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Recent scholarship has demonstrated that public opinion was a centerpiece of nineteenth-
century liberal theories of representative government in Britain and France." William Selinger has
shown that for Benjamin Constant, Madame de Staél, and John Stuart Mill, public opinion should
determine the composition of the elected assembly and which ministry held power.” Meanwhile,
Gregory Conti has emphasized how, for key Victorian liberals, invocations of rule by opinion served
to justify the exclusion from the suffrage of those who lacked a distinctive, informed political
viewpoint.” In this paper, I provide a distinct (yet complementary) perspective on the history and
theory of representative government. I do so by calling attention to an underexplored distinction
between two types of public opinion, focused on different objects: public opinion about policies—
L.e., what laws should be enacted or revised to address a political issue—and public opinion about the
abilities and conduct of elected representatives.

Due to Habermas’s enduring influence, political theorists often think about the first kind:

ideally, public opinion is the result of a rational-critical debate about public policies, which influences
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the types of laws passed in parliament.* However, historians of political thought have stressed that,
for seventeenth- and eighteenth-century political thinkers, public opinion often designated a judgment
about individual character and conduct. Locke wrote about the “law of opinion or reputation,” and
Rousseau, an attentive reader of Locke, reflected on the workings of Zestime publique.

The distinction between two types of public opinion is thus not altogether unfamiliar. But if
we turn to histories of the concept of public opinion in modern European political thought, an
influential narrative holds that some decades before the French Revolution, the original conception
of public opinion as public esteem was supplanted by a rational version centered on debates about
public policies. This shift was critical, Habermas and others have argued, because it paved the way for
the invention of a truly modern, deliberative, and representative form of government in which “an
opinion purified through critical discussion in the public sphere” guides the making of laws.’
According to this account, the concept of public esteem had to be displaced for the liberal theory of
representative government to emerge.

In this article, I wish to nuance this interpretation by showing that, in the aftermath of the
Revolution, at least some prominent theorists of representative government continued to regard
public esteem as one of its core ingredients. I focus on Madame de Staél, for two reasons. First, she

is increasingly recognized as a major early nineteenth-century French liberal thinker and a seminal
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theorist of both representative government and public opinion.” Staél began writing about these
concepts in the 1790s alongside her then-lover Benjamin Constant, who would go on to become an
influential theorist of representative government in his own rights. Second, Staél was an avid reader
of Rousseau. Her first published work was the laudatory Lez#res sur Jean-Jacques Roussean (1788), and she
mentioned him repeatedly in her early writings, though often to distance herself from his political
vision.® One reason for this sustained engagement, I believe, is that Rousseau was a theotist of /estime
publigne. Her writings thus provide an exemplary entry point for understanding how the notion of
public esteem was reconfigured in the aftermath of the French Revolution to make it compatible with
the modern theory of representative government.

Both Rousseau and Staél distinguished between public opinion about policies and public
opinion about individuals. To be clear, this distinction is not stated in such explicit terms by either
author. Although it is my own, I believe it fits the textual evidence and, importantly, helps clarify what
they meant by /opinion publique. One difficulty is that both used the term /'gpinion publigue to refer both
to judgements about policies and judgments about individuals. Part of the clarification, therefore,
involves determining when /opinion publique means ['estime publigue. When they used the term public
esteem, by contrast, it is safe to assume that they had matters of reputation in mind. Elsewhere, I have
examined how Rousseau, Staél and other French theorists conceptualized the policy-oriented version

of public opinion and its roles in lawmaking, from proposing laws to debating bills and contesting
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adopted legislation.” Here, I focus on the other version—/estime publigne—in Staél’s corpus and show
how it emerged from a critical dialogue with Rousseau.

Staél and Rousseau had competing conceptions of lawmaking—ideally through in-person,
direct voting for Rousseau; through elected representatives for Staél. At the same time, Staél agreed
with Rousseau that public opinion, defined as the public judgment of an individual’s abilities and
conduct, acted both as a selective force, deciding which public officials were appointed during elections,
and as a controlling force, tracking officials’ conduct between elections and assigning blame or praise
accordingly. In this way, public opinion incentivized deputies to serve the general interest out of fear
of social reprimand, which could affect their re-election prospects. At the heart of the Rousseau-Staél
debate was whether public esteem could still play its dual political function—identifying capable
candidates for political office and controlling representatives—in large commercial states.

The first section of this paper briefly reconstructs Rousseau’s conception of public esteem.
The second and third discuss what I interpret as Staél’s answer to Rousseau, focusing on two of her
early texts: De [influence des passions (1796) and Des circonstances actuelles qui penvent terminer la Révolution et
des principes qui doivent fonder la Révolution en France (1798-1799)."" We will see that while Rousseau
believed that public esteem tended to be upright in small, austere republican states and corrupt in large
commercial societies, Staél made the case that, in the latter, public esteem could still fulfill its political

roles by adequately combining property, representation, and newspapers.
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Although the core of Madame de Staél’s reflection on public esteem remained remarkably
consistent, she revised aspects of it as regimes changed in France, particularly in light of the political
dynamics she believed could corrupt it. In the fourth and fifth sections, I explore Staél’s analysis, both
in her early texts and her later Considérations sur les principanx événements de la Révolution frangaise (1818), of
how, even in large commercial nations, public esteem could still be distorted by two distinct
phenomena that she associated with the Terror and Napoleon, respectively: “party spirit,” which
produced a divided public and “military glory,” which produced a united but mwesmerized public. In the
fifth section, I turn to the contrast that Staél formulated in Considérations between representative
government in France, where public opinion had been successively fragmented and hypnotized, and
Britain, where “party fidelity” and a free but respectful press had created an impartial public capable of
identifying capable candidates for political office and reflecting on its representatives’ conduct.

In the conclusion, I contrast Staél’s views with those of Sieyes and Constant to suggest that
competing conceptions of representative government in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth century
France can be understood as rival reflections on how to frame public esteem. I also argue that
recovering the central place of public esteem in Staél’s political thought can shed light, by way of
comparison, on the role and potential distortions of opinion in contemporary representative
democracies. Today’s political theorists often adopt a deliberative conception of public opinion
centered on public policies, seeing it as distorted when its contribution to lawmaking is undermined
by disinformation or technocracy. Staél’s account of a distinct type of public opinion points to an
alternative reading of contemporary challenges to representative government, whose publics are

frequently torn between party spirit and blind admiration for charismatic leaders.



Rousseau and lestime publique

Rousseau’s ideal republic was a small city-state where citizens ratified laws in person
(sovereignty) while delegating the task of executing these laws (government) to elected

representatives.''

Under an “elective aristocracy” (Rousseau’s preferred form of government),
representatives should be competent and virtuous. The Dedication to the Second Disconrse described an
ideal republic as one “where the individuals...would...elect from year to year the most capable and
most upright of their Fellow Citizens to administer Justice and govern the State.”"* For Rousseau, the
social force that determined who got elected and according to what criteria was public opinion."
Public opinion was a “law” that encompassed society’s code of conduct and shaped its mores."* The
law of opinion determined, in each community, the kind of individual characteristics and behavior
that were considered acceptable or reprehensible.”” One of the reasons why Rousseau thought that
elective aristocracy was the best government (in addition to keeping sovereignty and government
distinct), was that elections allowed public esteem to identify the most able and worthy candidates to
fill executive offices. In an elective aristocracy, citizens “become magistrates [Rousseau’s name for
representatives tasked with executive functions| only through election, a means by which probity,

enlightenment, experience, and all the other reasons for public preference and esteerr become so many new

guarantees of being wisely governed.”'® Thus, under this form of government, public esteem acted as
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an informal selective force, establishing a ranking among candidates based on talent and merit that
shaped electoral results.

Between elections, public opinion acted as a means of controlling the representatives’
conduct.'” In a well-constituted republic, mismanagement and corruption would be frowned upon.'®
A corrupt representative would see his reputation tarnished, which, in turn would decrease his chances
of re-election. The moral censorship of public opinion, by incentivizing representatives to be virtuous
out of self-interest, ensured that the state was well administered. As Rousseau explained in the Second
Discourse, public opinion was effective because it worked on amour-propre—a “relative sentiment,
artificial and born in Society, which inclines each individual to have a greater esteem for himself than
for anyone else.”"” Paradoxically, amour-propre instilled in each of us a futious desire for distinction that
could only be satisfied by the approbation of others. In Rousseau’s view, this craving for social
approbation could be put at the service of the general interest by encouraging representatives to
execute laws dutifully, thereby improving their social standing, securing re-election, and advancing
their political career.”

The problem for Rousseau was that, in large commercial nations, public opinion was deeply
corrupt.”' The Second Disconrse offered a dramatic account of how public opinion had been perverted
by the advent of property, which made accumulated wealth an object of esteem at the expense of
natural qualities such as honesty and virtue.” In Rousseau’s narrative, public opinion emerged with

the birth of sociability. As families began to live close to each other, “each one began to look at the
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others and to want to be looked at himself, and public esteem had a value.””” Amour de soi—an instinct
for self-preservation—was displaced by amour-propre. The birth of public opinion was significant, for
it created social hierarchies: “People grow accustomed to consider different objects and to make
comparisons; imperceptibly they acquire ideas of merit and beauty, which produce sentiments of
preference.”* After the birth of sociability but before the advent of property, Rousseau believed that
public opinion remained relatively uncorrupted, as it mostly admired natural aptitudes, including
“qualities of mind or soul.”® Originally, all governments were elective, and preference tended to be
“accorded to merit, which gives a Natural Ascendency.”*

The advent of property changed the basis on which public esteem was adjudicated, affecting
both the criteria for selecting leaders and the process by which they were selected. By encouraging
accumulation, property precipitated inequalities of wealth. In the property-based society, Rousseau
lamented, admiration was redirected towards material possessions, independently of individual
qualities.”” Over time, people came to admire wealth and status over natural aptitudes. As a result,
wealth increasingly prevailed as a ground for selecting rulers.” This alteration of public opinion made
it easier for ambitious leaders to “perpetuate their posts in their families.” Electoral offices became
hereditary offices, and public opinion became the firmest foundation for oligarchies.”

In addition to this tendency to admire wealth independently of talent and merit, modern
European states were large, which diluted the force of public opinion and further altered qualities it

valued. Large states reduced opportunities for citizens to see and communicate with each other,
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preventing public opinion from noticing virtue and talent or shaming reprehensible behavior. As
Rousseau observed, “The more the social bond stretches, the looser it becomes.” As a result, in large
states, “Talents are buried, virtues unknown, vices unpunished in this multitude of men who do not
know one another.””" Moreover, because public judgment in large states did not emerge from direct
interactions, it relied on hearsay. This not only decreased its accuracy but also led people to evaluate
others based on conspicuous traits such as wealth or fame. As Rousseau explained in the Leszer fo
d’Alembert, whereas in “small cities” individuals are “always in the public eye,” in large cities, where
inhabitants did not regularly encounter one another, people could more easily deceive others about
their personal abilities and merit. Reputations thus became founded on wealth alone: “in a big city...
morals and honor are nothing because each, easily hiding his conduct from the public eye, shows
himself only by his reputation and is esteemed only for his riches.””

Rousseau believed that public esteem could play its dual role of identifying the best citizens
for public offices and controlling representatives only under very specific conditions. To begin, the
republic should be very small, not only to allow citizens to vote on laws in person in the public square,
but also to allow them to see each other face to face daily, as in his native Geneva. In this way, they
could develop a first-hand, informed opinion of their representatives’ actions and abilities and decide
whether to elect or re-elect them. As he put it, his ideal republic would be “a State where, all the
individuals knowing one another, neither the obscure maneuvers of vice nor the modesty of virtue
could be hidden from the notice and judgment of the Public.”” Additionally, public opinion needed
to be educated by a Lawgiver to ensure that it valued the right kind of characteristics—virtue and

competence—instead of wealth or fame alone. To that end, in the Letter to d’Alembert and the
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Considerations on the Government of Poland, Rousseau recommended establishing a program of civic
education oriented toward cultivating critical judgment, combined with public festivals where citizens
could see each other and compete with one another regularly.’ In these settings, Rousseau held that
citizens would develop a healthy sense of emulation—a form of public spirit, in which citizens sought
to attract public notice by serving the general interest. Finally, to counter the distortion of public
judgment by wealth, Rousseau proposed context-specific policies aimed at reducing economic
inequalities.” In a political community where such inequalities were kept within certain limits,
Rousseau believed that citizens would be more likely to judge representatives based on merit and

36

competence rather than wealth or prestige alone.™ Ideally, wealth itself should be regarded as

unworthy of admiration: in a well-constituted republic, Rousseau wrote, “everyone must live and no
one get rich. This is the fundamental principle of the nation’s prosperity.”’

As we can see, Rousseau’s conditions for public opinion to be a social force shaming
incompetence and corruption while approving skill and virtue were very demanding. Depending on
the political setting, public opinion could favor either upright and competent representatives, as in
small republican states with a stern moral code, or the rule of an oligarchy, as it tended to do in large

commercial nations. One of Staél’s innovations was to invert this contrast, showing that public

opinion could play a positive political role in the latter context.
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Staél’s Answer: Ancients and Moderns

Staél’s first published book, the Lettres sur Jean-Jacques Roussean (1788), was intended as a shining
tribute to the citizen of Geneva. Reviewing some of Rousseau’s key works in turn, including the Second
Discourse, the Letter to d’Alembert, and The Social Contract, she praised Rousseau’s ambition and sagacity
in each. Yet points of criticism are perceptible amidst the compliments. For our purposes, three are
worth highlighting. First, Staél criticized Rousseau’s argument that sovereignty could not be
represented: “I shall venture, however, to reproach Rousseau for not considering as free the nation
that has representatives for its legislators, and for insisting on a General Assembly of all individuals.”*
In a large country like France, laws should be passed by an elected assembly. Second, although Staél
agreed with Rousseau’s comments about the importance of “the power of opinion” and concurred
that it took different forms in small republics and large countries like France, she disagreed that it
tended to be corrupt and ineffective in the latter, though without much elaboration.”® Finally, Staél
admired Rousseau’s praise of virtue: “he knows how, amidst perhaps exaggerated theories, to inspire
just feelings of hatred for vice and love for virtue!” Yet she also suggested that Rousseau was
misguided about the means to instill it.*

In the aftermath of the French Revolution, Staél reiterated her argument, in explicit
disagreement with Rousseau, that a large nation like France required a representative government, in
which elected representatives legislate in the people’s name between elections.”’ At the same time, she

sought to demonstrate in detail, contra Rousseau, that even in a large commercial nation public
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opinion could identify the best candidates for political office and keep representatives in check
between elections. On her terms, “public opinion must be the sovereign power of representative
government.”* To make her case, Staél drew a distinction between how public opinion was formed
in ancient and modern states.

Scholars have shown that the distinction between ancient and modern liberty, which Benjamin
Constant popularized, was first articulated by Staél in the 1790s.* As has been noted, Staél used this
distinction to criticize the Jacobins’ conception of political liberty, which she deemed incompatible
with the modern desire for individual independence.* What has received less attention, however, is
that she also used the distinction to argue that the forms through which public esteem was expressed,
as well as its objects of admiration, had changed over time. These changes, she contended, shaped
both the formation of reputations and the character of political elites in ancient and modern societies.
It is striking, in that regard, that Staél’s first sustained discussion of the distinction between ancients
and moderns was in a chapter (III) of Des circonstances actuelles titled “De I'opinion publique.”

Staél’s depiction of ancient city states like Athens or Sparta echoed Rousseau’s ideal republic.
In her rendition, these were small republics where citizens regularly met in person “in the public
square” to vote on laws and elect leaders.” The small size of the republic and the prevalence of face-
to-face political participation affected how public opinion was formed. Citizen-legislators lived in the

2546

public eye; they were “all individually known.”* This, Staél admitted, contributed to “the power of
opinion amongst the ancients,” as reputations were based on both first-hand information and

continuous scrutiny.”” Because each citizen could have a genuine impact on public affairs and make a
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name for himself, politics was the main preoccupation, while commerce and the enjoyment of
individual property were of secondary importance. This hierarchy of concerns influenced the ancients’
objects of admiration. “The very simple ideas the ancients had about commerce prevented property
from being held in great esteem.”” Instead of being drawn to material possessions, the ancients
admired competence and dedication to the common good.

Thus, Staél agreed with Rousseau that public opinion was a powerful social force amongst the
ancients, which had produced virtuous and capable leaders in Sparta and Athens. At the same time,
through the distinction between ancients and moderns, Staél sought to deromanticize that vision and
argue that it had become anachronistic in a modern nation like France. Under a representative
government, newspapers had replaced the public square with a literary public space, and commercial

activities, along with the enjoyment of property, had become the dominant preoccupation.

Modern Public Esteem: Newspapers and Property

>

In Staél’s view, the invention of “printing” marked a dividing line between “two entirely
different eras.”* Representative government and newspapers were two modern, cortelative political
institutions: ‘“Periodical journals began at the same time as representative governments; and these

750 While Rousseau did not comment on the role of

governments are inseparable from them.
newspapers in politics, Staél, writing after the explosion of newspapers during the Revolution, argued

that, in modern nations, the press had revolutionized the way public opinion judged rulers—and not
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for the worse.”' Among the ancients, in the absence of newspapers scrutinizing rulers’ conduct, public
opinion tended to be mesmerized by magnetic leaders. Because the people’s judgment took shape in
the public square, where charisma and oratorical skills held sway, it was often driven more by passion
than reason and degenerated into acclamations. As a result, power amongst the ancients was ordinarily
entrusted to a single extraordinary figure, such as Lycurgus (a central figure in Rousseau’s Socia/
Contract): “The epoch before printing must have been favorable to the ascendancy of one man over
others. As the light of knowledge was not disseminated, the one who had superior talents, a strong
reason, had great means to influence the multitude; the secret of causes was not known, analysis had
not yet turned the magic of effects into positive science; finally, one could be astonished, and therefore
led astray; and men believed that one among them was necessary for all.””*

In modern nations, by contrast, the press enabled the formation of large-scale public opinion,
and the relentless scrutiny to which newspapers subjected public officials prevented blind enthusiasm
for any one individual. As a result, modern nations had genuine public esteen rather than glory. “When
freedom of the press, and even more so the multiplicity of newspapers, make public every day the
thoughts of the previous day, it becomes almost impossible for such a country to have what is called
glory: there is esteem, because esteem does not destroy equality, and the one who grants it judges
instead of surrendering; but enthusiasm for men is banned.”” Whereas gloty relied on uncritical
enthusiasm that exalted a single extraordinary individual, public esteem was the product of a more
sober—because better informed—appreciation of talent and conduct. Unlike glory, public esteem had
the added advantage of being distributed among several individuals. Press freedom, Staél insisted, by

creating a literary space in which educated individuals criticized one another, fostered a healthy
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competition that kept despots of opinion at bay: “today, the one who wants to distinguish himself is
at war with the amour-propre of everyone; he is threatened by leveling at every step that elevates him,
and the mass of enlightened men takes on a kind of active pride, destructive of individual success.”*

In addition to criticizing Rousseau’s view that public judgment was only accurate when shaped
by direct interactions in small republics, Staél took issue with his argument that the invention of
property and the rise of commercial society had corrupted public opinion. Rather than lamenting these
developments, Staél argued that, in modern circumstances, property and wealth should in fact be
recognized as a positive foundation for opinion: “In France, one must, no doubt, cultivate a national
spirit as much as possible, but without losing sight of the fact that public opinion will rest on the love
of tranquility, the desire to acquire wealth, and the need to preserve it.””

In her view, the fact that commerce and property were of secondary importance among the
ancients may have instilled in them a passion for virtue, but it also meant that ancient citizens tended
to be drawn toward leaders who inflamed the public with dreams of grand politics, often at the expense
of political stability and sound administration—the conditions under which commerce flourished.
“Among the ancients...in order to captivate public opinion, one had to stir the soul, to rouse
patriotism through conquests, through triumphs, through factions, through even the disorders that

unleashed every passion.”

Among the moderns, by contrast, the passion for commercial activities
and the desire to enjoy the fruits of one’s labor created a more sober public. Although dispassionate
and sometimes even cynical, this public was less likely to be enthralled. As Staél observed, among the

ancients, “there was...not, as in our large states, a mass of quietly self-interested men laughing at the

madmen who make themselves talked about.””” In modern times, as a rule, public opinion admired

>4 [P, 163.

5% CA, 353-354.
5 CA, 373.

57 CA, 353.

15



public officials who, rather than promising the impossible, were competent administrators, managing
the state in ways that ensured that property could be enjoyed securely.

In Staél’s view, there was no contradiction between wealth, on the one hand, and competence
and virtue, on the other. Property formed the foundation of the social order for two reasons. First, it
encouraged industry by ensuring that individuals could enjoy the fruits of their labor. Without
property, there would be little incentive for exertion or self-development and thus less of the
emulation that fostered talented political leaders.”® Second, property provided individuals the leisure
necessaty to read, acquire an education, and cultivate their moral and political judgment.”

Far from disfiguring public opinion, property refined it. Wealth was a reliable indicator of
talent and perseverance, while education enabled citizens to recognize and reward integrity and
competence in public life. Modern citizens were therefore justified in admiring property, not because
wealth was intrinsically valuable, but because it reflected merit. The problem in post-revolutionary
France, Staél argued, was that the Jacobins, following Rousseau, had cultivated a misplaced hostility
to wealth. It was time to rehabilitate “the supremacy of virtue, of enlightenment, of education, and
even of property, which, by giving candidates...more time to educate themselves, rightly earns
them...the suffrage of their fellow citizens.”

These arguments underpinned Staél’s defense of restricted suffrage. Property owners, being
of a higher moral and intellectual caliber, should judge who was worthy of election, and representatives
themselves should be wealthy individuals—not only because property guaranteed a refined education,
but also because property owners would not enact legislation detrimental to other property owners.

Rather than attempting to divert public opinion from its preoccupation with wealth, Staél therefore
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advised that moderns should “seize hold of the influence of property” and make it the foundation of
representative government.”!

Like Rousseau, Staél understood the power of public esteem in shaping social and political
hierarchies through comparisons. As she put it, “as soon as there is public opinion, there are natural
ranks.”** At the same time, she believed that Rousseau’s arguments about how property and commerce
debased public judgment were just as anachronistic as his admiration for small republics: “France will
be ruined by a few episodes from Roman history...the poverty of a few famous republicans of Greece
and Rome is in no way applicable to our social order and, I will repeat endlessly, to our association of
30 million people. In Greece, the Lacedaemonians did not recognize property...In France...it is in
wealth that the usual and constant basis of influence and esteem will lie. Power should therefore not
be set in opposition to this order of things.”®’

This also implied that a large commercial nation like France did not need a Rousseauian
Lawgiver to reshape public opinion and direct it toward virtue through civic education. This
conception Staél analyzed as an outdated fascination with ancient ways of fashioning mores. As she
noted, “Everything that goes by the name of customs, morals, laws, when it all comes out of the head
of a single man [she had just mentioned Lycurgus], can suit only a small country. The Spartans had
many more laws concerning morals than concerning political powers. How much the opposite is true
for us!”** Today, the content of public opinion was already shaped by the commercial nature of society,

236

its anchorage in property, and its attraction to “industry.”® As a result, public opinion did not need to

be mwlded by a Lawgiver but merely guided by writers (like herself), to whom Des circonstances actuelles
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devoted an entire chapter (IV).”

Their task was to remind the French public of what it had forgotten
over the course of the Revolution: that the march of history—a process driven by perfectibility—
tended toward commerce and that contemporary public opinion was inevitably, and justly, drawn
toward material achievements, which enabled rather than hindered the development of morality and
individual capacities. Writers were well placed to identify who deserved public esteem and on what
basis, because they were independent from constituted authorities. Whereas political authorities could
only command, the writer’s lack of a political mandate made them better equipped to persuade the
public, which tended to be more receptive to independent figures.” Thus, it was from “the writet’s
talents that the impetus of the national spirit in France must originate.”*

By making of property ownership both a condition of suffrage and the object of public esteem,
Staél argued that moderns could achieve what Rousseau had envisaged for his own ideal republic: an
elective aristocracy. Properly arranged—that is, when limited to property owners—“would not such
an election,” she mused, “establish an aristocracy of the best, the preeminence of talents, virtues, and
property?”® For Staél, Rousseau was correct that elections served as a mechanism of elite selection,
because it allowed public esteem, before citizens cast their ballots, to identify the best and most

virtuous candidates. At the same time, she believed that in a modern representative government, public

opinion should be anchored in property and wealth so that it appointed representatives of outstanding

% Staél emphasized that women of letters occupied a paradoxical position in post-revolutionary France: they exerted a
notable influence on the formation of public opinion and were, at the same time, resented by the public, especially by its
male members, for being women of talent. Her ideal “tribunal of opinion,” which judged reputations, was composed of
men and women of letters, to the exclusion of men and women “without spirit.”” See Staél, De /a /ittérature (1800), in (Bnvres
complétes, série 1: uwvres critiques, Tome 12, ed. Stéphanie Genand (Honoré Champion, 2024), Part II, chapter 4. On
Rousseau’s view of women’s subjection to opinion in commercial societies, to which Staél may have been responding, see
Rousseliere, “Rousseau’s Theory of Value.”
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caliber. Under these conditions, “It is impossible for the free choice of the people—that is, public

opinion—not to seek out knowledge and virtue.””"

The Divided Public: Party Spirit

Unlike Rousseau, whom she invoked to contrast ancient and modern forms of public esteem,
Staél believed that public esteem could function effectively under a stable representative government.
Yet the French Revolution and its aftermath convinced her that political upheaval could still corrupt
the operation of public opinion in modern social conditions. To explain these distortions, she turned
to the work of another prominent theorist of public opinion—her father, Jacques Necker.

A popular minister of finance on the eve of the Revolution, Necker had argued in the mid-
1780s that “public opinion” had emerged in France as a new “tribunal” that “makes and unmakes
reputations.””" In his account, it possessed “the power to reward or punish through praise or
contempt.””” As such, it served as a popular check on the king and his ministers, who were encouraged
to pursue the public good to attract public favor. The distinctive feature of Necker’s theory, however,
was his claim that this tribunal of opinion could be weakened either by deep social divisions or by
subordination to an all-powerful ruler. He illustrated this point through a historical narrative. Before
the mid-eighteenth century, public opinion had been unable to play its role as arbiter of reputations
due to two successive political dynamics. Under Louis XIII, the authority of public opinion was
unknown due to recurring internal conflicts, especially between the monarchy and powerful nobles:

“minds divided by factions, in which one does nothing but love and hate, could not unite under the
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more tranquil banners of esteem and public opinion.”” Under Louis XIV, public opinion still had no
sway, but for a different reason: the monarch had made himself the sole dispenser of favor. Servility
replaced emulation, as “even those men most distinguished by their talents, and most favored by
public esteem, strove all the more ardently to be noticed by this prince.”™

Writing in the aftermath of the Revolution, Staél expanded upon Necker’s analysis of the
pitfalls of public opinion while reordering his historical sequence. In her account, public opinion
moved from total submission to the monarch under the Ancien Régime to serving as a genuine arbiter
of merit and talent at the outset of the Revolution, before being crushed by factional divisions during
the Terror and ultimately reduced once more to submission under the iron rule of Napoleon. In this
section and the next, I examine this sequence as well as Staél’s refinement of Necker’s analysis through
her identification of the passions that drove the division and subordination of opinion. In her view,
public opinion in large commercial societies could be disfigured by party spirit and a renewed appetite for
glory, forces that either split the public or fused it into a monolithic entity.

In her retrospective analysis of the French Revolution, Staél concurred with Necker that,
under the Ancien Regime monarchy, public opinion played a limited role in identifying the most
talented and virtuous candidates for political office, as appointments were made by the king, who
based his choices on the insulated social dynamics of the court rather than on the judgment of the
public. As she observed, “In an arbitrary government, kings, even the best, have difficulty in
conceiving the importance which every man must attach to public esteem. In their eyes, the court is
the center of everything, while they themselves are the center of the court.”””

However, with the creation of the Constituent Assembly and the adoption of the Constitution

of 1791, public esteem became the driving force behind the newly established representative
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government. From that point onward, public officials were chosen by the people, not the king.
Accordingly, the judgments of public opinion were reflected in the selection of deputies. In 1790,
“The most honorable names—Bailly, La Fayette, Lally—were proclaimed by public opinion; the
silence of a country governed by a court was exchanged for the sound of the spontaneous acclamations
of all the citizens.””® In Staél’s interpretation, the abolition of privileges in 1789 opened the way for a
competition of talents, unencumbered by hereditary titles bestowed upon individuals independently
of merit. A spirit of emulation ensued, as talented individuals strove to draw public attention through
their writings and political actions.”” At the beginning of the Revolution, citizens sought to distinguish
themselves in high-profile exchanges of ideas, irrespective of their political beliefs: “At that time, there
was only one kind of apprehension, that of not being worthy enough of public esteem; and this
apprehension expanded the powers of the mind instead of compressing them.””

In Staél’s analysis, the rise of the Jacobins precipitated the Terror, which divided the French
public into two antagonistic camps: republicans and aristocrats. As a result of this division, public
opinion in post-revolutionary France was unable to reach a consensus about what kind of elite should
rule the country. As she explained in the opening lines of the chapter titled “De I'opinion publique”
in Des circonstances actuelles, “In an empire where two opposing parties fight with fury, there is very little
public opinion. All judgments are exalted by opposition.”” This deep-seated division made public
opinion incapable of acting as an impartial judge: “In times of revolution... opinion...no longer exists;
the people command, instead of judging; playing an active role in all events, they take sides for or

against such and such a person...The impartial power, called the public, is nowhere to be seen. What
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is great and just, in an absolute sense, is no longer recognized; everything is judged based on its
relationship to the passions of the moment.”

Whereas public opinion at the beginning of the Revolution had been drawn to talent and
virtue, in the aftermath of the Terror it had been supplanted by “party spirit”—a concept she devoted
a chapter of De /influence des passions to (Part I, chapter 7). Staél defined party spirit as a dangerous
passion emerging in revolutionary contexts, in which individuals judged others not based on talent or
virtue but solely on whether they shared the same political views. This passion eliminated the need to
compare individual abilities and conduct, providing ready-made judgments based on a friend-enemy
distinction. According to Staél, when party spirit became the measure of talent and merit,
representative government was in grave danger. The spirit of emulation that ensured a country was
governed by a capable and dependable elite disappeared, and deputies were chosen exclusively along
partisan lines: “Reputations no longer being related to real merit, emulation slows down as it loses its
purpose.”” Staél further noted that some form of esteem persisted in a society plagued by party spirit,
but only within narrow political groups whose members shared the same views: “By a peculiar code,
relations of attachment and recognition are established only between those of the same opinion.”"
Party spirit thus reconfigured the distribution of admiration. Anyone outside the party could not be
considered worthy of esteem, no matter how talented, simply because they were not part of the same
clique: “The great qualities of a man who does not share the same political beliefs as you cannot be

esteemed by his opponents.”®
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Although Staél held that under a representative government a free press helped keep despots
at bay (as seen earlier), she also believed that moderns were ill-equipped to root out party spirit once
it had taken hold, due to the way newspapers circulated information. To make this point, Staél again
distinguished between how public opinion was formed among the ancients and the moderns. In
ancient city-states, reputations were established through firsthand interactions, and citizens could
defend their standing on the public square.** In modern times, public judgment was secondhand. The
public formed its opinions through newspapers, which could easily manipulate facts and shape
perceptions through the selection of striking anecdotes. Once a calumny was printed, it was almost
impossible to disprove—the memory of the “sarcasm or outrage” lingered, even if contradictory
information was later provided.” In short, in a context of deep-seated political divisions, newspapers
tended to fuel party spirit by distilling partial information about political opponents, who had few
tools to correct mischaracterizations from the opposite camp.

In the post-Terror political climate, Staél lamented that newspapers had become instruments

78 Public esteem

of factions. This dynamic “turns freedom of the press into a sword instead of a light.
for talent and merit was nowhere to be found; the press had become a weapon wielded by aristocrats
and republicans to attack public officials whenever they failed to share the same political creed.®” The

French Revolution had replaced genuine public esteem with party spirit. After Napoleon’s rise to

power, Staél would observe that public opinion experienced a different kind of distortion.
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The Mesmerized Public: Napoleon

As we have seen, in the 1790s Staél argued that the multiplicity of newspapers in modern times
tended to prevent blind enthusiasm for a single individual. After Brumaire, however, she came to
realize that, in modern nations, leaders could rely on censorship and manipulation to recreate such
veneration for charismatic figures.” In Staél’s analysis, Napoleon distorted public esteem in two ways.
Updating Necker’s analysis of Louis XIV, she argued that he made himself the sole arbiter of the merit
of public officials, thereby substituting his personal judgment for that of the public. Yet she went
further by arguing that Napoleon secured this monopoly over public esteem by redirecting public
admiration away from the sound administration of public affairs and toward military achievement.

At the end of the Directory (1795-1799), Staél recounted, the public was weary of factions and
sought a refuge: “admiration did not know what to attach itself to, and Bonaparte seemed to unite all
that could seduce it.”®” In her analysis, Napoleon was a master of the “art of dazzling the masses”—
he knew how to “seize the imagination of men.”” As Richard Boyd has noted, Madame de Staél was
particularly astute in depicting how Napoleon rekindled an appetite for military glory.” During the
Directory, Bonaparte fascinated the French public with his “exotic” campaign in Egypt.”” After
Brumaire, Napoleon kept that public in awe through his conquests. This obsession with glory reshaped
the criteria by which public esteem was bestowed. Under his rule, Staél explained, military victories
became the primary measure of a leader’s quality. Military reputation replaced civil reputation: “To

establish liberty requires superior men in every department; Bonaparte would have men of talent only

88 On Staél and Napoleon, see John Clairbone Isbell, Szaé), Romanticism and Revolution (Cambridge University Press, 2023),
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in the military line; and never, under his reign, could a reputation be founded on the management of
civil business.””

Because of his military success, Napoleon quickly became the sole object of the people’s
admiration. This led to a dramatic shift in the distribution of public esteem since the Revolution: “It
was the first time since the Revolution that the name of an individual was heard in every mouth. Till
then it was said, the Constituent Assembly has done so and so, or the people, or the Convention; now
there was no mention of any but this man, who was to be substituted for all and leave the human race
anonymous; who was to monopolize fame for himself, and to exclude every existing creature from

the possibility of acquiring a share of it.”””

Napoleon’s public standing placed him in a position to
bestow honors on collaborators, reshaping the natural allocation of public esteem among multiple
competitors for political offices. Revisiting Necker’s analysis of Louis XIV, Staél argued that Napoleon
revived the French kings’ habit during the Ancien Regime of making political appointments
independently of who the public deemed worthy.”” As a result, Napoleon’s personal judgment
supplanted public opinion as the arbiter of merit: “The power which distributes patronage becomes
everything as soon as public opinion, which awards reputation, is reduced to nothing.””* Amidst this
top-down allocation of esteem, “servility” replaced emulation.”” The Emperor surrounded himself
with sycophants who sought to please their master to gain political advancement, rather than acting
in ways that would earn public praise. This dynamic was reinforced by the absence of publicity, which,

under a free representative government, allowed citizens to monitor the conduct of representatives

and hold them accountable to public opinion rather than to the despot. As Staél observed, “If the
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friends of liberty respect public opinion, desire publicity, and seek everywhere for the sincere and free
support of the national voice, it is because they know that only the vilest of souls appear in the secrets
and intrigues of arbitrary power.””

In Staél’s analysis, Napoleon had entranced public opinion through a combination of
suppression and manipulation of newspapers, both of which encouraged blind admiration for the
general. He had not only cracked down on freedom of expression but had also managed to
“counterfeit the public voice.”” Rather than simply reducing journalists to silence, he had encouraged
them to write in favor of the regime: “Bonaparte... established that loquacious tyranny from which
he has since derived such a great advantage. The daily papers all repeated the same thing constantly,
without anyone being allowed to contradict them.”"" This regimentation further prevented the public
from developing an accurate judgment about rulers. As Staél emphasized, Napoleon used the press to
extoll his achievements and did not hesitate to write newspaper articles presenting his conduct in a
favorable light."’" In the absence of contradictory information about talent and political actions, public
opinion sided with the despot.'””

For Staél, “No epoch of the Revolution was more disastrous than that which substituted
military rule for the well-founded hope of a representative government.”'”” Under a representative
government, a free press and publicity allowed the public to identify deserving candidates for political
office and monitor deputies’ conduct. Napoleon undermined representative government by warping

its animating force. By making military glory the object of public admiration, monopolizing attention,

and controlling the press, he transformed the public into a passive audience.
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The Impartial Public: England

Since the Revolution, public opinion in France had been plagued by party spirit and
mesmerized by Napoleon. In Considerations on the Principal Events of the French Revolution, Staél explained
how representative government, in contrast, had thrived in England. There, a free press combined
with a well-functioning party system allowed public opinion to play its dual role: as a selective force,
identifying the best citizens for political office, and as a controlling force, holding representatives
accountable once in office.'”*

In Staél’s romanticized depiction, British parliamentarianism was founded on a spirit of
emulation not unlike that which had prevailed at the beginning of the French Revolution. Each British
citizen knew that, through individual effort, he could attract public notice, be elected to the House of
Commons, and begin ascending the social ladder. While in the 1790s Staél had written about the need
to restore the social standing of property in France, in Conusiderations she explained that, in England,
public opinion tended to recognize not only wealth, but also, alongside it, “real talents.” As she
observed, “We hear incessantly of the empire of rank and of wealth among the English; but we must
also acknowledge the admiration which is granted to real talents.”'”” Additionally, Staél noted that
“public esteem” had a peculiar force in England: it was “expressed in so flattering a manner as to

confer enjoyments more keenly felt than any other.”'”

The prospect of attracting public notice and
acquiring increasingly higher political responsibilities was one reason why emulation prevailed over

party spirit, and why only the best citizens occupied offices in the British representative system.
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England also had a free press and the publicity of parliamentary debates, which allowed public
opinion to monitor deputies’ conduct. There, Staél admiringly wrote, newspapers acted as a “torch
which sheds light on the smallest details of the life of public men.”"” This prevented a scenario in
which censorship allowed a despot to “alter public opinion about any man.”'”® While under Napoleon
the French public uncritically accepted propaganda brochures that bolstered the emperor’s prestige
and tarnished political opponents, in England, the public developed a more accurate judgment of
rulers because it had the necessary information to assess their management of public affairs. “In a
country governed like England, and, moreover, enlightened by that torch without which all is darkness,
the liberty of the press, men and things are judged with great equity. Truth is submitted to the
observation of everyone, while the various constraints employed elsewhere necessarily produce great
uncertainty in judgments.”'”

In addition to shaping a competent and accountable political elite, public opinion in England
disciplined representatives by making their re-election dependent on their reputation. To illustrate this
point, Staél compared this function of public opinion to that of individual conscience: “Reputation,
once acquired, is very durable in England, and public opinion may be considered as the conscience of
the state.”'"” As Helena Rosenblatt has shown, the idea of conscience was rooted in the Protestant

values that permeated Madame de Staél’s and Benjamin Constant’s thought.'"'

For Staél, individual
conscience and public opinion both encouraged self-restraint, though through different means.

Conscience, with its emphasis on personal responsibility, served as a reminder of how one should

behave in a particular situation. As Benjamin Constant underscored in 1815, conscience functioned as
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an inner mental process, independent of the opinion of others.'”” Public opinion, by contrast, could
also promote virtue, but through external rather than internal moral censorship. In Staél’s view,
representatives tended to act in the public good in systems where they knew that the electors’
perceptions of their conduct could influence their prospects for re-election. In a well-functioning
representative government like England’s, once representatives had built a reputation, they sought to
live up to it to secure political advancement. As Staél observed, in that country, representatives
“endeavor to please the people by their talents and virtues.”'"” Because these different psychological
mechanisms—inner reflection and external peer pressure—produced similar outcomes (virtuous
behavior), public opinion could aptly be described as the “conscience” of representative government:
a social force that reminded deputies of how they should behave, that is, in the general interest.
Alongside this social climate shaped by a free press and publicity, Staél identified a second
dynamic of opinion in England, which operated among members of the same political party: “party
fidelity.” Party fidelity was a code of honor that operated on a limited scale, among party members,
who were held accountable to one another through ties of mutual esteem. This sense of duty towards
one’s peers further prevented corruption among British representatives by dissuading them from
accepting bribes from the other party, out of fear of losing the esteem of their colleagues. “A man
would be dishonored in England were he to separate himself from his political friends for his own
particular interest. Public opinion in this respect is so strong that a man of a very respectable name
and character was known, not very long ago, to commit suicide because he reproached himself for

having accepted a place independent of his party.”'"*
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Party fidelity was the antithesis of the servility that existed among Napoleon’s creatures. Staél
argued that when two large parties existed, representatives were less likely to be submissive and corrupt
because party fidelity made them dependent on a large group of colleagues rather than on a single
despot. “As power and the favors at the disposal of power possess attraction for men, liberty could
not exist but with this fidelity to party, which introduces, if we may use the phrase, a discipline of
honor into the ranks of members enrolled under different banners.”'”” On the other hand, party
fidelity was distinct from what Staél had described in the 1790s as “party spirit”—the inclination to
judge others based on whether they shared the same political religion, irrespective of talent or merit.
In England, there was no such thing as party spirit, because all members of parliament, whether Whig
or Tory, agreed on key constitutional points, starting with the importance of the monarchy and the
Bill of Rights.""® This consensus allowed representatives to develop a more accurate judgment of their
political opponents, with whom they shared fundamental beliefs, and to recognize their merit on
specific occasions. Comparing France and England once again, Staél observed that, while in France
under Louis XV, intrigues determined the fate of the country, “public spirit was the ruling principle”
on the other side of the Channel: “Lord Chatham was at the head of England, surrounded by
parliamentary speakers of talent, all ready to acknowledge his preeminence.”""”

Addressing the concern that party fidelity might prevent representatives from changing
opinions and striking bargains with political opponents, Staél pointed out that in England, many
deputies often voted differently from their party. If the prime minister lost his majority in the
Commons, he could call new elections. In that case, “public opinion” outside parliament was asked

to play the role of ultimate arbitrator of the representatives’ conduct.'® Thus, when party fidelity did
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not pressure deputies into voting with their party, and majorities swung, the final decision on how
representatives should have behaved rested with the public. By making representatives accountable to
both fellow party members and the public outside parliament, public esteem in England contributed
to the well-functioning of representative government: “In short, public opinion bears the sway in

England, and it is public opinion that constitutes the liberty of a country.”'"

Conclusion

This article has revisited Staél’s theory of representative government by exploring her
conception of public opinion as “public esteem”—the judgment the public makes about individual
conduct and merit, particularly that of public officials. I have shown how this conception emerged
from a critical engagement with Rousseau’s theorization of lestime publigue. Staél associated the latter
with the bygone politics of ancient city states and sought to articulate an alternative version of public
esteem adapted to large commercial countries. I have then explored how Staél analyzed the potential
distortions of public opinion under modern representative government, identifying “party spirit” and
“military glory” as two social dynamics that respectively gave rise to a divided public and a mesmerized
public. In England, Staél found a well-functioning representative government in which public esteem
acted alternately as a selective force, impartially identifying the best candidates for public office, and
as a controlling force, by assigning blame or praise to representatives and thereby incentivizing them

to act in the common good to preserve their reputation.

119 CFR, 668. Staél’s theory of party fidelity seemed to offer a counterpoint to Rousseau’s argument that magistrates who
belong to a “large social group” tend to favor its particular interests over the general interest because the esteem of their
colleagues supplants public esteem as the primary source of gratification for amour-propre. 99. See “Judgment on the
Polysynody,” in The Collected Writings of Roussean, ed. Christopher Kelly, Vol. 2 (New England University Press, 2005), 99.
For Staél, by contrast, party loyalty within patliament and public esteem beyond parliament could coexist productively in
a representative government.
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Staél was not the only revolutionary-era French theorist to assign a central role to public
esteem in representative government. The notion was equally important for Sieyes, whose insights she
herself commended.” His Essay on Privileges argued that the aristocratic order of Ancien Regime
France should give way to a “free market of esteem” grounded in the concurrence of talents.'”
Echoing Necker and Staél, Sieyés maintained that kings, as exclusive dispensers of favor, corrupted
its natural distribution: “If the Court seizes it, I see in public esteem only a currency altered by the
combinations of an unworthy monopoly...The conventional signals of consideration are
misplaced.”'*

Active (that is, property-owning) citizens, in his view, should be free to praise or censure
officials, but their judgments should be filtered through a two-level electoral system: primary
assemblies, acting as small “families of citizens” who could “see each other, know each other, [and]
build relationships with each other” would identify eligible candidates, while departmental bodies
would make final selections.”” Candidates were thus screened twice: first through local knowledge,
then through broader evaluation of merit. Between elections, Sieyes proposed a mechanism of
accountability called “new ostracism,” whereby primary assemblies removed from eligibility lists those
who had lost their confidence. Unlike ancient ostracism, it did not ban ambitious citizens from their
country. Those excluded could either regain local trust or “enter into a new family of citizens [i.e., a
new electoral constituency| that is more just, more grateful,” in which they might render public

service."”* By dividing esteem into localized circles of reputation, this system allowed citizens to pursue

120 CA, 298. On Sieyes’s theory of representative government, see Pasquale Pasquino, Séeyés et Linvention de la constitution en
France (Odile Jacob, 1998), chapter 2 and Utrbinati, Representative Democracy. Principles and Genealogy (University Press of
Chicago, 2000), chapter 4.

121 William H. Sewell, .4 Rhbetoric of Bourgeois Revolution. The Abbé Sieyes and What is the Third Estate? (Duke University Press,
1994), 126. See also Michael Sonenscher, “Introduction,” in Sieyes, Political Writings (Hackett, 2003), xxxiii, lvi.

122 “Hssai sur les privileges,” in Sieyes, Essai sur les privileges et autres textes, ed. Pierre-Yves Quiviger (Dalloz, 2007), 28, notes
3 and 4.

123 Sieyes, Observations sur le rapport du comité de constitution concernant la nouvelle organisation de la France Baudouin, 1789), 25.

124 Observations, 31-32.

32



political careers where their talents were most valued, without depriving the nation of those
underappreciated in a given community. New ostracism also eliminated the need for constant
surveillance of representatives: “a citizen who no longer deserves public trust will...be removed from
the list...Once erased, there will be no need to remain constantly vigilant against the tricks and efforts
of intrigue; one can sleep in peace.”'”

Another prominent theorist of representative government—Benjamin Constant—criticized
what he saw as Sieyes’s taming of public esteem. He agreed that electoral assemblies, especially when
large, generated a form of “moral electricity” amongst participants that led (property-owning) electors
to vote for talented and virtuous candidates.'” Yet he (like Staél) disagreed with Sieyes’s endorsement
of multi-layered electoral structures, as well as his view that representatives should speak for the nation
rather than for the interests of their constituents. In Constant’s judgment, this vision, by severing
representatives from their local constituencies, undermined the ties of mutual esteem between them.
It was precisely these ties, he argued, that nurtured in representatives what he called a “a responsibility
of opinion”—a sense of moral duty toward electors that made representatives accountable to those
they represented.'”” More so than Staél, Constant, who served as a deputy in the French Chamber of

Deputies from 1819 to 1822 and from 1827 to 1830, insisted on the importance, not only of

newspapers reporting on parliamentary conduct, but also of face-to-face interactions between

125 Ibid., 25. This 1789 pyramidal conception of opinion formation later shaped Sieyes’s post-18 Brumaire constitutional
proposals for Bonaparte, in which the power to appoint representatives was entrusted to an unelected College of
Guardians, also empowered to strike names from the list of eligible candidates. After having corrected public judgment
by operating this final screening, the College published the national list, which would reflect “well-established opinion”.
Sieyes, “Quatre Projets de Constitution de 'An VIIL” Jus Politicum 22 (2019), 26. In 1799, Sieyes associated “ostracism”
with one of the College’s prerogatives: the authority to “absorb,” into the College, “any man who, by his talents, his
services, his popularity and his ambition, would be threatening to public tranquility.” Antoine Boulay de la Meurthe,
Théorie constitutionelle de Sieyés: Constitution de I'’An 1111 (Renouard, 1836), 40

126 Constant, “De la possibilité d’une constitution républicaine dans un grand pays (1800-1803),” Oeuvres Completes.
Oecnvres I17, ed. Maria Luisa Sanchez Mejia and Kurt Kloocke and Lucia Omacini (De Gruyter, 2005), 548.
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representatives and electors. Such interactions were essential to cultivating mutual trust and required
representatives to return regularly to their constituencies to meet with voters.'”®

This comparison reveals that a key point of divergence among French revolutionary-era
theories of representative government concerned the framing of public esteem. While Staél
emphasized the role of newspapers in assigning blame or praise and monitoring representatives’
conduct, Sieyes and Constant stressed the importance of social dynamics within electoral assemblies
in generating public esteem, though they disagreed about their organization and, ultimately, about the
degree of proximity that should exist between electors and their representatives.

This comparison also shows that, at least in France, public esteem remained central to leading
theories of representative government even after the upheavals of the Revolution.'”” This finding
challenges the narrative of the rise of the public sphere outlined in the introduction, according to
which, in the wake of the French Revolution, a rational conception of public opinion centered on
debate about policies supplanted a premodern conception, notably theorized by Rousseau, that was
centered on questions of individual morality and reputation.” By contrast, in post-revolutionary
France, prominent theorists of representative government continued to hold, following Rousseau, that
public esteem played a key role in that system, both in identifying capable representatives and in
holding them accountable once elected. The theories of representative government advanced by Staél,

Sieyes, and Constant thus encompassed two distinct forms of public opinion: one that informed the
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making of laws, and another that scrutinized the aptitudes and conduct of elected officials.””" Although
these forms were never entirely separate in practice since judgments about policy are often intertwined
with judgments about those who support or oppose it, these authors maintained that, at a theoretical
level, they operated according to distinct logics.

Beyond enriching out understanding of the history of representative government, bringing
public esteem into focus can also shed new light on the roles of public opinion in contemporary
democracies.””” Reflecting the enduring influence of Habermas, many contemporary democratic
theorists associate public opinion with deliberation about public policies. As a result, they tend to view
public opinion as distorted when mass media, social media, polling, disinformation, populism, or
technocracy undermine the deliberative exchange of arguments or weaken its influence on the
legislative agenda."” They have also wortied that public opinion may become a force of systemic
opposition, unwilling to engage constructively with representatives over public decisions."*

If public opinion is understood as the public’s judgment of a ruler’s abilities and behavior, it
raises different questions from public-policy-centered accounts. Following the Staél-Rousseau debate
about the changing objects of esteem (virtue and talent, inclusive or exclusive of wealth), we might
ask which qualities and forms of conduct citizens esteem or condemn in different national contexts
and how these judgments shape electoral outcomes. Staél further suggests that public opinion is
distorted not only when the possibility of rational deliberation breaks down, but also when citizens

cease to judge public officials fairly because of party spirit or attachment to charismatic leaders. Finally,

131 On Sieyes’s and Constant’s views on the roles of public opinion in lawmaking, see Arthur Ghins, ““The Reading Nation:
Sieyes’s Theory of Public Opinion,” Political Theory, 53, n°4 (2025), 483-509 and Ghins, The Pegple’s Two Powers, chapter 5.
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(Harvard University Press, 2019).
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her comparison of Britain and France highlights how public esteem may foster emulation and balanced
judgments of public officials or, alternatively, degenerate into party spirit or blind admiration
depending on how channels of opinion and party dynamics are organized.

Western democracies have been described as “democracies of opinion.”’”* Staél reminds us
that, at least for some key theorists of representative government, public opinion encompassed two
distinct dimensions—the public’s analysis of policies, and the public’s judgment of public officials. In
the aftermath of the Revolution, she provided a toolkit for thinking about public esteem and its impact
on rulers. Rather than offering ready-made solutions, her thought provides insights into the role of

public esteem in representative systems and how it can be framed and disfigured in different contexts.
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