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The aim of this book is to provide a unified account of republican political theory. Its theoretical span is impressive: Pettit begins by examining fundamental questions in normative analysis, and follows a logical train of thought towards general principles concerning institutional set-ups. The book is divided into two parts, reflecting its subtitle. In the first part, Pettit sets out a republican theory of freedom; in the second, he works out the main institutional implications of that theory by seeking answers to questions like, What form should a constitution take if we are to maximize freedom?, What is the best way to stem the corruptibility of those who hold power?, and How is the stability of a republic to be guaranteed?





The starting point for the book is a dissatisfaction with the liberal tradition of political theorizing – in particular with the liberal definition of freedom and the insitutional implications of pursuing freedom on that definition. I interpret this dissatisfaction as at least partly based on the perception that liberals have concentrated excessively on what John Rawls calls ‘ideal theory’ – that is, on the form a just society would take in a world in which, for theoretical purposes, everyone is assumed to act justly. As Pettit says, the second part of his book is an exercise in ‘non-ideal theory’ – that is, an attempt to make a particular theory of justice applicable to the real world, where injustices have a certain likelihood of being committed. In particular, in Pettit’s non-ideal theory, we assume the possibility of the growth over time of the exercise of arbitrary power. Liberals are insufficiently sensitive to the corruptibility of power holders and to the problem of stability. Republicans, by contrast, place particular emphasis on the capacity of democratic institutions, when correctly framed, to provide citizens with resilient and stable protection against the exercise of arbitrary power. 





The political theory which Pettit most frequently contrasts with his own is that of “classical liberals”, by which he means, on the one hand, those liberals against whom seventeenth and eighteenth century republicans originally argued, and on the other hand, contemporary libertarians who, in Pettit’s view, undervalue democratic institutions. More mainstream contemporary liberals, however, will not necessarily see an attack on libertarianism as applying to them, and Pettit indeed admits that mainstream liberal democrats will find it more difficult to distinguish his political prescriptions from their own (p. 9). What, then, do seventeenth and eighteenth century republican writers have to say that can render problematic, not just contemporary libertarianism, but also more mainstream liberal democratic theory?





The general thrust of Pettit’s argument against liberals – both libertarian and mainstream – is that they have failed to see an important way in which democracy and freedom are conceptually linked. Liberals of all brands have tended to see freedom and democracy as two ideals – sometimes competing, sometimes complementary, but in any case conceptually distinct. Thus, even a mainstream liberal like Isaiah Berlin says that it is conceptually possible for there to be more freedom in a dictatorship than in a democracy. What is wrong with liberalism is its “relative indifference to power or domination” (p. 9). What liberal theorists lack is a definition of freedom that takes into account power and domination, together with a theory showing how democratic institutions of a certain kind are necessarily an embodiment of freedom. What they lack, in other words, is an ideal of freedom that can provide the driving force behind their full set of political prescriptions. It is this ideal which Pettit claims to have found in republicanism.





For classical republicans, freedom means the absence of slavery or, more generally, not being subject to the arbitrary will another. Pettit provides a sophisticated analysis of this republican ideal, which he calls “freedom as non-domination”. To conceive of freedom as non-domination in Pettit’s sense is to go beyond the liberal definition of freedom as the straightforward absence of constraints or, as Pettit calls it, non-interference. Non-domination is non-interference, but qualified in two important ways: first, it is resilient non-interference, which is to say, it is non-interference that is made to persist over time through the institutional entrenchment of rules that guarantee non-interference; second, it is only the absence of arbitrary interference, which is to say, of interference that might go against (is not forced to track) the interests of those interfered with. Thus, one can enjoy non-interference (in the liberal sense) without enjoying non-domination, because (say) one is enjoying non-interference at the whim of a powerful ruler rather than resiliently. And one can be interfered with without being dominated, because the interference in question is forced to track one’s interests.





As I have said, Pettit normally cites classical liberals as exponents of the definition of freedom as non-interference. However, he clearly also thinks that mainstream liberals accept the classical liberal definition uncritically, and that it is this fundamental point which renders their theories of democracy inadequate. The point is that the rules of liberal democracy follow from Pettit’s conception of freedom in a way that they do not follow from the classical liberal conception. Most obviously, a dictatorship clearly cannot satisfy the ideal of freedom as non-domination, as any non-interference enjoyed will fail the resilience test, and any interference that does exist need not track the interests of those interfered with. Pettit also argues that his definition of freedom has more precise policy implications. In constitutional terms, for example, a commitment to the ideal of freedom as non-domination implies a democratic system based not so much on consent (since arbitrary power is often explicitly consented to) but deliberation and contestation (which are the democratic forms most likely to force public decision-making to track the interests of those it affects), and this democratic system must contain checks on the corruptibility of those power holders who may not themselves be zealous republicans. Pettit also describes the ways in which republicans can hope to foster the acceptance of republican norms in civil society, and explains why civic virtue is necessary for the maximization of non-domination in contexts where the law is either ineffective or irrelevant.





But I want to concentrate here on Pettit’s theory of freedom rather than his theory of government – partly because this is the aspect on which I feel most qualified to comment, and partly because it represents the most challenging aspect of the book for those who, like me, approach it from a liberal perspective. It is exactly the centrality of freedom in Pettit’s book that makes it more of a challenge for liberals than most previous republican writings. Civic virtue, normally the fundamental value for republicans, is here relegated to performing a purely instrumental role, being considered simply as a means to maximizing freedom. From the liberal point of view, this makes for a potentially stronger argument: Pettit is attacking liberalism on its own terrain, reinterpreting its fundamental value (freedom) in a way which he hopes liberals will find persuasive, rather than simply highlighting a competing value (civic virtue), and allowing this to override freedom.





Pettit is certainly right that mainstream liberals have tended to accept the classical liberal conception of freedom as non-interference. But is he also right in thinking that this acceptance precludes a plausible freedom-based justification of democratic institutions? In my view, he is not. I believe that Pettit’s account of the implications of freedom as non-interference exaggerates their differences with the implications of freedom as non-domination. Before arguing for this belief, however, I should also like to raise some doubts that are more directly concerned with the conception of freedom as non-domination.





Despite his avowed opposition to classical liberalism, there is a close resemblance between Pettit’s conception of freedom and that of Hayek. The resemblance consists in this: that both writers not only value the stability and predictability guaranteed by the rule of law, but also identify that stability and predictability with freedom. Like Hayek, Pettit says that the obstacles imposed by stable and predictable institutions preventing or minimizing arbitrary interference can be equated with the obstales imposed by the laws of nature, such as that of gravity (pp. 84-5; see also the postscript to the paperback edition). Thus, law and liberty are linked conceptually rather than merely empirically: it is not just that a law can maximize liberty by protecting more freedom than it removes, as the advocate of freedom as non-interference usually contends; the point is that if it is the right kind of law – one which is forced to track the interests of those it interferes with – it does not remove freedom at all. Thus, Pettit holds that criminal laws need not be seen as restricting the freedom of citizens at all, as long as they further citizens’ interests in being protected.





A question which naturally arises here is whether Pettit has in mind subjective or objective interests. Much of his more abstract account of freedom suggests that he has in mind subjective interests, but doubts arise in his discussion of the relationship between freedom and law. First, one wonders what is to be said of potential criminals. Do they enjoy freedom as non-domination under Pettit’s ciminal laws, despite the fact that in their judgement they have an interest in, say, robbery or murder? Pettit suggests that if criminals enjoy a fair trial, they do not suffer unfreedom (as domination), even if a judgement goes against them, as long as that judgement “is dictated, ultimately, by an interest that they share with others: an interest in the order secured by the criminal-justice system …” (p. 198). Since the criminal does not (or may well not) believe he shares this interest with others, we must assume that Pettit has in mind some kind of non-subjective interest. A second doubt arises where Pettit addresses the problem that a person may have contradictory interests. I may have an interest on the one hand in a general system of taxation and punishment, but also have an interest in not being taxed or punished myself. In this case, Pettit says, of the two contradictory interests, the state must pursue “the relevant ones”, and “my relevant interests and ideas will be those that are shared in common with others, not those that treat me as exceptional, since the state is meant [presumably, in a moral sense] to serve others as well as me. And so in these cases the interference of the state … will not represent domination” (pp. 55-6). I can think of no reason for saying that my “relevant” interests are those which do not treat me as exceptional, unless by reference to some Kantian moral argument for universalizability. A similar point applies to Pettit’s postscript to the paperback edition, where he says that the relevant interests coincide with the common interest, as defined democratically, adding that those who lose out from the pursuit of this common interest “will not have to view themselves as dominated” as long as the common interest is decided by a fair procedure.





All of which suggests that the conception of freedom endorsed by Pettit is what G. A. Cohen has called a “moralized” one: it is freedom as the absence of constraints on actions that are morally acceptable. On this conception, constraints on morally unacceptable actions do not constitute restrictions of freedom. Pettit himself claims that his definition of interference is “entirely unmoralized” (p. 54). But this of course does not make his definition of freedom entirely unmoralized, since he also believes that interference is not a sufficient condition for unfreedom.





The problem with moralized definitions of freedom, as Cohen has ably demonstrated, is that they do not allow one to argue for one’s morally preferred institutional arrangement on the grounds that it promotes freedom. Because freedom gets defined in terms of one’s morally preferred arrangement, it cannot provide an independent justification for that morally preferred arrangement. Moralizing the definition of freedom is therefore counterproductive in justificatory terms, for it robs freedom of any independent moral weight it might have had. Freedom falls out of the picture, and the burden of justification rests instead on the moral values in terms of which freedom is defined. 





I would also question whether Pettit’s definition of freedom as non-domination really represents a single ideal. It seems to me, rather, to represent several ideals, among which are, on the one hand, freedom as non-interference, and on the other, particular values (such as security, predictability and autonomy) that we see as complementing certain specific types of non-interference. Pettit himself explicitly states that the concept of non-domination is multidimensional, implying that there is no single magnitude the maximization of which is sufficient for the pursuit of non-domination. One important magnitude is the extent of freedom, meaning the range of activities not interfered with; another is the intensity of freedom, which is itself in reality three magnitues: the degree to which interference is non-arbitrary, the cost or difficulty of interfering, and the degree of severity of interference. Personally, I find the distinction between the intensity and extent of freedom puzzling. Measurement may of course be extensive (as in the measurement of the length of a table) or intensive (as in the measurement of intelligence). But it is normally assumed that the “intensity of x” just is the degree of x where x is an intensive quality (such as intelligence) and that the “exent of x” just is the degree of x where x is an extensive quality (such as table length). From this it follows that to measure both intensity and extent is to measure two separate qualities (one intensive and one extensive) – qualities to which, presumably, we ought to give different names.





This again leads me to suspect that Pettit has allowed the word “freedom” to cover more things than it should – assuming, that is, a commitment to conceptual clarity regarding the basic values underlying our political prescriptions. In any case, it is not necessarily desirable, morally speaking, to present our political prescriptions as the logical outcome of a single ideal, however “internally complex” that single ideal may be. Value pluralists in the liberal camp will be quick to recall Isaiah Berlin’s exhortation not to confuse freedom with all good things.





If we return to the simpler, narrower, classical liberal conception of freedom as non-interference, however, will we not preclude a freedom-based justification of democratic institutions, so leaving us with the inadequacy we originally started out with? It seems to me that this inadequacy does not in fact follow from the classical liberal conception of freedom. The mere fact that democracy and unfreedom are theoretically compatible is not itself sufficient to preclude a freedom-based justification of democracy; one must also refute the empirical claim that their joint realization is extremely unlikely. In my view, this empirical claim constitutes the strongest freedom-based justification of democracy available, given that a moralized definition of freedom will not serve this purpose. Moreover, the conception of freedom as non-interference is sufficient to render that empirical claim plausible. Pettit gives some counterexamples, so as to suggest that freedom as non-interference can easily be realized in a non-democratic society (pp. 22-5). He says, for example, that a ruler, though absolute, might forbear interfering with one simply because one is lucky, or liked by the ruler, or because one is continually ingratiating oneself with the ruler. But these counterexamples cease to be convincing once one takes into account two factors that must inevitably affect a person’s degree of freedom as non-interference. The first of these factors is the probability of suffering future interference: common sense tells us that a person who faces a set of constraints which have a 99% likelihood of being realized is “less free”, purely in terms of non-interference, than a person who faces the same set of constraints but with only a 1% likelihood of being realized. The second factor is the number of act-combinations available: common sense again tells us that if you are unprevented from doing {a or b}, whereas I am unprevented from doing {a, b, or a and b}, then I am “freer” than you in terms of non-interference. If we take into account these two factors affecting the degree of non-interference enjoyed by a person (i.e., the probability of constraints and the number of possible act-combinations), it turns out that the individuals in Pettit’s counterexamples enjoy much less freedom (as non-interference) than Pettit appears to suppose. For example, the person whose non-interference is continually dependent on the good will of a ruler has a high probability of being interfered with in the future, and the person who must continally ingratiate herself with a ruler in order to be free to do x is only free to do x in combination with ingratiating herself with the ruler. While it is true that the subject in such situations has a low degree of freedom as non-domination, it is also true that she has a low degree of freedom as non-interference. (I argue these points at greater length in my recent book A Measure of Freedom, ch. 8.) It therefore seems to me that if we remove the moralizing reference to interests from Pettit’s definition of freedom (thereby assuming interference to be a sufficient condition for unfreedom), the difference between non-domination and non-interference comes to nothing, for the judgements of freedom arrived at on the basis of each of these two conceptions will be the same.





This points to the conclusion that the difference between republicans and liberals cannot be convincingly represented as a difference over the meaning of freedom. The important conclusions reached by Pettit about the aims and forms of republican government would in my view be better supported in normative terms if presented as the outcome of an argument about the best institutional means to a combination of values that include freedom as non-interference. That a person cannot be free as long as she is subject to the arbitrary will of another; that freedom requires a dispersal of power; that citizens will be freer if their governments are forced to act in their interests – these are all empirical generalizations about freedom (conceived of as non-interference), and the question of their truth value ought not to be confused with the question of what freedom is.
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