
 

 

 

Benjamin Constant played a crucial role in developing modern liberal ideas, emphasizing 

individual freedom, constitutional government, representative democracy, religious 

tolerance, free speech, and limiting state power. During turbulent periods like the French 

Revolution, Napoleon's rule, and the Bourbon Restoration, he observed both 

revolutionary chaos and authoritarian regimes. These experiences strengthened his belief 

that freedom must be defended against both monarchical authority and popular 

majorities. His work significantly impacts Political Theory, Political Philosophy, 

Constitutionalism, and Democratic Theory. 

Benjamin Constant was born on December 25, 1767, and died on December 8, 1830. 

Though Swiss-born, he became a French citizen. His ideas centered on classical liberalism, 

with a focus on modern liberty and constitutional liberalism. His notable work, “The 

Liberty of Ancients Compared with that of Moderns” (1819), along with other writings, 

delves into political principles. He helped shape constitutional politics and was influenced 

by thinkers such as Montesquieu, Rousseau (critically), and Adam Smith. His concepts 

influenced later thinkers like Tocqueville, John Stuart Mill, and Isaiah Berlin. 

Historical Context 

Benjamin Constant lived through many of Europe's turbulent periods, including the 

French Revolution, the Reign of Terror, Napoleon's ascent, the Napoleonic Empire, and 

the Restoration. He noted that absolute monarchy erodes liberty, and that revolutionary 

dictatorships can threaten liberty and democracy if they lack constitutional limits, which 

can lead to tyranny. Therefore, he argued that constitutional liberalism offers the most 

stable form of government. 

Core Philosophy 

Constant held that “The main purpose of government is to protect individual liberty,” 

highlighting that the government's role is not to control citizens, impose morality, or 

interfere in private affairs. Rather, it should focus on safeguarding rights, enforcing laws, 

defending liberty, and maintaining order.  
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Liberty of Ancients Compared with that of Moderns 

Constant’s most significant contribution is his well-known lecture “The Liberty of the 

Ancients Compared with that of the Moderns” (1819), which remains a highly influential 

piece in political philosophy.  

The ‘Liberty of the Ancients,' as practiced in ancient Athens, Sparta, and Rome, involved 

citizens actively participating in politics, voting in person, and society playing a significant 

role in private life. In this system, individuals could vote daily, but their privacy was 

limited, and they were often influenced by ongoing political debates that affected their 

lives. While participation was high, personal liberty was comparatively low.  

The 'Liberty of the Moderns' highlights modern liberty by focusing on individual rights 

against government interference. Citizens enjoy freedoms like free speech, religious 

liberty, association, trade, property, privacy, and personal decision-making. Their political 

participation predominantly happens through elections, representatives, and 

constitutional frameworks, rather than constant direct participation. 

Ancient Liberty emphasizes direct democracy, collective involvement, and prioritizing 

public issues, while restricting personal freedoms within city-states. Conversely, modern 

liberty is characterized by representative democracy, safeguarding individual rights, 

protected private lives, broader personal freedoms, and the existence of larger nation-

states. 

It is often argued that modern societies are too large and economically complex for direct 

democracy. As a result, people elect representatives to govern on their behalf, allowing 

citizens to focus on family, careers, business, and education without constant political 

engagement. 

Typically oppose unlimited political power, supporting government restraint through a 

constitution, separation of powers, an independent judiciary, rule of law, and civil 

liberties. No leader—be it a king, parliament, president, or majority—should have 

unchecked authority. 

Government should focus solely on core responsibilities such as national defense, law 

enforcement, justice, and safeguarding rights. It must avoid unwarranted interference in 

areas like the economy, religion, family matters, and personal choices.  

Key Principles 

Constant emphasized that no individual is above the law, and leaders must adhere to the 

constitution, judiciary, and legal procedures. Arbitrary rule undermines liberty. 



 

 

● He saw free expression as essential, believing that without criticism, the 

government risks becoming corrupt, authoritarian, and oppressive. Freedom of 

speech is crucial for safeguarding democracy. 

● Religion should remain separate from state authority, and everyone must be free 

to worship or change religion without pressure. 

● Commerce encourages peace, cooperation, and prosperity by promoting mutual 

dependence, which motivates those involved to prefer peaceful relations. 

● Private property guarantees independence. Without it, citizens depend on rulers, 

but property encourages economic freedom, which in turn strengthens political 

liberty. 

● Consistently emphasize that every individual possesses dignity, autonomy, and 

rights, underscoring that society exists to support people, not the other way 

around. 

Constant critics claim that absolute monarchy suppresses liberty, whereas revolutionary 

dictatorships do so by trading freedom for equality. Likewise, Napoleonic 

authoritarianism erodes constitutional freedoms as military influence encroaches on 

constitutional rights. 

Democracy typically supports majority rule; however, safeguards are necessary because a 

majority can become oppressive. Therefore, democracy depends on constitutional rights, 

independent courts, minority protections, and legal boundaries.  

Inspired by Montesquieu, Constant supported spreading governmental power among 

different institutions to prevent centralized authority. 

Constant first introduced the concept of Neutral Power, suggesting that a constitutional 

monarch or a similar neutral authority would oversee political disputes. This impartial 

body would safeguard the constitution, mediate conflicts between institutions, prevent 

crises, and remain detached from daily governance. Its purpose was to uphold 

constitutional balance rather than exercise arbitrary control. 

Constant admired liberty but criticized Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s concept of the general 

will, particularly when it could justify unlimited collective authority. He believed the 

general will could become oppressive, emphasized that individual rights should never be 

completely sacrificed for the collective, and maintained that true liberty involves 

safeguarding private spheres beyond political decisions. 

Constant’s liberalism encompasses constitutionalism, civil liberties, representative 

government, a limited state, religious freedom, free markets, and political pluralism. He 

rejected both absolutism and revolutionary despotism. 



 

 

Significant Contributions 

Constant’s ideas influenced numerous liberal thinkers, including Alexis de Tocqueville on 

democracy and liberty. John Stuart Mill on individual freedom, and Isaiah Berlin, whose 

distinction between negative and positive liberty echoes Constant’s highlights on the 

factor of personal freedom. 

The key works include -  

 The Liberty of the Ancients compared with that of the Moderns (1819) 

 Principles of Politics 

 Course of Constitutional Politics 

 Adolphe (Novel) 

Major contributions include defining individual liberty in modern times and 

differentiating it from ancient liberties. They advocated for representative democracy, 

endorsed constitutional liberalism, and supported limited government. Their support for 

free speech and religious freedom was notable. They also highlighted the importance of 

the rule of law, introduced the concept of neutral constitutional authority, and cautioned 

against tyranny by rulers and majorities. 

He stressed individual liberty over social equality. His model assumes that citizens stay 

actively involved in public affairs, even within a system of representative government. 

His support for a commercial society has faced criticism from socialist and republican 

critics who believe he underestimated economic inequalities. Additionally, some scholars 

argue that his theory was primarily intended for the European constitutional monarchies 

of his time. 

Benjamin Constant’s ideas continue to influence debates on crucial topics such as 

constitutional democracy, human rights, digital privacy, free speech, judicial 

independence, minority rights, checks and balances, limits on executive power, and the 

differences between liberal democracy and authoritarian regimes. Many modern 

constitutional democracies reflect the principles he championed more than two centuries 

ago. 

  



 

 

In Brief 

Benjamin Constant expanded the concept of liberty from just political participation to the 

right to live freely, supported by constitutional safeguards. He held that governments 

should prioritize protecting individual freedoms within the boundaries of the law. This 

perspective has become a fundamental aspect of modern liberal constitutional 

democracy.  
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