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Preface to the Third Edition -

Although it is easy to overgeneralize from one time period and from the culture
of one’s homeland, the development of the third edition of Models of Democracy
is written in unsettling times. The events of 9/11 and the subsequent wars in
Afghanistan (2002) and Iraq (2003) have created a ripple of change across the
globe. Democracy, which seemed relatively untroubled in the 1990s, is
experiencing intense pressures, from within and without. Security challenges,
the ‘war on terror’, the attempt to impose ‘regime change’ on Iraq and to
transform other Middle Eastern countries have been accompanied by a
widespread sense of unease about whether democracies can deliver security to
their citizens, whether they can sustain prosperity in tumultuous times and
whether they embed ideals that can be defended adequately against, on the one
hand, widespread despondency and apathy within and, on the other hand,
fierce opponents, who do not hesitate to use indiscriminate violence, from
without. The rise of fundamentalist elements in Islam, alongside the
development of Christian and Jewish fundamentalist groupings elsewhere, raise
questions about the legitimacy of contemporary political institutions, the
separation of church and state, and the very possibility of democracy in the face
of challenges to its underlying conception of human beings as free and equal, as
active moral agents, with capacities for self-determination and political choice.
There is a marked risk that in Western democracy a concern with security above
all else will undo some of the important achievements of democracy and certain
of the rights and liberties it presupposes. And there is a risk that cultures and
religious forces that oppose the separation of politics and religion, state and civil
society, will see ‘democracy’ as one of their enemies.

Elsewhere, most recently in Global Covenant (2004), I have analysed some of
these trends and reactions. In Models of Democracy my aim is to clarify why
democracy is so important in human affairs, why it is so contested and why,
despite its vulnerabilities, it remains the best of all possible governing
arrangements. Democracy is not a panacea for all human problems, but it offers
the most compelling principle of legitimacy ~ ‘the consent of the people’ - as the
basis of political order. It is important to understand this principle and the many
debates it has given rise to, if an attractive and defensible conception of
democracy is to be promulgated in the century ahead.

Given the difficulties of the present period it is easy to forget that, if there was
ever an age of democracy, it is the present one. State socialism, which appeared
so entrenched just a few decades ago, has crumbled in Central and Eastern
Europe. In many of its essentials, democracy appears not only quite secure in
the West but also widely adopted in principle beyond the West as a suitable
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model of government. Throughout the world’s major regions there has been a
consolidation of democratic processes and procedures. In the mid-1970s, over
two-thirds of all states could reasonably be called authoritarian. This percentage
has fallen dramatically; less than a third of all states are now authoritarian, and
the number of democracies has grown. Democracy has become the leading
standard of political legitimacy in the current era.

The tale of democracy from antiquity to the present seems, therefore, to be a
relatively happy one. In more and more countries citizen-voters are, in
principle, able to hold public decision-makers to account, while the deciiiom
makers themselves represent the interests of their constituents — ‘the people’ in
a delimited territory. However, the tale of democracy does not conclude with
such developments. Although the victory of democratic movements across
Central and Eastern Europe was of great moment, as was the transformation of
political regimes in other places like South Africa, these events have left
unresolved many important questions of democratic thought and practice.
Democracy, as an idea and as a political reality, is fundamentally contested. Not
only is the history of democracy marked by conflicting interpretations, but also
ancient and modern notions intermingle to produce ambiguous and
inconsistent accounts of the key terms of democracy, among them the proper
meaning of ‘political participation’, the connotation of ‘representation’, the
scope of citizens’ capacities to choose freely among political alternatives, and
the nature of membership in a democratic community.

These are significant and pressing matters, and the stock of a great deal of
contemporary political debate. But even these important concerns by no means
fully define the current agenda of democratic thought and practice. For any
engagement with the contemporary meaning of democracy has to examine
additional questions — questions not only about the ‘internal’ or ‘domestic’
character of democracy, but also about its ‘external’ qualities and consequences.
This is so because one of the most conspicuous features of politics in the new
millennium is the emergence of issues which transcend national democratic
frontiers. Processes of economic globalization, the problem of the environment
and the protection of the rights of minorities are increasingly matters for the
international community as a whole. The nature and limits of national
democracies have to be reconsidered in relation to processes of environmental,
social and economic globalization; that is, in relation to shifts in the
transcontinental or inter-regional scale of human social organization and of the
exercise of social power.

Of course, there is nothing new about the emergence of global problems.
Although their importance has grown considerably, many have existed for
decades, some for centuries. But now that the old confrontation between East
and West has ended, regional and global problems such as the spread of AIDS,
the debt burden of the ‘developing world’, the flow of financial resources which
escape national jurisdiction, the drugs trade, international crime and terrorism
have an urgent place on the international political agenda. None the less,
profound ambiguity still reigns as to where, how and according to what criteria
decisions about these matters can be taken.

Democratic theory’s exploration of emerging regional and global problems is
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still in its infancy. While democratic theory hassexamined and debated at length
the challenges to democracy that emerge from within the boundaries of the
nation-state, it has not seriously questioned whether the nation-state itself can
remain at the centre of democratic thought. The questions posed by the rapid
growth of complex interconnections and interrelations between states and
societies, and by the evident intersection of national and international forces
and processes, remain largely unexplored.

The challenges facing democratic thinking now are both numerous and
substantial. Models of Democracy, as published initially in 1987, had two prime
purposes: the first, to provide an introduction to central accounts of democracy
and, above all, to those of the Western tradition from ancient Greece to the
present day; the second, to offer a critical narrative about successive democratic
ideas in order to address the question, raised directly towards the end of the
book: what should democracy mean today? These remained the objectives of the
second edition, published in 1996, but in order to ensure their thorough
execution it became necessary to revise the original text in a number of ways.
Models needed revision in order to take account of transformations in politics
some of which were either unanalysed or unanticipated by the first edition. It
needed revision, moreover, in order to examine the considerable research and
scholarship undertaken in political thought in the last decade, some of which
has changed our understanding of aspects of the classic democratic heritage as
well as of contemporary political ideas and notions. And it needed revision
because the author of Models had altered the balance of his views in some
respects, alterations which could usefully be reflected in a new text.

A similar set of issues lies behind the third edition. It has been updated to take
account of political changes that are now shaping our world, and in the light of
new theoretical and historical work that alters how we should interpret aspects
of earlier political traditions. It has been revised because debates in political and
social theory have led to new innovations in democratic thinking. Thus, a new
chapter has been added on deliberative democracy (chapter 9), which is
concerned with the quality of democratic reasoning and the justification for
political action. Deliberative theorists focus on the development of citizenship,
on how to encourage ‘refined’ and ‘reflective’ political preferences and on
political rationality as inseparable from the idea of justification to others. These
are important notions worthy of careful analysis in a separate chapter.

The first two editions of Models of Democracy emerged, in part, as a set text for
an Open University course, ‘Democracy: From Classical Times to the Present’.
Many of my colleagues at the Open University offered detailed commentaries on
them. I would like to thank, in particular, Donna Dickenson, Bram Gieben,
David Goldblatt, Paul Lewis, Tony McGrew and David Potter for their extensive
advice. Moreover, in the preparation of the first and second editions I benefited
enormously from the comments of friends and colleagues at other universities.
I would like to thank David Beetham, Richard Bellamy, John Dunn, Anthony
Giddens, John Keane, Joel Krieger, Quentin Skinner, Michelle Stanworth and
John B. Thompson, among others.

Nearly twenty years after its inception, the Open University course has been
phased out, but Models of Democracy continues to be used as an introduction to
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democratic thought throughout the world. Cillian McBride has been
extraordinarily helpful in the development of the third edition. He has guided
me through the deliberative democracy literature (now vast) and has been a
sounding board when needed. I am deeply indebted to him. Ann Bone, Neil de
Cort, Anne DeSayrah, Ellen McKinlay, Gill Motley, Breffni O’Connor, Sue Pope
and Marianne Rutter provided indispensable aid in the process of the
manuscript’s publication. I am very grateful to them all.

I owe a special debt to my father, Peter Held, to whom the third edition is
dedicated. He is a wise and reflective citizen, and a great supporter} and
interlocutor. ?

Finally, I want to acknowledge my children, as I did in previous editions, for
constantly showing me that there is more to life than the polis and for being
good enough citizens ~ just! Thank you Rosa, Joshua and Jacob.

DH



Introduction .

The history of the idea of democracy is curious; the history of democracies is
puzzling.

There are two striking historical facts. First, political leaders of extraordinarily
diverse views profess to be democrats. Political regimes of all kinds describe
themselves as democracies. Yet what these regimes say and do is often
substantially different from one to another throughout the world. Democracy
appears to legitimate modern political life: rule-making and law enforcement
seem justified and appropriate when they are ‘democratic’. But it has not always
been so. From ancient Greece to the present day the majority of political
thinkers have been highly critical of the theory and practice of democracy. A
general commitment to democracy is a very recent phenomenon.

Second, while many states today may be democratic, the history of their
political institutions reveals the fragility and vulnerability of democratic
arrangements. The history of twentieth-century Europe alone makes clear that
democracy is a remarkably difficult form of government to create and sustain:
fascism, Nazism and Stalinism came very close to eradicating it altogether.
Democracy has evolved through intensive social struggles and is frequently
sacrificed in such struggles. This book is about the idea of democracy, but in
exploring the idea we cannot escape too far from aspects of its history in thought
and practice.

While the word ‘democracy’ came into English in the sixteenth century from
the French démocratie, its origins are Greek. ‘Democracy’ is derived from
demokratia, the root meanings of which are demos (people) and kratos (rule).
Democracy means a form of government in which, in contradistinction to
monarchies and aristocracies, the people rule. Democracy entails a political
community in which there is some form of political equality among the
people. ‘Rule by the people’ may appear an unambiguous concept, but
appearances are deceptive. The history of the idea of democracy is complex
and is marked by conflicting conceptions. There is plenty of scope for
disagreement.

Definitional problems emerge with each element of the phrase: ‘rule’? - ‘rule
by’? — ‘the people'? To begin with ‘the people”:

* Who are to be considered ‘the people’?

¢ What kind of participation is envisaged for them?

¢ What conditions are assumed to be conducive to participation? Can
the disincentives and incentives, or costs and benefits, of participation be
equal?
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The idea of ‘rule’ evokes a plethora of issues:

« How broadly or narrowly is the scope of rule to be construed? Or, what is the
appropriate field of democratic activity?

« If ‘rule’ is to cover ‘the political’ what is meant by this? Does it cover: (a) law
and order? (b) relations between states? (c) the economy? (d) the domestic or
private sphere?

Does ‘rule by’ entail the obligation to obey?

1

¢ Must the rules of ‘the people’ be obeyed? What is the place of obligatioxﬁ and
dissent?

¢ What roles are permitted for those who are avowedly and actively ‘mon-
participants’?

e Under what circumstances, if any, are democracies entitled to resort to
coercion against some of their own people or against those outside the sphere
of legitimate rule?

The potential areas for disagreement do not stop here. For, from ancient
Greece to the contemporary world, there have also been fundamentally different
opinions expressed about the general conditions or prerequisites of successful
‘rule by the people’. Do the people have, for instance, to be literate before
becoming democrats? Is a certain level of social wealth necessary for the main-
tenance of a democracy? Can democracies be maintained during times of
national emergency or war? These and a host of other issues have ensured that
the meaning of democracy has remained, and probably always will remain,
unsettled.

There is much significant history in the attempt to restrict the meaning of ‘the
people’ to certain groups: among others, owners of property, white men,
educated men, men, those with particular skills and occupations, white adults,
adults. There is also a telling story in the various conceptions and debates about
what is to count as ‘rule’ by ‘the people’. The range of possible positions
includes, as one commentator usefully summarized them:

1 That all should govern, in the sense that all should be involved in legislating,
in deciding on general policy, in applying laws and in governmental
administration.

2 That all should be personally involved in crucial decision-making, that is to
say, in deciding general laws and matters of general policy.

3 That rulers should be accountable to the ruled; they should, in other words,

be obliged to justify their actions to the ruled and be removable by the ruled.

That rulers should be accountable to the representatives of the ruled.

That rulers should be chosen by the ruled.

That rulers should be chosen by the representatives of the ruled.

7 That rulers should act in the interests of the ruled. (Lively, 1975, p. 30)

[=) IS, I

Positions taken derive in part from different ways of justifying democracy.
Democracy has been defended on the grounds that it comes closest among the
alternatives to achieving one or more of the following fundamental values or
goods: rightful authority, political equality, liberty, moral self-development, the
common interest, a fair moral compromise, binding decisions. that take
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everyone’s interest into account, social utllity, the satisfaction of wants,
efficient decisions. Within the history of the clash of positions lies the struggle
to determine whether democracy will mean some kind of popular power (a
form of life in which citizens are engaged in self-government and self
regulation) or an aid to decision-making (a means to legitimate the decisions of
those voted into power — ‘representatives’ — from time to time). What should be
the scope of democracy? To what domains of life should it be applied? Or,
alternatively, should democracy be clearly delimited to maintain other
important ends?

These are extremely difficult questions. Analysis of the variants of
democracy, the chief task of this book, does not resolve them, although it may
help to illuminate why certain positions are more attractive than others. In
focusing on the chief variants, this volume will set out some of the political
options we face today. But it is as well to say that these options do not present
themselves in a simple, clear-cut manner. The history of democracy is often
confusing, partly because this is still very much an active history, and partly
because the issues are very complex (R. Williams, 1976, pp. 82-7). It is
important to say also that my account of the myriad of issues is helped, as are
all such accounts, by a particular position within this active history: a belief that
democratic ideas and practices can in the long run be protected only if their
hold on our political, social and economic life is extended and deepened. The
precise nature of this view and the reasons I have for holding it will, I hope, be
clarified later, but it does mean that I am inevitably more sympathetic to some
democratic theorists than others.

The book is divided into three parts. Part One sets out four classic models of
democracy: the classical idea of democracy in ancient Athens; the republican
conception of a self-governing community (elaborated in two variants:
protective and developmental republicanism);! liberal democracy (again,
elaborated in two different variants: protective democracy and developmental
democracy); and the Marxist conception of direct democracy. Part Two explores
five more recent models that have spawned intensive political discussion and
conflict: competitive elitist democracy, pluralism, legal democracy, participatory
democracy and deliberative democracy. Part Three examines some of the central
problems of democratic theory and practice, and addresses the question: what
should democracy mean today? This question is pursued by means of an
appraisal of the contemporary relevance of the democratic heritage within the
context of the nation-state as well as against the background of the development
of dense interconnections among states and societies.

Thus, the concerns of Models of Democracy span some of the earliest
conceptions of democracy, the eclipse of these ideas for nearly two millennia,
the slow re-emergence of democratic notions in the course of the Renaissance
and, from the late sixteenth century, during the struggle of liberalism against
tyranny and the absolutist state, the reformulation of the idea of democracy in
the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in both the liberal and Marxist

! Ttis important to note that not all conceptions of republicanism were democratic. Chapters
2 and 3 explore the leading conceptions and their relation to democracy.
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traditions, and the clash of contemporary perspectives. In focusing Models of
Democracy in this way, prime attention is given to the development of
democracy in the West. This is because the story of the development of
different variants of democracy is in part the story of the formation of certain
political ideas and practices which crystallized most clearly in the West.
Debates about the nature of democracy have been particularly intensive within
the European and North American intellectual traditions, although to state this
is by no means to claim that everything of importance about the nature of
democracy originated in, or was fully understood or expressed in, Europe and
North America alone (see Bernal, 1987; Springborg, 1992). Although the
emphasis here will be on the Western democratic tradition, the significance of
other strands of thought and of other political regions will be introduced later.2

The models of democracy at the centre of the following chapters are set out in
figure 1, as are the very general relations between them. All but one of the models
could reasonably be divided into two broad types: direct or participatory
democracy (a system of decision-making about public affairs in which citizens are
directly involved) and liberal or representative democracy (a system of rule
embracing elected ‘officers’ who undertake to ‘represent’ the interests and/or
views of citizens within the framework of ‘the rule of law’).® These broad
classificatory labels will occasionally be used for the purpose of grouping together
a number of models. However, they will be deployed only on a highly restricted
basis; for one of the central purposes of this volume is to explicate and assess a far
wider range of arguments about democracy than are suggested by these two
general notions alone. There is a great deal to be leammed, for instance, about the
differences between classical democracy, developmental republicanism, direct
democracy and participatory democracy, even though they all might be labelled a
type of ‘direct democracy’. To focus on them merely as forms of the latter is to risk
missing significant divergencies between them - divergencies which justify a more
complex classificatory system. A similar point can be made about ‘variants’ of
liberal democracy. Accordingly, the terms listed in figure 1 will be generally used.
The context of their use should clarify any ambiguity about the type of democracy
under discussion and the similarities and differences between them.*

2 In addition, it should be noted that the origins of certain ideas in particular cultures and
nations do not necessarily restrict their value or utility to those places. The language of self-
determination and autonomy cannot simply be appraised in relation to its initial social context
{see, in particular, chs 10 and 11 below).

? Deliberative democracy, as will be seen in chapter 9, seeks to break this mould directly.

* There are additional terminological difficulties which should be mentioned. Among the
most central political traditions, at least for modern Western political thought, is, of course,
liberalism. It is important to bear in mind that the ‘modern’ Western world was liberal first, and
only later, after extensive conflicts, liberal democratic (see chs 2 and 3). It should be stressed
that by no means all liberals, past and present, were democrats, and vice versa. However, the
development of liberalism was integral to the development of liberal democracy. Therefore,
while I shall treat liberalism and liberal democratic theory as distinguishable modes of political
thought in certain contexts, I shall also, especially in later chapters, use the term ‘liberalism’ to
connote both liberalism and liberal democracy. Again, the context in which these terms are
used will, I hope, leave no ambiguity as to their meaning.
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Introduction

The development of democracy encompasses a long and much contested
history. The field of democratic theory comprises a vast range of considerations
and debates. Both this history and the debates need to be understood if the
changing meaning of democratic discourse over time — its key concepts, theories
and concerns — is to be grasped. In cutting a path through this terrain, Models of
Democracy offers a map of the key positions and arguments, as well as a series of
critical reflections upon them. However, although the book covers a substantial
range of issues, it is as well to stress that it is selective. In including four classic
models (and some of their variants), I have been guided by the supposition that
a fairly extensive coverage of a number of the most central ideas and theo?ies is
preferable to a superficial glimpse of them all. Therefore, I have not included an
analysis of certain political traditions which, in some people’s lexicon, have
made significant contributions to democratic theory, for example, that of the
anarchists. There are other lacunae. I had originally planned to dwell at
considerable length on the origin, source and context of each major theoretical
trajectory in democratic theory. It was necessary to forgo this in order to keep
the length of the volume to a manageable level, although I have tried to provide
a brief historical and theoretical introduction to each model. In addition, I
should perhaps emphasize that I have selected only those ‘models of
democracy’ which I consider to be of central importance to classic and/or
contemporary political debate.

There are three additional matters I should like to stress about the approach
taken in this book and about the assumptions that underpin it. First, a word
about the notion of ‘models’.’ As I use the term here it refers to a theoretical
construction designed to reveal and explain the chief elements of a democratic
form and its underlying structure of relations. An aspect of public life or set of
institutions can be properly understood only in terms of its connections with
other social phenomena. Models are, accordingly, complex ‘networks’ of
concepts and generalizations about aspects of the political realm and its key
conditions of entrenchment, including economic and social conditions.

Moreover, models of democracy involve necessarily, as will presently be seen,
a shifting balance between descriptive-explanatory and normative statements;
that is, between statements about how things are and why they are so, and
statements about how things ought to or should be. While the classical Greek
theorists often intended their work to be both descriptive and prescriptive,
offering a unified teaching of ethics, politics and the conditions of human
activity, many ‘modern’ theorists from Hobbes to Schumpeter claimed to be
engaged in an essentially ‘scientific’ exercise which was non-normative, as they
saw it. Hobbes fundamentally altered the tradition of political theory by sharply
separating morals and politics; for him political analysis was to be a ‘civil science’
built upon clear principles and closely reasoned deductions. The rise of the social
sciences (in particular, the disciplines of ‘government’ and sociology) in the late
nineteenth and twentieth centuries added momentum to the view that the study

® In setting out the idea of ‘models’ of democracy, I am indebted to the work of C, B.
Macpherson (1977). The terms ‘protective’ and ‘developmental’ democracy also derive from his
work (1966, 1973, 1977). However, I shall develop these ideas in a substantially different way.
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of democracy must be based on the pursuit of science. There has been a marked
shift in the weight granted to ‘scientific method’ in the explication of the meaning
of democracy. But ‘science’ has by no means triumphed everywhere over
‘philosophy’; and a purely empirical approach to democratic theory has been
extensively criticized. Furthermore, irrespective of the proclaimed method used
in political analysis, one can find in all models of democracy an intermingling of
the descriptive and the normative. As one observer put it:

Some democratic theorists have seen clearly enough that their theories are such
a mixture. Some have not, or have even denied it. Those who start from the tacit
assumption that whatever is, is right, are apt to deny that they are making any
value judgements. Those who start from the tacit assumption that whatever is, is
wrong, give great weight to their ethical case (while trying to show that it is
practicable). And between these two extremes there is room for a considerable
range of emphasis. (Macpherson, 1977, p. 4)

In examining past, present and perhaps future models of democracy, it is
important to inquire into their key features, their recommendations, their
assumptions about the nature of the society in which democracy is or might be
embedded, their fundamental conceptions of the political capabilities of human
beings, and how they justify their views and preferences. And in assessing these
models we must attend to the nature and coherence of theoretical claims, to the
adequacy of empirical statements and to the practicality of prescriptions.

Second, in presenting a diversity of democratic models, I have tried to keep my
own ‘prejudices’ under tight rein, so that an accurate representation of these
models is given. But all ‘representation’ involves interpretation - interpretation
which embodies a particular framework of concepts, beliefs and standards. Such
a framework is not a barrier to understanding; on the contrary, it is integral to it
(see Gadamer, 1975). For the framework we bring to the process of interpretation
determines what we ‘see’, what we notice and register as important. Accordingly,
particular interpretations cannot be regarded as the correct or final
understanding of a phenomenon; the meaning of a phenomenon is always open
to future interpretations from new perspectives. Interpretations are, therefore,
always open to challenge. In the story that I tell some of my concerns, standards
and beliefs - ‘prejudices’ — do inevitably appear. While I believe that the most
defensible and attractive form of democracy is one in which citizens can, in
principle, extend their participation in and deliberation about decision-making
to a wide array of spheres (political, economic and social), I do not think any one
existing model alone provides a satisfactory elucidation of the conditions,
features or rationale of this democratic form. Part of my approach to assessing
‘models of democracy’ involves considering not only what democracy has been
and is, but also what it might be.

Finally, in focusing above all on democratic ‘ideas’, I do not mean to imply
that these ideas alone have been decisive in shaping political and social life.
Rather, in general, I believe that it is only when ideas are connected to propitious
historical circumstances and structural forces that they develop sufficient
influence to alter the nature and workings of institutional forms. However, this
statement itself needs careful qualification; for there are unquestionably
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circumstances in which the impact of particular political ideas has either
lingered with potent effects or had the most dramatic consequences. The place
of ideas in the historical process does not lend itself to easy generalization. But
whatever the relation between ‘ideas’ and ‘social conditions’, an examination of
models of democracy has its own justification, especially in a world like our own
where there is pervasive scepticism and cynicism about many aspects of
political life. In such a world it is more important than ever to examine the
possible ways in which politics — democratic politics - might be transforiped to
enable citizens more effectively to shape and organize their own lives. It i hard
to see how this task is possible without, among other things, an attempt to come
to terms with the development and fate of democratic ideas, practices and
institutions.

Accordingly, the chapters which follow have four overall objectives: first, to
introduce leading models of democracy in terms of their central ideas and broad
historical conditions; second, to set out the distinctiveness of each model in
contrast with previous models; third, to explore the strengths and weaknesses of
each model both in relation to what critics have said and in relation to the
general argument developed in the book as a whole; and, fourth, by way of a
conclusion, to present a novel understanding of democracy, albeit one that
leaves further questions to be addressed. Throughout, I have tried to ensure that
the reader has the clear opportunity to reflect upon arguments and positions
independently, but obviously I hope to interest the reader in the critical views I
develop. Models of Democracy is both an introduction and an interpretative
work, a work which takes one from the politics of city-states to nation-states
and, ultimately, to the terrain of international politics and global
transformations. The story of democracy, thus told, is the story of fundamental
alterations in the nature of political community and some of the key political
possibilities that we face, now and in the future.
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CLASSIC MODELS






1 Classical Democracy: Athens

In the fifth century Bc, Athens emerged as the most innovative and sophisticated
‘city-state’ or polis among many rival Greek communities.! The reasons for its
development and for the establishment of its extraordinary ‘democratic’ way of
life are not of prime concern here, although a few comments are in order.

From 800 to 500 BC, urban patterns of civilization slowly crystallized in the
Greek world; many small, often tightly knit communities hugged the coastline,
while few could be found very far inland (see Finley, 1963, 1973a; P. Anderson,
1974a, pp.29-44). Initially, these cities were typically controlled by local
kingships but later, often after violent conflicts, they came to be dominated by
‘clan’ and ‘tribal’ hierarchies. One commentator describes these cities as
essentially ‘residential nodes of concentration for farmers and landowners: in
the typical small town of this epoch, the cultivators lived within the walls of the
city and went out to work in the fields every day, returning at night — although
the territory of the cities always included an agrarian circumference with a
wholly rural population settled in it’ (P. Anderson, 1974a, pp. 29-30). The growth
of land and overseas trade stimulated the development of particularly well-
placed coastal cities, some of which came to enjoy periods of sustained growth.

The political continuity of the early city-states was broken by the rise of the
‘tyrants’ or autocrats (¢.650-5108c), who represented the interests of those who
had recently become wealthy through either landownership or commerce and
trade. The clan and tribal order gave way to more tyrannous regimes. But.the
stability of these regimes was vulnerable to shifting alliances and coalitions. The
growth of wealth for some was not matched by improvements in the conditions
of the poorer classes, particularly those who were landless or owned small farms
and peasant holdings. An expansion in the population increased pressure on the
privileged, and a period of intensive social struggle ensued. In the complex and
intensive politics of the cities, concessions often had to be made to preserve a
balance of power; and the concessions that were made, notably in Athens but
also elsewhere, strengthened the economic autonomy of small and medium-
sized farmers as well as of some categories of peasants, creating a community of
smallholders (see Hornblower, 1992, pp.3—4). The status of these groups was
elevated further by important changes in military organization which made
moderately prosperous farmers and peasants, among others, central to the

! For the Greek term polis I shall use the term ‘city-state’ and, occasionally, ‘city-republic’,
The issues which underpin some scholars’ preference for ‘city-republic’ - issues concerning
when the idea of ‘the state’ was first formulated — will be addressed in the following two
chapters.
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community’s defence (see Mann, 1986, pp. 197-204). It was this change, perhaps
more than any other, that affected the future political structure of city-states.

A growing number of independent citizens enjoyed a substantial increase in
the scope of their activities with the expansion of slavery (a point returned to at
greater length below). It was the formation of a slave economy - in mining,
agriculture and certain craft industries — which, as has been remarked,
‘permitted the sudden florescence of Greek urban civilization . . . the free citizen
now stood out in full relief, against the background of slave labourers’ (P.
Anderson, 1974a, pp.36-7; cf. Dickenson, 1997, ch. 2). Greek city communities
acquired a growing sense of identity and solidarity. Clear lines of demarcation
were drawn between ‘insiders’ (citizens) and ‘outsiders’ (slaves and other
categories of people including all those, however respectable, who had come
from other communities and resettled). This identity was reinforced by a growth
in literacy which also aided the administration and control of people and
resources (although the ancient world remained predominantly an oral culture).

Innovations in the ‘constitutions’ of city-states followed, transforming the
written and unwritten legal codes which had been passed down through the
generations (see Finley, 1975). It appears that during the mid-sixth century the
first ‘democratic’ polity emerged in Chios, though others, all with their own
particularities and idiosyncrasies, soon formed. While Athens stands out as the
pinnacle of this development, the new political culture became fairly
widespread throughout Greek civilization, enfranchising the whole of the free
citizenry (cf. Hornblower, 1992, pp. 1-2). It is worth stressing that the emergence
of these early democracies did not result from a single set of events; rather, their
development was marked by a process of continuous change over many
generations. But the question remains: why was it that the developments
referred to above led to the creation of a type of democracy?

This is a difficult question, the answer to which is by no means fully clear. Of
all the factors that could be stressed, it was the conjunction perhaps of the
emergence of an economically and militarily independent citizenry in the
context of relatively small and compact communities that nurtured a
democratic way oflife (cf. Finley, 1983; Mann, 1986, ch. 7; Dunn, 1992, chs 1-3).
Political changes took place within geographically and socially demarcated
communities of a few thousand people living closely together either within one
urban centre or within the surrounding countryside.? In these communities,
communication was relatively easy, news travelled quickly and the impact of
particular social and economic arrangements was fairly immediate. Questions
of political culpability and responsibility were almost unavoidable, and the
kinds of obstacle to political participation posed by large, complex societies
were not yet significant. These factors — size, complexity and degree of political
heterogeneity — are of great importance in democratic theory, although, I shall
argue, the eventual demise of classical Greek democracy does not mean the end
of all historical opportunities for extensive participation in public affairs. But
having said this, it is as well to bear in mind that even in Athens the

¢ In fifth-century Athens, for a significant period the largest of the city-states, there were
estimated to have been between 30,000 and 45,000 citizens.
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composition of the demos consisted entirely of free adult males of strictly
Athenian descent.?

Political ideals and aims. 7. “.iv  ~ .. . L. AT
The development of democracy in Athens has been a central source of
inspiration for modern political thought (cf. Finley, 1983; Bernal, 1987). Its
political ideals — equality among citizens, liberty, respect for the law and justice
—have influenced political thinking in the West, although there are some central
ideas, for instance, the modern liberal notion that human beings are
‘individuals’ with ‘rights’, that cannot be directly traced to Athens. The legacy of
Athens was, however, by no means accepted uncritically by the great Greek
thinkers who examined its ideas and culture, including Thucydides
(¢.460-399BC), Plato (c.427-347Bc) and Aristotle (384-322BcC) (see Jones, 1957;
Farrar, 1992). Their works contain some of the most challenging and durable
assessments of the limitations of democratic theory and practice that have been
written. It is a remarkable fact that there is no major ancient Greek democratic
theorist whose writings and ideas we can turn to for the details and justification
of the classical democratic polis. Our record of this flourishing culture must be
pieced together from sources as diverse as fragments of writing, the work of the
critical ‘opposition’ and the findings of historians and archaeologists.

The ideals and aims of Athenian democracy are strikingly recounted in the
famous funeral speech attributed to Pericles, a prominent Athenian citizen,
general and politician. The speech, written down and probably recomposed by
Thucydides some thirty years after its delivery, extols the political strengths and
importance of Athens (see Finley, 1972). There are two passages in particular
that deserve to be highlighted:

Let me say that our system of government does not copy the institutions of our
neighbours. It is more the case of our being a model to others, than of our
imitating anyone else. Our constitution is called a democracy because power is
in the hands not of a minority but of the whole people. When it is a question of
settling private disputes, everyone is equal before the law; when it is a question
of putting one person before another in positions of public responsibility, what
counts is not membership of a particular class, but the actual ability which the
man possesses. No one, so long as he has it in him to be of service to the state, is
kept in political obscurity because of poverty. And, just as our political life is free
and open, so is our day-to-day life in our relations with each other. We do not get
into a state with our next door neighbour if he enjoys himself in his own way, nor
do we give him the kind of black looks which, though they do no real harm, still
do hurt people’s feelings. We are free and tolerant in our private lives; but in
public affairs we keep to the law. This is because it commands our deep respect.

We give our obedience to those whom we put in positions of authority, and we
obey the laws themselves, especially those which are for the protection of the
oppressed, and those unwritten laws which it is an acknowledged shame to
break.

3 Citizenship was on rare occasions granted to others but only with the approval of the
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... Here each individual is interested not only in his own affairs but in the affairs
of the state as well: even those who are mostly occupied with their own business
are extremely well-informed on general politics - this is a peculiarity of ours: we
do not say that a man who takes no interest in politics is a man who minds his
own business; we say that he has no business here at all. We Athenians, in our
own persons, take our decisions on policy or submit them to proper discussions:
for we do not think that there is an incompatibility between words and deeds;
the worst thing is to rush into action before the consequences have been
properly debated. (Pericles’ Funeral Oration, in Thucydides, The Peloponnesian
War, pp. 145, 147) ’

There are several important points that can be drawn from these lines. Pericles
describes a community in which all citizens could and indeed should participate
in the creation and nurturing of a common life. Formally, citizens faced no
obstacles to involvement in public affairs based on rank or wealth. The demos
held sovereign power, that is, supreme authority, to engage in legislative and
judicial functions. The Athenian concept of 'citizenship’ entailed taking a share
in these functions, participating directly in the affairs of the state. As Pericles
says: ‘We do not say that a man who takes no interest in politics is a man who
minds his own business; we say that he has no business here at all.’

Athenian democracy was marked by a general commitment to the principle
of civic virtue: dedication to the republican city-state and the subordination of
private life to public affairs and the common good. ‘The public’ and ‘the
private’ were intertwined, although, as Pericles points out, tolerance is
essential in order that people can enjoy themselves ‘in their own way’. None
the less, Athenian democrats tended to the view that ‘the virtue of the
individual is the same as the virtue of the citizen’ (see Lee, 1974, p.32).
Individuals could only properly fulfil themselves and live honourably as
citizens in and through the polis; for ethics and politics were merged in the life
of the political community. In this community the citizen had rights and
obligations; but these rights were not attributes of private individuals and
these obligations were not enforced by a state dedicated to the maintenance of
a framework to protect the private ends of individuals (see Sabine, 1963,
pp. 16-17). Rather, a citizen’s rights and obligations were connected to his
station; they followed from his existence qua citizen: they were ‘public’ rights
and duties. In contrast to later liberal positions, politics in this conception
demanded a great deal of people, yet this was not seen as a violation but as an
affirmation of their capacity for autonomy. Political order was presented as a
vehicle for expressing and realizing their nature (Farrar, 1992, p. 37). A fulfilled
and good life was only possible in the polis.

The peculiarly modern distinctions which began to emerge with Niccold
Machiavelli (1469-1527) and Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) between state and
society, specialized officials and citizens, ‘the people’ and government, are not
part of the political philosophy of the Athenian city-state. For this city-state
celebrated the notion of an active, involved citizenry in a process of self-
government; the governors were to be the governed. All citizens met to debate,
decide and enact the law. The principle of government was the principle of a
form oflife: direct participation. And the process of government itself was based



Classical Democracy: Athens

on what Pericles refers to as ‘proper discussions’, i.e. free and unrestricted
discourse, guaranteed by isegoria, an equal right to speak in the sovereign
assembly (Finley, 1973b, pp. 18-19). Accordingly, the ancient democratic polis
can be thought of as an attempt to enable men of different backgrounds and
attributes ‘to express and transform their understanding of the good through
political interaction’ (Farrar, 1992, p.38). Decisions and laws rested, it was
claimed, on conviction ~ the force of the better argument - and not mere
custom, habit or brute force. (The importance of public deliberation was not
emphasized again in political theory for a long time: see chs 2, 3 and 9.) The law
of the state was the citizens’ law. Before the law everyone was equal and, hence,
as Pericles puts it, ‘we keep the law’. Law is juxtaposed with tyranny, and
freedom, therefore, implies respect for the law. As one commentator aptly put it:
‘The Athenian did not imagine himself to be wholly unconstrained, but he drew
the sharpest distinction between the restraint which is merely subjection to
another man'’s arbitrary will and that which recognizes in the law a rule which
has aright to be respected and hence is in this sense self-imposed’ (Sabine, 1963,
p.18). If the law is properly created within the framework of the common life, it
legitimately commands obedience. In this sense, the notions of the rule of law,
due process and constitutional procedure find their earliest expression in the
politics of the Athenian city-state.

It seems that Athenians on the whole prided themselves on a ‘free and open’
political life in which citizens could develop and realize their capacities and
skills. It was clearly recognized that not everybody had the ability, for instance,
to command and lead the army or navy: differences in ability and merit were
acknowledged. But when Pericles proudly proclaimed that ‘our city is an
education to Greece’, he was speaking, above all, of a form of life in which ‘each
single one of our citizens, in all the manifold aspects of life, is able to show
himself the rightful lord and owner of his own person, and do this, moreover,
with exceptional grace and exceptional versatility’ (Thucydides, The
Peloponnesian War, pp.147-8). Through independence, status, education, art,
religion and, above all, participation in the common life of the city, the
individual could fulfil his ‘material powers’ and the telos (goal or objective) of the
common good. And the securing and realization of the citizen's proper role and
place in the city-state was precisely what was meant by justice.

One of the most remarkable descriptions of ancient democracy can be found
in Aristotle’s The Politics (written between 335 and 323Bc), a book which, while
examining ‘lawful’ and durable forms of rule, provided a detailed account of
democracy, albeit as a model of rule which Aristotle himself could not approve
of (indeed, he referred to it as a ‘transgression’ of good government). The
account analyses ‘the claims, ethical standards and aims’ of democracy and
clearly refers to the key features of a number of Greek democracies. The second
paragraph contains probably the finest and most succinct statement of classical
democratic institutions. The account is worth quoting at length:

A basic principle of the democratic constitution is liberty. People constantly
make this statement, implying that only in this constitution do men share in
liberty; for every democracy, they say, has liberty for its aim. ‘Ruling and being
ruled in turn’ is one element in liberty, and the democratic idea of justice is in
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fact numerical equality, not equality based on merit;* and when this idea of
what is just prevails, the multitude must be sovereign, and whatever the
majority decides iIs final and constitutes justice. For, they say, there must be
equality for each of the citizens. The result is that in democracies the poor have
more sovereign power than the rich; for they are more numerous, and the
decisions of the majority are sovereign. So this is one mark of liberty, one
which all democrats make a definitive principle of their constitution. Another
is to live as you like. For this, they say, is a function of being free, since its
opposite, living not as you like, is the function of one enslaved. This is the
second defining principle of democracy, and from it has come the idea of {not
being ruled’, not by anyone at all if possible, or at least only in alternation. This
[‘to be ruled by alternation’] is a contribution towards that liberty which is
based on equality.

From these fundamentals, and from rule thus conceived, are derived the
following features of democracy: (a) Elections to office by all from among all. (b)
Rule of all over each and of each by turns over all. (c) Offices filled by lot, either
all or at any rate those not calling for experience or skill. (d) No tenure of office
dependent on the possession of a property qualification, or only on the lowest
possible. (e) The same man not to hold the same office twice, or only rarely, or
only a few apart from those connected with warfare. (f) Short terms for all offices
or for as many as possible. (g) All to sit on juries, chosen from all and
adjudicating on all or most matters, i.e. the most important and supreme, such
as those affecting the constitution, scrutinies, and contracts between
individuals. (h) The assembly as the sovereign authority in everything, or at least
the most important matters, officials having no sovereign power over any, or
over as few as possible. . .. Next, (i) payments for services, in the assembly, in the
law-courts, and in the offices, is regular for all (or at any rate the offices, the law-
courts, council, and the sovereign meetings of the assembly, or in the offices
where it is obligatory to have meals together). Again (j), as birth, wealth, and
education are the defining marks of oligarchy, so their opposites, low birth, low
incomes, and mechanical occupations, are regarded as typical of democracy. (k)
No official has perpetual tenure, and if any such office remains in being after an
early change, it is shorn of its power and its holders selected by lot from among
picked candidates.

These are the common characteristics of democracies. (Aristotle, The
DPolitics, pp.362—4)

For the democrat, liberty and equality are, according to Aristotle, inextricably
linked. There are two criteria of liberty: (1) ‘ruling and being ruled in turn’, and
(2) ‘living as one chooses’. In order to establish the first criterion as an effective
principle of government, equality is essential: without ‘numerical equality’, ‘the
multitude’ cannot be sovereign. ‘Numerical equality’, i.e. an equal share of
the practice of ruling, is said by classical democrats to be possible because
(1) participation is financially remunerated so that citizens are not worse off as a
result of political involvement, (2) citizens have equal voting power, and (3)

4 Pericles’ conception of the democratic principle of equality indicates a place for an explicit
recognition of merit. Aristotle’s account, in contrast, stresses that the democratic idea of
equality is equality of condition and outcome. Aristotle’s discussion of these two kinds of
equality in The Politics is among the earliest statements of this important distinction. (See
Aristotle, The Politics, pp. 195-8.)
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there are in principle equal chances to hold office. Thus understood, equality is
the practical basis of liberty. It is also the moral basis of liberty; for the belief that
people should have an equal share of ruling justifies the first criterion of liberty
(‘ruling and being ruled in turn’). While this strong commitment to equality
might conflict (as many, including Aristotle, have argued) with liberty as
measured by the second criterion (‘living as one chooses’), democrats hold that
there must be some limits to choice if one citizen's freedom is not to interfere
unjustly with another’s. So long as each citizen has the opportunity of ‘ruling
and being ruled in turn’, the risks associated with equality can be minimized
and, therefore, both criteria of liberty can be met. On Aristotle’s account, then,
classical democracy entails liberty and liberty entails strict political equality - a
matter which caused him to express grave reservations about democracy,
despite his general affirmation of the nation, which was to be highly influential
in the development of Renaissance political thought, that human beings are
political animals who can only find fulfilment within the polis (see ch. 2 below).
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Institutional features [ESS TR EE T

The institutions described in Aristotle’s second paragraph further clarify the
truly radical nature of ancient democracy. It is hardly surprising that Marx and
Engels took it as a source of inspiration; their own model of a properly
democratic order, the Paris Commune of 1871, is outlined by them in a way that
suggests a remarkable number of common features with Athens. Figure 1.1 sets
out the basic Athenian institutional structure.’

The citizenry as a whole formed the key sovereign body of Athens: the
Assembly. The Assembly met over forty times a year and had a quorum of 6,000
citizens (the minimum number of people whose presence was required for the
proper or valid transaction of business). All major issues such as the legal
framework for the maintenance of public order, finance and direct taxation,
ostracism and foreign affairs (including assessing the performance of the
military and navy, forming alliances, the declaration of war, the concluding of
peace) came before the assembled citizens for deliberation and decision. The
Assembly decided the political commitments of the Athenian state. While
unanimity (homonoia) was always sought in the belief that problems could only
be resolved correctly in the common interest, the possibility of major differences
of opinion and clashes of individual interest was clearly recognized. The
Assembly allowed intractable issues to go to a formal vote with majority rule
(Larsen, 1948). Voling was both a way of making explicit differences of
judgement and a procedural mechanism to legitimate a solution to pressing
matters. The Greeks probably invented the use of formal voting procedures to
legitimate decisions in the face of conflicting positions. But the ideal remained
consensus, and it is not clear that even a majority of issues was put to the vote
(see Mansbridge, 1983, pp. 13-15).

5 The basic structure of Athenian democracy developed in the context of, and existed side by
side with, a number of regulatory institutions (for instance, the Areopagus, a Council of Elders)
which predated it and continued to have some influence even after the end of democracy in
Athens in the late 320s (see Hornblower, 1992).
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CITIZENRY )
(Athenian males over 20 years, subdivided into ten ‘tribes’ based on residence)

(The tribes covered a total of 140 local territorial demes
or wards: units of local government)

ASSEMBLY

(or Ecclesio)
(The key sovereign body, with a minimum of 40 sessions a year and a quorum of
6,000 citizens for plenary sessions and other special occasions) *

l
®

COUNCIL OF 500
(Executive and steering committee of Assembly
composed of men over 30 years)

TSN

10 MILITARY GENERALS MAGISTRATES «————— COURTS
(B) (An office held as  (With large popular
a rule by board juries of over 201,
© of 10) 501 or more
A) citizens over the
age of 30)
A)

COMMITTEE OF 50
(To guide and make proposals to the Council)

PRESIDENT OF COMMITTEE
(Held office for one day only)

Methods of election or selection

(A) The ten tribes each sent fifty councillors to the Council, drawn from the demes. Demes
elected candidates in rough proportion to their size to ‘represent’ them in Council
and in other offices. The initial choice of candidates was determined by lot. Those
‘elected’ were put forward into a ‘pool’ of candidates. Finally, the candidates who
would actually serve were selected from the pool, again by lot. This method was said
to equalize everybody’s chance of holding office. The terms of office were short
(one year) with typically no provision for immediate re-election. All elected officials
were paid for their services, as was attendance in the Assembly at certain times.

These were chosen by the citizenry by direct election and eligit;le for repeated
re-election.

®

—

(C) The Committee was made up by rotation from the Council and served for one-tenth
of the yearly term of office.

Figure 1.1 Classical democracy: Athens. (Based on the constitution of Kleisthenes, reforms of
which were adopted in 507 B¢ and later amended in the 460s and 403 to include payment for
public office and payment for attendance in the Assembly.)

Sources: Finley (1963, 1983); Sabine (1963); P, Anderson (1974a); Hornbiower (1992).

The Assembly was too large a body to prepare its own agenda, to draft
legislation and to be a focal point for the reception of new political initiatives
and proposals. A Council of 500 took responsibility for organizing and proposing
public decisions; it was aided, in turn, by a more streamlined Committee of 50
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(which served for one month) with a president at its head (who could only hold
office for one day). While courts were organized on a similar basis to the
Assembly, the executive functions of the city were carried out by ‘magistrates’,
although their own power was diffused by ensuring that even these posts were
held by a board of ten. Nearly all such ‘officials’ were elected for a period of one
year (with service typically restricted to two occasions in a lifetime). Further, in
order to avoid the dangers of autocratic politics or clientage associated with
direct elections, a variety of methods of election was deployed to preserve the
accountability of political administrators and the state system more generally,
including the rotation of tasks, sortition or lot and direct election.
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The extraordinary innovations of Athenian democracy rested in large part on its
exclusivity. The classical polis was marked by unity, solidarity, participation,
public deliberation and a highly restricted citizenship. The state reached deeply
into the lives of its citizens, but embraced only a small proportion of the
population. Citizens were engaged together not only in activities such as
administration, military service, lawmaldng, jury service, religious ceremonies,
games and festivals, but also in the surveillance and control of large numbers of
people who could play no part at all in the state. In the first instance, Athenian
political culture was an adult male culture. Only Athenian men over the age of 20
were eligible for active citizenship. Ancient democracy was a democracy of the
patriarchs; women had no political rights and their civic rights were strictly limited
(although married women fared rather better in this latter respect than single
women). The achievements of classical democracy were directly linked to the
politically unrecognized work and domestic service of women (and children).®

There were large numbers of residents in Athens who were also ineligible to
participate in the formal proceedings. These included ‘immigrants’ whose
families had settled in Athens several generations earlier. But perhaps by far the
biggest category of politically marginalized people was the slave population. It is
estimated that the proportion of slaves to free citizens in Periclean Athens was at
least 3:2, a slave population of some 80,000~100,000 (Andrewes, 1967;
P. Anderson, 1974a). Slaves were utilized in nearly all forms of agriculture,
industry and mining, as well as in domestic settings. Athenian slavery and
democracy seem to have been indivisible. The hiatus between the formal and
actual basis of Athenian political life is striking. Classical conceptions of political
equality were far removed from ideas about ‘equal power’ for all adults; political
equality was a form of equality for those with equal status (male and Athenian
born), and even then, as we shall shortly note, equal status did not really mean
the opportunity for equal political influence. The legendary democracy was
intimately connected to what one might call the ‘tyranny of citizens’.

Thus, whether we can legitimately refer to Athens as a democracy at all is a
question that at least has to be posed. Unquestionably, the politics of ancient

§ Athenian native freewomen were regarded as ‘citizens’ only for genealogical purposes; they

could not participate in politics. Their citizenship was instrumental for the purpose of
producing citizen sons (see Dickenson, 1997, ch. 2).
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Athens rested on a highly undemocratic base. But it is worth stressing, as Finley
has done, that the choice between ‘rule by the few’ or ‘rule by the many’ was ‘a
meaningful choice’, and that the ‘rights’ that various groups claimed for
themselves, and bitterly fought for, were of the greatest significance, even though
‘“‘the many” were a minority of the population’ (Finley, 1983, p.9). Both the
remarkable achievements and the strict limits of Athenian democracy need to be
appreciated.

If one puts aside for a moment the issues concerning the restricted
membership of the city-republic and the tensions and conflicts it wauld have
inevitably generated, and focuses instead on some of the internal features of the
new democratic order, then it is possible to glimpse significant difficulties
created by the innovative form of Athenian politics: difficulties which, arguably,
contributed to its incapacity to endure beyond the fifth and fourth centuries Bc.
Recorded history gives us very little access to the actual experiences and
practices of ancient democracy. But one of the most intriguing accounts we have
of its most compelling and negative qualities can be found in the writings of
Xenophon (in Rodewald, 1974). In the following excerpt he illustrates many of
the institutional features elaborated earlier by describing (or re-creating) a series
of incidents and debates that took place in about 406 Bc. The illustration
highlights both the striking political accountability established in Athens - the
direct involvement of citizens in the actual process of public decision-making —
and some of the sources of its difficulties. The extract refers to a notable
Athenian naval victory which, however, left many of the victor’s sailors dead.
Those in charge of the expedition were accused of unnecessarily leaving men in
wrecked boats to drown. As with many of the other accounts we have, it should
be remembered that this story was written by someone who was far from
sympathetic to democratic ideas. None the less, it does seem a vivid illustration
of political life as it was then and, hence, is worth reproducing:

Back home, the People removed from office all the Generals except Konon. Two
of the Generals who had taken part in the battle, Protomachos and Aristogenes,
did not return to Athens. When the other six — Perikles [son of the famous
Pericles], Diomedon, Lysias, Aristokrates, Thrasyllos and Erasinides — arrived,
Archedemos, who was at that time a leading popular politician and controller
of the War-Relief Fund, proposed the imposition of a fine on Erasinides and
brought him before a Court of Justice ... The Court decided that Erasinides
should be remanded in custody. After this the Generals made statements at a
meeting of the Council about the battle and the violence of the storm.
Timokrates then proposed that these Generals too should be taken into custody
and brought before the Assembly, and the Council had them taken into
custody.

Afterwards there was a meeting of the Assembly, at which a number of people,
and in particular Theramenes, attacked the Generals, saying that they should be
called on to explain why they had not rescued the men who had been
shipwrecked . . . Each of the Generals then spoke in his own defence - briefly, for
they were not offered the opportunity to deliver a speech as the law required.
They explained what had happened: they themselves were to sail in pursuit of
the enemy, and they had given the job of rescuing the shipwrecked to some of
the ship-captains, who were capable men and had served as Generals in the past
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... If anyone must be blamed, there was no-one whom they could blame for the
failure of the rescue operations other than those to whom the job had been
given. ‘And we shall not’, they added, ‘make the false assertion that they are to
blame, just because they are now making charges against us. We maintain that
it was the violence of the storm that made the rescue impossible.’ For this they
offered as witnesses the helmsmen and many others who had sailed with them.
With such arguments they were on the point of convincing the Assembly; many
citizens were standing up and offering to go bail for them. However, it was
decided that the matter should be adjourned to another meeting of the
Assembly, for by then it was late and it would have been impossible to count
votes, and that the Council should draft a motion as to what sort of trial the men
should have.

After this came the Apaturia festival, at which fathers and their families meet
together. Thus Theramenes and his supporters were able to arrange for men
dressed in black and with their hair close-shaven, of whom there were large
numbers at the festival, to attend the Assembly, as if they were kinsmen of those
who had perished; and they induced Kallixenos to attack the Generals in the
Council. Then came the meeting of the Assembly, at which the Council presented
its motion, which was moved by Kallixenos. It was in the following terms:
‘Resolved, that, since speeches in accusation of the Generals and speeches of the
Generals in their own defence have been heard at the previous Assembly, all the
Athenians do now is proceed to hold a ballot by constituencies; that for each
constituency there be two ums; that in each constituency a herald proclaim that
whoever thinks the Generals did wrong in failing to rescue those who won the
victory in the naval battle shall cast his vote in the first urn and whoever does not
think so shall cast his vote in the second urm; and that, if it be decided that they did
wrong, they be punished with death and handed over to the Eleven’ and their
property be confiscated. ..’

Then a man came forward and said that he had been saved by clinging to a
flour barrel and that those who were drowning told him, if he were saved, to
report to the People that the Generals had failed to rescue those who had fought
most gallantly for their fatherland.

Next a summons was served on Kallixenos for having made an illegal
proposal; Euryptolemos son of Peisianax and a few others were the sponsors of
it. Some of the People showed their approval of this, but the great mass shouted
out that it was monstrous if the People were not allowed to do whatever they
wished. Lykiskos took up this theme and proposed that, unless the summons be
withdrawn, those who had served it should be judged by the same vote as the
Generals; and as the mob broke out again in shouts of approval, they were forced
to withdraw the summons.

Then some members of the Presiding Committee declared that they would
not put the motion to the vote, since it was illegal. At this Kallixenos again
mounted the platform and made the same complaint against them as had been
made against Euryptolemos, and the crowd shouted that if they refused to put
the motion to the vote they should be prosecuted. This terrified the members of
the Committee, and all of them agreed to put the motion, except Socrates the
son of Sophroniskos; Socrates said that he would do nothing at all that was
contrary to law.

7 The translator of this passage explains the Eleven as ‘a board of officials, chosen annually
by lot, who were, inter alia, in charge of the prison and of executions’ (Rodewald, 1974, p. 128).
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Euryptolemos then rose and spoke as follows in defence of the Generals:

‘I have come to the platform, men of Athens, partly to accuse Perikles,
although he is my kinsman and dear to me, and Diomedon, although he is a
friend of mine, partly to speak in their defence, partly to recommend the
measures that seem to be in the best interests of the community at large ... The
course of action that I recommend is one that will make it impossible for you to
be misled, either by me or by anyone else, and will enable you to act with full
knowledge, in punishing those who have acted wrongly, and to inflict on them,
collectively and individually, whatever punishment you please. What I propose
is that you should allow them at least one day, if not more, to speak in their pwn
defence, so that you will be relying on your own judgement rather than tht of
others . . . Give these men a legal trial, men of Athens . . . a separate trial for each
of them. If this procedure is followed, those who have done wrong will suffer the
extreme penalty and those who are blameless will be set free, men of Athens, by
your decision; men who have done no wrong will not be put to death. You will
be observing the dictates of piety and the terms of your oath in giving them a
legal trial . . . What are you afraid of, that makes you want to act in such excessive
haste?. ..’

After making this speech, he put forward a motion that the men should be
tried in accordance with the decree of Kannonos, each of them separately: the
Council’s motion was that judgement should be passed on all of them together
by a single vote. When there was a show of hands to decide between the two
motions, they decided at first in favour of Euryptolemos’ proposal, but when
Menekles put in an objection under oath (alleging illegality), there was a fresh
vote, and this time the Council’s proposal was approved. They then voted on the
eight Generals who had taken part in the battle. The vote went against them, and
the six who were in Athens were put to death.

Not long afterwards the Athenians repented and voted that preliminary
plaints be lodged against those who had deceived the People, that they furnish
sureties until they come up for trial, and that Kallixenos be included among
them. Plaints were lodged against four others also and they were taken into
custody by their sureties, but later, during a civil disturbance, they escaped,
before being brought to trial. Kallixenos [later] returned ... to the city, but
everyone loathed him, and he died of starvation. Xenophon, History of Greece
1.7, in Rodewald, 1974, pp.2-6)

Xenophon's story highlights the accountability of officials and citizens to the
Assembly, popular control of commanding officers, extensive open debate, and
decisions by mass meetings, as well as a variety of other features of the Athenian
city-state. It illustrates also how this rich texture of participation was shaped by
the dependence of full participation on skills in oratory; clashes between rival
groups of leaders; informal networks of communication and intrigue; the
emergence of strongly opposed factions which were prepared to push for quick
and decisive measures; the vulnerability of the Assembly to the excitement of the
moment; the unstable basis of certain popular decisions; and the potential for
political instability of a very general kind due to the absence of some system of
checks on impulsive behaviour (see Rodewald’s helpful remarks, 1974, pp. 1-2,
19). A number of constitutionat checks were built into the structure of Athenian
democracy at a later date to safeguard it precisely against hasty irreversible
decisions. These changes tried to balance popular sovereignty with a
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constitutional framework capable of protecting enacted law and procedure,
although it is doubtful whether these changes were sufficient for this purpose (if
constitutional procedure alone can ever be, faced with highly determined
opponents).

Athenian politics seems to have been extraordinarily intensive and
competitive. Further, those who dominated the Assembly and Council tended to
be of ‘high’ birth or rank, an elite from wealthy and well-established families,
who had ample time to cultivate their contacts and pursue their interests. Since
power was not structured by a firm constitutional and governmental system,
political battles often took a highly personal form, often ending in the physical
removal of opponents through ostracism or death (Finley, 1983, pp.118-19). Itis
easy to exaggerate the frequency of these battles, to overstress the
representativeness of Xenophon’s narrative as an account of Athenian politics,
and to forget that Athens enjoyed relatively long periods of political stability.
None the less, Athens’s political stability is probably to be explained less in terms
of the internal workings of the political system, and more in terms of its history
as a successful ‘conquest-state’.® Successful military engagement accompanied
the development of Athens; there were few years without war or military
conflict. And military success brought material benefits to nearly all strata of the
Athenian citizenry, which no doubt contributed to the formation of common
ground among them, ground which is likely to have been quite solid — while
victory lasted.

The critics SERERERIETRE

Citizens’ equal rights to participate in the Assembly, to be heard before it and to
hold public office, while they certainly did not come close to creating equal
power for all citizens, were sufficient in themselves to be regarded with dismay
by Athens’s most famous critics, among them Plato. Plato’s indictment of
democracy in The Republic is worth dwelling on for a moment, for it contains
criticisms that are still often levelled at democracy if it is taken to mean
something more than a vote on periodic occasions, and even by some (legal
democrats) if it is taken to mean merely the latter.

Plato’s youth was overshadowed by the Peloponnesian war, which ended in
defeat for Athens. Disillusioned with the city’s demise, and with the
deteriorating standards of leadership, morality and law, culminating in the trial
and death of Socrates in 399 Bc, Plato came ever more to the view that political
control must be placed in the hands of a minority (Lee, 1974, pp. 11ff). He set out
his views against a backdrop of four types of constitution: oligarchy (a system of
rule modelled on Sparta’s military aristocracy), timocracy (rule by the wealthy),
democracy (rule by the people) and tyranny (rule by a single dictator). In
discussing democracy, Plato was essentially drawing on his experience in
Athens. While he was critical of aspects of all four constitutions, he was scathing
about democracy, which he defined as a form of society which ‘treats all men as
equal, whether they are equal or not’ and ensures that ‘every individual is free to

8 All these points are made superbly by Finley (1983).
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do as he likes’ (Plato, The Republic, pp. 375, 376).° This commitment to ‘political
equality’ and ‘liberty’ is, according to Plato, the hallmark of democracy and the
basis of its most regrettable characteristics.

Democracy has a series of interconnected failings (see Lee, 1974, pp.27-30).
These can be unfolded from, among other sources, the two famous metaphors
in The Republic of the ship’s captain (p.282) and the keeper of a ‘large and
powerful animal’ (p.288). It is worth beginning with the tale of the ship’s
captain.

Suppose the following to be the state of affairs on board a ship or shipL The
captain [or ship-owner] is larger and stronger than any of the crew, but a bit
deaf and short-sighted, and similarly limited in seamanship. The crew are all
quarrelling with each other about how to navigate the ship, each thinking he
ought to be at the helm; they have never learned the art [or the skill or
technique] of navigation and cannot say that anyone ever taught it them, or
that they spent any time studying it; indeed they say it can’t be taught and are
ready to murder anyone who says it can. They spend all their time milling
round the captain and doing all they can to get him to give them the helm. If
one faction is more successful than another, their rivals may kill them and
throw them overboard, lay out the honest captain with drugs or drink or in
some other way, take control of the ship, help themselves to what’s on board,
and tumn the voyage into the sort of drunken pleasure-cruise you would expect.
Finally, they reserve their admiration for the man who knows how to lend a
hand in controlling the captain by force or fraud; they praise his seamanship
and navigation and knowledge of the sea and condemn everyone else as
useless. They have no idea that the true navigator must study the seasons of the
year, the sky, the stars, the winds and all the other subjects appropriate to his
profession if he is to be really fit to control a ship; and they think that it’s quite
impossible to acquire the professional skill needed for such control (whether or
not they want it exercised) and that there’s no such thing as an art of navigation.
With all this going on aboard aren’t the sailors on any such ship bound to
regard the true navigator as a word-spinner and a star-gazer, of no use to them
at all? (Plato, The Republic, p.282)

The ‘true navigator’ denotes the minority who, equipped with the necessary skill
and expertise, has the strongest claim to rule legitimately. For the people (the
crew) conduct their affairs on impulse, sentiment and prejudice. They have
neither the experience nor the knowledge for sound navigation, that is, political
judgement. In addition, the only leaders they are capable of admiring are
sycophants: ‘politicians . . . are duly honoured. . . [if] they profess themselves the
people’s friends’ (The Republic, p.376). All who ‘mix with the crowd and want to
be popular with it’ can be directly ‘compared ... to the sailors’ (p.283). There
can be no proper leadership in a democracy; leaders depend on popular favour
and they will, accordingly, act to sustain their own popularity and their own
positions. Political leadership is enfeebled by acquiescence to popular demands
and by the basing of political strategy on what can be ‘sold’. Careful judgements,

? Note the equation of ‘individuals’ with ‘all men’ when Plato is, in fact, referring here to male
citizens.
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difficult decisions, uncomfortable options, unpleasant truths will of necessity be
generally avoided. Democracy marginalizes the wise.

The claims of liberty and political equality are, furthermore, inconsistent with
the maintenance of authority, order and stability. When individuals are free to
do as they like and demand equal rights irrespective of their capacities and
contributions, the result in the short run will be the creation of an attractively
diverse society. However, in the long run the effect is an indulgence of desire and
a permissiveness that erodes respect for political and moral authority. The
young no longer fear and respect their teachers; they constantly challenge their
elders and the latter ‘ape the young’ (The Republic, p.383). In short, ‘the minds
of citizens become so sensitive that the least vestige of restraint is resented as
intolerable, till finally . . . in their determination to have no master they disregard
all laws’ (p.384). ‘Insolence’ is called ‘good breeding, licence liberty,
extravagance generosity, and shamelessness courage’ (p.380). A false ‘equality
of pleasures’ leads ‘democratic man’ to live from day to day. Accordingly, social
cohesion is threatened, political life becomes more and more fragmented and
politics becomes riddled with factional disputes. Intensive conflict between
sectional interests inevitably follows as each faction presses for its own
advantage rather than that of the state as a whole. A comprehensive
commitment to the good of the community and social justice becomes
impossible.

This state of affairs invariably leads to endless intrigue, manoeuvring and
political instability: a politics of unbridled desire and ambition. All involved
claim to represent the interests of the community, but all in fact represent
themselves and a selfish lust for power. Those with resources, whether from
wealth or from a position of authority, will, Plato thought, inevitably find
themselves under attack; and the conflict between rich and poor will become
particularly acute. In these circumstances, the disintegration of democracy is, he
contended, likely. ‘Any extreme is likely to produce a violent reaction. .. so from
an extreme of liberty one is likely to get an extreme of subjection’ (The Republic,
p-385). In the struggle between factions, leaders are put forward to advance
particular causes, and it is relatively easy for these popular leaders to demand ‘a
personal bodyguard’ to preserve themselves against attack. With such
assistance, the popular champion is a short step from grasping ‘the reins of
state’. As democracy plunges into dissension and conflict, popular champions
can be seen to offer clarity of vision, firm direction and the promise to quell all
opposition. It becomes a tempting option to support the tyrant of one’s own
choice. But, of course, once possessed of state power tyrants have a habit of
attending solely to themselves.

For Plato tyranny in itself was not a stable resolution to the problems of
democracy. Tyrants are rarely ‘true navigators’. In the second well-known
metaphor involving the ‘large and powerful animal’ (the mass of the people),
Plato makes it clear that it is not enough for its keeper to know how to control
the beast by a study of its moods, wants and habits. If the animal is to be properly
cared for and trained it is important to know which of the creature’s tastes and
desires are ‘admirable or shameful, good or bad, right or wrong’ (The Republic,
p. 288). Plato’s position, in brief, is that the problems of the world cannot be
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resolved until philosophers (the class of ‘guardians’) rule; for only they, when
fully educated and trained, have the deliberative faculty to harmonize all
elements of life under ‘the rule of wisdom’. Following Socrates, Plato believed
that ‘virtue is knowledge’; that is, that ‘the good life’, for both individuals and
collectivities, is an objective phenomenon: it exists independently of the diverse
states of being at any given moment and can be grasped through systematic
study. It is the philosopher’s rigorously acquired knowledge that justifies his
suitability for power. It is his capacity to arrange things in the most
advantageous way that recommends that the principle of governme’nt be the
principle of enlightened despotism. !

The details of Plato’s position need not concern us here at any length; it will
suffice to know that his position in The Republic is motivated by the desire to
answer the question ‘What is justice?’ Starting from a conception of a natural
division of labour in which classes of individuals can find their proper role
(roughly as rulers, soldiers or labourers), the task set for the philosopher
becomes one of investigating this division in order (1) to encourage the
particular virtues proper to each kind of labour (wisdom, courage, temperance),
and (2) to ensure that individuals perform their correct functions. Individuals
and states are conceived as organic wholes in which, when the whole is healthy,
it is possible for people to perform their functions, satisfy their needs, fulfil
themselves and, thus, dwell in an efficient, secure and strong state (see Ryle,
1967). Under these circumstances justice can prevail and the good life can be
realized (see Annas, 1981).

In Plato’s view and, more generally, in ancient Greek thought, it is worth
bearing in mind that the freedom the state secures is not so much for the
individual per se, but for his ability to fulfil his role in the universe. Such a theory
differs markedly, as one commentator aptly noted, ‘from one which pictures
social relations in terms of contract or agreement [between human beings as
“individuals”] and which therefore conceives the state as primarily concerned
with maintaining liberty of choice’ (Sabine, 1963, p. 49). This notion, dominant in
the liberal tradition from the seventeenth century, would have been anathema to
Plato. His work defends the idea of a harmonious unity between ‘the public’ and
‘the private’. The state secures the basis for the citizen to practise his calling.

The position Plato set out in The Republic was modified in subsequent works,
notably in The Statesman and The Laws. These books acknowledge that, in an
actual as opposed to an ideal state, rule cannot be sustained without some form
of popular consent and participation. The importance of the rule of law as a
mode of circumscribing the legitimate scope of those in positions of ‘public’
power — philosopher-kings — is also affirmed. Significantly, a theory of a ‘mixed
state’, combining elements of monarchy and democracy, was introduced,
anticipating positions later developed by Aristotle and Renaissance
republicans.'® Plato even devised a system of proportional voting which later

1% The idea of a ‘mixed state’, deploying different principles of organization in order to
counter one another and achieve a balance of political forces, is of course of great significance
in the history of political theory and practice. Plato may have been the first to elaborate this
idea, although this cannot be confirmed. The theory of a ‘mixed state’, or separation of powers,
will be discussed later when the thought of Machiavelli, Locke and Montesquieu is examined.
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was to find a parallel in the writings of figures, like John Stuart Mill. But these
ideas were not on the whole developed systematically, and Plato’s attempt to
introduce an element of democracy into his conception of a desirable system of
rule did not amount to a novel democratic model.

The classical model of democracy (summarized in model I) and its critique
have both had an enduring impact on modern Western political thought: the
former as a source of inspiration for many democratic thinkers and the latter as
a warning of the dangers of democratic politics. However, neither the model nor
its critique had immediate theoretical and practical influence beyond the life of
the ancient city-states. The model itself did not re-enter European political
thought until the Italian Renaissance and the flourishing of the Italian city-
republics, and it was not until Rousseau (1712-78) and, later still, Marx (1818-83)
and Engels (1820-95) that many aspects of the idea of direct citizen participation
were fully re-examined, rearticulated and readvocated (see chs2 and 4 below).
Plato’s critique, along with the critical reflections of other Greek political
thinkers, has had a particularly profound influence in relatively recent times. For
his writings about the moral limitations of democracy ‘have never’, as one
commentator aptly noted, ‘been surpassed in force and urgency’ (Dunn, 1979,
p.-17). How seriously we must take the critique and its application to other
democratic models is something that will have to be returned to later. Certainly,
positions similar in spirit to that of Plato’s have been of the utmost significance

‘In: sum mod‘elll

N

' CIass:caI Democrécy> ‘

J }“f\; \‘

.

A ;“P"1< R 12'-,‘

ens |n Jegnsiatl\ie

) Key feafu(es ‘,.\“
- Dlrectpgrtlcgpat” on,of cmz

‘Aic}? bUb

hed A,\v

Payment for pubhcﬂsérv!ces

Genera/vcdndltlons ,:; Hop, D & - ;V,;‘: T ,J; L C
: : -
Smallsacltystatejwnh;agncultural hmterland Alro et e
Slave economyac geatlng tfree’ tlme forv cmzens meel - -
Domestlc §ervice 7hat 1s, the labour of’WoMen freeing men for pﬁbhc dutles

) Restncilon off c’mzenshlp to relatlvely small Tumbers’ ool



CLASSIC MODELS

historically. As one critic of democratic theory rightly stressed, ‘the great
preponderance of political thinkers ... have insisted upon the perversity of
democratic constitutions, the disorderliness of democratic politics and the
moral depravity of the democratic character’ (Corcoran, 1983, p.15). Until the
early eighteenth century few who recorded their views at length thought
democracy a desirable way of organizing political life.

The eclipse of Athenian democracy, in the context of the rise of empires,
strong states and military powers, can be traced both to internal factors and to
its changing fortunes overseas. The Athenian state rested upon a productive
system that depended in large measure on slaves — to work, above all, the
Laureion silver mines which funded vital corn imports (cf. P. Anderson, 1974a,
chs1 and 2; Hansen, 1991). This economic structure was vulnerable to unrest
and conflict at home and abroad. The radically democratic nature of the state
appears to have increased this vulnerability; for the absence of a bureaucratic
centre, along with, at best, only loosely coordinated institutional divisions
within ‘government’, exacerbated difficulties of managing the economy and an
extended trade and territorial system. Moreover, given an increase in the costs
of warfare as a result of changes in fighting techniques, weapons and the
deployment of mercenaries, Athens could not easily manage the central
coordination of larger and more varied military forces without undermining its
own political and social structures (see Mann, 1986, pp. 223-8). More extensively
organized and authoritarian states did not have this difficulty and, accordingly,
Athens, along with other Greek cities, eventually lost its independent status and
was incorporated into rival empires and powers.

The Athenian city-state shared features with republican Rome (see Finley,
1983, pp. 84ff). Both were predominantly face-to-face societies and oral cultures;
both had elements of popular participation in governmental affairs; and both had
little, if any, centralized bureaucratic control. Furthermore, both sought to foster
a deep sense of public duty, a tradition of civic virtue or responsibility to ‘the
republic’ - to the distinctive matters of the public realm. And in both polities, the
claimns of the state were given a unique priority over those of the individual
citizen, But if Athens was a democratic republic, contemporary scholarship
generally affirms that Rome was, by comparison, an essentially oligarchical
system. Despite the inclusion of Hellenic conceptions of the state in the works of
Roman thinkers (notably in Cicero, 10643 Bc), and the inclusion of the citizen-
born peasants and emancipated slaves in the political community, elites firmly
dominated all aspects of Rome’s politics. Rome’s military history — its
extraordinary record of territorial expansion and conquest — helps to explain
how and why Rome was able to sustain formal commitments to popular
participation, on the one hand, and very limited actual popular control, on the
other. Although, as will be seen in the following chapter, Rome was to have a
fundamental influence on the dissemination of ideas associated with a self-
governing order, from the ancient world it is the heritage of the classical Greek
tradition, and of the model of Athenian democracy in particular, that it is
especially important to come to terms with in the history of democratic thought
and practice.



Republicanism: Liberty,
Self-Government and the
Active Citizen

In ancient Athens a citizen was someone who participated in ‘giving judgement
and holding office’ (Aristotle, The Politics, p. 169). Citizenship for free adult men
meant participation in public 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 representatives 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 (cf. Bernal, 1987). The ancient
democracies are quite atypical regimes in recorded political history. The idea that
human beings could be active citizens of a political order - citizens of their state
- and not merely dutiful subjects of a ruler has had few advocates from the
earliest human associations to the early Renaissance and the demise of
absolutism. This chapter will focus on the revival of the ideal of active 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
citizen in a republic’ fell from view for so long in political theory and practice.

The eclipse and re-emergence of homo politicus EREEEZE

The eclipse in the West of the ideal of the active 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 politicus is the homo credens 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 preoccupation with how humans could live in
communion with God (Pocock, 1975, p. 84). In sharp contrast to the Greek view
that the polis was the embodiment of political good, the Christian worldview
insisted that the good lay in submission to 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.
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Christianity certainly did not ignore questions about the rules and goals that
humans ought to accept in order to live a productive life. Although Christianity
was imposed on many communities, 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
different context. It has been suggested that the Christian affirmation of the
‘equality of men before God’, with its gesture to the possibility 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, Christianity was used to justify a diverse array of institutions,
including slavery and serfdom. But it contained contradictory elements, some of
which were later to become seeds of its own difficulties.

St Augustine’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 history of
the Church was ‘the march of God in the world’ 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 democracy. Moreover, while there were
some important political innovations 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 prevented 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 stagnation (cf.
Coleman, 2000).

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 translated from Arabic into Latin by the middle of the thirteenth century)
with the central teachings of Christianity. Among the many unsettling aspects of
Aquinas’s writings was the contention that while monarchy was the best form of
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government it ought not to be ascribed unlimited authority. In his view, a
monarch’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 no
authority in the interpretation of religious doctrine, the Church could ‘stand in
judgement’ over rulers. Furthermore, rebellion against a ruler was justified if
natural law was repeatedly violated. Thus, the idea of limited government,
central to the development of the liberal democratic tradition, was anticipated
by Aquinas, 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 anything like its modern form, could not be found.
There was no theoretical alternative — no alternative ‘political theory’ — to the
theocratic positions of pope and Holy Roman Emperor.! 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). International Christian society was conceived as being formed and
constituted by Christianity 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,
especially from the conflicts generated by the rise of national states and by the
Reformation, that the idea of the modern state was born, and the ground was
created for the general development of a new form of political regulation.

Within medieval Europe the economy was dominated by agriculture, and any
surplus generated was subject to competing claims. A successful claim
constituted a basis to create and sustain a degree 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 capital. They formed distinctive social and
political structures and frequently enjoyed independent systems of rule
specified by charters. 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 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 century, 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 dynasties of German kings, although its actual
significance, like that of the Empire more generally, varied considerably over time. At its height,
the Holy Roman Empire represented an attempt, under the patronage of the Catholic Church,
to unite and centralize the fragmented power centres of Western Christendom into a politically
unified Christian empire. The polities federated under the Empire spread from Germany 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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The reforging of republicanism . ) .

Republicanism began to enjoy something of a revival by the late eleventh
century. At this time, a number of northern Italian communities established
their own ‘consuls’ or ‘administrators’ to run their judicial affairs in defiance of
papal as well as imperial claims to legal control (see Skinner, 1992, pp. 57-69).
Towards the end of 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, effectively making them independent city-states, or
city-republics, as some commentators prefer.? Moreover, the podesta were
elected positions, held for strictly limited periods of time, accountable to the
councils and, ultimately, to citizens of the city - male householders 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, ‘they represented 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 and absolutist
rulers who maintained that they alone held the legitimate right of decision over
state affairs. But reservations need 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 the podesta, in many cases, initially the nominees of the nobility. This
frequently resulted in civil instability, with groups of excluded citizens
mobilizing to form their own separate 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 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 a self-governing
regime until the late eighteenth century, the rest being superseded much earlier
by new systems of hereditary power. '

2 If the idea of the state is reserved for the notion of an impartial or legally circumscribed
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)

Divided into electorall districts or contrada
A

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

(B)

HEAD OF GRAND COUNCIL
(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.

(B) 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 Skinner (1992).

The second reservation relates directly to the use of the word ‘democracy’ in
connection with city-republics. For the first century 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 Aristotle’s usage, it took on
a pejorative connotation and became associated with the 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 government) in which the ‘common people’ can become tyrannical,
threatening to level all social distinctions and earned privileges (cf. Aquinas, De
regimine principum, pp. 2-82). In fact, some strains of Renaissance
republicanism are better thought of as a form of aristocratic or noble
republicanism 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 resemblance to modern
democratic polities with their emphasis on universal suffrage, the right of all
adults to oppose their government 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 institutional innovations, which, in
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the context of the prevalence of Christian monarchism, offered an important
example of the possibility 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 eighteenth 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-government is the basis of liberty, together with
the right of citizens to participate — within a constitutional framework which
creates 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 highest political ideal is the
civic freedom of an independent, self-governing people. The community in its
entirety ‘must retain the ultimate sovereign authority’, assigning its various rulers
or chief magistrates ‘a status no higher than that of elected officials’ (Skinner,
1989, p. 105). Such ‘rulers’ must ensure the effective enforcement of the laws
created by the community for the promotion of its own good; for they are not
rulers in a traditional sense, but ‘agents’ or ‘administrators’ of justice.

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 was the Roman republic especially which inspired
their thinking. Unlike the democracies of ancient Greece, which, in their view,
were prone to instability, civil strife and internal weakness, Rome set out a model
of governance which linked liberty not only with virtue but also with civic glory
and military power. 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, ‘freedom
meant freedom from the arbitrary power of tyrants, together with the right of
citizens to run their common affairs by participating in government. “Virtue”
meant patriotism and public spirit, a heroic willingness to set the common 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 classical
writings of such figures as Cicero (106-43 Bc), Sallust (86-¢.35 BC) and Livy (59
BC-aD 17) and, in particular, on their histories 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:

The commonwealth [res publica) is the people’s affair [populi resl; and the
people is not every group of men, associated in any manner, 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, p. 124)
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Sallust linked the rise of Rome with its achievement of liberty, and argued that it
is when civic virtue prevails that citizens are the most able successfully to pursue
glory for themselves. Indeed, he wrote in glowing terms that ‘it almost passes
pelief what rapid progress was made by the whole state [Rome] when once it had
gained its liberty; such was the desire for glory that had possessed men’s hearts’
(The Conspiracy of Catiline, p. 179). And Livy, in his History of Rome, held that
the expansion of republican power could be linked directly to respect for
authority, religious 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 civic virtue presided over factionalism; that is, when the
common business of citizens, conducted by them for the public good, prevailed
over the tendency to corrupt political practices - the pursuit of private interests
in public affairs. 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, two 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 ‘developmental’
and ‘protective’ 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 liberalism. The terms
capture, as will be shown, important differences within and across these
traditions. In the broadest sense, developmental theorists stress the intrinsic
value of political participation for the development of citizens as human beings,
while protective 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 classical democratic heritage and
on themes found among the philosophers of the Greek polis, notably their
exploration of the inherent value of political participation and of the polis as a
means to self-fulfilment. In this account, political participation is a necessary
aspect of the good life. By contrast, protective republican theory, which can be
traced to the influence of republican Rome and its historians, emphasizes the
highly fragile nature of civic virtue and its vulnerability to corruption if
dependent solely upon the political involvement of any one major grouping,
whether it be the people, the aristocracy or the monarchy. Accordingly,
protective republican theorists stress the overriding importance of civic
involvement in collective decision-making for all citizens if their personal liberty
is to be safeguarded.

Developmental republicanism received a profound and striking articulation
in the work of Marsilius of Padua, although it was not until the writings of
Rousseau in the eighteenth century that it probably acquired its most elaborate
statement. At the same time, Wollstonecraft added important critical insights.
Protective republicanism can be most closely associated with Machiavelli,
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although it was also elaborated later by such figures as Montesquieu and
Madison. Figure 2.2 summarizes these two republican threads. Taking these
developments chronologically, the focus below, in the first instance, is on
Marsilius of Padua.

Republicanism, elective government and popular sovereignty

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 Marsilius of Padua (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 papalist 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).2 The teaching of divine law and
the administration of religious ceremony should mark out the limits of the powers
of the priesthood. In championing a secular polity, under the control of an elective
government, Marsilius placed himself in complete opposition to the traditional
powers of the Church and to the prevailing 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 communities as, in principle, products
of reason and as the basis for humans to enjoy what they most naturally desire, a
‘sufficient 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 which, if pursued adequately, can mean that all
citizens can live well and realize the opportunities before them. The adequate
pursuit of this function is revealed when government operates for the common
benefit — and not for the private interests of a single faction or group, notably the
‘common mass’ (in Marsilius’s terms, farmers, artisans and financiers). Marsilius
distinguished ‘temperate’ and ‘diseased’ forms of rule by, among other things,
whether or not they act on behalf of the common good (Defensor pacis, p. 32).

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 jssue is
Marsilius’s concern to restrict the scope of papal authority in all aspects of governance.
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Ancient Greek polis Rome
(and its philgsophers) (and its historians)
T T
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 political participation for the
of decision-making and the development protection of citizens’ objectives and
of the citizenry interests

Marsilius of Padua  -..__

Rousseau

Wollstonecraft
Montesquieu*

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 sometimes shifted between these analytical types.

——» Political thinkers within each republican strand discussed in this chapter.
- - -» Patterns of influence across the two forms of republicanism.

HH  Patterns of influence which combined with later currents of thought.

* Discussed in chapter 3.

#x  Discussed in chapter 4.

Figure 2.2 Forms of republicanism

The second major theme unfolds from Marsilius’s judgement that the work of
government is 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 prosperity of the community. Rival authorities (above all, those of Church
and state) are a recipe for the erosion of law and order. A unitary coercive
authority 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 community 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 theme which runs the course of Marsilius’s magnum opus;
that is, that the ultimate ‘legislator’ or source of legitimate political authority in
the community is ‘the 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 whole body of the
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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 consent
of citizens.

For Marsilius, the people’s will is a more effective guarantee of government for
the common benefit than rule by the one (kingship or lordship) or the few
(aristocracy). Laws made by the many are both superior to and more likely to be
upheld than those made by other forms of rulership. They are superior because
when individuals publicly test their views and ends against those of others, they
are forced to modify them and accommodate to others (Defensor pacis,
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 reason, 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 to make the laws belongs, therefore, to the whole body of citizens 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 pacis,
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 circumstances, the community
is also likely to be a peaceful one because laws made with the consent of citizens
are laws which citizens feel an obligation to uphold. Law is ‘better observed by
every citizen' if each one is involved in ‘imposing it upon himself’ (p. 47).

By these arguments Marsilius did not mean to imply that all cijtizens must
govern simultaneously. Rather, he advocated a conception 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
‘administrators’ of city life — those whose duty it is to uphold the law for the
benefit of all citizens (Defensor pacis, pp. 22-33). All citizens can, in principle,
stand for office and enjoy, in tum, 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 ‘rulers’ are necessary to uphold this
‘proper standard’, they are in office as delegates, Marsilius insisted. Accordingly,
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those elected ‘are not and cannot be the legislator in the absolute sense, but only
in a relative sense and for a particular 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.

Marsilius, in accord with classical Athenian democracy and Aristotle’s
conception of politics, conceived of a citizen ‘as one who participates in the civil
community’, either in the government or in ‘the deliberative or judicial function’
of the polity (Defensor pacis, p. 49; cf. Aristotle, The Politics, p. 169). Citizenship is
the means to involvement in a shared enterprise orientated towards the
realization of the common good; and political participation is the necessary
vehicle for the attainment 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). Citizenship extends to the ranks of men
with taxable property, born or resident for a long period in their city, but excludes
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
below). And none advocated institutions and procedures which bore any direct
resemblance to democracy in its contemporary dominant form: liberal democracy,
with its commitment to embrace all mature adults (Skinner, 1992, p. 63; and ch. 3
below). 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
network of public relations and duties to which it gave rise.

The unqualified authority claimed by previous forms of rulership ~ 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 the people’s will’ (Gewirth, 1980, p. xli). The authority of
‘the people’ is, in principle, monistic, unchecked and ultimately unbalanced. 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 state
can clearly be distinguished from the power of those who 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’ -
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not yet a view of the nature of popular rule for a more sceptical age, one which
casts doubt on the beneficence and prudence of all, rulers and ruled alike.

From civic life to civic glory

By the time Marsilius published Defensor pacis, the institutions of elective
government were in decline in Padua and being replaced by hereditary rule. The
infighting and factional disputes that had characterized Paduan politics found
parallels in many other cities. The attempt to defend republican ideals in the
unstable circumstances of Italian public life required particularly compelling
arguments. Given that the ancient republics had suffered decline and defeat, 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 Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527), who
linked the case for forms of elective government and participative politics to the
prospects of civic welfare and civic glory, 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
republicanism — which sought to locate in civic involvement the conditions of
independence, self-rule and glorious endeavour. Florentine political culture
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 found between the powers of
the state and the powers of the citizen 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 distinctive and, in
many respects, compelling position emerges. The study of classical history
reveals, Machijavelli argued, that the jliree major forms of government —
monarchy, aristocracy and democracy/~ are inherently unstable and tend to
create a cycle of degeneration and corription. In passages which parallel strands
in Plato and Aristotle, Machiavelli held that after an initial period of positive
development monarchy tends to decay into tyranny, aristocracy into oligarchy
and democracy into anarchy, 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 emerged:

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)
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Machiavelli pointed directly to Athens as an example of a democracy which
degenerated because of its inability to protect itself from ‘the arrogance of the
upper class’ and ‘the licentiousness of the general public’ (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 subserving the good life or the natural rights of individuals)
which it was the task of government to articulate and sustain. There was no
natural or God-given framework to order political life. Rather, it was the task of
politics to create order in the world. Machiavelli conceived politics as the
struggle to win, utilize and contain power. Politics is thus ascribed a pre-
eminent position in social life as the chief constitutive 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
anything 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 virsZ — ‘a willingness to do whatever may
be necessary for the pursuit of civic glory’ - be instilled in people?’

Machiavelli stressed two key institutional devices as critical to the inculcation
of civic virtue: the enforcement of law and upholding 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 disclosed 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
democracy can promote the kind of culture on which virtiz depends. The best
example of such a government was, in Machiavelli’s opinion, Rome: Rome’s
‘mixed government’ (with its system of consuls, Senate and tribunes of the
people) was directly linked to its sustained 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 most likely to be able to balance the interests of rival
social groupings, particularly those of the rich and the 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
competition. None the less, his argument is a precursor of them, anticipating
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 will be forced
into some form of mutual accommodation. Ever watchful of their own positions,

¢ In putting the question in this way, and in exploring a response, I am following Skinner’s
admirable analysis of Machiavelli’s writings on this theme (1981, pp. 51-77).
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they will expend 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 opposed social forces and
dissension, far from eroding 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 basis of liberty may not just be a self-governing
regime and a willingness to participate in politics, but may also be conflict and
disagreement 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 communities have never increased in ‘dominion or
wealth’ except when they have been able to enjoy liberty (The Discourses, p. 275).
Under 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 mixed constitution 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 of expansion is, therefore, a necessary
prerequisite to the preservation of a collectivity’s liberty: the application of force
is integral to the maintenance of freedom. In so arguing, Machiavelli was firmly
placing the ends of the state or community above those of the individual, both
athome and abroad; ‘reasons of state’ held priority over the rights of individuals.
A person’s duties 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, ‘Machiavellianism’
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 anticipated certain of the dilemmas of liberalism (see
ch. 3, pp. 59-60), but resolved them ultimately in a profoundly anti-liberal way,
by granting priority to the preservation of society by whatever means necessary.

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 liberty to tyranny, but he thought the
latter might often be necessary to sustain the former. His judgement moved
uneasily between admiration of a free, self-governing people and admiration 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
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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 ‘free government’ was difficult
if not impossible to sustain in the actual political circumstances of Europe. Thus,
there was a clear necessity for the resourceful despot to impose his vision of state
and society and to create the 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 theory of democracy -
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 democratic
government, it is very important to be clear what is meant (see Plamenatz, 1963,
pp- 36-40). By the standards of his day he was, it should be stressed, a democrat;
that is, he conceived of political participation in broader terms than simply the
involvement 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 ‘dependants’, a category which included all women 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 less, his distinctive understanding of politics,
linking closely the case for self-determination with that of self-protection, was a
fundamental 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
developmental republicanism, the work of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78).

The republic and the general will = £ 7579 < ey = v,

Protective republicans hold, it has been shown, that political participation is a
necessary condition of liberty; a self-governing republic requires involvement in
the political process. Moreover, 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 significance 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 rearticulate this position in
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In sum: model lla
Protective Republicanism

Principle(s) of justification
Political participation is an essential condition of personal liberty; if citizens do not rule themselves,
they will be dominated by others

Key features
Balance of power between ‘the people’, aristocracy 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 possibfe mechanisms, including election of
consuls, or representatives to serve on ruling councils
Competing social groups promoting and défending their interests
Liberties of speech, expression and association
Rule of law :, o

General conditions
Small city community '
Maintenance of réligious worship
Society of independent artisans and traders * .
Exclusion of women, labourers and :’depgﬁdén”ts(‘in bolitics‘(expanding opportunities for male
citizens to participate in the public realm)
Intensive conflict among rival political associations

5
s

the face of both the absolutist claims of kings and the liberal onslaught 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 stipulations 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 the core republican ideas is among the most
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 Machiavelli of the eighteenth 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 ‘democracy’, which he associated with classical Athens. In his view,
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Athens alone 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 defensible form of government and the
legacy of republican Rome (although, in fact, it is not hard to see elements of
continuity with the Athenian heritage). But while Rousseau appears to have
admired Machiavelli, referring to him as ‘a gentleman and a good citizen’, he also
regarded his work as something of a 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 contented in their original ‘state of nature’, a period before
the development of civil governments. During this time humans were
fundamentally equal, living somewhat 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 ‘perished’ 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 experience of liberty could be achieved only by the
establishment of a system of cooperation upheld by alaw making and enforcing
body. Thus, people joined together to create through a ‘social contract’ —~ a new
basis of understanding and agreement, ‘perhaps never formally stated ...
everywhere tacitly admitted and recognized’ — the possibility of living together
under laws which treat all individuals equally and give all the opportunity to
develop their capacities securely (p. 60). The public association thus formed was
‘once called the city, and is now known as the republic or the body politic (p. 61).
For Rousseau the fundamental question was: ‘How to find a form of association
which will defend 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’ ( p. 60).

Rousseau saw individuals as ideally involved in the direct creation of the laws
by which their lives are regulated, and he affirmed the notion of an active,
involved 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 idea of self-rule is posited as an end in itself; a political
order offering opportunities 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
citizens (see The Social Contract, pp. 82, 114, and for a general account book 3,
chs 1-5). Rousseau set himself firmly against the post-Machiavellian distinctions
between state and civil society, government and ‘the people’ (although he
accepted, and this will be returned to below, the importance of dividing and
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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:

Sovereignty cannot be represented, for the same reason that it cannot be
alienated . .. 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
election 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 exercise of power by citizens 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 ‘general will’.

In order to grasp Rousseau’s position, it is important to distinguish the
‘general will’ from the ‘will of all: 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 regulations on the grounds of publicly reached agreement,
for they can only be genuinely obliged to comply with a law they have prescribed
for themselves with the general good in mind (p. 65; cf. 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 constitutes the basis of ‘political right’ (cf.
Manin, 1987, pp. 338-68; and see the discussion of impartialism on pp. 239-41
below for some interesting parallels with elements of contemporary deliberative
democracy).

Rousseau drew a critical distinction between independence and liberty:

Many have been the attempts to confound independence and liberty: two things
so essentially different, that they reciprocally exclude each other. When every
one does what he pleases, he will, of course, often do things displeasing to
others; and this is not properly called a free state. Liberty consists less in acting
according to one’s own pleasure, than in not being subject to the will and
pleasure of other people. 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 is to obey. (From letter 8, Oeuvres compleétes de J. J. Rousseau,
quoted in Keane, 1984a, p. 255)

Independence comprises the pursuit of self-interested projects without regard
for the position and will of others. Liberty, by contrast, 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).
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By ‘the same rights’ Rousseau did not simply mean equal political rights and
the equal application of all political rules to each citizen. However equal political
rights may be in law, they cannot be safeguarded, he maintained, in the face of
vast inequalities of wealth and power. 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 security and
independence of mind. Free of economic dependence, 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 organized 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’ (p. 96).

Rousseau argued in favour of a political system in which the legislative and
executive functions are clearly demarcated. 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 (The
Social Contract, book 3, chs 1, 11~14, 18).° Such a ‘government’ is necessary 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 (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 chosen either directly through elections or by lot
(pp. 136-9, 148).

Rousseau’s conception of republican government, summarized in model IIb,
represents in many respects the apotheosis of the attempt throughout the
republican tradition to link freedom and participation 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 régime ~ but also those of
later liberal democratic states. For his notion of self-government has been among
the most radical, contesting 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 system or recipe
for straightforward action. He appreciated some of the problems created by
large-scale, complex, densely populated societies, but did not pursue these as far

® 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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In sum: model Itb
Developmental Republicanism

Principle(s) of justification
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 constitute 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 ‘administrators’
Executive appointed either by direct election or by lot

General conditions
Small, non-industrial community

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

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

as one must (see, for example, The Social Contract, book 3, ch. 4; and Part Three
of this volume). Furthermore, Rousseau himself by no means thought that history
would culminate in the fulfilment of his model of democratic reason. He did not
think history unfolded progressively towards a better life; on the contrary, he was
sceptical of the Enlightenment’s view of progress, 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; J. 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 surmount these inequalities if it were to have any chance of becoming
entrenched, and that this was a highly unlikely prospect.

Rousseau’s insistence on the democratic nature of a community’s
government, however, sits uneasily with a number of restrictions he himself
imposed upon this polity. In the first instance, he too excluded all women from
‘the people’, i.e. the citizenry, as well as, it seems, the poor. Women are excluded
because, unlike men, their capacity for sound judgement is clouded by
‘immoderate passions’ and, hence, they ‘require’ male protection and guidance
in the face of the challenge of politics (see Rousseau, Emile, esp. book V;
Pateman, 1985, pp. 157-8). The poor appear to be outcasts because citizenship
is conditional upon a small property qualification (land) and/or upon the
absence of dependence on others (see Connolly, 1981, ch. 7).
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There are other notable difficulties. Rousseau has been portrayed as advocating
a model of democracy with, in the end, tyrannical implications (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 sovereignty 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 decisions of majorities but he
also posited no limits to the reach of the decisions of a democratic majority. In
fact, he thought that civic education 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 ‘public 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 challenging; but it was not systematically linked to
an account of politics 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 follow, there have been some
political thinkers who have returned to the central ‘moral’ of the republican
tradition, that is, that citizens must ‘never put their trust in princes’ and that ‘[ilf
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 government’ (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
conceptual framework which has as yet been insufficiently explored: its
gendered conception of citizenship.

The public and the private ffess#ebiine < i gy W Sy 50 T

The history of republican thought is, as one critic aptly noted, ‘ominously
dismissive of femininity and women’ (Phillips, 1991, p. 46). But one figure
especially stands out against the ‘male stream’, Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-97),
whose pioneering inquiry into the nature of the interconnections between the
public and the private realms is discussed below. Wollstonecraft’s work did not
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issue in a new model of a self-governing community or of democratic
government, but it is properly understood as a central contribution to the
analysis of the conditions for the possibility of democracy. As such, it sheds new
light on the strengths and limitations 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, Vindication of the Rights of Woman (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 respect for property and the propertied flow many ‘evils and vices of
this world’. The possibility of an active, knowledgeable citizenry depends on
freedom from poverty as well as freedom from a system 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 poverty
brutalizes the mind, living off wealth created by others encourages arrogance and
habitual idleness (pp. 252-3, 255). Human faculties 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’ (p. 252). And Wollstonecraft maintained, like 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 cunning 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 virtue of which they are the natural reward.
(Vindication, pp. 256~7)

However, unlike Rousseau and the republican tradition more broadly,
Wolistonecraft could not accept the powerful strand in political thinking which
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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 (cf.
Mary Astell, Some Reflections upon Marriage, first published 1700). For
Wolistonecraft, 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 husbands’
as well (p. 127). Given this standpoint, it is scarcely surprising, 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 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 ali sides to uphold; they were taught to be delicate, well mannered
and uninterested in worldly affairs. Women'’s rank in life prevented them from
performing the duties of citizens and, as aresult, profoundly degraded them (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 provided 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 challenge 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
experience and to live a life of virtue. Humans can — and have a right to - order
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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 (p. 91). What distinguishes Wollstonecraft's invocation of these classic
Enlightenment tenets, however, from that of nearly all her predecessors is that
she turned them against the ‘masculinist’ assumptions 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’ (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 citizens, 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 of reason is stifled by arbitrary authority in
many forms. Itis, in particular, ‘the pestiferous purple’, she says in a memorable
phrase, ‘which renders the progress of civilization a curse, and warps the
understanding’ (Vindication, 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 nobility, 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 mulitiplying
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 restructuring the sphere of private
relations, and there can be no satisfactory restructuring of ‘the private’ without
major transformations in the nature of governing institutions. Moreover, she
endeavoured 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 fis,
then, a critical condition of liberty in a rational and moral order.
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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’ (Vindication, pp. 252ff). With such
changes a woman might come to enjoy the opportunity to make a major
contribution to society: ‘she must not, if she discharge her civil duties, want
individually 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?’ (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 itselif.

Wollstonecraft’'s work makes a significant contribution to the illumination 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 radical 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 different conditions for the possibility of male and female involvement in
democratic politics. 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 arguments hovered uneasily between liberal
principles familiar since Locke’'s Second Treatise (in Two Treatises of
Government, discussed in the following chapter) and the more radical principles
of a participatory democracy. 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 (p. 90), but sadly it never appeared.
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 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 Wolistonecraft’s position are highlighted 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
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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 relations), 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 quite a radical one to take at the time
(most previous writers preoccupied with the position of women, as
Wollstonecraft herself pointed out, had generally addressed themselves
exclusively to upper-class ‘ladies’), it is curious that she thought to limit the
application of her doctrine to the middie 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, Wolistonecraft 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
discussion of women (and men) in the ‘ranks of the poor’, who — destined for
domestic employment or manual trades —would, even in a reformed society, still
need philanthropic attention and specialized schooling if they were to attain a
modicum of enlightenment (see Kramnick, 1982, pp. 40-4; Vindication, pp.
273f1).

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 previously noted, John Stuart Mill, who attempted to integrate
concerns about gender into a new version of liberal democratic arguments (see
pp. 88-91 below). 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
implications of many of Mary Wollstonecraft's ideas have begun to be
appreciated fully (see chs 7 and 10).

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
practitioners (see Pocock, 1975; Ball, 1988, ch. 3; Rahe, 1994). But different
contexts yielded quite different results. In Britain, strands of republican thought
continued to exert an impact, although they were most often enmeshed with
powerful indigenous currents 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 connotation shifted
strikingly, and the meaning of the ideal of the active citizen was altered. In the
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debate surrounding the US constitution, some of America’s ‘founding fathers’
repudiated ancient and Renaissance republicanism and sought to initiate a new
republican order for a country with a large population, extended territory and
complex commercial networks (cf. Ball, 1988, ch. 3; Rahe, 1994, pp. 3-18). In
revolutionary France republican ideas remained uppermost and became part of
the momentous challenge 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
understcod.

Across diverse backgrounds, thinking moved against reliance on virtuous
citizens and civic restraint as the basis of political community and shifted
towards a greater emphasis on the necessity to define and delimit the sphere of
politics carefully, unleash individual energies in civil society, and provide anew
balance between the citizen and government underwritten by law and
institutions. Over time, the fundamental meaning of 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 governmental encroachments, particularly by the legislature’
(Wood, 1969, pp. 608-9; and, for a discussion, Ball, 1988, pp. 54ff). 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.



The Development of Liberal
Democracy: For and Against
the State

The historical changes that contributed to the emergence of modern liberal and
liberal democratic thought were immensely complicated. Struggles between
monarchs and estates over the domain of rightful authority; peasant rebellions
against the weight of excessive taxation and social obligation; the spread of
trade, commerce and market relations; changes in technology, particularly
military technology; the consolidation of national monarchies (notably in
England, France and Spain); the growing influence of Renaissance culture;
religious strife and the challenge to the universal claims of Catholicism; the
struggle between church and state — all played a part. In the material that
follows, a number of these developments will be dwelt on, but it is useful to
clarify first the notion of the ‘absolutist’ state.

From the fifteenth to the eighteenth century two different forms of political
regime were dominant in Europe: the ‘absolute’ monarchies of France, Prussia,
Austria, Spain and Russia, among other places, and the ‘constitutional’
monarchies and republics of England and Holland (see Mann, 1986, ch. 14).
There are significant conceptual and institutional differences between these
regime types, although in terms of the history of state/society relations some of
the differences have been more apparent than real. Constitutional states will be
discussed shortly, but the focus in the first instance will be on absolutism.

Absolutism marked the emergence of a form of state based upon the
absorption of smaller and weaker political units into larger and stronger political
structures (at the beginning of the sixteenth century there were some 500 more
or less independent political units in Europe); a strengthened ability to rule over
a unified territorial area; an alteration and extension of fiscal management; a
tightened system of law and order enforced throughout a territory (linked to a
growing centralization of armed force); and the application of a more
‘continuous, calculable, and effective’ rule by a single, sovereign head (Poggi,
1978, pp. 60-1). Although the actual power of absolutist rulers has often been
overstated, these changes signalled a substantial increase in ‘public authority’
from above (see P. Anderson, 1974b). Certainly, absolutist rulers proclaimed that
they alone held the legitimate right of decision over state affairs. One of the most
remarkable statements of this view has been attributed to Louis XV:

In my person alone resides the sovereign power, and it is from me alone that the
courts hold their existence and their authority. That ... authority can only be
exercised in my name.... For it is to me exclusively that the legislative power
belongs. ... The whole public order emanates from me since I am its supreme
guardian. ... The rights and interests of the nation . . . are necessarily united with
my own and can only rest in my hands. (quoted in Schama, 1989, p. 104)
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The absolutist monarch claimed to be the ultimate authority on all matters of
human law, although it is important to note that this broad writ was understood
to derive from the law of God. The king's legitimacy was based on ‘divine right’.

The absolutist monarch was at the peak of a system of rule which was
progressively centralized and anchored on a claim to supreme and indivisible
power: sovereign power or sovereignty. This system was manifest in the routines
and rituals of courtly life. However, linked to the court there developed a new
administrative apparatus involving the beginnings of a permanent bureaucracy
and army (Mann, 1986, p. 476). If the French monarchy of the seventeenth
century represents the best example of an absolutist court, Prussia under the
Hohenzollern dynasty provides the best example of the ‘prototypes of
ministries’ (Poggi, 1990, p. 48). These ‘prototypes’ increased the state’s
involvement in the promotion and regulation of a hitherto unparalleled diversity
of activities. Absolutism helped set in motion a process of state-making which
began to reduce the social, economic, cultural and legal variation within states
and expand the variation among them (Tilly, 1975, p. 19).

According to one interpretation of these changes, the expansion of state
administrative power was made possible to a significant extent by the extension
of the state’s capacity for the collection and storage of information .about
members of society, and the related ability to supervise subject populations
(Giddens, 1985, pp. 14-15, 198ff; cf. P. Anderson, 1974b, pp. 15-42). As the state’s
sovereign authority expanded and its administrative centres became more
powerful, there was not simply, however, a concentration of power at the apex.
For the increase in administrative power increased the state’s dependence on
cooperative forms of social relations; it was no longer possible for the state to
manage its affairs and sustain its offices and activities by coercion alone. As a
result, greater reciprocity was created between the governors and the governed,
and the more reciprocity was involved, the more opportunities were generated
for subordinate groups to influence their rulers. Absolutism, in short, created
within itself a momentum towards the development of new forms of and limits
on state power — constitutionalism and (eventually) participation by powerful
groups in the process of government itseif.

The proximate sources of the modern state were absolutism and the inter-
state system it initiated. In condensing and concentrating political power in its
own hands, and in seeking to create a central system of rule, absolutism paved
the way for a national and secular system of power. But of all the developments
that helped trigger new ways of thinking about the proper form of the state, it
was perhaps the Protestant Reformation that was the most significant. For the
Reformation did more than just challenge papal jurisdiction and authority
across Europe; it raised questions about political obligation and obedience in a
most stark manner. To whom allegiance was owed ~ the Catholic Church, a
Protestant ruler, particular religious sects ~ was an issue that did not easily
resolve itself. The bitter struggles between religious factions which spread across
Europe during the last half of the sixteenth century, and reached their most
intensive expression during the Thirty Years’ War in Germany, made it clear that
religion was becoming a highly divisive force (see Sigler, 1983). Very gradually it
became apparent that the powers of the state would have to be separated from
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the duty of rulers to uphold any particular faith (Skinner, 1978, p. 352). This
conclusion alone offered a way forward through the dilemmas of rule created by
competing religions, all seeking to secure for themselves the kinds of privilege
claimed by the medieval Church.

However, it was not just the strife created by the Reformation that had a lasting
impact on political thought. For the teachings of Luther and Calvin contained at
their very heart an unsettling conception of the person as ‘an individual’. In the
new doctrines, the individual was conceived as alone before God, the sovereign
judge of all conduct, and directly responsible for the interpretation and enactment
of God’s will. This was a notion with profound and dynamic consequences. In the
first instance, it loosened the individual from the direct ‘institutional support’ of
the church and, in so doing, helped stimulate the notion of the individual agent as
‘master of his destiny’, the centrepiece of much later political reflection. It directly
sanctioned, in addition, the autonomy of secular activity in all domains which did
not directly conflict with moral and religious practice (see ch. 5 below, and Weber,
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism). This development, when joined
with the momentum for political change initiated by the struggle amongreligions,
and between religions and secular powers, constituted a major new impetus to re-
examine the nature of state and society.

The impetus was given added force by a growing awareness in Europe of a
variety of possible social and political arrangements, which followed in the wake
of the discovery of the non-European world (see Sigler, 1983, pp. 53-62). The
relationship between Europe and the ‘New World’, and the nature of the rights
(if any) of non-Europeans, became a major focus of discussion. It sharpened the
sense of a plurality of possible interpretations of the nature of politics (see S. Hall
and Gieben, 1992, ch. 6). The direction these interpretations actually took was,
of course, directly related to the context and traditions of particular European
countries. The changing nature of politics was experienced differently
throughout Europe. But it is hard to overestimate the significance of the
processes and events which ushered in a new era of political reflection.

In modern Western political thought, the idea of the state is often linked to the
notion of an impersonal and privileged legal or constitutional order with the
capability of administering and controlling a given territory. While this notion
found its earliest expression in the ancient world (especially in Rome), it did not
become a major object of concern until the late sixteenth century. It was not an
element of medieval political thinking. The idea of an impersonal and sovereign
political order, i.e. a legally circumscribed structure of power separate from ruler
and ruled with supreme jurisdiction over a territory, could not predominate
while political rights, obligations and duties were closely tied to religious
tradition, monarchical powers and the feudal system of property rights.
Similarly, the idea that human beings were ‘individuals’ or ‘a people’, with a
right to be citizens of their state, could not gain widespread currency until the
constraining influence of such institutions was weakened.

Among the traditions of political thought that emerged during these times two
were to become central: the republican tradition, discussed in the previous
chapter, and the liberal tradition, of which Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) and



Liberal Democracy

John Locke (1632-1704) were among the first exponents. Hobbes marks an
interesting point of transition between a commitment to absolutism and the
struggle of liberalism against tyranny. Locke, by contrast, signals the clear
beginnings of the liberal constitutionalist tradition, which became the dominant
thread in the changing fabric of European and American politics from the
eighteenth century.

It is important to be clear about the meaning of ‘liberalism’. While it is a
controversial concept, and its meaning has shifted historically, it is used here to
signify the attempt to uphold the values of freedom of choice, reason and
toleration in the face of tyranny, the absolutist system and religious intolerance
(cf. Macpherson, 1966; Dunn, 1979; Pateman, 1985; Rahe, 1994, esp. the
epilogue). Challenging clerical power and the Church, on the one side, and the
powers of ‘despotic monarchies’, on the other, liberalism sought to restrict the
powers of both and to define a uniquely private sphere independent of Church
and state. At the centre of this project was the goal of freeing the polity from
religious control and freeing civil society (personal, family and business life)
from political interference. Gradually, liberalism became associated with the
doctrine that individuals should be free to pursue their own preferences in
religious, economic and political affairs - in fact, in most matters that affected
daily life. While different ‘variants’ of liberalism interpreted this objective in
different ways, they were all united around the advocacy of a constitutional
state, private property and the competitive market economy as the central
mechanisms for coordinating individuals’ interests. In the earliest (and most
influential) liberal doctrines, it is important to stress, individuals were conceived
as ‘free and equal’, with ‘natural rights’; that is, with inalienable rights they were
endowed with at birth. However, it should also be noted from the outset that
these ‘individuals’ were regarded (once again) as men (see Pateman, 1988). It
was generally the male property-owning individual who was the focus of so
much attention; and the new freedoms were first and foremost for the men of
the new middle classes or the bourgeoisie (who were benefiting so directly from
the growth of the market economy). The dominance of men in public and
private life was largely left unquestioned by prominent thinkers.

The central problem facing liberal political theory was how to reconcile the
concept of the state as an impersonal, legally circumscribed structure of power
with a new view of the rights, obligations and duties of subjects. The question
was: how was the ‘sovereign state’ to be related to the ‘sovereign people’ who
were recognized as the legitimate source of the state’s powers? Most liberal and
liberal democratic theory has been faced with the dilemma of finding a balance
between might and right, power and law, duties and rights. For while the state
must have a monopoly of coercive power to provide a secure basis upon which
‘free trade’, business and family life can prosper, its coercive and regulatory
capability must be contained so that its agents do not interfere with the political
and social freedoms of individual citizens, with their pursuit of their particular
interests in competitive relations with one another.

In order to understand the nature of liberalism more fully, it is important to
examine its development in some detail. It is only by understanding the
emergence of the liberal tradition — and the questions it raised about the nature
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of sovereignty, state power, individual rights and mechanisms of representation
~ that it is possible to grasp the foundations of the new liberal democratic
models which began to emerge in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Two
such models will be examined in this chapter: ‘protective’ and ‘developmental’
democracy, models IIla and IIIb, respectively. These have clear parallels with
aspects of the republican models introduced in the previous chapter. Protective
democracy holds that, given the pursuit of self-interest and individually
motivated choices in human affairs, the only way to prevent domination by
others is through the creation of accountable institutions; developmental
democracy avers that political participation is a desirable end in itself and is a (if
not the) central mechanism for the development of an active, informed and
involved citizenry. In both strands of thinking elements of republican influence
can be detected, but neither strand can be understood properly if its special
origins in early liberal thought are not grasped. Accordingly, it is to the latter that
this chapter now turns and, in particular, to the early modern debate about the
nature and scope of the powers of monarchs and clergy. In this debate Hobbes
occupies a critical (if somewhat ambiguous) place.
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Power and sovereignty "~ - .7 SR T

In his great Leviathan (1651), Hobbes portrayed human beings as profoundly
self-interested, always seeking ‘more intense delight’ and a strong position, as
Machiavelli had held, from which to secure their ends. Conflicts of interest and
the struggle for power define the human condition. Hobbes emphasized ‘a
generall inclination of all mankind, a perpetuall and restlesse desire of Power
after power that ceaseth onely in Death’ (Leviathan, p. 161). From this
perspective, the idea that human beings might come to respect and trust one
another, honour contracts and cooperate politically, seems remote indeed.
However, writing against the backdrop of the English Civil War, Hobbes desired
to show that a consistent concern with self-interest does not have to lead, and
should not lead, to endless conflict and warfare. In order to prove this and to
establish, thereby, the proper form of the state, he introduced a ‘thought
experiment’, It is worth briefly examining this ‘experiment’, for it reveals in a
most acute form some of the issues that arise when considering the relation
between the individual and the state.

Hobbes imagined a situation in which individuals are in a state of nature —-
that is, a situation without a ‘Common Power’ or state to enforce rules and
restrain behaviour — enjoying ‘natural rights’ to use all means to protect their
lives and to do whatever they wish, against whomever they like, and to ‘possess,
use, and enjoy all that [t]he[y] would, or could get’ (Leviathan, part], chs 13-15).
The result is a constant struggle for survival: Hobbes’s famous ‘Warre of every
one against every one’. In this state of nature individuals discover that life is
‘solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short’ and, accordingly, that to avoid harm
and the risk of an early death, let alone to ensure conditions of greater comfort,
the observation of certain natural laws or rules is required (part I, ch. 13). Natural
laws are things the individual ought to adhere to in dealings with others if there
is sufficient ground for believing that others will do likewise (see Plamenatz,
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1963, pp. 122-32). Hobbes says of these laws that ‘they have been contracted
into one easie sum, intelligible, even to the meanest capacity; and that is, Do not
that to another, which thou wouldest not have done to thy selfe’ (see Leviathan,
chs 14, 15). There is much in what he says about laws of nature that is ambiguous
(above all, their relation to the ‘will of God’), but these difficulties need not
directly concern us here. For the key problem, in Hobbes’s view, is: under what
conditions will individuals trust each other enough to ‘lay down their right to all
things’ so that their long-term interest in security and peace can be upheld? How
can individuals make a bargain with one another when it may be, in certain
circumstances, in some people’s interest to break it? An agreement between
people to ensure the regulation of their lives is necessary, yet it seems an
impossible goal.

Hobbes’s argument, in short, is as follows: individuals ought willingly to
surrender their rights of self-government to a powerful single authority -
thereafter authorized to act on their behalf — because, if all individuals do this
simultaneously, the condition would be created for effective political rule, and
for security and peace in the long term. A unique relation of authority would be
created - the relation of sovereign to subject — and a unique political power
would be established: sovereign power or sovereignty ~ the authorized, hence
rightful, use of state powers by the person or assembly established as sovereign.
The sovereign’s subjects would have an obligation and duty to obey the
sovereign; for the office of ‘sovereign’ is the product of their agreement, and
‘sovereignty’ is a quality of this agreed position rather than of the person who
occupies it (cf. Benn, 1955; Peters, 1956; Skinner, 1989, pp. 112ff).

Itis important to stress that, in Hobbes’s opinion, while the office of sovereign
must be self-perpetuating, undivided and ultimately absolute, it is established
by the authority conferred by the people (Leviathan, pp. 227-8). The state’s right
of command and the subjects’ duty of obedience are the result of ‘consent’, the
circumstances individuals would have agreed to if there had actually been a
social contract. Although there is little about Hobbes’s conception of the state
which today we would call representative, he argues in fact that the people rule
through the sovereign. The sovereign is their representative: ‘A Multitude of
men, are made One Person, when they are by one man, or one Person,
Represented’ (Leviathan, p. 220). Through the sovereign a plurality of voices and
interests can become ‘one will’, and to speak of a sovereign state assumes,
Hobbes held, such a unity. Hence, his position is at one with all those who argue
for the importance of government by consent and reject the claims of the ‘divine
right of kings’ and, more generally, the authority of tradition. Yet, his
conclusions run wholly counter to the inferences of those who often take such
an argument to imply the necessity of some kind of popular sovereignty or
democratic representative government (for a fuller discussion of this theme, see
Heid, 1995, ch. 2).

Hobbes's position stands at the beginning of modern liberal preoccupations
with the need to establish both the liberty of the individual and sufficient power
for the state to guarantee social and political order. It is a decisive contribution
to the formation of liberalism, but it is a contribution that combines, like the
thought of Machiavelli, profoundly liberal and illiberal elements. It is liberal
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because Hobbes was concerned to uncover the best circumstances for human
nature to find expression; to explain or derive the most suitable form of society
and state by reference to a world of ‘free and equal’ individuals; and to
emphasize, in a novel way, the importance of consent in the making of a
contract or bargain, not only to regulate human affairs and secure a measure of
independence and choice in society, but also to legitimate, i.e. justify, such
regulation. Yet Hobbes’s position is also quite illiberal: his political conclusions
emphasize the necessity of a virtually all-powerful sovereign to create the laws
and secure the conditions of social and political life. Hobbes was not actually
asking his fellow countrymen to make a contract; he was asking them to
acknowledge the reasonable nature of the obligations that follow if one were to
presume that such a contract had been made (Leviathan, p. 728; see
Macpherson, 1968, p. 45). His conception of these obligations drastically tipped
the balance between the claims of the individual on the one hand, and the power
of the state on the other, in favour of the latter. The sovereign power of the
modern state was established, but the capacity of citizens for independent
action — albeit, it must be stressed again, male citizens with ‘high standing’ and
substantial property — was compromised radically. Hobbes sought to defend a
sphere free from state interference in which trade, commerce and the
patriarchal family could flourish: civil society. But his work failed, ultimately, to
articulate either the concepts or the institutions necessary to delimit state action
satisfactorily.

Citizenship and the constitutional state

John Locke’s famous objection to the Hobbesian argument that individuals
could only find a ‘peaceful and commodious’ life with one another if they were
governed by the dictates of an indivisible authority anticipated the whole
tradition of protective democracy. He said of this type of argument: ‘This is to
think that Men are so foolish that they take care to avoid what Mischiefs may be
done them by Pole-Cats, or Foxes, but are content, nay think it Safety, to be
devoured by Lions' (Locke, Two Treatises of Government, p. 372, para. 93). In
other words, it is hardly credible that people who do not fully trust each other
would place their trust in an all-powerful sovereign to look after their interests.
Locke approved of the revolution and settlement of 1688 in England, which
imposed certain constitutional limits on the authority of the Crown. He rejected
the notion of a great power pre-eminent in all spheres. For him, the institution
of ‘government’ can and should be conceived as an ‘instrument’ for the defence
of the ‘life, liberty and estate’ of its citizens; that is, government’s raison d’étreis
the protection of individuals’ rights as laid down by God’s will and as enshrined
in law (see Dunn, 1969, part 3).

Locke thought, as Hobbes had done, that the establishment of the political
world followed from the prior existence of individuals endowed with natural
rights. Like Hobbes, he was concerned about what form legitimate government
should take and about the conditions for security, peace and freedom. But the
way he conceived of these things was fundamentally different. In the important
second of his Two Treatises of Government (which was first published in 1690),
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Locke starts with the proposition that individuals were originally in a state of
nature: a ‘State of perfect Freedom to order their Actions, and dispose of their
Possessions and Persons as they think fit, within the bounds of the Law of
Nature, without asking leave, or depending upon the will of any other Man’ (Two
Treatises, p. 309, para. 4).! This state of nature, the basic form of human
association, is a state of liberty but not ‘a state of license’. Individuals are bound
by duty to God and governed by the law of nature. The law of nature (the precise
meaning of which is difficult to pin down in the Two Treatises) specifies basic
principles of morality: individuals should not take their own lives, they should
try to preserve each other and should not infringe upon one another’s liberty.
The law can be grasped by human reason but it is the creation of God, the
‘infinitely wise Maker’ (Two Treatises, p. 311, para. 6).

Within the state of nature, humans are free and equal because reason makes
them capable of rationality, of following the law of nature. Moreover, they enjoy
natural rights. The right to govern one’s affairs and to enforce the law of nature
against transgressors is presupposed, as is the obligation to respect the rights of
others. Individuals have the right to dispose of their own labour and to possess
property. The right to property is a right to ‘life, liberty and estate’ (Two Treatises,
p. 395, para. 123), though Locke also uses ‘property’ in the narrower sense to
mean the exclusive use of objects (cf. Macpherson, 1962; Plamenatz, 1963;
Dunn, 1969).

Adherence to the law of nature, according to Locke, ensures that the state of
nature is not a state of war. However, the natural rights of individuals are not
always safeguarded in the state of nature, for certain ‘inconveniences’ exist: not
all individuals fully respect the rights of others; when it is left to each individual
to enforce the law of nature there are too many judges and hence conflicts of
interpretation about the meaning of the law; and when people are loosely
organized they are vulnerable to aggression from abroad (Two Treatises, pp.
316-17, para. 13). The central ‘inconvenience’ suffered can be summarized as
the inadequate regulation of property in its broad sense: the right to ‘life, liberty
and estate’ (p. 308, para. 3, and pp. 395-6, para. 124). Property is prior to both
society and government; and the difficulty of its regulation is the critical reason
which compels ‘equally free men’ to the establishment of both. Thus, the
remedy for the inconveniences of the state of nature is an agreement or contract
to create, first, an independent society and, second, a ‘civil association’ or
government (Two Treatises, pp. 372-6, paras 94-7; see Laslett, 1963). The
distinction between these two agreements is important, for it makes clear that
authority is bestowed by individuals in society on government for the purpose of
pursuing the ends of the governed; and should these ends fail to be represented
adequately, the final judges are the people ~ the citizens ~ who can dispense
both with their deputies and, if need be, with the existing form of government
itself.

In Locke’s opinion, it should be stressed, the formation of a governmental
apparatus does not signal the transfer of all subjects’ rights to the political
realm (Two Treatises, pp. 402-3, para. 135, and pp. 412-13, para. 149). The rights

! In so arguing, of course, Locke was laying important trails which others later pursued.
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of lawmaking and enforcement (legislative and executive rights) are
transferred, but the whole process is conditional upon government adhering to
its essential purpose: the preservation of ‘life, liberty and estate’. Sovereign
power, i.e. the capacity to determine the proper use of political power, remains
ultimately with the people. The legislative body enacts rules as the people’s
agent in accordance with the law of nature, and the executive (to which Locke
also tied the judiciary) enforces the legal system. This separation of powers was
important because:

It may be too great a temptation to humane frailty apt to grasp at Power, for the
same Persons who have the Power of making Laws, to have also in their hands
the power to execute them, whereby they may exempt themselves from
Obedience to the Laws they make, and suit the Law, both in its making and
execution, to their own private advantage, and thereby come to have a distinct
interest from the rest of the community, contrary to the end of Society and
Government. (Two Treatises, p. 410, para. 143)

Thus, the integrity and ultimate ends of society require a constitutional
government in which ‘public power’ is legally circumscribed and divided. Locke
believed in the desirability of a constitutional monarchy holding executive
power and a parliamentary assembly holding the rights of legislation, although
he did not think this was the only form government might take and his views are
compatible with a number of other conceptions of political institutions.

The government rules, and its legitimacy is sustained, by the ‘consent’ of
individuals. ‘Consent’ is a crucial and difficult notion in Locke’s writings. It
could be interpreted to suggest that only the continually active personal
agreement of individuals would be sufficient to ensure a duty of obedience, i.e.
to ensure a government’s authority and legitimacy (Plamenatz, 1963, p. 228).
However, Locke seems to have thought of the active consent of individuals as
being crucial only to the initial inauguration of a legitimate civil government.
Thereafter, consent ought to follow from majority decisions of ‘the people’s’
representatives, so long as they, the trustees of the governed, maintain the
original contract and its covenants to guarantee ‘life, liberty and estate’. (See
Lukes, 1973, pp. 80-1, and Dunn, 1980, pp. 36-7, for a full discussion of the issues
involved.) If they do, there is a duty to obey the law. But if those who govern flout
the terms of the contract with a series of tyrannical political acts, rebellion to
form a new government, Locke contended, might be not only unavoidable but
justified.

Political activity for Locke is instrumental; that is, it secures the framework or
conditions for freedom so that the private ends of individuals may be met in civil
society. The creation of a political community or government is the burden
individuals have to bear to secure their ends. Thus, membership of a political
community, i.e. citizenship, bestows upon the individual both responsibilities
and rights, duties and powers, constraints and liberties (Laslett, 1963, pp. 134-5).
In relation to Hobbes’s ideas, this was a most significant and radical view. For it
helped inaugurate one of the most central tenets of modern European
liberalism; that is, that government exists to safeguard the rights and liberties of
citizens who are ultimately the best judges of their own interests; and that
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accordingly government must be restricted in scope and constrained in practice
in order to ensure the maximum possible freedom of every citizen. In most
respects it was Locke’s rather than Hobbes’s views that helped lay the
foundation for the development of liberalism and prepared the way for the
tradition of popular representative government. Compared to Hobbes, Locke’s
influence on the world of practical politics has been considerable (see Rahe,
1994, pp- 291-311).

Locke’s writings seem to point in a number of directions at once. They suggest
the importance of securing the rights of individuals, popular sovereignty,
majority rule, a division of powers within the state, constitutional monarchy and
a representative system of parliamentary government: a direct anticipation of
key aspects of democratic government as it developed in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, and of the central tenets of the modern representative
state. But, at best, most of these ideas are only in rudimentary form, and it is
certain that Locke did not foresee many of the vital components of democratic
representative government; for instance, competitive parties, party rule and the
maintenance of political liberties irrespective of class, sex, colour and creed (cf.
Laslett, 1963, p. 123). It is not a condition of legitimate government or
government by consent, in Locke’s account, that there be regular elections of a
legislative assembly, let alone universal suffrage. (Locke would almost certainly
not have dissented from a franchise based strictly on the property holdings of
male adults. Cf. Plamenatz, 1963, pp. 231, 251-2; Dunn, 1969, ch. 10.) Moreover,
he did not develop a detailed account of what the limits might be to political
interference in people’s lives and under what conditions civil disobedience is
justified. He thought that political power was held ‘on trust’ by and for the
peopie, but failed to specify adequately who were to count as ‘the people’ and
under what conditions ‘trust’ should be bestowed. While Locke was
unquestionably one of the first great champions of liberalism - and although his
works clearly stimulated the development of liberal and liberal democratic
government — he cannot, like many of his predecessors, be considered a
democrat without careful qualification (cf. Dunn, 1980, pp. 53-77).

Separation of powers © " . v G SR TR g

It is sometimes said that while Locke advanced consideration of the principles of
representative government, it was the French philosopher and political theorist
Charles Louis de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu (1689-1755), who
understood better the necessary institutional innovations for the achievement
of a reformed representative government. There is some truth in this.
Montesquieu never justified at any length his preference for Ilimited
government. In broad terms, he was a follower of Locke, and an advocate of what
he took to be the distinctively ‘English’ notions of freedom, toleration and
moderation which, he claimed, were admirably expressed (after 1688) by the
English constitution itself: ‘the mirror of liberty’. Against the background of
marked dissatisfaction with absolutist government (the government of Louis XIV
in particular), he became preoccupied with how to secure a representative
regime dedicated to liberty and capable of minimizing corruption and
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unacceptable monopolies of privilege. Locke wrote little about the desirable
characteristics of public power, or about the ways in which public power should
be organized, while Montesquieu devoted considerable energy to this question.
He analysed a variety of conditions of freedom, but the one which is most
notable concerns how constitutions might set inviolable limits to state action
(see Bellamy, 1996).

Montesquieu championed constitutional government as the central
mechanism for guaranteeing the rights of the (adult, male, property-owning)
individual. Although he believed in a given, unchangeable natural law, his
writings indicate as much, if not more, concern with the development of a
system of positive law: a formal, explicitly designed legal structure for the
regulation of public and private life. He defended urgently the idea of a society
in which ‘individuals’’ capacities and energies would be unieashed in the
knowledge that privately initiated interests would be protected. Montesquieu
took for granted that there ‘are always persons distinguished by their birth,
riches or honours’ who have ‘a right to check the licentiousness of the peopie’
(The Spirit of Laws, p. 71 (first published 1748)); and he took for granted that
there are many people (among others, labourers and those without substantial
wealth) who ‘are in so mean a situation as to be deemed to have no will of their
own'’. None the less, his writings advanced decisively the idea of a constitutional
state maintaining law and order at home and providing protection against
aggression from abroad. He did not directly use the term ‘constitutional state’,
but the arguments he developed were aimed in part at ‘depersonalizing’ the
state’s power structure so that it might be less vulnerable to abuse by individuals
and groups.

Montesquieu much admired the classical polis (see N. O. Keohane, 1972). He
held in high esteem the ideal of active citizenship, dedication to the life of the
political community and the deep sense of civic duty which animated the
ancient world. But the general conditions which had led to the florescence of the
city-state in antiquity and Renaissance Italy had, he contended, disappeared for
ever.

Asin a country of liberty, every man who is supposed a free agent ought to be his
own governor; the legislative power should reside in the whole body of the
people. But since this is impossible in large states, and in small ones is subject to
many inconveniences, it is fit the people should transact by their representatives
what they cannot transact by themselves. (The Spirit of Laws, p. 71)

The emergence of states controlling substantial territories and the spread of free
trade and the market economy had created an irreversible trend towards social
and political heterogeneity. Compare ancient and contemporary Greece: ‘The
politic Greeks, who lived under a popular government, knew no other support
than virtue. The modern inhabitants of that country are entirely taken up with
manufacture, commerce, finances, opulence; and luxury’ (The Spirit of Laws, p.
21). The contrast between the ancient and the modern is, according to
Montesquieu, one between particular locales, tightly knit communities, a frugal
economy, a concern for virtue and civic discipline promoting active citizenship,
on the one hand, and large nation-states, centralized bureaucratic hierarchies,
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loosely connected commercial societies, inequality of fortunes and the free
pursuit of private interests, on the other (The Spirit of Laws, pp. 15-21, 44ff;
Krouse, 1983, pp. 59-60; cf. Pangle, 1973). Under the conditions of modern life,
Montesquieu’s preferred form of government was a state system modelled on
the constitutional monarchy of England. In so thinking, he wanted to connect
notions of monarchic government rooted in claims to stability, honour and glory
with a broader system of checks and balances. Rearticulating both republican
and liberal concerns about the problem of uniting private interest and the public
good, he sought in institutional means a way to take account of the interests of
different groups in public life while not sacrificing the liberty of the community
overall.

Montesquieu’s interpretation of the English constitution has been subjected
to much criticism; it is often regarded as neither particularly accurate nor
original. However, what he had to say about it was influential, especially on the
founders of new political communities, notably in North America (see Ball,
1988, pp. 52-4; Manin, 1994).2 While classical Greek philosophers, as well as
figures like Machiavelli and Locke, had grasped the significance of a ‘mixed
state’ or ‘division of powers’ for the maintenance of liberty, Montesquieu made
it pivotal to his overall teachings. The state must organize the representation of
the interests of different powerful ‘groups’; that is, it must be a ‘mixed regime’
balancing the position of the monarchy, the aristocracy and ‘the people’.
Without such representation the law, he argued, will always be skewed to
particular interests, governments will stagnate and political order will be
vulnerable in the long run. In his view, the aristocracy was essential to the
effective maintenance of a balance between the monarchy and ‘the people’,
both of whom, when left to their own devices, inclined to despotism. But the
liberty of the individual and moderate government depended, above ail, on
particular guarantees against oppression:

constant experience shows us that every man invested with power is apt to
abuse it, and to carry his authority as far as it will go . . . To prevent this abuse, it
is necessary from the very nature of things that power should be a check to
power. A government may be so constituted, as no man shall be compelled to do
things to which the law does not oblige him, nor forced to abstain from things
which the law permits. (The Spirit of Laws, p. 69)

Montesquieu distinguished, in a more precise way than Locke had done,
between the executive, the legislature and the judiciary. And he was firmly of the
view that there would be no liberty worth its name ‘were the same man or the
same body, whether of the nobles or of the people, to exercise those three
powers, that of enacting laws, that of executing public resolutions, and of trying
the causes of individuals’ (The Spirit of Laws, p. 70). In a famous chapter of The
Spirit of Laws (book Xi, ch. 6, pp. 69-75), Montesquieu argued that under
modern conditions liberty can only be based on the careful creation of an

2 It seems that it is scarcely an exaggeration to suggest that ‘American republicans regarded
selected doctrines of Montesquieu’s as being on a par with Holy Writ’, the central points of
which they could recite ‘as if it had been a catechism’ (McDonald, 1986, pp. 80-1; and see the
discussion of Madison, pp. 70-5, below).
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institutionalized separation and balance of powers within the state. Previously,
the idea of mixed government had tended to mean limited ‘participation’ of
different estates within the state. By making the case for a constitution based
upon three distinct organs with separate legal powers, Montesquieu recast this
idea and established an alternative account that was to be critical in attempts to
curtail highly centralized authority, on the one hand, and to ensure that
‘virtuous government’ depended less on heroic individuals or civic discipline
and more on a system of checks and balances, on the other.

Executive power ought to be in the hands of the monarch; this branch of
government ‘having need of dispatch’, Montesquieu reasoned, ‘is better
administered by one than by many' (The Spirit of Laws, p. 72). Decisive
leadership, the creation of policy, the efficient administration of law and the
capacity to sustain a clear set of political priorities are marks of a ‘glorious
executive’. Accordingly, the executive ought to have the power to veto
unacceptable legislation (legislation deemed to encroach upon its power),
regulate the meetings of the legislative body (their timing and duration) and
control the army, for ‘from the very nature of the thing, its business consists more
in action than in deliberation’ (pp. 70—4). On the other hand, the monarch’s
powers must be restrained in law. To this end, it is vital that legislative power
consist not only of the right to deliberate over policy and to amend and alter the
law, but also of the right to hold the executive to account for unlawful acts, restrict
the executive’s scope by retaining control of the fiscal basis of the state and, if
necessary, disband the army or control it by the provision of finance on an annual
basis (p. 74). All this Montesquieu claimed to glean from the English constitution
of his day. From the latter he also found grounds for approving the division of
legislative power into two chambers: the one for hereditary nobles and the other
for the representatives of ‘the people’, i.e. periodically elected individuals of
distinction serving as trustees for the electorate’s interests (responsive to the
latter, but not directly accountable to them). Between the two chambers the
views and interests of all ‘dignified’ opinion would be respected. The nobles
would retain the right to reject legislation while ‘the commons’ would have the
power of legal initiative. Separate from both these bodies must be the judiciary.
Locke had thought of the judiciary as an arm of the executive, but Montesquieu
thought its independence was crucial to the protection of the rights of
individuals. Without an independent judiciary, people might have to face the
awesome power of a combined executor, judge and jury — and then their rights
could certainly not be guaranteed.

Montesquieu’s analysis of the separation of powers was neither systematic nor
fully coherent (see Pangle, 1973; Ball, 1988, pp. 52-3; Bellamy, 1996). For instance,
the precise powers of the executive and legislature were left quite ambiguous.
However, his explication of these issues was far more penetrating than that of any
of his predecessors. Moreover, his insights allowed him to offer clear reasons why
the risks associated with government in extended territories — risks, that is, of
succumbing to despotism or powerful interests — might be overcome.
Montesquieu was aware that in ‘an extensive republic there are men of large
fortunes, and consequently of less moderation’ and that ‘the public good’ could be
‘sacrificed to a thousand private views’ (The Spirit of Laws, p. 120). But he thought
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that the division of powers could pose a fundamental obstacle to ‘immoderate
fortune’; and that, if entrenched in a ‘confederate republic’ - a republic built upon
smaller governmental units ~ it might be possible for some of the freedoms
associated with city-republican government to be enjoyed while preserving
sufficient legal and political competence to resist both ‘internal corruption’ and
‘external enemies’ (pp. 126ff).

The great significance of Montesquieu’s political writings lies in his thesis that in
a world in which individuals are ambitious and place their own particular interests
above all others, institutions must be created which can convert such ambition into
good and effective government (see Krouse, 1983, pp. 61-2). By institutionalizing a
separation of powers, and by providing a forum within the state for contending
groups and factions to clash, Montesquieu thought he had uncovered a most
practical and valuable political arrangement for the modem world: a world
properly divided into the ‘public sphere’ of state politics run by men, on the one
hand, and the ‘private sphere’ of economy, family life, women and children, on the
other. For him, liberty, as has been aptly remarked, ‘does not flourish because men
have natural rights or because they revolt if their rulers press them too far; it
flourishes because power is so distributed and organized that whoever is tempted
to abuse it finds legal restraints in his way’ (Plamenatz, 1963, pp. 292-3).

However, in exploring the relation between state and civil sgciety,
Montesquieu ultimately failed to establish adequate arguments and mechanisms
for the protection of the sphere of private initiative. He spent enormous energy
trying to explain variations in political structures by reference to geographical,
climatic and historical conditions. These determined, in his account, the specific
nature of the laws and the customs and practices of nations and states. Political
possibilities were circumscribed by geo-climatic factors as well as by the
organization of power. This contention is certainly plausible, but it generated a
number of difficulties about reconciling, on the one hand, the view that there was
considerable scope for constitutional change and, on the other hand, the view
that political life was determined by natural and historical circumstances beyond
particular agents’ control. Second, a fundamental difficulty lay at the very heart
of his conception of liberty. Liberty, he wrote, ‘is the right of doing whatever the
law permits’. People are free to pursue their activities within the framework of the
law. But if freedom is defined in direct relation to the law, there is no possibility
of arguing coherently that freedom might depend on altering the law or that the
law itself might under certain circumstances articulate tyranny. Despite
Montesquieu’s defence of important institutional innovations, he formally
resolved the dilemma of balancing the relation between state and society in
favour of the former; that is, in favour of the lawmakers. In democratic terms, the
position would have been more acceptable if the lawmakers had been held
accountable to the people. But Montesquieu thought of few people as potential
voters; he did not conceive of legislators or representatives as accountable to the
electorate, and he ascribed the monarch vast power, including the capacity to
dissolve the legislature. In addition, he ignored important issues that had been
central to Locke: the right of citizens to dispense with their ‘trustees’ or alter their
form of government if the need arose. In Montesquieu’s thought, the governed
remained in the end accountable to the governors.
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The idea of protective democracy: a résumé and elaboration

Since Hobbes, a (if not the) central question of liberal political theory has been
how, in a world marked by the legitimate and reasonable pursuit of seif-interest,
government can be sustained, and what form government should take. Hobbes
was the theorist par excellence who departed systematically from the
assumptions of the classical polis; only a strong protective state could reduce
adequately the dangers citizens faced when left to their own devices. Locke’s
modification of this argument was decisive: there were no good reasons to
suppose that the governors would on their own initiative provide an adequate
framework for citizens to pursue their interests freely. In different but
complementary ways, Locke and Montesquieu argued that there must be limits
upon legally sanctioned political power. But neither of these thinkers developed
their arguments to what seems today at least their logical conclusion. The
protection of liberty requires a form of political equality among all mature
individuals: a formally equal capacity to protect their interests from the arbitrary
acts of either the state or fellow citizens. It was not until this insight was
developed systematically that the protective theory of democracy was fully
expressed, although it has been contended here that many of the theory’s
central elements find their origin and most succinct analysis in the political
writings of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

Two classic statements of the protective theory of democracy will be focused
upon now: the political philosophy of one of the key architects of the American
constitution, James Madison (1751-1836); and the views of two of the key
spokesmen of nineteenth-century ‘English liberalism’, Jeremy Bentham
(1748-1832) and James Mill (1773-1836). In their hands, the protective theory of
liberal democracy received arguably its most important elaboration: the
governors must be held accountable to the governed through political
mechanisms (the secret ballot, regular voting and competition between potential
representatives, among other things) which give citizens satisfactory means for
choosing, authorizing and controlling political decisions. Through these
mechanisms, it was argued, a balance could be attained between might and right,
authority and liberty. But despite this decisive step, who exactly were to count as
‘individuals’, and what the exact nature of their envisaged political participation
was, remained either unclear or unsettled in the Anglo-American world.

The problem of factions &>~ 1-™ '«

In a series of extraordinary writings in the Federalist (published in 1788),
Madison translated some of Hobbes’s, Locke’s and Montesquieu’s most notable
ideas into a coherent political theory and strategy. He accepted, in the tradition
of Hobbes, that politics is founded on self-interest. Following Locke, he
recognized the central importance of protecting individual freedom through the
institution of a public power that is legally circumscribed and accountable
ultimately to the governed. And following Montesquieu, he regarded the
principle of a separation of powers as central to the formation of a legitimate
state. But his own position can perhaps best be grasped in relation to his
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assessment of classical democracy. For in his thought, classical democracy is
thoroughly criticized, if not fully repudiated, and what threads remain of the
republican tradition overall - especially its concern with the corruption of public
life by private interests, its anti-monarchical focus and its advocacy of mixed
government - are rearticulated and combined with liberal emphases.

Unlike Montesquieu, who admired the ancient republics but thought their
‘spirit’ undermined by the forces of ‘modernization’, Madison was extremely
critical of both the republics and their spirit. His judgement is similar to Plato’s
(see pp- 23-7 above), and sometimes seems even more severe, underpinned as it
is by Hobbesian assumptions about human nature. In Madison’s account, ‘pure
democracies’ (by which he means societies ‘consisting of a small number of
citizens, who assemble and administer the government in person’) have always
been intolerant, unjust and unstable. In the politics of these states a common
passion or interest, felt by the majority of citizens, generally shapes political
judgements, policies and actions. Moreover, the direct nature of all ‘commun-
ication and concert’ means invariably that ‘there is nothing to check the
inducements to sacrifice the weaker party or an obnoxious individual’ (Madison,
The Federalist Papers, no. 10, p. 20). As a consequence, pure democracies ‘have
been spectacles of turbulence and contention’ and have always been
‘incompatible with personal security or the rights of property’. It can come as no
surprise that ‘they have in general been as short in their lives as they have been
violent in their deaths’. Madison is scathing about ‘theoretic politicians’ who
have ‘patronized this species of government and have erroneously supposed
that by reducing mankind to a perfect equality in their political rights, they
would, at the same time, be perfectly equalized and assimilated in their
possessions, their opinions, and their passions’ (no. 10, p. 20). History testifies,
from classical times to the Renaissance, that such suppositions are far from the
truth.

Dissent, argument, clashes of judgement, conflicts of interest and the
constant formation of rival and competing factions are inevitable. They are
inevitable because their causes ‘are sown in the nature of man’ (The Federalist
Papers, no. 10, p. 18). Diversity in capacities and facuities, fallibility in reasoning
and judgement, zeal for a quick opinion, attachment to different leaders, as well
as a desire for a vast range of different objects ~ all these constitute ‘insuperable
obstacles’ to uniformity in the interpretation of priorities and interests. Reason
and self-love are intimately connected, creating a reciprocal influence between
rationality and passion. Where civic virtue has been proclaimed, it has been a
mask generally for ceaseless, self-interested motion. The search for pre-
eminence, power and profit are inescapable elements of the human condition
which have constantly

divided mankind ... inflamed them with mutual animosity, and rendered them
much more disposed to vex and oppress each other than to co-operate for their
common good. So strong is this propensity of mankind to fall into mutual
animosities, that when no substantial occasion presents itself, the most
frivolous and fanciful distinctions have been sufficient to kindle their
unfriendly passions and excite their most violent conflicts. (The Federalist
Papers, no. 10, p. 18)
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But the most common and durable source of antagonism and factionalism,
Madison argued, has always been ‘the various and unequal distribution of
property’. Those who hold property and those who are without have consistently
formed ‘distinct interests in society’. This emphasis on the role of property was
shared by many of the most prominent political theorists from Plato onwards. (It
is intriguing, though, that it has been rejected most frequently by twentieth-
century liberals and liberal democrats.) In Madison’s hands, it led to an
appreciation that all nations are divided by classes founded on property,
‘actuated by different sentiments and views'. Unlike Marx, Engels and Lenin, who
later sought to resolve the political problems posed by class conflict by
recommending the removal of their cause (i.e. the abolition of private ownership
of productive property), Madison contended that any such ambition was
hopelessly unrealistic. Even if ‘enlightened statesmen’ could radically reduce the
unequal possession and distribution of property - and it is very doubtful that they
could, for human beings always recreate patterns of inequality - a homogeneity
of interests would not follow. Thus, Madison concluded, ‘the inference to which
we are brought’ is that relief from factional disputes ‘is only to be sought in the
means of controlling its effects’ (no. 10, p. 19). The formation of factions is
inescapable; and the problem of politics is the problem of containing factions.

By a faction, Madison understood ‘a number of citizens, whether amounting
to a majority or minority of the whole, who are united and actuated by some
common impulse or passion, or interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens,
or the permanent and aggregate interests of the community’ (The Federalist
Papers, no. 10, p. 17). The task he set himself was to find ways of regulating ‘the
various and interfering interests’ in such a way that they become involved in the
‘necessary and ordinary operations of government’. Madison argued for a
powerful American state as a safeguard against tyranny and as a means to
control ‘the violence of faction’, but it was to be a state organized on
‘representative principles’, with government facing the judgement of all citizens
on a regular basis; that is, facing the electoral power of citizens to change their
leaders. Madison’s arguments sometimes suggest that he thought of citizenship
as a universal category, applying to all adults irrespective of sex, colour and the
possession of property. But while he thought of the franchise as legitimately
extending to more people than Locke or Montesquieu would ever have found
acceptabile, it is very improbable indeed, given the time when he was writing,
that he would have supported the extension of the vote to women, white non-
propertied working people and black slaves. Certainly, a much more restrictive
view of the scope of the voting population is ouilined in some of his writings (see
Madison, in Meyers, 1973; Main, 1973). None the less, he clearly thought that a
form of ‘popular government’ with a federal structure and a division of powers
would not only ameliorate the worst consequences of factions, but crucially
involve citizens in the political process of protecting their own interests.

The political difficulties caused by minority interest groups can be overcome
by the ballot box, ‘which enables the majority to defeat their sinister views by
regular vote’ (The Federalist Papers, no. 10, p. 19). The major difficulties posed by
factions, however, occur when one faction forms a majority. For then there is a
danger that the very form of popular government itself will enable such a group
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to ‘sacrifice to its ruling passions or interests both the public good and the rights
of other citizens’. The ‘tyranny of the majority’, as it has often been called, can
only be forestalled by particular constitutional arrangements. Of these, a system
of political representation and a large electoral body are essential.

Political representation involves the permanent transfer of government to ‘a
small number of citizens elected by the rest’ (The Federalist Papers, no. 10, p. 21).
It involves representatives acting as the trustees of the electors, making up their
own minds and exercising their own judgement about their constituents’ interests
and how these might most appropriately be met (see Ball, 1988, pp. 61-7).3 Such a
system, Madison argued, is important, since public views can be ‘refined and
enlarged’ when ‘passed through the medium of a chosen body of citizens’.
Representative government overcomes the excesses of ‘pure democracy’ because
elections themselves force a clarification of public issues; and the elected few,
able to withstand the political process, are likely to be competent and capable of
‘discerning the true interest of their country’, i.e. the interests of all citizens. But
representative rule alone is not a sufficient condition for the protection of
citizens: it cannot in itself stop the elected from degenerating into a powerful
exploitative faction. At this point, Madison offered a novel argument, contrary to
the whole spirit of ‘pure democracies’, about the virtue of scale in public affairs.
An ‘extended republic’, covering a large territory and embracing a substantial
population, is an essential condition of non-oppressive government. Several
reasons are given. In the first instance, the number of representatives must be
raised to a certain level ‘to guard against the cabals of the few’ (while not being
so numerous, Madison quickly added, as to risk ‘the confusion of a multitude’)
(The Federalist Papers, no. 10, p. 21). More importantly, if the proportion of ‘fit
characters’ is constant in both a small and a large republic, the latter will possess
a far greater number from whom the electorate can choose. Further, in a large
state representatives will be chosen by an extended electorate, who are more
likely to spot ‘unworthy candidates’. And in a large state with an economy based
on the pursuit of private wants, there is inevitably great social diversity and,
therefore, less chance of a tyrannous majority forming among either the
electorate or the elected. Social diversity helps create political fragmentation,
which prevents an excessive accumulation of power.* Although representatives
might become progressively more remote and impersonal in a large state, a
federal constitution ~ which binds overlapping communities together ~ can
offset this: ‘the great and aggregate interests being referred to the national, the
local and particular to the State legislatures’ (no. 10, p. 22). If, finally, the
respective legal powers of the executive, legislature and judiciary are separated
at both national and local levels, freedom can best be protected.

3 This view of representation is sometimes referred to as the ‘independence’ theory, since it
places emphasis on citizens being best served by their representatives when the latter act to a
significant degree independently of them. It contrasts with the ‘delegate’ account of
representation, commonly advocated by the Marxist tradition, in which the duty of
representatives is to present faithfully the immediate views and interests of their constituents
(see Pitkin, 1967, ch. 7).

4 This argument had a profound influence on the ‘pluralist’ tradition after World War II (see
ch. 6 below).
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Madison’s concern with faction-based politics and his solution to the
problem of how to unite the private interest to the public good was inspired
partly by a Machiavellian conception of republicanism, emphasizing the
necessity to shape politically and institutionally a commitment to the public
realm (see pp. 40-3 above; Bellamy, 1996). Within this framework, he
interpreted the role of representatives and of a strong federal state not simply
negatively as devices to be adopted in the light of the undesirability of direct
democracy, but also positively as institutional vehicles to establish a form of
politics with the best chance of creating serious deliberation and effective
decision-making in public life. But his account of the extended republic should
not be confused with earlier classic interpretations of civic life and the public
realm. The theoretical focus is no longer on the rightful place of the active citizen
in the life of the political community; it is, instead, on the legitimate pursuit by
individuals of their interests and on government as, above all, a means for the
enhancement of these interests. Although Madison sought clear ways of
reconciling particular interests to ‘the republic’, his position signals the clear
interlocking of protective republican with liberal preoccupations (cf. Wood,
1969; Pocock, 1975, pp. 522-45). Thus, he conceived of the federal representative
state as the key mechanism to aggregate individuals’ interests and to protect
their rights. In such a state, he believed, security of person and property could be
sustained, and politics could be made compatible with the demands of large,
modern nation-states with their complex patterns of trade, commerce and
international relations. To summarize his views, in the words of one
commentator:

only ... a sovereign national government of truly continental scope, can assure
non-oppressive popular rule. A republican leviathan is necessary to secure life,
liberty, and property from the tyranny of local majorities. The extended republic
is not simply a means of adapting popular rule to new political realities, but an
inherently desirable corrective for deep intrinsic defects in the politics of the
small popular regime. (Krouse, 1983, p. 66)

Madison’s preoccupation with faction and his desire to protect individuals from
powerful collectivities was an ambiguous project in certain respects. On the one
hand, it raised important questions about the principles, procedures and institutions
of popular government and about the necessity to defend them against impulsive,
unreasonable action, whatever its source. Critics of democracy have frequently
raised these matters: how ‘popular’ regimes remain stable, how representatives are
held to account, how citizens understand the ‘rules of the political game’ and in what
ways they follow them are all legitimate considerations. On the other hand, if these
questions are pursued at the expense of all others, they can readily be associated with
an unjustified conservative desire to find a way of protecting, above all, ‘the haves’ (a
minority) from the ‘have nots’ (the rest). Madison insisted, as have all critics of
democracy and nearly all theorists of protective democracy, on a natural right to
private property. The basis of this right remains mysterious and it was precisely this
mystery (as we shall see) that Marx and Engels sought to disentangle. Madison was
in favour of popular government so long as there was no risk that the majority could
turn the instruments of state policy against a minority’s privilege. Despite the
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considerable novelty and significance of his overall arguments, Madison was
unquestionably a reluctant democrat. He had this in common with Jeremy Bentham
and James Mill, who, for my purposes here, can be discussed together.

Accountability and markets

Bentham and Mill were impressed by the progress and methods of the natural
sciences and were decidedly secular in their orientations. They thought of concepts
like natural right and social contract as misleading philosophical fictions which
failed to explain the real basis of citizens’ interests, commitment and duty to the
state. This basis could be uncovered, they argued, by grasping the primitive and
irreducible elements of actual human behaviour. The key to their understanding of
human beings lies in the thesis that humans act to satisfy desire and avoid pain.
Their argument, in brief, is as follows: the overriding motivation of human beings
is to fulfil their desires, maximize their satisfaction or utility and minimize their
suffering; society consists of individuals seeking as much utility as they can get from
whatever it is they want; individuals’ interests always conflict with one another for
‘a grand governing law of human nature’ is, as Hobbes thought, to subordinate ‘the
persons and properties of human beings to our pleasures’ (see Bentham, Fragment
on Government). Since those who govern will naturally act in the same way as the
governed, government must, if its systematic abuse is to be avoided, be directly
accountable to an electorate called upon frequently to decide whether their
objectives have been met.

With these arguments, the protective theory of democracy received its clearest
explication (see Macpherson, 1977, ch. 2; cf. Harrison, 1993, ch. 6). For Bentham
and Mill, liberal democracy was associated with a political apparatus that would
ensure the accountability of the governors to the governed. Only through
democratic government would there be a satisfactory means for generating
political decisions commensurate with the public interest, i.e. the interests of
the mass of individuals. As Bentham wrote: ‘A democracy ... has for its
characteristic object and effect . . . securing its members against oppression and
depredation at the hands of those functionaries which it employs for its defence’
(Bentham, Constitutional Code, book I, p. 47). Democratic government is
required to protect citizens from despotic use of political power whether it be by
a monarch, the aristocracy or other groups. For the temptation to abuse power
in the public sphere ~ to act corruptly ~ is as universal as the force of gravity.
Only through the vote, the secret ballot, competition between potential political
representatives, a separation of powers, and freedom of the press, speech and
public association could ‘the interest of the community in general’ be sustained
(see Bentham, Fragment on Government, and J. Mill, An Essay on Government).

Bentham, Mill and the utilitarians generally (i.e. all those who defended the
utility principie) provided one of the clearest justifications for the liberal
democratic state, which ensures the conditions necessary for individuals to
pursue their interests without risk of arbitrary political interference, to
participate freely in economic transactions, to exchange labour and goods on
the market and to appropriate resources privately. These ideas were at the core
of nineteenth-century ‘English liberalism’: the state was to have the role of
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umpire or referee while individuals pursued in civil society, according to the
rules of economic competition and free exchange, their own interests. Periodic
elections, the abolition of the powers of the monarchy, the division of powers
within the state, plus the free market, would lead to the maximum benefit for all
citizens. The free vote and the free market, were sine qua non. For a key
presupposition was that the collective good could be properly realized in many
domains of life only if individuals interacted in competitive exchanges, pursuing
their utility with minimal state interference.

Significantly, however, this argument had another side. Tied to the advocacy of a
‘minimal’ state, whose scope and power were to be strictly limited, there was a
commitment in fact to certain types of state intervention, for instance the
curtailment of the behaviour of the disobedient, whether individuals, groups or
classes (see J. Mill, ‘Prisons and prison discipline’). Those who challenged the
security of property or the market society threatened the realization of the public
good. In the name of the public good, the utilitarians advocated a new system of
administrative power for ‘person management’ (cf. Foucault, 1977, part 3; Ignatieff,
1978, ch. 6). Prison systems were a mark of this new age. Moreover, whenever
laissez-faire was inadequate to ensure the best possible outcomes, state
intervention was justified to reorder social relations and institutions. The
enactment and enforcement of law, and the creation of policies and institutions,
were legitimate to the extent that they all upheld the principle of utility; that is, to
the extent they contributed directly to the achievement, by means of careful
calculation, of the greatest happiness for the greatest number — the only
scientifically defensible criterion, Bentham and Mill contended, of the public good.
Within this overall framework government ought to pursue four subsidiary goals: to
help provide subsistence by protecting workers and by making them secure in the
knowledge that they will receive the fruits of their labour; to help produce abund-
ance by ensuring no political obstacles to ‘natural incentives’ to meet one’s needs
through work; to favour equality, because increased increments of material goods
do not bring successively more happiness to those who possess them (the law of
diminishing utility); and to maintain security of individual goods and wealth (see
Bentham, Principles of the Civil Code). Of these four objectives the last is by far the
most critical; for without security of goods and property there would be no
incentive for individuals to work and generate wealth: labour would be
insufficiently productive and commerce could not prosper. Accordingly, given the
necessity to choose between ‘equality’ and ‘security’ in public policy and law, the
former must yield to the latter (Principles of the Civil Code, part], ch. 11). If the state
pursues security (along with the other goals to the extent that they are compatible),
it will, Bentham maintained, be in the citizen’s self-interest to obey it.

Utilitarianism, and its synthesis with the economic doctrines of Adam Smith
(1723-90), had a most radical edge. First, it represented a decisive challenge to
excessively centralized political power and, in particular, to hitherto unquestioned
regulations imposed on civil society. Liberalisin’s constant challenge to the power
of the state has in this respect been of enduring significance. Second,
utilitarianism helped generate a new conception of the nature and role of politics;
it provided a defence of selective electorally controlled state intervention to help
maximize the public good. Bentham, for instance, became a supporter of a plan
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for free education, a minimum wage and sickness benefits. The utilitarian legacy
has had a strong influence on the shaping of the politics of the welfare state (see
ch. 6). On the other hand, it has to be stressed, Bentham’s and Mill’s conception of
the legitimate participants in, and scope of, democratic politics has much in
common with the typically restrictive views of the liberal tradition generally:
‘politics’, the ‘public sphere’ and ‘public affairs’ remained synonymous with the
realm of men, especially men of property. From Hobbes to Bentham and James
Mill the patriarchal structure of public (and private) life, and its relation to the
distribution of property, were persistently taken for granted. For instance, in
considering the extent of the franchise, Bentham and Mill found grounds at one
time for excluding, among others, the female population and large sections of the
labouring classes, despite the fact that many of their arguments seemed to point
squarely in the direction of universal suffrage. It should be noted, however, that
Bentham became much more radical on the question of the suffrage than Mill
and, in later life, abandoned his earlier reservations about universal manhood
suffrage, though he retained some reservations about the proper extent of
women’s political involvement.

Bentham’s and Mill's ideas have been appropriately referred to as a ‘founding
model of democracy for a modern industrial society’ (Macpherson, 1977, pp. 42-3).
Their account of democracy establishes it as a logical requirement for the governance
of a society, freed from absolute power and tradition, in which individuals have
unlimited desires, form a body of mass consumers and are dedicated to the
maximization of private satisfaction. Democracy, accordingly, becomes a means for
the enhancement of these ends, not an end in itself for, perhaps, the cultivation and
development of all people. As such, Bentham’s and Mill’s views represent at best,
along with the whole tradition of protective democracy, a very partial or one-sided
form of democratic theory (see Pateman, 1970, ch. 1).

What is democratic politics? While the scope of politics in Athenian democracy
and in the Renaissance republican tradition extended to all the common affairs
of the city-republic, the liberal tradition of protective democracy (summarized
in model IIIa) pioneered a narrower view: the political is equated with the world
of government or governments and with the activities of individuals, factions or
interest groups who press their claims upon it. Politics is regarded as a distinct
and separate sphere in society, a sphere set apart from economy, culture and
family life. In the liberal tradition, politics means, above all, governmental
activity and institutions. A stark consequence of this is that issues concerning,
for instance, the organization of the economy or violence against women in
marriage are typically thought of as non-political, an outcome of ‘free’ private
contracts in civil society, not a public issue or a matter for the state (see
Pateman, 1983, 1988).5 This is a very restrictive view, and one that will be
subsequently rejected. But having noted it, it is also important to stress that the
liberal idea of protective democracy has had profound effects.

5 Despite the broader conception of politics in Greek thought, it is not at all ciear that the
Greeks would have addressed themselves to these particular questions (see Okin, 1991;
Saxonhouse, 1991). On Renaissance republicanism, cf. Pitkin (1984); Phillips (1991).
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In sum: model llla
Protective Democracy

Principle(s) of justification
Citizens require protection from the governors, as well as from each other, to ensure that
those who govern pursue policies that are commensurate with citizens’ interests as a whole

Key features
Sovereignty ultimately lies in the people, but is vested in representatives who can legitimately
exercise state functions

Regular elections, the secret ballot, competition between factions, potential leaders or parties, and
majority rule are the institutional bases for establishing the accountability of those who govern

State powers must be impersonal, i.e. legally circumscribed, and divided among the
executive, the legislature and the judiciary

Centrality of constitutionalism to guarantee freedom from arbitrary treatment and equality
before the law in the form of political and civil rights or liberties, above all those connected
to freedom of speech, expression, association, voting and belief

Separation of state from civil society, i.e. the scope of state action is, in general; t6 be tightly
restricted to the creation of a framework which allows citizens to pursue their private lives
free from risks of violence, unacceptable social behaviour and unwanted political intefference

Competing power centres and interest groups

General conditions
Development of a politically autonomous civil society

Private ownership of the means of production
Competitive market economy

Patriarchal family

Extended territorial reach of the nation-state

Note: The model presents, like many of the others in this volume, a general summary of a’tradition; it is
not an attempt to represent accurately, nor could it, the particular positions and the many important
differences among the political theorists examined.

The idea of freedom from overarching political authority (‘negative freedom’, as
it has been called) shaped the attack from the late sixteenth century on the old
state regimes of Europe and was the perfect complement to the growing market
society; for freedom of the market meant in practice leaving the circumstances of
people’s lives to be determined by private initiatives in production, distribution
and exchange. But the liberal conception of negative freedom is linked to another
notion, the idea of choosing among alternatives. A core element of freedom
derives from the actual capacity to pursue different choices and courses of action
(‘positive freedom’). This notion was not developed systematically by the liberal
tradition we have considered, although some pertinent issues were pursued by
James Mill’s son, John Stuart Mill (1806-73), whose work is examined next. None
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the less, the liberal idea of political equality as a necessary condition of freedom -
the formally equal capacity of citizens to protect their own interests — contains an
implicitly egalitarian ideal with unsettling consequences for the liberal order (see
Mansbridge, 1983, pp. 17-18). If individuals’ interests must have equal protection
because only individuals can decide in the end what they want and because,
hence, their interests have equal weight in principle, then two questions arise:
should not all mature individuals (irrespective of sex, colour, creed and wealth)
have an equally weighted way of protecting their interests, i.e. a vote and equal
citizenship rights more generally? Should not one consider whether in fact
individual interests can be protected equally by the political mechanisms of liberal
democracy, i.e. whether the latter creates an equal distribution of political power?
The first of these considerations was at the centre of the struggle for the extension
of the franchise in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Many of the
arguments of the liberal democrats could be turned against the status quo to reveal
the extent to which democratic principles remained in practice unapplied. The
second consideration became central to Marxist, feminist and other radical
traditions. While each step towards formal political equality is an advance, ‘real
freedom’ is undercut by massive inequalities which have their roots in the social
relations of private production and reproduction. The issues posed by this
standpoint require careful examination, but they are not confronted directly in
model Illa. This is hardly surprising, given the model’s preoccupation, in the last
instance, with the legitimation of the politics and economics of seif-interest.

Liberty and the development of democracy EEC AT

If Bentham and James Mill were reluctant democrats but prepared to develop
arguments to justify democratic institutions, John Stuart Mill was a clear
advocate of democracy, preoccupied with the extent of individual liberty in all
spheres of human endeavour. Liberal democratic or representative government
was important for him, not just because it established boundaries for the pursuit
of individual satisfaction, but because it was an important aspect of the free
development of individuality. Participation in political life - voting, involvement
in local administration and jury service — was vital, he maintained, to create a
direct interest in government and, consequently, a basis for an informed and
developing citizenry, male or female, and for a dynamic ‘developmental polity’.
Like Rousseau and Wollstonecraft before him, Mill conceived of democratic
politics as a prime mechanism of moral seif-development (cf. Macpherson,
1977, ch. 3; Dunn, 1979, pp. 51-3). The ‘highest and harmonious’ expansion of
individual capacities was a central concern.® However, this concern did not lead
him to champion any form of direct democratic rule or non-representative
democracy; he was extremely sceptical, as we shall see, of all such conceptions.

John Stuart Mill largely set the course of modern liberal democratic thought.
Writing during a period of intense discussion about the reform of British

¢ Mill likened periodic voting to the passing of a ‘verdict by a juryman’: ideally the considered
outcome of a process of active deliberation about the facts of public affairs, not a mere
expression of personal interest.
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government, Mill sought to defend a conception of political life marked by
enhanced individual liberty, more accountable government and an efficient
governmental administration unhindered by corrupt practices and excessively
complex regulations. The threats to these aspirations came, in his view, from
many places, including ‘the establishment’, which sought to resist change, the
demands of newly formed social classes and groups who were in danger of
forcing the pace of change in excess of their training and general preparedness,
and the government apparatus itself which, in the context of the multiple
pressures generated by a growing industrial nation, was in danger of expanding
its managerial role beyond desirable limits. Unfolding Mill’s view on these issues
brings into clear relief many of the questions that have become central to
contemporary democratic thought.

Mill's distinctive approach to the liberty of the individual is brought out most
clearly in his famous and influential study On Liberty (1859). The aim of this text is
to elaborate and defend a principle which will establish ‘the nature and limits of the
power which can be legitimately exercised by society over the individual’, a matter
rarely explored by those who advocate direct forms of democracy (Or Liberty, p. 59;
and pp. 48-9, 119-22, of this volume). Mill recognized that some regulation and
interference in individuals’ lives is necessary but sought an obstacle to arbitrary
and self-interested intervention. He put the crucial point thus:

The object ... is to assert one very simple principle, as entitled to govern
absolutely the dealings of society with the individual in the way of compulsion
and control, whether the means used be physical force in the form of legal
penalties or the moral coercion of public opinion. That principle is that the sole
end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering
with the liberty of action of any of their number is self-protection. That the only
purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a
civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others. (Orn Liberty,
p. 68)

Social or political interference with individual liberty may be justified only when
an act (or failure to act), whether it be intended or not, ‘concerns others’ and
then only when it ‘harms’ others. The sole end of interference with liberty should
be self-protection. In those activities which are merely ‘self-regarding’, i.e. only
of concern to the individual, ‘independence is, of right, absolute’; for ‘over
himself, over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign’ (On Liberty,
p. 69).

Mill’s principle is, in fact, anything but ‘very simple’: its meaning and
implications remain far from clear. For instance, what exactly constitutes ‘harm
to others'? Does inadequate education cause harm? Does the existence of
massive inequalities of wealth and income cause harm? Does the publication of
pornography cause harm? But leaving aside questions such as these for the
moment, it should be noted that in his hands the principle helped generate a
defence of many of the key liberties associated with liberal democratic
government. These are, first, liberty of thought, feeling, discussion and
publication (unburdening ‘the inward domain of consciousness’); second,
liberty of tastes and pursuits (‘framing the plan of our life to suit our own
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character’); and third, liberty of association or combination so long as, of
course, it causes no harm to others (On Liberty, pp. 71-2). The ‘only freedom
which deserves the name is that of pursuing our own good in our own way, so
long as we do not attempt to deprive others of theirs or impede their efforts to
obtain it’ (p. 72). For Mill the principle of liberty provided a point of
demarcation between the people and the power of government; and through its
specification in clusters of distinct liberties it could help delineate ‘the
appropriate region’ of human freedom and, thus, the necessary domains of
action citizens require in order to control their own lives. And it is by and
through this freedom, he argued, that citizens can develop and determine the
scope and direction of their own polity. He contended, moreover, that the
current practice of both rulers and citizens was generally opposed to his
doctrine and, uniess a ‘strong barrier of moral conviction’ could be established
against such bad habits, growing infringements on the liberty of citizens could
be expected as the state expanded to cope with the pressures of the modern age
(On Liberty, ch. 5).

The dangers of despotic power and an overgrown state

The uniqueness of Mill's position becomes very clear if we set it, as he did,
against what he took to be, first, the unacceptable nature of ‘despotic power’,
which in various guises was still championed by some influential figures during
his lifetime, and, second, the risk of ever greater infringements on the liberty of
citizens if the state developed too rapidly in an attempt to control complex
national and international problems. There was plenty of evidence, Mill
maintained, to suggest that an ‘overgrown state’ was a real possibility.”

In Considerations on Representative Government (1861), Mill criticized the
absolutist state (which he referred to as ‘absolute monarchy’) and, more
generally, the despotic use of political power, first, for reasons of inefficiency
and impracticality in the long run and, second, on the grounds of undesirability
per se. Against all those who advocated a form of absolute power, Mill argued
that it could lead to a ‘virtuous and intelligent’ performance of the tasks of
government only under the following extraordinary and unrealizable
conditions: that the absolute monarch or despot be not only ‘good’, but ‘ali-
seeing’; that detailed information be available at all times on the conduct and
working of every branch of government in every district of the country; that an
effective share of attention be given to all problems in this vast field; and that the
capacity exist for a ‘discerning choice’ of all the personnel necessary for public
administration (Considerations, pp. 202-3). The ‘faculties and energies’
presupposed for the maintenance of such an arrangement are, Mill says, beyond
the reach of ordinary mortals and, hence, all forms of absolute power are
unfeasible in the long run. But even if, for the sake of argument, we could find
supermortals fit for absolute power, would we want what we should then have:

7 It is interesting to note that Mill’s arguments against absolutism parallel contemporary
arguments against the possibility of centralized planning, while his arguments against a large,
unwieldy state parallel many aspects of today’s debates on the same topic.



‘one man of superhuman mental activity managing the entire affairs of a
mentally passive people?’ (p. 203). Mill's answer is an unambiguous ‘no’; for any
political system which deprives individuals of a ‘potential voice in their own
destiny’ undermines the basis of human dignity, threatens social justice and
denies the best circumstances for humans to enjoy ‘the greatest amount of
beneficial consequences deriving from their activities’.®

Human dignity would be threatened by absolute power, for without an
opportunity to participate in the regulation of affairs in which one has an
interest, it is hard to discover one’s own needs and wants, arrive at tried-and-
tested judgements and develop mental excellence of an intellectual, practical
and moyal kind. Active involvement in determining the conditions of one’s
existence is the prime mechanism for the cultivation of human reason and
moral development. Social justice would be violated because people are better
defenders of their own rights and interests than any non-elected ‘representative’
can be and is ever likely to be. The best safeguard against the disregarding of an
individual’s rights consists in his-or her being able to participate routinely in
their articulation. Finally, when people are engaged in the resolution of
problems affecting themselves or the whole collectivity, energies are unleashed
which enhance the likelihood of the creation of imaginative solutions and
successful strategies. In short, participation in social and public life undercuts
passivity and enhances general prosperity ‘in proportion to the amount and
variety of the personal energies enlisted in promoting it’ {(Considerations, pp.
207-8, 277-9).

The conclusion Mill draws from these arguments is that a representative
government, the scope and power of which is tightly restricted by the principle
of liberty, and laissez-faire, the principle of which should govern economic
relations in general, are the essential conditions of ‘free communities’ and
‘brilliant prosperity’ (Considerations, p. 210).° Before commenting further on
Mill’s account of the ‘ideally best form of polity’ and the ‘ideally best form of
economy’, it is illuminating to focus on what he considered a major modern
threat to them: ‘the tyranny of the majority’ and the burgeoning of governmental
power.

From popular government to the threat of bureaucracy

The questions posed by the possibility of a tyrannous majority have already been
raised in a number of different contexts: as issues of direct concern to the critics
of classical democracy and republicanism, and as a problem addressed directly
by defenders of protective democracy (Madison). However, it was the French

. ¥ Mill extensively criticized many of the assumptions of Bentham’s utilitarian doctrines,
introduced to him directly by his father and by Bentham himself (to whom he, for atime, served
8s secretary), but he affirmed the general principle of utility as the fundamental criterion for
determining what are just ends, or what is right. However, his defence of this principle by no
means led him to apply it unambiguously (cf. Ryan, 1974, ch. 4; Harrison, 1993, pp. 105-12).

® Ishallnotbe concerned here with many of the apparent inconsistencies in Mill’s argument,
FOr €xample, he was quite prepared to justify despotic rule over ‘dependent’ territories. For an
Interesting recent commentary see Ryan (1983), and for a full study see Duncan (1971).
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theorist and historian Alexis de Tocqueviile (1805-1859) who most influenced
Mill on this issue. In his major study, Democracy in America, de Tocqueville had
argued that the progressive enfranchisement of the aduit population, and the
extension of democracy in general, created a levelling process in the broad social
conditions of all individuals. On behalf of the demos, government was inevitably
being turned against the privileges of the old ranks and orders; in fact, against ail
traditional forms of status and hierarchy. These developments, in de
Tocqueville's view, fundamentally threatened the possibility of political liberty
and personal independence. Among the many phenomena on which he dwelt
was the ever-growing presence of government in daily life as an intrusive
regulatory agency. In the midst of ‘the democratic revolution’, the state had
become the centre of all conflict: the place where policy, on nearly all aspects of
life, was fought over. On the assumption that it was an essentially ‘benign’
apparatus, the state had come to be regarded as the guarantor of public welfare
and progressive change. De Tocqueville thought that this assumption was
gravely mistaken and, if not countered in theory and practice, would become a
recipe for capitulation to ‘the dictate’ of the public administrator.!°

This latter concern was among several issues taken up by Mill. His views can
be set out in summary form as follows:

1 The modern apparatus of government, with each addition of function
(transportation, education, banking, economic management), expands.

2 As government expands, more and more ‘active and ambitious’ people tend to
become attached to and/or dependent on government (or on a party seeking
to win control of the governmental apparatus).

3 The greater the number of people (in absolute and relative terms) who are
appointed and paid by government, and the more central control of functions
and personnel there is, the greater the threat to freedom; for if these trends are
unchecked ‘not all the freedom of the press and popular constitution of the
legislature would make this or any other country free otherwise than in name’
(On Liberty, p. 182).

4 Moreover, the more efficient and scientific the administrative machinery
becomes, the more freedom is threatened.

Mill summarizes the essence of these points eloquently:

If every part of the business of society which required organized concert, or
large and comprehensive views, were in the hands of the government and if
government offices were universally filled by the ablest men, all the enlarged
culture and practised intelligence in the country, except the purely
speculative, would be concentrated in a numerous bureaucracy, to whom

0 De Tocqueville recommended a series of countervailing forces, including the
decentralization of aspects of government, strong independent associations and organizations
in political, social and economic life to stand between the individual and the state, and the
nurturing of a culture which respected the spirit of liberty, to help form barriers to the exercise
of excessive centralized power (see Krouse, 1983; Dahl, 1985, ch. 1). De Tocqueville’s broad
‘pluralistic vision of society’ was largely shared by Mill, despite his criticism of several aspects
of de Tocqueville’s position (see J. S. Mill, ‘M. de Tocqueville on democracy in America’).
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alone the rest of the community would look for all things — the multitude for
direction and dictation in all they had to do; the able and aspiring for personal
advancement. To be admitted into the ranks of this bureaucracy and when
admitted, to rise therein, would be the sole objects of ambition. (On Liberty,
pp. 182-3)

But his argument is by no means complete with these points, for there are other
significant considerations concerning the special impact of an overgrown
governmental apparatus on ‘the multitude’:

5 If administrative power expands ceaselessly, citizens - for want of practical
experience and information — would become increasingly ill-informed and
unable to check and monitor this power.

6 No initiatives in policy matters, even if they stemmed from public pressure,
would be taken seriously unless they were compatibie with ‘the interests of the
bureaucracy’.

7 The ‘bondage’ of all to the state bureaucracy would be still more complete and
would even extend to the members of the bureaucracy themselves, ‘[flor the
governors are as much the slaves of their organization and discipline as the
governed are of the governors’ (On Liberty, p. 184). The routine of
organizational life substitutes for the ‘power and activities’ of individuals
themselves; under these conditions, creative mental activity and the potential
progressiveness of the governing body become stifled.

Mill put the last point this way:

Banded together as they are - working a system which, like all systems,
necessarily proceeds in a great measure by fixed rules - the official body are
under the constant temptation of sinking into indolent routine, or, if they now
and then desert that mill-horse round, of rushing into some half-examined
crudity which has struck the fancy of some leading member of the corps, and the
sole check to these closely allied, though seemingly opposite, tendencies, the
only stimulus which can keep the ability of the body itself up to a high standard,
is liability to the watchful criticism of equal ability outside the body. It is
indispensable, therefore, that the means should exist, independently of the
government, of forming such ability and furnishing it with the opportunities and
experience necessary for a correct judgement of great practical affairs. (On
Liberty, pp. 184-5)"!

Representative government S5eSsi S RR Biilatin T lsesn
What, then, did Mill consider the ‘ideally best polity’? In general terms, Mill argued
for a vigorous democracy to offset the dangers of an overgrown, excessively
interventionist state. He seemed to draw a sharp contrast between democracy and
bureaucracy: democracy could counter biireaucracy. But several questions arose

I Among the examples Mill cites of the domination of officials over society is, most notably,
‘the melancholy condition of Russia’. The tsar himself is ‘powerless against the bureaucratic
body’ of the state: he can ‘send any one of them to Siberia but he cannot govern without them
or against their will’ (Orn Liberty, p. 183).
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from this general formulation which posed dilemmas for Mill, as they do for all
liberals and liberal democrats. First, how much democracy should there be? How
much of social and economic life should be democratically organized? Second,
how can the requirements of participation in public life, which create the basis for
the democratic control of the governors, be reconciled with the requirements of
skilled administration in a complex mass society? Is democracy compatible with
skilled, professional government? Third, what are the legitimate limits of state
action? What is the proper scope for individual as against collective action? It is
worth looking briefly at Mill's response to each of these questions.

According to Mill, the ancient Greek idea of the polis could not be sustained in
modern society. The notion of self-government or government by open meeting
is, he held (in accord with the liberal tradition as a whole}, pure folly for any
community exceeding a single small town. Beyond small numbers, people cannot
participate ‘in any but some very minor portions of the public business’
(Considerations on Representative Government, pp. 217-18). Apart from the vast
problems posed by sheer numbers, there are obvious geographical and physical
limits to when and where people can meet together: these limits are hard to
overcome in a small community; they cannot be overcome in a large one. The
problems posed by coordination and regulation in a densely populated country
are insuperably complex for any system of classical or direct democracy (pp.
175-6, 179-80). Moreover, when government is government by all citizens there
is the constant danger that the wisest and ablest will be overshadowed by the
lack of knowledge, skill and experience of the majority. This danger can be
slowly countered by experience in public affairs (voting, jury service, extensive
involvement in local government), but only to a limited extent. Hence, the
‘ideally best polity’ in modern conditions comprises a representative democratic
system in which people ‘exercise through deputies periodically elected by
themselves the ultimate controlling power’ (p. 228).

A representative system, along with freedom of speech, the press and
assembly, has distinct advantages: it provides the mechanism whereby central
powers can be watched and controlled; it establishes a forum (parliament) to act
as a watchdog of liberty and centre of reason and debate; and it harnesses,
through electoral competition, leadership qualities with intellect for the
maximum benefit of all (Considerations, pp. 195, 239-40). Mill argued that there
was no desirable alternative to representative democracy, although he was
aware of certain of its costs. Today, he wrote, representative democracy and the
newspaper press are ‘the real equivalent, though not in all respects an adequate
one, of the Pnyx and the Forum’ (pp. 176ff). Participation in political life is sadly
but inescapably limited in a large-scale, complex, densely populated society (cf.
ch 9, in which the notions of political participation and informed participation
are explained more thoroughly).

Mill ultimately, however, trusted extraordinarily little in the judgement of the
electorate and elected. While arguing that universal suffrage was essential, he
was at pains to recommend a complex system of plural voting so that the
masses, the working classes, ‘the democracy’, would not have the opportunity to
subject the political order to what he labelled simply as ‘ignorance’
(Considerations, p. 324). Given that individuals are capable of different kinds of


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































