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There is no edition that brings together all the writings of Sidney. For that 
reason, the Discourses Concerning Government (1996b) will be quoted by 
chapter and section, followed by the page of the edition curated by Thomas 
West in 1996 and, when necessary, contrasted with the base edition of 1772 
(Works) and with the original by John Toland, published in 1698. The Court 
Maxims (1996a) dialogue has only one edition in its original language since 
the text was only discovered in the 1970's by Blair Worden. Thus, what 
follows is the dialogue number contained in the manuscript, and the page of 
the edition by Hans W. Blom, Eco Haitsma Mulier, and Ronald Janse. There 
are two texts that Sidney wrote in partnership. One of them is England's 
Great Interest, in the Choice of This New Parliament (2002), with William 
Penn. Although there is no author indication in the edition of the political 
writings of William Penn used here, we follow the guidance of Jonathan 
Scott (1991, p. 135) that the text would have been written with four hands. 
The other one, Sidney's only publication in life, was written with William 
Jones, and the publication contained in the compilation State Tracts of the 
Reign of Charles II, published in 1689, will be the one used. Two other texts 
are edited only in appendices of other books, also used here. Of the 106 
letters attesting the authorship of Sidney, 69 were published in numerous 
and scattered editions (Scott, 1991, p. 361-362). Therefore, the bibliographical 
references have the indication of each letter consulted, except the 
collections whose citation carries only the initial and final years of the letters 
contained therein. All letters will be quoted in the body of the text, by date, 
followed by the page of the referenced edition. References to the other texts 
will be provided in the bibliographical references, prioritizing the collection 
The Works of Algernon Sidney, published in London, in 1772. In that single 
volume publication, the pagination is restarted with each text, so references 
to the pages can be repeated. 

In order to facilitate the identification of works by other authors of that time, 
due to the number of editions, such as, for example, the ones by Hobbes, the 
title and, where applicable, the number of the part and referred chapter, 
followed by the page of the reference edition, will be inserted. If more than 
one edition of the same work is used, the year of publication of the citation 
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in question will be provided. When the original language is not used as the 
main reference, as in the case of Grotius, the citation and the reference to 
the title will be made in the language consulted. Writings contained in 
compiled editions of texts, such as Filmer's and Milton's, will have a precise 
indication of which text is addressed in the act of citation and, in the final 
references, only the edition used. 

Machiavelli's works will be quoted as follows: The Discourses on Livy 
(Discorsi), according to the book, chapter, and line, following the edition 
established by Giorgio Inglese in 2010, The Prince (Il Principe), quoted by 
chapter, and line, following the edition also established by Inglese in 2013 
(I have made some changes in the both English translations). All the other 
works follow the markings of the edition of the complete writings 
established by Corrado Vivanti in 1997, with the due page. Any other 
references, including other editions of the Discorsi and Il Principe, will be 
indicated with the traditional academic standards. 

Due to the number and dispersion of the existing editions of documents, 
pamphlets, and intervention texts, with or without knowledge of authorship, 
they will be indicated precisely in the bibliographical references, and also 
in the act of citation, in order to facilitate the understanding and 
identification. 

Finally, regarding the spelling of proper names and words with archaisms, 
we will respect the letter of the texts of the editions used, even when there 
are significant variations or when the person in charge of the edition 
modernized the writing. When inserted in our own writing, we will keep the 
most current uses in English of proper names, such as Algernon Sidney. 
With regard to verbs and common nouns, when treated in the original 
language, to mark the use of the word by the author in question, we will also 
keep the spelling of the edition used. 

Other bibliographic clarifications, as well as works that are not in the final 
references, when necessary, will be made throughout the text or in notes. 

 

 

 

 



PREFACE 
 
 
 

It has become quite common for us to watch Occidental politicians today 
defend their attitudes or propositions as “republican” to refer to the fact that 
they foment the public good of the population, while respecting the laws of 
the country1. Despite the distrust with which many of those statements are 
received by their hearers, the fact is that the use of terms concerning the 
“republic” and “republicanism” has become commonplace in ordinary 
language. To be “republican” is a synonym of good things in politics, of 
something to be cherished and respected. As it is often happens in cases 
such as these, the diffusion of central terms into political language is 
accompanied by a dispute, often intense, about their legitimate meanings 
and which actors are allowed to incorporate them into their political identity, 
which produces a complex polyphony and an ineradicable instability in its 
usual senses. 

We could briefly say that, while a term remains central to political language 
and participates in the definition of legitimacy of the practices and 
institutions that make up common life, it will be the object of a fierce dispute 
and suffer from inevitable polysemy. That is the case, for example, of terms 
like democracy or freedom, to mention the most notorious ones. And it 
could not be otherwise, for such words are semantic complexes of many 
meanings, which uses not only describe the world, but prescribe as it should 
be, even if the actors who mobilize such terms are not always aware of it. 
For that very reason, the more the perspectives that constitute opinions in 
the public world need a given term to assert themselves as legitimate or 
better, the stronger and more indecisive will be the controversy surrounding 
both its usual and academic definition. That is what constitutes a 
fundamental concept in politics, by difference of other words that can have 
univocal meanings. The possibility of a clear and distinct definition of a 
concept that is fundamental to political and social life only becomes 
possible, therefore, when the term has ceased to serve the agonist practice 
of social actors at a given time, which is not to say that the same term cannot 

 
1 Although in United States “republican” can mean a member of the political party, 
I refer here a tradition of thought that defends the respect of the public, the moral 
behavior of the citizens and agents of the state.  
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come to the fore once again in controversy at another time. 

The term “republic” most definitely falls to the latter case. Although it has 
constantly visited the Brazilian and Occidental political vocabulary over the 
last decades, its meaning seems to be stabilized to refer to a form of 
government, such as it appeared in the Constitution of the Federative 
Republic of Brazil of 1988, with a content legitimized by the plebiscite 
carried out on April 21, 1993, in which voters were called to choose the 
form of government – monarchy or republic – and the system of government 
– parliamentarism or presidentialism. However, the practical experience of 
democratic political life from that moment on seemed to require 
complements to that meaning of “republic” to insofar as advances were 
accomplished in the claim for respect for the public thing and the interest in 
the common good when conducting public affairs. That phenomenon has 
become particularly sensitive in the intensification of the demands of 
citizenship and democratic participation that accompanied the criticism of 
the emptying and the limits of the representativeness of the traditional 
instances of parliamentary life. 

This was naturally not an exclusively Brazilian phenomenon. Already in 
1969, when analyzing the demands of the radicalized student movements of 
that time, Hannah Arendt called the attention to the fact that the clamor for 
a “participant democracy” was the “only positive slogan” that had become 
“common denominator of the rebellions from East to West”. The slogan, 
though marked by a “shyness in theoretical matters, strangely contrasting 
the bold courage in practice”, had as its double address both the Western 
democracies on the verge of losing “even their representative function to the 
enormous machines of parties that do not 'represent' their affiliates, but their 
officials” and “Eastern one-party bureaucracies, which exclude participation 
in principle”.2 

Arendt pointed out that the proposition had its roots in what was best in the 
revolutionary tradition – “the system of counsel” – which she considered to 
be the always defeated, though the only authentic, result of contemporary 
revolutions. But the search for the theoretical foundation of participatory 
models and active citizenship has found many other sources from which to 
draw inspiration, besides the modern revolutionary tradition. Historical 
studies on the republican traditions of politics and freedom from the 
classical world to the time of the Italian Renaissance, on the theoretical 

 
2 ARENDT, Hannah. Da violência. In: ______. Crises da República. São Paulo: 
Perspectiva, 1973. p. 108-109. 
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foundations of the American and French republics, and the speculations of 
a clearly normative character around “deliberative” or “participatory” 
democracy, have proliferated since the 1960s and gained intellectual 
autonomy from the most immediate political issues, but they nevertheless 
failed to inform contemporary critique of the ethical and political limits of 
representative democracies and politics in general. 

In Brazil, at least since the 1980s, several academic efforts have associated 
historical research and theoretical reflection in the sense of incorporating 
classical and modern republican traditions into the contemporary discussion 
of politics. The growing academic sophistication in this field is well-
known.3 The book by Luís Falcão that the reader has in hand is part of this 
tradition of investigations that associates history and political theory and 
brings a beautiful work on one of the least known republican aspects 
(particular in the Brazilian perspectives), the English one, and about the 
even lesser known English republican formulator of the seventeenth 
century, Algernon Sidney. 

Specific studies on English republicanism have as their international 
benchmark the publication, in 1945, of the pioneering work of English-
language professor Zera Fink (1962) on the classical republicans. They were 
later developed by historian Caroline Robbins (1978), in the early chapters 
of her 1961 book on the eighteenth-century Commonwealthman and gained 
high fame with the works of John Pocock (2003) and Quentin Skinner.4 

Luís Falcão (2013c), who in his master's degree discussed the theories of 
the republic in Machiavelli, Montesquieu and James Madison, sought in his 

 
3 Significant in this direction was the constitution of the group Republics, at the end 
of the 1990s, which brought together academics from different institutions and from 
the various areas of the human and social sciences, such as Heloísa Starling, José 
Murilo de Carvalho, Luiz Werneck Viana, Maria Alice Rezende de Carvalho, 
Olgária Matos, Renato Janine Ribeiro, Sérgio Cardoso, Wander Melo Miranda and 
me around the theme of republicanism and produced two pioneering books on the 
theme: Bignotto (Org., 2002) and Cardoso (Org., 2004), both edited by the UFMG 
Press. For an overview of the various traditions of republicanism, see the collective 
work also published by the UFMG, Bignotto (Org. 2013). 
4 Of the many works of John Pocock I refer, especially to: The Machiavellian 
moment: Florentine political thought and the Atlantic republican tradition (2003) 
and of Quentin Skinner's many to the collection he edited in partnership with Martin 
van Gelderen, in two volumes: SKINNER, Quentin; GELDREN, Martin (Ed.). 
Republicanism: a shared European heritage. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002. 2v. 
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doctorate in Political Science at the IESP (UERJ), whose thesis was 
defended in February 2015, to recognize the specificity of English 
republicanism, especially from the readings of Harrington and Sidney. His 
research, re-elaborated and partly presented in this book, was developed 
focusing on the permanence of Machiavellian formulations in English 
republicanism, especially regarding the theme of the relevance of conflict 
to the existence of political freedom, and shows us how Sidney's political 
thought was elaborated in continuous and tense dialogue both with the work 
of the Florentine, and with the theories of modern Natural Law. A work of 
great animus, of rare investigative disposition and excellence, Luís Falcão's 
book teaches us a lot about this extraordinary 17th century English political 
thought, and we will find in it a wealth of arguments and meanings of the 
concept of republic and of the field of republicanism that contribute for the 
more judicious understanding and elaboration of democratic politics in the 
contemporary world. 

Marcelo Jasmin – PUC/Rio de Janeiro 
Rio de Janeiro, May 27, 2016. 

 

 



PRESENTATION 
 
 
 
This book is the result of my doctoral thesis in Political Science, The 
reception of Machiavelli in the republicanisms of James Harrington and 
Algernon Sidney, defended in February 2015, at the Instituto de Estudos 
Sociais e Políticos (IESP), under advising of Professor Marcelo Jasmin. The 
work aimed, as its title tried to formulate, to research the foundations of 
Machiavellian republicanism in the thought of James Harrington and 
Algernon Sidney. It was convenient that these were the authors, as it will 
soon be explained, by the surprising proximity of their political theories, 
partly understood by the same historical context, notwithstanding the 
unquestionable and profound differences of their intellectual foundations. 

Authors less known in Brazil, even by scholars from several subjects which 
have political reflection as an object, Harrington and Sidney have gained 
prominence in international academic circles, particularly in view of the 
recent increase in interest in republicanism. In the thesis, I tried to show the 
theoretical aspects properly, and the contextualist explanations were only 
left as marks of internal coherence of the ideas of the authors when 
indispensable. The present book, however, is not a simple transposition of 
the part of the thesis referring to Sidney. Rather, it is a slightly shortened 
reordering of that part. 

I have sought here to reduce to the utmost the commentaries on the 
intellectual origins that Sidney used, which took significant space in that 
work, so that many primary sources were suppressed, as well as the contrast 
of the different editions of Sidney's texts and all the part concerning 
Harrington. In specific situations, when argumentation required, I kept brief 
explanations or indications in footnotes. In the specific case of Machiavelli, 
although many quotations and background interpretations were cut, I kept 
it due to the very essence of the study, but I suppressed commentators as 
much as possible. It is not, however, a comparative investigation of two or 
three authors and, in this book, it is not even about Sidney's reception of 
Machiavelli. It is about the central hypothesis of this work, namely, that 
Sidney's republicanism develops in the tenuous and often antagonistic line 
that separates modern theories from natural law and Machiavelli's thinking. 
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I have also reduced the dialogues with Sidney's commentators in such a way 
that I attempted to produce a more pleasant and less detailed reading 
experience when suspiciously prolix. Some conceptual modifications or 
precisions were made to incorporate the suggestions and critiques of the 
examining board to whom now, once again and always, I thank deeply. 
Despite those changes, I wanted the arguments to remain unchanged. The 
organization of the chapters and sections follows the original order, the 
effort that of building a logical chain of Sidney's thought, from the more 
general and abstract arguments to the more specific and concrete ones of his 
republicanism. I reaffirm, as it is common practice, that responsibility for 
interpretations is entirely mine. 



GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
The issues that guide this book began to be considered in the final phase of 
my master's dissertation, defended in 20101. The object of that work was a 
comparative study between Machiavelli, Montesquieu, and Madison, 
regarding the concept of republic and the employment of the definition and 
its central characteristics in each of these authors. It seemed to me very clear 
that the three of them divided the realistic perspective elaborated 
fundamentally by the first, however, with the contribution of the other two, 
the republic would gradually turn into republicanism, moving away from 
the customary Florentine use of republic as a form of government. 
Notwithstanding the sharing of some of the most vital terms of republicanism, 
Montesquieu and especially Madison would include very particular ways of 
observing the republican regime. 

In his praise of the English Constitution, the Baron de La Brède claimed that 
that country was a republic that hid behind a monarchy, just as he 
recognized certain attitudes of kings and despots as republicans. Add to that 
the well-known set of categories of Montesquieu, the climate, the territory, 
the religion, the commerce, the habits and customs, that push a country 
towards a certain institutional direction. For Madison, the precise definition 
of a republic underwent the fact that it was a regime in which the scheme of 
representation was present, and which, moreover, obliterated any factious 
advance. The perspective of these authors drew attention because it is not 
necessarily related to some of the traditional definitions of republic, such as 
mixed government and rule of law, although these are elements equally 
defended by them. The gap between the republican understanding of 
Montesquieu and Madison and that of republic with clearly defined 
institutional criteria gave rise to a binary interpretation between a given 
form of government and a way of governing that, although strongly 
compatible with each other, may be treated, analytically, as distinct 
definitions. 

As the study progressed, it became increasingly clear to me that the two 
perspectives did not imply a divergence regarding the way in which politics 

 
1 The dissertation was published in a book (Falcão, 2013c). 
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was addressed. Both Montesquieu and Madison were equally indebted to 
Machiavelli and to realism. The French Enlightenment and the process of 
American independence were completely permeated and, one can say, 
mostly linked to the matrices of justnaturalism from a large group of authors 
with whom they both dialogued. Still, natural law is peremptorily rejected 
by them. It was also noted that some of Machiavelli's masterly terms, 
stemmed from his evaluation of ancient Rome, hit the thinking of 
Montesquieu and Madison, with the striking prominence of praise to 
political conflict. The correlation between the rejection of natural law and 
the defense of the conflict was suggested as one of the central hypotheses 
of that work, but it should have a sociological or historical accomplishment 
in the fundamental political institutions. Only from then on, the Greek way 
of thinking governments, fundamentally Aristotelian, would need to be 
highlighted. 

The study of the criticisms and comments directed at the characters with 
whom the dialogue was engaged, with the proper highlights for Hobbes in 
the case of Montesquieu, and Jefferson in the case of Madison, and the 
institutional implications took precedence over the more abstract concepts. 
In this way, it has been confirmed that it is a characteristic of jusnaturalism 
to preclude, with few exceptions, subjects such as the form of government 
and the rule of law 2 . These were aligned with the sociological set of 
Montesquieu, or with the narrowly precise Madisonian definition of 
republic. Precisely some of the central terms that defined republic and 
republicanism – by sociology or juridical definition – were the same ones 
that did not find echo in the jusnaturalistic authors with which the dialogue 
was carried out. At that moment, I took up my Pocockian predisposition for 
those three thinkers. In fact, Pocock's (2003) central thesis does not 
highlight a necessary theoretical distinction between republicanism and 
natural law, but one cannot lose sight of the fact that the authors who are 
keen on such perspective are virtually absent from the voluminous 1975 
publication3. 

 
2 At that time, as well as during the development of this study, I did not accept a 
priori the interpretation that, necessarily, modern natural law implies a distance from 
republicanism or that both concepts are mutually incompatible. The topic will be 
discussed here in detail. 
3 It is evident in Pocock’s work the highlight for the Aristotelian categories of forms 
of government and the political nature of men who, later reformulated by Polybius 
with his theory of historical cycles of government, would have Machiavelli as its 
high point in modernity. Over the centuries, Machiavelli's interpretation of the 
English and American revolutions would give the final outline to the republican 
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From then on, the studies were freed from certain authors and became an 
investigative predisposition about republicanism as a whole. Clearly, it was 
inconsistent with a scholarly work defined in the form of a thesis to address 
the greatly vast body of thinkers who have been repeatedly classified as 
Republicans. This initial scope that eventually resulted in the work at hand 
was a fruitful exercise of repetitive analytical testing of possible employments 
of republicanisms. In the face of the objectivist imperative, it was sought to 
consider the issues in such a way that they fit into specific objects, 
simultaneously, keeping in sight the current hypothesis that the Pocockian 
thesis denies jusnaturalism (Cromartie, 1998). 

Instead of taking for granted the widely accepted differentiation between a 
humanist and Renaissance framework, which has Machiavelli as its main 
figure, and that of natural law originated in modernity, in which Grotius and 
Hobbes stand out, conforming the two modern traditions that are often in 
contradiction, the task of seeking approximate evidence has been accepted. 
The clearest divergence rests on the praise of political conflict, which, by 
definition, sets aside the need for the contractualist consensus based on 
natural law. Thus, after an evaluation, this work had a real beginning under 
the banner of the following question: does Machiavelli's strong thesis 
regarding conflict (Pedullà, 2011), which sustains its republican matrix, 
inevitably contradicts natural law theories? It was clear that in order to seek 
answers, the initial question should be moderately broadened: is modern 
republicanism necessarily contradictory to natural law theories? 

It has become commonplace to point out that from the original Hobbesian 
concept of liberty, along with the variations of contractualism, the central 
theoretical aspects of modern liberalism have been derived. Thus, the 
liberal-jusnaturalist perspective would be refractory to republicanism. 
Studies contrary to that ambivalence, on the other hand, have been 
sporadically arising in the academic setting. To mention only two, we 
highlight the Natural Law and the New Republicanism, by Michael P. 
Zuckert (1994), and Fra Repubblicanesimo e Giusnaturalismo, by Gabriella 
Silvestrini (2008). The first has in Locke an important point of inflection in 
the republican ideas that changed the course of its history, telling, thus, a 
republican tradition alternative to that of Pocock. Silvestrini (2008), on the 

 
model of the West. Behind this narrative is the fact that such republicanism, despite 
temporal and geographical varieties, would be based on the use of human history 
and experience. What is intended to draw attention in this work by Pocock is his 
silence before authors committed to natural law and, therefore, averse to the use of 
history. 
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other hand, sets as a starting point the central authors of modern natural law 
– Grotius, Hobbes and Pufendorf – in order to interpret Rousseau's 
republicanism in the face of his own definition of a republic as a rule of law. 

One complex aspect of those approaches, which we will soon face, lies in 
the very definition of republicanism. In a counterintuitive way, this work 
operates with the more restrictive definition of republicanism, which 
includes the most striking features – mixed government, rule of law, 
division of powers, absence of heredity, isonomy, concept of liberty 
alternative to that of physical freedom, civic values, virtue, and participation 
– in such a way that the broader definitions are equally applicable, provided 
they are not opposed or mutually exclusive, of course, which is rare and 
debatable. But one of the few peaceful points among scholars lies in the fact 
that they recognize in Machiavelli an important point of inflection and one 
of the most, if not the most, influential modern contributions to 
republicanism. The scope of repercussion of his work is such that the 
trajectory of Machiavellism has become an isolated object of studies and 
disputes. 

Bearing those issues in mind, the investigation continued attentive to the 
confrontation between the Machiavellian and anti-Machiavellian aspects, 
and it was not surprising that the authors generally framed as republicans 
but who also mobilize the categories of natural law tend to reject the basic 
formulations of Machiavelli. To name a few examples from the English-
speaking world, John Milton, Joseph Priestley, Richard Price, Thomas 
Jefferson, John Adams, and Thomas Paine, who are acknowledged 
members of republicanism, according to, for example, Philip Pettit (1997, 
2012, 2014), virtually become silent before the Florentine and his themes. 
That way, the problem gained more robustness insofar as it defended the 
basic concepts of modern republicanism without considering the 
Machiavellian formulations. The proposal of Marco Geuna (1998), with 
which I only had contact in 2013, proved to be very fruitful and adequate to 
the studies. According to Geuna, the variability and complexity of modern 
republicanism hampers a simultaneously precise and useful definition. For 
that reason, he proposes a study based on “families” that would group 
together on certain issues. Among them, the Machiavellian themes of 
conflict and conquest deserve prominence. 

It was then found that Sidney fit into the restrictive definition of 
republicanism, but without giving up innumerable and important commentaries 
on Machiavelli, either negatively or positively. His positionings on natural 
law were also a necessary criterion in our choice of object of study. In the 
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initial issues that confronted Machiavellism and jusnaturalism, the primary 
question introduced was that they conformed to the definition of 
republicanism used here4. The purpose of this shift was to give greater 
consistency to the study and to delimit the object. 

This formal framework naturally has many limitations and possible 
inaccuracies that will be dealt with throughout the text. But it should be 
borne in mind that this research was conducted based on the theoretical 
conformation of Sidney as a republican thinker. What this publication 
proposes as a contribution to the studies on republicanism is not only the 
theoretical-conceptual detailing of this author's thought, a task that has 
already been performed a few times, but rather the way in which he equates 
modern natural law, predominant among his contemporaries, and the ever-
remembered republicanism of Machiavellian orientation. 

This work of political theory, with very few exceptions, will not hold on to 
the historical context or to biographies. On the other hand, it intends to 
control and limit, as far as possible, the logical incongruities arising from 
readings that completely neglect the intellectual environment that was 
available to the author. Therefore, the analyses that focus on critiques and 
receptions from other authors will be prioritized only when, at some level, 
they are indispensable for the theme under analysis. 

Next, as an introduction to the author, some key points of Sidney's political 
thinking will be discussed in order to theoretically locate the themes that 
follow. The first part of the book, divided into three chapters, deals with 
Sidney's jusnaturalistic system, its theories on the law of nature and natural 
law, on human nature and its earthly condition. The second part, also 
divided into three chapters, explores the concepts related to the republican 
regime, paying attention to the differences and congruences with 
Machiavelli's republicanism. Aiming to clarify Sidney's position in the light 
of the 17th century's jusnaturalism and the republican tradition, in their 
different conceptions, each one of the two parts has an introduction that aims 
to summarize the theoretical development of natural law and the different 
meanings of republicanism, respectively. Finally, the work has a brief 
conclusion. 

… 

 
4 It is worth remembering that I did not set out to build a definition or a concept of 
republicanism. The effort focuses on collecting the most accepted and influential 
definitions in order to group them in a systematic way. 
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Algernon Sidney was born in 1623, son of the second Earl of Leicester, 
Robert Sidney, and Dorothy Percy, daughter of the ninth Earl of 
Northumblerland, in the castle of Baynard, in the city of London. He grew 
up in the luxurious estate of the family, Penshurst Place, in Kent, south of 
the capital. From a very young age, he received rigorous classical education 
in which authors from the Roman antiquity were preponderant. At the age 
of 13, he accompanied his father to a diplomatic mission to Paris, a journey 
that lasted more than six years. At the time, the young Algernon, by 
determination of Robert Sidney, attended the Huguenot school circles, 
which brought him in contact with an ample political literature in frank 
development in France. In those years, the Swedish ambassador to Paris had 
a close relationship with the English representative, and although it is not 
known whether Algernon had met him in person or not, his thoughts would 
surely have a profound influence on the political theory of the mature 
Sidney. It was nothing less than Hugo Grotius (Scott, 1988, p. 57). 

They returned to their homeland in the fateful year of 1642, just as the 
English Civil War spread throughout the territory (Hill, 1980, p. 110; 
Worden, 2009, p. 37). By that time, Sidney already felt mature enough, as 
he once revealed (Sidney, 1772, p. 12), to position himself favorably to the 
Parliament, to the common rights of humanity, and against corruption and 
arbitrary power. His republican features were already drawn in that context. 

At the age of 20, he began his military career, when, following his father 
and under the command of his elder brother, he served as captain against 
the Irish rebels. Months later, Sidney began to exhibit fatigue and frustration 
with military life, particularly as he compared it with the years of Parisian 
diplomacy (Ewald, 1873 vol. 1, p. 104; Scott, 1988, p. 83). Upon returning 
to London in 1643, the two brothers were arrested by Parliament's military 
forces, accused of defending the king. But the occasion offered Algernon 
the opportunity to join the rebels and fight the monarch (Scott, 1988, p. 83-
85). Some achievements in battles have earned him, along with the title of 
colonel, the reputation of a dedicated and competent military. As early as 
1645, he became governor of different districts and an important leadership 
of the Long Parliament (Scott, 1988, p. 86-88), when the forces of Charles 
I were diminished. Once he was imprisoned, Sidney vehemently opposed 
his execution, which took place in 1649. 

During the first moments of Cromwell's rule, Sidney did not show off much. 
He spent much of his time at the Penshurst house concerned about the 
family's financial situation. However, when the Council of State was 
established that same year, he returned to London and joined the Rump 
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Parliament until 1653, when it was dissolved by Cromwell (Scott, 1988, p. 
102-103). Set aside from public life for six years, Sidney took over the post 
of ambassador to Denmark and Sweden after the Rump Parliament was 
restored in 1659. The post solved a difficult issue in the relationship between 
Sidney and other parliamentary leaders. Although there was no longer any 
doubt as to his republican position, it was delicate to keep in a prominent 
position someone who had opposed the King's execution (Scott, 1988, 
Chapter 8). Thus, a diplomatic representation abroad conferred him a 
position to the height of his military fame but distanced him from the daily 
agenda. The following year, with the Stuart Restoration accomplished, the 
parliamentary solution would fit monarchy perfectly, so that Sidney lived 
for 17 years abroad, but now, as an exiled man. 

In that period, he was accused of conspiracy and regicide by the Stuarts and 
refused to ask the royal family for mercy. In part, the concern was justifiable 
since he had engaged in various disputes across the continent. Between 1660 
and 1663 he lived in Italy, but he visited Holland, Flanders, and Switzerland 
for a long time. In Rome, he contacted the Catholic intelligentsia; in Venice, 
he learned the Republican myth of the Serenissima (Scott, 1988, p. 155). It 
was in Italy that Sidney expanded his studies on the Renaissance in general, 
and Machiavelli specifically, with access to various works in their original 
language. These were certainly his quieter years (Scott, 1988, p. 151), which 
might seem unusual in the face of a deep Protestant sentiment within a 
Catholic ambiance. It is not implausible that his attachment to tolerant, 
political, and religious causes has roots in this stay. He then moved to 
Holland, where he probably wrote Court Maxims. As if he expected a 
Republican outcome to the crisis of his country, since he did not admit the 
end of the Civil War (Nelson, 1993, p. 20), Sidney was preparing to 
compose the government. In parallel to his political meditation, he sought 
to organize, in the Netherlands and France, military and financial forces to 
invade England and overthrow Charles II, which caused some concern to 
the monarch. But Sidney failed. 

In 1677, Sidney sent a formal request to the king asking him to grant him 
an indulgence in order to return home to take care of family matters, which 
he was promptly granted. With the death of his father, the family's financial 
situation worsened significantly, and with it, the dispute with his brother for 
his inheritance marked his first months of return to England (Scott 1991, p. 
93-99). It was not long before he became involved in politics again. He ran 
for a seat in the Parliament but was not elected. Again, his public 
engagement took place by private means. Sidney developed a deep 
friendship with William Penn, founder of the province of Pennsylvania, 
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with whom he would write one of his texts5. 

The discussion regarding the royal succession was a problem with which 
political actors were confronted. Known as the Exclusion Crisis, the 
Parliament's defense of the exclusion of Charles II's catholic brother James 
from the throne, along with the attempted regicide in 1678, were factors that 
justified the persecution of any republican predispositions. In that context, 
numerous pamphlets accusing royal absolutism were published in London 
and identified as evidence of treason. On the other side, proponents of the 
absolute right of kings would posthumously publish the Patriarcha, written 
by Robert Filmer decades earlier. In response, important political texts 
emerged, among which the Discourses Concerning Government, by Sidney. 
Accused of conspiracy, which Sidney always denied, the government 
claimed that the Discourses manuscript was the missing evidence. Judged 
and convicted, Sidney was executed in 1683. 

Sidney's life and work reflect quite accurately the ever-present tumult of his 
time. In part, his biography, despite the various exaggerations to make him 
a true Whig hero, is aligned with mastery to his writings. Known as the main 
formulation of “Good Old Cause”, that is, the defense of Protestantism 
against the growing Papism among the Stuarts in the 1680s, nothing less 
than the rescue of the republican discourse and practice of 30 years earlier 
would be acceptable (Robbins, 1947, p. 267-268). Added to this was the 
unrestricted defense of the parliament to the detriment of the crown. Sidney 
toured Europe for as long as he lived in his country; his causes centered on 
the whole continent rather than England (Scott, 1991, p. 268, Pocock, 1994, 
p. 930). In Rome, he lived with important Catholic cardinals, when he also 
made his first contacts with counterreformation literature (Scott, 1988, p. 
148). His fidelity to Protestant matrices, setting aside the theological and 
practical diversity which that involved, was not able to stop the reception of 
important Catholic thinkers against whom the theologians of his own 
religion wrote. On the other hand, he did not avoid criticizing anyone when 
his causes were under threat. From one end to the other of the tension 
between reformers and Catholics, Sidney never stopped choosing the 
interpretation that opposed arbitrariness. 

The unity built between parliamentarism and Protestantism on the one hand, 
and the legitimacy of governments on the other, was centered on a 

 
5 It is debatable whether Sidney had an active participation during the composition 
of the Pennsylvania Constitution, a province founded by Penn. See Nelson (1993, p. 
21) and Scott (1988, p. 216-217; 1991, p. 181). 
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historically constructed union which was not necessarily mutually 
compliant. Whether Sidney perceived such theoretical barrier and, silently, 
implemented such a perspective, is not the object of this work. But the 
ferocity with which he attacks Filmer's Patriarcha allowed him to shift his 
aim to the most diverse targets, thus including the use of Protestantism and 
Catholicism (Houston, 1991, p. 68-69). The subject of parliament, on the 
other hand, contributes to his theory in a secondary manner, since in “an 
assembly of men”, to stay with the words of his contemporaries, an absolute 
regime can reside (Robbins, 1947, p. 289; Worden, 1985, p. 15-16). 
However, in terms of routine concerns, Filmer's intellectual critic grants 
space to the politically engaged citizen. Several letters from Sidney clearly 
express their constant concern about the maintenance of the English 
Parliament and of other European nations in order to curb the ambition of 
the monarchs and keep the regime free. This distinction between the 
intellectual Sidney, author of the huge Discourses, and the political actor 
Sidney is only a difference of degree. The subjects are fundamentally the 
same, but they are posed distinctly according to each circumstance (Hamel, 
2011, p. 41). 

Sidney is less concerned with patriarchy and its genealogy than with 
absolutism of any kind (Davis, 1981, p. 691; Robbins, 1947, p. 283)6, the 
true cause of human disgrace, corruption, and the decadence of civilizations. 
The attacks on Filmer might as well be directed at others, and, in a sense, 
they were. It is plausible, though difficult to prove, that Sidney chose his 
enemies before his allies. The impulse which the clashes gave him – at wars, 
in travels, in parliament, and in writings –formed the necessary pinching of 
the elements which were at his disposal for any of those undertakings. In 
this sense, Filmer did not play a prominent role in his work, even though he 
was the maximum incentive for the Discourses. For that, a slight 
comparison of the explicit counterpoints to the author of Patriarcha with 
the development of the theoretical content per se is sufficient; this goes well 
beyond refutations. 

From the point of view of the modern canon of political theory stricto sensu, 
the Discourses seek inspiration in thinkers who were Filmer's targets in the 

 
6 Sidney's interpretations that focus more on context and his biography tend to 
observe the quarrel with his older brother for the dispute over the benefits of his 
father's nobility, Robert Sidney, and, when dead, his inheritance, as an important 
mark of Algernon's position so radically opposed to patriarchy. This reading is not 
only plausible, but well-founded in the light of his life (Scott, 1988, p. 61-62). 
However, we will focus this study on its arguments and reflections. 



General Introduction 
 

10 

Patriarcha, with prominence to George Buchanan, Robert Bellarmine, 
Francisco Suárez, and Hugo Grotius (Hamel, 2011, p. 43; Scott, 1991, p. 
16; Scott, 2004, p. 110; Ward, 2004, chapter. 1). On the other hand, the work 
laterally dialogues with the ambivalent sources of the more mature Filmer, 
like Hobbes, and frontally attacks the theories of Jean Bodin7. Sidney also 
adds the contractual origins of the Vindiciae contra Tyrannos in its form of 
consent of the ruled with respect to the ruler, but he is silent in the face of 
the criticism of the unknown author of Vindiciae to the “false and 
pestiferous doctrines of Niccòlo Machiavelli the Florentine” (Brutus, 2004, 
p. 8; I). With respect to Machiavelli, although the Patriarcha does not use 
it, Sidney at certain moments opposes him to Filmer, while in others, he 
contrasts them in similar level. There is no textual evidence that Sidney had 
access to other of Filmer's writings. But the Patriarcha's publication in 1680 
was made in conjunction with the author's other well-known texts, including 
The Anarchy of a Limited or Mixed Monarchy, in which lies the criticism of 
the mixed government of the Discorsi, while at the same time seeking to 
exempt the Florentine from any link with the recognition of the existence of 
a mixed monarchy (Filmer, 1991, p. 134). This Filmerian ambivalence 
toward Machiavelli, even with the improbable knowledge of the text by 
Sidney, will be reproduced by him. 

In other texts, such as the Court Maxims and the Just and Modest Vindication, 
the sources are less explicit, notwithstanding the first quoting Machiavelli, 
Grotius, and Hobbes8 (Sidney, 1996a, p. 11; I). Regarding the second, the 

 
7 Sidney's use of Bodin can be read in two ways. First, from the two quotations that 
occur in his writings. In the Discourses (1996b, p. 567) and in A just and modest 
vindication of proceedings of the two last Parliament (Sidney and Jones, 1689, p. 
184), the author of Les Six Livres de la République (Bodin, 1986) is treated only as 
an authority of historical knowledge, as also, but not only, does Filmer. Second, 
from the theoretical reception, especially with regard to absolutism, made by Filmer. 
In the first case, there is no difficulty for Sidney to accept his statements; in the 
second, he is the target of harsh criticism, always brought up by Filmer. Scott (1988, 
p. 19; 2004, p. 337) suggests that there is a strong denial of the concept of 
sovereignty from the French thinker. 
8 In the Court Maxims dialogue, the origin and meaning of the characters' names 
(Philalethes and Eunomius) still seems to be a mystery. We find no commentator 
who has considered this point, beyond the comparison with the reason of state with 
the first, to which many refer. Eirenaeus Philalethes was also the pseudonym of the 
well-known alchemist who, among his publications, had that of 1655, in London, 
Observations upon Anthroposifia Theomagica and Anima Magica Abscondita. 
Based on Aristotelian categories, the work discusses central concepts of magic, soul 
and body, form and matter, the classification of animals and various biblical 


