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WHAT IS RE PUB LI CAN*

GO VER N MENT? 

PURPOSE OF LES SON 3

Lesson 2 in t ro du ced the qu es ti on, „What kind of go ver n ment is best?“ This les son will in t-
ro du ce you to so me of the ba sic ide as the Founders used in an s we ring this qu es ti on and why 
they cho se the an s wers they did. It in c lu des an in t ro duc ti on to the idea of re pub li ca nism 
which was of gre at im por tan ce in the de ve lop ment of our go ver n ment.

When you fi nish this les son, you sho uld be ab le to ex p la in the ide as and terms lis ted be low, 
how they in fl u en ced the Founders, and the ir im por tan ce to out go ver n ment.

ci vic vir tue
com mon wel fa re/com mon go od 
re pub li can go ver n ment
pur po se of re pub li can go ver n ment 
ba lan ced po wers
mi xed con s ti tu ti on
Ju deo-Chris ti an he ri ta ge
cor rupt go ver n ment 
rep re sen ta ti ve de moc racy  

THE RO MAN RE PUB LIC

As you ha ve le ar ned, the Founders had re ad the wri tings of the na tu ral rights phi lo sop hers 
and had adop ted many of the ir ide as abo ut go ver n ment. They had al so stu di ed and be en in f-
lu en ced by phi lo sop hers who had writ ten abo ut an ci ent go ver n ment. They we re par ti cu larly 
in te res ted in what they had re ad abo ut the go ver n ment of the an ci ent Ro man Re pub lic which 
had las ted for ne arly 500 ye ars bet we en 509 B.C. and 27 B.C. But why we re they so im p res-
sed by a go ver n ment that had exis ted two tho u sand ye ars ear li er?

The his to ri cal ac co unts of an ci ent Ro me du ring the gre a test days of the Ro man Re pub lic 
des c ri bed the Ro man pe op le as ha ving ci vic vir tue. By this the his to ri ans me ant that the Ro-

*   This is a continuation from the first issue of the journal.
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man pe op le we re hard-wor kingt, sim p le in the ir ways of li fe, ho nest, and pat ri o tic. Above all, 
the pe op le lo ved jus ti ce and li berty. Loving the ir co untry mo re than them sel ves, the com mon 
pe op le and the aris toc racy sha red po li ti cal po wers. The vir tu o us Ro mans go ver ned them sel-
ves wit ho ut a king.

As a re sult, they had a go ver n ment that pro vi ded jus ti ce and pro tec ted the ir li berty. It was a 
go ver n ment that pro mo ted the com mon go od or the com mon wel fa re. This kind of go ver n-
ment was cal led re pub li can go ver n ment. The ma in pur po se of re pub li can go ver n ment was to 
pro mo le the com mon wel fa re. This is what ma de it su pe ri or lo most ot her kinds of go ver n-
ment which only pro mo ted the wel fa re of one per son, such as a tyrant, or of a par ti cu lar class 
of pe op le such as the rich or the po or.

Whet her or not the pe op le and go ver n ment of the Ro man Re pub lic we re as ad mi rab le as they 
we re des c ri bed by so me his to ri ans, the ac co unts of the ir vir tu es gre atly in fl u en ced the Founders.

THE NE ED FOR CI VIC VIR TUE

The les son the Founders le ar ned from the exam p le of the Ro man Re pub lic was that in or der 
to ha ve a go ver n ment that pro tec ted the ir rights and pro mo ted the com mon wel fa re, the ci-
ti zens must pos ses ci vic vir tue. This me ant that ci ti zens must lo ve the ir co untry, be ho nest, 
be hard-wor king, and li ve a mo dest way of li fe. The se qu a li ti es of cha rac ter ne e ded to be 
en co u ra ged and de ve lo ped by the fa mily, by re li gi on, by edu ca ti on, and fi nally, by the per-
for man ce of the du ti es of ci ti zen s hip.

HOW SHO ULD A GO VER N MENT BE OR GA NI ZED 
SO IT WILL PRO MO TE THE COM MON WEL FA RE?

In ad di ti on to the exam p le of the an ci ent Ro man Re pub lic, the Founders al so le ar ned abo ut 
re pub li can go ver n ment from wri ters of the ir own ti me. One of the most im por tant of the se 
was Montesquieu (1689-1755), a French wri ter who was wi dely ad mi red by Americans. He 
was of ten cal led „the ce leb ra ted Montesquieu“, and many of the Founders con si de red him to 
be the most im por tant wri ter on re pub li can go ver n ment.

BALANCED PO WERS

Montesquieu be li e ved that the English system of go ver n ment was the best exam p le of how a 
re pub li can go ver n ment sho uld be or ga ni zed. He ar gu ed that in the English system, the po wers 
of go ver n ment we re di vi ded and ba lan ced among the King and two ho u ses of Parliament a 
House of Lords and a House of Com mons. The King rep re sen ted the in te rests of ro yally. The 
House of Lords rep re sen ted the in te rests of the no bi lity. The House of Com mons rep re sen ted 
the in te rests of the com mon pe op le.
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A “MI XED CON S TI TU TI ON”

Like the an ci ent phi lo sop hers Aristotle and Ci ce ro, Montesquieu be li e ved that a system 
which di vi ded and ba lan ced the po wer of go ver n ment among the dif fe rent clas ses of so ci ety, 
as was do ne in Great Britain, was the best way to be su re that the go ver n ment wo uld not be 
do mi na ted by a sin g le so ci al class. He cal led this type of go ver n ment a mi xed con s ti tu ti on 
be ca u se it com bi ned the three ba sic types of go ver n ment, mo narchy, aris toc racy, and de-
moc racy, in to one. Sin ce all clas ses sha red po wer, this kind of go ver n ment was the best for 
ser ving the com mon wel fa re.

WHAT IS THE IM POR TAN CE OF CI VIC VIR TUE TO 

RE PUB LI CAN GO VER N MENT?

Re mem ber that one of the things that im p res sed Americans abo ut the Ro man Re pub lic was 
the vir tue of its ci ti zens. Many of the sup por ters of re pub li can go ver n ment be li e ved that it 
co uld only suc ce ed if the ci ti zens we re vir tu o us. Montesquieu ag re ed. He wro te that the vir-
tue of the go od ci ti zen of a re pub lic is re ally a very sim p le thing. It me ant that ci ti zens must 
con s tantly pre fer the com mon wel fa re to the ir own pri va te in te rests. This, the Founders tho-
ught, was the vir tue of the ci ti zens of an ci ent Ro me.

The Founders be li e ved most Americans had the sa me vir tue as the ci ti zens of Ro me. They 
be li e ved this vir tue ca me from the Americans Ju deo-Chris ti an he ri ta ge. Ci ti zens who had a 
sin ce re in te rest in the com mon wel fa re wo uld be ha ve as go od re pub li can ci ti zens sho uld.

WHAT KIND OF SO CI ETY IS NE CES SARY FOR 
A RE PUB LI CAN GO VER N MENT?

Montesquieu had writ ten, and many Founders ag re ed, that pe op le wo uld only be wil ling to pro-
mo te the com mon wel fa re in s te ad of the ir own in te rests if no ne of then we re too rich or too po or. 
For this re a son, thew tho ught that pe op le of the mid d le class we re most li kely to pos sess ci vic 
vir tue. People who we re very we althy or very po or wo uld be mo re li kely to pro mo te the ir own 
in te rests at the ex pen se of the com mon wel fa re. When a go ver n ment ser ves such spe ci al in te rests 
at the ex pen se of the com mon wel fa re, it is sa id to be cor rupt. The Founders be li e ved that gre at 
we alth or po verty in a so ci ety we re the most li kely so ur ces of cor rup ti on.

WHY IS A SMALL NA TI ON NE CES SARY FOR RE PUB LI CAN GO VER N MENT?

Montesquieu al so sa id that sin ce pro mo ting the com mon wel fa re is the ma in pur po se of re-
pub li can go ver n ment, this type of go ver n ment is only pos sib le in small na ti ons. If you tri ed 
to ha ve a re pub li can form of go ver n ment in a lar ge and di ver se na ti on, it wo uld be very dif-
fi cult for the pe op le to ag ree abo ut what was best for the ir com mon wel fa re.
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WHAT DID RE PUB LI CAN GO VER N MENT ME AN TO THE FOUNDERS?

So me of the ba sic ide as of re pub li can go ver n ment we re be ing put in to prac ti ce by the English 
at the ti me the co lo ni es we re be ing set t led in America. The first les son in the next unit de als 
with the his tory of the English go ver n ment. It pro vi des an im por tant bac k g ro und for un-
der s tan ding the go ver n ment cre a ted by the co lo nists in America who re bel led aga inst the ir 
mot her co untry. But first, we sho uld lo ok at how the ide as of re pub li ca nism we re de ve lo ped 
in America.

We ha ve le ar ned Ihal the Founders be li e ved that the pur po se of go ver n ment sho uld be to pro-
tect each in di vi du al’s na tu ral rights. They al so be li e ved that re pub li can go ver n ment was the 
best so lu ti on to the prob lem ra i sed by Lesson 2. that is, „What kind of go ver n ment is most 
li kely to pro tect the ba sic rights of the pe op le?“

WHAT IS THE COM MON WEL FA RE?

Re pub li can go ver n ment pro mo tes the com mon wel fa re. But what is the com mon wel fa re? 
This is not al ways an easy qu es ti on to an s wer. Different pe op le ha ve had and will con ti nue 
to ha ve very dif fe rent ide as abo ut what the com mon wel fa re is. The Founders, ho we ver, 
be li e ved that a go ver n ment that pro mo tes the com mon wel fa re is one that pro tects each in-
di vi du al’s na tu ral rights.

The Founders al so be li e ved that a re pub li can form, of go ver n ment was the only kind that 
they sho uld ha ve and they be li e ved that Americans had the ci vic vir tue ne ces sary to ma ke a 
re pub lic work. However, the re we re still so me prob lems with re pub li ca nism that ne e ded to 
be wor ked out.

JA MES MADISON RE FI NES THE IDEA OF RE PUB LI CA NISM

Ja mes Madison was one of the most im por tant of the Founders res pon sib le for cre a ting our 
Con s ti tu ti on. He sa id that the re was an im por tant dif fe ren ce bet we en a re pub lic and a de moc-
racy. He de fi ned a de moc racy as a small com mu nity or na ti on with a small num ber of ci ti zens: 
who me et from ti me to ti me to do the tasks of go ver n ment them sel ves. The Greek city sta tes 
and the New England towns we re exam p les of de moc ra ci es as Madison de fi ned them.

Madison de fi ned a re pub lic as a co untry in which laws are ma de and ad mi nis te red by rep re-
sen ta ti ves elec ted by the pe op le. In a re pub lic, all of the po wers of the go ver n ment are gi ven 
to it by the pe op le. The rep re sen ta ti ves who run it ha ve the ir jobs for a li mi ted amo unt of 
ti me or as long as they be ha ve pro perly. Madison al so in sis ted that mem bers of go ver n ment 
sho uld be elec ted by a lar ge num ber of the pe op le in the so ci ety and not by a small num ber 
or a spe ci ally fa vo red gro up. If that hap pe ned, the go ver n ment wo uld only ser ve the in te rests 
of a small gro up in s te ad of the com mon wel fa re.



236

2022, ivlisi. JULY

#2

JOURNAL   IUSTITIA
Jurnali iusticia

A RE PUB LI CAN GO VER N MENT IS A REP RE SEN TA TI VE DE MOC RACY

According to Madison, then, a re pub li can go ver n ment is a rep re sen ta ti ve de moc racy. It gets 
its aut ho rity, its right to go vern, from the pe op le it go verns. The ci ti zens of the re pub lic must 
pos sess the ci vic vir tue to elect pe op le of wis dom and cha rac ter to rep re sent them in the go-
ver n ment.

THE NE ED FOR A CON S TI TU TI ON

The re is, ho we ver, one ad di ti o nal part of a re pub li can go ver n ment the Founders tho ught was 
ne ces sary, a writ ten con s ti tu ti on. They had a firm be li ef in the su pe ri o rity of con s ti tu ti o nal 
go ver n ment, or con s ti tu ti o na lism, A go od con s ti tu ti on, they be li e ved, was one of the most 
im por tant ways to pro tect a re pub li can go ver n ment, which in turn was the only way to pro-
tect the ir na tu ral rights.

As we shall see, the fo un ders’ be li ef in na tu ral rights, re pub li ca nism, and con s ti tu ti o na lism 
gre atly in fl u en ced the ir cre a ti on of our Con s ti tu ti on. But, be fo re we study Your Con s ti tu ti on, 
we must le arn in the next les son what con s ti tu ti o nal go ver n ment is and how it is dif fe rent 
from ot her kinds of go ver n ment.

RE VI E WING AND USING THE LES SON

1. What is the pur po se of re pub li can go ver n ment? What cha rac te ris tics must the pe op le ha ve to ma-
in ta in such go ver n ments? 

2.  What fe a tu res of the British go ver n ment of his day led Montesquieu to think that it was the best 
way to ma in ta in a re pub li can go ver n ment?

3.  Give two cha rac te ris tics of a pe op le that Montesquieu and the Founders be li e ved ne ces sary for 
re pub li can go ver n ment.  

4.  How did Madison dis tin gu ish bet we en a „de moc racy“ and a „re pub lic“? 

5.  A re pub li can go ver n ment may aim to (a) pro tect the in di vi du al’s rights and (b) pro mo te the com-
mon wel fa re. Give exam p les from his tory and yo ur own ex pe ri en ce in which the se two go als 
con fl ict with each ot her.

(Will be continued in the next issue)


