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1. Introduction 

 

In my thesis I will analyse the concept of citizenship from three different viewpoints: legal, 

social and political. I will mostly concentrate on the viewpoint of republicanism that has 

attracted attention among political philosophers in recent years. The aim is to evaluate the 

concept of citizenship of contemporary republicanism from the point of view of minorities 

and other non-dominant groups within societies. Therefore, another theme of the thesis is 

the rights of groups. The question of how different philosophical theories answer the 

questions that connect with citizenship, the status of minorities and questions of group 

rights is topical. Since republican ideas are often contrasted with liberalism and defined in 

comparison with liberal ideas, I will start by briefly introducing some commonly stated 

critiques towards what is commonly perceived as the liberal idea of citizenship. Often 

republicanism and liberalism are represented in stark contrast to each other. However, most 

contemporary republican writers share the same basic principles and values as liberal 

writers, such as the appreciation of political freedom, democracy and free speech. The 

unnecessary juxtaposition does not favour either and tends to represent either one or both 

political theories as caricatures.  

 

Questions about the status of minorities and preserving and promoting democratic 

principles are pressing in contemporary societies. In liberal theory, every citizen is entitled 

to the basic principles of freedom, justice and political rights. However, the concept of 

citizen is often left undefined. The concept of citizenship is a complex one: it does not have 

a definitive explication, but it is nevertheless a very important category. Citizenship is a 

powerful political ideal: often the way a person is treated depends on whether he or she has 

the status of a citizen. Citizenship includes protection of a person’s rights both at home and 

abroad. It entails legal, political and social dimensions: the legal status as a full member of 

society, the recognition of that status by fellow citizens and “the character of the individual 

acting as a member of society”
1
. The concept of citizenship connects with all aspects of 

people’s lives. Geier Skeie argues: “Membership of different minority or majority groups 

may be a question of ethnicity, but it can also relate to religion, gender or sexual 

                                                 
1
 The definition of citizenship by The New International Webster’s Comprehensive Dictionary of the English 

Language, Deluxe Encyclopedia Edition 1996 Trident Press International. 
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preference” (Skeie 2003, p.47). The questions of citizenship are intimately connected with 

the questions of identity, and therefore refer also to the minority / majority debate (ibid.). 

As Iseult Honohan puts it: “the social confirmation of identity is increasingly seen as 

essential to human flourishing” (2002, p.250).  

 

In classical liberal theory, groups’ demands for recognition have sometimes been viewed as 

contradictory to these basic principles of liberal democracy. Nonetheless, if the inequalities 

between different groups are neglected, they are likely to cause disputes and instability in 

the society. According to the critics, the problem with neutralist liberal theory is that by 

endorsing the status quo it ignores the past injustices and their effects on current power 

relations. This has led to disputes between the (minority) groups and the state. In a 

multicultural society there are multiple situations that raise the question of recognition of 

the status and rights of the groups. People in vulnerable positions, such as indigenous 

minorities or asylum seekers with ambiguous statuses, are often in a worse position than the 

majority. The question of citizenship is also a question of belonging. Indigenous minorities, 

different cultural and religious groups and people having non-European heritage challenge 

the understanding about citizenship based on ethnic nationalities. Sexual minorities are also 

contesting the conventional understanding about citizenship although they cannot be 

considered a group in the same sense as for example a cultural minority.  

 

The meaning of citizenship in contemporary society is far from clear. In my thesis I am 

going to argue that in order to understand the society in which we live, the question of 

citizenship needs to be taken seriously. Furthermore, achieving the ultimate goal of most 

political theories - an equal and well functioning society - is difficult if the concept of 

citizenship is not given the serious attention it deserves. I start by shortly describing what is 

considered the welfare liberal concept of citizenship and its critique, and then continue to 

define the social (concerning groups and the rights of groups) and political (concerning 

participation in the affairs of society) accounts of citizenship. How are these accounts 

effectively considering the viewpoints of (minority) groups? Iseult Honohan has written an 

excellent overview of republicanism in Civic republicanism (Routledge 2002). Also Philip 

Pettit’s Republicanism (Clarendon Press 1997) has been an important source in this essay. 

The historical part of this work mainly relies on the works of Aristotle, Adam Smith, 
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Immanuel Kant, Quentin Skinner, James Pocock, Albert Hirschman and James Tully. The 

writings of Will Kymlicka, John Rawls, Chantal Mouffe and Shane Phelan are referred to 

in the presentation and critique of the liberal tradition of thought. After that, I introduce 

some important aspects of Ronald Dworkin’s book, Taking Rights Seriously (1977). 

Hannah Arendt and Seyla Benhabib’s analysis of Arendt’s philosophy both address the 

problematic relations between human rights and nation-states as the main guarantors of 

rights. The chapter on group rights relies on Peter Jones’ account of corporate and 

collective rights, after which I continue to Seumas Miller’s essay on the (liberal) account of 

group rights and their relation to the concept of citizenship. Republicanism and Political 

Theory (2002) edited by Cécile Laborde and John Maynor is also references. David Miller 

and Maurizio Viroli represent the more “rooted” version of republicanism. 
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2. The Background to the Concept of Citizenship 

 

Recently, citizenship has been a centre of attention in political theory. The breaking of post 

World War II consensus and the new rise of xenophobic attitudes in Western countries have 

made questions of citizenship even more potent. In sum, there are various different 

meanings attached to the concept of citizenship. On the one hand, there are the questions 

related to migration from one country to another. These questions often relate to residence 

permits, the right to vote or to seek asylum. On the other hand, there are the questions 

within a polity: the questions of equal treatment of citizens, who may come from different 

backgrounds. The rights of different groups are usually discussed under the latter heading.  

 

Citizenship is a contested and sensitive issue. The interpretations and meanings connected 

with citizenship vary in different societies and in different times. Citizenship is a central 

concept in political philosophy: it is a framework for political democracy and individual 

autonomy as well as an intellectual and political tradition that connects the modern era with 

antiquity (Shafir 1998).  

 

The roots of the concept are in the Greek polis and the Roman res publica (Pocock 1998, 

p.35). Pocock describes the “‘classical’ account of citizenship as an Athenian ideal” i.e. as a 

male warrior, found in Aristotle’s Politics. In Politics, Aristotle states that a citizen “is 

defined to be one of whom both the parents are citizens…” (1275b23-1275b33 p.2024) and 

who holds an office or is in some other way participating in the deliberative or judicial 

administration of the state: “Hence, as is evident, there are different kinds of citizens; and 

he is a citizen in the fullest sense who shares in the honours of the state.” (Politics, Book 

III, 1278a35-1278a39 p.2028.) Naturally, only men were capable of doing that. The view of 

Aristotle is well captured in the following passage: 

“It must be admitted that we cannot consider all those to be citizens who are necessary to 

the existence of the state; for example, children are not citizens equally with grown-up men, 

who are citizens absolutely, but children, not being grown up, are only citizens on a certain 

assumption. In ancient times, and among some nations, the artisan class were slaves or 

foreigners, and therefore the majority of them are so now. The best form of state will not 

admit them to citizenship; but if they are admitted, then our definition of the excellence of a 

citizen will not apply to every citizen, nor to every free man as such, but only to those who 

are freed from necessary services. The necessary people are either slaves who minister to 
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the wants of individuals, or mechanics and labourers who are the servants of the 

community.” (Politics, Book III, 1277b34-1278a14 p.2027.) 

 

The classical Athenian account represented here by Aristotle supposes a strict division 

between public and domestic lives, and requires that citizens should participate in decision-

making (to rule and be ruled): to be able to participate, a citizen must be “a male of known 

genealogy, a patriarch, a warrior, and a master of the labor of others” (Pocock 1998, p.33). 

These prerequisites excluded most of the people from access to it. Nowadays these are not 

the preconditions of citizenship. The meaning has changed: citizenship used to be 

something acquired by your status in society, when nowadays it is citizenship that 

guarantees the status (Laborde and Maynor 2008). Therefore, the meaning has diverged 

from the Aristotelian meaning and the legal dimension has changed too: the freedom to act 

under the law, and to be protected by the law. However, Aristotle’s formulation of a human 

being as “a creature formed to live a political life” seems still to be an appealing definition. 

Still, as Pocock argues, we have not quite got rid of the classical prerequisites for 

citizenship (1998, p.33): there is nevertheless something exclusive about citizenship, as can 

be seen from the multiplicity of accounts criticising the concept. Is it possible to eliminate 

the limiting aspects attached to citizenship, or are these somehow inherent to the concept? 

 

The concept of citizenship has been a centre for interest in philosophical debates. Will 

Kymlicka and Wayne Norman argue that in political philosophy there have been two 

different and often separate
2
 debates about the issue of citizenship and group rights  

(Kymlicka and Norman 2000). The first one is concentrated on minority rights and 

multiculturalism and the other debate centres on the concept of citizenship and the role of 

civic virtues. However, the debates are inherently interdependent. Therefore, Kymlicka and 

Norman argue that there is a need for an account of citizenship that connects both the issues 

of multiculturalism and group rights and the discussion of what makes a good citizen. 

 

The scope of the rights of citizenship has expanded since antiquity to incorporate more 

groups of people and the framework of citizenship has widened from being local into a 

state-wide institution (Gershon 2008). The increased importance of membership has 

brought the concept of citizenship and what it means to be a citizen into the forefront of 

                                                 
2
 There has not been much exchange of thoughts between these two debates. 
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public discussion again. In modern Western political thought the concept of citizenship is 

closely connected with the idea of a self-governing community i.e. a sovereign state 

(Hindess 1993, p.34).  

 

Gershon argues: “The framework for modern citizenship rights is the state that is gradually 

transformed into a state for nation, a nation-state” (1998, p.16). The idea of sovereignty 

requires that there is a limited area and at least to some extent culturally unified people 

residing in that area and sharing a common fate (Honohan 2002, pp.274-275). The way the 

concept of citizenship is understood, relies heavily on the concept of a nation-state and the 

assumption of shared cultural values: nationalistic tendencies have been at the forefront of 

determining the development of modern states.  

 

Usually belonging to a nation is perceived to be non-voluntary. In some definitions, the 

membership is acquired by being born to a certain country or a group, as Avishai Margalit 

and Joseph Raz state: “Qualification for membership is usually determined by non-

voluntary criteria. One cannot choose to belong. One belongs because of who one is” 

(Margalit and Raz, 1990, p.447). Others emphasise the identification with the community 

and its importance in the construction of personal identities. All in all, the way nationalism 

is understood has changed towards stressing the unifying power of culture rather than 

ethnicity or origin (Frank 2010; Miller 2000). The traditions and conceptions of citizenship 

within the nations are not fixed but can change: in addition to gaining membership by birth, 

most nation-states have some alternative mechanisms through which the membership can 

be acquired. There are various opposing views concerning the rationality (or irrationality) 

of people’s attitudes towards nationality, as well as whether the nation is socially 

constructed or not. For instance, Jeremy Waldron states (1992, p.781) that the idea of 

nationality is a product of civilization, not an eternal truth.  

“We are not the self-made atoms of liberal fantasy, certainly, but neither are we exclusively 

products or artefacts of single national or ethnic communities. We are made by our 

languages, our literature, our cultures, our science, our religions, our civilization – and these 

human entities that go far beyond national boundaries exist, if they exist anywhere, simply 

in the world” (Waldron 1992, p.778).  
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According to Waldron, social structures that shape our lives are not necessarily ‘natural’, 

and the claim that there always have been culturally homogenous peoples, has to be treated 

with caution.  

 

The contemporary understanding of nationalism centres around the concept of cultural 

membership and national identity built on the cultural connection. For the most part, 

discussions on nationalism seem to concentrate on ethno-cultural variations. Most of them 

do not focus on the extremes but are rather moderate: however, the contemporary world has 

experienced a revival of the extreme right - the new popularity of xenophobic attitudes 

across Europe being an example (Williams 2010; Frank 2010).
3
 By the rise of xenophobic 

attitudes, I refer to among others the current discussion that depicts different cultures as 

fundamentally and essentially different from each other in the spirit of Samuel 

Huntington’s famous argument on the ‘clash of civilizations’ (Huntington 1993; Frank 

2010, p.231, p.233). In a vein similar to contemporary nationalist accounts, contemporary 

racism concentrates on cultural rather than ethnic differences. These populist ideas of the 

essential cultural differences are accompanied by the belief that the elites are corrupt and 

incompetent, while the “common man” is good and honest (Williams 2010, p.115). 

Michelle Hale Williams argues that the populist orientation might be one of the reasons the 

right-wing parties in Western Europe have changed their agenda from targeting various 

ethnic groups to new out-groups, such as Muslims (2010, p.130). Culture seems to have 

replaced ethnicity, but the basic problem remains: what is the place for nationalism? Is it 

necessary for the existence of states? Is it potentially dangerous, and if so, when does it 

become dangerous? 

 

The basic principles connected with national sovereignty, i.e. the unified nation sharing the 

same culture and values, are not easily defined and rather blurry. What is meant when 

speaking about ‘shared values’? There are two concepts here, both of which are often not 

clarified: the concept of nationality and the concept of culture. Honohan says: “The key 

feature of nationality is a collective sense of a common identity; whether based on ethnic, 

                                                 
3
 Ana Frank argues in her 2010 article ”Rethinking European Past and the Future Legacies” that Europe has 

failed to recognise that the attitudes towards immigrants, minorities and minority women are still coloured by 

the old prejudices towards ’the other’. The racist attitudes of the old Europe have merely taken a different 

form; the accusations of the undemocratic nature and violence of the other cultures are made without 

acknowledging the violence in the European culture or Europe’s contributions to structural inequalities. 
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linguistic or other cultural grounds, this is often rooted in an ‘imagined community’ and 

does not intrinsically require interdependence in practices between co-nationals” (2001, 

p.65). Kymlicka argues that language is an important reason for why the ‘national’ political 

communities are the “primary forums for democratic participation” (2001, p.213). Most 

people are only fluent in one language, which rules out the participation at the federal or 

international level (ibid.).  

 

In many accounts, it is implicitly assumed that nations or cultures are “the basic units” of 

politics (Kymlicka 2001, p.216). At first glance, the role of shared culture in shaping the 

identities of citizens seems quite powerful. The concept of citizenship is often connected 

with the idea of nationality: many political theories assume that citizens have some kind of 

shared cultural base. However, others argue that this base is not necessary. According to 

Honohan, the shared cultural base can be a thinner one based on shared public culture 

rather than some prepolitical ethnic commonality or deeper cultural tie (2002, pp.274-275). 

It is true that cultures have an important role in shaping identities, but that does not mean 

that there should always be only one homogenous culture in which the identity of an 

individual is rooted. The construction of an identity is a complex process, and there are 

other things besides nationality that have an important role in it. Honohan argues that 

identities are not just “passively received but constructed, and something for which we 

must take responsibility” (2001, p.65). In addition, the whole conception of culture is a 

disputed one – where does a culture start and where does it end? Cultures are not fixed but 

rather dynamic entities. Cultures “grow and develop, interact, borrow and blend” (Honohan 

2002, p.255). For instance, what is perceived as a strictly local culture might actually be a 

mixture of several elements of different cultures that have diffused into local cultural 

practices.  

 

Also the concept of culture sometimes seems to be attached only to other, non-Western 

cultures. Other cultures are perceived as wholes, and those worried about the effects of 

migration, sometimes portray the other cultures as inherently violent on the basis that there 

exists some harmful and violent practices within the sphere of that other culture, assuming 

that the migrants “import wholesale their cultures from their countries of origin” (Frank 

2010, p.236). At the same time, it seems foreign to think that Western culture would be a 
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culture in the same sense. The existing harmful practices within Western culture are rather 

seen as separate acts of some deviant individuals instead of cultural practices (Fank 2010). 

 

Although the nation-state is the primary framework “used to secure citizenship as 

membership of a society” (Skeie 2003, p.47), the rights connected with citizenship are also 

enforced by supranational institutions, like the United Nations (ibid.). The role of the 

supranational institutions and the fact that the nation-state is still the primary guarantor of 

the citizenship rights has created political tensions and will no doubt do that in the future, 

as can be seen in the debates over the rights of different groups.  

 

The concept of citizenship includes the legal status and the political recognition as a 

member of a community as well as the specific rights and obligations associated with the 

membership. The political ideal is that every citizen is equally entitled to the same rights 

and duties. The idea of rights is inseparable from the idea of duties. If a person has a right, 

then there has to be someone who has the corresponding duty to fulfil that right. If I have a 

right not to be injured, other people around me have the duty not to violate or hurt me. 

Human rights – or more precisely, the implementation of human rights – are closely 

connected with the concept of citizenship. In the contemporary world citizenship has 

become the primary category of membership; in a state-centric world it is crucial to be a 

member of a political community. In principle human rights are entitled to all people 

regardless of their social status, gender or race. Nevertheless, in practice many states violate 

these rights. People travelling without proper documents of identification, especially, are 

often treated harshly. Still it does not end there; also within the societies there are groups of 

people that do not have the same kind of recognition of their status as full members of that 

society. Various minorities, especially indigenous ones, have faced severe discrimination 

based on their status as minorities.  

 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights
4
 was adopted in 1948 by the United Nations 

(Smith and van den Anker 2005). Even though the concept of human rights or the concept 

of minority rights are not easily defined, nowadays they are widely implemented in both 

international and national law. The core value of liberal democracies is that every person is 

                                                 
4
 http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/ 
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equal in the face of law and as a member of political community. However, the fact that in 

most cases states are the guarantors of human rights brings problems. If a person does not 

have a membership in a state, or is displaced or for some other reason rejected by the state 

he or she lives in, the realisation of basic human rights for that person is questionable. In 

many cases there is no one to claim those rights. The actual protection of every human 

being seems to be dependable on the political will, which in some cases seems to be 

nonexistent. On the one hand, there is a danger in widening the rights discourse to include 

new rights; if rights are seen as disconnected from duties then the main aspect of human 

rights – the protection of every human being – is lost in the process. While on the other 

hand, different conventions and declarations highlight the situation of the disadvantaged 

groups and direct the public attention to injustices that have passed unnoticed in the past.  

 

In contemporary democracies there are also institutions that are connected with citizenship 

and that shape understanding about it. Though it is not often reflected in public, those 

institutions follow patterns and ideas that impose certain assumptions about what it is to be 

a good citizen. Nevertheless, the idea of a citizen should not be seen merely reducible to an 

opposition between oppressed minority groups and oppressing majority groups (Beiner 

2006, p.34), since that would compromise the idea of a shared political community. The 

issue is too important to be bypassed by political theory.  

 

As I have argued in this chapter, there are many different aspects to citizenship and all of 

them have influence on how the concept is perceived. There is the old, exclusive ideal of 

citizenship (citizens as male patriarch-warriors) that haunts in the background of 

contemporary discussions on citizenship. In addition, there is the influence of culture and 

the debate on the importance of nationalism and nation-states and the relation between 

these two debates. And last, but not least, there is the multicultural discourse on universal 

human rights that shapes the understanding of citizenship. These are all very different ideas 

that arise from different backgrounds and discourses, and although they all have an effect 

on how the concept of citizenship is understood, in most cases it seems hard to reconcile 

these different elements in a discussion about what constitutes citizenship. 

 



11 

 

 

 

3. The Legal Dimension of Citizenship 

 

3.1. The Liberal Concept of Citizenship  

 

The liberal concept of citizenship flows from Enlightenment thinking and is deeply rooted 

in the liberal thought tradition, which takes individualism as its main component. 

Individuals are seen as the basic units of society all possessing the same rights to participate 

in the political, economic and cultural life of society (Kymlicka 1989, p.141). Liberal 

political theory is a rights-based one; it takes the rights of individual as the fundamental 

basis for the society. However, the idea that all human beings should have equal rights has 

not always been widely appreciated. Until modern times, only property-owning men were 

able to vote or participate in political affairs (Phelan 2001, p.13; Kant 1991, p.140). 

Nowadays citizenship rights in liberal countries include in principle everyone regardless of 

their gender, race or wealth.  

 

The liberal concept of citizenship has traditionally bound together equality before the law 

and the actualisation of social justice. Welfare-liberals, especially, have concentrated on 

equality. The law is considered colour- and gender blind; according to many liberal 

theorists this is the only way to guarantee equality within society (Kymlicka 1989, p.141). 

Along with freedom to choose one’s way of living, equality before the law can be held as 

one of the most important aspects of the liberal notion of citizenship. According to critics, 

the liberal understanding of the concept concentrates almost solely on the legal dimension; 

from the welfare-liberal point of view, the formal equality before the law gives everyone 

the same opportunities.  

 

This view can be called a thin concept of citizenship: any given political theory is based on 

some kind of view of human life, or a so called thin or background theory of life. In order 

to define what is needed for the society to work, every theory has to have an account of 

what is good and worth pursuing. It can be a thin theory that gives just a framework for 

where to start when defining the principles of good life (Waldron 1992). For Rawls, the 

thin theory takes the “principles of justice already secured, and then uses these principles in 

defining the other moral concepts in which the notion of goodness is involved” (Rawls 
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2008, p.398). All the other good things, such as the concept of moral good and moral 

virtues can be explained by referring to those basic principles of the theory (ibid.). 

 

According to Waldron, many liberals, such as Dworkin or Rawls, support the view that 

each individual choose a particular conception of good that determines his or her way of 

living, and that rights are for the protection of an individual in the pursuit of such a way of 

living (Waldron 1992, p.753). However, not all liberals agree with this view on how to 

conceptualize good life. Some liberal theories seek a theory of good, which could explain 

how the society works best, but some refuse to think in these terms. As J.L. Mackie states: 

“People differ radically about the kinds of life that they choose to pursue. Even this way of 

putting it is misleading: in general people do not and cannot make an overall choice of a 

total plan of life. They choose successively to pursue various activities from time to time, 

not once and for all” (Mackie 1984, p.175).  

 

In the liberal tradition, equality before the law and freedom to choose one’s way of living 

are the most important aspects. Everyone is equally entitled to this freedom; it is the task of 

the state and the law to ensure that. One of the most important principles of liberal theory is 

that citizens should be able to choose their way of living freely as long as they do not harm 

others. They should be able to live their life and choose the ends they see worth striving for 

free from coercion (Berlin 1969, p.122, p.125; Kymlicka 1995, p.81; 1989, p.10). This 

principle is called negative freedom (or freedom as non-interference, as republicans call it) 

and it is the most important principle of political liberalism.  

 

From the point of view of some liberals, all interference with individual affairs can be seen 

as coercive and the role of the state should be only a minimal one in order to truly protect 

everyone’s rights (Nozick 1975). Other theorists (like Rawls) believe that a state needs to 

have a greater role, and for instance the redistribution of wealth may be necessary. There 

are many different strands within liberal theory, but they all share some basic principles. 

Liberal theory sees citizens as promoting “their self-interest within certain constraints 

imposed by the exigency to respect the rights of others” (Mouffe 1992, p.6). Respecting the 

rights of others sets the limits on individual freedom; if the individual in question is aiming 

at harming others, then coercing them by hindering their behaviour is acceptable. The basic 
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principle is protecting individual freedom; people can do whatever they want with their 

lives. In order to guarantee the maximum freedom for all, the state should sanction only 

those actions that harm or limit the freedom of other individuals. As John Rawls (2008, 

p.204) states: “...all the liberties of equal citizenship must be the same for each member of 

society”. The laws are acceptable when they guarantee equal freedom to all individuals. 

Liberalism allows different choices of what is good and worth pursuing.  

 

Often state intervention is considered as unwanted, in some cases dangerous and possibly 

leading to totalitarianism. Some liberals argue that all laws are coercive by nature, and so 

diminishing the scope of individual liberty. The holders of this view see negative liberty as 

a fundamental right. Not all liberal theorists share the same idea though: Dworkin disputes 

this view by stating that negative liberty or ‘liberty as a license’ cannot be a right in a 

strong sense (1977, p.269). There is a right to certain liberties, but they cannot be grounded 

on a general right to liberty. Dworkin argues that instead rights to certain liberties are 

grounded on every citizen’s right to equal concern and respect (ibid, pp.273-274). This can 

be viewed as the core of neutralist egalitarian liberalism.  

 

A liberal state should not favour certain life choices or styles as more valuable. The state 

should be neutral; though the concept of neutrality has been criticised for being vague 

(Rawls 1988, p.260, p.263). Therefore it is important to preserve individual liberties and to 

avoid state regulations which are too heavy, because this might easily turn a state into an 

oppressive regime. There are milder and stronger interpretations within liberal political 

tradition, but the basic principle is that of negative freedom. 

3.2. The Legal Dimension 

3.2.1. The Liberalism of Ronald Dworkin 

Traditionally, citizenship has been defined by the public duties and rights, such as a right to 

vote or hold office (Phelan 2001, p.13). Where do these obligations and rights come from? I 

cite Ronald Dworkin’s book Taking Rights Seriously (1977). According to Dworkin, the 

legal practice of a society consists of principles, rules and policies. Rules, such as a rule 

forbidding driving over 60 kilometres per hour in a certain area, are simple. Policies are 

standards that “set out a goal to be reached”, concerning the economic, political or social 
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issues within the community. Principles are standards “to be observed”, because they are 

requirements of “justice, or fairness or some other dimension of morality” (Dworkin 1977, 

p.22). Principles differ from policies in that they are concentrated on moral issues. 

Principles can be more complicated than rules, such as “no one should take advantage of 

his own wrong” (Dworkin 1977, p.23). Dworkin here uses an example of a case in which a 

person will inherit from a wealthy relative, but in order to attain the inheritance faster, that 

person murders the wealthy relative. In this case, most people think that the murderer 

should not inherit. Principles differ from rules – they can vary in weight or importance 

(ibid, p.27) and they can be controversial. According to Dworkin, judging certain principles 

or policies as more weighty than others will often cause controversies since there is no way 

of measuring them exactly (ibid.). The principles are there to justify the rules “by 

identifying the political or moral concerns and traditions of the community” (ibid, p.67). 

According to Dworkin, the values and rules of the community are reflected in its legal 

practice.  

 

In order to understand the legal practice, it is not enough to provide a list of values and 

rules. It is not even necessary; values and rules vary in different societies and times. There 

is no sense in trying to make an exhaustive list of them. Nevertheless, the political system 

needs a justification. The rights and duties of citizens must have a motivation. According to 

Dworkin, “principle and policy are the major grounds of political justification” (1977, 

p.83). Arguments of policy are used to justify political decisions that advance collective 

goals, when the arguments of principle justify securing some individual or group right. The 

legislature needs both types of arguments. Dworkin states that “political rights are creatures 

of both history and morality: what an individual is entitled to have, in civil society, depends 

upon both the practice and the justice of its political institutions” (ibid, p.87). Political 

rights are enforced by judicial decisions. Policies, principles and rules form a framework 

for the political theory, but the way in which rights, duties and goals are combined gives the 

theory its character.  

 

In order to be complete, a political theory needs more than a description of the legal 

practice of the community. Dworkin distinguishes between rights, goals and duties. A 

political theory can be based on any of these. Goals are generally advancing some general 
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or collective good, such as economic efficiency. In order to be called a right, a political aim 

has to have weight against the collective goals. Similarly, a duty is a duty only if it is 

independent of the pursuit of the collective goals (1977, p.170). What are considered rights, 

goals or duties depend on the political theory. Different theories give a different place and 

function to different political aims (Dworkin 1977, p.171). Dworkin himself seems to be 

supporting a rights-based theory of society: according to Dworkin, judicial decisions are 

generally ‘justified by arguments of principle rather than arguments for policy’ (ibid, 

p.115). In order to function, all complete political theories need to fulfil certain 

requirements. According to Dworkin, no matter what a political theory is based on (whether 

it is a duty-based, a rights-based or a goal-based theory), in order to be adequate, every 

theory must make a separation between the background and institutional rights, and abstract 

and concrete rights and principles (ibid, p.93). Other distinctions that can be made are 

between rights against the state and rights against fellow citizens, or universal and special 

rights. All political rights, such as the right to free speech, are in most theories considered 

universal.  

3.2.2. Dworkin on Fundamental Background Rights / Human Rights 

 

According to Dworkin, in liberal political philosophy equality is the fundamental 

background right (Dworkin 1977). Every other right is therefore reducible to the demand 

for equality of all citizens. In everyday life there are situations that can be hard to settle in a 

satisfactory way. Nevertheless, equal respect for every citizen is the fundamental goal. 

Laws should be applied fairly and consistently; despite the fact that some practices and 

interpretations might be hard to reconcile with one another. Dworkin distinguishes between 

the right to equal treatment and the right to treatment as an equal (ibid, p.227). The first is 

a derivative of the latter, which is considered as a fundamental right. The right to be treated 

as an equal is not the same as the right to equal treatment. Sometimes the right to equal 

treatment may justify special policies towards minorities. However, within a political 

theory based on the rights of citizens, it cannot happen at the cost of the right to treatment 

as an equal.  

 

Most people believe that individuals have certain moral rights against the state. The 

constitutional system in Western countries is founded on that principle. Still, what are 
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moral rights? According to Dworkin, moral rights or rights in a strong sense are “special 

sort of judgment about what is right or wrong for governments to do” (1977, p.139). If 

someone were said to have a right in a strong sense, it would be wrong if the government 

broke that right, even though it would be in the general interest to do so (ibid, p.269). There 

is no need to assume ontological entities behind rights, since moral rights can be reduced to 

the evaluation of the action of governments. Whether this applies to the international 

community as well I am not sure. Since the international community does not have the 

same kind of structure and government as states, addressing the responsibility could be 

difficult. At the same time, the same applies to governmental entities on a smaller scale, i.e. 

whether a particular agent can be held responsible for the actions of a collective of which 

he or she is a part.  

 

Speaking about fundamental rights that qualify as moral rights makes no sense if the 

speaker is not committed to the ideals of human dignity and equal value. Dworkin argues: 

 

“The first is the vague but powerful idea of human dignity. This idea, associated with Kant, 

but defended by philosophers of different schools, supposes that there are ways of treating a 

man that are inconsistent with recognizing him as a full member of the human community, 

and holds that such treatment is profoundly unjust. The second is the more familiar idea of 

political equality. This supposes that the weaker members of a political community are 

entitled to the same concern and respect of their government as the more powerful members 

have secured themselves…” (Dworkin 1977, pp.198-199.) 

 

In order to argue for the rights of individuals against the state or the rights of minorities 

against the majority, one must assume that these ideas hold. It does not matter on what 

grounds someone has come to hold these ideas (whether he or she is a utilitarian and argues 

that these ideas promote the general good or bases his or her opinion on some other theory 

of political philosophy).  

3.2.3. Citizenship Rights versus Background Rights 

 

Citizenship rights can be separated from human rights or ‘background rights’ (as Dworkin 

calls them), which are abstract and fundamental. Citizenship rights are institutional rights 

which mean that they are certain rights entitled to the members of a certain society. 

Citizenship rights and their implementation can vary in different societies. However, are 

citizenship rights essential since it seems that sometimes other fundamental rights would 
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not be manifest without entitlement to citizenship rights? Is it then a problem of political 

philosophy or the ‘mere’ imperfection of the world in which we live in? The existence of 

groups of people who are not citizens in the country they live, or who do not have 

citizenship in any country, poses a problem to the thinking that connects citizenship rights 

intimately with the story of a homogenous nation.  

 

The nation-states are still the main guarantors of the basic rights however, through 

guaranteeing citizenship status. But this may be seen as problematic to the actualisation of 

the rights. The problem was first addressed by Hannah Arendt in the aftermath of the 

Second World War in The Origins of Totalitarianism. Arendt was concerned that only the 

state or community could guarantee the human rights for each person, and when people lost 

their membership in a society, they lost the protection of their basic rights too:  

 
”Once they had left their homeland they remained homeless, once they had left their 

state they remained stateless; once they had been deprived of their human rights they 

were rightless, the scum of the earth.” (Arendt 2004, p.341.)  

 

Arendt suggested that in order to avoid the aforementioned situation, it should be 

acknowledged that everyone has a “right to have rights”, which means that everyone should 

be judged not by their origin but their actions and opinions, and that everyone should be 

able to be a member in an organised community (Arendt 2004, p.376). Depriving a person 

the status as a member of a community constituted a crime against humanity in Arendt’s 

opinion (ibid.). However, she did not give a philosophical justification for the statement. 

“Crimes against humanity” are complicated to define: are they a violation of the moral code 

of a society or an infringement of international law? 

 

Seyla Benhabib has analysed Arendt’s argument in depth. She states that the “right to have 

rights” contains two different senses. The first term “right” refers to the humanity in 

general, and evokes a moral imperative to treat others with dignity: “Treat all human beings 

as persons belonging to some human group and entitled to the protection of the same” 

(Benhabib 2007, p.56). The other sense of the term “right” builds upon the first one. 

Benhabib calls it the juridico-civil usage of the term: “I have a claim to do or not to do A, 

and you have an obligation not to hinder me from doing or not doing A” (ibid.). The 

autonomy of others should be respected and that also creates reciprocal obligations for the 
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members of the community (Benhabib 2007, p.57). Nevertheless, the tension - if not 

forthright conflict - between universal human rights and particular national and cultural 

identities, has not gone anywhere. Historically the concept of citizenship has been based on 

excluding some groups of people from the privileges enjoyed by citizens, and although the 

meaning of the concept has changed and is nowadays more inclusive, there still seems to be 

some remnants of the past that maintain the conflict. Some are, though, hopeful; Benhabib 

(among other multiculturalists) argues that the concept of citizenship is changing from the 

exclusive concept towards more open and “disaggregated” model (2007, pp.173-5) and that 

can also ease the tension between human rights and citizenship rights.  

 

That brings us to the critique that has been put forward against the concept of citizenship in 

the liberal tradition of thought. 

3.3. Critique of the Liberal Account of Citizenship 

 

While granting the membership to others, the concept of citizenship is at the same time 

excluding those who are seen as unfit for membership or are not part of the community, 

such as people seeking immigration (Phelan 2001, p.12; Hindess 1993, p.37; Benhabib 

2007, p.177). In liberal political philosophy, the equality of all members of the body politic 

is emphasized. Nonetheless, it can be argued that in many cases the neutral policies actually 

reflect the values of a dominant majority (Honohan 2002, p.250). If this is the case, then the 

political ideal of liberalism is not working as hoped. Political structures that use the 

language of the dominant mainstream have a different impact on members of different non-

dominant groups (such as minority cultures, people speaking a minority language, 

practicing a certain religion or for instance belonging to a sexual minority) than on 

members of the majority. Liberals argue that equal respect for all citizens is needed in order 

to have a just and fair society, and that this is achieved if the state promotes a neutral 

approach to cultural and other differences. The liberal conception of equal respect is a thin 

one; everyone is expected to be able to fulfil his or her needs for recognition and 

acceptance in the private domain, while the public sphere is reserved for enforcing the 

equal legal status (Honohan 2002, p.252).  
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Nevertheless, in practice most liberal states accept and endorse some moral or cultural 

values over others. What makes the concept of citizenship complicated and interesting are 

the inherent assumptions attached to it. The fact that in principle there is the ideal of equal 

society, and then the reality is different, is what I think is behind much of the liberalism 

critique. When the ideal stays at the level of speech it may be just concealing and 

legitimizing the old power structures. Even if the laws and policies were the same for 

everyone, the institutions may still fail to recognise those who are different, even possibly 

humiliating them. Honohan mentions marriage laws as an example; most liberal 

democracies regulate who can marry whom and on what conditions  (Honohan 2002, 

p.252). The issue of marriage has been a subject topic in the discussion about the 

citizenship rights of LGTB people. The argument is that membership in a modern Western 

society is implicitly bound to the assumptions of heterosexuality: heterosexuality being the 

norm of citizenship (Katz 1995, p.13, p.18). Marriage is in most societies available only to 

heterosexuals marrying a representative of the opposite sex. At the same time, it is 

conceived as belonging to the private sphere of life. In reality, marriage is never just a 

private matter, but enforced by society through public ceremonies and tax-benefits given to 

people who are married (Phelan 2001, p.35). The fact that gay and lesbian people are not 

able to marry excludes them and their families from many state-guaranteed rights and 

benefits available to heterosexuals (Kotluski 2004, p.3). The assumptions have real 

consequences on the lives of people that do not fit in the alleged role in society.  

 

The theories of political philosophy, such as liberalism or republicanism, conceive citizens 

free and equal and consider how the freedom and equality of citizens could be achieved. 

Families and the relations between family members have traditionally been excluded from 

these considerations due to the division between public and private. As mentioned, 

citizenship is, however, intimately connected to family relations (Phelan 2001, pp.69-71). 

Most often citizenship is gained by birth, and changing citizenship is the easiest if one has 

family relations in the country one wishes to become a citizen. Despite the fact that in 

political theories family relations are often excluded from the considerations, societies 

regulate the family relations in many ways through laws. Marriage, which is often 

considered as the basis for family, is a status as well as a contract (ibid.). The families of 

married people are often represented in public as the stable and normal ones, while other 
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types of families are conceived as unstable and at the same time, ineligible for inheritance 

and other privileges conferred to families of married people. By regulating marriage, the 

society gives differential citizenship rights to the ones who can enter marriage. 

 

As is evident from the example of the regulation of family relations, the institutions 

perceived as neutral may actually promote a certain type of living. The neutralist liberal 

conception of equal respect has therefore been criticised by feminists and cultural pluralists. 

The critics of the thin liberal version of the concept of citizenship have pointed out that the 

mere formal equality before law does not take into account the inequalities existing in 

society that might lead to the exclusion of the voices of certain groups (Phelan 2001, 

Honohan 2002, p.252). Instead, they argue that in order to achieve a fair society everyone 

should be heard and their identities should be equally recognised. In practice this means 

that there would not be only one accepted form of citizenship, but several forms, and 

different policies and special rights targeted to different groups of people.  

 

However, deciding which group should have what kind of special treatment is a difficult 

question. According to the multiculturalism argument, cultures are constitutive to the 

identity and recognition of different groups, and therefore, in order to recognise the 

citizenship of the representatives of the minorities, all the cultures should be equally 

recognised (Honohan 2002, p.254). This argument does not notice that the cultures are not 

wholes or fixed entities. Cultures change, and promoting a certain aspect of a culture might 

actually benefit only the most advantaged members of a group (ibid, p.255). Hence it is not 

desirable to embrace all the cultures as such. Both the solutions, the one offered by the 

liberal thin concept of equality and the other offered by multiculturalists, are not 

satisfactory as such.  

 

In the welfare-liberalist theory, the assumption is that as long as everyone is equal in front 

of the law, the question of citizenship is unproblematic. The concept of citizenship is taken 

for granted and left without further explanations. However, there may be structures that 

hinder those not fitting the conventional patterns from achieving what they want in life. The 

question one can ask whether it is a problem of philosophy or just a problem of an 

imperfect world? Are the real-life inequalities caused by the confusion in concepts or is it 
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just a question of bad governance? On the one hand, if the philosophical theory merely 

states the ideal model for society without taking into account how it could answer the 

problems that arise in real societies, then it is also a problem of that philosophical theory. 

On the other hand, in some cases it might be just the problem of government. However, it 

would be peculiar to deny that the political ideals affect how the role of government is 

perceived and the way decisions are made.  

 

Different strands of liberal theory have for the most part been hostile towards granting any 

special rights for minorities as it has been considered as dangerous and not compatible with 

the principles of liberal democracy. Nonetheless, if the social dimension of the construction 

of citizenship is kept in mind, the interpretation of liberals might be inadequate concerning 

the tensions within societies. Most of the times the majority is already in a privileged 

position and the representatives of various minorities are on the margins. This is natural, 

but it can become a problem if the language and values of the majority hinder the 

representatives of minorities to be heard in policymaking. The political problems that need 

to be taken care of are framed in public deliberation. If the topics of public discussion are 

defined by the voices of powerful interest groups or the majority, there might be few 

possibilities to portray different viewpoints (Honohan 2002, p.197). 

 

There seems to be a conflict between the liberal account of citizenship and the demands for 

recognition. The liberal tradition answers certain questions about how the society should be 

organised. As it is, it is not well equipped to answer the questions concerning minority 

demands, especially if the assumption that everyone in the society can argue for their case 

in a similar way and a similar language, is contested. From the point of view of equal 

citizenship, this is clearly a defect. Therefore, despite having good qualities such as 

promoting the idea that each one should be able to choose their lifestyles or goals in life 

freely, the liberal tradition is defective when considering the actual solutions it is able to 

offer to resolve the structures producing inequalities.  

 

The representatives of contemporary republican political theory argue that their account 

take these issues better into account. Next I will look at republicanism and the republican 

concept of citizenship and evaluate how the republican theorists keep their promise. 
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4. The Political Dimension of Citizenship: Participation 

 

4.1. Considering Freedom - The Two Accounts of Contemporary Republicanism 

 

The history of the republican tradition of thought is not easily captured. Different theorists 

disagree over the continuity of the tradition and who should be involved in it. Iseult 

Honohan argues that there is, however, an identifiable tradition of republican thinking, 

which has Greek and Roman roots (2002, p.4). She defines republicanism broadly “as a 

specific variant of communitarianism, which values citizenship: membership of a political 

community, as distinct from other kinds of community based on pre-political commonality, 

of, for example, race, religion or culture” (ibid, p.8). The republican tradition valuing 

political participation as an expression of freedom has its roots in the philosophy of 

Aristotle, the city-states of the ancient Greece and the Roman republic. The tradition of 

thought was further developed in the late Middle Ages and prospered in Europe and 

America until the eighteenth century.  

 

The early republicanism of Ancient Athens and Rome faded to the background when self-

governing city-states, like Athens, fell to Imperial Rome and later to the dual administration 

of Pope and Emperor, bishops and kings, and clergy and lords (Honohan 2002, p.42).  The 

tradition was revived at the beginning of the millennium in Italian city-states, where 

political participation was appreciated and various forms of self-rule of citizens were 

practiced (ibid.). In the republicanism of Italian city-states, liberty was considered 

consisting of political independence and republican self-government. Especially Bartolus of 

Saxoferrato (1314-1357), whom Quentin Skinner considers as one of the ‘most original 

jurists of the Middle Ages’, defended the freedom of cities to choose their own political 

arrangements (Skinner 1978, pp.9-10). The idea of self-government in the city-states was 

revolutionary since no judicial practice existed that would confirm it: the emperor was 

thought to be the only ruler (ibid; Pocock 1981). The early republican tradition emphasised 

the autonomy of cities while at the same time embracing the political virtues of citizens. 

However, in most of the city-states the revival of the republican tradition did not survive for 

very long, the only exceptions being Venice and Florentine (Skinner 1978). By the 
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beginning of the 17
th

 century, this republican tradition was in most cases overridden by 

more totalitarian tendencies.  

 

At the time when the city-states were formally under the rule of Pope and later under 

various kings ruling in Europe, the concentration on security issues instead of political 

freedom became the main topic of politics in most of Europe (Skinner 1978, pp.6-8). Most 

people did not have the opportunity to take part in political decision-making, and generally 

for those who participated, political freedom was not on the agenda. Instead of the 

Aristotelian virtues central to republicanism (Aristotle 1962), which were concentrated on 

the issue of how people could develop themselves through education, the Medieval times 

concentrated on Christian virtues. The possession of the Christian virtues, such as faith, 

hope and humility, were less dependent on developing one’s character and relied more on 

God’s grace (Honohan 2002, p.43).  

 

During the 17
th

 century and at the beginning of the 18
th

 century, the republican tradition 

started to raise interest again especially in England, Scotland, the American colonies and 

France (Honohan 2002, p.78). In 17
th

 century republican thought, moral political action was 

considered fundamental to the prosperity of both citizens and the city (Scott 2002, p.66). 

The most referenced thinkers from this period are Harrington and Machiavelli. In general, 

classical republicanism as a political theory concentrated on the questions of how to pursue 

common good, how to achieve good government, the political virtues needed by citizens, 

the importance of political participation and resistance of oppressive modes of government. 

Relating to these central themes of republican thought, there have been disagreements 

throughout the history of republicanism over the relation between republicanism and 

democracy, what social divisions reinforce republican values and which weaken them, and 

whether republicanism requires small communities or is able to be applied to bigger 

societies as well (Miller 2008, p.136). 

 

After being on the sideline for a long time, republicanism started to raise the interest of 

political philosophers again in the mid-twentieth century. Usually when speaking about 

republicanism in political philosophy, two strands of republicanism are separated: the 

Aristotelian tradition emphasising the good life and the importance of civic virtues and 
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political participation in achieving it, and the neo-Roman tradition emphasising freedom 

under the rule of law and opposing arbitrary power of autocratic rulers (Laborde and 

Maynor 2008). Also in contemporary republicanism the different strands can be separated; 

the communitarian strand (represented by David Miller among others) which concentrates 

on political participation, culture and community, and the strand of instrumental 

republicanism
5
 (represented for instance by Philip Pettit), where the concentration is on the 

right to be free from outside coercion (ibid.).  

 

The various strands of the republican tradition have taken a different stand on the issue of 

freedom and liberty when compared to liberalism. Depending on how strong a republican 

view is supported, either political participation or non-domination is considered as a 

prerequisite for realising freedom (Honohan 2002, p.180). Quentin Skinner and Philip Pettit 

are probably the most discussed representatives of contemporary republicanism. Both 

concentrate on contemporary interpretations of the neo-Roman tradition of republicanism 

that concentrates on non-domination. Pettit’s Republicanism (1997) has probably 

influenced most of the contemporary discussion on republicanism. The contemporary 

republicanism differs from the classical in that it accepts the pluralism of values, moral 

individualism and the instrumental view of politics (Laborde and Maynor 2008). Central to 

the contemporary neo-Roman republicanism
6
 is the definition of freedom as non-

domination, which is defined in contrast to the liberal conception of freedom understood as 

the absence of interference (negative freedom)
7
 (Pettit 1997). According to republicans, 

freedom is not a good possessed by individuals before they enter into society. Instead, it is 

realised within the society characterised by various interdependencies. In other words, it 

seems that contemporary republicans argue that there is no freedom without society. 
8
 

                                                 
5
 A concept by Alan Patten (1996, p.26), also referred as the neo-Roman tradition. 

6
 Pettit’s account of contemporary republicanism is sometimes also referred as neorepublicanism. 

7
 Isaiah Berlin (1969) separated between two concepts of freedom, negative and positive. Berlin argues that 

positive freedom means mastery over the self when negative freedom is understood as the absence of 

interference. Pettit argues that the definition of freedom as non-domination is a third concept of freedom that 

locates between Berlin’s two concepts (Pettit 1997). 
8
 In some aspects, the idea reminds of Thomas Hobbes’ argument in Leviathan where he states that only an 

organised society can secure peace. 
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4.2. Freedom as Non-domination 

 

The contemporary (neo-Roman) republicans argue that the emphasis of political liberalism 

is on freedom as non-interference. On the contrary, instead of non-interference 

republicanism emphasises non-dominance, i.e. liberty as independence from arbitrary 

power. The absence of arbitrary interventions is not enough; the independent status of an 

individual has to be secured. For republicans, non-dominance is the basic principle of 

political philosophy, and citizenship is constituted by freedom as non-domination, i.e. a 

person’s ability to make decisions and live their life as they please without fear of arbitrary 

intervention or being arbitrarily constrained.  

 

The only acceptable constraint is that set by law, which republicans do not see as arbitrary 

as long as laws are just. Pettit defines domination through three aspects: 1) the capacity to 

interfere 2) on an arbitrary basis 3) in certain choices that the other is in a position to make 

(1997, p.52). In Pettit’s view, all these three aspects are required simultaneously for 

domination to exist. Pettit argues that mere interference will not be coercive if it also tracks 

the interests of the person whose actions are subject to interference (Pettit 1997; Friedman 

2008). With this, he maintains that laws (if they are well constructed) are not actually 

dominating, but rather the source of liberty. However, according to the formulation, a mere 

capacity to arbitrarily interfere in someone’s choices is enough to constitute domination. 

 

The concept of non-domination differs from the liberal principle of non-interference as it 

says not only that no one should be subject to arbitrary intervention, but also that one 

should not even be in danger of being an object of arbitrary power. By opposing not just the 

acts of interference, but also the position where a person is in danger of being intervened 

against his or her will, republicanism opposes the status of subordination (Pettit 1997, p.88; 

Honohan 2002, p.183). This is an important difference between liberalism and 

republicanism; liberalists think that the absence of interference allows enough space for 

diversity and does not give preference to any special group. From the minority point of 

view the principle is too thin, as it does not take the real life inequalities into account. Still, 

it is not evident how well the republican project succeeds and whether republicanism takes 

the questions of inequality better into account.  
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At the same time, perhaps depicting liberalism as concentrated merely on liberty as non-

interference or the legal dimension is a mere simplification of liberalism that does nothing 

to help understand society, but rather represents different political theories as caricatures. 

Matthew Kramer points out that there is not that big a difference between the concepts of 

freedom in liberalism and in republicanism if a distinction between particular freedoms and 

overall freedom is made; that actually unfreedom understood as coercion and unfreedom 

understood as domination are sides of the same coin (Kramer 2008, pp.34-37). Kramer 

criticises republicans for understanding the concept of negative liberty too narrowly by 

concentrating on freedom in single cases and missing the fact that liberalists also consider 

overall freedom: so if there is domination in the sense republicans argue, there is also no 

freedom in liberal theory. 

 

It can also be pointed out that most people are dependent on someone else at least at some 

point in their life. How to make sure that these interdependent relationships do not turn into 

coercive ones? Is it possible or even desirable to eliminate all relationships that may have 

coercive elements? After all, there will always be people who do not fit in the republican 

ideal of an independent actor: such as children or people with mental illnesses or severe 

disabilities. Naturally the society can be arranged so that it gives as much independence as 

possible to people that are more vulnerable to abuse than others. Pettit argues that unless 

there are institutional constraints preventing domination, there is a possibility of arbitrary 

interventions, even if they would never occur. In order for non-domination to become true, 

a political framework that is able to provide security against arbitrary powers is needed 

(Pettit 1997, p.69; Friedman 2008, p.249). Pettit argues that domination often is group-

based in character: although the “dominated agent” must always be an individual, the 

domination may occur on the basis of membership in a certain group or collective (1997, 

p.52).  

 

In the liberal tradition, the focus has been on the protection of civil rights and guaranteeing 

individual freedom. The republican tradition has been more concentrated on political 

participation. Republicans do not see that liberty without a society is feasible. As Iseult 

Honohan (2002, p.184) says: “On the non-domination view, freedom is not an external 
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consequence of the laws, but is constituted by the institutions of rights and accountability”. 

In the republican tradition freedom is considered important as well; but in comparison with 

liberalism it concentrates more on the means of realising that freedom and liberty. The idea 

of republican freedom is to be free of outside control. If there is a threat or even a 

possibility of arbitrary interference, then a person will not be able to enjoy freedom. 

Individuals should be able to govern themselves either directly or indirectly through 

representatives. There are milder and stronger versions of republicanism, but they all define 

the concept of citizenship in a different way than liberal tradition, emphasising more the 

importance of participation and keeping an eye on the decision-makers. All people are 

dependent on each other; and in order to be free they need to take part in the functioning of 

society.  

 

The corruptible nature of human beings has also been emphasised in republican theory 

(Honohan 2002, p.79). In the history of republicanism various propositions have been 

expressed to solve the problem. Most of them have concentrated on active citizenship. For 

example, the solution offered by Italian republicans at the beginning of the 16th century to 

the danger of corruption lurking behind the corner was to involve citizens more and more in 

the business of government (Skinner 1978, p.179). Republican tradition has a strong 

emphasis on active citizenship, the virtues of citizens and involvement of citizens in 

decision-making. The contemporary neo-Roman republicanism is less concentrated on the 

virtues of citizens than the classical version, but links virtue more with freedom. The focus 

is less on individual virtues and more on how the society should be arranged: the 

institutions should be just and there should be possibilities for participation.  

 

What is interesting from the minority rights’ point of view is the relationship of the 

contemporary republicanism with the question of minority rights. Decision-making should 

be transparent and decisions open to contestation. For instance, Honohan argues that 

republicanism’s commitment to the principle of non-domination leads to the endorsement 

of deliberative democracy as an ideal way of political decision-making (2002, p.161, p.205, 

pp.214-215). Honohan argues that both instrumental and strong (or neo-Roman and neo-

Aristotelian) republicans favour deliberative politics over other options such as extended 

participatory politics that would involve more voting and polls (2002, p.222). According to 
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her, the deliberative politics does not presuppose consensus on what constitutes a good life 

(ibid.). However, the common goods such as justice, culture or preserving environment are 

widely recognised, and despite the fact that people disagree about the ways of achieving 

these common goods, Honohan seems to be arguing that they still form the basis of 

political theories. Despite these disagreements, people usually prefer to solve these issues 

through argument and not by force. Honohan argues that deliberation works better than 

representation, since it manages to take diverse opinions more seriously and it increases 

people’s participation (Honohan 2002, p.224). However, even if the idea of the deliberative 

model as a better decision-making procedure is accepted, it does not exclude the possibility 

that deliberation may lead to the marginalisation of minority groups. Unequal opportunities 

and power relations may marginalise part of citizens from the deliberative process.  

Nevertheless, according to Honohan, this is not a fault of the deliberative system but rather 

tells that there is something in the way the public realm and deliberation are conceived that 

should be changed (2002, p.226).  

 

In contrast to Pettit’s more moderate view, Honohan seems to support the view that 

participation is intrinsically valuable because it is not just securing the interests of citizens 

but also important for identity, “a matter of self-definition, concerning what you are and 

do” (2002, p.217). It is important that people can be who they are and bring their concerns 

and values to public consideration. Therefore the public realm should not be neutral in 

liberal spirit, but allow for different and sometimes contradictory views. Honohan seems to 

think that the plurality of the public realm would not be the problem many liberals fear. 

Instead, she seems to think that the representative system allows only a shallow level of 

participation and that this forms part of the problem (Honohan 2002, p.215). She claims 

that current examples of majority views on, for instance, euthanasia or the death penalty 

that seem to be extreme, are rather a result of the current limited possibilities of 

participation, and in a truly deliberative and equal public realm there would not necessarily 

be a problem of the majority tyranny. 

 

This kind of model for society could potentially take the status and rights of minorities 

better into account. Since many belong to at least one minority, for most people it is 

desirable to know that they are protected from arbitrary power (Pettit 1997, p.181). 
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However, there is always a danger that a participatory democracy can also exclude 

minorities from decision-making. As Iseult Honohan (2002, p.190) states: “A system of 

collective decision-making without guarantees against domination may just translate the 

will of those in socially dominant positions into political effect, and further strengthen their 

power to realise their own interests.” That is why deliberative democracy with focus on 

equal opportunities and open and transparent decision-making procedures is needed.  

 

I will come to the relationship between republican political theory and group rights later.  

 

4.3. The Republican Concept of Citizenship  

 

Citizenship and freedom in the republican tradition of thought are seen as equivalent (Pettit 

1997, p.36). What that means is that republican freedom can only exist under a suitable 

regime of law that protects the citizens from arbitrary interventions and despotism. The 

republican tradition has valued active participation of citizens. Good citizens are interested 

in common good and willing to do their part to realize it. In classical republicanism, the 

emphasis was on the civic virtue or a commitment to a common good (Honohan 2002, p.5). 

Political participation was considered the highest realisation of human nature, because only 

through active participation could individuals get recognition for their identity (ibid, p.120). 

Citizens were supposed to be ready to accept both political and military duties. The account 

that emphasises active participation and striving for common good has been criticised much 

by feminist and by liberal philosophers. Is common good more important than the needs of 

an individual? How are the two balanced if they are in contradiction? The classical account 

of republicanism has been criticised for being oppressive, moralistic and unrealistic 

(Honohan 2002).  

 

In the contemporary neo-Roman account of republicanism, active political participation is 

still considered as a good and a matter worth pursuing, but not valuable as such. Individuals 

want to be independent and live in peace enjoying life, and democratic participation is only 

a way of guaranteeing this position for them. There is nothing intrinsically valuable in 

political participation; it only has value as a tool helping to achieve a better life.  
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However, on the one hand there are also other types of republicanism that emphasise more 

the value of political participation in itself, for instance Italian Mauricio Viroli. Viroli’s 

account could probably be put under the label of the Aristotelian strand of republicanism. 

Viroli’s version of republicanism is more patriotic and concentrates on the virtues required 

for the citizens of a republic, primarily meaning a commitment to the way of life of the 

republic (Viroli in Bobbio and Viroli 2003, p.13-14). Viroli’s patriotism is not, however, 

connected with ethnicity. Instead, he separates between nationalism and patriotism and 

connects the latter with the political body and the culture (ibid, p.18). “Democratic politics 

do not need ethno-cultural unity; they need citizens committed to the way of life of the 

republic” (Viroli 1995, p.176). However, Viroli’s ideas about the religion of state and 

patriotic virtues might sound a little curious for most people. On the other hand, there are 

theorists such as David Miller, who connects republican citizenship with nationalism 

(Miller 2000; 2008). 

 

In contrast, the contemporary neo-Roman republicans emphasising the concept of law want 

to make it clear that they are not promoting common good in a way that would turn it into 

oppressive practices at the expense of individual freedom. As Philip Pettit (1997, p.27) 

states, the republican conception of liberty is not a positive one. Instead, the republican 

tradition is said to oppose arbitrary interference. This is only understandable in relation to 

the republican concept of freedom. The most important concept in contemporary 

republicanism is the concept of freedom as non-domination. Freedom is understood as 

opposite to slavery. From those grounds, Pettit argues that the main focus of the republican 

tradition has been on avoiding interference and living in security and peace, rather than 

achieving participation (ibid, p.28). Pettit argues that under the republican conception of 

liberty (the opposite of slavery), it is possible to lose liberty without actually being 

interfered with, as in the case of a slave who is never actually interfered with but has to live 

in the fear of the master all his or her life. Therefore he defines the republican conception of 

liberty as non-dominance, not liberty as non-interference (ibid, p.35).  

 

Under the republican conception of liberty, there can be domination without interference 

and equally there can be interference without domination. As mentioned, republicans do not 

see law as compromising people’s liberty (Pettit 1997, p.35). Rather, the properly 
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constituted law is essential for the realization of freedom. Only under a regime of law that 

guarantees status as a citizen can people be free from domination. According to Pettit, the 

status of citizenship can only exist under a well-constructed law (1997, p.36). The 

republican understanding about law seems to be overly positive. Pettit does not seem to be 

concerned about the possibility that the law could turn to a source of domination, or that 

there could be so many laws that they would eventually swallow the individual. Instead, 

Pettit argues that as long as the lawmaker considers the interests and opinions of the ones 

affected by law and there are suitable checks and balances controlling the political 

authorities, the society will be just (ibid, pp.35-36).  

 

4.3.1. The Concept of Common Good 

 

The concept of common good is central to the republican project. Pettit argues that 

common goods need to fulfil two criteria: they need to be social and commonly shared. A 

good is social when its “realization presupposes the existence of a number of people who 

display intentional attitudes and perhaps intentional activities” and common when it 

“cannot be increased (or decreased) for other members of the groups” (Pettit 1997, p.121). 

Pettit mentions clean air and external defence as examples of the common good (ibid.). 

Honohan argues that there are several common goods – things that are widely recognised as 

matters worth striving for, even if there would be disputes on how to reach these goods. 

They are not however, prepolitically determined as in some communitarian accounts, but 

open to contestation. According to Honohan, the idea that citizens should be interested in 

common goods and take responsibility for their realisation has always been central to 

republicanism. In achieving common goods civic virtues are needed. The argument used to 

justify the idea of civic virtue is that “the freedom of interdependent citizens ultimately 

depends on their active commitment to the collective goods they share” (2002, p.149).  

 

Honohan defines common good as all the common goods that are important and make 

living possible and easier. Some of these common goods have for a long time been taken 

for granted (such as fresh water and clean air) and are now under threat. Other examples of 

common goods are education and health care services provided by the state. Republicans 

argue that in order to work, all states need a certain degree of civility or commitment to the 
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common good. “Without a commitment to some common interests, willingness even to 

obey laws and pay taxes comes under strain” (Honohan 2002, p.149).  Institutions and laws 

without people’s commitment to them are not enough to keep the society together and 

working. Honohan argues that if political debate is structured around individual needs, the 

idea of common goods starts to seem odd (2002, p.150).  

 

In order to realise common good, citizens need to be active and watch that their rulers keep 

the common good in mind. Pettit argues that the polity should be arranged so that electoral 

and all major groupings would be statistically represented (1997, p.193). There must be the 

possibility of contestation and appeal, too, so that citizens can watch what the people in the 

positions of power do. According to Pettit, there are multiple possible channels of 

contestation (ibid.). Pettit argues that the people in power need to consider public opinion, 

and in order to avoid shame and to build a good reputation for themselves in the eyes of the 

public, the decision-makers choose to make good decisions rather than bad ones. 

“The fact that those in power are required, and required as a matter of common knowledge, 

to base their decisions on considerations of the public good means that there is a standard in 

relation to which they are bound to be judged in the opinion of the public” (Pettit 1997, 

p.232).  

 

This view clearly shows the assumption behind Pettit’s thinking that most people pay much 

attention to the opinion of others and take that into account in their actions. I am not sure 

whether this actually holds up. 

 

In Pettit’s view, democracy has to be inclusive and deliberative in a sense that everyone 

will have the chance and the means to contest the decisions made, and make the decision-

makers accountable for their actions (Pettit 1997, p.233). The authorities have to be 

properly checked and balanced (ibid, p.234). As a way of checking the actions of those in 

power, Pettit lists three complier-centred principles: screening, sanctions, and the escalation 

of sanctions. It seems that Pettit is arguing that the solution to the problems of society is 

technical: with the wisely constructed rules and system of decision-making, most problems 

of government would be solved.  

 

Pettit argues that people are generally responsive to the idea that concern for the common 

good should be taken as a norm in decision-making. Therefore the interests and ideas of 
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people should be tracked and their differences appreciated, and therefore “a politics of 

difference” and “a politics of common concern” are needed (1997, p.249). The sign of a 

good polity is that the power of the state is constrained “so far as possible to track the 

common interests --- of its citizens” (Pettit 1997, p.287). Pettit defines the common 

interests as politically relevant and distinct from the special interests. As a matter of fact, 

the common interests might be in contradiction with someone’s special interests. 

Nevertheless, the common interests are those that all will benefit from, and therefore it is 

rational for all to pursue these interests jointly. The idea is similar to the one of common 

good, and Pettit seems to use the terms interchangeably. Pettit seems to think that freedom 

as non-domination is the best example of common good or common interest (1997, p.124, 

p.289).   

 

Nevertheless, republicans have been criticised for not being very clear when talking about 

the common good or common interests. Therefore it seems that the concept is so loosely 

defined that the interpretation of what constitutes common good changes depending on the 

context and the speaker. How are the common interests defined, and what makes them 

good? 

4.3.2. The Analogy of Colleagues 

 

The concept of citizenship is contested and disputed, and there are several different 

analogies in political philosophy that are used to understand the meaning of the concept. 

Neo-Roman republicans argue that their concept of citizenship is more participatory than 

the liberal one, but still not as exclusive as the nationalistic concept of citizenship. In order 

to capture what this means, Honohan argues that the relations between citizens should be 

understood more like the relations between colleagues, and less like relations between 

friends, strangers, family members or countrymen (2001, p.55). She argues that citizens do 

have special obligations towards each other that go beyond the duty to obey law (ibid, 

p.51). Honohan’s account also presumes that there is a distinction between co-nationals and 

citizens.  

 

According to Honohan, the discussions about the relations between citizens often 

concentrate on one or two polarities, such as when discussing about citizens through the 
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analogy between family members and strangers. However, the relations can be complex 

and different from each other, and therefore there might be several different concepts that 

can be used to explain these relations (ibid, p.52). Many of the models used to describe and 

explain the community require “intimacy or shared values between members” and can also 

be hierarchical (ibid.).
9
 In the civic republican account of politics and citizenship, it is 

important to notice that the relations between citizens are not based on exclusive or 

hierarchical models nor on the shared culture of like-minded people (ibid.).
10

  

 

Honohan argues that most of the analogies offered to explain the relations between citizens 

carry undesirable implications (2001, p.52). For instance, depicting fellow citizens as 

strangers can also mean that the responsibility towards them is understood to be minimal 

(ibid, p.53). Instead, Honohan argues that the analogy of citizens as colleagues offers a 

different way of grasping the relations between citizens. According to her, colleagues are 

related involuntarily and are “interdependent roughly as equals in a practice or institution” 

(2001, p.55). But many work communities still have rigid hierarchies. According to 

Honohan, not all the people working in the same institution are colleagues, but only those 

“who meet more or less as equals” (2001, p.55). Usually, colleagues do not choose each 

other, and are therefore together involuntarily, though they may leave the group by 

changing a job. That goes also for citizens: citizens cannot choose each other but “are 

thrown together by the fact of birth or living within the same political boundaries” (ibid, 

p.60).  

 

Colleagues may have very different backgrounds and religious and political beliefs, but still 

they are connected with each other and relatively equal (Honohan 2001, p.56). The 

connectedness is not as close as the connection between family members, but it is 

considerably closer than that of between (friendly) strangers (ibid, p.58). People expect 

more from colleagues than from strangers, and they are also prepared to give more back. 

According to Honohan, the relations between colleagues are characterised by “three main 

                                                 
9
 As an example of the community models requiring intimacy and/ or hierarchy, Honohan mentions family 

relationships, the republican ideal of egalitarian brotherhood (fraternity), sisterhood, friendship and 

nationality. See Honohan 2001, pp.52-3.  
10

 However, Honohan does not see a stark distinction between the liberal-democratic and the republican 

forms of citizenship, and does not think that the analogy of colleagues is clear-cut. See Honohan 2001, 

footnote 11 on page 68. 



35 

 

 

 

categories: consideration, communication and trust” (2001, p.57). These categories are also 

important in the relations between citizens, though the degrees of participation required of 

citizens vary according to situations (ibid, pp.62-63).  

 

Even if these ideals are not met in real life collegial relations, Honohan argues that the ideal 

of collegiality is one that is widely recognised (2001, p.57). The relation is, however, not 

one that cannot be overridden by other obligations, such as considerations of justice. While 

being relatively exclusive, the relations between colleagues are not defined in opposition to 

some out-group but rather as the interdependence of the group (Honohan 2001, p.59). Also 

these collegial groups can be extended without losing the meaning of being colleagues.  

 

According to Honohan, the republican concept of citizenship is best understood through the 

analogy of colleagues, although the analogy naturally has its limits: it is easier to leave a 

job than citizenship, since citizenship is usually acquired by birth (2001, p.63). Also one 

can be unemployed and live quite a comfortable life (at least in states with a developed 

welfare system) but a life without the status as citizen is far more difficult. Still, both 

citizens and colleagues can be members of a larger group of people, in contrast to the more 

intimate relationships such as those of friends or family members that cannot be extended 

to larger groups of people without problems.  

 

The republican concept of citizenship is grounded on interdependence. Honohan argues, 

that while being more intimate than the thin liberal concept of citizenship, the existence of 

relationships and obligations between citizens does not exclude the responsibilities and 

obligations also towards more distant people (2001, p.66). According to her, citizenship 

entails mutual obligations that may also be extended beyond the boundaries of the local 

polity (ibid.). The problem with the aforementioned close-knit, non-extensible and 

hierarchical models of community, such as nationality, is that clinging to them as grounds 

for the special obligations towards others may undermine the obligations towards more 

distant people (obligations that may be differently justified) (Honohan 2001, p.53). Also the 

analogy of strangers has its problems; it seems to give an unrealistic image of the relations 

between citizens, magnifying the distance between them (ibid.). Instead, when the 

relationship between citizens is understood through the analogy of colleagues, it becomes 
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apparent that the relations are non-voluntary in character, do not require strong emotional 

attachments or shared beliefs. The citizens are “subject to the jurisdiction of a common 

sovereign authority” and therefore share something in common: the concerns of everyday 

life and a fate (ibid, p.60). According to Honohan, the state structures and regulates 

citizenship more than nationality.  

 

However, the analogy of colleagues makes only sense if the citizens are equal. Honohan 

argues that in both contemporary republican and liberal accounts (and also in liberal 

democratic states) the citizens share “equal legal, political and often social rights” (2001, 

p.61). They do not need to share a single view of common good. Instead, there are and will 

be conflicts over how the polity should be governed (ibid.). In describing what then 

connects the citizens with diverse opinions of good, Honohan follows Arendt: it is the 

common world and participation in the public realm is the core of civic republicanism.  

 

There is something appealing in describing the relations between citizens through the 

analogy of colleagues. However, the analogy does not succeed fully. Family relations are 

mostly excluded from work life, or they should not matter. However, they do matter when 

it comes to the relations between citizens since there are all kinds of regulations that give 

different preferences to people belonging to different types of families. Despite being 

attractive the analogy of collegiality as an example of the relations between citizens has its 

problems. On the one hand Honohan seems to think that collegiality is a descriptive 

concept in the sense that it depicts the nature of relations between citizens better than 

analogies between relations of friends or family members and the relationship between 

citizens. On the other hand, Honohan admits that many work communities do not fit in with 

her description of collegiality. As most people know from their own experiences, in some 

cases the relations between colleagues might be more accurately described through envy 

and struggles for power. Therefore it also seems that Honohan uses collegiality as a 

normative concept as she argues that even if it never comes true in the work community, 

everyone still knows the ideal of collegiality. Honohan answers that while the concept of 

collegiality may be a normative term, it is still less normative than other analogies (2001, 

p.56). For a critic, that is hardly a satisfying answer. The same could be argued about the 

other possible analogies as well; even if the reality is sometimes disappointing, everyone 
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knows how the relationships between family members or friends could be like. As with 

other analogies, this, too, has weaknesses as well as strengths.  

 

4.4. Corruption, Virtues and the Role of Passions: Self-love and the Love of Riches 

 

In general, human nature in the republican tradition is considered good. However, there is 

one exception; when individuals get into positions of power they get easily corrupted. 

Institutions might also get corrupted: when an institution ceases to further the rights of 

citizens and rather tends to preserve itself and to gather benefits for a certain group of 

people, we might speak of the corruption of that institution. The danger of corruption is 

always present; corruption is decline and degradation, whereas a well-functioning society 

will only be a result of constant exertion. Restraining the corruptive elements of power has 

though been one of the main topics in the history of the republican tradition (Pettit 1997, 

Pocock 1975). There is always a possible conflict between the common good and what is 

good for a single individual. That is the reason why a society should be well organised and 

its institutions transparent; in order to ensure the misuse of power would not be a 

temptation (or would be less so). Since corruption is so important in order to understand the 

republican account of citizenship, I will present a short account of corruption and its 

meaning in the development of republican thought. 

 

Republicans have proposed different strategies for fighting corruption. One is that 

institutions should be organised so that their actions would be as transparent as possible. 

There should be sanctions and screening that work as checks and balances. According to 

Pettit, it should not be assumed that power will corrupt all people, but it has to be kept in 

mind that there is always the danger that at least some of will be (Pettit 1997, pp.210-12). 

However, Pettit opposes “deviant-centred regulation”, which, according to him, would only 

worsen the behaviour of those who act virtuously (1997, p.218). Instead, the people in 

decision-making positions should be screened to ensure that they do not have commitments 

that would disqualify them from decision-making.  

 

Pettit offers the following strategy for solving the issue of corruption: getting caught from 

the corrupted actions should be made shameful and at the same time doing the right thing 
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should give a person glory and honour (Pettit 1997, pp.221-223). This way of positing two 

contradictory urges - an urge to benefit one’s position at the expense of others, and an urge 

to be a respected and recognised member of the community - has a long history: the 

classical republican virtue of striving for honour and glory has its roots in antiquity, as also 

the idea of setting passions against each other. In The Economy of Esteem (2004) Pettit and 

Geoffrey Brennan explore the history of social esteem and the workings of an intangible 

hand
11

 in the modern society. They argue that the desire for status or esteem is a 

motivational force behind the actions of individuals.
12

 The idea is largely left unnoticed in 

contemporary political philosophy, but has a long tradition behind it (2004, p.23). 

 

The desire for status and the historical transformation of the idea of self-love from a vice to 

a virtue has had an important role in defining the relation between the republican concept of 

citizenship and the perpetual danger of corruption. In Medieval Times passions, such as 

anger, striving for glory, or sexual desire, were thought to be negative, something hard to 

control and easily leading to destruction if not somehow restrained. Among the passions, 

avarice or cupidity was considered one of the deadliest vices (Deane 1963, pp.45-48). Lust 

for money and possessions was considered as one of the three cardinal sins of a fallen man, 

lust for power (libido dominandi) and sexual lust being the other two (Hirschman 1977, 

p.9; Deane 1963, pp.49-54). Medieval thinkers Augustine and Calvin thought that the 

prevention and repression of passions were the tasks of the state (ibid.). The possible 

injustices in society were considered not the responsibility of the state but rather 

consequences of the sins of a fallen man. Nevertheless, Augustine mentions (cited in Deane 

1963, p.51) that in the case of ancient Roman heroes, the love of glory or libido dominandi 

could be seen in a positive light; the love of glory and patriotic devotion of the heroes 

repressed the power of the other deadly passions.  

 

The idea of taming a passion by embracing another one, which Augustine indicated only 

cautiously, was later embraced since it fitted well with the medieval chivalric ethos 

(Hirschman 1977, p.10). By the time of Renaissance, the idea that striving for glory and 

                                                 
11

 Brennan & Pettit argue that the working of modern society can be explained through three different 

aspects: the invisible hand regulating the market, the iron hand of law and administration and the intangible 

hand that refers to rewards of esteem and penalties of disesteem (2004, p.5).  
12

 It is an interesting question whether people want the status for itself or is it an instrument of getting some 

other goods, such as friendship or love. 
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honour was good in itself gained the status of a dominant ideology (ibid.), and the pursuit 

of glory was considered as good in itself by the Renaissance republicans (or Renaissance 

humanists). Nevertheless, this dominance of the aristocratic ideal of glory-seeking did not 

endure for long. Instead, letting passions against each other so that they would counteract 

each other became the dominant idea (ibid, p.20). The deliberation about countervailing 

passions started in the seventeenth century. It had a background in the belief of the danger 

of passions and a dark and negative view of human nature, promoted by medieval 

churchmen like Augustine. During the eighteenth century both human nature and passions 

were rehabilitated, and the discussion of countervailing passions with a more positive tone 

became common in the writings of contemporary thinkers (ibid, pp.26-27).  

 

Already in 17
th

 century philosophy there were mentions of turning the private passions into 

benefits for the whole society. Especially the writings of Giambattista Vico and Bernard 

Mandeville contemplated the issue (Hirschman 1977). In The Fable of Bees (1723) 

Mandeville ironically explains how the vice of avarice and love of luxury turns into 

prosperity. Mandeville describes how individuals seeking their own benefit will actually 

benefit the whole community by increasing the general welfare, so that even the poorest 

live “…better than the Rich before” (ibid, p.26). Though Mandeville did not offer a specific 

account of how this transformation from a private vice to a public benefit actually happened 

(except in the case of the love of luxury), the idea became a very powerful one. Adam 

Smith distanced himself from the ironic account of Mandeville. However, in The Inquiry to 

the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Smith called vices rather ‘interests’ (Smith 

1920, Book 1, Chapter II, p.16; Hirschman 1977, pp. 18-19).
13

 These developments had an 

enormous effect on how passions, interests and virtues were conceived. 

 

Some republicans, such as Pettit, clearly draw their solution for fighting corruption from 

the idea of countervailing passions. If individuals were rewarded with respect and honour 

for doing the right thing, it could work as an adequate incentive for them not to engage in 

corruptive actions (Pettit 1997, p.225). According to Pettit and Brennan, “people are deeply 

                                                 
13

 In a famous quote Smith argues ”It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, 

that we expect our dinner, but from the regard to their own interest. We address ourselves, not to their 

humanity but to their self-love, and never talk to them of our own necessities but of their advantages.” (Smith 

1920, Book 1, Chapter II, p.16.) 
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attached to the esteem of others” (2004, p.23). Corruption often links to benefiting 

(materially) from one’s position. However, the desire to seem good in the eyes of others is, 

according to Pettit, even more tempting to most people. Pettit seems to follow the age-old 

tradition by emphasising how counteracting the love of riches with the love of glory and 

honour could be an achievable solution to the trouble of corruption. What is important is 

that the people accepting the positions of power should not be treated as knaves since that 

would easily make them behave like expected, turning them into bad rulers (Pettit 1997, 

p.225). The assumption that everyone will cheat whenever possible would undermine the 

whole republican enterprise. After all, the society is built on trust. Counteracting the love of 

riches with the love for glory is naturally not enough to root out corruption as a 

phenomenon altogether. There should be checks and balances and the decision-making 

process should be as transparent as possible. Balancing of rival interests is also needed, as 

well as resisting and fighting the expansion of interest-group politics at the expense of 

public debate on common concerns (Honohan 2002, p.127). Still at the individual level it is 

obvious that the old idea of ‘countervailing passions’ has had an impact on the solution 

contemporary republicans offer to the problem of corruption.  

 

Next I will turn to the relation between republicanism and nationalism. 

4.5. The Relation between Nationalism and Republicanism 

 

On the one hand, the republican tradition has historically offered more grounds for 

exclusion of groups of people than liberal theory (Phelan 2001, p.13). The republican 

concept of citizenship has been accused of being masculine and militaristic, concentrating 

only on activities that take place in the public realm. On the other hand, the republican 

model for society concentrates more on social needs of people. Emphasising the importance 

of participation and the significance of community to the welfare of people is something 

that many view as lacking from the thin liberal account of political rights and citizenship. 

Within the republican tradition, there are different opinions about the relation between 

nationalism and republicanism. Some of the accounts are openly exclusive and therefore do 

not take interest in the question of group rights. Some of those accounts are briefly referred 

to in this chapter, but a greater emphasis is on more inclusive contemporary accounts of 

republicanism. Next I will present the account that Honohan takes towards nationalism.  
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Since republicanism concentrates on the social dimension and the participation of the 

members of body politic, there is always a possibility that the republican society is 

identified with an idea of a nation-state. Nationalism presupposes that “…those who share a 

nationality (however defined) should be self-governing” (Honohan 2002, p.273). At the 

same time, the basic idea of republicanism is that people should be self-governing (ibid.). 

But these two ideas are not two sides of the same coin. Nowadays, nationalism is often 

connected with the idea of a shared cultural base. Cultures and their recognition in society 

are important in the construction of identities. Nevertheless, that does not mean that 

cultures should be self-governing. People are not necessarily a group that shares the same 

cultural heritage. The concept of citizenship can be separated from nationality, although 

these are often merged together in discussions (Honohan 2002, p.274). Honohan argues that 

contemporary republicanism does not presuppose that there should exist a unified 

homogenous culture into which different groups should assimilate. Rather the account of 

republican citizenship requires that citizens share some kind of a public culture. However, 

that is not the core of contemporary republicanism, since it is not defined in terms of 

culture (ibid, p.275). “If there are common cultural values in a republic they are not its 

foundation, but the outcome of political interaction, provisionally embodied and open to 

change” (Honohan 2002, p.275). According to Honohan, it seems that the contemporary 

republicanism emphasises the civic version of nationalism (in contrast to nationalism that 

takes ethno-cultural unity as the basis for the nation). 

 

However, there are thinkers within the republican tradition that argue that the nation is the 

only enduring basis for the republican society (Miller 2000, 2008). For instance, Miller 

argues that “the mere fact of being subject to the same political system is not sufficient” to 

create commitment in citizens towards each other (Miller 2008, p.147). According to 

Honohan, the counterargument of republicans defending nationality as the basis for a 

republic is that “in practice, people will recognise the relationships and community of 

republican citizenship only if it is based on some kind of common culture” (Honohan 2002, 

p.276). The problem with this stance is that it assumes that shared ethnicity would be the 

strongest force in defining the politics of a certain state. However, there are many examples 

that show this is not the case. For instance, albeit being culturally homogenous, there might 
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be strong divisions and tensions within the communities when it comes to how welfare 

should be distributed. Another practical problem for the nationalistic republicanism is that 

states often contain more than one nation. Reorganising the state boundaries so that each 

would contain only one national group does not seem to be a believable strategy.  

 

It is problematic to assume that people would self-evidently identify strongly with their 

nation. Also what the nationalistic (republican) view does not take into account is that 

individuals might identify themselves with more than one nation. The way that identities 

develop is complex and there are a lot of different factors affecting it. Nevertheless, the 

idea of a nation is a powerful myth. Despite the rhetorical force of nationalism, Honohan 

argues that it cannot replace the participation in politics: mere national identity does not 

create responsibility in the areas where responsibility is the most important (2002, p.279). 

Instead of shared values and one national culture the consciousness of shared fate and 

interdependence is a sufficient basis for the formation of political community (Honohan 

2002, p.280). Political communities create cultural meanings, but cultures do not create 

political communities. Kymlicka agrees and argues that nations are created by states 

through conscious nation-building policies, rather than states being created by nations 

(Kymlicka, 2002, p.263). From the point of view of the contemporary republicanism, the 

formation of political community comes before the cultural meanings attached to it. 

Honohan argues: “The substance of republican politics is based on interdependence rather 

than communality, is created in deliberation, emerges in multiple publics to which all can 

contribute, and is not definitive but open to change” (ibid, p.281).  

 

David Miller argues that the only guarantee the citizens have against arbitrary oppression is 

“the willingness of citizens themselves to defend their own freedom, whether from external 

or internal enemies”, and that willingness “depends on their principled commitment to each 

other” (Miller 2008, p.141). Miller states that this kind of commitment needs something 

more than a political system to be realised: that is, shared national identity. In Miller’s 

view, in order to identify with each other, people need a shared history, common language 

and shared cultural practices. He argues that it is easier to feel responsible for the people 

that are close and with whom a person identifies, and this makes trusting one another 

possible too. Miller goes on to argue that the examples of states containing a minority 
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nation that does not share the culture of the majority and which “make competing claims to 

control the state itself, or some portion of its territory” proves his argument that mere co-

existence under the same political system cannot by itself create a shared identity that 

would make republican state possible (Miller 2008, p.145). Unfortunately, Miller does not 

give any examples of the states of that kind, and seems to forget that usually in cases where 

a minority nation does not identify with the majority culture despite residing within the 

same area, there tends to be a long history of oppression and violations of the rights of the 

minority nation. In these kinds of cases, it is not surprising that the minority does not 

identify with the majority. But that is not enough to say that the simple co-existence could 

not in any cases give rise to shared identity that would enable republican citizenship. 

 

Maurizio Viroli offers another viewpoint on the relation between republicanism and 

nationalism. Viroli argues for republican patriotism, which he sees as unifying power. For 

Viroli, patriotism is totally different from nationalism; patriotism allows cultural pluralism, 

freedom of religion and endorses the rights of minorities (Viroli 1995). Viroli argues that 

throughout history, patriotism was a separate idea connected with liberty, and only during 

the eighteenth century when nationalist ideas arose did patriotism become conflated with 

nationalism (ibid.). According to Viroli, nationalism took the rhetoric of patriotism, and 

that is the reason why patriotism is nowadays difficult to capture without references to 

nationalism. Viroli does not seem to think that nationalism is, however, entirely bad; he just 

seems to think that there are certain tendencies in nationalist ideologies that may easily lead 

into aggression and excluding some groups of people, and that patriotism as he defines it 

does not have the same tendencies (1995). He identifies patriotism with love for and the 

pursuit of liberty (1995, p.174). In Republicanism, Viroli argues: “Republicanism is 

capable of crossing national boundaries. It is stronger than cultural and religious 

differences” (1999, p.13). Viroli argues for passionate, patriotic republicanism in a very 

different way than Pettit does. The core of his thinking is love, meaning love for one’s 

country (defined as a republic) and fellow citizens (Viroli 1995). According to Viroli, 

political theory should rather be understood in Machiavellian spirit as a rhetorical pursuit 

than a department of philosophy or law or science. For Viroli, political theory is about 

passion. The passionate patriots love liberty and republican patriotism encourages the 

citizens to consider common liberty as the highest good (1999, p.17). In Viroli’s thinking, 
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republicanism, though not attached to a particular nation, is still clearly more attached to a 

particular place compared with Pettit’s account of instrumental republicanism. 

 

The history of republicanism is based on the existence of small communities, in which 

participating in the decision-making was easier relatively than in modern-day states. How 

does the republican model work in contemporary communities that are substantially bigger 

in size? Honohan argues, that instead of understanding republican sovereignty as a single 

undivided matter, it can be divided into different activities and degrees (2002, p.283). 

Representatives of contemporary republicanism argue that in this way the decision-making 

also fits better with the interdependencies of the international community (ibid, Pettit 

1997). Honohan defines republican citizenship in relation to the versions of liberal theory 

and nationalism: 

“Unlike liberal cosmopolitan citizenship, republican citizenship is not based on the 

assumption that the division of human beings among states is merely a matter of 

administrative necessity. Unlike nationalist citizenship, it does not assume that the world 

can ever approximate units of similar or ‘like-minded’ people” (Honohan 2002, p.285). 

 

According to Honohan, the republican concept of citizenship is more inclusive than the 

liberal one, and manages still to avoid the traps of inward nationalism. Does it really 

succeed in that, and how? 

4.6. The Challenges and Critique of the Republican Account 

 

The contemporary republicanism has been criticised for duplicating the problems of the old 

republicanism by expecting in people active involvement and participation in the dealings 

of society, and a will to make personal sacrifices for the good of the republic. 

Republicanism has been accused of being oppressive, intolerant towards others and 

militaristic. The project of contemporary instrumental republicanism has tamed these 

aspects of republicanism, and relies on the ideas of non-domination and the inherent 

goodness and interdependence of all people. The republican concepts of law and human 

nature are very optimistic. Despite the attractiveness of the republican project of opposing 

subordination, there are some inherent problems in the theory. The concept of domination 

of the neo-Roman strand of republicanism is a challenging one. Pettit defines domination as 

arbitrary interference (1997). His account of domination requires not just absence of 
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arbitrary interference with a person’s choices, but also that no one has the capacity to 

conduct actions that would amount to arbitrary interference (Pettit 1997). 

 

Pettit’s argument for the third concept of liberty has been criticised for misinterpreting the 

concept of negative liberty in favour of liberty as non-domination. Non-domination requires 

that people do not live at the mercy of others: the mere capacity to arbitrarily interfere is 

enough to constitute domination (Pettit 1997, Friedman 2008; Wendt 2011). So under the 

republican concept of liberty, it is possible to lose liberty without actually being interfered, 

as is illustrated in the case of a slave with a benevolent, non-interfering master (Pettit 

1997).  

 

Fabian Wendt argues that while the example of a slave seems intuitively appealing, there is, 

however, a problem: the problem of the slave is that there is someone claiming ownership 

over him or her, not necessarily the fact of actual interference (Wendt 2011, p.179). 

Therefore, the relation between the slave and the master is normative and not descriptive. 

The republican freedom (as well as negative liberty) is, according to Wendt, discussed in 

descriptive (what people can do) rather than in normative (what people are allowed to do) 

terms (ibid.). Wendt does not deny that descriptive accounts of freedom can be used 

normatively in political philosophy, or that descriptions sometimes can use normative 

vocabulary. Wendt argues, however, that domination in the case of the slave is a normative 

relation and independent from what the slave can do (2011, p.181). Therefore the case of 

the slave and the master that Pettit uses to describe what domination is, does not work.  

 

Nevertheless, Pettit’s republicanism needs the dominating relation between the slave and 

the master to illustrate what domination is: without it, the concept of domination seems 

unconvincing. If described just as a capacity to arbitrarily interfere, most people would not 

be free most of the time since most people have capacities to interfere arbitrarily if they 

want to. I could hit someone on the street: although it is unbelievable that I would do so I 

have the capacity for it and according to Pettit’s account of non-domination (without the 

reference to the example of the slave and the master) that would make those walking close 

to me unfree. According to Wendt, “the relation of master and slave cannot be a paradigm 

of descriptive unfreedom”, and therefore Pettit does not manage to give a plausible account 
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of domination. Following, therefore, also Pettit’s argument against the negative concept of 

liberty is not adequate (2011, pp.181-182). Kramer has also focussed on the same issue 

(Kramer 2008). 

 

Others have criticised Pettit’s account of domination for being too demanding. Marilyn 

Friedman argues that people might have all kinds of capacities (such as physical power or 

intelligence) they could use for arbitrary interference, but the state that would try to control 

all these would soon turn into a totalitarian “imperium”, an excessively controlling state, 

which Pettit wants to avoid (Friedman 2008, p.251). Pettit argues that by restraining the 

capacities for arbitrary interventions and thus removing insecurity, the state would be 

protecting individuals. Friedman disagrees and argues that the state should not seek to 

constrain unused powers (ibid, p.252). The idea of battling against the status of domination 

is on the one hand appealing as it seems to take the asymmetrical power relations between 

those in positions of power and those in disadvantaged positions into account. On the other 

hand, it is a difficult concept to define since it seems to be misleadingly wide and provide 

potential for state domination. Pettit does not define clearly how the constraints on 

capacities would work. If someone does not exercise their capacities for arbitrary 

interferences, why and how should they be constrained or controlled?  

 

It is not evident what kind of model of society would be suit most suited for republicanism. 

Republicans are vague when it comes to defining the ideal society that would fulfil the 

republican vision (Shafir 1998, p.28). As mentioned in the previous chapter, it is not clear 

whether republicans support nationalism or not, and if they do, what kind of nationalism is 

supported. Different strands of republicanism treat the subject in different ways: the 

contemporary republicans who rely on the neo-Roman tradition of thought (such as Pettit) 

want to distance themselves from communitarianism (represented for instance by David 

Miller). In the old republicanism, the committed citizens made sure that the state would not 

turn to an oppressive regime. However, in the contemporary instrumental version the 

demand for participation is partially substituted by well-designed institutions. Citizenship 

and political participation are treated instrumentally and not as goods in themselves. Again 

those republicans stressing the importance of belonging and shared values based on 

nationality, demand greater commitment from the citizens. The contemporary republicans, 
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such as Pettit and Honohan, and also Miller, argue for deliberative democracy and equality 

of all citizens. However, the actual propositions for how to arrange the institutions of 

society are rather abstract. That might give an impression that the republican project is 

more about sketching the big picture of a fair society, and not concentrating on the 

decisions about the details.  

 

Depending on the point of view, the contemporary accounts of republicanism are either 

very close to egalitarian liberalism, or very far from it. Without deeper treatment of the 

problematic issues, it is nevertheless hard to say how much the republican society would 

actually differ from the society of egalitarian liberals. The same critique of vagueness 

applies to the republican concept of good. The concept has not been clearly defined, 

although it seems evident that there is some kind of concept of good behind the theory.  

 

Pettit admits that: “Electoral institutions are vulnerable both to majoritarian and to 

manipulative control” (Pettit 2000, p.206). Within a polity, there are always two dangers: 

that the government turns into an oppressive one, or that some groups of people start 

dominating others. The image of law in the republican project is perceived as positive and 

quite unproblematic. However, it might happen that the law turns into a dominating device, 

and it seems that the republican project at this stage is not answering what should be done 

with these difficulties. The republican freedom as non-domination needs institutional 

safeguards and therefore can only be realised within the society. The society should protect 

citizens against domination of other citizens as well as against domination of the state. 

Early republicans favoured mixed government, just laws and active participation of citizens 

as guards against the arbitrary power (Honohan 2002). The contemporary republicans argue 

for the dispersion of power into legislative, executive and judicial in the spirit of 

Montesquieu (Honohan 2002; Pettit 1997, p.177).  

 

Pettit argues that laws should be “general and apply to everyone, including the legislators 

themselves” (1997, p.174). Laws should also be known in advance and be consistent, and 

the government should always prefer to act on a legal rather than on a particular basis 

(ibid.). Pettit calls this the “empire-of-law condition” (ibid.). Pettit distinguishes three 

elements of constitutionalism essential for a republic: the already mentioned “empire-of-
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law condition”, the “dispersion-of-power condition” and the “counter-majoritarian 

condition” (1997, p.181). As mentioned earlier, Pettit argues that when making decisions, 

the state should always be tracking the relevant interests of those affected, and there should 

be institutional forums for contestation where citizens can challenge the decisions made. 

According to the third condition, laws should not be too easily changeable by the majority 

will, since that could potentially lead to unequal distribution of power and domination of 

some groups within society (1997, pp.180-181). Miller (2008, p.140-141) criticises the 

counter-majoritarian principle for expressing distrust in citizens: the principle implies that 

the citizens would not be public-spirited enough to “defend the rights of their fellows”. It 

seems that Pettit is at the same time holding two contradictory views: that people are 

inherently good while also being capable and willing to oppress others if they have a 

chance. 

 

These conditions (the dispersion of power, the fairly constituted laws and the guarantees 

against majority domination) are, according to Pettit, prerequisites for the well functioning, 

republican society. However, they cannot once and for all prevent every possibility for 

arbitrary power, since some decisions always remain in the hands of some individuals or 

groups. According to Pettit, that is the reason why deliberative, contestatory democracy is 

needed (1997). The decision-making should be transparent and follow formal procedures 

known to all, the decision-makers should present reasons for their decisions, and there 

should be institutionalised forums to contest the decisions made (Pettit 1997, p.187). 

Consensus is probably not achieved in every decision, but the possibility of contestation is 

actually more important for Pettit than achieving consensus. Nevertheless, the republican 

project seems to lack an overall view of the legal dimensions of republicanism and how the 

republican society would be constructed. What would be the goals and principles of law in 

the republican ideal state?  

 

The contemporary republicanism is divided into two strands that give different 

interpretations on the central issues of republican thought: What are the prerequisites for 

citizenship? Who are to be counted as citizens and what is required of them? How should 

corruption be fought that threatens to degrade the state and make it unfree? What is the 

relationship between republicanism and nationalism? Are nationalist ideas needed in the 



49 

 

 

 

construction of a republican state? The representatives of the neo-Roman strand of 

republicanism argue that their interpretation of republican tradition of thought adapts better 

to the present-day world and is better able to take minority issues and questions of identity 

into account. At the same time, the representatives of the neo-Aristotelian strand argue 

against granting special rights for minorities (see Miller 2000). Compared with other 

theories of political philosophy, republicanism perhaps acknowledges better the social 

needs of people and the importance of participation in constructing a good society. At the 

same time, the rights and choices of individuals get maybe less attention than in the liberal 

tradition of thought. Both republicanism and liberalism answer to questions of great 

importance. These questions, however, differ from each other and make the theories in 

some aspects incommensurate, which makes comparing them challenging. 

 

Next I will consider recognition and the rights of groups within liberalism and 

republicanism. 
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5. The Social Dimension of Citizenship: Recognition and Groups 

 

5.1. Recognition 

 

Citizenship is not merely about legal status or rights and duties; it is also about being 

recognized as an equal member of one’s community. Participation and recognition are 

essential elements in all kinds of groups. What then makes citizenship so important? Phelan 

argues that what makes citizenship so unique is its scope. Citizenship is thought to cover 

the fair treatment both in the home country and the protection abroad (Phelan 2001). That 

makes it the most important category of membership in the contemporary world. The social 

dimension of citizenship concerns the ways in which the polity decides who is eligible for 

these rights, duties and offices. What kinds of “structures of acknowledgement” define who 

is entitled to what is called citizenship rights (Phelan 2001, p.14)? Phelan argues that 

citizenship status is “the basic indicator of membership” (ibid.). Recognition as a member 

is a prerequisite for having all the rights and duties connected with citizenship.  

 

Why is the social dimension so important in understanding citizenship? The thin 

understanding of citizenship has concentrated mostly on the legal questions connected with 

the issue. According to Phelan, citizenship is however not identical or reducible to the 

rights and institutions connected with citizenship, but rather it is “the emergence into 

publicity as an equal with other citizens” (2002, p.15). Social acceptance is an important 

part in the realisation of citizenship. Without recognition as a member of the body politic 

the rights of a citizen will not be fully realised. Acknowledgement by other citizens is the 

“establishment of a particular political relation” (ibid.). It does not mean just a silent 

toleration for the rights, claims, authority and status of others, but also the willingness to 

respect and recognise them in public. Phelan argues that acknowledgement is not fully 

realised, unless it is accompanied with the respect and willingness to recognise and defend 

the rights of others (ibid.). Like the system of money, citizenship is a social phenomenon. 

There are laws and provisions that regulate both matters; but it is also a question of shared 

social meanings. That is what makes the citizenship of each citizen dependent upon the 

citizenship of others.  
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One cannot fully participate in the functioning of society without having the status as a 

citizen. A good example is the experiences of indigenous peoples all over the world. While 

having the legal status as citizens, the discriminating practices used by both governments 

and fellow citizens have deprived the possibility to seriously improve their life conditions 

and have a say in policy decisions concerning them. Another example is the position of 

sexual minorities. In these cases, the principle that everyone should be treated as equals 

clearly is not met. There are resemblances in the processes and the discourses that produce 

racial exclusion and those producing the exclusion of sexual minorities, but there are also 

some crucial differences (Phelan 2001, p.27). Sexual minorities are not similar to cultural 

or indigenous groups, since most of them grow up without knowing anyone else in their 

community with similar sexual orientation, believing that they are the only ones. Some of 

them have to keep their sexual orientation hidden from their families in the fear of being 

abandoned by them (ibid, p.30). Also the racial and national minorities trying to prove the 

majority that they are fully members of the society often condemn homosexuality fiercely 

(Phelan 2001, p.28).  

 

If laws exclude some groups of people from having the same rights that all the other 

citizens have, claiming the rights for that group is a way of trying to correct the issue. 

However, the question of citizenship is not just a question of rights (Phelan 2001). Rights 

reflect the values and practices of the body politic (Dworkin 1977). In situations where a 

group of people is deprived of protection by law, the exclusion might be incidental, or a 

matter of particular circumstances. However, sometimes the exclusion is considered 

constitutive to the identity of the mainstream and the excluded group of people are 

considered “second-class” citizens or totally lacking the status of citizens (Phelan 2002, 

p.18). In these kind of cases, the question is not just about correcting the laws, but also 

about aiming to change the values embraced by the majority.  

 

Even in situations where the political rights are the same for the various minorities, be they 

sexual, religious, cultural, or indigenous, the membership in the group might be 

stigmatizing. “Political membership does not require the elimination of all stigma” (Phelan 

2001, p.19). It might seem that when the discriminating laws have been removed, all the 

exclusive practices are abandoned as well. However, when the position of the group is 
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viewed from the social point of view, it gives a different image of the situation. The 

exclusive practices are often deeply rooted in the customs of the community. Although the 

change of these practices starts with the demand for a rejection of discriminating laws, it 

does not end there. For example, representatives of minorities are often not included in the 

“national political imaginary” (Phelan 2001, p.19). By national political imaginary Phelan 

means the shared associations and images that are generally perceived to represent the 

polity. Naturally there are several different, competing images, but there are always some 

that are more dominant than others. If images representing a (minority) group are not 

included, that means that there are no positive examples of the representatives of that group 

among those shared mental impressions. Since social acceptance is as important to the 

realisation of full citizenship as legal support, a question of how different, non-dominant 

groups are portrayed in public is important (ibid.). Sometimes, the problem is not the 

invisibility of the group, but rather stereotypical images attached to them. The stereotypical 

images are often associated with the invisibility of individuals representing the group 

(Phelan 2001, p.26). When people are seen as stereotypes, their uniqueness as individuals is 

forgotten, and that may have implications for the implementation of their rights as well. 

 

Also legal institutions such as marriage or army service have social impacts, and often they 

enforce the exclusive practices of the community. Law regulates these institutions, but they 

also have a social dimension. They shape the lives of individuals by setting norms for 

behaviour and in some cases, excluding some part of the citizens from participating in these 

institutions. Especially military service has been conceived as a central element in the 

construction of citizenship (Phelan 2001, p.37). From this background it is worth noting 

how some groups of people have been excluded from military service. For a long time, 

military service was not available to women and the US army policy that excluded 

individuals who are openly gay from serving in the army has only recently been overruled.  

 

A good example of the importance of citizenship in the modern-day world is the human 

rights discourse. In principle most actors in world politics, be they states or ministries or 

companies, say they are committed to respecting human rights. Nonetheless, if the example 

of the situation of illegal immigrants from the so called third world countries to Europe or 

the United States or Australia is taken into consideration, the reality of the actions might 
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give a very different picture about the values of the actors. Human rights are in many ways 

linked to civil rights; the people lacking citizenship status are often exposed to 

discrimination and even violence (Arendt 2004, p.341, p.373). That shows how important 

citizenship is as a legal and a political category. 

 

Individual rights are often subject to disputes, even though a few would deny their 

existence. At the same time, rights possessed by groups are even more disputed: there is 

disagreement about their very existence, and even among those who speak about the group 

rights, some disagree about the definition and some about what kind of groups can be 

entitled to them, etc. Next I am going to introduce some viewpoints on the rights of groups. 

5.2. Group Rights: Collective and Corporate 

 

The existence of group rights is a disputed issue. First, there is a question of the subject of 

the group rights: what kinds of entities are groups, and can they bear rights? Second, there 

is a question about the object of group rights: what are they rights to? There are also 

questions of the correspondent duty; who bears the responsibility? If a person (or in this 

case, a group) is said to possess a right, it means that someone else has a duty to respect 

that right. Generally, a group right can be defined as a right that no individual could enjoy 

alone: the character of the right is collective. A right to national self-determination is often 

stated as an example of a right of this kind. (Jones 1999). Most would admit that groups can 

have legal rights (as corporate entities), however, the claim that groups can be entitled to 

moral rights stirs doubts in many. In this chapter, I follow Peter Jones’ account on group 

rights. In his article published in 1999 Jones separates between a corporate model and a 

collective model of understanding group rights.  

 

There are lots of possibilities for confusion: different writers use similar terms in different 

meanings. For instance, there is a difference between group rights and group-differentiated 

rights, the latter term used by Kymlicka to describe the special rights a society may accord 

to an indigenous group in order to preserve their existence (1995, pp.45-48); however, 

sometimes the group-differentiated rights are referred to merely as group rights. Jones 

argues, that it would be “arbitrary to insist that people can have rights only to goods that 

they can enjoy individually and never to goods that they can enjoy collectively” (Jones 
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1999, p.353). According to Jones, determining whether the right in question is a collective 

or an individual right is often “a matter of moral substance” (ibid, p.356). Depending on the 

viewpoint, the group rights are sometimes seen as an instrument for demanding an equal 

status and freedom for a group, or as a device of oppression of individuals. 

 

In the traditional definition of group rights, a group is assumed to be a moral entity on its 

own: something more than the individuals forming the group, something that is not 

reducible to the characteristics of the individual members of the group. If a group is 

considered as a moral entity, it can bear rights and duties in a way similar to individuals. 

This is a traditional way of understanding group rights, often called the corporate model. 

The problem of the corporate model is that it does not allow the members of the corporate 

to have conflicting interests; it is assumed that the interests of the group members can be 

derived from the interest of the group. The corporate model works best when it is used to 

describe groups that have certain structures and are constituted as an institution, such as 

university. However, there are debates about whether institutions that have a formal 

character should be defined as groups at all. (Jones 2008.) The critics of the corporate 

model argue that the group can have no moral standing that could not be reduced to the 

moral standing of its members. 

 

However, there is another way in which group rights have been conceptualized in recent 

years: the collective account of group rights. That means that the group does not form a 

moral entity as such, but rather the right is understood as a collectively shared right. The 

members of the group possess the right together as collective and not as separate 

individuals. Jones holds that a shared interest regarding a specific issue can in some cases 

be a sufficient ground for a collective right or a right qua group (1999). The group holding 

the collective right may not have anything else in common except one certain interest. The 

interest theory of rights is therefore important for the collective account of group rights, 

because it can be the only thing that is holding the group together (Jones 1999, p.364). Both 

the advocates and the critics of the corporate model would oppose this way of 

conceptualising group rights, since it seems to give group rights to groups that they would 

rather describe merely as sets of people. Jones argues that usually it is thought that only 

entities that bear moral standing can be entitled to rights (1999, p.362). The question is 



55 

 

 

 

whether other entities besides persons can be ascribed the moral standing. Jones argues that 

there is no need to assume that the group would form a separate entity holding a moral 

standing separate from its members (ibid.). A corporate model is demanding since it 

requires a strong identity and integrity of the group. A collective account of group rights 

accounts more effectively for changes in the group and the fact that groups might be parts 

of bigger groups or contain several smaller ones themselves (Jones 1999). 

 

The issue of collective versus corporate rights concerns the question how the ‘group’ is 

defined. It also has implications for how the objects of rights are grasped, i.e. what are the 

group rights, rights to? Under the collective model the right to clean air might constitute a 

group right, when under the corporate model this would not be possible. On the other hand, 

the nations’ right to land or the right to preserve culture over time probably suits the 

corporate model more. (Jones 1999.) There are also other aspects: in the corporate model 

the rights of different groups are equal in weight, whereas in the collective model the size 

of the group matters. According to Jones, the two models need not be mutually exclusive. 

Instead one can consistently hold that some group rights are collective, some corporate 

(1999, p.377). 

 

However, many treat the concept of group rights with suspicion: there seems always to 

remain the danger that the rights of groups are used to oppress individuals, both inside and 

outside the group. Next I will introduce an account of group rights by Seumas Miller. 

5.3. A Liberal Account of Group Rights by Seumas Miller 

 

There are several examples where minority groups claim for special treatment and 

protection of their rights from the rest of the society. The traditional liberal approach has 

been suspicious of these claims. Indeed, the cases raise many questions. As mentioned 

earlier, law should be applied consistently, so that everyone is treated under the principles 

of equality and fairness. That means that also the claims for special rights should be treated 

in equal manner. This has raised concerns that if a certain minority group is granted special 

treatment, it might provoke similar claims by groups that would abuse the policy. Should 

every group that demands special rights or treatment be granted what they want or not, and 

on what grounds?  
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Another issue is whether there is such a thing as group rights (or alternatively called 

collective rights or minority rights or group-differentiated rights). First, what is needed is to 

define what constitutes a group. Seumas Miller (2002, p.178) distinguishes between ‘a 

category of persons’ and ‘a group proper’. A category of persons means people fitting in a 

certain description, such as all people ‘having red hair’, when a proper group is formed by 

‘a set of people who by virtue of their shared characteristics think of themselves as forming 

a distinct group’ (ibid.). So, a proper group cannot be formed on an arbitrary basis; the 

members of the group have to think that they belong to the group. The common feature 

uniting the group can vary; it might be physical disability, shared beliefs or something else.  

 

According to Miller, the experience of discrimination is what often turns a category of 

people into a group proper (2002, p.179). However, not all groups, even if described as 

proper groups or collectives, are entitled to special group rights. According to Miller, the 

distinction between a category and a proper group is not precise, but it is important to make 

this separation in order to understand the issue. If a category of people is in question, all 

people belonging to that category may share rights, such as a right to a pension for all the 

people older than 65 years or a right to get study grants for students. All these rights are 

enjoyed by a single person. When it comes to group rights, the difference is that the 

members identify themselves with the group, and if all the members of the group are not 

enjoying the same rights, it will hurt them all. Groups also tend to preserve themselves; 

another difference is that a certain right granted to a group may be essential for the group to 

survive. It is the collective interest that separates group rights from the rights of the 

categories of people (ibid.). However, these remarks cannot form a basis for demanding 

group-specific rights. As Miller puts it, if there is a group-specific disadvantage the 

members of a group suffer from, they might need some specific rights (ibid.). The thing is 

that the specific rights have nothing to do with the group as such; the members of the group 

would have the same right even if they were just a category of people. If one wants to 

defend specific group rights, they have to show that the counter-arguments against group 

rights are mistaken. 
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Group rights are claim-rights against the rest of the world. Like in a case of indigenous 

groups, the rights can be claims against the state, or in some cases, against the international 

community. Kymlicka (1995, p.35) describes these as ‘external protection rights’. These 

differ from ‘internal restriction rights’, which describe the rights of a group to restrict the 

behaviour of its members. The latter are hard to justify since they do not fit in with liberal 

(or contemporary republican) values, such as the respect for liberty and individual choices. 

Group rights can, according to Miller, be exercised by individuals who belong to a group as 

well as by a group as a whole. Miller separates between different levels of justification: 

justified legal rights are at the lowest level, and human rights are at the highest level. 

“Human rights are rights to those conditions that are universally necessary for human 

beings to lead minimally adequate lives” (Miller 2002, p.182). Human rights belong to 

everyone, but they are not just individual rights since they cannot be realized without the 

company of other people. According to Miller, group rights can easily be justified at the 

level of justified legal rights. Showing that group rights can be human rights is much more 

difficult. Miller says that there is nevertheless “no conceptual or logical reason to believe 

that group rights cannot qualify as human rights” (Miller 2002, p.182).  

 

In the taxonomy of rights, between justified legal rights on the lowest level and human 

rights on the highest level, there are middle-level rights. At the intermediate level of rights 

there are “rights that are justified by appeal to the principle of citizenship” (Miller 2002, 

p.182.). Citizenship rights can vary in different societies, but the common thing is that they 

are considered as ‘having priority over other political values’. Citizenship rights include for 

instance a right to vote, a right to public health care and so on. Miller argues that most of 

the debates about group rights happen at the intermediate level (ibid, pp.182-3).  

 

If the debates on group rights are mostly on the ‘intermediate level’, can group rights then 

be human rights? If a right is reducible to an individual right, it cannot be considered as a 

group right. For instance, Miller argues that the right to not be subjected to genocide is 

reducible to the right to life (2002, p.184). Miller’s account is that thinking of group rights 

as human rights lacks the aspect of importance of interests, i.e. rights considered under 

group rights should be basic or fundamental. Otherwise it may be that a less fundamental 

interest of a bigger group overrides a fundamental interest of a smaller group. Of the 
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possible candidates for group rights, Miller focuses on self-determination. Self-

determination is the ‘right of a group to enjoy some form of political autonomy’ (Miller 

2002, p.185). It is important because the members identify with the group, and so the right 

of the group becomes essential also for the well being of the individual members. The right 

to political autonomy means that the members of the group make the decisions concerning 

the group, not someone outside the group. As such, a right to self-determination seems to 

be an instrumental right. According to Miller, ‘in order to function a right needs a specific 

content’ (ibid, p.186). What poses a problem is to define what a right to self-determination 

exactly means. It seems that often in cases where a group states that they have a group-

specific right, the solution to the situation varies depending on the situation. That means 

that it is hard to define specific content for group rights, and therefore most of the alleged 

group rights are rather expressed in a language of goals or recommendations for policy 

(ibid, p.187). Miller’s point is that therefore in most cases arguing that a group right is a 

human right is not reasonable (ibid, p.186), since the human rights are reducible to the 

individual rights. Some representatives of collective (versus corporate) rights might 

disagree with this, but for instance Jones seems to think in similar way (Jones 1999). 

 

Can a group right qualify as a citizenship right, which is a right in a particular society? 

Concerning citizenship rights, the question is about the equality of all the citizens. Human 

rights offer the minimum level of rights, but in certain societies the citizenship rights may 

go beyond these minimum rights. However, there are some limits too. The equality of 

citizens is the main object of citizenship rights (Dworkin 1977, Miller 2002). Sometimes in 

order to guarantee an equal status to all citizens the society needs to provide differential 

treatment for some groups within society, like a taxi service for disabled people. Miller 

argues that equality is the only acceptable ground for differential treatment (2002, p.189). 

The group in question should be able to show that something in the current politics is 

disadvantaging them compared with the rest of the society. Without the appeal to treatment 

as an equal, the claims for group-differentiated rights are harder to justify. In order to 

realise the rights, those outside that group should accept the claim of the group as a valid 

claim (ibid, p.192). The other peculiar thing about group rights is that they are not easily 

specified. Is something really essential for the preservation of a group, or is it a matter of 

choice in a way that a certain cultural habit could be interpreted differently? Miller’s 
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account is that all the group rights should be connected with equal citizenship (ibid, p.189). 

There might be all kinds of political claims that should be discussed and debated within the 

society. Nevertheless, acknowledging that these claims should be discussed does not make 

them justified rights.  

 

The questions concerning the rights of groups do not concern merely claiming for rights. 

Jeremy Waldron argues that it is important to notice that groups, such as indigenous 

communities, that claim for special rights have responsibilities towards the larger society 

they reside in (1992, p.779). It is not acceptable to just accept the benefits without 

participating in the institutions and structures of the wider society, which make possible the 

life choices of the different groups (ibid, p.780). The liberal account of group rights 

therefore presumes that the group seeking special treatment should to some extent integrate 

into the lifestyle of the society they live in, at least to the extent that they are able to voice 

their demands in a language that is understandable to the majority as well. The critics have 

argued that this demand is too restrictive. The promoters of liberal freedom and the ones 

arguing for the protection of group rights have different conceptions of what it is to be a 

human, and it seems difficult to reconcile these very different worldviews (Waldron 1992, 

p.761). 

5.4. The Liberal Answer to the Question of Incorporating Minority Rights  

 

For various minorities, and especially for indigenous peoples, the discourses of citizenship 

and political rights have had a different meaning. As James Tully (2000, p.37) states: “the 

practical problem is the relation between the establishment and development of western 

societies and the pre-existence and continuing resistance of indigenous societies on the 

same territory”. In liberal political theory, the emphasis has been on individual rights; it is 

thought that as long as everyone has formally the same opportunities, social justice will 

prevail. The liberal notion of citizenship has been criticised for not taking into account the 

existing inequalities; the principle of formal equality is not enough to ensure social justice 

(Phelan 2001; Mouffe 1992). As Kymlicka (1989, p.136) puts it: “the protection of a 

minority culture is often treated as an exception, an issue which rises prior to, or outside the 

bounds of, liberal theory”. For indigenous peoples emphasising individualism has meant 
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that their concepts of society, justice and membership have been ignored by majority 

culture, which sees its language as universally applicable (Tully 2000, p.37).  

 

Most liberal thinkers oppose the granting of ‘special rights’ to one group. Brian Barry states 

that it is not necessary; liberal society allows certain acceptable amount of diversity, which 

is constricted by the just institutions of liberal society (Barry 2001, p.68). It is worth 

noticing that discrimination or disadvantage is often not merely legal in character, and not 

solved by merely enacting new laws or redefining theories. In many cases where 

discriminating laws have been abandoned, the prejudices and the racist attitudes held by the 

majority of citizens continue to ensure the maintenance of discriminatory practices in 

everyday life. It is not enough to have equality in principle, if the institutions and people 

behind them are not paying attention to the problem of inequality. The incorporation of 

minority rights into law is effective only when it goes together with the recognition and 

acknowledgement of the status of a minority culture.  

 

What are considered fundamental rights in liberal theory, such as a right to be treated as 

equals, are abstract. In everyday life, the abstract rights need to be put into practice. From 

the point of view of liberal theory, if a minority cannot show that their claim relates to the 

realisation of their fundamental rights, then the question seems to be not about rights but a 

different kind of political debate. Therefore rights and claim-rights should be separated 

from each other. If a group is said to have a right, it means that it would be wrong for the 

society / government not to ensure them the conditions in which the right would be 

realised: it might violate their right to be treated as equals. If a claim for special treatment 

does not constitute a right as such, then it can be called a claim-right. Claim-rights are used 

as a tool in political discussion, and sometimes it is hard to separate between a right proper 

and a claim-right. It may be fair of the society to acknowledge the claim-right of a 

(minority) group, but if it does not, that does not automatically constitute a violation of 

rights (Miller 2002). This argument has, however, a peculiar aspect to it: the assumption is 

that the minority can voice their concerns in the language of the majority in order to be 

heard. 
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There have been heated debates on the issue of cultural differences and whether the 

identities of individuals should be supported by public support for the different cultures. 

The cultural pluralists argue that equal treatment is not enough, and that different identities 

should be equally recognised regardless of whether or not they are based on sexual 

orientation, culture, ethnicity or religion (Honohan 2002, p.253). Some liberals, like Will 

Kymlicka, accept this and argue that liberal democratic states should guarantee some 

special rights for minority groups, as long as these are compatible with the liberal ideal of 

individual freedom, i.e. special rights may not violate the individual rights of anyone 

(Kymlicka 1995). Nevertheless, there are problems with this approach. For example, it 

would be impossible to embrace all the different cultures simultaneously; some cultures 

embrace values that are a serious challenge to the values of others. Nevertheless, the 

question of recognition is important, since it has an effect on how people belonging to 

different groups can take part in political decision-making (Honohan 2002, p.257). It is 

good to notice also that the struggles over recognition affect not just the minority in 

question. As Tully puts it:   

“Rather, a struggle for recognition of a ‘minority’ always calls into question and (if 

successful) modifies, often in complex ways, the existing forms of reciprocal recognition of 

the other members of the larger system of government of which the minority is a member.” 

(2004, p.86.)  

 

The struggles over recognition are not centred on polarities, such as minority versus 

majority or minority versus the state. Instead, in addition to the struggling party, there are 

almost always a greater number of parties that are affected. Therefore the issue of minority 

rights should not be seen merely as ‘their business’, since the demands for recognition or 

special treatment, if successful, often have an effect on the whole society, changing the 

power relations and the ways of behaviour. (Tully 2004.) 

 

Certain groups within society are more privileged than others. By leaving the power 

relations untouched the idea of formal equality can be considered as maintaining the 

division between privileged and dispossessed groups. Because liberal theory is based on the 

protection of the individual, liberal theorists have been suspicious about or even hostile 

towards an idea of minority rights. These kinds of demands have been seen as dangerous; 

they are seen as the matters of privilege and not of equality (Kymlicka 1989, p.144, p.154; 

Kymlicka and Norman 2000, p.31). Kymlicka argues that the liberal notion of citizenship 
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can also incorporate minority rights, and that indigenous rights “will only be secure when 

they are viewed, not as competing with liberalism, but an essential component of liberal 

political practice” (ibid, p.154). He wants to show that the status of cultural membership is 

already implicit in liberal theory, and because members of cultural minorities often face 

“particular kind of difficulties with respect to the good of cultural membership”, in order to 

solve these difficulties, the recognition of minority rights is needed (ibid, p.162).  

 

On the other hand, there is a danger that the recognition of the group rights of a certain 

group by the government may create injustices towards some members of the group or 

other minority groups (Kukathas 1993, p.29; Phelan 2001, p.12). According to critics, these 

adjustments of liberal theory, despite offering some benefits, have created further problems: 

the failure to protect minorities within minorities, freezing the minority culture “in a 

specific configuration of recognition”, favouring some minorities over other, etc (Tully 

2004, p.91). For instance, the powerful majority within the group might want to define the 

identity of the group without taking into account that not all the members of the group 

conceive their identity in a similar way. Or it may happen that only the most powerful and 

loud minorities get recognition for their culture and practices, while the less powerful ones 

are left without attention (Tully 2004, p.90). These are legitimate worries, but it does not 

change the fact that some kind of policy of recognition is needed in contemporary 

multicultural societies. According to Kymlicka, in order to avoid the dangers related to 

recognising minority rights, a liberal theory of minority rights should be connected with 

human rights and “limited by principles of individual liberty” (Kymlicka 1995, p.6). The 

problem with the suggestions is that they tend to be handed down to the members from 

theorists or politicians, and therefore imposed on them rather than having been born in the 

communities and owned by them (Tully 2004, p.91). 

 

The interpretation of the liberal political theory does not seem to be able to fully 

incorporate the demands for recognition of special groups, such as indigenous minorities, 

sexual minorities or minority cultures. Nevertheless, a demand that all cultures should be 

equally recognised does not solve the problem. Cultures are not never-changing wholes, 

and neither are individual identities fixed or “determined by a single culture; people 

negotiate their ways between sub-cultures, more encompassing cultures, and across 
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cultures” (Honohan 2002, p.255). One should be cautious with the issue of fixed cultural 

identities. It might be the case that already privileged individuals within a certain group are 

actually defining the needs and identity of the group, while weaker members do not have 

any say on the issues.  

 

As long as the situation remains the same, there are people who do not have the same rights 

as citizens despite the fact that they have the legal status as citizens. To solve this pactice, 

an account of incorporating group rights into political theory and practice is needed. 

Another whole problem is that there are also people who are totally excluded from the 

status of citizenship, and therefore do not seem to have any rights – or very limited rights 

indeed.  

 

Next I will concentrate on what republicanism has to say about the issue of group rights. 

5.5. The Republican Tradition and the Incorporation of Group Rights 

 

How well does contemporary republican political theory take into account the existence, 

the oppression and the demands of the minority groups? As noticed earlier, there are 

inherent problems in the concept of group rights. Defining a group is not easy, since most 

groups are not clear-cut. Do the group members themselves define who they are, or is it 

done by outsiders? Some cultural groups might embrace values that are in contradiction to 

the values of the rest of the society. Some groups would prefer to control the behaviour of 

their members in a way that would not be accepted by the wider society. There is also a 

question of who actually has the power to decide within the group. Does the group have a 

rigid hierarchical structure that silences some of the weaker members?  

 

In the republican tradition of thought, the membership in a body politic is crucial. Without 

the political community there can be no freedom in a sense that republican tradition defines 

it. Since political participation is the means to achieving freedom and equality, there needs 

to be a polity that makes participation possible (whether in the form of straight participation 

or the continuing possibility of contesting political decisions (Pettit 1997)). What kind of 

model of society is supported by the republican theory? What is the relation between the 

republican model for society and the existence of nation-states? What does it mean for the 
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viewpoints of minorities and different groups? Can the republican tradition incorporate 

group rights into its political theory and what kinds of problems exist? There are some 

features in the republican thought that may cause problems for the incorporation of 

minority rights. That depends on how strong the republican view is that is adopted. Does 

contemporary republicanism see political participation as a duty of every citizen? If not, 

will it differ much from liberalism? If yes, is it then a communitarian theory, is it based on 

duties (such as Kant’s categorical imperatives) or rights (such as liberalism) (see Dworkin, 

p.172)? 

 

Most contemporary republicans argue that their interpretation of the republican tradition 

does not require that the already existing values and preferences of a community should be 

taken for granted (Honohan 2002). They argue that nothing in the republican theory 

requires that the existing hegemonic values should be normalised: republicanism does not 

presume prepolitical cultural values that would form the basis for the republic. Cultures and 

identities are not fixed entities, and values and cultural practices can be contested. Instead, 

contemporary republicanism presupposes recognition not just on the legal level, but also on 

the deeper level where the identities and actions of citizens are validated and accepted by 

others in the political realm (Honohan 2002, p.257). In order to achieve a just society, 

republicans argue that mere legal equality is not sufficient. The identities of citizens also 

need to be confirmed at the social or political level. Nevertheless, it has to be remembered 

that the political identity as a citizen is neither the only nor the primary feature of identity.  

 

How does the contemporary republicanism handle the issue of group rights? The solutions 

seem very different depending on which features of republicanism are supported. David 

Miller argues that giving the disadvantaged groups formal recognition in political arenas 

and adopting group specific policies constitutes a threat to the republican society by 

eroding the commitment to the common, national identity. According to him recognition 

politics might actually be counterproductive from the viewpoint of minorities as well 

(Miller 2000). If the position of republicanism that requires a strong community is adopted, 

does a republican state then necessarily become a community that easily excludes a part of 

the people, such as those who are not citizens but still live in the community, or different 

group such as sexual minorities? Honohan argues that even though the republican 
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community presumes that there are special obligations between citizens, the community 

does not have to be defined in relation to the external enemy or the existence of an out-

group (2002, p.285). Instead, the community is defined by the interdependence of its 

members and their consciousness of their shared fate (ibid.). In contrast to Miller’s account, 

Pettit offers a different, albeit somewhat vaguely stated view in his article “Minority Claims 

under Two Conceptions of Democracy” (2000). 

 

Pettit separates between two conceptions of democracy: a thin conception meaning the 

“popular electoral control of government” and a richer conception that he calls the 

“electoral-cum-contestatory control” (2000, p.199). Although it is not very clearly stated in 

the article, Pettit seems to associate the first one with liberal democracy and criticises it for 

not being extensive enough. Instead, he states that minority rights go better with the rich 

conception of democracy that combines the electoral system with the possibility of 

contesting the decisions made. The rich conception refers to Pettit’s neorepublicanism that 

combines the concept of freedom as non-domination and the idea that the actions of 

government “should be guided by all and only the common perceived interests of people” 

(Pettit 2000, p.200). Pettit argues that the question of minority rights does not simply fit in 

with the idea of democratic society, but instead: “special minority rights are inherently 

countermajoritarian in character” (2000, p.202). Therefore the justification of the special 

minority rights is problematic in the first model of democracy. Special minority rights also 

differ from the other, regular countermajoritarian rights, such as the right of free speech, 

since they are addressed only for the members of a minority group, not for all members of 

the society (ibid.). Regular countermajoritarian rights are easier to justify, since they seem 

to be essential for the functioning of the democracy: it is hard to see how an electoral 

democracy could function if the freedom of speech would be overridden by electoral will 

(Pettit 2000, p.204). According to Pettit, these constraints set the boundaries for the 

electoral democracy, and therefore are essential for it.  

 

Pettit argues that special minority rights are, however, incompatible with the electoral 

democracy, though they “might have a powerful moral appeal” (Pettit 2000, p.204). The 

electoral model requires first free periodic elections, second full and equal electoral 

standing for all, and third a collective sovereignty of the people (ibid, p.201). According to 
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Pettit, the claims for special rights are incompatible, because they seem to conflict with the 

principle of equal treatment of all citizens, as well as the sovereignty of the people (ibid, 

p.201). Special minority rights look like “democratically unmotivated constraints on 

majority will” (ibid, p.211). 

 

Instead, Pettit argues that his model of two-dimensional democracy or “electoral-cum-

contestatory” model can better accommodate group rights. Under the two-dimensional 

model, there is “no difficulty in seeing special minority claims as a natural part of the broad 

democratic package” (Pettit 2000, p.215). Pettit argues that special minority rights are 

actually essential for the electoral-cum-contestatory model of democracy. According to 

him, there must be certain common interests shared by both the majority and the minority 

or minorities, such as interests in defence, economic prosperity, law and order and so on 

(ibid, p.212). It is nevertheless not a given that despite having the same common interests, 

the interests of all groups would be satisfied in the same way. In order to make sure that 

every member of society will be treated as equals, minority claims should be recognised. 

Not all minorities are similar: there can be various different minorities even within the same 

state, and there may be great variations in their status and position in the society. In some 

cases, the minority culture is respected and valued in a society, but there are also numerous 

cases where the minority culture is suppressed by the rest of the society. Pettit argues that 

by adding one principle to the criticised electoral model: the equal contestatory standing, 

the problem of incorporating minority claims is solved, and despite the fact that special 

minority rights are countermajoritarian in principle, they are not antidemocratic (2000, 

p.215).  

 

Interestingly, Pettit speaks most of the time about “special minority rights”, but when he 

comes to the conclusion, he actually speaks about “minority claims” (Pettit 2000). What 

kinds of rights are in question here? Does Pettit consider some of the minority rights not as 

rights in a strong sense, but rather claim-rights, i.e. expressed in the language of rights to 

make the claims stronger, or does he think that the claimed right is reducible to a more 

fundamental right, such as the right of being treated as an equal? He does not expand on 

this issue more. Pettit does not talk much about how group rights could be connected with 

his republican project; however, non-domination is, according to him, only enjoyed within 
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society, in connection with other people. Non-domination cannot be achieved in isolation. 

According to Pettit, non-domination means the “absence of domination in the presence of 

other people” (Pettit 1997, p.66). Pettit argues that though an individual is always the 

subject of domination, domination is still group-based in character; it often tends to occur 

on the basis of being a member of a group (1997, pp.12-25, 52; Friedman 2008, p.250).  

 

Besides Pettit, republicans haven’t paid much attention to the issue of group rights. There 

are mentions of minorities and specific vulnerable groups of people within societies and 

how a society should be treating everyone as equals, but few go deeper or present a theory 

of minority rights; mostly the issues handled are different conceptions of freedom or 

common interest. Nevertheless, if the analysis stays at a very sketchy level, then 

republicanism does not have anything very interesting to say about the issue of group 

rights, at least not yet.  

 

Republicans have, however, opposed the widening differences between income levels. That 

offers another viewpoint on the issue of minorities, since the minority groups are often 

poorer than the average majority and might live in the rural areas where the income level is 

lower than among the majority. Distribution of wealth connects with the power relations 

within society and therefore affects the status and position of minorities too. As Tully 

states: “…identity-related struggles have effects on the realm of distribution of power and 

resources (below), and, conversely, struggles over distribution are also always struggles for 

recognition” (2004, p.87). In order to achieve equality, republicans argue that material 

conditions for equality need to be taken into consideration as well (Honohan 2002, p.141). 

Since freedom is not just the absence of interference, but a status as an equal citizen, in 

order to work republicanism requires that the material inequalities between citizens remain 

relatively small. Compared with liberalism, republicanism seems to allow less diversity in 

income and social rankings within society. However, this view does not say anything about 

the political claims of the minority groups and cannot therefore fully answer the question of 

minority rights. Also, it is difficult to say how exactly this would differ from the account of 

egalitarian liberalism. It seems that the project of contemporary republicanism is still in its 

early stages, and there remains many unanswered questions. The issue of minority rights 

and the form of the republican state are good examples.  
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The existence of different groups within polities sets challenges to the theories of political 

philosophy. The power relations between different groups and also within them are often 

intricate and require a certain amount of delicacy. Concerning recognition of groups, on the 

one hand there are the individual rights that should be protected, and the rights of 

individuals as members of certain groups on the other. Both aspects capture something 

interesting in the discourses of the construction of a good society. However, it seems that 

conversation between these two viewpoints is difficult because the starting points are so 

different. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

Citizenship is often taken to be self-evident; of course everyone knows the meaning of it. 

Nonetheless, citizenship is an elaborate concept. Every sovereign country has the right to 

grant citizenship and to some extent govern the ways its citizens are expected to behave. In 

antiquity, citizenship was reserved for a few on the basis of their status in society. 

Nowadays it goes the opposite way: citizenship is the guarantee of status in society. 

Commonly the concept of citizenship is defined through the duties and expectations placed 

upon citizens. Despite that, the concept is often not properly explored. Different political 

theories define the concept of citizenship in different ways. For instance, while the 

traditional account of liberal political theory focuses on the rights of citizen, the 

communitarian theories (including some versions of republicanism, but not all) concentrate 

on the duties of citizen as a part of the community, and the discourses about the importance 

of social acceptance focus on demands for equal recognition. From the diversity of the 

accounts of citizenship it follows that there is not a definitive explication of what the 

concept entails. Still, every political theory must have some understanding of the concept. 

The question of citizenship is of concern since it has implications not only for the citizens 

of a polity themselves, but for the others as well, be they citizens of another country, 

representatives of different minority groups or people with no citizenship status 

whatsoever.  

 

In my thesis I have examined the contemporary discourses on citizenship by exploring 

some aspects of the contemporary republicanism, liberalism and ways of grasping the rights 

of groups. Since the republican project is often represented in contrast to liberal political 

theory, I felt it was necessary to make some comparisons. There are various views on the 

relation between liberalism and republicanism; it has to be noted, however, that both share 

the appreciation of political freedom, democracy and free speech.   

 

I have argued that the most common interpretations of the concept of citizenship leave 

some crucial aspects without attention. There is tension between the idea of universal 

human rights and the understanding of rights in local, national and cultural communities 

and this affects how citizenship is understood as well. It seems that in order to truly have 
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human rights, one still has to be a member of a nation-state, since it seems that there is no 

other instance that could guarantee these rights. So the implementation of human rights 

depends on the actions of nation-states. The acquisition of membership is a problem that 

has always interested me. There is something curious in the fact that the policies 

deliberately exclude part of the world’s population from ‘us’. However, without the 

understanding of the concept of citizenship, I feel that it is impossible to answer this 

question, while at the same time the way citizenship is understood seems to form a part of 

the problem. Therefore, the acquisition of citizenship remains a question that could not be 

discussed within the scope of this thesis, while the thought of it is permanently carried 

along in the background.  

 

I have argued that the full concept of citizenship should be seen as containing legal, 

political and social dimensions. The concept can be viewed from all of these three angles. 

The first means that citizenship is connected with certain rights, like the right to vote or 

stand for election, the right to property and so on. In most societies, the law guarantees 

these rights to every citizen. Then there is also the social dimension, which can be said to 

be as important as the legal one: the recognition of equality and identities of others. The 

importance of the social dimension is emphasised by those who argue that citizenship is 

socially constructed, and in order to have all the rights guaranteed by law, individuals need 

also to be recognised as equals by their fellow citizens. A good example of the importance 

of recognition is the status of indigenous minorities in most of the liberal democracies, let 

alone in the less democratic countries. Even though the representatives of minorities have 

in principle the same legal rights and duties, in many cases the rights have not been fully 

realised. Finally, there is the political dimension, meaning the importance of citizens’ 

participation in the society, which I discussed in connection with the contemporary account 

of republicanism. 

 

The challenge with these three aspects of citizenship is, however, that they are difficult to 

discuss under one heading. Different theories or discourses of citizenship each approach the 

subject from different starting points, which make reconciling them sometimes hard. The 

fundamental questions theories try to answer may differ radically depending on the theory. 

There is antagonism if not outright conflict between liberal and republican accounts, as well 
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as between the idea of group rights or recognition and liberalism. And depending on which 

writers you turn to, there is a potential conflict between the demands for recognition and 

republican thought as well. Some of the disputes may be appreciated just as 

misunderstandings or differences in tone, but even if this point is taken into account, there 

remains sure incompatibility between the discourses due to different worldviews behind 

them. I have argued that all the discourses, nevertheless, while lacking other aspects of 

equal weight, reach something important about the concept of citizenship. Therefore I 

defend the view that all the angles, social, legal and political, should be considered when 

discussing citizenship. 
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