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ARTICLE

How political is Republicanism? Walking the fine line 
between moralism and realism
Dorothea Gädeke

Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies, Utrecht University, Utrecht, Netherlands; 
Department of Philosophy, University of Johannesburg, Johannesburg, South Africa

ABSTRACT
‘Politics comes first’. This commitment to an approach to normative theorizing 
that avoids controversial moralistic assumptions lies at the heart of Richard 
Bellamy’s defence of republican intergovernmentalism. However, a closer ana-
lysis of his argument for the primacy of politics reveals a tension in his account: 
In seeking to avoid a moralist approach, he seems to be torn between a Kantian 
Republicanism and a Williamsian Realism – while still holding on to some 
moralist intuitions. I show how this creates ambiguities on each of the three 
steps of his core argument, the distinction between legitimacy and justice, the 
defence of non-domination as the standard of legitimacy and the institutional 
proposal of a republican intergovernmentalism. And I propose to solve them by 
strengthening the Kantian Republicanism side of his approach, which, or so 
I will argue, can walk the fine line between moralism and realism. While – on my 
reading – this Kantian Republicanism already forms the heart of Bellamy’s 
account, it would require adjusting the realist conceptual framework on 
which he relies. And so my proposal is meant as an invitation to engage the 
underlying and intriguing question that Bellamy’s account raises: in what sense 
and to what extent is republicanism – whether of a Kantian or any other kind – 
a political political theory?

KEYWORDS Kantian republicanism; justice; legitimacy; non-domination; primacy of politics

Introduction

‘Politics comes first’. This commitment to an approach to normative theoriz-
ing that avoids controversial moralistic assumptions lies at the heart of 
Richard Bellamy’s defence of republican intergovernmentalism. He starts 
from the claim that in light of the fact of reasonable pluralism, assessing 
and adjudicating claims of justice impartially presupposes political institu-
tions, in which such claims can be subjected to public processes of justifica-
tion. Hence, the core normative issue is how to specify the standard of 
legitimacy that such institutions need to meet. Second, he defends the 
republican notion of non-domination as providing precisely such an account 
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of the conditions under which a particular view of justice can legitimately 
inform public decision-making. Finally, he argues that the institutional 
arrangement that best supports non-domination is a republican intergovern-
mentalism, that is, an association of sovereign states, which itself is not 
sovereign. That this is the best way to realize non-domination is both 
a normative claim and a claim about how best to interpret the European 
Union.

The primacy of politics is of crucial importance in both respects. 
Normatively speaking, it supports the particular model of cosmopolitan 
statism that Bellamy defends: by putting the equal right of individuals to 
be part of legitimate political institutions centre stage, it assigns normative 
weight to existing states which already realize this requirement while call-
ing for an international framework to safeguard their sovereignty. 
Regarding the empirical application to the EU, it addresses the problem of 
how to account for the legitimacy of EU political decision-making by 
redirecting attention to the procedural, input, dimension of legitimacy, 
which had for a long time been neglected in favour of a focus on sub-
stantive output legitimacy – resulting in a technocratic vision of European 
integration which is increasingly criticized for its democratic deficit 
(Bellamy, 2019, pp. 1–3).

With his defence of the primacy of politics Bellamy also highlights 
a characteristic of republican theorizing that arguably sets it apart from 
most liberal approaches. Liberal political philosophy tends to focus on 
specifying substantive normative principles that could guide political deci-
sion-making, especially in the realm of distributive justice. With its core 
concern about dominating forms of power, the republican tradition of 
political thought, in contrast, redirects attention to starting from actual 
political practices – that is, from their dominating nature as well as their 
potential for establishing and maintaining practices of non-domination. This 
entails a commitment to leave the articulation of specific substantive prin-
ciples of justice to this non-dominating practice.1 Moreover, building on 
a decidedly Kantian defence of the necessity of political institutions for 
establishing claims of justice impartially and conclusively, Bellamy situates 
his account within what Philip Pettit has called the Franco-German tradition 
of republicanism (Pettit, 2013) – an approach to whose actualization 
Bellamy himself has contributed significantly (Bellamy, 2007).2 While the 
Italian-Atlantic tradition, on which Pettit’s neo-republicanism draws, is argu-
ably slightly closer to a liberal account of politics in that it conceives of the 
state as akin to a third power charged with realizing non-domination in 
a way controlled by citizens (Pettit, 2012), Bellamy defends a stronger 
participatory account based on popular sovereignty which casts the citi-
zenry as governing itself through the state – and thus places even more 
emphasis on the crucial role of politics.
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I am very sympathetic to Bellamy’s republican approach and his emphasis 
on its political nature, to which my own work is certainly indebted. Hence, in 
my contribution to this symposium I wish to further engage with this core 
aspect of his republican intergovernmentalism. I will argue that his defence of 
a primacy of politics reveals a tension in his account: In seeking to avoid 
a moralist approach, he seems to be torn between a Kantian Republicanism 
and a Williamsian Realism – while still holding on to some moralist intuitions. 
I will show how this creates ambiguities on each of the three steps of his core 
argument, and propose to solve them by strengthening the Kantian 
Republicanism side of his approach, which, or so I will argue, can walk the 
fine line between moralism and realism. While – on my reading – this Kantian 
Republicanism already forms the heart of Bellamy’s account, it would require 
adjusting the realist conceptual framework on which he relies. And so my 
proposal is meant as an invitation to engage the underlying and intriguing 
question that Bellamy’s account raises: in what sense and to what extent is 
republicanism – whether of a Kantian or any other kind – a political political 
theory?

On the relation between justice and legitimacy

Bellamy starts from the claim that given reasonable disagreement about 
justice, any commitment to norms of justice requires specifying the kind of 
political community that would allow identifying and realizing such norms. 
Hence, or so he argues, the notion of justice needs to be situated within an 
account of legitimacy so that ‘politics comes first’ (Bellamy, 2019, p. 53). This 
defence of the primacy of politics rests on a sharp distinction between the 
concepts of justice and legitimacy: justice refers to the moral entitlement of 
individuals to be treated as substantively equal in some respect – vis-à-vis 
each other and the political institutions to which they are subject – whereas 
legitimacy refers to the entitlement to be treated as procedurally equal, and 
thus specifying the conditions of rightful rule (Bellamy, 2019, p. 56). Following 
Pettit (Pettit, 2012, 130f). Bellamy emphasizes that while potentially comple-
mentary, they may come into conflict: namely, when a legitimate political 
process produces unjust outcomes or when an illegitimate political process 
produces a just outcome, as, for instance, in the case of a benevolent dictator-
ship (Bellamy, 2019, p. 57).

One way to solve this tension is to treat legitimacy as a component of an 
account of justice. As an example of such a ‘moralist’ view, Bellamy 
engages with Valentini’s defence of a substantive threshold of justice the 
denial of which would on any reasonable theory of justice be deemed 
inconsistent with equal moral respect (for instance, marked by Human 
Rights); only beyond this threshold would reasonable disagreement 
about further principles of justice occasion the need for legitimate political 
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procedures. Bellamy, however, argues that this threshold itself cannot be 
established independent of such political procedures as ‘[a]ny claim of 
justice . . . can only be legitimately made within a political context. 
Ascertaining the validity of a claim and what it practically entails cannot 
be decided by the claimant alone but implies its acceptance by those 
against whom the claim is being made’ (Bellamy, 2019, p. 59). Appealing 
to a Kantian defence of an omnilateral political authority as a precondition 
of administering justice, Bellamy emphasizes that without legitimate poli-
tical institutions, there simply is no impartial way of establishing what 
justice requires: ‘Outside politics, there can be no rights or justice, but 
merely competing and conflicting assertions of rights and justice’ (Bellamy, 
2019, p. 60).

This Kantian point seems in line with the political constitutionalism he 
has defended in earlier works. It seeks to avoid imposing a controversial 
normative judgment on others and emphasizes citizens’ ongoing political 
practice of constantly renegotiating the rules under which they live, 
including the very constitution on which this political practice rests; in 
fact, this is what constitutes their civic freedom (Bellamy 2007). Yet, while 
in earlier works Bellamy’s account implied a sort of second-order commit-
ment to the ‘right to have rights’ (and to the rule of law and legislative 
supremacy regarding the specification of these rights (Bellamy 2007; 
Bellamy, 2013)), he now gives it a decidedly realist twist. Following 
Bernard Williams, he maintains that the primacy of politics goes ‘all the 
way down’ (Bellamy, 2019, p. 60); even matters of basic justice cannot be 
cast as pre-political constraints of justice as they are also subject to 
reasonable disagreement. In other words: Bellamy solves the supposed 
tension between justice and legitimacy by subsuming justice entirely 
within an account of legitimacy.

This realist perspective serves as an effective critique of substantive 
accounts of justice such as Valentini’s. However, it also calls into question 
Bellamy’s own starting point that justice and legitimacy may come into 
tension. For how can we even know whether an outcome is just if there is 
reasonable disagreement on matters of justice, including basic justice? If 
Bellamy’s claim that politics goes all the way down is taken seriously 
along realist lines, justice and legitimacy cannot be in tension because 
legitimacy is a precondition of establishing what justice requires. Whether 
or not an outcome is unjust simply cannot be established independently 
of a legitimate political process. And hence, an illegitimate political pro-
cess cannot produce just outcomes just as a legitimate political process 
cannot produce unjust outcomes since it is only this process itself which 
can establish what justice requires. Bellamy, however, seems to want to 
hold on to more than a pure proceduralism that refrains from providing 
criteria for assessing the outcome of a political process. And as I will argue 

CRITICAL REVIEW OF INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL AND POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 607



in the next section, the Kantian republican side in his account does 
provide resources for that; yet, it also calls into question the realist 
conceptual framework on which his core argument rests.

On the status of the claim against domination

Having situated the notion of justice within an account of legitimacy, Bellamy 
emphasizes that the normative core of his account of republican international-
ism is not a criterion of justice but rather one of legitimacy. Principles of justice 
are subject to reasonable disagreement and thus, give rise to the demand for 
legitimacy, which expresses the claim to be treated with equal respect in 
a procedural rather than a substantive sense. And this is what, according to 
him, the republican notion of freedom as non-domination does: with its focus 
on relations of power it expresses precisely this concern with the preconditions 
of debating different norms of justice in a way that accords equal respect to all.

But how exactly does the ideal of non-domination avoid the problems 
that plague substantive accounts of justice? How do we know which 
claims against domination are justified and which are not? After all, 
there are also competing interpretations of the notion of domination. 
For instance, Frank Lovett’s formal account of domination (Lovett, 2010) 
would not cast a rule of law-based colonial system as dominating while 
stronger material accounts of domination, such as Pettit’s (Pettit, 1997), 
certainly would. Moreover, domination might take very different forms, 
especially in the private realm. How about domination in the economy: do 
claims against structural forms of power, such as market dynamics qualify 
as claims against domination? And how does domination in the economic 
sphere or other social realms such as the family relate to the idea of 
domination as the criterion of legitimacy vis-à-vis state power? Can we 
establish impartially whether domination obtains and what kind of pro-
cedures are required to address it without already presupposing a political 
context in which these issues can be settled in a legitimate way?

These questions point toward a deeper issue: What is the normative status of 
the claim against domination? On the one hand, Bellamy seems to assume that 
it expresses a fundamental moral claim to equal respect, namely the claim to be 
a right-bearing member of a political context. And he emphasizes that in 
expressing the right to have rights, it results in a ‘moral obligation’ on the 
part of states to uphold it (Bellamy, 2019, p. 14). On the other hand, Bellamy 
emphasizes that the primacy of politics goes all the way down; it does not only 
apply to specifying rights in a given political context but also to matters of basic 
justice, including the most basic moral rights (Bellamy, 2019, p. 58). Hence, if the 
claim against domination is to serve as an overarching criterion of assessing 
institutions, it cannot be a fundamental moral right; otherwise it would itself be 
subject to reasonable disagreement. But what then is it?
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Elsewhere, Bellamy has clarified that he conceives of non-domination as 
a justificatory principle (Bellamy, 2021, p. 487). As such, it is distinct from 
principles of right conduct such as substantive principles of justice or basic 
rights. Following Rawls, Bellamy thinks of such substantive principles of 
justice as fact dependent; they need to take into account the fact of pluralism 
as well as the considered judgments of those to whom they are supposed to 
apply. As a justificatory principle, the claim against domination, it seems, is 
not factually grounded in this sense. But is it really independent of the fact of 
pluralism – and if so, in what sense? Would non-domination matter even in 
a world beyond the circumstances of politics?

The answer depends on which paradigm prevails in Bellamy’s account. For 
while both Kantian republicanism and Williamsian realism might be said to 
start from the fact of disagreement (see Bellamy, 2019), they interpret this 
starting point differently. Bellamy seems to assume that a world beyond 
politics is indeed conceivable; he quotes Engel’s notion of replacing the 
‘government of persons’ with the ‘administration of things’ as an example 
(Bellamy, 2021, p. 487). This point reflects a realist perspective for which the 
fact of disagreement is a matter of actual disagreement that requires being 
resolved, practically speaking. Hence, however unlikely, for realists a world 
beyond politics is indeed a possible one – though one, in which the principle 
of non-domination loses its significance, for its normative role, pace Bellamy, 
is precisely to address the circumstances of politics.

For a Kantian republicanism, however, the fact of disagreement is an essen-
tial aspect of human life, for a normative reason: no one may claim normative 
authority over another. From this point of view, the issue is not whether there is 
actual disagreement that would be overruled by using uncontrolled coercive 
power of the state. The issue is whether disagreement could be overruled 
whenever it arises. This is why the ‘administration of things’ will remain dom-
inating if it lacks effective mechanisms of counter-power for the persons 
subjected to its rule – and why even a world in agreement remains a political 
one. In that sense, for Kantian republicanism, the circumstances of politics go 
deeper than the realist side of Bellamy’s account suggests.

At the same time, however, Kantian republicanism provides a stronger 
grounding for the claim against domination itself. It does so by distinguishing 
two levels of justice – without, however, succumbing to a substantive, ‘moralist’ 
approach. Rather, it conceives of basic non-domination as specifying the social 
conditions of the possibility of justifying any further claims of justice in a non- 
dominating way (see Bohman, 2005; Forst, 2001, p. 172; Gädeke, 2017, chap-
ter 4). Despite the procedural nature of this argument, basic non-domination 
does imply substantive conditions, including distributive ones. For instance, 
a longstanding republican concern has been that economic dependence 
severely limits to what extent one is taken seriously as speaking one’s own 
mind. Hence, basic non-domination requires some (contextualized) form of 
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economic independence in order to avoid such distortions of public discourse. 
But such implications of the claim against domination are neither cast as 
uncontroversial pre-political substantive constraints on political decision- 
making nor as subject to disagreement and hence, potentially up for grabs. 
They express the preconditions for a political process that allows assessing any 
further substantive claims in a non-dominating way – and thus, they are 
inherently political, in Bellamy’s sense.

In fact, this Kantian republican picture seems in line with treating non- 
domination as a justificatory principle. However, it would require some concep-
tual shifts, away from the realist conceptual framework. For on this Kantian 
picture, the claim against basic non-domination is itself a claim of justice because 
it expresses and realizes the status as an equal normative authority as 
a precondition of assessing and realizing claims of justice. As such, it is 
a fundamental moral claim, albeit one which is inherently political in that it 
calls for an omnilateral political authority that makes it possible to establish 
practices of justice. Responding to the circumstances of politics (in a Kantian 
sense, that is, to the equal claim to normative authority) by realizing the basic 
claim against domination is itself a matter of justice; indeed, it is the first question 
of justice (see, Forst, 2013). Hence, for a Kantian republicanism, the primacy of 
politics is the primacy of the question of political justice, not the primacy of 
(legitimate) politics over justice.

In fact, for a Kantian republicanism, it is misleading to conceive of justice and 
legitimacy as potentially conflicting concepts – though for different reasons 
than from a realist point of view. As Bellamy rightly emphasizes, there is no way 
of realizing justice without satisfying this basic claim against domination. An 
allegedly benevolent dictatorship cannot be just as it cannot be justified by 
those subjected; the denial of normative authority cannot be compensated by 
mere material benefits. But similarly, a political system cannot be deemed 
legitimate in a normative (rather than a purely descriptive sense) if it violates 
this basic claim of justice. Pettit, whom Bellamy follows with his sharp distinc-
tion between justice and legitimacy, conceives of such a legitimate but unjust 
state as one that realizes public non-domination while still being marked by 
private domination (Pettit 2012). Yet, even alleged ‘private’ forms of basic 
domination between citizens (as opposed to public domination of citizens by 
the state), have a structural dimension and are, thus, inseparable from the 
question of political power (Gädeke, 2020a). This is precisely why social 
power calls for establishing political institutions. Thus, Kantian republicanism 
neither treats legitimacy as a component of a substantive account of justice, 
nor does it subsume justice under a procedural account of legitimacy. It walks 
the fine line between moralism and realism by defending a primacy of the 
political that rests on a fundamental claim of political justice: the claim against 
domination. And this is from where both, legitimacy and substantive principles 
of justice derive their normative force.3
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On external domination and the commitment to democracy

Bellamy, of course, might reject my proposal to solve the tension between 
a Kantian and a Realist reading of his core argument as too close to the 
moralism he seeks to avoid; he might prefer to strengthen the Realist side 
instead – and hence give up entirely on thinking about justice outside 
legitimate political processes. However, on the third step of Bellamy’s argu-
ment, namely regarding the intergovernmental institutions he defends, the 
issue of how to interpret the primacy of politics – and of how far it reaches – 
returns; in fact, the institutional framework he defends for safeguarding non- 
domination raises the question to what extent his own account escapes 
moralist implications that would question the very primacy of politics that 
lies at the core of his argument.

In line with the republican tradition, Bellamy argues that non-domination 
entails a two-dimensional picture of politics: It requires not only non- 
dominating institutions domestically; these institutions must themselves be 
free from external domination that would undermine their representative, 
non-dominating character. And hence, it also calls for non-domination in the 
external relations of political communities. While Bellamy maintains that the 
sources of external domination may be quite diverse, ranging from other 
states to international organizations and powerful corporations (Bellamy, 
2019, p. 67), his proposal for institutional ways of addressing them is strictly 
intergovernmental: ‘states and their peoples must likewise be organised so as 
not to dominate each other and to regulate their interactions in non- 
dominating ways’ (Bellamy, 2019, p. 68). With this focus on avoiding interstate 
domination, he seeks to show how states may retain their capacity to realize 
non-domination through interstate cooperation within an association of 
states which is itself set up in a non-dominating way.

A core characteristic of the republican association of states that Bellamy 
proposes is its commitment to democracy: all member states need to meet 
a threshold of non-domination domestically (Bellamy, 2019, pp. 22, 91); hence 
it is conceived as an association of democratic states. Admitting non- 
democratic states, Bellamy fears, would imply ‘giving a spurious legitimacy’ 
to both domestic domination within that state as well as to its domination of 
the peoples of other members states ‘by imposing terms and conditions of 
membership upon them that they could not be expected to democratically 
endorse’ (Bellamy, 2019, p. 91). This reasoning expresses a concern with the 
role of the association itself in facilitating domination by others. And it reflects 
his view that states have the moral obligation to support democratic struc-
tures of other states (Bellamy, 2019, p. 14). However, Bellamy’s institutional 
solution runs the risk of moving beyond his commitment to the primacy of 
politics (whether of a Kantian or a Realist kind) – towards a moralist account 
that condones domination.
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For limiting membership to democratic states treats not only the commit-
ment to democracy but also the definition of an institutional threshold 
deemed sufficient to express this commitment as settled – at least vis-à-vis 
non-members. But what if a member state questions this view of democracy 
or this assessment of a particular institutionalization? Would that lead to 
exclusion or is this commitment open to renegotiation at least amongst 
members? And if the latter, on what grounds would non-member states, 
qualified as non-democratic, be excluded from this practice of renegotiating 
the terms of mutual engagement? At least from a Kantian republican per-
spective such an exclusionary arrangement seems problematic: after all, one 
cannot simply assume the normative authority to decide unilaterally which 
institutional arrangements qualify as a precondition to act as a normative 
authority on such matters. But also from a more realist perspective it seems at 
least worrisome: can we simply assume, without engaging in a legitimate 
political process that there is no reasonable disagreement about what counts 
as a proper institutionalization of the requirement of non-domination that 
would in turn qualify to take part in deliberations about precisely this ques-
tion? In other words: Doesn’t ascribing to the association the power to set the 
criteria for what counts as democratic risk establishing a power that is itself 
dominating, externally speaking?4

Bellamy might not be too worried about this risk. In fact, he suggests 
that only states which meet the threshold of non-domination and thus 
qualify as representative of their people have a claim against external 
domination in the first place; it is only ‘to the extent member states 
already instantiate such conditions to some degree, . . . [that] they are 
entitled to be treated in non-dominating ways’ (Bellamy, 2019, p. 55). 
This seems to imply that non-member states, which are not minimally 
non-dominating domestically, may simply be dominated externally, by 
other states or, indeed, by the republican association of democratic 
states. But doesn’t that reintroduce a substantive judgment on what 
counts as proper non-domination that overrules the normative authority 
of those subjected to it? Taking the primacy of politics seriously, in 
a Kantian sense, arguably implies that peoples retain a claim against 
collective domination, including a claim to an undominated political 
process of establishing practices of non-domination, even if they are 
currently organized in states that do not realize non-domination domes-
tically (Gädeke, 2016, 2017, Chapters 8, 9). This point not only resonates 
with Bellamy’s commitment to the primacy of politics, whether in 
a Kantian or Realist sense, but also with his emphasis on casting the 
theory of legitimacy for the EU as providing fair terms of cooperation 
between peoples, not individuals. But can it be safeguarded institution-
ally within a republican intergovernmentalism based on an association of 
democratic states?
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To be sure, Bellamy’s defence of a republican association of demo-
cratic states is not necessarily to be understood as a principled one, even 
though limiting the very claim against external domination to represen-
tative states and emphasizing the moral obligations of states to establish 
such institutions point in this direction. One may also read the limitation 
of membership to democratic states as a practical commitment that 
reflects his strategy of moving from existing political structures approx-
imating the requirement of legitimacy to specifying the institutions 
implied by the ideals that partly constitute them. After all, the EU 
which forms the core object of Bellamy’s inquiry, is an association of 
democratic states. Yet, this leaves open whether it may evolve towards 
a more inclusive process of defining membership criteria. And thus, even 
on such a more pragmatic reading, the question still remains: How much 
space for autonomous political processes does his political account of 
republican intergovernmentalism leave?

Notes

1. I do not mean to suggest that liberal political philosophy does not take political 
practices into account at all but rather that the role that they play in normative 
theorizing differs between liberalism and the republican tradition of political 
thought (see, also Gädeke, 2020b on this point). I am grateful to an anonymous 
reviewer for pushing me to clarify this point.

2. See, however, Bellamy (2016) for an argument that casts the Italian-Atlantic 
tradition as complementary and secondary to the continental-Rousseauian (or 
Kantian) one.

3. One might read Williams in a way that aligns more closely with a Kantian 
republican picture: According to his critical theory principle, ‘the acceptance 
of a justification does not count if the acceptance itself is produced by the 
coercive power which is supposedly being justified’ (Williams, 2005, p. 6). While 
this principle is more vague and less demanding than the principle of non- 
domination, it does point into a similar direction.

4. For an analysis of the conditions under which this is indeed the case, see, 
Gädeke (2017), esp. chapter 9.
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