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J. G. A. Pocock published his monumental study on “the Machiavellian Moment and Atlantic Repu-
blican Tradition“ in 1975.1 The field of history of political thought in the English-speaking world has 
been profoundly transformed ever since. In the vivid words of Joyce Appleby, “the recent discovery 
of republicanism as the reigning social theory of eighteenth-century America has produced a reaction 
among historians akin to the response of chemists to a new element.“2 However, most of the deba-
tes triggered by Pocock‘s seminal work focused either on the relative importance of liberalism and 
republicanism3 or on the difference between humanist and jurist modes of discourse in early modern 
times.4 These debates, though very important in their own right, neglected the potential of republi-
canism as an institutional alternative to both “capitalism“ and “socialism.“ I propose to explore in this 
brief paper the potential of republican thought for our institutional innovations in the 21st century.

Why have I chosen this topic?

The justification for my choice is twofold. The first is textual, the second political. The textual justifi-
cation is that Pocock himself has hinted that republicanism can be viewed in contrast to “capitalism“ 
and “socialism,“ though not exactly in these terms; the political justification is my engagement with 
the current ideological debates in China, which lends a sense of urgency to the search for institutio-
nal alternatives to both “socialism“ and “capitalism“ as these terms are traditionally defined and used 
in today‘s global ideological discourse. After the tragedy of September 11, this search becomes ever 
more critical, since the distorted elements of truth in Islamic fundamentalism reflect the frustrations 
felt by people with regard to conventional “capitalism“ and “socialism,“ as vividly illustrated in the 
letter sent by Khomeini to Gorbachev in January 1989.5

Pocock‘s interest in republicanism as an alternative to “capitalism“ can be gleaned in his characteri-
zation of the role of property in the republican vision: “The citizen possessed property in order to be 
autonomous and autonomy was necessary for him to develop virtue or goodness as an actor within 
the political, social and natural realm or order. He did not possess it in order to engage in trade, ex-
change or profit.“6 Clearly, this republican vision of property is quite different from the conventional 
definition of “capitalist“ property, which emphasizes unrestricted transfer and accumulation as the 
crucial feature of property ownership. Pocock even states that “Bourgeois ideology,“ as a matter of 
historical fact, “may never have fully won“ its struggle for existence.7

Pocock‘s interest in republicanism as an alternative to “socialism“ can be seen in the last chapter of 
The Machiavellian Moment, where he argues that “The quarrel between civic virtue and secular time 
has been one of the main sources of the Western awareness of human historicity.“8 “Socialism,“ in 
Pocock‘s view, represents a static moral polemic against the historical change along the “capitalist“ 
road. To be sure, Pocock acknowledged that republicanism shared this static vision with socialism. 
However, from his argument that “republican theory“ is an “early form of historicism,“ I assume that 
what Pocock really wants is to develop a dynamic version of republicanism for modern and postmo-
dern times.



On the political motivation behind my choice of topic, I would like to emphasize that the dichotomy 
of capitalism versus socialism is more confusing than illuminating in understanding the current sea 
change in China. Can we say that today‘s China is moving toward “capitalism,“ as seems to be the 
consensus of the Western Left and Right? The answer depends on what we mean by “capitalism.“ 
Deng Xiaoping once said, “we do not know what socialism is.“ In fact, we might add, “we also do 
not know what capitalism is.“ In his monumental work on the history of modern civilization from the 
15th to 18th century, Fernand Braudel confessed that he might have written the entire book without 
using the word “capitalism.“9 Indeed, the word “capitalism“ seems too broad to be useful for analy-
zing today‘s China.10 Should we say the corporate shareholding system is inherently “capitalist“? If so, 
how do we make sense of the historical fact that J. S. Mill argues for the General Act of Incorpora-
tion with limited liability for shareholders in front of the British Parliament in 1850 on the basis of its 
supposed capacity to promote workers‘ cooperatives?“11

After all, American “legal realism“ in insisting that “ownership“ is not a single right, but a “bund-
le of rights“12 which can be rearranged to regulate changing social relations.13 The vocabulary of 
“bundle of rights“ makes it possible to break away from the Stalinist conception of socialist owner-
ship as having only two possible types, namely, “state ownership“ and “collective ownership.“ The 
Chinese Communist Party‘s 15th Congress did exactly that by allowing cross-stockholding between 
state shares, legal-person shares, and individual shares. It opens up the possibility of enlarging and 
democratizing the stakeholders of the bundle of property rights in corporations. Of course, it also 
leaves room for corruption and misappropriation of public assets. In a sense, we are witnessing today 
a Chinese “Augustan“ age.14 It is here that both hope and danger for China lies.

I am still in the early stages of working out the institutional innovations required by a dynamic repu-
blicanism. But to give a hint of the kinds of institutions I am thinking of, let me take the example of 
the republican vision of property as the basis of autonomy and security. Obviously, in today‘s world, 
both in China and the West, it is impossible to revive the Harrington type of landownership as the 
basis for individual autonomy. This vision of landownership was a static version of republicanism to 
begin with. However, we could introduce a modern and dynamic version of Harringtonian property: 
the “social dividend.“

The idea of the “social dividend“ is first proposed by James Meade, a British economist who won the 
Nobel Prize in 1977. In Meade‘s program, every citizen is paid a tax-free social dividend according to 
the citizen‘s age and family status but without any other conditions.15 Two basic reasons for institu-
ting the social dividend are: (1) the promotion of equality by providing everyone with the same basic 
unconditional income; (2) the reduction of risks by providing some part of income that is unaffected 
by variations required by flexibility in the labor market. The intuitive core of the idea of a social divi-
dend lies in the attempt to replace the demand for job tenure by an enhancement of the resources 
and capabilities of the individual worker-citizen.

One of the advantages of a social dividend over the conventional social-democratic policy of a “con-
ditional benefit“ is that the former improves the incentives of the recipient for accepting low-earning 
jobs. This may look counterintuitive at first sight, because an “unconditional social dividend“ seems 
not to reduce the incentive to accept low-wage jobs (in comparison with conditional benefits based 
on unemployment). However, Meade nicely demonstrates that intuition to be wrong with the follo-
wing simple example: “a recipient of a Social Dividend of 80 supplemented by a Conditional Benefit 
of 20 will have an incentive to take outside earnings so long as those earnings after deduction of In-
come Tax are greater than 20; but if he or she had relied for the whole 100 on a Conditional Benefit, 
there would be no incentive to accept any outside earnings less than 100.“16



How could the regime of social dividend be financed? In the context of today‘s Western world, Mea-
de envisions five stages of reform to the tax system, the final stage being socialization of 50 percent 
of national assets as a source of revenue for financing the social dividend. However, he argues that 
“the government plays no direct part in the management of the partnership enterprises or other 
private concerns the capital of which it owns indirectly. There is a free and very vigorous competitive 
capital market and Stock Exchange on which private individuals and institutions freely deal in respect 
to the 50 percent of the real assets of the community which they own. The government invests its 
ownership of the other 50 percent of the community‘s real assets in competitive unit trusts and simi-
lar competitive investment institutions which merge the government‘s fund with the private funds in 
the search of a high yield on the funds so employed.“17

Obviously, this mechanism of financing a social dividend almost amounts to a revolution in the West, 
because as Meade himself emphasizes, “at present in the typical capitalist economy the State far 
from being a new owner of capital assets in fact is often on balance a debtor to the private sector of 
the community.“18 In light of this fact, I will not discuss the feasibility of instituting a social dividend 
in the West.19 But I cannot help pointing out to the people of postcommunist countries, especially 
China: Hey, here is your comparative advantage in institutional innovation!

The trick of history is this: given the failure of privatization to generate broad public support, the pace 
of its implementation remains slow in China. As a result, many firms‘ assets are still partly in state 
hands. At this juncture, if the Chinese people decided to pursue James Meade‘s program of the social 
dividend, the chance of its success would be greater than in the West. Would the Chinese people do 
it? The real constraint is not material. It is spiritual in nature: Will the people and the leaders of China 
and other postcommunist countries have the courage and the vision to establish new institutions so 
far unseen in the world? It is here that a fertile field for the development of a dynamic republicanism 
for the 21st century may be found.20

So far, I only use the example of a “social dividend“ to illustrate how we might transform the republi-
can vision of property as the basis of autonomy and security into a workable institution under con-
temporary conditions. The limit of time does not allow me to discuss many more issues of dynamic 
republicanism, such as the relations between republicanism and empire/globalization, and between 
republicanism and “mixed constitution.“21 I only hope I have aroused your interest in searching for al-
ternatives to the conventional versions of “capitalism“ and “socialism“ and, in this search, you might 
consider republicanism as a tentative starting point.
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