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Quentin Skinner and Paradigm Competition in 
Contemporary Republicanism 

 

 

Carl K. Y. Shaw *

 

 

This paper examines Quentin Skinner’s revisionist project of reconciling 

republican liberty and negative freedom. His conceptualization is analyzed in the 

contexts of both contemporary political theory as well as a historiographical 

interpretation of Machiavelli. I argue that, in terms of political theory, Skinner’s 

project does not establish the conceptual connection between negative freedom 

and self-government as demanded by Isaiah Berlin and other critics of 

republicanism. In historiography, Skinner advances two claims: first, that 

Machiavelli’s idea of liberty is negative freedom, and second, that republican 

liberty though negative in nature can somehow achieve common good. I 

demonstrate that these two claims are mutually exclusive and cannot be sustained 

simultaneously. Consequently, I contend that Skinner’s revisionist project does not 

achieve its goal of providing a valid synthesis of republican discourse and negative 

freedom. Skinner’s revisionist attempt to recast republican liberty as negative 

freedom leads to a paradigm competition in contemporary republicanism, 

illustrated in Philip Pettit’s philosophical theory of republicanism and Maurizio 

Viroli’s interpretation of Machiavelli. Instead of civic virtue, juristic discourse is 

becoming the emerging paradigm in republicanism. This change is also examined 

in this paper. 
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