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TOWARDS WORLD MULTIDISCIPLINARY STUDIES OF
REPUBLICS AND REPUBLICANISM:
AN INTRODUCTION

Iain Hampsher-Monk & Luca Pes’

This Special Edition of ‘History of Political Thought’ contains a selection of
six papers presented at the First World Multidisciplinary Conference on
Republics and Republicanism, which took place at Venice International Uni-
versity in Venice, Italy, in 2019. The purpose of these conferences is to
broaden an already existing area of studies, so that it develops as a place of
exchanges and encounters between disciplines.

Radically different forms of Republic and Republicanism (regimes, theo-
ries, movements and parties) are to be found in the present and in the past. As
Lawrence Stone put it, the two words ‘have changed their shape and colour in
the course of time [and in space], like chameleons, so as to adapt to new cir-
cumstances and needs’.?

Republicanism gained consistency as a theme and as a useful instrument of
analysis in historiography once it was studied as an anti-monarchical tradition
circumscribed in time and space. Two scholars, both significantly with anti-
fascist backgrounds, made important contributions: Hans Baron, a jewish
exile in the US, forced out of Nazi Germany in the 1930s, and Franco Venturi,
a member of the italian resistance within the Action Party. Both were scholars
of the history of Italy.

Italian historians during the fascist period had regretted that the early
renaissance aggressive wars lost by Giangaleazzo Visconti of Milan were a
missed opportunity for the formation of a unified absolutist state in Italy. In
such a view, the Republic of Florence, which contributed to stopping him,
was relegated to the role of defendant of ‘the old egotisms of city-states and
social class’® paving the way to foreign domination. Baron instead thought
that Florence acted as ‘the champion of republicanism and civic liberty’* suc-
ceeding ‘in setting limits to the triumphant progress of tyranny in Renaissance
Italy’. This was possible because the city remained loyal to its native civic tra-
ditions deriving from the medieval commune, which, combined with a redis-
covery of classicism and a republican interpretation of Roman history, laid

1 Venice International University, Isola di San Servolo, 30133 Venice, Italy. Email:
luca.pes@univiu.org

2 L. Stone, ‘The Revival of Narrative, Reflections on a New Old History’, Past and
Present, 85 (1979), p. 14.

3 H. Baron, The Crisis of the Early Italian Renaissance: Civic Humanism and Repub-
lican Liberty in an Age of Classicism and Tyranny (Princeton, 1955), Vol. 2, p. 383.

4 Ibid., Vol. 1, p. 15.
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the ground for the flourishing of Humanism: from here, according to Baron, it
prospered in the rest of Europe.

Similarly, Venturi, against a standard view of an eighteenth century centred
on the successes of absolute monarchies, emphasized the survival of the
Republics of Genoa and Venice and the value of their persistent republican
tradition in the formation and development of the Enlightenment. The theme
was re-proposed by William J. Bouwsma, who argued that Venice, after the
fall of Florence in 1592, became her ideological heir, preserving the values of
Renaissance Republics in the age of the Counter-Reformation and beyond, as
the city of freedom of thought and expression.

These scholars dealt with the Republican tradition as a world view and a
culture. They were drawn to rest their studies not only on strictly political
sources, but also on literary texts. Baron explicitly encouraged scholars to
combine the political historian’s approach with the literary student’s methods
to visualize ‘the mutual dependence of politics and culture’.” The study of
Republicanism was — already then — moving across disciplines, space and
time.

Scholars, such as John G.A. Pocock and the ‘Cambridge School’ repre-
sented a step further, focusing on a broad period of European and American
History, in search of strands of continuity among the various Republican
experiences. They built a linear narrative and a genealogy, constructing, at the
same time, a theory of Republicanism. In this way, a modern abstraction was
moulded and diffused from the practices and ideals of historical European
polities: the polis of ancient Greece and of Classical Rome; of the city states of
Renaissance Italy and northern Europe. The latter actively reviving and elab-
orating their classical ancestors’ thinking through the study and commentary
on the texts of Aristotle, Cicero, Livy, and a host of others. Later resources
too, were the federal experiences in the Netherlands and Switzerland and,
more controversially, those of the breakaway states of North America and the
distinctly modern republicanism premised on the nation that emerged during
the French Revolution and spread through South America, Western Europe
and eventually the world.

Republicanism has become a central concern in political theory and his-
tory. This body of thought and practices emerged as the main alternative to
Liberalism, when Marxism lost this role after the fall of the Berlin Wall.
Today, while searching for solutions to mounting populism and the personal-
ization of power; the issue of inequality and the crisis of democracies, the
threat against individual freedom and against the right to popular sovereignty
all lead to a renewed interest.

Over the last forty years or longer there has been intense scholarly interest in
arange of aspects of republicanism. These include the historical processes by
which Republicanism has been constructed. This has emphasized the intimate

5 Ibid., p. xii.
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relationship between the language and the practices. Republicanism has been
both a practice and a programme: as Pocock emphasized, it is a distinctive
political language, possessing, like natural languages, its own vocabulary,
tropes syntax and, one might add, literature. But within this language there are
many dialects. Originally a language of the urban freeman, in its modern
form, it is universalist in its ascription of rights and protections that were once
elite privileges. Moreover, the scope within which these claims are now
deployed has spread and multiplied far beyond the originally narrowly politi-
cal field in which they were developed.

The conditions of modernity — and more postmodernity — have stretched
the environment and demands on the vocabulary of republicanism far beyond
its original meanings. For example, the acknowledgement of women as politi-
cal agents equal to men not only confutes the assumptions, if not the explicit
claims, of historical republicanism — it challenges its lexical core. Republi-
can ‘virtue’ was, after all, derived from the same root as the male himself.
Again, the massification of society, through industrialization, urbanization
and equality of legal status, whilst seemingly realizing classical republican-
ism’s prescription of civic equality, in fact raised many questions as to what it
was in which that equality consisted. More recently the emergence of a virtual
meta-society seems to render irrelevant the material considerations of citizen-
ship to which republicanism drew attention. All of these posed and pose chal-
lenges to the continued viability and relevance of the inherited language. Yet
however much modern deployment evokes contrasts as well as continuities
with the conditions under which republican language was formed, both schol-
ars and publicists have found it fruitful to explore the possibilities within this
language both as a way of critically analysing modern democratic political
reality and as a way of formulating normative claims and programmes.

Not only have the conditions of politics changed but so have the range of
ways in which we study it. We are much more aware of the political content
and import of art and literature than earlier, perhaps naively positivist, stu-
dents of politics were. This perhaps returns us to a more socially holistic con-
ception of the way in which the political is articulated and conveyed, one
closer to classical republican thinkers themselves. Again, the linguistic turn,
or rather turns [for there were several] have encouraged us to look more
widely for evidence of the language of republicanism.

So the development of our understanding of republicanism itself, the
changing conditions of political modernity, and the range of disciplines impli-
cated in or brought to the study of it all push towards a kind of multi-
disciplinarity.

Such interest and larger views, de facto opened the way to a consistent
multidisciplinary area of study. Republicanism has become an excellent field
of encounter and exchanges between disciplines.
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As we said, this is the reason why the Venice World Multidisciplinary Con-
ference on Republics and Republicanism was launched. In 2022 we were at its
third edition. An initial idea by Oleg Kharkhordin, was developed by the
Organizing Committee formed by Shaul Bassi, Kharkhordin himself, Natalia
Mazur, Luca Pes, Giovanni Zanalda and, later, Camila Vergara:6 that of ‘a
Venice Republican Biennale’, just like the Biennale d’arti visive. The initia-
tive is hosted and promoted by a world consortium of universities — the Ven-
ice International University (VIU), based in Venice, Italy’ — the country
studied by Baron and Venturi and the city where a long-lasting Republic
flourished. As if it were a ‘world exhibition’ of diversified contemporary dis-
courses on Republics and Republicanism, the conference saw the participa-
tion of fifty-eight speakers in 2019, seventy-eight in 2021 and twenty-three in
the more limited edition of 2022, inviting as keynote speakers Serge Audier,
Cécile Laborde, Vittorio Longhi, Philip Pettit, Quentin Skinner and Ananya
Vajpeyi. The first edition was sponsored — apart from VIU — by the Center
Res-Publica of the European University at Saint Petersburg (EUSP), the
Humanities and Social Change Center at Ca’ Foscari University of Venice
and the Duke Center for International and Global Studies.

The manifesto of the Conference drafted in 2019 expresses the intention of
meeting every two years to discuss the theme of Republics and Republican-
ism in a broad, multidisciplinary and worldwide perspective. The interest in
Republicanism lies in its distinguishing feature: ‘to focus on the diverse politi-
cal mechanisms to avert tyranny, on balancing power and attaining mixed
government, and on ensuring forms of participation in the process of law-
making, protecting from constraints and conceiving liberty as non-domination’.

The conference — the manifesto continues — wants to promote further
theoretical and historical reflections on such experience, broadening the focus
to non-European case-studies and perspectives, to late modern and contempo-
rary times, opening to every possible discipline. Republicanism is not a dead
body confined to the studies of the past: rather it is about rediscovering the
past to offer novel solutions for the problems of today. The idea, hence, is to
convertitinto a frame in which to discuss and clarify contemporary issues and
concerns and even, if possible, into a common background theory for existing
empirical political practices, including eco-democracy, participatory bud-
gets, the defence of the commons and public space, communal practices and
rights, and resistance to domination.

6 Conference Advisory Board: Elisabeth Crouzet-Pavan (Sorbonne Université, Paris),
Cécile Laborde (Oxford University), John Jeffries Martin (Duke University), Quentin
Skinner (Queen Mary University of London), Ananya Vajpeyi (Centre for the Study of
Developing Societies, New Delhi).

7 We would like to thank the VIU President Umberto Vattani and the Dean Carlo
Giupponi for their support in the three editions of the conference and the staff mem-
bers — Silvia Casalini, Igor Nash and Alessandro Spezzamonte for their assistance.
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Scholars from all disciplines, from the Venice International University
consortium and beyond, are invited to join in. The aim is to consolidate a net-
work of people interested in the project. The objective is to have biennial
conferences in the field and convert this event into an ongoing workshop.

The main groups of themes expected to be covered in all three editions
were:

(1) Political theory and philosophy of republicanism. This area of contri-
butions is most conceptual. It has to do with meta-historical considerations.
Its main concern would be to define what the republican tradition is all about,
and what are the republican aims and forms of life. If a coherent theory of
republicanism is possible, then how does it differentiate itself from its rivals
(including populism and liberalism)? Are there different regional or national
models of the classical republican tradition? This section could include also
issues like feminism and republicanism, and a discussion of republican theory
of private property/ownership and the commons.

(2) The historical manifestations of republicanism in ideas, movements,
regimes, urban spaces, and the arts. This includes all the approaches which
involve rigorous historicization and historical circumscribing: from Greek
and Roman republicanism to the Italian republics in the middle ages and the
Venetian, Florentine and Genoese polities and then on to the Dutch and Eng-
lish revolutions; free cities in mediaeval and early modern Europe — from the
Hansa experience to Ragusa; from the American founding fathers and the
generation before them to the French revolution and the French and Italian
nineteenth-century versions of republicanism. The US context could also be
crucial to understand how republicanism transformed itself into populism.
Art forms of Republicanism fall in this area too; including Republican rituals
in specific time and place; and manifestations of republicanism in literature
too. A major target is to consider also the manifestation of republican forms
and values in Asia and other parts of the world in specific periods.

(3) The study of contemporary political practices which are explicitly or
implicitly republican and their future prospects. This area could include both
institutional and social practices from below. It could include the study of the
EU as a manifestation of a republic in the making. It could involve the study of
eco-republicanism, participatory budgeting, citizens’ assemblies, participa-
tory planning, welfare and workplaces, forms of co-management, urban and
other commons, movements for the defence of public water, of internet acces-
sibility, of a public space, practices in contemporary arts.

The aim of the conference has not been so much to contribute to reinforcing
the ‘tradition’ of republicanism, sharing only its vocabulary. But rather to
define an area of interest and of issues for multidisciplinary discussion; creat-
ing a network of scholars who share common questions and often start from
that vocabulary to attempt to read the realities of a transforming world, con-
cerned about tyranny, forms of domination and unequal distribution of power.
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This at least is the intent, and so far it has attracted mostly scholars in the field
of political philosophy, politics and history of political thought, but the con-
ferences have also seen the participation of experts in economics, law, litera-
ture, music, sociology, history of architecture and visual and performative
arts. In the intent to enlarge the latter component, organizers have focused the
third edition more in the field of arts and gender, calling for papers related to
the 2022 Biennale d’arti visive. In the attempt to be more inclusive, in the last
two editions the call established that submission of papers ‘from women and
non-binary scholars as well as from underrepresented minority groups and
academics from the Global South’ was particularly welcome.

This issue of History of Political Thought presents a selection of papers
read in the first edition of the conference, with the aim of representing the
variety of approaches and the diversity of the scholars involved. The authors
were asked to elaborate their papers into articles. We publish them in chrono-
logical order, in accordance with the historical reference to republicanism,
which they make. What emerges is an ensemble of original up-to-date concerns.

Political theorist Oleg Kharkhordin of EUSP, Russia, looks at how —
in ancient republican Rome — Lucretius’ notion of ‘res publica’ and, in
particular, ‘foedera naturae’, represents an anticipation of the attempt to
reconceptualize nature, very much in the same direction we try to do today, in
the Anthropocene, where we are increasingly aware that ‘the activity of
human beings is decisively influencing, if not ruining, the environment’,
pushing us to concentrate on the linkages between life and human activity and
‘geological, oceanological and atmospheric processes’ and responses.

Chilean critical legal theorist Camila Vergara, in 2019 based at Columbia
University, New York and now at the University of Cambridge, explicates a
two-fold dimension (plebeian and elitist) to republicanism which is useful to
rediscover elements in it able to confront increasing oligarchic power within
the bounds of proceduralism and law, since they address the issue of inequal-
ity. ‘To guarantee liberty from oligarchic domination — she concludes —
republican models need to transcend the predominant elitist tradition . . . and
incorporate strong plebeian institutions able to keep the powerful few in
check.’

Dandan Hong, Lorenzo Pecchi and Gustavo Piga, a group that originated at
the School of Economics of the University of Rome Tor Vergata, draw from
eighteenth-century American Anti-Federalist positions a lesson for the con-
temporary European Union, defining a possible way out of the current stale-
mate to try and give back to the member countries full control of their fiscal
policy, since ‘the exercise of democracy should be deployed mainly in the
small Republic’, reserving transfer of sovereignty to the union where a central
authority ‘has a clear comparative advantage’: i.e. in the fields of security,
foreign policy and defence, anticorruption, and immigration management.
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Seeking a republican experience in Japan, literary and film scholar Norimasa
Morita from Waseda University, Tokyo, focuses on the ‘Ezo Republic’ (1868—
1869), arguing that while historical evidence for it is scant, it was popularized
in fiction, by the internationally renowned writer Abe Kobo, who was frus-
trated with the history of his country and politically motivated. Kobo’s
Enomoto Takeaki and his republic — explains Morita — ‘are more imagina-
tive and thought-provoking than those of any other writer’, but also an inter-
esting outcome of the lack of a republican tradition in Japan.

Political theorist and historian of ideas from the Free Univeristy of Berlin,
Germany, Daniel Schulz, compares US and French political practices and
theories, trying to demonstrate that contemporary French political thought
can be read in the framework of the history of republicanism and, more particu-
larly, of the crisis of the French revolutionary republican tradition: first its
deconstruction (Pierre Bourdieu, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault); then its
rearticulation (Marcel Gauchet, Claude Lefort, Pierre Rosanvallon).

Political economist Roberta Fischli of the University of St Gallen in Switzer-
land tries to demonstrate the utility of the neo-republican notion of freedom as
non-domination and freedom of choice to analyse the asymmetry of power
which exists in the big data economy. ‘Corporate actors — she argues — are
able to invade individuals’ freedom, either by using information about them
to constitute the very option-set they face or by interfering with the choices
they set out to make’.

We thank Iain Hampsher-Monk from Exeter, university member of the
VIU consortium, for offering the organizers of the Conference the possibility
of publishing a selection of papers in a dedicated issue of History of Political
Thought, which we hope will contribute to furthering the conference project.

lain Hampsher-Monk UNIVERSITY OF EXETER
Luca Pes VENICE INTERNATIONAL UNIVERSITY



