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The Republican Regime and Peace in Montesquieu

AIKO Yuichi

Abstract The republic has often been associated with peace in the study of
International Relations (IR). Immanuel Kant’s famous dictum that the republican
regime is inherently pacific is a prime example of this association, but his is not at
all the only voice that was heard among his contemporaries. Montesquieu, another
famous political philosopher in the eighteenth century, also proclaims that “the
spirit of republics lies in peace”. IR scholars have, however, paid little attention to
this claim, leaving it largely unexamined so far. This paper tries to fill in this gap; it
also aims to establish a theoretical basis to re-consider the issue of the republican
regime and its external foreign policy.

Unlike Kant, Montesquieu did not consider the republic per se to be of a peaceful
orientation. His claim is rather that the nature of the republican regime is
incompatible with a militant foreign policy and, in this light, it needs to be peaceful.
This claim of Montesquieu comes from his oft-cited theorem that the republican
regime should be small in size. “Virtue” — the moral quality that prioritizes public
interests over individuals’ private interests— is the necessary principle that, he
argues, makes the regime smoothly function, but this quality is readily lost among
its people when the republican state becomes larger in territory. The republic must
refrain from being aggressive in its external relations for this reason. It is required
to keep peaceful relations with other states; and, if not, it would not be able to
sustain its own republican regime.

To be sure, history is full of examples that show the republic does not always
follow this pattern. Ancient Rome is a prominent example of this tendency and, in
fact, its subsequent development into the Empire had led many republicans before
Montesquieu, such as Machiavelli, to believing that the republic is inherently
militant and expansionist. Montesquieu, on the other hand, maintains that the
Roman experience was the mere product of historical coincidences and has no
correlation with its regime type. He however admits that the republic is not free
from the danger of collapsing into despotism and therefore suggests, though only
implicitly, that some preventive measures are to be taken to sustain the regime.
What he proposes as these measures are the following three: to form a “federal
republic” in which small republics unite themselves to enlarge their defensive
forces against external aggressors; to keep the free and “moderate” constitution of
the republican regime in which powers are divided; and to maintain the equal
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society through the spread of the “spirit of commerce.”

Today many scholars, including some IR scholars, argue that “republicanism” is
a promising alternative to the dominant liberal ideology and defend it as a means to
reinvigorate modern societies. This debate is, however, relatively silent on the
issue of external relations of the republican state, which is surely an area to which
IR scholars should contribute. Montesquieu’s argument on the republic and its
external relations could be a good starting point in this respect; it could give some
fruitful insights for further discussions on the issue.

Key Words: Montesquieu, the republic, peace
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