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Mrs Macaulay’s performance was what I expected; there are, however, 
none of that set who can do better; the Amazon is the greatest champion 
among them…. no heroine in Billingsgate can go beyond the patriotic 
scolding of our republican virago. You see, I have been afraid to answer 
her. 

Edmund Burke1 

I 

The names of the great republican sources and authorities are well known. Any list would 
include Cicero, Livy and Tacitus from Ancient Rome, Machiavelli from the Italian 
Renaissance, James Harrington and John Milton from the English Civil War and Richard 
Price, Joseph Priestley and Thomas Paine from the eighteenth century revolutionary 
period that brought in the American and French republics. To this partial list, numerous 
other names could be added, such as Polybius and Sallust, Francesco Guicciardini, 
Algernon Sidney, John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon, Charles de Montesquieu or Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, to say nothing of contributions from the leading figures from other 
republican societies, such as Holland and Poland. Nevertheless, on any standard 
iteration, one feature invariably remains constant—no women are included. The epigraph 
to this chapter, however, tells a different story. Burke is singles out Catharine Macaulay 
as his most formidable opponent amongst, she being famed at the time as being the 
foremost republican political writer of her era. Not simply a popular author, Macaulay 
was an influential figure in the American revolution whose opinion was sought by several 
of its key figures, including George Washington.2 She also left a large body of significant 
and detailed republican philosophy.3 Though Macaulay is, perhaps, the most celebrated 

 
1 Burke, Edmund. 1844. Correspondence of the Right Honourable Edmund Burke between the Year 1744 
and the Period of his Decease in 1797, 4 vols. Ed Charles William, Earl Fitzwilliam, and Lieutenant-General 
Sir Richard Bourke. London: Francis and John Rivington, 230. 
2 Coffee, “Catharine Macaulay’s Republican Conception of Social and Political Liberty”, Political Studies, 
65, no. 4 (2017): 844–59, Karen Green, Catharine Macaulay’s Republican Enlightenment, London: 
Routledge, 2020). 
3 Amongst Macaulay’s major theoretical works are her six volume History of England (1763-83), A Treatise 
on the Immutability of Moral Truth (1783), a draft constitution for the republic of Corsica addressed to 
Signor Paoli (1767), Letters on Education (1790) upon which Mary Wollstonecraft drew heavily, and two 
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she represents only the tip of a large iceberg of women who have been writing and 
developing aspects of republican theory throughout its history. 

 Republicans are hardly alone in overlooking or ignoring contributions of women to 
the history of their tradition. How many women, after all, are included in other areas of 
the history of philosophy and political thought, except when the history of the women’s 
movement is being considered? All the same, setting aside the sins of other disciplines, 
the recovery and appraisal of women’s writing as republicans matters theoretically for 
several reasons. Republican government is said to be in the name of the people, acting 
only and always in the common good of all its people. Where the perspectives, interests 
and values of any subgroup are not considered or represented in this ideal, then they are 
said to be ruled arbitrarily, and so illegitimately. Even if men were capable of seeing things 
from a genuinely female perspective, entrusting policymaking solely to them would be 
insufficient to meet the standard required for a non-arbitrary government in republican 
terms, which would require that women’s interests are necessarily represented.4 At the 
very least, the possibility would have to be open for women’s voices to be heard, although 
in practice the only reliable way for this to be guaranteed is for there to be mechanisms 
in place to solicit and consider women’s input. This principle does not only apply to our 
concerns to ensure that women today are adequately represented and empowered as 
citizens, but—on pain of internal theoretical inconsistency—it must apply in equal 
measure to our attitude towards reconstructing the historical development of republican 
theory, since this has so much influence on the character of contemporary 
republicanism.  

As Frank Lovett has observed, the principles out of which the republican tradition 
were not formally and rigorously set out in comprehensive treatises worked out by a 
handful of “great systematic thinkers”.5 Republicanism, rather, grew out of the ideals 
latent in certain historic political cultures, with its canonical writings representing a 
number of “timely interventions in specific-local political controversies”. Based on the 
principle given above that the representation of input from all sections of the political 
community must be included, on pain of being governed arbitrarily, then—absent any 
specific reason why they should be excluded—women’s interventions in the controversy 
about their marginal and subordinate status should—indeed, must—form part of the 
collection of republican sources to which scholars and policymakers refer. Women, of 
course, have intervened on subjects other than the so-called ‘woman question’, but at 
the very minimum on this issue their historical contributions should be included.  

 
replies to Burke, observations on a Pamphlet entitled “Thoughts on the Causes of the Present Discontents” 
(1770) and Observations on the Reflections of the Right Hon. Edmund Burke on the Revolution in France 
(1790). 
4 Coffee, “Two Spheres of Domination: Republican Theory, Social Norms and the Insufficiency of Negative 
Freedom”, Contemporary Political Theory 14, no. 1 (2015): 45–62. 
5 Frank Lovett, The Well-Ordered Republic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022), 9-10.  
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 Over the past few decades, a great deal of scholarship has gone into recovering 
the neglected thought of women in the history of philosophy and political theory. 
Republican ideas can be found in a great many texts written by women. In the British 
context—and assuming a fairly broad definition of what counts as ‘republican’—we might 
think of women as diverse as Margaret Cavendish, Aphra Benn, the anonymous author of 
Women not Inferior to Man (1739), Sarah Chapone, Anna Laetitia Barbauld, and Mary 
Hays. It is one thing, of course, to identify republican strains of thought in a writer, and 
quite another to delve deeply into her work to uncover her innovations, insights and 
contributions to the broader republican tradition. Nevertheless, as a result of recent 
scholarship, women’s republican thinking is now reaching a much wider audience. 
Although republican scholars themselves have been slow to mine her work for theoretical 
ideas, for example, Macaulay’s historic reputation is becoming more generally 
recognised with a detailed full-length study by Karen Green (2020) and the publication of 
extracted political writings in the influential Cambridge Texts in the History of Political 
Thought series (2023). Mary Wollstonecraft, too, has been the subject of sustained 
studies looking specifically at the republican underpinnings of her feminism (Halldenius 
2015, Coffee 2025). The contributions of Olympe de Gouges, Sophie de Grouchy and 
Marie-Jeanne Phlipon Roland to the republican ideas generated during the French 
Revolution have also come under scrutiny (Bergès  2019, 2022).  

What is republicanism? 

There is no simple definition of what it means for a writer to be considered a republican, 
and the contributors to this volume each have their own view. This said, we can 
distinguish two broad kinds of approach. The first is to situate the discussion in the 
context of particular historical republican societies or struggles. Accordingly, several of 
our chapters focus on writers in France, Italy, Brazil and Turkey between the late 
eighteenth and early twentieth centuries. In these cases, what marks someone out as a 
republican is not simply a political allegiance nor an opposition to the prevailing 
monarchy or colonial power, but a commitment to a set of ideals. These include 
institutional goals—such as collective self-rule, representative government, and the rule 
of law—as well as more general values such as emphasis on the value of civic virtue and 
political participation, and a commitment to the common good. Though not every thinker 
need advocate the whole set, these and other related ideals are characteristic of the form 
of republicanism with which we are concerned in this volume.6  

 Having ascribed a label, we can further ask whether the various republican ideals 
identified are simply an ad hoc cluster of values that happen to be shared by between 
thinkers and activists pursuing similar goals, or whether there is any framework or 

 
6 The roots of this tradition are often traced back to the politics and philosophy of Ancient Rome, and is 
often known as ‘neo-Roman’, distinguishing it from alternative conceptions (Quentin Skinner, Liberty 
before Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 



4 
 

underlying rationale that unites these ideals to give republicanism an overall theoretical 
coherence. There is something to be said on behalf of either approach, and one’s choice 
is likely to be determined by the nature of one’s project. Rachel Hammersley, for example, 
adopts the former, viewing the republican tradition as displaying a number of “family 
resemblances” between shifting and diverse positions that each share some features 
with some others but without requiring us to identify a “single set of core, defining 
features”.7 This is not mean that republicanism has no such core, only that we do not have 
to quibble over its formal definitional boundaries in order to analyse it. This provides 
Hammersley with great flexibility as she traces the historical contours of the republican 
tradition over two millennia. The cost to this approach, however, is that by setting aside 
considerations of theoretical consistency, we lose a tool in challenging past injustices 
committed in the name of republicanism, such as the practice of slaveholding and the 
subjection of women. When, for example, Olympe de Gouges and Mary Wollstonecraft 
challenged the systematic social and political oppression of women, explicitly on 
republican grounds, were they were they simply part of an internal factional struggle 
between differing ideological wings—one feminist, one patriarchal—within a broader 
republican tradition, or had they identified a principled contradiction in republican values 
that could only be corrected by granting women the equal status with men that the 
internal logic of their tradition demanded?  

 The second broad approach for identifying republicanism is to specify a particular 
set of theoretical commitments. Frank Lovett takes this route. Whereas Hammersley’s 
aim was to be as inclusive as possible as she surveyed the history of the tradition, Lovett’s 
aim is narrower. Though he gives his aim as to “expound as rigorous and comprehensive 
an account of republican political theory as possible”, the latter part will always be 
limited by the former, with rigour restricting the scope within which one can be 
comprehensive.8 He identifies three core principles that he argues constitute a 
republican outlook: an imperative to reduce or eliminate domination; the regulation of 
coercive force by law; and a requirement that public officials be subject to popular 
control. Although these may seem to be fairly broad ideals, stipulating their presence 
does mean that a number of candidates who are widely thought to be republican, and are 
included by Hammersley—such as Cicero and Montesquieu—will fall outside of the 
republican fold. While identifying a theoretical core is a useful and necessary 
philosophical exercise when refining its analytical content, it is perhaps less helpful 
when identifying women whose writing has been overlooked by scholars but whose 
inclusion would enrich the republican tradition.  

 A more specific hitch with Lovett’s three principles is that they are very much 
focused on republicanism as an institutional theory of government. Historically many 

 
7 Rachel Hammersley, Republicanism: An Introduction (Cambridge: Polity, 2020), 13. 
8 Lovett, Well-Ordered, 1-2.  
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women have, of course, written about republican government—including the majority of 
those included in this volume. But this does not necessarily represent the aspect of their 
collective thought that is most original or insightful, and may not shed the clearest light 
on their contribution to the evolution of the history of republican thought. Though Lovett 
does identify Wollstonecraft as a republican—in contrast to Hammersley who remains 
ambivalent on this matter—he does not list any other historical women.9 Lovett 
specifically highlights Wollstonecraft’s support for the principle of universal non-
domination and of popular control.10 In his analysis, however, Lovett draws attention to 
Wollstonecraft’s arguments about the power of prejudice and fraudulent social myths to 
create compliant and malleable citizens.11 And, although Wollstonecraft does apply her 
ideas in an institutional context—especially clearly in her Moral and Historical View of the 
Origin and Progress of the French Revolution—the quotations he gives are from her 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman in which she has a far more extensive project in mind.  

As she wrote the Vindication, Wollstonecraft had a two volume series in mind, 
although she only ever completed the first. In that second book, she was to have 
addressed head on the specific legal and political questions concerning women’s equal 
social standing. The first book prepares the groundwork for the later project through a 
detailed analysis of the social and psychological effects of patriarchy, demonstrating the 
power of ideas and cultural norms, embedded in a social hierarchy, to constrain and 
mould individual lives and so create a pliant and submissive population. Much of her 
analysis is focused on issues such as domestic life, prevailing notions of femininity and 
sensibility, and the social relations between the sexes. Though Wollstonecraft herself 
draws a clear enough link with Lovett’s three characteristic principles, these subjects 
were largely neglected by mainstream—and male—republicans, not so much addressing 
the nature of free government as the background cultural assumptions within which 
republican discourse takes place. In so doing, Wollstonecraft broadens the republican 
focus to include not just a consideration of the nature and form of government, but of its 
necessary social conditions. This shift in focus allows us to include as potential 
republicans many other women who make use of broad republican principles to 
challenge social forms of oppression and domination without ever mentioning specific 
institutions and ideals such as the rule of law or popular control (such as Harriet Jacobs, 
chapter 10).  

A second variety of the principle-based approach to defining republicanism is to 
consider a thinker’s use of a particular ideal of freedom that is regarded by many 
commentators as being central to the republican tradition, at least in the variety with 

 
9 Hammersley, Republicanism, 131. Hammersley notes that Wollstonecraft advocates the republican 
ideals of liberty and virtue, but points to academic debate about how to classify Wollstonecraft’s thought.  
10 Lovett, Well-Ordered, 5, 10-11.  
11 Lovett, Well-Ordered, 79-81, 218-9.  
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which we are concerned in this volume.12 Historically, this conception of freedom was 
synonymous with independence, with the two terms often being used interchangeably, 
although in the contemporary context it is now more usual to refer to non-domination, 
following Philip Pettit. Freedom of this kind represents an independence from all arbitrary 
forms of controlling or interfering power. Arbitrary power is unwarranted and illegitimate, 
something which is determined with reference to an ideal of the common interest. 
Understood in this way, independence is both an individual and a collective good. 
Individuals are free to the extent that they are not answerable to others whose power over 
them cannot be justified, which is a very high standard of protection. This protection, 
however, is a collective achievement. Not only does it take the cooperation and 
assistance of the whole of society to uphold this standard of freedom, but it is defined 
according to the interests shared by the whole population.  

Defined as independence, freedom is not a single or simple ideal such as non-
interference, which requires only that persons not be impeded in the pursuit of their 
goals. Independence is a social ideal that brings together several values, including 
equality, civic virtue, the common good, and the rule of law.13  Articulated in these terms, 
independence entails almost all the same values as Hammersley’s family resemblances 
and Lovett’s three conditions—which is no surprise since these are all ways to approach 
the same broad tradition. One advantage of focusing on the ideal of independence is that, 
although it has traditionally been understood as a political ideal, one that captures the 
principle of the freeman as an independent citizen of a free state, independence is a far 
more extensive concept. At its most abstract, to be independent is to be securely 
protected from any form of arbitrary controlling power. This means that it is not only a 
political value that operates in the public sphere, but that it must protect individuals in 
the private sphere, in their homes where women have historically been most at risk. 
Though this may not have been recognised or accepted either by all republicans or their 
opponents, the implications were not lost on women. Mary Astell, for example, 
bemoaned in 1700 that “if all men are born free, how is it that all women are born slaves?”, 
referring to women’s subjection to their husbands.14 Almost a century later, 
Wollstonecraft argued for an end to ‘the divine right of husbands’ to control their wives on 
precisely the same grounds as republicans had long levelled against ‘the divine right of 
kings’: “the divine right of husbands, like the divine right of kings, may, it is to be hoped, 
in this enlightened age, be contested without danger, and, though conviction may not 
silence many boisterous disputants, yet when any prevailing prejudice is attacked, the 

 
12 Skinner, Liberty; Pettit, Republicanism: A Theory of Government (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 1997.  
13 Halldenius, Lena, “The Primacy of Right. On the Triad of Liberty, Equality, Virtue in Wollstonecraft’s 
Political Thought”, British Journal for the History of Philosophy, 15, no. 1 (2007): 75-99; Coffee, “Mary 
Wollstonecraft, Freedom and the Enduring Power of Social Domination”, European Journal of Political 
Theory 12, no. 2, (2013): 116–35. 
14 Mary Astell, Reflections upon Marriage, to Which Is Added a Preface in Answer to Some Objections, 3rd 
edition (London, 1706), x-xi. 
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wise will consider, and leave the narrow-minded to rail with thoughtless vehemence at 
innovation”15.   

A broader conversation 

Focusing on their distinctive conception of individual and collective freedom, rather than 
on the nature of government and its institutional arrangements, enlarges our view of the 
republican project. Whereas for male writers, the principal concern has very often been 
to devise the optimal form of politics and public forums within which each can operate 
on free and equal terms, women such as Gouges, Wollstonecraft and a great many 
others, were all too aware that so long as public attitudes and social customs 
surrounding marriage, family life, femininity and decency remained in place they would 
never participate freely as equals, no matter what the form of government.  

This is not to diminish the extent to which women have been denied the legal and 
political standing that men have had. The marriage and property laws in Europe and the 
Americas, meant that it was inevitable that women would be often wholly dependent on 
men. “With a total and absolute exclusion of every political right to the sex in general”, 
Macaulay noted in 1790 with evident dismay, married women “have hardly a civil right to 
save them from the grossest injuries”.16 It is hard to overstate the danger that this placed 
many women. Wollstonecraft wrote with genuine feeling in her unfinished novel not long 
after Macaulay, that “the tender mother cannot lawfully snatch from the gripe of the 
gambling spendthrift, or beastly drunkard, unmindful of his offspring, the fortune which 
falls to her by chance; or (so flagrant is the injustice) what she earns by her own exertions. 
No; he can rob her with impunity, even to waste publicly on a courtezan; and the laws of 
her country--if women have a country--afford her no protection or redress from the 
oppressor, unless she have the plea of bodily fear”.17 This situation, however, was not held 
in place solely by oppressive laws. It was, rather, the force of custom, tradition and 
popular opinion that enabled these laws to function, including ideas about the proper 
place for women in society. Brought up from infancy to believe that their role was to 
please men who were their natural protectors, being denied the rigours of formal 
education and the opportunity to enter a profession that would given them personal 
independence, women were in no position to challenge the status quo, and for the most 
part found it easier to operate within its social rules, and preferably to internalise its 
values as their own.  

Under these conditions, it is no wonder that women brought topics such as 
marriage, motherhood, womanhood, and the relation between the sexes into republican 
discourse as part of its proper subject matter. It was in virtue of the way these ideas were 

 
15 Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2014): 67.  
16 Macaulay, Letters on Education (London: C. Dilly, 1790), 131-2.  
17 Wollstonecraft, Maria, or the Wrongs of Woman (New York, Dover, 2002), 81. 
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socially understood that women were left in a dependent state, thereby failing to attain 
the central value promoted by republicans. Women’s dependence on men was not 
principally down to a lack of institutional protections—Wollstonecraft recognises how 
futile legal measures would be on their own when she prefaces her argument for women 
to represent themselves in political deliberations, by acknowledging that it will “excite 
laughter”—but of social and cultural standing.18 Laws and rights do not operate in a 
vacuum but are interpreted, implemented and debated within a cultural and historical 
context. With this in mind, in making her Appeal to the Men of Great Britain (1798), Mary 
Hays writes of the “the mysterious veil formed by law, by prejudice, and by precedent” 
that combine to prevent women from realising their moral and God-given equality.19  

Standard republican models have relied on the operation of reasoned public 
deliberation in a civil and political arena of free speech to resolve disputes and enact non-
arbitrary laws that reflect the common good. Women such as Wollstonecraft and Hays 
were, however, acutely sensitive to the role that social prejudices have in undermining 
and impeding this process. The maxims of public prejudice, Hays argues, are so firmly 
entrenched that they have a grip “nearly as rigorous as laws”.20 Although Hays remains 
hopeful that these can be dislodged over time, she is under no illusions about the scale 
of the task. It will take more than an arena of free speech to overturn the “accumulated 
prejudice of ages”.21 Clinging to their “dear, —deluding,—long-loved, —long-cherished,—
convenient Prejudice”, most men, she believes would rather face a cannon, or see a 
spectre” than “look Reason boldly in the face”.22 Once it is accepted that public 
deliberation cannot secure people’s liberties, then the emphasis of republican politics 
must shift. Whereas the image invoked in the writings of many canonical male 
republicans, such as Ricard Price and Joseph Priestley—both of whom Wollstonecraft 
and Hays knew well—is that of individual free men coming together to debate their rights 
and liberties as equals under a just law, women such as Wollstonecraft and Hays point 
to a much more structural form of domination that affects them as a class. 
Wollstonecraft, in particular, articulates a subtle analysis of prejudice as a form of 
arbitrary power analogous to that of the law.23 

Feminist republicanism? 

If, as we have suggested, the history of republican theorising has not been exclusively 
male, the same cannot be said for its citizenry. It was not until the twentieth century that 
women began to be enfranchised as full citizens on broadly the same terms as men. This 
is not, perhaps, surprising given that widespread suffrage movements only emerged in 

 
18 Rights of Woman, 176. 
19 Mary Hays, An Appeal to the Men of Great Britain on Behalf of Women (London: J. Johnson), 1798, 100.  
20 Hays, Appeal, 99. 
21 Hays, Appeal, 29. 
22 Hays, Appeal, 30, 29. 
23 Coffee, Wollstonecraft: Independent Woman (Oxford: Polity), 2025.  
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the latter parts of the nineteenth century, and republicans were hardly unique in their 
slowness to grapple with this issue. Nevertheless, since republicanism in its present-day 
form purports to be a development of the historical tradition that had no place for women 
as citizens or independent agents, we are entitled to ask whether a version of 
republicanism can be recovered or derived that plausibly meets feminist goals.24 The 
mere fact that a number of women can be shown historically to have drawn on republican 
principles—even as they made their arguments for genuine gender equality—does not 
mean that republican principles are fit for the job. The component concepts, ideals and 
values of republicanism were developed over several centuries by men living in 
patriarchal societies. Questions such as what it means to be a citizen, what duties and 
responsibilities this role should entail, what constitutes civic virtue, and what qualifies 
as the common good or publicly valuable work, arose, were answered and were 
subsequently built on in a world in which the notion of women as responsible, 
independent and political agents was scarcely thinkable. As Lena Halldenius observes 
of the 1790s on both sides of the English Channel, “a female citizen appears like a logical 
inconsistency, an absurdity virtually impossible to imagine”.25 Raised in this moral and 
cultural climate, we can rightly ask whether writers such as Wollstonecraft were 
constrained, possibly in ways that they were not able to appreciate, by the masculine 
limitations and implications of the republican concepts on which they drew.26 

 As it has been practised and theorised, republicanism has certainly been 
associated with values and concepts that can be said to be masculine in the way that 
they have been understood. Citizens were, for example, expected to be available for 
military service, sell one’s valuable labour outside of the home, and debate vigorously 
and fearlessly the issues of the day in public sphere. At a time when the army was 
reserved for men, women had few viable opportunities to support themselves in the 
marketplace, and lacked either the education or social standing to be listened to 
seriously in the debates of civil society, it is little wonder that the female citizen was an 
absurd notion. Virtuous women could, of course, serve their country. This, however, was 
to be done through specifically female rather than the (ostensibly) general civic virtues to 
which men could aspire. As mothers, women are in a unique and ideal position to ensure 
that the civic virtues necessary for the continuation of the republic are passed on to the 
next generation through the raising and education of their children. Often referred to 
today as the ideal of ‘republican motherhood’, we can find this idea expressed in several 

 
24 See, for example, Anne Phillips, “Feminism and Republicanism: is this a Plausible Alliance?”, Journal of 
Political Philosophy 8, no. 2, (2000): 279-293; Carole Pateman, “Why Republicanism?”, Basic Income 
Studies, 2, no. 2, (2007): 1-17. 
25 Halldenius, “De Grouchy, Wollstonecraft, and Smith on Sympathy, Inequality, and Rights”, Australasian 
Philosophical Review, 3, no. 4 (2019:, 387. 
26 This was a prevalent view amongst feminist scholars in the 1980s and 90s. Although Wollstonecraft was 
typically understood in liberal rather than republican terms, the allegation of being culture-bound by 
patriarchal concepts remains the same. See, for example, Pateman, The Disorder of Women, (Oxford: 
Polity, 1989). 



10 
 

of the writers discussed in this volume.27 Wollstonecraft, for example, writes that “if 
children are to be educated to understand the true principle of patriotism, their mother 
must be a patriot”.28 

 The ideal of republican motherhood of this kind had a somewhat unstable status. 
On the one hand, motherhood itself was not classed as publicly valuable labour on a par 
with selling one’s talents in the marketplace, but rather constituted a form of private 
service to one’s family. As such, it was not seen to qualify as one of citizenship’s civic 
virtues. On the other hand, taken collectively, the republic was in need of well-brought up 
new citizens who have internalised the requisite virtues. Since only mothers were 
regarded as being able to deliver this, this became their civic duty. The inherent tension 
was apparent to women writing on this subject. For example, though I have referred to 
Wollstonecraft above, the quoted passage comes with a plea for the far more extensive 
and rigorous education of women to equip them for the task. Once this is secured, of 
course, women will be enabled to do far more than raise children. They will be able to 
compete with men in all walks of life, something Wollstonecraft makes clear she 
supports. She also specifically includes the duties of motherhood within the set of 
valuable virtues that qualify one for citizenship.29 

 Although the virtues outlined in the previous two paragraphs are highly gendered, 
none of them are theoretically necessary for republicanism. There is no entailment of 
military service, paid labour, or the allocation of child-rearing duties in the abstract ideal 
freedom as independence, for instance, or in the simple notions of self-government, non-
domination and the rule of law. Rather, the historical positions outlined are reflections of 
the cultural attitudes and circumstances of early modern societies. In a small scale 
society vulnerable to attack, for example, the willingness to perform military duties plays 
a very different role in serving one’s country than it does today. Accordingly, few present-
day republican scholars would include military service as a necessary qualification for 
citizenship. Stripped of substantive content, civic virtue simply means those behaviours 
seen as benefitting the republic. It is up to the citizens how they give these concrete 
meaning and application. The same argument can be made for how we understand the 
other republican concepts, such as citizenship, public service, public discussion, the 
common good, and motherhood. Even the ideal of independence, which often seems to 

 
27 Kerber, Linda, “The Republican Mother: Women and the Enlightenment-An American Perspective”, 
American Quarterly, 28, no. 2, (1976):187-205. See also Jennifer Barker, “Women’s Writing of the 
Revolutionary Era” in American Women’s Literature, ed. Dale Bauer (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2012): 91-118. 
28 Wollstonecraft, Vindication, 22. 
29 Whether Wollstonecraft’s position was itself stable is a contested subject. See Bergès  “Wet-nursing and 
political participation: The republican approaches to motherhood of Mary Wollstonecraft and Sophie de 
Grouchy”, in The Social and Political Philosophy of Mary Wollstonecraft, ed. Sandrine Bergès and Alan 
Coffee (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016): 201-17. For a contrary view, see Valerie Williams, “Mary 
Wollstonecraft on Motherhood and Political Participation: An Overlooked Insight into Women’s 
Subordination”, Hypatia, 34, no. 4(2019):  802-26. 
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connote a form of rugged manly self-assertion and individualism need imply no such 
thing.30 Formally-speaking, independence only requires that a person is entitled by right 
to sufficient protections and opportunities to prevent others from exercising arbitrary 
control over them, something which is entirely compatible with the interdependence of 
mutually cooperating agents of equal standing. 

 If we think of republicanism in terms of its deepest stable principles rather than 
though its contingent historical articulations and instantiations, then there is no reason 
in principle why a feminist republicanism could not be articulated. It is in this spirit, we 
argue in this volume, that the women featured in the chapters have made their cases. 
They do not swallow republican practice hook, line and sinker, but rather tease out the 
contradictions in how republican concepts and practice are understood and mount their 
own challenges to redefine its terms, all the while remaining within the tradition’s deepest 
and enduring core principles.  

II 

Summary of the chapters 

If we accept that independence is a core principle of republicanism, then it becomes 
easier to recognize what republicans writing in different settings, of time, place, class, as 
well as gender, may have in common. Republicanism, defined according to core 
principles, can accommodate a considerable internal diversity, including feminist 
diversity. This is, in part, due to the fact that republican thinkers typically respond to 
specific problems in particular contexts. So, a Republican writing in France in 1790 is not 
going to think the same thoughts as one writing in England hundred years before. They 
will both claim independence and liberty, and yes, this will have similar consequences 
for the heads of kings, but their proposals will differ greatly in terms of what they consider 
necessary to their independence, and what they regard as obstacles to it. More strikingly 
perhaps, is the contrast between the British seventeenth-century and the French 
eighteenth-century republican on the one hand, and the Haitian republican of the 1790s. 
Again, the terms are the same: freedom from oppression, independence, equality, but in 
the context of Transatlantic slavery these can mean very different things. Context 
changes with time and place, but also with one’s position within a particular time and 
place, so that women, in particular, also had a different take on what was required for 
them to achieve independence, and therefore very different arguments. If we put together 
perspective, time, and place, we achieve a greater mix of republican views.  

 
30 See for example Richard Price, for example, praises the exemplary independence the “hardy yeomanry” 
of the American provinces, “trained to arms, instructed in their rights, cloathed in homespun” (Political 
Writings, ed. D. O. Thomas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992): 145. 
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This variety and responsiveness to context, while at the same time maintaining a close 
focus on the concept of independence, is what we tried to reflect in our selection of 
contributors, going beyond what has become the norm in feminist history of political 
thought. Whereas it is the British and French women of the late 18th century that tend to 
come up the most in discussions of women in the history of Republicanism, several of 
our contributors discuss women thinkers outside of this narrow group: Italy, South and 
North America, and Turkey. This geographical variety makes it the responsiveness of 
Republican thought very clear. While central concepts of liberty, independence, equality 
and education are always present in their debates, women who philosophized from the 
perspective of the colonized, the enslaved, or simply from outside the European circles. 
Liberty cannot have the same meaning for an aristocratic man in England, for a colonized 
woman in Brazil, or an enslaved one in the Southern States of America. At the very least, 
the accents placed on what it means to be free will differ – the emphasis less on the vote 
and more on the self-government at basic level of being allowed to get out of the house, 
or stay there. The breaking of chains, metaphysical for Wollstonecraft, is much more 
prosaic for Harriet Jacobs.  

While it is liberty (as independence) we most readily associate with Republicanism, 
equality plays as large a role in historical Republican thought. But, like liberty, there is no 
single perspective on what equality means or why it matters. Several of our contributors 
(Vantin, Pugliese, Green, Turnaoğlu and Şuhnaz) talk about what equality meant to the 
philosophers they discuss. But our first contributor, Halldenius, offers an in-depth 
discussion of what Republican equality can mean, looking most closely at the works of 
Mary Wollstonecraft. Halldenius argues that Wollstonecraft offers a solid starting point 
for thinking of the relationship between material, or economic equality, and civil and 
political equality, or ‘equality of freedom’. Drawing on Wollstonecraft’s arguments about 
property, and inequality of wealth, Halldenius situates her in contemporary debates, 
showing how her thought helps us understand why we cannot bypass economic equality 
if we hope to create equality of freedom.  

Much has been written about Wollstonecraft’s republicanism, but some of her 
contemporaries are yet to be discovered. Louise Keralio Robert is one of those. Yet, as 
Mariegaard shows, her position as a well-known intellectual who ran a revolutionary 
newspaper ensure that her philosophy is both sophisticated and engaged with the reality 
of politics. Yet on the rare occasions her work is discussed, they focus on a very limited 
part of what she had to say: women’s place in politics, and more often than not, her views 
in that respect are found wanting. Mariegaard shows that there is much more to engage 
with in Keralio’s thought. In particular, it turns out that her republicanism was in some 
ways distinct, more radical, from that of her already quite radical Girondins friends. While 
the Girondins were in favour of representative government, provided politicians were 
virtuous enough to protect the interest of the people at all time, Keralio preferred a more 
bottom-up approach, with revolutionary pressure group, such as clubs and societies, 
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directly influencing the government. Mariegaard’s essay reminds us that we should, when 
studying a woman’s thought, look beyond questions that concern women’s place. These 
are interesting, and, as Halldenius has shown, men republican thinkers often avoid 
discussing them altogether, resulting in concerning gaps in the theory. But women 
republican did have wider ranging concerns than their own political or social role, and on 
some occasions, this is where we are liable to strike gold.  

Keralio emphasizes the role of community in politics: it is through informal or semi formal 
gatherings in public spaces that we are at our strongest in criticizing governing powers, 
and proposing change. Of course in the late eighteenth century, popular gatherings where 
political discussions took place, with a few notable exceptions, were still very much for 
men. What Serena Vantin shows, in her contribution, is that Italian women found a way 
to circumvent the social mores that prevented them from being political in public through 
anonymous pamphleteering. Again, the question of women’s political role is not decided 
by their participation in the intellectual development of republican thought. Or at least, 
the women discussed by Vantin are divided, some preferring to contribute from their 
place as wives and mothers, while others argue for gender equality in citizenship. But in 
all their writings, Vantin sees a strong awareness that being part of a social whole is what 
defines a citizen, and that by sharing their thoughts (anonymously) with their society, 
these women were making a stake at republican citizenship. 

When Republicanism was revived in the late 20th century, much was made of the 
difference between liberal and republican conceptions of freedom. While most of us are 
more nuanced now in our conceptualization, we still retain the view that the two go in 
opposite directions, with republicanism being a civic minded philosophy and liberalism 
one that privileges the individual. For this reason Groot’s discussion of Germaine de 
Stael’s republicanism is challenging. Stael, sometimes described as ‘the mother of 
liberalism’ also, according to Groot’s persuasive take, proposed a republican critique of 
the revolutionary government, based on her study of the emotions associated with 
liberty.  

In her contribution, Green looks more closely at the move from late eighteenth century 
republicanism to nineteenth century liberalism. Her account, based on the study of four 
women, Catharine Macaulay and Mary Wollstonecraft, on the one hand, and Jane Marcet 
and Harriett Martineau on other, shows that the move was based on considerations of 
political economics. While in the 18th century, oppression could still be put down to the 
tyranny of government, it became clear, in the 19th century that it was wealth and poverty 
that created social ridges. It followed that political theory had better understand wealth 
and growth in order to prevent human suffering. Green portrays the move between 
republicanism to liberalism as fueled by scientism and positivism. But she also points 
out the role of political economy in the transition, and that it’s most important proponent, 
Adam Smith, did not wish to swap moral or political ideals for scientific observation. So, 
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we may ask whether Marcet and Martineau really did move away from Republican, or 
whether they attempted to offer a more scientific and observation based study of its core 
principles.  

The next five chapters take us beyond Europe and the well-known mechanisms of the 
French revolution, which influenced in some way of other all the women presented in the 
first six chapters, and focus on the ways republicanism can address the oppression of 
colonialized and enslaved individuals.  

As it did in Italy in the late eighteenth century, the press played a big role in the political 
awakening of women in Brazil in the nineteenth century. In her contribution, Pugliese 
explores how women helped conceptualize the Brazilian Republic through essays 
published in the press, but also other media – stories, poems, plays. Pugliese also 
analyses the ways in which Brazilian republicanism was different from eighteenth-
century republicanism: she calls it ‘Atlantic republicanism’ inspired by a poem by Beatriz 
Nascimento, referring in particular to the way in which populations have crossed the 
Atlantic, to become enslaved, or to colonize. What is distinctive of Atlantic 
republicanism, then, is the way in which different sections of population participated in 
its development. Unlike typical European republicanism, this philosophy is not mainly 
the work of aristocratic white men (with the odd woman as exception) but of women, the 
colonized, and the enslaved.  

Philip Yaure’s chapter takes up the question of slavery in a republican context from the 
perspective of an enslaved woman philosopher, Maria W. Stewart. He argues that Stewart 
is able to show both how white American republicanism in the early nineteenth century 
depended on the domination of Black Americans, while Black American women, in fact 
represented the ideal of republican civic virtue through their reproductive labor. 
Moreover, Yaure draws on the republican thought of eighteenth-century French 
philosopher, Sophie de Grouchy to offer an account of the value of sympathy in the 
shaping of a more inclusive republic.  

Following two discussions of how slavery informed (or failed to inform) the development 
of republican thought in the 19th century, Alan Coffee presents the thoughts of one 
woman who wrote about freedom from a republican perspective and from the 
perspective of a slave. Harriet Jacobs’s Narrative not only tells the readers in very graphic 
details what it meant to be denied one’s freedom, both generally as a human being and 
specifically as a woman, but also offers philosophical reflections on what that means for 
Republican political thinkers. Following a theme highlighted in other contributions 
(Vantin, Mariegaard, Green), Coffee shows that what distinguishes Jacobs’s 
republicanism from that of her male contemporaries (in particular Frederick Douglass) 
was her emphasis on the role played by family relationships in achieving freedom. 
Whereas Douglass’s first step towards freedom is his realization of his metaphysical 
liberty, when he beats down a ‘slave-breaker’, Jacobs’s freedom is achieved 
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excruciatingly slowly (over a period of seven years spent hiding in a garret) because she 
could not free herself without first ensuring her children’s safety and freedom. By 
comparing Jacobs’s narrative to Douglass’s, Coffee is able to draw on a further difference 
between male and female inspired republicanism. Whereas Douglass can assert his 
independence through physical heroism, this is not an option for Jacobs (or indeed other 
slave women) for whom dependence means being treated as sexually available by the 
white men who enslave them. Coffee argues that while a woman may physically fight off 
a rapist, what is happening to Jacobs – and many others – is harder to resist. Jacobs is 
threatened through her family, if she does not comply, her dependence is amplified by 
the fact that she has dependents of her own, and that she must protect them as she 
defends herself.  

The thought that women’s perspective, and in particular Black women’s had much to 
bring to a study of freedom and oppression, was most clearly put and defended by Anna 
Julia Cooper in her Voice from the South, published in 1892, a text that inspired later 
discussion of intersectionality from bell hooks to Kimberlé Crenshaw. Thirty years later, 
taking a break from her career in education, Cooper penned another book-length 
discussion of freedom and oppression: a doctoral thesis of the French revolutionary’s 
attitude to slavery. While not a republican thinker herself, Cooper’s dissertation is useful 
for studying republicanism in that it challenges the republican arguments and principles 
that operated in the long debates that took place in Europe, among white men, as to 
whether slavery could be abolished, and it argues that it was the enslaved Black 
themselves who obtained their freedom, fighting with purer versions of those same 
republican principles.  

Our final contribution turns to the republican thought of women who wrote during the 
early days of the Turkish republic. Highlighting first how early twentieth-century Turkish 
republicanism, while ostensibly feminist (Turkish women obtained the vote earlier than 
European women), still relied on a very gendered conception of women’s participation in 
politics, one in which women’s domesticity was regarded as the main source of their 
contribution. In this context Turnaoğlu and Yılmaz explore the republican thought of two 
women authors of that period, Halide Edip (1883-1964) and Nezihe Muhiddin (1889-
1958), showing how they challenged the dominant gendered version of early Turkish 
republicanism and argued for women’s full participation in politics.  

What we hoped, in constructing this table of contents, was that we would provide the 
reader with a more accurate, as well as interesting insight into the history of 
republicanism. History of philosophy is striving to become less exclusive, and while the 
editors and many of the authors in this volume have already worked towards this goal, we 
had noticed that it tended to be always the same women who are included in collections 
otherwise dominated by white men. We wish this book to make a genuine effort at 
representing the history of republicanism in all its richness and variety.  
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