them for the public good, pre
vailed over the tendency to corrupt.PQHJi.~LJ.:llil~tices - the Pursl;lit 
of QIiYate--inte.u~gs inpublicaffi\.irs. But while Rome's greatness 
was linked to the virtue of its citizens, it was also connected by 
some writers to its balance of institutions, especially, as will be 
noted later, to its mixed constitution, which sought to forestall 
factionalism by ascribing a role, albeit a limited role, to all the 
main social forces which operated within the public domain. 

However, the Renaissance republican tradition, like nearly all 
traditions of political thought, was not a simple unity. In fact, nvo 
strands of republicanism can clearly be distinguished for analytical 
purposes, strands 'which have been referred to as 'civic humanist 
republicanism' and 'civic' or 'classical republicanism' (see Skinner, 
1986), but which I shall refer to as 'devel~Q!!?-~12!al' and 'pJ.Q1ect
ive' republicanism. I shall use these terms because they are general 
enough usefully to encompass the different ways political freedom 
and participation are articulated in both republicanism and liber
alism. The terms capture, as will be shown, important differences 
within and across these traditions. In the broadest sense, develop
~l !heorists stress the intrinsic value of political particijiC1.tion 
foTUle development of citizens as human beings, while QIotective 
theorists stress its instrumental importance for the proteCTIOn 
of citizens' aims and objectives, i.e. their personal liberty. 
Developmental republican theory builds on elements of the classi
cal democratk heritage and on themes found among the philoso
phers of the Greek polis, notably their exploration of the i~t 
vall!e of political particip(!,tiQn ,!nd of the polis as a means to self
fuffifment. ln this account, political participation is a necessary 
aspect of the g~e. By contrast, protectiye republican theory, 
which can be traced to the influence of republican Rome and its 
historians, emphasizes the highly frCigile nature of ciyic virtue and 

, its vulnerability to corruption if dependent solely upon the politi-
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cal involvement of anyone major grouping, whether it bE' the 
people, the aristocracy or the monarchy. Accordingly, protective 
r~blican theorists stress the overriding importance of civic 
involvement in collective decision-making for all citizens if their 
personal liberty is to be safeguarded. 

Developmental republica~ received a profound and striking 
articulation in the work of Marsilius of Padua, although it was not 
until the writings of ROll.~seau in the eignteenth century that it 
probably acquired its most elaborate statement. At the same time, 
Wollstonecraft added important critical insights. Protective repub
l~m can be most closely associated with Machi~y_elli, although 
it was also elaborated later by such figures as Mont~'luieu and 
Mag.i~on. Figure 2.2 summarizes these two republican threads. 
Taking these developments chronologically, the focus below, in 
the first instance, is on Marsilius of Padua. 

Ancient Greek polis Rome 
(and its philosophers) (and its historians) ! ------------~~ ~---------::::;: ... ---' -.-- ! 

Developmental republicanism Protective republicanism , . 
with its emphasis on the intrinsic vaLue of with its primary stress on the instrumental 
political participation for the enhancement value of politi<::a.I.PCI,!iclpEtlon for the 
of decision-making and the development profection-oT citizens' objectives and 

/ . o,f the rzenry , "'" hi intejrests 

Marsilius of padua' . - _ _ _ . , 

1 _______ ~~~Machiavelli 
Rlouss~~1 'l .. -- ------ I 

w~lIstonecraft 
Montesquieu* 

+ f 
Marx and Engels** Madison* 

Note: The figure is offered as an initial means of orientation to the two leading forms of republicanism, 
and the key figures associated with them here. There is, of course, a great deal of cross-fertilization 
between the strands as well as significant differences among the political theorists within each 
strand. And writers sometim~~~tw~e.'1. thes~_~alytical typ~ 

__ Political thinkers within each republican strand discussed in this chapter. 
- - - .. Patterns of influence across the two forms of republicanism. 
t++t Patterns of influence which combined with later currents of thought. 
* Discussed in chapter 3. 
** Discussed in chapter 4. 

Figure 2.2 Forms of republicanism 
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RepubIicanis~,elective government and popular 
<9<", (l1 " !,', "J'/' I " , sovereignty: 'c Ie 1 \, () Jc {' '" Cil'o-, 

The formation of Renaissance republican thought can be traced 
through the work of diverse thinkers, such as Brunetto Latini 
(d. 1294), Ptolemy of Lucca (d. 1327) and Remigio de' Girolami 
(d. 1319) (see Rubinstein, 1982), but it is in the writings of 
M~ of l?adua (1275/80-1342), particularly in his Defensor 
pacis (The Defender of Peace, issued 1324), that one can find one of 
the most remarkable early accounts of the significance of elective 
government and popular sovereignty. Seeking to refute the papal
ist claims to a 'plenitude of power' and to establish the authority 
of secular rulers over the Church, Marsilius argued that laws 
should be made by 'all the people or its weightier part' through 
the articulation of its will in a general assembly (see Defensor pacis, 
pp. 29-49).3 The teaching of divine law and the administration of 
religious ceremony should mark out the limits of the powers of 
the priesthood. In cl!?JP-pioning a secular polin', uDder the control 
of an elective government, Marsilius placed himself in complete 
opposition to the traditional powers of the Church and to the pre
vailing conceptions of kingship. Defensor pacis, as one interpreter 
of his work aptly put it, 'was a book at which solid men of the age 
shuddered. When popes, cardinals, and writers simply concerned 
with preserving the social order wished to condemn heretics ... 
they charged them with having gotten their ideas from the 
"Accursed Marsilius". To be a Marsilian was regarded as subversive 
in a way similar to that which, centuries later, attached to being a 
Marxist' (Gewirth, 1980, p. xix). Marsilius was, in fact, branded as 
a heretic by Pope John XXII and forced to flee to Nuremberg. 

There are three major themes in Marsilius's thought (see 
Gewirth, 1951; 1980). The first comprises an emphasis on civil 

1- c9-~u!l~ as, in principle, products~L~~~~9n and as the basis 
for humans to enjoy what they most naturally desire, a 'sgfficiegt 
life'. According to this doctrine, each part of the community can 
be defined in terms of its contribution to the attainment of this 
end, while government is the just means to ensure that it is 
attained. Government properly consists of a regulative function 

3 The doctrine of the papal 'plenitude of power' was elaborated in the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries. It has been frequently taken to mean that the pope, as 
vicar of Christ, possessed an authority which was superior to all secular claims; and 
that the pope was the supreme ruler in temporal as well as spiritual affairs. While 
this interpretation can be contested, the debate over the doctrine's exact meaning 
is not of prime significance here. For at issue is Marsilius's concern to restrict the 
scope of papal authority in all aspects of governance. 
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which, if pursued adequately, can mean that all citizens can live 
well and realize the opportunities before them. The adequate pur
suit of this function is revealed when government operates for the 
common benefit - and not for the private interests of a single fac
tion or group, notably the 'common mass' (in Marsilius's terms, 
farmers, artisans and financiers). Marsilius distinguished 'temper
ate' and 'diseased' forms of rule by, among other things, whether 
or not they act on behalf of the common good (Defensor pacis, 
p.32). 

The sf£Q.Ud major theme unfolds from Marsilius's judgement .2 

that the work of governmentJli unending due to ever-present strife 
in human affairs which can undermine political associations. 
Conflicts among people are inevitable and, therefore, the effective 
exercise of coercive authority is essential for the peace and pros
perity of the community. Rival authorities (above all, those of 
Church and state) are a recipe for the erosion of law and order. A 
unitary soe~lve aut~or~ty is a condition of the survival of civil 
associations. Effective rule depends on the effective deployment of 
coercive authority. Good government emerges less from a commu
nity dedicated to virtue than from rulers governing in the public 
interest, backed by coercive power. 

These arguments may seem at some considerable distance from 
the concept of a republican community, but their meaning is not 
fully articulated without regard for the third th~me which runs S 
the course of Marsilius's magnum opus; that is, that the ultimate 
'~gislat2.r' or sQJ,lr~~ __ 9L1~gitiITIjltepQlitical authority in the com
munity is.Jhe people' (Defensor pacis, pp. 32, 45). The people's will 
is the key test of the proper interpretation of the ends to which 
the community is orientated and the only basis on which coercive 
power may be legitimately deployed. The authority to make the 
law belongs to 'the ~ole boqy of the citizens'; they alone have 
the authority to determine the law (p. 47). In a well-ordered civil 
community the source of both law and order is 'the people or the 
whole body of citizens, or the weightier part thereof, through its 
election or will expressed by words in the general assembly of the 
citizens, commanding or determining that something can be done 
or omitted with regard to human civil acts, under a temporary 
pain or punishment' (p. 45). Authority and force are legitimately 
deployed when they are deployed rightfully, that is, with the con-
sent of citizens. ~-

For Marsilius, the people's will is a more effective guarantee of 
government for the common benefit than rule by the one (king
ship or lordship) or the few (aristocracy). Laws made by the many 
are both superior to and more likely to be upheld than those made 
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by other forms of rulership. They are superior because when indi
viduals publicly test their views and ends against those of others, 
they are forced to modify them and accommodate to others 
(pp. 46-7). As Marsilius explained: 'the common utility of a law is 
better noted by the entire multitude, because no one knowingly 
harms himself. Anyone can look to see whether a proposed law 
leans toward the benefit of one or a few persons more than of the 
others or of the community, and can protest against it' (p. 47). 
Thus: 

The authority to make laws ... cannot belong to one man alone ... 
for through ignorance or malice or both, this one man could make a 
bad law, looking more to his own private benefit than to that of the 
community, so that the law would be tyrannical. For the same rea
son, the authority to make laws cannot belong to a few; for they too 
could sin, as above, in making the law for the benefit of a certain 
few and not for the common benefit, as can be seen in oligarchies. 
The authority liLmake .the laws belongs, therefore, to the wMle 
bQQ.y,.J?L l:;i,tL~eJ.ls or to the weightier part thereof, for precisely the 
opposite reason. For since all the citizens must be measured by the 
law according to due proportion, and no one knowingly harms or 
wishes injustice to himself, it follows that all or most wish a law 
conducing to the common benefit of the citizens. (Defensor pads, 
pp.48-9) 

Laws made by and for citizens establish a legal structure which can 
sustain a well-ordered, that is, just, community. In these circum
stances, the community is also likely to be a peaceful one because 
laws made with the consent of citizens are laws which citizens feel 

f
an obligation to uphold. Law is 'better observed by- every citiz@n' if 
ea~~~ is JElvolved J.~ 'imposinglt.!!QmLh!m~glf, (p. 47). 

By these arguments Marsilius did not mean to imply that all citi
zens must govern simultaneously. Rather, he advocated a concep-
tion of government not dissimilar to that depicted in figure 2.1, 
which entrenches popular sovereignty, creates self-governing 
councils, and establishes, through elections, 'rulers' or 'administra
tors' of city life - those whose duty it is to uphold the law for the 
benefit of all citizens (pp. 22-33). All citizens can, in principle, 
stand for office and enjoy, in turn, the opportunity to partiCipate 
in public life. Marsilius concluded that 'elected kings' rule 'more 
voluntary subjects' and that the method of election alone can 
obtain 'the best ruler' and, as a result, a proper standard of justice 
(pp. 32-3). Finally, while '~s' are necessary to uphold this 
'proper standard', they ar~~?.gpJes, Marsilius insisted. 
Accordingly, those elected' are not and cannot be the legislator in 
the absolute sense, but only in a relative sense and for a particular 
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time in accordance with the authority of the primary legislator', 
that is, 'the whole body of citizens' (p. 45). Executive and judicial 
officers hold their office on the authority of the people and can be 
removed from power if they fail to pursue the common interest 
(see pp. 87-9). 

Marsilius, in accord with classical Athenian democracy and 
Aristotle's conception of politiCS, conceived of a cjtizen 'as one 
who participates in the civil community', either in the govern
ment or in 'the deliberative or judicial function' of the polity 
(p. 49; d. Aristotle, The Politics, p. 169). q!i~~f!s.hJp is the means 
to involvement in a shared enterprise orientated towards the real
ization of the commo~&.Q9d; and political participation is the nec
essary vehicle fo'fti1eattainment of the good. Following precedent 
as well, Marsilius noted, bluntly, that 'by this definition, children, 
slaves, aliens, and women are distinguished from citizens, 
although in different ways' (p. 46). One might expect at this point 
a detailed account of why these groups are excluded in 'different 
ways'; but the only qualifying remark Marsilius offered concerns 
the boys who are sons of citizens, lest anyone think they are to be 
permanently excluded. Marsilius asserted that 'the sons of citizens 
are citizens in proximate potentiality, lacking only in years' (p. 46, 
emphasis added). ~ip extends to the ranks of men with 
taxabl~£erty, born or resident for a long period in their city, 
butexcludes all others, a matter which apparently required little 
explanation. 

Moreover, Marsilius's conception of citizenship, like nearly all 
others at the time, entailed a conception of political participation 
uniquely adapted to small-scale communities - self-government 
for city-republics. Few republicans reflected on the relevance of 
republican government to large, extended territories, a matter of 
considerable concern to later republican thinkers such as 
Montesquieu (see ch. 3). And none advocated institutiops and 
procedures which bore any dIrect resemblance to d~y iri- its 
contemporary- dominant form: liberal democracy, with its com
mitment to embrace all mature adults (Skinner, 1992, p. 63; and 
ch. 3). Renaissance republicans took for granted that popular 
government was a form of self-rule for those with entrenched 
(property-based) interests in their local community, who alone 
were thought to be capable of enjoying and developing the net
work of public relations and duties to which it gave rise. 

The unqualified authority claimed by previous forms of ruler
ship - Church and kingship - is also found in Marsilius's doctrine 
of popular sovereignty, for 'it entails an absolutism whereby any 
value, group, or institution can be brought under the authority of 
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the people's will' (Gewirth, 1980, p. xli). The authority of 'the 
people' is, in principle, monistic, unchecked and ultimately unbal
anced. In other words, there is no argument to be found here -
urgently expressed by later liberal constitutionalists and advocates 
of a modern polity separate, in principle, from ruler and ruled - in 
support of the contention that for political power to be effective it 
must be impartial and circumscribed, so that the powers of the 
~e c~ clearly be distinguished from th~_PQ\Y~r.Qf..thQ~_'Yho are 
entrusted with state duties and the power of those who are 
presided over. City-republicans and their protagonists placed 
their trust in the judgement of men of civil honour, and in the 
theory and practice of ancient self-government. For them, self
government was a form of direct democracy among trusted 'club 
members' - not yet a view of the nature of popular rule for a more 
sceptical age, one which casts doubt on the beneficence and pru
dence of all, rulers and ruled alike. 

t .. , ~~~"!~~ri.~ l~f~ v~~ ~~v.~~ ~~OlY 
By the time Marsilius published Defensor pacis, the iI)~titut~()l1s of 
electjyegovernment were in decline in Padua and being replaced 
by hereditary rule. The infighting and iactional disputes that had 
characterized Paduan politics found parallels in many other cities. 
The attempt to defend republican ideals in the unstable circum
stances of Italian public life required particularly compelling argu
ments. Given that the ancient r~b1.i9' had suffered decline and 
d~t, the question of how, and in what ways, the values of the 
classical polis could be adapted and upheld in radically changed 
circumstances was a pressing one. Few understood this question 
better than Niccol6 Machiavclli (1469-1527), who linked the case 
for forms of ele<;!iv~ gover.i:iment and p~rtis..wJxe.-politics to the 
prospects of c~e and civic...KI~!y, a connection more easily 
forged perhaps in his native Florence than elsewhere due to its 
particular pre-eminence during the Renaissance. Machiavelli, with 
a firm foot both in the political theory of the ancient world and in 
that of the new emerging European political order, was able to 
offer an account of the republican tradition - that is, of protective 

1 republicanism - which sought to l,Q9!e in civic involve~nt the 
I cop.~iti()ns of independencel~.~lf-IJlle .al1d .. glorious endeaY2ur. 

Flor-entine political cuiture articulated many of these notions and 
provided a rich context for his politics. 

Often regarded as the first theorist of modern state politics, 
Machiavelli sought to explore how a proper balance might be 
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found between the powers of the state and the powers of the citi
zen in two key texts, The Prince and The Discourses. For too long 
The Prince has been taken as Machiavelli's major contribution, and 
this has led to a quite distorted reading of his work. If one places 
greater stress on The Discourses, as contemporary scholars argue we 
should (see Gilbert, 1965; Pocock, 1975; Skinner, 1981), then a dis
tinctive and, in many respects, compelling position emerges. The 
study of classical history reveals, ~achiavelli argued, that the three 
major forms of government - m~hy, ari.s.toQ.i!CY and demo
£lacy - areJnherently _unstable and tend to create a.£Y£k. of degen-
eration and corruption. In passages which parallel strands in Plato 
and Aristotle, Machiavelli held that after an initial period of pos
itive development monarchy tends to decay into tyranny, aristo
cracy into oligarchy and democracy into anarcl).y, which then 
tends to be overturned in favour of monarchy again (The 
Discourses, pp. 104-11). When the generation that created the 
ancient democracies died, a situation emergecj.: 

-- ,:. 

in which no respect was shown either for the individual or for the 
official, and which was such that, as everyone did what he liked, all 
sorts of outrages were constantly committed. The outcome was 
inevitable. Either at the suggestion of some good men or because 
this anarchy had to be got rid of somehow, principality was once 
again restored. And from this there was, stage by stage, a return to 
anarchy, by way of transitions ... This, then, is the cycle through 
which all commonwealths pass, whether they govern themselves or 
are governed. (The Discourses, pp. 108-9) 

Machiavelli pointed directly to Athens as an example of a demo
cracy w.hich degenerated because of its inabWty to proteg itself 1\ 
from 'tbe--.arL<?~£l~~~ th~_er _cta.ss' and 'theJicentiousness. of 
tnegepeIaIp.tlblic' (The Discourses, p. 110). The political world, he 
contended, was always one of flux and potential chaos. 

Unlike Marsilius before him, or Hobbes and Locke after him, 
Machiavelli did not believe that there was a given principle of 
organization (for instance, a fixed view of the state as subs erving 
the good life or the natural rights of individuals) which it was the 
task of government to articulate and sustain. There was no natural 
oJ God-given framework to order politicCit l~fe.1(afflef, it was the 
task of politics to create order in the world. Machiavelli conceived 
politicS 'as-the struggl.~.t() .. ~i!1' yJilize aIlclfoJ]._!a.in'po~~~. Politics is 
thus ascribed a pre-eminent position in social life as the chief con
stitutive element of SOciety. Like many other political thinkers 
from Plato onwards, Machiavelli conceived of 'the generality of 
men' as self-seeking, lazy, suspicious and incapable of doing any-
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thing good unless constrained by necessity (see The Discourses, pp. 
200-1,256-7). The question was: under what circumstances might 
people support political order and commit themselves to the state? 
Or, to put the question in more Machiavellian terms, how might 
virtU - 'a willingness to do whatever may be necessary for the pur
suit of civic glory' - be instilled in people?4 

Machiavelli stressed two key insTItl:l!!<?!!a15!eYi<:;.es as critical to 
the inculcation of civic virtue: the enforcement of law and 
upholdin.g religious worship. The former, in particular, provides 
the basis to compel people to place the interests of the community 
above their own interests: the law can 'make citizens good'. But 
how can good and bad laws be distinguished? The answer is dis
closed by historical investigation into the ways the law has been 
used to foster civic culture and greatness. The instability of all 
singular constitutional forms suggests that only a governmental 
system combining elements of monarchy, aristocracy and demo
cracy can promote the kind of culture on which virtU depends. The 
best example of such a government was, in Machiavelli's opinion, 
Rome: Rome's 'mixed &-Qvernment' (with its system of consuls, 
Senate and tribunes of the people) was directly linked to its sus
tained achievement of glory. 

It is not only the historical route to this conclusion that is 
important; Machiavelli's reasoning is theoretically innovative as 
well. A 'mixed government', structured to compensate for the 
defects of individual constitutional forms, is-.!!lost likely to be able 
to bal,!.J1~.~_ the inter~~!§_..Q.Lr.Ly.!!J.~.~c.i.~.~..&!.Q.l:!pings, particularly those 
of the richancf""ilie poor. Machiavelli's argument should not be 
confused with later arguments for the separation of powers within 
the state and for representative government based on party com
petition. None the less, his argument is a precursor of them, anti
cipating important aspects of their rationale. If the rich and the 
poor can be drawn into the process of government, and their 
interests found a legitimate avenue of expression through a 
division of offices between them, then they .!YJll be ~ into 
some form of mutual accommodation. Ever watchful of their own 
positions, they·willexpend great efforts to ensure that no laws are 
passed that are detrimental to their interests. The outcome of such 
efforts is likely to be a body of law that all parties can agree on in 
the end. Against the dominant traditions of his time, Machiavelli 
contended that the existence of 0J:">£~Lf~~~s and dis sen-

4 In putting the question in this way, and in exploring a response, I am follow
ing Skinner's admirable analysis of Machiavelli's writings on this theme (1981, 
pp.51-77). 
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sion, faLlrQJ!L~rQgl!lg all possibility of good and effective laws, 
might be the condition of them (Skinner, 1981, pp. 63-6). A quite 
unconventional conclusion was reached: the b~sis of liber!}' may I 

not just be a self-governing re.girne and a wi!liJl_g!le..s~ t() pitrti!;;ip~te "( )) 
tn._politics, but may also be conflict _an~_gl~1!&!~~!p_ent through '> 

which citizens can promote and defend their interests. 
Writing against the background of competition and war 

between sixteenth-century Italian city-states, Machiavelli's views , 
were of particular significance; for his argument was that commu~~ 
nities have never increased ill 'dominion QLwealth'except when 
th.!:y_~ave been able to enjoy liberty (The Discourses, p. 275). Unde 
tyranny, whether imposed by an external power or by a 'local' 
tyrant, cities or states degenerate in the long run. By contrast, if a 
community can enjoy liberty, as Machiavelli hoped his native city 
would continue to do and a united Italy would do in the future, it 
is likely that it will flourish. Machiavelli sought to reinforce this 
point by referring (not wholly consistently) to classical Athens 
(with its factional disputes) and Rome (with its conflicts between 
Senate and Commons) as examples of cities which enjoyed liberty 
and 'grew enormously' in relatively short periods of time (The 
Discourses, p. 275). 

The preservation of liberty, however, depended on something 
more than just a mixed constitution: 'eternal vigilance'. There are 
always threats to liberty posed by, on the one hand, the particular 
interests of factions and, on the other hand, competing states. 
While a mlJ(~Q<::QDStituJion is essential to containing the former, 
the best way of meeting the challenge of competing states is to 
contain them before one is contained. A policY_2f~~p~psion is, 
therefore, a necessary prerequisite to the preservation of a collec
tivity's liberty: the application of force is integral to the mainte
nance of freedom. In so arguing, Machiavelli was 1k1!!!YJ?l~<:!.Ilg 
tl}~J~n~_()f tJ:1~g<!le or community above th_~~~_()f the incHyidual, 
both at home and abroad; 'reasons of state' held priority over the 
rights of individuals. A person's dutieJ were first and foremost 
those required by citizenship. However, Machiavelli linked this 
classical emphasis on the primacy of civic life directly to the 
requirements of 'power politics'. Accordingly,tMachiavellianism' 
in its more 'popular' contemporary sense emerged: the politics of 
statecraft and the relentless pursuit of power had priority over 
individual interests and private morality. Machiavelli thus anticip
ated certain of the dilemmas of liberalism (see ch. 3, pp. 74-5), but 
resolved them ultimately in a prQfQ!mdly anti-liber!iL~ay, bY)11 
granting priority to the preservation of society by whatever means I 
necessary. 
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Political life is ambiguous. In order to create liberty and political 
stability, it may not always be possible to resort to law and the 
minimum use of force. Machiavelli unquestionably preferred lib
erty to tyLaDny, but he thought the latter might often be necessary 
to sustain the former. His jU,ggement moved uneasily between 
adJ!lgatiqn of a free, self~gove.rning people and of a powerful 
leader able to create and defend the law. He tentatively sought to 
reconcile these preferences by distinguishing between, on the one 
hand, the kind of politics necessary for the inauguration of a state 
or for the liberation of a state from corruption and, on the other 
hand, the kind of politics necessary for the maintenance of a state 
once it had been properly established. An element of democracy 
was essential to the latter, but quite inappropriate to the former. 

In general, however, Machiavelli believed that 'fr~e government' 
w.,!s difficult if_I!Q!Jmp.Qsslble to sustain in the actual Qolitical cir
C1.unstances ot £mQpe. Thus, there was a clear necessity for the 
resourcefur~1i!lQ_t to impose his vision of state and society and to 
create tEe possibility of order and harmony. The free state would 
depend on the strong, expanSionary state to secure the conditions 
of its existence. The good state was first and foremost the secure 
and stable state. Therefore, while we find in Machiavelli the germs 
of a tfieoryofdemocracy - elements of democracy are necessary to 
protect the governed from the governors, and to protect the 
governed from each other - they have a somewhat precarious 
existence in the context of other aspects of his thought. 

Further, when Machiavelli is said to defend elements of demo
cratic government, it is very important to be clear what is meant 
(see Plamenatz, 1963, pp. 36-40). By thg stap9.i.mls....Qf.h.is day he 
was, it should be stressed, a __ c!~_f!1.Q<;iat; that is, he conceived of 
political participation in broader terms than simply the involve
ment of the wealthy and/or noble in public affairs. Along with the 
ancient Greek democrats, and many republican thinkers like 
Marsilius of Padua, he wanted the process of government to 
include artisans and small traders. 'The people' or citizenry were to 
be those with 'independent' means who might be expected to 
have a substantial interest in public affairs. Foreigners, labourers, 
servants and 'd.epe~dents', a category which included all ;omen --- ------and children, were not, however, regarded as having such an 
interest (see Pitkin, 1984). Citizens were men with a 'stake in the 
country' of unambiguously local descent. Public affairs were their 
affairs. Moreover, his conception of a self-governing community is 
by no means yet a conception of democracy embodying many of 
the elements (such as individual democratic rights entrenched 
irrespective of class, race and sex, and majority rule) that became 
central to modern liberalism and democratic thinking. None the 
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less, his distinctive understanding of politics, linking closely the 
case for self-determination with that of self-protection, was a fun
damental moment in political thought. It is summarized in model 
IIa, which provides a useful contrast with what is taken here as the 
leading account of de~elopment<!LI~.Q!lQ.U!:anjsm, the work of 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78). 

In sum: model IIa 
Protective Republicanism 

Principle(s) of justification 
Political par!icipati9n is an essential condition of personal liQerty; 
if dBzeriSc[o not rule themselves, they will be dominated by others 

Key features 
Balance of p()wer between 'th~~QQle', ari~tQcr~_cy and the 
monarchy linked to a mixed constitution or mixed government, 
with provision for all leading political forces to play an active 
role in public life 

Citizen participation achieved via different possible mechan
isms, including election of consuls, or representatives to serve 
on ruling councils 
Competing social groups promoting and defending their inter
ests 
Liberties of speech, expression and association 
Rule of law 

General conditions 
Small City community 
Maintenance of religious worship 
Society of independent artisans and traders 

Exclusion of women, labourers and 'dependents' in politiCS 
(expanding opportunities for male citizens to participate in the 
public realm) 

Intensive conflict among rival political associations 

The republic and the general will 

Protective republicans hold, it has been shown, that political par
ticipation is a necessary condition of liberty; a self-governing 
republic requires involvement in the political process. Moreover, 
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freedom is marked by the ability to participate in the public sphere, 
by the subordination of egoistic concerns to the public good, and 
by the subsequent opportunity this creates for the expansion of 
welfare, individual and collective. This emphasis on the signifi
cance of participating as a full member in a polis was given another 
remarkable restatement by Rousseau, who, like many of his 
Renaissance republican predecessors, stood between ancient and 
modern thought about democracy, but who, writing in the very 
different context of the eighteenth century, sought to rearticula~ 
this position in the face of both the absolutist claims oLkings and 
the liber~lonsiaught against them. Born in a small city-republic, 
the city of Geneva, Rousseau hoped to defend the idea of 'assembly 
politics' where the people can readily meet together and where 
each citizen can 'with ease' know the rest. Rousseau was aware that 
this was democracy for small states and that many of his ideal stip
ulations could not be met by the world developing before him, 
with its spread of commercial networks, industrial developments, 
large states and complex problems posed by size. None the less, his 
account of thes.grerepublicanideas is among the m,..Qg radical, if 
not the most radical, ever developed, and it is linked to a new view 
of the rights and duties of citizens. It is important to examine 
Rousseau's position, not only because of the significance of his 
thought, but because he had a considerable (though ambiguous) 
influence on the ideas in currency during the French Revolution as 
well as, according to some writers at least, on the development of 
the key counterpoint to liberal democracy: the Marxist tradition, 
discussed in chapter 4 (see, for example, Colletti, 1972). 

Rousseau has been described as 'the ~li ~f the ~ghteen!h 
century' (Pocock, 1975, p. 504). He referred to his own preferred 
political syStem as 'republican', stressing the centrality of obligations 
and duties to the public realm. And, indeed, Rousseau's account of 
the proper form of 'the republic' is clearly indebted to his republican 
forebear. Like Machiavelli, Rousseau was critical of the notion of 
'democra0", which he associated with CIaSslCai Athens. In"hiS view, 
Ail1ellsaIone could not be upheld as a political ideal because it failed 
to incorporate a clear division between legislative and executive 
functions and, accordingly, became prone to instability, internecine 
strife and indecision in crises (The Social Contract, pp. 112-14, 136ff). 
Moreover, like his forebear, he tended to emphasize continuity 
between his conception of a d~tenill)le ~ of B~vemment and the 
legacy of republican Rome (although, in fact, it is not hard to see ele
ments of continuity with the Athenian heritage). But while Rousseau 
appears to have admired Machiavelli, referring to him as 'a gentle
man and a 'good citizen', he also regarded his work as something of a 
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compromise with the power structures of the actual republics of his 
age (The Social Contract, p. 118). In his theoretical writing about the 
ideal government at least, Rousseau was not prepared to make any 
such compromise, developing an interpretation of the proper form 
of 'the republic' which was, and came to be seen as, unique in many 
respects. 

In his classic The Social Contract, published in 1762, Rousseau 
explored how human beings were c~ntented in their original 'state 
of nature', a period before the development of civil governments. 
Duringthis time humans were fundamentally equal, living some
what isolated but free lives in a diversity of natural circumstances. 
However, people were driven from their original state to develop 
new institutions by a variety of obstacles to their preservation: 
individual weaknesses and egoistic desires, common miseries and 
natural disasters. Human beings would have 'p_erished' if they had 
not 'changed their mode of existence' (The Social Contract, p. 59). 
They came to realize that their survival, the development of their 
nature, the realization of their capacity for reason and their fullest 
~xpeIteJl~e ofJiber1y could be achieved only by the establishment 
of a system of cooperation upheld by a law-!!!~l.d:!1.&aI!.c:l~Dforcin.g 
129.dy. Thus, people joined together to create through a 'social con
tract' - a new basis of understanding and agreement, 'perhaps 
never formally stated ... everywhere tacitly admitted and recog
nized' - the possibility of living together under ~ wlili:h treat 
.aU i:n.dJYiduals equaUy and give all the opportunity to develop 
their capacities securely (The Social Contract, p. 60). The public 
association thus formed was 'once called the city, and is now 
known as the republic or the body politic' (The Social Contract, 
p. 61). For Rousseau the fundamental question was: 'How to find a 
form ot~s_sQ<::jation which will defenst the person and goods of 
each-member with the collective force of all, and under which 
each individual, while uniting himself with the others ... remains 
as free as before' (The Social Contract, p. 60). 

Rousseau saw individuals as ideally involved in the direct cre
ation of the laws by which their lives are regulated, and he 
affirmed the notion of an ~.ctiy~, inyolved citizenry: all citizens 
should meet together to decide what is best for the community 
and enact the appropriate laws. The ruled should be the rulers. In 
Rousseau's account, the ide'!.9f self-rule is posited as an end in 
i1Sf!lf; a political order offering opp-()rhinities for participation in 
the arrangement of public affairs should not just be a state, but 
rather the formation of a type of society: a society in which the 
affairs of the state are integrated into the affairs of ordinary citi
zens (see The Social Contract, pp. 82, 114, and for a general account 
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book 3, chs 1-5). Rousseau set himself firmly a.KaIl].~t the post
Machiavellian d!?.tin.<:~ions between state and civil society, govern
ment and 'the people' (although he accepted, and this will be 
returned to below, the importance of dividing and limiting both 
access to 'governmental power' and governmental power itself). 
For him, sovereignty originates in the people, and it ought to stay 
there (Cranston, 1968, p. 30). In a justly famous passage he wrote: 

S~!gpty cannot be represented, for the same reason that it qm
not be <l.lienated ... the people's deputies are not, and could not be, 
its representatives; they are merely its agents; and they cannot 
decide anything finally. Any law which the people has not ratified 
in person is void; it is not law at all. The English people believes 
itself to be free; it is gravely mistaken; it is free only during the elec
tion of Members of Parliament; as soon as the Members are elected, 
the people is enslaved; it is nothing. (The Social Contract, p. 141) 

The role of the citizen is the highest to which an individual can 
aspire. The considered ~~e ill p..Q.w~r bLciti~ns is the only 
legitimate way in which liberty can be sustained. The citizen must 
both create and be bound by 'the supreme direction of the general 
will', the publicly generated conception of the common good (The 
Social Contract, pp. 60-1). Rousseau recognized that opinions may 
differ about the 'common good' and he accepted a provision for 
majority rule: 'the votes of the greatest number always bind the 
rest' (p. 153). But the people are sovereign only to the extent that 
they participate actively in articulating the 'genEal will'. 

In order to grasp Rousseau's position, it is important to distinguish 
the 'g~will' from the '~l': it is the difference, according 
to him, between the judgement about the common good and the 
mere aggregate of personal fancies and individual desires (pp. 72-3, 
75). Citizens are only obliged to obey a system of laws and regula
tions on the grounds of publicly reached agreement, for they can 
only be genuinely obliged to comply with a la~.lh~}'JJ.ave+uescriJ)ed 
fOL1hemselves \\dth the &'~I}gral.gQQd irLmip.d (p. 65; ct. p. 82). It is 
freely chosen obligation, accepted by the citizen body acting as a 
whole with the well-being of the community in mind, which consti
tutes the basis of 'political right' (ct. Manin, 1987, pp. 338-68). 

Rousseau drew a critical distinction between independence and 
liberty: 

Many have been the attempts to confound ip.de12end~nce and lib
e!!y: two things so essentially different, that they reciprocally 
exclude each other. When everyone does what he pleases, he will, 
of course, often do things displeasing to others; and this is not prop
erly called a free state. Li~rty consists l~s in acting according to 
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o~~'~ .. <.>~~ple_~~!!re, than in ~!!!s2~!>j~! .. ~o.!?~.~il1..~~.cl_p!~a
SllIT-.2t. oth~~_p'egple. It consists also in our not subjecting the wills 
of other people to our own. Whoever is the master over others is 
not himself free, and even to reign 19() 9.iJ.IT. (From letter 8, Oeuvres 
Completes de J. J. Rousseau, quoted in Keane, 1984a, p. 255) 
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Independence comprises the pursuit of self-interested projects 
witnouYregard for the position and will of others. Ljberty, by con
trast, is attained by participating in the generation and enactment 
of the general will, which establishes equality among citizens in 
that they can all enjoy 'the same rights' (The Social Contract, p. 76; 
cf. p. 46). 

By 'the same rights' Rousseau did not simply mean equal politi
cal rights and the equal application of all political rules to each cit
izen. However equal political rights may be in law.,. thgy cannot be I 
s~f~uarQed, he maintained, in the face of .Y.Es.Llne..9!l~!iti~~. of 
wealth and._QQ!:Y.er. Rousseau regarded the right to property as 
sacred, but he understood it as a limited right to only that amount 
of property commensurate with an individual's need for material 
s~!~'!y ap<:l inde.pendence .. oL.mind. Free of economic depen
dence, citizens need not be frightened of forming autonomous 
judgements; for citizens can, then, develop and express views 
without risk of threats to their livelihood. Rousseau desired a state 
of affairs in which 'no citizen shall be rich enough to buy another 
and none so poor as to be forced to sell himself' (The Social 
Contract, p. 96). Only a broad Similarity in economic conditions 
can prevent major differences of interest developing into organ
ized factional disputes which would undermine hopelessly the 
establishment of a general will. But Rousseau was not an advocate, 
as he is sometimes taken to be, of absolute equality; for equality, 
he made clear, 'must not be taken to imply that degrees of power 
and wealth should be absolutely the same for all, but rather that 
power shall stop short of violence and never be exercised except 
by virtue of authority and law' (The Social Contract, p. 96). 

Rousseau argued in favour of a political system in which the ~
~ve and executj~ functions are clearly d~!S:(lted. The former 
belong to the people and the latter to a 'government' or 'prince'. 
The people form the legislative assembly and constitute the 
authority of the state; the 'government' or 'prince' (composed of 
one or more administrators or magistrates) executes the people's 
laws (book 3, chs 1, 11-14, 18).5 Such a 'government' is necessary 

5 There are additional institutional positions set out by Rousseau, for instance, 
that of 'the Lawgiver', which will not be elaborated here (see The Social Contract, 
pp. 83-8, 95-6). For a critical discussion, see Harrison (1993, pp. 59-60). 
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on the grounds of expediency: the people require a government to 
coordinate public meetings, serve as a means of communication, 
draft laws and enforce and defend the legal system (The Social 
Contract, p. 102). The government is a result of an agreement 
among the citizenry and is legitimate only to the extent to which 
it fulfils 'the instructions of the general will'. Should it fail so to 
behave it can be revoked and changed; for its personnel are cho
sen either directly through elections or by lot (The Social Contract, 
pp. 136-9, 148). 

Rousseau's conception of republican government, summarized 
in model lIb, represents in many respects the a'potheosis of the 
attempt throughout the republican tradition to U!!.k f~ agg 
p~rticimYon directly. Moreover, the connection he forged 
between the principle of legitimate government and that of self
rule in the collective interest challenged not only the political 
principles of the regimes of his day - above all those of the ancien 
regime - but also those of later liberal democratic states. For his 
notion of self-government has been among the most radical, con
testing at its core some of the critical assumptions of liberal 
democracy, especially the notion that democracy is the name for a 
particular kind of state which can only be held accountable to the 
citizenry once in a while. 

But Rousseau's ideas do not represent a completely coherent sys
tem or recipe for straightforward action. He appreciated some of 
the problems created by la~ale, c~m....12.lex, d~ely pQPUlated 
s~ties, but did not pursue these as far as one must (see, for 
example, The Social Contract, book 3, ch. 4). Furthermore, 
Rousseau himself by no means thought that history would cul
minate in the fulfilment of his model of democratic reason. fu.,did 
n~ill!5.bjst9_I~,unfolded progr~ssiyely towards a better life; on 
the contrary, he was sceptical of the Enlightenment's view of 
pIQgI"ess, since, having left the state of nature, humans had 
unleashed political and economic forces and forms of competitive 
and self-seeking behaviour which had generated 'civilization' only 
at a very high cost (cf. Masters, 1968;]. Miller, 1984). Corruption 
and social injustice typically followed from the inequalities 
wrought by 'progress'. Rousseau's view seems to have been that 
the ethical democratic political community would have to sur
mount these inequalities if it were to have any chance of becom
ing entrenched, and that this was a highly l!!!ill<ely ~ect. 

Rousseau's insistence on the democratic nature of a commu
nity's government, however, sits uneasily with a number of restric
tions he himself imposed upon this polity. In the first instance, he 
too excluded all ~n from 'the people', i.e. the citizenry, as 
well ii-s,'iCseems, the poor. Women are excluded because, unlike 
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In sum: model IIb 
Developmental Republicanism 

Principle(s) of justification 

61 

Citizens must enjoy political and economic equality in order 
that nobody can be master of another and all can enjoy equal 
freedom and development in the process of self-determination 
for the common good 

Key features 
Division of legislative and executive functions 

The direct participation of citizens in public meetings to consti
tute the legislature 

Unanimity on public issues desirable, but voting provision with 
majority rule in the event of disagreement 

Executive positions in the hands of 'magistrates' or 'adminis
trators' 

Executive appOinted either by direct election or by lot 

General conditions 
Small, non-industrial community 

Diffusion of ownership of property among the many; citizen
ship depends on property holding, i.e. a society of independent 
producers 

Domestic service of women to free men for (non-domestic) work 
and politics 

men, their capacity for sound judgement is clouded by 'immoder
ate passions' and, hence, they 'require' male protection and $llid
ance in the face of the challenge of politics (see Rousseau, Emile, 
esp. book V; Pateman, 1985, pp. 157-8). The poo~ appear to be 
outcasts because citizenship is conditional upon -;1 small property 
qualification (land) and/or upon the absence of dependence on 
others (see Connolly, 1981, ch. 7). 

There are other notable difficulties. Rousseau has been portrayed 
as advocating a model of democracy with, i~pe end, ty~Lc_al 
!mpJicatiQPs (see, for example, Berlin, 1969, pp. 162-4). At the 
root of this charge is a concern that, because the majority is all
powerful in the face of individuals' aims and wishes, 'the sover
eignty of the people' could easily destroy 'the sovereignty of 
individuals' (Berlin, 1969, p. 163). The problem is that Rousseau 
not only assumed that minorities ought to consent to the deci-
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sions of majorities but he also posited no limits to the reach of the 
decisions of a democratic majority. In fact, he thought that civic 
~ucation ought to bridge the gap between the individual's will 
and the common good while common beliefs ought to be 
enforced through a 'civil religion' (The Social Contract, book 4, ch. 
8, esp. pp. 185-7). While questions posed by such positions do not 
engender fatal objections to all aspects of Rousseau's vision (see 
Pateman, 1985, pp. 159-62), it is hard to avoid the conclusion 
that he failed to reflect adequately upon the threats posed by 'pub
lic power' to all aspects of 'private life' (see Harrison, 1993, ch. 4). 
(This issue will be returned to in the next section of this chapter 
and in subsequent chapters.) 

Rousseau's overriding concern was with what might be thought 
of as the future of democracy in a non-industrial community, that 
is, a community like his native 'republic of Geneva', which he 
greatly admired. His vision of democracy was evocative and chal
lenging; but it was not systematically linked to an account of poli
tics in a world faced by rapidly entrenching nation-states and by 
change of an altogether different kind, the industrial revolution, 
which was gathering pace at the end of the eighteenth century 
and beginning to undermine traditional community life. It was 
left to others to think through the nature of democracy in relation 
to these developments. In doing so, many came to see Rousseau's 
thought as utopian and/or irrelevant to 'modern conditions'. But 
this was - and is - by no means the judgement of all democratic 
theorists. For, as will be seen throughout the chapters which fol
low, there have been so~itical thinkers who have returned to 
the central 'moral' of the republic.anJradi~ion, that is, that citizens 
must 'never put their trust in princes' and that '[i]f we wish to 
ensure that governments act in the interests of the people, we 
must somehow ensure that we the people act as our own govern
ment' (Skinner, 1992, p. 69). How enduring this moral has been 
can be disclosed by a critical assessment of the dominant model of 
democracy in modern politics: liberal democracy. However, before 
turning to it, the meaning of republican thought needs further 
explication in relation to one fundamental element of its concep
tual framework which has as yet been insufficiently explored: its 
gendered conception of citizenship. 

The public and the private 

The history of republican thought is, as one critic aptly noted, 
'ominously dismissive of femininity and women' (Phillips, 1991, 
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p. 46). But one figure especially stands out against the 'male 
stream', ¥NY W~lls..tQn~~l.~t.t (1759-97), whose pioneering inquiry 
into the nature of the inte~~C:Q!1l!~<:.tigns bet",~en the public and 
the private realms is discussed below. Wollstonecraft's work did 
not issue in a new model of a self-governing community or of 
democratic government, but it is properly understood as a <;:.entral 
co_ntribution to the analysis of tp.e condi~i<?!1~!QLth~~P9.s.SJlJiJity Qf 
democracy. As such, it sheds new light on the strengths and limi
tations of the traditions of thought discussed so far. 

Reflecting on the significance of the French Revolution and the 
spread of radicalism across Europe at the close of the eighteenth 
century, Wollstonecraft found much in Rousseau's work to 
admire. Partly inspired by those events and the issues posed by 
Rousseau, Wollstonecraft wrote one of the most remarkable tracts 
of social and political theory, Vi!14imJiQ!LQtll1f.Rigbt£.Qt.WQrrum 
(written in 1791 and published in 1792). While the text was 
received with considerable enthusiasm in the radical circles in 
which she moved (circles which included William Godwin and 
Thomas Paine), it was treated with the utmost scorn and derision 
in others (see Kramnick, 1982; Taylor, 1983; Tomalin, 1985). In 
fact, the latter reaction has largely characterized the reception of 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman since its inception. The reasons 
for this lie at the very heart of its argument, an argument barely 
considered in political theory again until the work of John Stuart 
Mill (1806-73), and, then, along with his work on the subjection 
of women, much neglected thereafter. Mary Wollstonecraft has 
rarely been considered one of the key theorists of democracy, but 
she ought to have been. 

Wollstonecraft accepted the argument that liberty and equality 
were intertwined. Like Rousseau, she was of the view that all those 
who are 'obliged to weigh the consequences of every farthing they 
spend' cannot enjoy liberty of 'heart and mind' (Vindication, 
p. 255). Like Rousseau, she argued that from excessive re~e£~.for 
prope.r.ty a~q the p~().PeJli~dflow many 'evils and vices of this~ 
w~d'. The possibility of an active, knowledgeable citizenry 
depends on freedom from poverty as well as freedom from a sys
tem of hereditary wealth which instils in the governing classes a 
sense of authority independent of any test of reason or merit. 
Wollstonecraft was firmly of the view that while ~y brutaliZeS) \ 
the mind, li~tb created by others en~~ilges .~E2.M.Q~~ 
a~::~_habJtual idk&ss (Vindication, pp. 252-3, 255). Human facul
ties can only be developed if they are used, and they will seldom 
be used 'unless necessity of some kind first set the wheels in 
motion' (Vindication, p. 252). And Wollstonecraft maintained, like 
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Rousseau, that more equality must be created in society if citizens 
are to gain an enlightened understanding of their world, and if the 
political order is to be governed by reason and sound judgement. 
In a typically bold passage, she declared: 

The preposterous distinctions of rank, which render civilization a 
curse, by dividing the world between voluptuous tyrants and cun
ning envious dependents, corrupt, almost equally, every class of 
people, because respectability is not attached to the discharge of the 
relative duties of life, but to the station, and when the duties are not 
fulfilled the affections cannot gain sufficient strength to fortify the 
vinue of which they are the natural reward. (Vindication, pp. 256-7) 

However, unlike Rousseau and republican tradition more 
broadly, Wollstonecraft could not accept the powerful strand in 
political thinking which subsumed the interests of women and 
children under those of 'the individual', that is, the male citizen. 
Wollstonecraft was critical of any assumption of an identity of 
interests among men, women and children, and deeply so of 
Rousseau's portrait of the proper relation between men and 
women, which denied women a role in public life (see Vindication, 
ch. 5). Although not the first to ask why it was that the doctrine of 
individual freedom and equality did not apply to women, she 
offered a more far-reaching analysis of this question than anyone 
before her and, indeed, after her for several generations to come 
(d. Mary Astell, Some Reflections upon Marriage, first published 
1700). For Wollstonecraft, the very failure to explore the issue of 
women's political emancipation had been detrimental not only to 
the equality of the lives of individual women and men, but also to 
the very nature of reason and morality itself. In her view, relations 
between men and women were founded on largely unjustified 
assumptions (about natural differences between men and women) 
and unjust institutions (from the marriage contract to the direct 
absence of female representation in the state). In Wollstonecraft's 
words, this state of affairs was 'subversive' of human endeavours 
to perfect nature and sustain happiness (Vindication, pp. 87, 91). If 
the modern world is to be free of tyranny, not only must 'the 
divine right of kings' be contested, but 'the divine right of hus
bands' as well (p. 127). Given this standpOint, it is scarcely surpris
ing, then, that Vindication of the Rights of Woman was treated with 
such alarm by so many people. 

Against the widely accepted portrait of women as weak, volatile, 
'unable to stand alone' and passive, 'insignificant objects of 
desire', Wollstonecraft argued that to the extent that women were 
pitiful creatures this was because of the way they had been 
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brought up (Vindication, pp. 81-3). What was at issue was not 
women's natural capacities, but marked inadequacies in their 
education and circumstances. Isolated in domestic routines and 
limited by restricted opportunities, women's abilities to become 
full citizens were constantly attacked and undermined. Women 
learned a 'feminine ideal' which they were pressured on all sides to 
uphold; they were taught to be delicate, well-mannered and un
interested in worldly affairs. Women's rank in life prevented them 
from performing the duties of citizens and, as a result, profoundly 
degraded them (Vindication, pp. 257-8). The position and education 
of 'ladies', for example, appeared to be designed to develop the 
necessary qualities for 'confinement in cages': 'like the feathered 
race, they have nothing to do but to please themselves, and stalk 
with mock majesty from perch to perch. It is true they are pro
vided with food and raiment, for which they neither toil nor spin; 
but health, liberty and virtue are given in exchange' (p. 146). In 
short, what women are and can become is a product of human 
and historical arrangements, not a matter of natural differences. 

It is necessary, therefore, Wollstonecraft contended, for political 
relations to be rethought in connection with 'a few simple 
principles', accepted by most thinkers who have sought to chal
lenge arbitrary and despotic powers (Vindication, p. 90). The 
pre-eminence of human beings over 'brute creation' consists in 
their capacity to reason, to accumulate knowledge through experi
ence and to live a life of virtue. Humans can - and have a right to 
- order their existence according to the dictates of reason and 
morality. Human beings are capable of understanding the world 
and seeking the perfection of their nature (Vindication, p. 91). 
What distinguishes Wollstonecraft's invocation of these classic 
Enlightenment tenets, however, from that of nearly all her prede
cessors is that she turned them against the 'masculinist' assump
tions of radical and liberal thinkers alike. Both men and women 
are born with a God-given capacity to reason, a capacity too often 
denied 'by the words or conduct of men' (Vindication, p. 91). 'If 
the abstract rights of men will bear discussion and explanation', 
Wollstonecraft avowed, 'those of women, by a parity of reasoning, 
will not shrink from the same test' (p. 87). And she concluded, if 
women are to be effective both in public and private life (as citi
zens, wives and mothers), they must, first and foremost, discharge 
their duties to themselves as rational beings (p. 259). 

In order for women to be in a position to discharge their duties 
as well as possible, it is not enough merely to reform their position 
by, for instance, altering the nature of their education, as some 
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century figures had held. For the rule 
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of reason is stifled by arbitrary authority in many forms. It is, in 
particular, 'the pestiferous purple', she says in a memorable 
phrase, 'which renders the progress of civilization a curse, and 
warps the understanding' (p. 99). Wollstonecraft directs most of 
her criticism at all those whose power and authority derive from 
inherited property and/or a system of titles. Three institutional 
groupings are singled out for especially harsh comment: the nobil
ity, the church and the army. Their privileges, idle lives and/or ill
thought-out projects - the corrupt relations which 'wealth, 
idleness, and folly produce' - oppress not only women but also 'a 
numerous class' of hard-working labourers (pp. 260, 317). 
Accordingly, it is the whole system of politics - 'if system it may 
courteously be called, consisting in multiplying dependents and 
contriving taxes which grind the poor to pamper the rich' - which 
must be altered if the rule of reason is to be created firmly (p. 256). 
Only when there is 'no coercion established in society', 
Wollstonecraft declared, will 'the sexes ... fall into their proper 
place' (p. 88). 

For women and men to enjoy liberty requires that they enjoy 
the conditions and opportunities to pursue self-chosen ends as 
well as social, political and religious obligations. What is especially 
important about Wollstonecraft's statement of this position is, it 
should be stressed, the deeply rooted connections it sets out 
between the spheres of 'the public' and 'the private': between the 
possibility of citizenship and participation in government, on the 
one hand, and obstacles to such a possibility anchored heavily in 
unequal gender relations, on the other. Her argument is that there 
can be little, if any, progressive political change without restruc
turing the sphere of private relations, and there can be no satisfac
tory restructuring of 'the private' without major transformations 
in the nature of governing institutions. Moreover, she endeav
oured to show that private duties (to those closest to one, whether 
they be adults or children) 'are never properly fulfilled unless the 
understanding [reason] enlarges the heart' and that public virtue 
cannot properly be developed until 'the tyranny of man' is at an 
end; for 'public virtue is only an aggregate of private [virtue)' 
(Vindication, pp. 316, 318). The emancipation of women is, then, a 
critical condition of liberty in a rational and moral order. 

Among the practical changes Wollstonecraft sought were a 
national system of education, new career opportunities for women 
('women might ... be physicians as well as nurses') and, though 'I 
may excite laughter', a 'direct share' for women in 'the deliberations 
of government' (pp. 252 ff). With such changes a woman might 
come to enjoy the opportunity to make a major contribution to 
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sOciety: 'she must not, if she discharge her civil duties, want indi
vidually the protection of civil laws; she must not be dependent 
on her husband's bounty for her subsistence during his life, or 
support after his death; for how can a being be generous who has 
nothing of its own? or virtuous who is not free?' (Vindication, 
p. 259). Given the financial wherewithal to sustain themselves and 
to contribute to the well-being of others, women would at last be 
in a position to become equal members of the polity. The social 
and political order would be transformed to the benefit of both 
women and men: order might then be based on no authority 
other than reason itself. 

Wollstonecraft's work makes a significant contribution to the illu
mination of the interrelation between social and political processes 
and, thus, to a new appreciation of the conditions of democracy. 
Until the twentieth century, there were few, if any, writers who 
traced as perceptively as she did the relation between public and 
private spheres and the ways in which unequal gender relations cut 
across them to the detriment of the quality of life in both. The radi
cal thrust of her argument posed new questions about the complex 
conditions under which a democracy, open to the participation of 
both women and men, can develop. After Wollstonecraft, it is hard 
to imagine how political theorists could neglect the study of the dif
ferent conditions for the possibility of male and female involve
ment in democratic polities. Yet relatively few did pursue such a 
line of inquiry (see Pateman, 1988). The reasons for this no doubt 
lie, in part, in the dominance, as Mary Wollstonecraft would have 
understood it, of men in political and academic institutions; but a 
contributing factor lay in ambiguities in her thought itself. 

To begin with, Wollstonecraft's work did not issue in a clear 
alternative model of democracy as, for instance, Rousseau's did 
before her or John Stuart Mill's after her. Wollstonecraft's argu
ments ~d ~ between li~al principles familiar since 
Locke's Second Treatise (discussed in the following chapter) and the 
more radical principles of a partic!patory d~illQ.Sracy. In 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman she indicated that an additional 
volume was soon to be written which would pursue the political 
implications of her analYSiS, but sadly it never appeared 
(Vindication, p. 90). Wollstonecraft's exact view of the proper role 
of government and the state is regrettably unclear. Although she 
often speaks of the need to extend the participation of women 
(and labouring men) in government, and argues clearly for the 
extension of the franchise, the implications of these views for the 
forms and limits of government are not spelt out in any detail. To 
the extent that implicatiOns are drawn, they point in different and 
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sometimes competing directions: to a model of liberal democracy, 
on the one hand, and to quite revolutionary democratic ideas, on 
the other (see Taylor, 1983, pp. 1-7). 

The difficulties in unfolding Wollstonecraft's position are high
lighted by the rather surprising boundaries she herself drew 
around the relevant audience for her work; in 'addressing my sex 
... I pay particular attention to those in the middle class, because 
they appear to be in the most natural state' (Vindication, p. 81). 
Leaving aside questions about what she meant by women living in 
'the most natural state' (a phrase which is in some tension with 
her emphasis elsewhere on the historical nature of social rela
tions), the issue is raised as to whether she was vindicating the 
rights of middle-class women only. Although such a position 
would itself have been a quite radical one to take at the time (most 
previous writers preoccupied with the pOSition of women, as 
Wollstonecraft herself pointed out, had generally addressed them
selves exclusively to upper-class 'ladies'), it is curious that she 
thought to limit the application of her doctrine to the middle 
classes. That she did so wish to limit it was made even clearer 
when she wrote that an emancipated woman would have a 'servant
maid to take off her hands the servile part of the household 
business' (Vindication, pp. 254-5). Despite many of her arguments 
being of great relevance to the conditions of all women, 
Wollstonecraft does not seem to have applied them to all women: 
in fact, the emanCipated woman seems to reqUire female servants. 
Further evidence of this view is found in Wollstonecraft's discus
sion of women (and men) in the 'ranks of the poor', who - des
tined for domestic employment or manual trades - would, even in 
a reformed SOCiety, still need philanthropic attention and special
ized schooling if they were to attain a modicum of enlightenment 
(see Kramnick, 1982, pp. 40-4; Vindication, pp. 273ft). 

None the less, Wollstonecraft set out central questions which 
any account of democracy, which was not simply to assume that 
'individuals' were men, would have to address in the future. One 
of the few who actually addressed these questions was, as previ
ously noted, John Stuart Mill, who attempted to integrate con
cerns about gender into a new version of liberal democratic 
arguments (see pp. 111-15). Mill's political thought is, of course, 
of the greatest importance. But even Mill, it should be borne in 
mind, did not pursue the implications for democracy of raising 
questions about gender as far as one must: it is only with the 
advent of contemporary feminism that the relevance and implica
tions of many of Mary Wollstonecraft's ideas have begun to be 
appreciated fully (see chs 7 and 9). 
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Republicanism: concluding reflections 

The revival of a concern with aspects of 'self-government' in 
Renaissance Italy had a significant influence on Britain, America 
and France in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The 
problem of how civic life was to be constructed, and public life 
sustained, was one faced by diverse thinkers and political practi
tioners (see ~ck, 1975; ~l, 1988, ch. 3; Rahe, 1994). But 
different contexts yielded quite different results. In.IW..t.ain, strands 
of republican thought continued to exert an impact, although 
they were most often enmeshed with powerful indigenous cur
rents of thought dominated by monarchical and religious 
concepts. The relation between monarch and subjects was the 
main preoccupation (see Pocock, 1975, part III; Wootton, 1992). 
In America republican concepts remained contested, but their con
notation shifted strikingly, and the meaning of the ideal of the 
active citizen was altered. In the debate surrounding the US consti
tution, some of America's 'founding fathers' re~cl~_tecl_~I}<:J~nt 
and Renaissance republicani~Il1 and sought to initiate a new 
republican order for a country with a large population, extended 
territory and complex commercial networks (ct. Ball, 1988, ch. 3; 
Rahe, 1994, pp. 3-18). In revolution an: France republican ideas 
remained uppermost and became part of the momentous chal
lenge to the old monarchical order; however, even in France, 
republican ideas were transmuted many times, especially after the 
trajectory of the revolution - from popular revolt to terror -
became more widely understood. 

Across diverse backgrounds, thinking moved against reliance on 
virtuous citizens and civic restraint as the basis of political com
munity and shifted towards a greater emphasis on the necessity to 
define and delimit the sphere of politics carefully, unleash individ
ual energies in civil SOCiety, and provide a new balance between 
the citizen and government underwritten by law and institutions. 
Over time, the fundamental meaning qf liberty as interpreted by 
the republican tradition changed; and liberty progressively came 
to evoke less a sense of public or political liberty, 'the right of the 
people to share in the government', and more a sense of personal 
or private liberty, 'the protection of rights against all governmen
tal encroachments, particularly by the legislature' (Wood, 1969, 
pp. 608-9; and, for a discussion, Ball, 1988, pp. 54ft). Old words 
took on new meanings and were rearticulated with other threads 
of political language and tradition. The strengths and weaknesses 
of these political currents are explored in the chapter which 
follows. 


