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Among the more distinctive features of the republican tradition is the importance 
it accords to civic virtue. This paper explores the views of Algernon Sidney, one 
of the first of the English republicans to write about civic virtue in detail. His 
relatively neglected ar-guments are worth examining both because they are more 
interesting and novel than often believed, and also because examining them will 
shed much-needed light on important aspects of republican theory generally. 
As this paper shows, the republican concern with civic virtue is one aspect of a 
broader effort to show how well-ordered republics might internally generate their 
own long-run support, and thus achieve stability in the sense described by John 
Rawls. Thus, in correcting a common misimpression regarding Sidney’s ideas, this 
paper enhances our appreciation of the republican politics of virtue in general. 
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Surely among the more distinctive features of the early modern republican 
tradition is the importance it accorded to civic virtue in maintaining what 
Machiavelli termed a well-ordered republic (republica bene ordinata).1 All the 
classical republicans subscribed to Machiavelli’s dictum that “just as for the 
maintenance of good customs laws are required, so if the laws are to be observed, 
there is need of good customs.” From this interconnection of institutional 
order and civic culture it follows that “it is difficult, or rather impossible, either 
to maintain a republican form of government in states which have become 
corrupt or to create such a form afresh” ([1531] 1983, 160, 164). As evidence, 
the republican authors frequently follow Machiavelli in citing the preeminent 
example of ancient Rome. How was it, they would ask, that the establishment 
of a well-ordered republic was possible after the Tarquins were expelled, but not 
after Caesar was assassinated? The difference lay in the presence of civic virtue in 
the former period and its absence in the latter. As the authors of Cato’s Letters 
succinctly expressed the thought, “Roman virtue and … Roman liberty ex-pired 
together” ([1755] 1995, 195; cf. Machiavelli [1531] 1983, 158; Nedham [1656] 
2012, 33; Sidney [1698] 1996b, 342–343). 
 Though their commitment to the politics of virtue never wavered, the early 
modern republican authors did not always make civic virtue a central theme 
in their writings.2 Consider, for instance, the first generation of English 
republicans. Henry Vane and John Milton certainly believed virtue necessary 
for the maintenance of freedom, but from this derived only a vague suggestion 
that political rights might have to be restricted to the virtuous until a republican 
order was firmly settled (Vane 1659, 7–8; Milton [1660] 1980, 442–443). James 
Harrington creatively misconstrues Machiavelli’s dictum, and thus effectively 
sidelines the issue ([1656] 1977, 202). Even Marchamont Nedham, whose tract 
on The Excellencie of a Free-State adheres more closely to Machiavelli than any 

1  See Machiavelli ([1531] 1983, 167–168 and passim). The “early modern republican tradition” refers 
here to the conventionally recognized cannon of republican authors from Machiavelli through 
Harrington to Jeffer-son and Madison. The importance of civic virtue in defining this tradition has 
frequently been observed. “One of the distinguishing features of the classical republican tradition, 
perhaps the distinguishing feature, is the crucial role it accords to political virtue,” writes Burtt 
(1990, 23). Similarly, Worden observes that it “is as a politics of virtue that republicanism most 
clearly defines itself ” (1994, 46). Though Skinner argues that the core of republican thought is its 
distinctive theory of liberty, nevertheless its “commitment to a politics of virtue” is “undoubted” 
(1998, 22–23).

2  Here “the politics of virtue” can be understood as shorthand for the deliberate public cultivation of 
citizen virtue through state action, institutional design, or other method. Thus, to be committed 
to the politics of virtue is to be committed to the idea that promoting civic virtue, whether for 
instrumental reasons or for its own sake, is an appropriate public aim.
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other writing from the period, has comparatively little to say with respect to civic 
virtue, and none of it very original (see esp. [1656] 2011, 21–22, 31–33). 
 The same cannot be said about Algernon Sidney. His Court Maxims, written 
in exile a few years after the Restoration of 1660, first return to the comparatively 
neglected issues of virtue and corruption, which then become central themes in 
his Discourses Concerning Government, written some twenty years later.3 From 
that time on, the politics of virtue rarely fails to constitute a major topic in 
republican writings. 
 In this paper, I am not especially concerned with discovering the occasion for 
Sidney’s special interest in civic virtue, nor with establishing the extent to which 
the prominence of civic virtue in subsequent republican writings might be due 
to Sidney’s influence in particular. The turn to virtue in the republican tradition 
after the Restoration was, in my view, probably over-determined. What concerns 
me here are Sidney’s ideas themselves. His arguments are worth examining both 
because they are interesting in their own right, and also because examining them 
will shed much-needed light on some important aspects of republican theory 
more generally. 
 To some, this might come as a surprise. Many studies of Sidney mention his 
views on civic virtue only in passing, if at all.4 Those few that do consider his views 
more fully are not generally impressed. As Alan Houston for example writes:

Sidney proclaimed the need for virtue, yet provided no specific 
method for cultivating it. Like many early modern scientists, 
he appears to have believed that under the correct conditions 
spontaneous generation was possible. To that extent, Sidney’s theory 
of virtue is radically incomplete and intellectually unsatisfying. 
(1991, 177)

Blair Worden comes to a similar conclusion:

In common with the neo-Harringtonians, Sidney never explains how 
the spirit and virtue that he believes to be essential to the recovery of 
liberty are to be revived in a post-feudal world. (1994, 167)

3  Civic virtue is not the only important theme in the Discourses, of course, but it is the dominant 
theme of the middle chapter. Popular sovereignty and legitimacy are the dominant themes of the 
first chapter, liberty and the rule of law the third. The former themes have drawn considerable 
scholarly attention, from Worden (1985), Nelson (1993), and Sullivan (2004, ch. 6), among 
others; the latter much less than perhaps they deserve (but see Houston 1991, ch. 5).

4  Studies that, even if valuable in other respects, have little or nothing to say about Sidney’s account 
of civic virtue include: Worden (1985), Scott (1991, chs. 10–11), Nelson (1993), Ward (2004, chs. 
6–7), Sullivan (2004, ch. 6), and Hamel (2011).
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My contention will be that such dissatisfaction is misplaced. Sidney’s account of 
civic virtue is not only sophisticated, it is also novel, marking a genuine advance 
in republican theory. That many readers have found it unsatisfying is in large 
part due to the fact that it has been read through the lens of an unduly narrow 
contemporary debate concerning education policy. From this point of view, 
the absence of a concrete educational program in Sidney is bound to appear 
objectionable. This contemporary debate, however, addresses merely one part 
of a much larger and more complex problem. Returning to the tradition, and 
to Sidney in particular, enables us to recover this broader framework, and thus 
deepen our understanding and appreciation of the republican politics of virtue.5  
 Before examining Sidney’s ideas, however, some preparatory work is in order. 
Part one of this paper places Sidney in the historical context of the republican 
tradition through a discussion of the meaning of civic virtue and its relationship 
to political freedom and republican government. The second part then discusses 
the role of civic virtue in republican theory generally, relating it to the role of 
stability in the liberal theory of John Rawls: roughly speaking, the argument will 
be that the republican concern with civic virtue is one aspect of a broader effort 
to show how well-ordered republics might generate their own long-run support. 
Finally, part three explains Sidney’s most interesting contribution, namely, his 
novel suggestion that a well-ordered republic might generate its own support 
through what we would now term an economy of esteem.  

Civic Virtue in the Republican Tradition
What do we mean by civic virtue? Here we might roughly define civic virtue as a 
set of habits or behavioral dispositions, not grounded in material interests alone, 
that contribute to the health and maintenance of a political order regarded on 
some grounds as desirable. Interest can motivate pro-social behavior, of course, as 
when people obey the law so as to avoid punishment, but we do not usually regard 
behavior so-motivated as especially virtuous. Among the many virtues individuals 
might exhibit, the civic ones are those supporting a given desirable political order. 
 This definition is usefully broad in two dimensions. First, apart from ruling 
out mere interest as a motivation, it remains agnostic as to the psychological 
basis for the behavioral dispositions in question. Habits or dispositions might for 
instance be robustly settled in an individual’s motivational set, to the extent that 
she experiences pleasure or satisfaction in acting virtuously: in this case we might 

5  In thus attempting to illuminate contemporary debates through intellectual history, this paper 
follows in the spirit of Skinner, who writes that “if we examine and reflect on the historical record, 
we can hope to stand back from, and perhaps even reappraise … our current assumptions and 
beliefs” (1998, 112)
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say she has a virtue in the strong sense familiar to contemporary virtue ethicists 
working in the Aristotelian tradition. Alternatively, the disposition might simply 
be the upshot of a configuration of widespread social norms, such that individuals 
are disposed to act as those norms dictate, but without necessarily experiencing 
any particular pleasure or satisfaction in doing so. One advantage to remaining 
agnostic with respect to this distinction is that it permits us to postpone any 
consideration of the notorious situationist challenge to Aristotelian virtue ethics, 
according to which context matters more than character in determining how 
people act.6 As it happens, Sidney’s theory at no point hinges on our adopting 
the stronger conception of virtue, and in any case his psychological assumptions 
would seem to preclude the possibility of having virtue in that strong sense. 
“Every man has passions,” he says; “few know how to moderate, and no one can 
wholly extinguish them” ([1698] 1996b, 234).7  
 Our definition of civic virtue is also usefully open-minded as to the 
nature of the political order in question. Since the particular constellation of 
behavioral dispositions that will tend to support one political order might not 
support another, civic virtue and corruption can be seen as relative concepts: 
“the corruption of one government,” Harrington observes, “is the generation 
of another” ([1656] 1977, 202). Now of course the republican authors were 
primarily interested in those behavioral dispositions contributing to the health 
and maintenance of well-ordered republics specifically.8 Sidney defined a 
republic as a community in which the people are “governed only by laws of 
their own making” ([1698] 1996b, 17; cf. 1996a, 13). This definition embraces 
two essential conditions. The first is that the community must enjoy the rule of 
law: in a republic “the laws” must always prevail “above the commands of men” 
([1698] 1996b, 6). The second is that the public magistrates responsible for 
creating and implementing those laws must be elected or otherwise subject to 
popular control – in a republic “power is conferr’d upon the chief magistrates” 
only “by the free consent of a willing people” (Ibid., 189). 

6  See McTernan (2014) and Callan (2015) for a discussion of the implications of the situationist 
challenge for theories of civic virtue.

7  So far as I am aware, no early modern republican author was sensitive to this distinction, and none 
specifi-cally committed to the strong Aristotelian conception of virtue. Contemporary republicans 
are divided as to whether well-ordered republics depend on civic virtues in the strong Aristotelian 
sense: the discussion in Pettit (1997, ch. 8) presumes not, but Costa (2009) contends otherwise.

8  Thus, Harrington excepted, they generally restricted their use of the term ‘virtue’ to republic-sup-
porting dispositions. Montesquieu, for example, terms monarchy-supporting dispositions ‘honor’ 
in contrast to the republic-supporting dispositions termed ‘virtue’; he is also careful, which earlier 
republicans usually were not, to distinguish civic virtue from moral virtue more generally ([1748] 
1949, 23–25).
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 In so defining republican government, of course, Sidney was wholly conventional. 
Machiavelli had similarly defined republics as communities that lived “under laws 
which seemed to them appropriate for their maintenance” ([1531] 1983, 101), 
and the English republicans followed suit. Nedham, for example, defines free states 
as communities with “wholesome Laws suted to every Man’s state and condition” 
in which the people hold “a power of altering Government and Governours 
upon occasion” via “Assemblies of the People” constituted through “free Election” 
([1656] 2011, 9–10). Vane defines a “state of free Citizens” as an association of 
persons who “agree to be subject and yield obedience to the Laws, that are from 
time to time made amongst them by their own free and common consent” (1659, 
4). And Milton defines a free commonwealth as a “self-governing democratie” in 
which “any governor or chief counselor offending, may be remov’d and punishd 
without the least commotion” ([1660] 1980, 426–427).
 What behavioral dispositions in particular, then, contribute to the health and 
maintenance of republics so defined? Neither Sidney nor any of his predecessors 
bothered to detail a comprehensive formal catalogue of republican virtues, but 
it is clear enough what they had in mind. Montesquieu usefully summarizes 
republican virtue as the “preference of public to private interest” ([1748] 1949, 
34), or as contemporary scholars say, the “disposition to further public over 
private good in action and deliberation” (Burtt 1990, 24). Sidney did however 
discuss three dimensions to civic virtue so understood, each corresponding to a 
specific danger any well-ordered republic might face. 
 The first and perhaps most obvious danger facing any republic is conquest and 
subjugation at the hands of some foreign power. This danger was particularly 
acute in the highly competitive security environments faced by city-states in 
the ancient world and renaissance Italy, though it never fully receded from view 
among later republicans in England and America.9 Size and wealth contribute 
to security, of course, but as Sidney was fond of pointing out, “no example can 
be alleged of a free people … conquer’d by an absolute monarch, unless he did 
incomparably surpass them in riches and strength” ([1698] 1996b, 135). This 
is because the citizens of a republics are more ready to defend their community 
than mercenaries or oppressed subjects. “Men are valiant and industrious, 
when they fight for themselves and their country,” while those whose spirits are 
“depressed by servitude” have “neither courage to defend themselves, nor will 

9  Republicans are sometimes unfairly castigated for their militarism. While it is true that the English 
repub-licans usually followed Machiavelli in advocating what they called a “commonwealth for 
increase” (Harrington [1656] 1977, 320), they never advocated conquest for its own sake: “swords 
were given to men,” says Sidney, “that none might be slaves,” not that they might enslave others 
([1698] 1996b, 343).
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to fight for their wicked masters,” (ibid., 272, 197; cf. Nedham [1656] 2011, 
34–36). Inspiring patriotic courage on the part of citizens is thus essential to 
defending the republic successfully.10 
 Not all dangers to the republic are external, however: no less serious is the 
danger of internal regime change – the subversion or overthrow of republican 
institutions by ambitious elites. This was precisely the fate of the Roman 
republic, and also many of the renaissance Italian city-republics. While intelligent 
institutional design can reduce this danger, the ultimate safeguard must lie in a 
lively spirit of citizen engagement: as John Streater emphasized, “every Member 
of the Common wealth, of right and duty, ought to watch to their Liberty, and 
prevent Absoluteness in persons of great Trust” (1653, i). Public offices come with 
discretionary powers that can be wielded for or against the common good. While 
the “good magistrate seeks the good of the people committed to his care,” the bad 
“sets up an interest of profit, pleasure or pomp in himself, repugnant to the good of 
the publick” (Sid-ney [1698] 1996b, 432–433). So long as a sufficient number of 
responsible and capable citizens remain duly informed of public affairs, supervise 
the holders of public office in the conduct of their duties, and offer themselves 
for public service when necessary, there will be little scope for the ambitious who 
might otherwise contract “a particular Interest, distinct from that which they 
had in common with the people,” and usurp public authorities for their own 
ends (Nedham  [1656] 2011, 21). Once political apathy becomes widespread, 
however, institutional safeguards alone will not be sufficient. Indeed, as the Medici 
in Florence demonstrated, the outward form of republican institutions can easily 
provide a cover for authoritarian rule.11 
 Apart from conquest and regime change, every well-ordered republic faces 
a third danger as well: namely, internal dissention and disorder. To remain a 
community of equal citizens in which no one person or group holds mastery 
over any other, every republic must maintain a robust rule of law: as Sidney says, 
“we have no other way of distinguishing between free nations and such as are 
not so, than that the free are governed by their own laws” ([1698] 1996b, 440). 
But the rule of law cannot be maintained unless citizens by-and-large respect the 
letter and spirit of their shared political and legal institutions. Thus the list of 
citizen virtues must be extended to include some degree of political moderation 
or forbearance. This need not involve the complete subordination of our 
personal aspirations to the common good: disagreement as such is not always a 
problem, provided everyone play by the rules, so to speak. Indeed, as John Hall 

10 For further discussion see Houston (1991, 157–167) and Worden (1994, 168–170).
11 For further discussion, see Houston (1991, 167–173).
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observes, “unless they be Cruelly exorbitant” contenting political parties “doe 
but poyse and ballance one another, and many times like the discord of humor 
upon the naturall Body, produce reall good to the Politick” (1651, 10). When the 
early-modern republican authors deplored the “grand Cankerworm” of fac-tion 
(Nedham [1656] 2011, 22), they had in mind something rather more troubling 
than mere debate and disagreement. The danger arises when people begin to 
regard political and legal institutions strategically, as mere instruments for 
advancing their private agendas: from here it is only a short step to dispensing 
with the rules all together when they are found to hinder those agendas. Left 
unchecked, the spread of such attitudes will undermine confidence and support 
for the rule of law.
 In his focus on martial courage, public engagement, and respect for the law, 
Sidney, like other early modern republicans, was no doubt strongly influenced 
by the historical examples readily available to him – namely, the ancient Greek 
and Roman republics and the republics of Renaissance Italy. We should thus 
not expect his discussion to be exhaustive. For example, in addition to having 
the courage necessary to defend a republic from external danger, contemporary 
republicans also point to the need for courage to press for internal social reform, 
even when unpopular (Pettit 1997, 247–248). Experience has demonstrated that 
republics must be able to adapt to ever-changing social and economic conditions, 
and thus republicans can readily agree with Rawls’s claim that practices such as 
civic disobedi-ence might be a stabilizing rather than destabilizing force (1971, 
382–383). Likewise, in addition to respect for the law, there is also respect for 
difference and diversity: under conditions of reasonable pluralism, the virtue of 
toleration is thus essential to the maintenance of any modern republic (Dagger 
1997, 196–197). For present purposes, however, we may set aside these and 
other contemporary additions to the catalogue of republican virtues.
 Before concluding this preliminary discussion, however, it is worth 
mentioning an important debate concerning the republican account of civic 
virtue. Here we have more or less assumed that the early modern republicans 
praised civic virtue for instrumental reasons – namely, insofar as courage, public 
engagement, respect for the law, and so forth are useful for the maintenance of 
healthy republican institutions. On this instrumental reading of the tradition, 
advanced by Quentin Skinner (1998), Philip Pettit (1997), and others, the 
primary normative commitment in republican theory is to the political 
freedom or liberty constituted by those institutions, which freedom republicans 
understand in negative terms as the absence of arbitrary power or domination. 
This view contrasts strongly, however, with the interpretation of Pocock (1975; 
1981) and others, according to which the early modern republicans regarded 
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civic virtue as intrinsically valuable. On this view, the active exercise of virtue 
itself constitutes human flourishing in a roughly Aristotelian sense, and the early 
modern republicans advocated political freedom – now understood in positive 
terms as collective self-government – precisely because it provides a venue for 
citizens to exhibit their virtue through political action. These two interpretations 
of the tradition are often termed ‘neo-Roman’ and ‘neo-Athenian’, and their 
contemporary advocates ‘civic republicans’ and ‘civic humanists’ respectively.
 It is beyond the scope of this paper to rehearse this established debate in all 
of its particulars. With respect to Sidney, however, considerable evidence tells 
against the intrinsic view, and in favor of the instrumental. To begin with, it is 
absolutely clear that he understands political freedom in strictly negative terms 
as the absence of domination. He repeatedly states that “liberty solely consists 
in an independency upon the will of another,” or “in being subject to no man’s 
will,” or in “an exemption from the dominion of another” ([1698] 1996b, 17, 
402, 510). He contrasts liberty with “dependence upon the will of another,” a 
condition in which one “can neither dispose of his person nor goods” except  
“at the will of his master” (ibid., 402, 17). On his view, “without prejudice to the 
society into which I enter, I may … retain to myself the liberty of doing what I 
please in all things relating peculiarly to myself, or in which I am to seek my 
own convenience” (ibid., 548).
 Furthermore, when it comes to “pure democracy, where the people in 
themselves, and by themselves, perform all that belongs to government,” he 
protests that he knows “of no such thing; and if it be in the world” he has 
“nothing to say for it.” Liberty, on his view, “granted by God to all mankind,” 
is perfectly consistent with the people giving “so much of their power as they 
please to one or more men … according to such rules as they prescribe” (ibid., 
189), which of course cannot be correct if we suppose freedom is enjoyed only 
in and through active political participation. 
 We may therefore safely conclude that Sidney aims to vindicate the cause 
of liberty understood as non-domination, and that he is concerned with civic 
virtue as an instrumental – though, indeed, indispensible – means to that end. 
He approvingly concurs with Machiavel-li who finds “virtue to be so essentially 
necessary to the establishment and preservation of liberty” that it would be 
“impossible for a corrupted people to set up a good government” (ibid., 135).

Republican Virtue and the Problem of Stability
If one believes a well-ordered republic “can never be upheld otherwise than by 
virtue” (Sidney [1698] 1996b, 186), then it stands to reason one should be 
concerned to discover the means for cultivating that virtue. But it is precisely 
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here that many have found Sidney wanting: he has, so it is thought, no clear 
plan for instilling citizen virtue.
 My argument will be that this judgment involves an incomplete understanding 
of the role civic virtue plays in republican theory. Sidney does indeed have an 
account of how citizens become virtuous, and it is summed up in one of his 
favorite expressions in the Discourses, namely, that liberty itself is “the mother 
and nurse” of virtue ([1698] 1996b, 143; cf. ibid., 135, 139, 161, 177, 201, 
273). Without appreciating the broader argument, how-ever, this slogan is 
bound to be unsatisfying, suggesting little more than an unfounded faith in 
“spontaneous generation” (Houston 1991, 177). To understand the broader 
argument, we must first attune ourselves to an important difference between 
the context in which contemporary political theorists commonly debate civic 
virtue on the one hand, and the context in which Sidney and other early modern 
republicans debated it on the other. Once clarified, and the broader republican 
account of civic virtue understood, we will be in a position to see why Sidney’s 
slogan makes perfect sense. 
 In contemporary political theory, civic virtue is most commonly discussed 
in the context of the liberal theory of education. To simplify considerably, the 
main axis of debate can be seen as arising out of a tension between two ideas. 
The first is the thought that the citizens of a healthy liberal society should ideally 
exhibit liberal virtues in some degree. These liberal virtues might include, for 
instance, dispositions to tolerate difference and to respect the rights of others 
(Macedo 1990, 265–277; Galston 1991, 220–227). The second idea is the 
liberal commitment to a principle of neutrality, according to which public 
policies and insti-tutions should be equally accommodating of all reasonable 
conceptions of the good (Rawls 1993, 196; Patten 2012, 257). The difficulty 
arises from a possibility that, regarded as a side constraint on educational policy, 
the neutrality principle might block various measures designed to instill 
citizens with the liberal virtues. Thus on one side are those who argue that some 
version of the neutrality principle should be maintained, and that educational 
poli-cies operating within its constraints can produce citizens with liberal virtue 
enough; while on the other are those who argue that rather more robust virtues 
will be necessary, that such virtues cannot easily be instilled through educational 
policies consistent with the neutrality principle, and therefore that the principle 
should be demoted or abandoned. 
 It was in this context that contemporary neo-republicanism first appeared to 
offer a potentially attractive end-run around the liberal education debate: not 
only had civic virtue always held a central place in the republican tradition, but  
that tradition also seemed unburdened by any prior commitment to neutrality. 
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Since this contemporary debate is not our main concern, however, we may leave 
such possibilities aside (but see Dagger 1997). The point to be established here is 
rather that any attempt to read the early modern republican authors through the 
lens of this contemporary debate is bound to produce anachronism. Whatever 
the early modern republicans were doing when they discussed the importance of 
civic virtue, they were not engaged in anything remotely like the contemporary 
liberal edu-cation debate with which we are familiar. There are two very obvious 
reasons for this. First, since no one advocated a liberal principle of neutrality 
in the early modern period, no normative obstacle to virtue education would 
have been perceived. No one would have found cause to dispute Milton’s claim 
that the central aim of education “is to repair the ruins of our first parents … 
by possessing our souls of true vertue” ([1644] 1959, 366–367). Second, and 
perhaps more importantly, the early modern state did not engage in, and no 
doubt lacked the capacity to implement, policies of mass public education.
 This is certainly not to claim that the republican ignored educational policy 
altogether. Harrington envisioned a system of universal public education for 
his ideal state in Oceana, but its main function was vocational – to forestall 
the mischief of idleness ([1656] 1977, 298–300). Nedham, much like Hobbes, 
believed it dangerous for any regime to have the children of its elites study 
political principles hostile to that regime, “for Schools, Academies, … and 
Seminaries of Youth, will otherwise be but so many Nurseries of Rebellion” 
([1656] 2011, 93). Naturally, it was the teaching of monarchical principles that 
Nedham feared, republican principles Hobbes. None of this, however, really 
touches on the contemporary debates surrounding virtue education. Even 
Benjamin Rush, whose plan to “convert men into republican machines” is 
often produced to suggest an unhealthy obsession with civic virtue among the 
republicans, was discussing a higher education plan relevant only for a small 
segment of the population ([1798] 1947, 92). In any case, he was writing near 
the very end of the early modern period.
 So what then was the central issue in republican discussions of civic virtue, if 
not edu-cation policy? The answer, in a word, is stability. Here it is important to 
distinguish be-tween what we might term narrow stability on the one hand, and 
wide stability on the other. Roughly speaking, the question of narrow stability 
concerns whether a given political order, once implemented, will constitute a 
viable equilibrium of the relevant political forces in society, considered especially 
from the point of view of their respective material interests. Hobbes challenged 
the viability of a republic on the grounds that no community can be genuinely 
ruled by law: the public recognition of an absolute sovereign, on his view, offers 
the only viable basis for narrow stability. It was to this challenge that Harrington 

Algernon Sidney, Republican Stability, and the Politics of Virtue



70  |  THE JOURNAL OF POLITICAL SCIENCE

addressed his principal efforts, aiming to demonstrate that under the right 
conditions a constitutional scheme can indeed constitute a viable basis for an 
equilibrium of forces and interests.
 The question of wide stability, in contrast, concerns the robustness of that 
equilibrium over time in the face of perturbation and change. Here we must 
consider not only the narrow material interests of the main political forces 
in society, but also the full range of habits or behavioral dispositions in the 
population at large. When Machiavelli insisted that it would be “impossible … to 
maintain a republican form of government in states which have become corrupt,” 
he clearly had in mind much more than a mere imbalance in material interests. 
People are often moved by passion, they often act shortsightedly, they often fail 
to fully appreciate the value of diffuse public goods, and so forth; the long-run 
maintenance of a well-ordered republic therefore depends to some extent on civic 
virtue to counteract these and other centrifugal tendencies. Milton and Nedham 
certainly did not disagree, but directed their energies elsewhere. Pretending to not 
fully comprehend Machiavelli, Harrington changed the subject: 

A people (saith Machavel) that is corrupt is not capable of a 
commonwealth; but in showing what a corrupt people is, he hath 
either involved himself or me, nor can I otherwise come out of the 
labyrinth than by saying that, the balance [of property] altering, 
a people, as to the foregoing government, must of necessity be 
corrupt; but corruption in this sense signifieth no more than that 
the corruption of one government … is the generation of another; 
wherefore, if the balance alter from monarchy, the corruption of 
the people in this case is that which maketh them capable of a 
commonwealth. 

Of course he understood Machiavelli more than he let on, admitting he is 
“not ignorant that the corruption” to which Machiavelli refers “is in manners.” 
But by equating civic virtue with “temperance” and corruption with “luxury” 
Harrington is able to claim that the relative extent of virtue and corruption is 
simply a side effect of the distribution of property ([1656] 1977, 202). He thus 
attempts, unconvincingly, to reduce the problem of wide stability to narrow. It 
was left to Sidney, after the collapse of the commonwealth, to forcefully place 
wide stability back on the republican agenda.12  

12 To clarify, narrow and wide stability are complements, not contraries: presumably any well-ordered 
republic needs to be both politically viable in the short run, and also socially robust in the long run. Even 
so, durability is relative: unlike Harrington, who dreamed of an “immortal commonwealth” ([1656] 
1977, 209), Sidney followed Machiavelli in believing no political order can escape eventual decay.
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 What we have here termed the problem of wide stability is in effect the 
issue of “stability for the right reasons” as discussed by John Rawls. This 
perhaps surprising claim can be explained as follows. Consider first the core 
institutional scheme of a given political order Pi, be it republican, liberal, or 
some other. Consider also the general pattern of habits or behavioral dispositions  
Di individuals living within that political order will tend to exhibit. Perhaps 
some of these dispositions can be attributed to human nature, and others to 
contin-gent historical or cultural factors, but at least a few can be attributed to 
the character of the political order itself. That is to say, if political order P1 tends 
to generate the pattern of dispositions D1, and P2 the pattern of dispositions 
D2, we would not expect the overlap between D1 and D2 to be perfect. Finally, 
consider the pattern of behavioral dispositions Vi that would optimally support 
a given political order Pi – i.e., the civic virtues relative to that political order.
 Now the interesting question, obviously, is whether Di = Vi. In Rawls’s language, 
this is the condition of congruence (1971, 453–456, 513–514). Whenever this 
condition is met, we can say something very significant about the political order 
at hand: namely, that its core institutional scheme will tend to generate its own 
support. Of course we have no reason to assume the congruence condition will 
be met automatically – that a given institutionally-generated pattern of habits 
or behavioral dispositions will coincide perfectly with the pattern of dispositions 
optimally supportive of those same institutions. Thus the overall situation can 
be represented as in Figure 1.

 Must congruence be perfect? No, or at any rate not in the short run. There 
are at least two means by which we might aim to compensate for imperfect 
congruence. The first is coercion: if some people don’t naturally develop 
dispositions to act as the system requires, we can force them to do so instead, 
as for example through criminal law enforcement. The second is preference 
manipulation: if the system does not spontaneously generate the dispositions it 
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needs, we can through various methods instill them artificially, as for example 
when we try to instill in children a habit of obeying the law. If there were no 
practical or normative limits on the use of these methods, wide stability would 
present itself as a mere technical challenge, more or less demanding depending 
on the plasticity of human nature. 
 There are limits, however. It is precisely because there are limits that the 
problem of wide stability presents itself also as a problem of political theory. 
Consider for example the ideal state sketched in Plato’s Republic. Maintaining 
that state in the long run, he argued, would require not only an all-embracing 
educational program, but a healthy dose of propaganda as well – the famous 
myth of the metals. Supposing he is correct, many would regard this fact as 
telling strongly against the merits of Plato’s ideal state: how can the best state be 
one that does not for the most part generate its own support? One whose long-
run stability depends on its citizens being fundamentally deceived about the 
true nature of their own society? Something like this intuition underlies Rawls’s 
publicity requirement, which rules out deceptive preference manipulation 
strategies that might otherwise help overcome imperfect congruence (1971, 133, 
453–454). The liberal neutrality principle represents a further constraint on such 
strategies. Presumably there will be practical and normative limits on the form  
and degree of coercive strategies we should be willing to employ as well. 
 Republicans are constrained no less than liberals in the strategies they might 
employ to overcome imperfect congruence. For the early modern republicans 
in particular, the operative constraints were more practical than normative – 
namely, the relatively limited capacity of states in that period to coerce and 
shape the hearts and minds of their citizens. It was perhaps in large part for this 
reason that Sidney and his republican successors turned away from education-
based strategies, so popular among the ancients, to explore modern institutional 
congruence-based strategies.13 But republicans also labor under various normative 
constraints. Though not burdened by a commitment to neutrality, for instance, 
republicans are committed to prioritizing freedom as non-domination, and this 
entails that any strategies employed must honor such freedom. 
 For present purposes, however, the upshot is the same. Given that our efforts 
to overcome imperfect congruence will face both practical and normative limits, 
the general problem of wide stability for republicans, as much as for liberals, 
principally involves exploring the extent to which the institutional scheme 

13  I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for stressing this point. Of course the focus on institutions 
does not mean that republican theory has no implications for education policy: rather it means 
only that because Sidney, given his historical context, had little to say on the topic, a consideration 
of republican education policy falls outside the scope of present discussion.
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of a political order can be relied upon to gener-ate its own support – that is, 
to achieve reasonably good, if not perfect, congruence. Here we may recall, 
now with deeper appreciation, Machiavelli’s dictum that “if the laws are to be 
observed, there is need of good customs,” but also that “for the maintenance of 
good customs laws are required.”
 Arguments concerning wide stability usually take one of three forms. First, 
one might simply aim to establish the robustness of an otherwise potentially 
attractive political order. This in itself, we might reasonably think, tells us 
something important about that order – namely, that it passes a test Plato’s ideal 
state would apparently fail. The other two forms of argument are comparative. 
One might, second, aim to compare the relative robustness of two contrasting 
political orders. This is essentially what Rawls sets out to do in the third part of 
A Theory of Justice, arguing that a political order embodying justice as fairness 
would be more stable than a political order embodying utilitarianism (1971, 
175–183; 496–504). Third and finally, one might aim to compare the relative 
robustness of two possible institutional variants of a given political order. 
 For the most part, the discussions of civic virtue in the republican tradition fall 
into the third category.14 Actual and possible republican regimes come in many 
varieties, and it is an interesting question which particular institutional scheme 
answering to republican principles might be most robust.15 The republican 
authors commonly employed two different techniques to improve anticipated 
congruence. The first was to select particular institutional configurations that 
inspired citizens to virtue. Thus, for example, Machiavelli and his followers 
argued a more inclusive democratic republic would inspire greater courage 
than a narrow aristocratic one: only when “the People began to know, claim, 
and possess their Liberties” did the Romans build “that wondrous Empire that 
overshadowed the whole World” (Nedham [1656] 2011, 34–35). The second 
was to select particular institutional configurations that economized on the need 
for citizen virtue. Thus, for example, Harring-ton and his followers argued that 
bicameralism and other institutional checks and balances would reduce the need 
for political self-restraint: “such orders may be established” so as to “give the 

14  The early modern republicans did not generally dispute the stability of monarchical regimes. How-
ever, if one believes that the dispositions supportive of a republican political order correspond to 
the virtues human beings ought to possess on independent moral grounds, then one can attack 
monarchy for its dependence on other dispositions. Sidney, among others, believed this, and thus 
attacks monarchy for its encourage-ment of vice.

15  Republicans do not value stability for its own sake: in Sidney’s words, stability is “only worthy of 
praise, when it is in that which is good. No man delights in sickness or pain, because it is long, 
or incurable; nor in slavery and misery, because it is perpetual” ([1698] 1996b, 136). Stability is 
valuable in republics be-cause republics are good to have.
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upper hand in all cases unto common right or interest, notwithstanding the 
near-ness of that which sticks unto every man in private” (Harrington [1656] 
1977, 172).16  
 Sidney contributed to these discussions, but as we shall see the main thrust 
of his argument is directed towards the first of the issues mentioned above – 
namely, to establishing that a well-ordered republic could plausibly achieve wide 
stability in the first place. Accordingly, this will be our present focus as well.

Republican Virtue and the Economy of Esteem
Sidney discusses civic virtue clearly, but relatively briefly in his Court Maxims, 
written a few years after the Restoration. In contrast, virtue and stability constitute 
the main theme of the Discourses’ lengthy second chapter. The Discourses were 
written in direct response to the publication of Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha at 
the height of the exclusion crisis in 1680, and the three chapters of the former 
correspond directly to the three chapters of the latter: it is thus worth considering 
what specific complaints Filmer raised to provoke such an extended response from 
Sidney. Chapter two of the Patriarcha offers a series of arguments purporting to 
show the inferiority of republican to monarchical government. Many of these 
arguments are uninteresting, but two in particular strike directly at the problem 
of wide stability. 
 The first turns on the need for political self-restraint. As we have seen, it is 
definitional of a republican political order that citizens have the ability to engage 
in disagreement and contestation, for it is through these means that they control 
their magistrates and ensure the laws are not oppressive. For political debate 
to not degenerate into dangerous factionalism, however, citizens must exercise 
forbearance: they must be willing to respect the letter and spirit of the laws 
and customs that define the political system, and not press private claims too 
strenuously. Unfortunately, Filmer says, “the nature of all people is to desire 
liberty without restraint.” Indeed, “the greatest part of the people” are “wicked 
and vicious” and given the opportunity will press their private claims as far as 
they can. The inevitable result is that disorders are “unavoidable and of necessity 
do follow all democratical regiments.” Republican institutions do not naturally 
generate the self-restraint they will need to remain stable, he argues. “The only 
means to preserve” a republican political order “is to have some powerful enemy 
near” for “the common danger of an enemy keeps them in better unity than the 
laws they make themselves.” The history of the Roman republic, Filmer argues, 
supports this view: only so long as it was surrounded by dangerous neighbors did 

16 This distinction between inspiring and economizing virtue follows Brennan and Hamlin (1995).
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the re-public function at all. Once that danger had been removed, “the cruelty 
of all the tyrannical emperors that ever ruled” Rome “did spill but a quarter of 
that blood that was poured out in the last hundred years of her glorious popular 
commonwealth” ([1680] 1991, 28–29). 
 Now this complaint about the tendency of republican government towards 
disorder was a familiar one, and one to which republicans had a ready answer. 
That answer seems to have drawn its original inspiration from the Latin historian 
Sallust, who marvels at “what rapid progress was made” by Rome “once it had 
gained its liberty” by instituting a state “in which authority was divided between 
two annually elected rulers” (1963, 179). The misfortunes that subsequently 
beset the republic were due not to her success in eliminating external dangers, 
as Filmer would have it, but rather to the introduction of luxuries – especially 
by the general Sulla, who thereby “sought to secure the loyalty of the army he 
commanded in Asia.” In short order a growing “love of money, and the lust for 
power which followed it … destroyed honor, integrity, and every other virtue,” 
ultimately leading to the republic’s downfall (ibid., 181–182). Essentially the 
same argument appears in Machiavelli, except that he attributes the introduction 
of corruption to Marius ([1531] 1983, 158); and then again in Nedham, who 
blames both generals ([1656] 2011, 33).
 This argument has often been misunderstood, and the corrupting influence 
of luxury interpreted as hostility to the progress of commerce and longing for 
the virtuous poverty of a pre-modern agrarian society. Some of the early modern 
republicans perhaps did have something like this longing (though others certainly 
did not), but in any case that was not the issue at hand. As Machiavelli clearly 
states, “corruption of this kind” and the “ineptitude for a free mode of life” that 
follows “is due to the inequality one finds in a city” ([1531] 1983, 160). In other 
words, the problem is not the general level of wealth or amount of commercial 
activity in society, but rather the maldistribution of social wealth. So long as citizens 
remain on a more or less even footing with one another, they can regard the 
republic as a fair system of cooperation in which all have a significant stake. Such 
a society will generate its own support in the form of a general willingness to play 
by the rules and respect political outcomes. Great inequalities upset this balance: 
the destitute become politically desperate, while the wealthy regard themselves as 
above the rules. At this point, republican government becomes impossible: only 
the “superior force” of an autocratic ruler can reign in “the corrupt practices of the 
powerful” and impose a viable social order (ibid., 246).
 Exactly the same analysis appears in Sidney’s Court Maxims, but spelled out 
with much greater clarity than anything to be found in previous republican 
writings. “While Rome lived in the fullness of liberty,” he writes, “the scope of 
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the law was to preserve every particular man in the enjoyment of his liberty and 
property, and to beat down any presumptuous head that should arrogate to itself 
a power above others.” With social equality thus secured, Rome’s republican 
institutions generated their own support for centuries: “Roman virtue was the 
effect of their good laws,” in his expression. This happy state was upset not by the 
conquest of her enemies, but rather by the “prodigious affluence of riches” that 
followed, which “introduced ambition and avarice, raising some citizens above 
the power of the law” (emphasis added). Here observe that the specific problem 
is maldistribution, not the general level of wealth or commercial activity. “The 
people, that had had the spoils of all the richest provinces, now wanted bread, 
whilst the revenues of the whole world were spent upon the prodigious lusts of 
their cruel masters and their accursed favorites” (1996a, 136–137). 
 Thus to respond in the Discourses to Filmer’s first argument, Sidney needed 
only to reiterate his earlier discussion, which is precisely what he does. So long 
as social equality was preserved at Rome, “no sedition did them any hurt,” and 
“by the excellence of their valour and conduct the greatest powers of the world 
were subdued.” Unfortunately, “’twas hard, if not impossible, to preserve a civil 
equality, when the spoils of the greatest kingdoms were brought to adorn the 
houses of private men.” The newly rich and powerful “were apt to scorn the 
power of the law” and this “was a most dangerous disease.” Contrary to Filmer, 
then, republican government is not inherently given to disorder, provided it  
is combined with a sufficient measure of social equality. The bloody civil wars that 
destroyed the Roman republic are thus “not to be imputed to their constitution, 
but their departing from it” ([1698] 1996b, 153–154).
 This brings us, however, to Filmer’s second and even more clever argument. 
Every republican political order depends on rotation in public office to prevent 
the concentration of power, and thus on citizens’ willingness to regularly 
offer themselves for public service. Unfortunately, “in a popular state every 
man knows that the public good doth not depend wholly on his care, but 
the commonwealth may be well enough governed by others though he tend 
only to his private benefit.” This is, of course, a version of the collective action 
dilemma, and the result will be that “every one leaves the business for his  
fellow until it is quite neglected by all.” And indeed, they are not “much to 
be blamed for their negligence, since it is an even wager their ignorance is as 
great. For the magistrates among the people, being for the most part annual, 
do always lay down their office before they understand it” ([1680] 1991, 31). 
The conclusion thus follows: we cannot expect the institutions of a republican 
political order to inspire the level of citizen engagement they will need to remain 
healthy in the long run.
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 This is a new objection, as Sidney recognized, and a serious one. In response, a  
republican might propose that we cover the shortfall with educational measures 
designed to instill in citizens a love of public engagement for its own sake. How 
far such policies could succeed is an open empirical question, but it would be 
disheartening if the long-run stability of republican institutions depended on 
their success. It would mean that a republican political order – much like Plato’s 
ideal state – could not subsist primarily on its own merits. Republicans must 
therefore face Filmer’s attack head-on, and indeed, after citing the relevant 
passage in full, this is precisely what Sidney does. People who have lived in free  
republics, he writes, 

are usually pleas’d with their condition, [and] desire to maintain it; 
and every man finding his own good comprehended in the publick, 
as those that sail in the same ship, employs the talent he has 
in endeavouring to preserve it, knowing that he must perish if 
that miscarry. This was an encouragement to industry; and the 
continual labours and dangers to which the Romans and other 
free nations exposed themselves, have been taken for testimonies 
that they thought themselves concerned in the businesses that passed 
among them, and that everyone did not neglect them through an 
opinion that they would be done well enough by others. ([1698] 
1996b, 270, emphasis added)

Certainly, this is what republicans need to show, and the historical record perhaps 
provides some evidence that it can be shown. But so far Sidney has only carefully 
restated the problem, without yet offering his solution. How is it, precisely, that 
the citizens of a republic can be sufficiently motivated to do their individual part 
in maintaining the public good? 
 Sidney’s novel answer is remarkable, and represents a genuine advance in 
republican theory. In fact, he presents his argument twice (one of the many 
instances in which the Discourses would have benefited from aggressive editing), 
once before addressing Filmer’s objection, and then again after. He begins 
with the modest psychological assumption that “man naturally follows that 
which is good, or seems to him to be so;” that “men follow that which seems 
advantageous to themselves” ([1698] 1996b, 253, 274). Among those things 
which seem advantageous to many are the public honor and recognition that 
flow from holding of positions of prestige and authority in their community. 
Now in a well-ordered republic, “power is conferr’d upon the chief magistrates” 
only “by the free consent of a willing people” (ibid., 189). If we suppose that 
candidates for public office who will most benefit the community are favored at 
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the margin, then it follows that the political process itself will over time generate 
a powerful encouragement to virtue: “in well-govern’d states,” Sidney writes, 

where a value is put upon virtue, and no one honoured unless for 
such qualities as are beneficial to the publick, men are from 
the tenderest years brought up in a belief, that nothing in this 
world deserves to be sought after, but such honors as are acquired 
by virtuous actions: By this means virtue itself becomes popular. (ibid., 
253, emphasis added)

The argument is restated a number of pages later as follows:

Such as are bread under a good discipline, and see that all benefits 
procured to their country by virtuous actions, redound to the 
honour and advantage of themselves, their children, friends, and 
relations, contract from their infancy a love to the publick, and 
look upon the common concernments as their own. When they 
have learnt to be virtuous, and see that virtue is in esteem, they seek 
no other preferments than such as may be obtained that way …. 
(ibid., 274, emphasis added)

In other words, the liberal use of free and competitive elections in a well-ordered 
republic to fill public offices will create what Brennan and Pettit have called an 
“economy of esteem” (2003). Much as in a market economy the decentralized 
choices of individual consumers generate beneficial inducements for producers, 
guiding them towards an efficient allocation of labor and capital, so to in a well-
ordered republic the decentralized votes of individual citizens generate beneficial 
inducements for the politically ambitious, guiding them towards virtue. And 
not just towards seeming virtuous, but actually towards being virtuous, because 
according to Sidney, when “valour, industry, and wisdom advanced men to 
offices, it was no easy matter for a man to persuade the senate he had such 
qualities … if he had them not” ([1698] 1996b, 255).17 
 Many republican authors, before and after Sidney, insisted on the importance 
of having virtuous public officials; and some reiterated Sallust’s observation that 
because public offices are open to all citizens in a republic, the community can 
look for virtue in a wider pool of potential candidates. But Sidney’s argument 
goes further in recognizing the reciprocal influence of republican institutions 

17  It is not clear whether an economy of esteem will instill civic virtue in the strong Aristotelian 
sense: office holders might develop virtuous habits or dispositions without ever coming to enjoy 
the exercise of those virtues for its own sake. To the extent that wide stability depends on strong 
Aristotelian virtues, this might be a problem, which Sidney does not address.
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on citizen character.18 With respect to this insight he was partially anticipated 
by Streater, who remarked that because in the Roman republic, all citizens “had 
hope of having share of the Government; therefore they endeavoured to improve 
themselves so, as to become capable of … such trusts” (1653, 1). But Streater 
provides no further explanation, and discusses no particular mechanism. Sidney, 
in contrast, is clear that republican institutions draw citizens to virtue through 
natural human sociability: what seems good or advantageous to a person is 
largely a function of what is publicly esteemed. Thus citizens who found “no 
inconvenience in poverty, whilst their virtue was honour’d,” found the same 
poverty “insupportable” when “luxury was brought into fashion” ([1698] 
1996b, 253–254). Operating through public esteem rather than material 
interest, republican institutions can generate their own support in a healthy and 
sustainable manner. 
 Of course the argument presumes that ordinary citizens can at least dimly 
perceive the relative merit of candidates and, “according to the measure 
of understanding they have, endeavour to set up those who seem to be best 
qualified” ([1698] 1996b, 190). Since the economy of esteem requires only that 
virtuous candidates be favored at the margin, the assumption is perhaps not 
terribly demanding, but it is not nothing either. James Madison remarked a 
century later that without some such basic republican faith in the people, the 
idea “that any form of government will secure liberty or happiness” is simply 
“chimerical” ([1788] 2006, 157). 
 More importantly, Sidney is also clear that the mechanism will only work 
provided the people can vote “according to the liberty of their own will” ([1698] 
1996b, 190). This will not be true where political processes have been corrupted 
or where elections are not other-wise free and competitive. But such republics 
are not well-ordered, and the problem of wide stability is the problem of whether 
a well-ordered republic could generate its own support. Provided these conditions 
are met, however, Filmer is wrong: since “every man desires to give testimony of 
his virtue, when he knows ’twill be rewarded with honour and power,” Sidney 
writes, “no country ever wanted great numbers of excellent men, where this 
method was established” ([1698] 1996b, 248, 274). The well-ordered free 
republic will have no difficulty generating its own long-run support. 

18  In his reading of Sidney, Scott (2004, 184–190) recognizes the importance of institutions but 
misses the argument, mistakenly saying their role is to enforce virtuous conduct on the part of 
public officials.
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Conclusion
Almost four decades after Sidney was executed for having written the Discourses, 
Trenchard and Gordon publish a letter on “The Sad Effects of general 
Corruption” in the London Journal, one in the series subsequently collected 
as Cato’s Letters. Apart from a brief introduction, this particular letter, no. 26, 
consists entirely of an extended quotation from Sidney – indeed, precisely the 
passage in which he lays out the argument that, through an economy of esteem, 
well-ordered republics can generate the very civic virtue they need for their own 
long-run maintenance. 
 As is well-known, the politics of virtue constitute a recurring theme in Cato’s 
Letters. In developing their own contributions to this theme, Trenchard and 
Gordon build on Sid-ney, an “author, who can never be too much valued or 
read” in their estimation ([1755] 1995, 188). Civic virtue is likewise a central 
topic for Montesquieu, for Ferguson, and for many others who follow in the 
tradition, and are each indebted to Sidney’s seminal contributions. Viewed 
through the narrow lens of contemporary debates concerning education policy, 
however, these early modern author often seem to disappoint. It is my hope 
that this exploration of Sidney’s ideas will help us recover the full breath and 
sophistication of the republican theory of civic virtue. 
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