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Abstract

Debates on the proportionality of political representation surfaced repeatedly, and in simi-
lar forms, from the English to the American and French Revolutions. They contributed to
shaping those revolutions’ outcomes and, through them, to the emergence of modern
democracy – especially so as they were linked up with voting rights: demands to make
seats in assemblies more numerically proportionate to electorates – in other words, to
weigh all votes equally – implied the equal weight of individual votes and thus also
entailed calls for more equal standards regarding the right to vote. This did not yet signify
voting rights for all: only specific categories of individuals – as a rule, male and propertied
– were considered, even by the most ‘enlightened’ writers, to be politically entitled.
Nevertheless, it was only one step from here to envisage voting rights for all individuals
– or at least, for the time being, for all male individuals – as can also be seen in all three
revolutions. If claims for more proportional and equal representation showed their full
impact only on the American and French Revolutions, finally, this was due to the inter-
vening emergence of statistics (or ‘political arithmetic’) as a tool of reflection and debate
that gave numbers and calculations increasing persuasive power.

Keywords: History of democracy; voting rights; political equality; political arithmetic;
revolutions

Introduction

Debates on the proportionality of political representation surfaced repeatedly,
and in similar forms, in the 150 years from the English to the American and
French Revolutions. They contributed to shaping those revolutions’ outcomes
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and, through them, also to the emergence of modern democracy – the more so
as they were closely linked to the issue of voting rights. Detailed retracing of
those debates will show consistent patterns and reveal their specific contribu-
tion to those revolutions and to the (pre)history of modern democracy.1

As democracy is under pressure today, it is important to reconsider the
historical conditions of its genesis. The idea that representative democracy
is a necessary long-term outcome of history is not only challenged by populist
parties; it has also been discredited, on a conceptual level, by postmodernist
theory. This article shares this sceptical attitude towards the notion, prevalent
among earlier generations, of an all-but natural, gradual gravitation towards
democratic government during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Recent studies on European states and regions have shown that neither
Estate assemblies nor popular rebellions were usually poised for broader
forms of political participation before the late eighteenth century. Until
then, in fact, participation often became yet more restricted and oligarchical
across Europe, including Britain.

This article will contribute to understanding the elements that did finally
make modern representative democracy plausible and possible by focusing
on one such element: the evolution of demands to make seats in assemblies
more numerically proportionate to electorates, or, in other words, to weigh
all votes cast more equally. As such demands implied the equal weight of
individual voices and votes – self-evident to us but sharply contradicting
traditional hierarchies and collective identities, so firmly entrenched at the
time – they also entailed new demands for equal standards regarding the
right to vote. Equal standards did not, though, mean voting rights for all:
only specific categories of individuals – male and propertied or otherwise eco-
nomically viable – were considered, even by the most ‘enlightened’ writers, to
be entitled to equal political rights. Yet, it was just one more step from here to
envisage voting rights for all individuals or at least, for the time being, for all
male individuals. This can be seen in all three revolutions, too, although such
rights were fully implemented only in the twentieth century.

Claims for more proportional and, as a corollary, more equal representation
came to the fore in the English no less than in the American and French
Revolutions but they had a major and lasting impact only on the latter two.
An important clue to this divergence, it will be argued, lies in the timing of
the emergence of statistics, or ‘political arithmetic’ as it was then called. The
growing persuasive power of numbers and calculations, from the second half
of the seventeenth century onwards, proved decisive to underpin the related
notions of proportionality and standardised individual voting rights in the
later eighteenth century. The same numerical rationality, as we will see, too,
would ultimately make those notions gravitate towards universal voting rights.

The article will point to some pivotal moments and elements of the discus-
sions around these issues. It will not, and cannot, offer a complete and

1 There is as yet no overarching study of the debates on the proportionality of voting and
representation during the early modern period. Studies dealing with specific contexts will be
referred to in the course of the article.
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coherent account of the subject over the 150 years that its (early) history cov-
ers. Such an account will require more in-depth research and a book-length
presentation. Still, the present article seeks to show the acuity and continuity
of debates on the proportionality of representation across those 150 years and
their relevance for democracy’s (pre)history.

Setting the frame: civil war and Commonwealth

In England, the creation of ever more parliamentary seats for boroughs, par-
ticularly over the sixteenth century, had led to a massive preponderance of
borough over county seats and, thus, to a highly disproportionate representa-
tion of the electorate as a whole.2 It had also led to a steady increase in ‘rotten
boroughs’ with few voters, so that among the boroughs, too, representation
was becoming ever more uneven. As a result of constituencies’ extremely
divergent size and composition, the soon-to-be-revolutionary ‘Long’
Parliament of 1640 was further away from evenly representing the country
than any of its predecessors. Still, setting aside some temporary changes in
the 1650s, only very few alterations were to be made over the next two cen-
turies. As a consequence of uneven population growth, moreover, parliamen-
tary representation would become ever more distorted. Most notoriously,
but not exceptionally, before the reform of 1832 the industrialising cities of
Birmingham and Manchester had no seats in Parliament at all.

This state of affairs had been a matter of criticism already in the sixteenth
century – but this was more partisan than principled, reflecting corporate
or personal indignation over the fact that one’s own home had no seat in
Parliament. Nor were complaints accompanied by remarks on the fact that,
quite apart from their divergent sizes, voting rights, too, differed massively
between boroughs. (In the counties, the electorate was at least nominally on
the same footing across the country as all owners of freehold land worth at
least forty shillings a year were entitled to vote.) In a number of disputed
cases in the first decades of the seventeenth century, particularly in the
1620s, Parliament resolved in favour of a larger franchise. But this did not
flow from overarching principles, either: the Commons tended to favour
broader voting rights mainly so as to diminish court influence on particularly
small elite electorates.3 Generally speaking, the absence of any actual compe-
tition among candidates meant that voting rights were a symbolic much rather
than a real asset. Mostly, local and regional elites agreed before an ‘election’ on
the two candidates to be chosen, while contested – and, in this sense, proper –

2 The number of ninety county seats was almost entirely stable (with two ‘knights of the shire’
from each county in England and one from each in Wales). The overall number of just over 500
seats in 1640 (and after) was merely nominal, though, as attendance rarely exceded 300 (on two
occasions in spring 1641, a peak of 379 members is recorded: William J. Bulman, The Rise of
Majority Rule in Early Modern Britain and Its Empire (Cambridge, 2021), 73, 78. Generally, it was around
or below 200 – which was roughly the number which the Commons Hall (St Stephen’s Chapel)
could seat with ease: David L. Smith, The Stuart Parliaments 1603–1689 (1999), 24.

3 Derek Hirst, The Representative of the People? Voters and Voting in England under the Early Stuarts
(Cambridge, 1975), 44–89.
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elections with more than two candidates were rare. As a result, neither the
number of voters nor, as a corollary, the entitlement to vote was much of
an issue. This began to change in 1640: with the broader political struggle,
elections became more competitive on the level of candidates and, thus, also
of voters.4

Popular participation in politics generally widened in the 1640s in the face
of massive political and religious contestation, civil war and revolution.
Beginning in 1640 with the election, after eleven years without Parliament,
of the Short and, after its speedy dissolution, the Long Parliament, the public’s
minds and souls became objects of campaigning – and so did its financial and
physical resources, as war broke out in mid-1642. Print poured out in hitherto
unknown quantities, appealing to the people at large and spelling out their
enhanced political role. This translated into active participation by urban
populations who started to sign, and to bring forward, political petitions in
their thousands.5 Such mobilisation was most intense in London – but it
would also permeate the New Model Army whose officers and soldiers saw
themselves as a political force and religious vanguard in their own right, espe-
cially after the decisive defeat of royal forces at Naseby in 1645. It was in those
two particular social orbits, too, and around that same time, that intellectual
radicals, later labelled ‘Levellers’, emerged to propagate a consistently
individualised and bottom-up vision of society – and, indeed, a degree of egalitar-
ian popular sovereignty unprecedented in either historical practice or theory.6

With the mobilisation of a broader public and an incipient rhetoric of
empowerment of ‘the nation’ and ‘the people’, the question of who had the
right to vote took on more relevance, too. Yet, a generic concept of the
franchise, beyond the multiplicity of local franchises, was still not immediately
evident and was not spelled out even by those who appealed to ‘the people’ or
‘the nation’ as the ultimate source of political power. This was certainly due, to
some extent, to the absence of general elections after 1640 (hence, the ‘Long’
Parliament). But there was also a conspicuous absence of calls for a broader
‘franchise’ by either side, be it only to court popular support – an absence
relatively more conspicuous in the case of Parliament which, in its struggle
for legitimacy with the king, claimed to be the true representative of the peo-
ple. After the (first) end of civil war in 1646, though, a notion of ‘the’ national
franchise emerged due to two interlinking discourses: an insistence on equal,
proportionate representation among all constituencies, spelled out by the
Levellers; and the New Model Army soldiers’ demand for their own individual

4 Mark A. Kishlansky, Parliamentary Selection: Social and Political Choice in Early Modern England
(Cambridge, 1986); Hirst, Representative of the People?; Smith, Stuart Parliaments, 25–9.

5 David Zaret, Origins of Democratic Culture: Printing, Petitions, and the Public Sphere in Early-Modern
England (Princeton, 2000); John Walter, Covenanting Citizens: The Protestation Oath and Popular Political
Culture in the English Revolution (Oxford, 2017); Gary S. De Krey, Following the Levellers, vol. 1: Political
and Religious Radicals in the English Civil War and Revolution, 1645–1649 (2017).

6 Rachel Foxley, The Levellers: Radical Political Thought in the English Revolution (Manchester, 2013);
De Krey, Following the Levellers; Lorenzo Sabbadini, ‘Popular Sovereignty and Representation in the
English Civil War’, in Popular Sovereignty in Historical Perspective, ed. Richard Bourke and Quentin
Skinner (Cambridge, 2016).
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share in future politics. Both of these claims merged in the autumn of 1647,
catalysed by half a year of conflict with a parliament that refused any kind
of redress.

In October 1646, Leveller figurehead John Lilburne, imprisoned at the hands
of Parliament, denounced the ‘insufferable injury, and wrong, that is done unto
thousands of the freemen of England’ by the highly uneven representation of
regions and localities: Cornwall had ‘almost 50 Parliament-men; and
Yorkeshire twice as big, and three times as populous, and rich, not half so
many’ – not to mention ‘my poor Country the Bishoprick of Durham’ with no
seats in the Commons at all.7 Lilburne therefore thought it ‘a great deale of
more Justice and Equity … to proportion out to every County, [i.e.] to chuse a
proportionable number, sutable to the Rates, that each County by their
Bookes of Rates are assessed, to pay towards the defraying of the Publique
charge of the Kingdome’.8 Counties should be weighted according to their tax
yields for parliamentary seats, and the same distributive principle was to
apply within them.9 Such a general redistribution of seats could also end the
other injustice: uneven voting rights. For whilst ‘divers … men of great estates
in money and stock’ had no voice, some boroughs featured ‘scarse any but
Ale-housekeepers, and ignorant sots, who want principles to chuse any man,
but only those, that … some … great man … recommends; or else who bribes
them for their votes’.10 Lilburne here advances standard arguments against
giving the vote to the poor – as being ignorant, unprincipled and prey to
bribery. Thus, his first call for fairer representation is, rather surprisingly, not
at all a plea for equal voting rights but one for more proportionality and equal-
ity among those men who were economically viable and independent.11

Half a year later, the army took up the issue in the midst of its confronta-
tion, political as well as religious, with Parliament’s Presbyterian majority. In
mid-June 1647, with the antagonism approaching its climax – and two weeks
after Lilburne had repeated his views12 – very similar statements appeared
in the first overtly political ‘Representation of the Army’:

… that some Provision may be now made for such Distribution of Elections
for future Parliaments, as may stand with some Rule of Equality or

7 John Lilburne, ‘London’s Liberty in Chains discovered’, in Tracts on Liberty by the Levellers and
Their Critics (1638–1660), 7 vols., ed. David M. Hart and Ross Kenyon (Indianapolis, 2014–18), vol. 3
(1646), 332.

8 Ibid., 333.
9 Electoral districts within each county were to be made ‘equally and proportionable by the

common consent of the People thereof to divide it … into Divisions, Hundreds, or Wapentakes … suta-
ble to the proportion that comes to their share’ (ibid.; emphases in the original). Borough elections
were implicitly abandoned altogether in this scheme.

10 Ibid., 332.
11 On Lilburne’s more inclusive statements and the question of the coherence of his views see

below, n. 28.
12 John Lilburne, ‘Rash Oaths Unwarrantable’; see Philip Baker, ‘The Franchise Debate Revisited:

The Levellers and the Army’, in The Nature of the English Revolution Revisited, ed. Stephen Taylor and
Grant Tapsell (Woodbridge, 2013), 109.
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Proportion, as near as may be, to render the Parliament a more equal
Representative of the whole, as for Instance, that all Counties or
Divisions and Parts of the Kingdom … may have a Number of
Parliament-Men … proportionably to the respective Rates they bear in
the Common Charges … of the kingdom, … or some other such like Rule.13

While the gist of the demand is clearly the same as Lilburne’s, other potential
criteria than mere tax returns are envisaged now to provide proportionality
among constituencies. The same demand was included in the ‘Heads of the
Proposals’, a more fully fledged constitutional scheme published at the begin-
ning of August, after the army had secured control over Parliament. Again,
it stressed that seats could be reapportioned on the basis of taxation – or
‘according to some other rule of equality or proportion’.14 The most obvious
alternative was the number of people (or voters) in the constituencies,
but this was not as yet spelled out: this only happened in the famous
Agreement of the People, a more radical constitutional scheme drawn up in
October 1647, to be discussed presently. The radicalising potential of such
an alternative, however, was already present, in the summer, in the soldiers’
demands for a continuing and equal share in national politics. These
demands were a reaction, at least in part, to parliamentary threats of dis-
bandment – and thus degradation to soldiers’ former, mostly lowly and pol-
itically impotent status – and to the peremptory manner in which Parliament
was handling the soldiers’ grievances. The latter, moreover, began to equate
their own case with the nation’s: the ‘Representation of the Army’ urged the
defence of ‘our owne and the peoples just rights, and liberties’, with the aim
that ‘we, and all the free-born people of this Nation’ could live quietly.15

A few months later, in mid-October 1647, ‘The Case of the Army Truly
Stated’ would develop these juxtapositions further, bracketing ‘the Army
[and] the poore oppressed people of the nation’, the ‘rights and freedomes
of our selves and the people’ and, in short, ‘our own & the peoples case’.16

Consistent with such bold and potentially radical rhetoric, the ‘Case of the
Army’ for the first time also explicitly asked for broad, and potentially
even full, (male) voting rights.17

13 Tracts on Liberty, ed. Hart and Kenyon, vol. 4 (1647), 151f. The clause is only in a variant ver-
sion of this ‘Declaration, or, Representation’; see Baker, ‘Franchise Debate’, 109; John Cannon,
Parliamentary Reform 1640–1832 (Cambridge, 1973), 6.

14 Samuel R. Gardiner (ed.), The Constitutional Documents of the Puritan Revolution 1625–1660, 3rd edn
(Oxford, 1906), 317. As a first step, seats of puny boroughs were to be given to major counties. In
due course, future Commons should continue ‘to reduce the elections of members for that House to
more and more perfection of equality in the distribution’ (ibid., 318).

15 Tracts on Liberty, ed. Hart and Kenyon, vol. 4 (1647), 146, 143.
16 Ibid., 241f.
17 ‘that all the freeborn at the age of 21. yeares and upwards, be the electors’ (ibid., 253). On the

origin of the document, see Philip Baker and John Morrill, ‘The Case of the Armie truly re-stated’,
in The Putney Debates of 1647: The Army, the Levellers and the English State, ed. Michael Mendle
(Cambridge, 2001); De Krey, Following the Levellers, 131–4. On the ambiguous subclause of the fran-
chise stipulation, see below, n. 24.
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Both strands of demands – for a more equal representation and for the sol-
diers’ and, at least by extension, other men’s voting rights – were to merge
fully in the propositions made at the Putney debates in late October 1647. It
was only here that the (national) ‘franchise’ became a topic proper, although
even now the term was not employed.18 The Agreement of the People, drawn
up on the eve of the debate and serving as its starting point,19 was silent on
voting rights – but it did state for the first time explicitly, and prominently,
that constituencies ‘ought to be more indifferently proportioned according
to the number of the inhabitants’.20 Although all participants in the debate,
including also the army leadership under Cromwell, essentially agreed on
this, the clause led to the explosive opening question by General Henry
Ireton: did it signify only ‘that every man that is an inhabitant is to be equally
considered’ when creating proportionality among constituencies – something
he might concur with – or was it also supposed to mean that every man was
‘to have an equal voice in the election of the representers’?21 In which case,
he stated, ‘I have something to say against it’.22 The challenge was borne
squarely by Maximilian Petty: ‘We judge that all inhabitants that have not
lost their birthright should have an equal voice in elections.’23 The question
of the franchise in the debate thus arose from the Agreement’s apportionment
clause; and it was immediately divisive, with Ireton, Cromwell and other
officers defending existing franchise regulations, and some officers, soldiers
and civilians arguing for a sweeping franchise extension – possibly to include
all adult males.

Ironically, the franchise debate at Putney is still almost as controversial now
as it was then. Ever since its protocols surfaced in the late nineteenth century,
it has elicited countless interpretations and counter-interpretations – but the
specific content of the plea for franchise extensions has remained, and prob-
ably always will remain, something of an unassailable black box. The search
for a coherent stance, especially on the side of the Levellers and/or the
army ‘radicals’, is understandable in view of the later historical relevance of
the franchise and also in view of the fascinating exchanges that the issue occa-
sioned at Putney. The search might, however, be somewhat anachronistic: in

18 The term seems to have been used only in the sense of local franchises throughout the 1640s
(or else only in negative verbs, such as ‘disfranchise’). Nor were there other generic terms, such as
‘the vote’. At Putney, the usual terminology was ‘[a] voice[s] in [an] election[s]’.

19 On the origins of the Agreement see below, esp. n. 27.
20 The first stipulation of the Agreement reads, ‘we declare … that the people of England being at

this day very unequally distributed by counties, cities and boroughs for the election of their dep-
uties in parliament, ought to be more indifferently proportioned according to the number of the
inhabitants: the circumstances whereof, for number, place, and manner, are to be set down before
the end of this present parliament’. Andrew Sharp (ed.), The English Levellers (Cambridge, 1998), 93f.

21 Ibid., 102.
22 Ibid. Later in the debate, Ireton (main author of the recent army ‘Heads of the Proposals’) put

the officers’ position succinctly: ‘I think I agreed to this matter, that all should be equally distrib-
uted. But the question is whether it should be distributed to all persons, or whether the same per-
sons that are the electors now should be the electors still, and it be equally distributed amongst
them’ (ibid., 107; emphases in the original).

23 Ibid., 102. On Petty see below, n. 27.
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contrast to the proportionality issue, the franchise question was so novel and
so abruptly introduced, and it evolved so haphazardly during the debate –
which is partly why it is so fascinating – that we cannot assume that individual
speakers had arrived with a consistent view on it, let alone sharing a view
between them. In any case, though, it seems by now generally acknowledged
that the intricacies of the nuances in terminology and statement, conscious
or fortuitous, are impossible to disentangle completely. The impression that
clear pronouncements for a full male franchise were made during the debate
is strong – but again, it might well be biased by the anachronistic assumptions
of us modern readers, as first argued by Crawford B. Macpherson.24 When it
came to settling for a compromise after the debate, moreover, the soldiers
were ready to exclude servants and receivers of alms, as long only as they
themselves were given the vote regardless of their previous social status.25

Another, overlapping debate concerns the extent and timing of the influ-
ence of Leveller leaders and ideas on the army, the Agreement and the debates
at Putney.26 Those London political radicals most prominent in the context of
the last two also seem to have created vital links, by the autumn of 1647,
between the army and Leveller writings and ideas.27 But while Leveller notions
concerning individual rights, basic equality and popular sovereignty certainly
exerted a strong influence, directly and indirectly, on New Model Army polit-
ical radicalism, it is hard to establish an immediate contribution of their core
figures – John Lilburne, William Walwyn and Richard Overton – to the
Agreement, to the Putney debates and, indeed, to the discussion of the fran-
chise.28 In any case, crucial for our context is the point – not made in this

24 Crawford B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism: Hobbes to Locke (Oxford,
1962), 107–36. He argued, among other things, that all general statements came with some addition
or exception, such as Petty’s ‘all inhabitants that have not lost their birthright’ or, in ‘The Case of
the Army’, the subclause to ‘all the freeborne’ – namely, ‘excepting those that have or shall deprive
themselves of that their freedome, either for some yeares, or wholly by delinquency’ (Tracts on
Liberty, ed. Hart and Kenyon, vol. 4 (1647), 253) – that can be read as aiming at servants and appren-
tices, too. All concrete pronouncements on the franchise, during and beyond the debate, explicitly
excluded at least servants and receivers of alms (see also below, n. 31).

25 Baker, ‘Franchise Debate’, 112f.; Foxley, Levellers, 179.
26 Foxley, Levellers, esp. 150–84, stresses a continuous and broad Leveller influence – and sees the

Putney stance as endorsing a genuine Leveller insistence on full male voting rights (109f., 177f.).
Baker, ‘Franchise Debate’, considers soldiers’ demands to be more independent from Leveller influ-
ence – particularly their (at least at Putney) more radically egalitarian stance on the franchise (see
also Philip Baker and Elliot Vernon, ‘What Was the First Agreement of the People?’, The Historical
Journal, 53 (2010); Baker and Morrill, ‘Case of the Armie’).

27 First and foremost, Maximilian Petty, John Wildman, Colonel (and MP) Thomas Rainborough
and the soldier Edward Sexby. They seem to have been immediately involved, together with the
army’s ‘New Agents’, in the drafting of the Agreement: De Krey, Following the Levellers, esp. 130–6,
147–56 (arguing that the Levellers came into existence proper only in this context, 134–6, 155f.).

28 None of them made a clear statement on the franchise in general. Lilburne’s ‘free-born
Englishman’ may stand for all men, as argued by Foxley, Levellers, 92–9; and Lilburne did assert
his political role as a matter of principle: ‘the poorest that lives, hath as true a right to give a
vote as well as the richest and greatest’ (‘Charters of London’, December 1646, in Tracts on
Liberty, ed. Hart and Kenyon, vol. 3, 387; see also his ‘Postscript to The freeman’s freedom vindi-
cated’ of June 1646, in English Levellers, ed. Sharp, 31f.). But when it came to making concrete
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way before – that against a background of evolving political radicalism, most
consistently represented by the Levellers, it was only the convergence of a
specific Leveller insistence on the proportionality of parliamentary represen-
tation, on the one hand, and of the soldiers’ demand for their own voting
rights, on the other, that first put ‘the franchise’ (and its enlargement) on
the agenda. In this perspective, the franchise debate did not hinge on any spe-
cific Leveller notion – which doesn’t seem to have existed – of who ought to be
enfranchised. It did, however, hinge on their insistence on equal representa-
tion in Parliament irrespective of a person’s social status or place of residence
(if not of his economic viability). To this end, the uneven distribution of seats
among counties and boroughs ought to give way to their strictly proportional
distribution across the country. It has been said that the Levellers precociously
conceived of a generalised ‘liberty’ pertaining to all individuals, in place of the
various traditional collective liberties.29 In the same vein, it can be said that
they framed an overarching national space of equal representation, fundamen-
tal for discussing the franchise – but not equivalent to its extension.

In fact, as we have already seen, while Lilburne wanted to end the inequality
of representation, he consistently wanted to do so on the basis of tax yields –
in 1646, again in 1647, and yet again in 1648, after population figures had
already been mooted as the potentially better yardstick.30 (It is also true, of
course, that tax yields were much more easily available than population
data.) Lilburne also wanted to synchronise voting rights across the nation:
but rather than pleading for a full franchise, he had explicitly added a rationale
for excluding the lowlier sort from the vote – a rationale mirrored by the con-
tours of his more concrete franchise proposals.31 It is obvious that a fiscally
based proportionality of representation, on the one hand, and an individual
economic (or fiscal) threshold for the right to vote, on the other, obeyed
the same logic: those, and only those, who contribute materially to society
and are not dependent on others should have an equal say in politics.
Conversely, it also seems obvious that proportionality based on sheer numbers

proposals, Lilburne only referred to the rights of local (London) freemen, a more restricted category:
Philip Baker, ‘Londons Liberty in Chains Discovered: The Levellers, the Civic Past, and Popular Protest
in Civil War London’, Huntington Library Quarterly, 76 (2013); idem, ‘Franchise Debate’, 108f., 115–21;
Foxley, Levellers, 93f., 111f.; Hilary M. Larkin, The Making of Englishmen: Debates on National Identity
1550–1650 (Leiden, 2013), 243, 245f. See also below, n. 31.

29 Foxley, Levellers, 97–9.
30 For Lilburne’s 1648 proposals, see next footnote. Foxley, Levellers, 178, renders the relevant

passage in ‘Rash Oaths Unwarrantable’ (May 1647, see above, n. 12) somewhat misleadingly:
Lilburne here reiterated the plea made half a year before to base the apportionment of seats on
tax contributions, not on population.

31 The wording of that rationale, quoted above, points to the same sort of people that Lilburne’s
own version of the second Agreement (or else Foundations of Freedom, December 1648) would
exclude – not only receivers of alms, servants and wage-earners, but also those not contributing
to poor relief (Tracts on Liberty, ed. Hart and Kenyon, vol. 5 (1648), 318). Lilburne’s version diverged
from the officers’ version of January 1649 (see below, n. 33) on a number of points, but not on this
one (Constitutional Documents, ed. Gardiner, 363). Other Leveller declarations, including their rene-
gade third Agreement of May 1649 (English Levellers, ed. Sharp, 170), would exclude at least alms-
takers and servants. See also above, n. 28.
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of people entailed a somewhat different logic – namely, to give the vote to all
those very people, or at least to all adult men among them. For if each and
every person was to count as ‘1’ in apportioning parliamentary seats, it
could seem just as logical that (at least) every man should also have the
vote. Precisely this is the ‘radical’ reading of the Putney debates.

It was the first logic that was pursued into the Commonwealth period – at
least in part, as the franchise extension envisaged by Lilburne, while endorsed
by the army leaders, never materialised.32 The plea for a more equally propor-
tioned parliament, on the other hand, was not only given renewed rhetorical
emphasis in 1649:33 rather, after the ‘Rump’ Parliament had sat out any effect-
ive changes,34 the ‘Instrument of Government’ of December 1653, establishing
the Commonwealth of England, Scotland and Ireland together with the
Protectorate, fixed ‘proportions’ among constituencies – according to their
tax yields.35 As a result, the elections of 1654 and 1656 were of a more propor-
tionate nature than any others before the nineteenth century.

The apportionment reform died together with the Protector.36 Yet, the
dozen years in which it had been intensely discussed, and at least partly put
into practice, had created templates to be evoked over and over again for
many decades to come. As with other features of the republican experiment,
they would also spur on more systematic reflection – reflection on how to

32 On the franchise provisions in the second Agreement of 1648/9, see the previous footnote.
Some minor and ambivalent adjustments were made in 1653, as the traditional forty-shilling
threshold in county constituencies was turned into a £200 property threshold – which was higher,
but less exclusive in terms of the kind of property owned. Constitutional Documents, ed. Gardiner, 411;
Cannon, Parliamentary Reform, 17ff.; Blair Worden, The Rump Parliament 1648–1653 (Cambridge, 1974),
158f. The changes were duly rescinded with the Restoration.

33 The officers’ Agreement (January 1649) urged to reapportion seats even more strongly than in
its first, 1647 version. It also contained a list with appropriate numbers of MPs from each county
and borough (Constitutional Documents, ed. Gardiner, 360–3), drawn up by Lilburne (see also his own
version, in Tracts on Liberty, ed. Hart and Kenyon, vol. 5 (1648), 317f.; the changes made by the offi-
cers were relatively minor, see also Worden, Rump Parliament, 144). It was, in all likelihood, based
on constituencies’ tax yields, but this was not spelled out. Cannon, Parliamentary Reform, 10, iden-
tifies the 1636 Ship Money assessment as Lilburne’s yardstick (see also Paul Slack, ‘Government and
Information in Seventeenth-Century England’, Past & Present, 184 (2004), 49f.), stressing that his
redistribution proposals ‘were the most detailed and elaborate yet produced’.

34 Worden, Rump Parliament, 146ff.; Cannon, Parliamentary Reform, 11ff. In ‘Barebone’s Parliament’
of 1653 (with appointed, not elected, members), seats were already distributed according to tax
burdens (ibid., 13).

35 Although there were now almost twice as many county as borough seats, boroughs still
remained over-represented (at least partly because of partisan considerations which, conversely,
left London conspicuously under-represented). Four hundred MPs from England and Wales were
to be joined by thirty MPs each from Scotland and Ireland. Constitutional Documents, ed.
Gardiner, 407–9 (quotation at 409); Cannon, Parliamentary Reform, 13ff.; Worden, Rump Parliament,
149ff., who stresses that the scheme had essentially been worked out by the Rump – and, by exten-
sion, followed up in Lilburne’s and the 1649 officers’ Agreement (see n. 33). See also David L. Smith,
‘The Agreements of the People and the Constitutions of the Interregnum Governments’, in The
Agreements of the People, the Levellers, and the Constitutional Crisis of the English Revolution, ed.
Philip Baker and Elliot Vernon (2012), esp. 240f., 245.

36 Richard Cromwell’s parliament (January 1659) was already elected according to ancient usage,
the ‘Humble Petition and Advice’ of 1657 having de facto suspended the new rules.
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make representation more proportional and equitable, and possibly also more
egalitarian.

Arithmetical calculations and radical projections

Various proposals were made, between the mid-1640s and mid-1650s, to attri-
bute seats to existing constituencies according to their population or their tax
yields. In the ensuing decades, suggestions were made to make parliamentary
representation yet more proportional by devising an entirely new electoral
geography from the ground up, starting from the parishes.37

The most celebrated piece of seventeenth-century republican writing, James
Harrington’s Commonwealth of Oceana (1656), had its ideal republic organise ‘the
people, according [to] the places of their habitation, unto parishes, hundreds
and tribes’ for administrative and military purposes as well as for elections.38

If ‘tribes’ are equated with counties, this hierarchy of units mirrored the
situation in England. In Oceana, however, they were perfectly arithmetically
proportioned – and not riddled by boroughs: 10,000 parishes made up 1,000
hundreds and 50 tribes. Propertied men from the age of thirty were to take
part in annual elections at parish level.39 Deputies elected here would then
meet on the hundred level to elect a deputy for the tribe; finally, the tribe
deputies chose seven deputies for a lower house, and two for a Senate.

Harrington’s scheme was followed up and further developed by the poly-
math William Petty, co-inventor – together with his friend John Graunt – of
statistics or what he termed ‘political arithmetic’. Petty was intimate with
some of the most pre-eminent protagonists of the incipient scientific revolu-
tion, in England as well as in the Netherlands and in Paris (where he assisted
Hobbes), but he was also embroiled in the very midst of Commonwealth
debates and realities of parliamentary elections.40 Petty and Harrington
rubbed shoulders in the latter’s Rota club, one of the first coffee-house clubs
in London, during the months before the Restoration.41 The short-lived but
celebrated club also had among its regulars Samuel Pepys, the political writer

37 Some earlier apportionment proposals had envisaged the division of larger counties into
electoral districts (see n. 9), but none of them envisaged ‘a parish-based representational scheme’
as claimed by Mark Knights, ‘Locke and Post-revolutionary Politics: Electoral Reform and the
Franchise’, Past & Present, 213 (2011), 62 n. 89.

38 James Harrington, The Commonwealth of Oceana and A System of Politics, ed. J. G. A. Pocock
(Cambridge, 1992), 77.

39 ‘Elections’ in Oceana being a mixture of actual choice and a lot-like ballot, similar to the sys-
tem in Venice. On (the only relative) political equality in Oceana, see J. Colin Davis, ‘Equality in an
Unequal Commonwealth: James Harrington’s Republicanism and the Meaning of Equality’, in
Soldiers, Writers and Statesmen of the English Revolution, ed. Ian Gentles, John Morrill and Blair
Worden (Cambridge 1998).

40 Ironically, for Richard Cromwell’s parliament (January 1659), he was elected for West Looe
(Cornwall), one of the most notorious ‘rotten boroughs’, with only a few voters: Ted McCormick,
William Petty and the Ambitions of Political Arithmetic (Oxford, 2009), 112. Reduced by the reforms
of 1653, it had been fully reinstated when they were undone (see n. 36).

41 Ibid., 128; Brian Cowan, The Social Life of Coffee: The Emergence of the British Coffeehouse (New
Haven, 2005), 96ff.
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Henry Neville and former Leveller John Wildman. Fellow member John Aubrey
noted that Petty ‘was a Rota man, and troubled Mr. James Harrington with his
Arithmeticall proportions, reducing Politie to Numbers’.42 More likely, it was
Aubrey himself who was thus troubled – judging by his Oceana, Harrington
was hardly less obsessed with numbers in politics.

For Petty, one of the ‘impediments of Englands greatness’ was

the inequality of Shires, Diocesses, Parishes … and other Precincts, as also
the Representation of the People in Parliament; all which do hinder the
Operations of Authority in the same manner, as a Wheel irregularly
made, and excentrically hung; neither moves so easily, nor performs its
Work so truely, as if the same were duely framed and poised.43

Petty’s urge for proportional rationality was congenial with his approach to
reform in many other political contexts, such as taxation and population pol-
icies. With the help of numerical data and arithmetical logic, England’s – and
indeed, a UK’s – ‘impediments’ could all be solved at one stroke: ‘May not the
three Kingdoms be United into one, and equally represented in Parliament? …
Might not the Parishes, and other Precincts be better equalized. … Might not
the Taxes be equally applotted?’44 To such an end, Petty suggested remoulding
the 9,600 parishes of England, being of very different sizes, into 12,000 same-
sized electoral ‘precincts’ or ‘districts’. On this basis stood a pyramidal system
similar to Harrington’s – but with a radically egalitarian male franchise.45

In another piece of writing, Petty went yet further.46 He lowered the age
threshold to eighteen and advanced a radically decimal logic – a logic or ‘sys-
tem’ that simply ‘is the best; because with such computation do we deal with

42 Aubrey’s Brief Lives, ed. Oliver L. Dick (Ann Arbor, 1962), 240.
43 William Petty, Political Arithmetick (1690) (presumably composed in the early 1670s), 93.
44 Ibid., 95. The term ‘precinct’ was also used by Harrington (for a ‘hundred’): Harrington,

Commonwealth of Oceana, 83.
45 ‘that in each district all the males of above twenty-one years old may meet upon a certain day

to choose a certain person who may represent them … and that forty [each] of the said 12,000 may
meet at 300 convenient places … to elect 300 members for the Grand Council’, after Edmund
Fitzmaurice, Life of Sir William Petty 1623–1687 (1895), 279, referring to a 1685 manuscript entitled
‘An Opinion of what is Possible to be Done’. The immediate object of this proposal was one-half
of a ‘grand National Council’ of some 600 members (the other half was to mirror the House of
Lords and the county members of the Commons). But the subsequent insistence on electoral
reform suggests that Petty envisaged radical adjustments for the existing parliament, too: he called
for ‘a new apportionment and election for the House of Commons’, considering not only ‘that
70,000 Persons, called London, send but eight Members, while 7 other persons send two, and
some counties of equal Bigness and Wealth send ten times as many as others’, but also that ‘of
all the Men in England of 21 years old, although they have all Right and Capacity to be made
Members of either House of Parliament, yet scarce one-fifth part of them have power to elect
Members for the House of Commons’ (after ibid., 279f.).

46 Frank Amati and Tony Aspromourgos, ‘Petty contra Hobbes: A Previously Untranslated
Manuscript’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 46 (1985). The translators give no date; McCormick,
William Petty, 129 n. 41, suggests the last months before the Restoration, when the Rota club was
meeting (October 1659 to February 1660).
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numbers in arithmetic … and because no one else clearly found a more suitable
number system’.47 Thus, 10,000 basic units or ‘centumvirales’, i.e. 100 men,
formed 1,000 ‘chiliarchies’, 100 ‘comitatus’ and finally 10 provinces. An
assumed total of one million adult men chimed with actual estimates for
England – as well as with the figure in Oceana.48 The latter’s arithmetical
rationality was driven to a perfectly decimalised end – and the analogy of,
on the one hand, proportionality based on population and, on the other, a
full franchise was fully spelled out: an analogy already present, if as yet
obliquely, at Putney.

It was only after Petty’s death and the publication of his eponymous Political
Arithmetick in 1690 that his ideas became widely known and taken up, including
more specific calculations on the proportionality of elections. Population and
especially taxation data were contrasted with representation, such as by John
Houghton who, in 1693, compared the number of MPs per county (including
boroughs) with tax burden, acreage and number of houses – to conclude,
not surprisingly, that they all matched quite badly.49 Five years later, a similar
table appeared, again comparing the number of MPs per county (with their
boroughs) with both the land tax yields of 1693 and the subsidies of 1697 –
with the result that the disproportion was even bigger if measured by the
second than by the first: ‘6 Northern and 5 Western Counties’ paid less than
half of Middlesex and Essex, but occupied 216 seats in the place of a bare
16.50 The under-representation of London and its environs preoccupied
other authors of the time, too.51

If Houghton and others advanced hard data only on taxation,52 it might
have had less to do with an inclination towards taxation-based proportionality
and more with the fact that such data were easier to obtain than regional
population data.53 This suggestion is further corroborated by the way in
which Gregory King, the most important ‘political arithmetician’ after
William Petty, adapted Harrington’s pyramidal apportionment scheme to the
administrative and fiscal realities of England.54 Breaking down a rough total
of £10 million in annual direct taxes, King attributed first-tier deputies to

47 Amati and Aspromourgos, ‘Petty contra Hobbes’, 131.
48 Ibid., 130.
49 Joanna Innes, ‘Power and Happiness: Empirical Social Enquiry in Britain, from “Political

Arithmetic” to “Moral Statistics”’, in idem, Inferior Politics: Social Problems and Social Policies in
Eighteenth-Century Britain (Oxford, 2009), 122f. Houghton, pharmacist and member of the Royal
Society, published a weekly broadsheet with data on agriculture and trade. See also Knights,
‘Locke and Post-revolutionary Politics’, 80; Slack, ‘Government and Information’, 51, 61f.

50 ‘A Scheme of the Proportions’, in Knights, ‘Locke and Post-revolutionary Politics’, 83; see also
ibid., 80f. The author, John Smart, worked at the London town clerk’s office.

51 Ibid., 81.
52 The number of houses listed by Houghton was probably also derived from tax data; see Innes,

‘Power and Happiness’, 122f.
53 This is also stressed by Innes, ‘Power and Happiness’, 174; but more accurate population fig-

ures did become available from the early 1690s; see Slack, ‘Government and Information’, 62.
54 In a manuscript composed in the second half of the 1690s (the ‘Burns Journal’), printed in The

Earliest Classics: John Graunt and Gregory King, ed. Peter Laslett (Farnborough, 1973), here 250 (of 291).
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the parishes at the ratio of 1:£200.55 These parish deputies were then to meet
at the hundred level to elect a tenth of their number as the next tier of dep-
uties – who then met at county level where, again, they would choose a tenth
of them, so as to arrive at a total of 500 members of Parliament. The model did
not require a complete remake of the administrative landscape, as Harrington’s
and especially Petty’s schemes did, but it still apportioned each parliamentary
seat to (roughly) an equal amount of taxes paid.56

As no new data became available, those of the late seventeenth
century, especially those of King and of his colleague Charles Davenant
(through whose publications many of King’s figures and calculations first
became accessible), were taken up time and again throughout the eighteenth
century – together with much the same kind of political arguments against
the distorted representation in Parliament.57 After a national census bill
had been thwarted by the House of Lords in 1753, only the census of 1801
began to supply reliable data for apportionment based on population58 – as
first attempted by the 1832 Reform Act, and even then only to a very
rudimentary extent.

Proportionality and the franchise in the Enlightenment

Neither the radicalism of Harrington and Petty, nor the support by arithmet-
ical precision and concrete data aimed at by him and his followers, charac-
terised the ensuing political discourse in Britain or abroad. Characteristic,
rather, was the more distanced and conservative stance of John Locke – who
nevertheless helped to pass some of the seventeenth-century notions on pro-
portionality on to eighteenth-century political thought. His Second Treatise of
Government, written around 1680, noted the desirability of re-establishing the
distorted balance between representation and constituency size (suggesting
that an original balance was offset by later demographic and economic
changes).59 Locke further argued that, as Parliament could neither reform itself
nor be reformed by the people who had ceded their power to it, that distorted

55 Following Harrington, deputies on all the three levels were to be ‘chosen by Ballot’ (ibid.), but
there was no further pronouncement on the franchise.

56 This was possible because parishes, hundreds and counties, while serving as organisational
units, were not given fixed numbers of deputies but numbers according to their relative tax
yield. By the same token, it seems to be the first scheme that – possibly inadvertently – allowed
for yearly reassessments and thus for changing fiscal, and indirectly demographic and economic,
conditions.

57 Innes, ‘Power and Happiness’, 174, mentioning Malachi Postlethwayt, James Burgh and John
Wilkes. Only in 1783, on behalf of Wyvill’s reform movement, were new data presented, followed
in turn by yet more detailed research on the size of boroughs by the ‘Society of Constitutional
Information’ in the 1790s (ibid., 174f.).

58 David V. Glass, Numbering the People: The Eighteenth-Century Population Controversy and the
Development of Census and Vital Statistics in Britain (Farnborough, 1973).

59 ‘in tract of time this Representation becomes very unequal and disproportionate to the reasons
it was at first establish’d upon’: John Locke, ‘The Second Treatise’, in Two Treatises of Government, ed.
Peter Laslett (Cambridge, 1960), § 157 (emphasis in the original).
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balance had to be fixed by the executive, i.e. the king.60 And in accordance
with the general trend of the century – if not with Harrington and Petty –
Locke saw the balance or ‘true proportion’ warranted by ‘the assistance,
which it [a constituency] affords to the publick’, that is, its tax yields.61

The two clauses in the Second Treatise concerned with this theme have fre-
quently been read as an explicit stance in favour of a property-based franchise.
Yet, Locke’s lack of clarity on the issue has caused much headache and discus-
sion – not unlike Putney and the Levellers.62 But against the background of the
preceding half-century’s debates on proportionality, the relatively greater
weight he lends to this issue – and the absence of any explicit mention of
‘the franchise’ – appears much less puzzling: against that background, it can
be argued that what was relevant for Locke, too, and for his ‘fair and equal
Representative’,63 was equality both among constituencies and among the voters
in different constituencies: a standardised franchise, in other words, much more
than any clearly specified (let alone broadened) electorate.

This can be further confirmed by placing Locke’s stance in the context of
the Exclusion Crisis and the early Whig electoral reform proposals that it
engendered.64 A bill brought forward by the first Earl of Shaftesbury, whose
associate Locke had been since the mid-1660s, stipulated a radically standar-
dised borough franchise:65 every householder from the age of twenty-one
who had ‘payed and born his Scot and Lot towards the maintenance and
defraying the Poor, and other publick Charges and Payments’ was to have
the vote.66 This would have broadened the franchise in most boroughs while
narrowing it down in some others (as further emphasised by an insistence
on excluding all others)67 – but, crucially, it would have equalised it among
them.

60 Ibid., §§ 157, 158. To prove this, and its consistency with his constitutional theory, was clearly
Locke’s biggest concern here ( just as the §§ are part of ch. XIII, ‘Of the Subordination of the
Powers’).

61 Ibid., § 158. There is a conspicuous, and suspicious, cumulation here of the attribute ‘true’ in
one sentence (‘true proportion’, based on ‘true reason’, would recreate the ‘old and true’
’Legislative’).

62 §§ 140 and 158 are often considered as pleas for a restricted franchise. John Rawls, Lectures on
the History of Political Philosophy, ed. Samuel Freeman (Cambridge, MA, 2007), 138–55, makes the case
that such a stance for a property threshold is not inconsistent with Locke’s theory of equality.
Jeremy Waldron, God, Locke, and Equality: Christian Foundations in Locke’s Political Thought
(Cambridge, 2002), 114–19, detects more potential in Locke’s political egalitarianism, but stresses
that the legislature’s specific make-up was not essential for him.

63 Locke, ‘Second Treatise’, § 158 (emphasis in the original).
64 See also Knights, ‘Locke and Post-revolutionary Politics’.
65 ‘Bill for Regulating Elections of Members to serve in Parliament’ (second reading, 5 April

1679), in The Necessity of Parliaments, with Seasonable Directions for the More Regular Election of
Parliament-Men (1689), 25–31; see also Knights, ‘Locke and Post-revolutionary Politics’, 63f.

66 ‘Bill for Regulating Elections’, 26. London, York, Norwich, Exeter and Bristol were, however,
exempted from the regulation, with no further stipulations.

67 The county threshold was to be heightened to a £200 property threshold – as had already
briefly obtained under Cromwell (see above, n. 32, also for the implications) in whose Council of
State Shaftesbury had sat.
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Curiously, in a memorandum presumably also authored by Shaftesbury, two
contrasting alternatives were put forward.68 The first advocated a sharp restric-
tion of voting rights: ‘The power of Election [ought] to be fixed in the Optimacy
only,’ as most men were too easily ‘misguided … by their ignorance’ and ‘under
the temptation of being Corrupted and Seduced by the inveiglements of a little
Mony, or a Pot of Ale’.69 The second alternative, however, suggested that the
only way ‘to bring an old irregular Structure into a convenient Uniformity’
was ‘by razing it to the Ground, and erecting a new Pile by some better con-
trived design’.70 Such a design, apart from featuring a Harrington-style electoral
pyramid, would rest on the premise that ‘every individual Person in the Nation,
has a Natural Right to Vote’ and envisage the franchise for all male house-
holders.71 This would achieve ‘a perfect Representative of the whole Body of
the People, and also of every numerical person in the Kingdom’.72

To the extent that we can make sense of these contrasting schemes, it is
again by acknowledging that the Whigs’ goal was to rationalise representation
by creating equality among voters – however these were to be defined. This
meant, on the one hand, proportionality among constituencies, measured by
the taxes they paid. On the other hand, it meant an equal – that is, a standar-
dised – franchise, which they strove to obtain by legislation. In the 1690s, in
fact, another electoral bill – drawn up, among others, by Locke – again
envisaged a standardised borough franchise to be awarded to every man paying
local taxes (scot and lot).73 Rather than being radically egalitarian, again, the
aim was to ‘bring an old irregular Structure into a convenient Uniformity’, to
quote Shaftesbury. This uniformity was to be predicated on the payment of
taxes – for more proportional constituencies as well as for the entitlement
of individual voters. This was a standard that was not only relatively easy to
measure but also one that local and central elites might agree upon.74 If the
move failed again, it was not because it was too egalitarian – but because the
rationalising, standardising logic of proportionality and individual (or voter)
equality contradicted the traditional logic of hierarchical and corporate rights.

The first logic was, broadly speaking, that of the European Enlightenment –
and the equalising, while not egalitarian, stance of Locke and the Whigs was
precisely that of all but a few Enlightenment thinkers.75 They wanted

68 Later published as Some Observations Concerning the Regulating of Elections for Parliament (1689). The
original date (1679?) and Shaftesbury’s authorship are not entirely certain; see Knights, ‘Locke and
Post-revolutionary Politics’, 61f. (but Knights confusingly treats the 1679 bill and the pamphlet as iden-
tical here – and passes over the fact that the latter contained two radically contrasting schemes).

69 [Shaftesbury], Observations, 10f.
70 Ibid., 14.
71 Ibid., 14–18 (quotation at 15). Apart from the fact that male householders were not ‘every indi-

vidual Person’, there were also restrictions on eligibility, especially on the second (county) level.
72 Ibid., 18.
73 Knights, ‘Locke and Post-revolutionary Politics’, 66ff., esp. 68, 70. The county franchise was left

untouched – but the franchise here was already at least formally equal (and the boroughs sent the
vast majority of MPs).

74 As emphasised also ibid., 75ff.
75 The most obvious exception is of course Rousseau, but he rejected the idea of representation

altogether. The nuances of eighteenth-century arguments on equality are discussed by John
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representation to be more equal – but not shared by all. They wanted to see it
untied from traditional categories of birthright and group membership – but
they wanted it to be tied to economic independence, moral and intellectual
capacity, personal achievement and individual contribution to the public weal
(all of which were seen as closely linked). Enlightened thinkers, in other words,
envisaged a new kind of social and political stratification: not inherited and col-
lective but utilitarian and individual. It contrasted sharply with the traditional
early modern logic of birth, and corporate, status and rights, while corresponding
to the functional, materialist rationality of the Enlightenment. (By the same
token – by obeying an essentially materialistic logic – such stratification was meas-
urable and quantifiable, through property registers, tax lists or otherwise.) This
vision of stratification undercut traditional birth and corporate hierarchies by put-
ting the right to vote within each and every (male) individual’s reach – based on
his economic success. Here, then, was Locke’s ‘true proportion’ and ‘true reason’;76

here was his – and later the Americans’ – ‘no taxation without representation’;77

here were French revolutionary Sieyès’s ‘true shareholders’ of society.78

This, too, was the gist of the entry on ‘representation’ in Diderot’s
Encyclopédie, authored by the German expatriate philosopher baron
d’Holbach whose Paris salon was frequented by the crème of French and
British philosophers.79 For Holbach and the Encyclopédie, it was clear that
‘the people’ were to be represented proportionately – but proportionately
according not just to their numbers but also to their usefulness.80 Only the
educated and wealthy, in fact – those who had a true understanding of, and
true stake in, society and politics – ought to represent the people: ‘It is in pro-
portion of his possessions that the voice of the citizen should have weight in
national assemblies.’81 Indeed only they were to be represented, as ‘it is prop-
erty that makes the citizen … [He] acquires the right to be represented as a
proprietor, in function of his possessions.’82

Carson, The Measure of Merit: Talents, Intelligence, and Inequality in the French and American Republics,
1750–1940 (Princeton, 2007), 11–37.

76 Locke, ‘Second Treatise’, § 158.
77 Ibid., § 140; see also § 142.
78 ‘les vrais actionnaires de la grande entreprise sociale’, Emmanuel J. Sieyès, Préliminaire de la

constitution françoise. Reconnoissance et exposition raisonnée des droits de l’homme et du citoyen (Paris,
1789), 37.

79 Paul-Henri Thiry [Paul H. Dietrich], Baron d’Holbach, ‘Représentans’, in Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire
raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, ed. Denis Diderot, vol. 14 (Paris, 1765). His salon, an important
caucus of Encyclopédie authors, existed over three decades from the middle of the century onwards.
Holbach himself contributed hundreds of articles, mostly on matters of science.

80 ‘Le peuple composé … de la partie la plus nombreuse, la plus laborieuse, la plus utile de la
société’, ibid., 144.

81 ‘c’est en proportion de ses possessions, que la voix du citoyen doit avoir du poids dans les
assemblées nationales’, ibid., 145. See also ibid., 144: ‘il convient qu’ils [les sujets] aient des
représentans, c’est-à-dire des citoyens plus éclairés que les autres, plus intéressés à la chose,
que leurs possessions attachent à la patrie, que leur position mette à portée de sentir les besoins
de l’état’.

82 ‘en un mot c’est la propriété qui fait le citoyen; … c’est toujours comme propriétaire, c’est en
raison de ses possessions … qu’il acquiert le droit de se faire représenter’, ibid., 145.
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This logic was translated, from the 1770s onwards, into attempts by French
ministers to set up Provincial Assemblies to oversee taxation and streamline
local administration. The original plan put forward, in particular, by physio-
cratic writers, saw these as consisting of regional landowners, noble and non-
noble alike, representing taxpayers at large and looking beyond particularist
spheres of interest. When Finance Minister Necker initiated two such
Assemblées provinciales in the late 1770s, however, they were organised along
the lines of the traditional three Estates and fully dominated by noble elites.83

In early 1787, Finance Minister Calonne tried to take up the original idea of
gathering landowners, regardless of rank, but this foundered on the resistance
of the Assembly of Notables.84 His successor Loménie de Brienne, finally, put
almost twenty Assemblies – organised along the conventional lines – in
place by the end of 1787.85 Yet, just like Necker’s prototypes, they featured a
‘doubled Third’ – they contained, that is, the same number of representatives
from the Third as from the first two (clerical and noble) Estates together, thus
prefiguring the form which the Estates General of 1789 would take. More than
that, their members voted individually – ‘by head’ – rather than collectively by
Estates,86 thus anticipating the logic of the revolutionary Third Estate during
the first two months of the Revolution. In this restricted way at least, the
pre-revolutionary Provincial Assemblies translated a notion of individual,
but functionally qualified, proportionality and equality into practice.
Together with the lower-level, elected Municipal Assemblies that were set
up during autumn 1787 they helped, on the eve of the Revolution, to spread
an individual, property- or taxation-based logic of proportionality and
representation among a large public.87

From Estates to Assembly: proportionality and equality in the
French Revolution

The call for a revocation of the Estates General or some other form of ‘national
representation’88 to solve the financial and political impasse of the monarchy

83 Turgot (finance minister 1774–6) had the physiocrat Dupont de Nemours draw up a first plan.
Necker (1776–81) had two prototype assemblies established in 1778/9, with members partly
appointed and partly co-opted. Stephen Miller, Feudalism, Venality, and Revolution: Provincial
Assemblies in Late-Old Regime France (Manchester, 2020); Peter M. Jones, Reform and Revolution in
France: The Politics of Transition, 1774–1791 (Cambridge, 1995), 38f.

84 At the end of 1786, Calonne had also envisaged reinstalling the Provincial Estates of old (États
provinciaux) to ‘garner the support of landowning taxpayers who, through their regularly elected
representatives, would be … advising the government in a consultative capacity’ (quoted after
ibid., 38).

85 Ibid., 40, 142. Again, first-time members were appointed, not elected.
86 Loménie de Brienne here, too, followed Necker’s model, while Calonne (and Turgot) had pro-

posed that representation should not be organised by orders at all.
87 Calonne had envisaged a ‘physiocratic’ landowner franchise for the Municipalités, too, but

Loménie de Brienne would replace this with a taxpaying franchise (ibid., 41, 144).
88 Words of the abbé Morellet in late 1787, after ibid., 140. The Assembly of Notables, convened

in spring, had already been dubbed a ‘National Assembly’ (ibid., 116), a term also used by Holbach in
1765.
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was growing ever louder throughout 1787 – and at the end of the year, the king
promised the convocation of an Estates General. After 175 years of slumber,
however, they could not, in most people’s eyes, simply be revived in their
ancient form, as the government envisaged it: to accord the church and the
nobility each the same weight as the entire rest of society – represented in
the ‘Third Estate’ (Tiers État) – appeared just as anachronistic as insulting. At
the same time, the new Provincial Assemblies pointed towards a fairer form
of representation.89 In the Alpine province of Dauphiné, in July 1788 – a few
weeks after the ‘Day of the Tiles’, when citizens of the province’s capital,
Grenoble, had hurled roof tiles on the soldiers deployed in the streets – mem-
bers of the three Estates assembled to reconvene their long-deceased
Provincial Estates: but not, as in the past, with an equal number of represen-
tatives from each Estate but, following the Provincial Assemblies, with a
‘doubled Third’ and the vote ‘by head’.90 They proclaimed this to be the proper
set-up for the upcoming Estates General, too. However, the central authorities
insisted that these be modelled on their last convocation in 1614 – triggering a
pamphlet war throughout autumn 1788 that pitted traditionalists against self-
styled ‘patriots’ clamouring for a larger share of seats for the Third Estate.91

In this debate, arguments for more proportional forms of representation
could be readily based on statistical, and in particular demographic, reasoning
which had started to attract much general attention over the past decades.92 In
France, it was popularised in particular by the hefty debate over an alleged
long-term depopulation of the kingdom – prompting Rousseau to ask, provoca-
tively, for population counts to evaluate governments; and the government, in
turn, to carry out yearly demographic surveys.93 Such statistical reasoning and
practice not only underscored the relevance of proportionality but also a
notion of basic individual equality – implicit in the simple proposition to
count each and every person as an identical ‘1’ regardless of social rank (as
well as, potentially, of sex and age). A decade before the Revolution, demog-
rapher Jean-Baptiste Moheau had stated that his discipline, by revealing the
general laws of life, showed men ‘naked’ in their ‘natural equality’, without
the trappings of society. There was no difference between kings and the

89 It was widely held that they should be the model for the Estates General; see ibid., 43, 119,
139ff.

90 A doubled Third Estate and the vote by head already existed in the Estates of Languedoc, too.
91 Among the ‘patriots’ were many nobles, and their central caucus (later dubbed ‘Committee of

30’) consisted of important members of the Paris parlement at odds with the latter’s pronounce-
ment (in September 1788) for the ‘forms of 1614’. Timothy Tackett, Becoming a Revolutionary: The
Deputies of the French National Assembly and the Emergence of a Revolutionary Culture (1789–1790)
(Princeton, 1996), 89f.

92 See Lars Behrisch, Die Berechnung der Glückseligkeit. Statistik und Politik in Deutschland und
Frankreich im späten Ancien Régime (Ostfildern, 2016).

93 On the Enquête Terray (starting in the early 1770s), Rousseau’s call and the depopulation
debate in general: Jean-Claude Perrot, Une histoire intellectuelle de l’économie politique, XVIIe–XVIIIe
siècles (Paris, 1992), esp. 161ff.; Carol Blum, Strength in Numbers: Population, Reproduction, and Power
in Eighteenth-Century France (Baltimore, 2002); Frederick G. Whelan, ‘Population and Ideology in
the Enlightenment’, History of Political Thought, 12 (1991).
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least of their subjects: they all shared the same needs and pleasures; they all
shared ‘the same beginning, the same end, one cradle, and one grave’.94

In autumn 1788, arguments starting from the numerical proportionality of
equal citizens were forcefully brought forward by the eminent lawyer
Guy-Jean-Baptiste Target. In his view, delegates ought to be sent ‘from all
parts of the kingdom according to wise rules and just proportions’.95 Such pro-
portions were absent in the past, as Target proved with a survey of member-
ship figures since the fourteenth century: contrary to what traditionalists
maintained, the historical record was a ‘masterpiece of irregularity and
chance’ and could not serve as a rule.96 Target did not advise a radical
break. Nevertheless, as ‘there are a million individuals in the two first orders,
but … twenty million in the Third Estate’, the latter constituted ‘almost the
entire nation’ and should therefore clearly outweigh clergy and nobility in
the Estates General.97 Much the same point was made by Protestant pastor
(and future eminent revolutionary) Jean-Paul Rabaut Saint-Étienne: ‘What is
the Third Estate? It is the nation minus the clergy and the nobility,’ made
up of some ‘twenty-four million Frenchmen’.98 Thus, the muddled pedigree
of tradition was now trumped by quantitative arguments – by the sheer
‘dictates of reason and justice’.99

As already indicated by these examples, though, the concrete numbers
employed varied, due to a lack of census data no less than to the bewildering
array of territories recently added or (semi-)incorporated into the kingdom.100

Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès, taking up the argument in January 1789 in his What
Is the Third Estate?, admitted that he knew no better what the ‘true proportion’
among the orders was – ‘but, like everybody else, I will permit myself to make
my calculations’.101 The result was a maximum of 200,000 members of the first

94 ‘L’homme [est] ainsi vu à nu et dépouillé de toutes les prérogatives et distinctions qu’ont
introduit [sic] les conventions sociales, ramené au sentiment de l’égalité naturelle; pour tout indi-
vidu, mêmes besoins, mêmes plaisirs; les seules jouissances réelles pour les souverains, sont celles
qu’ils partagent avec les derniers de leurs sujets; même commencement, même fin, un berceau, et
un tombeau.’ Jean-Baptiste Moheau, Recherches et considérations sur la population de la France [1778],
ed. Eric Vilquin (Paris, 1994), 2.

95 After Mitchell B. Garrett, The Estates General of 1789: The Problems of Composition and Organization
(New York, 1935), 90. Garrett dates ‘Les états généraux convoqués par Louis XVI’, most likely
authored by Target, to the end of October (ibid., 88, 235); it went through several editions.

96 After ibid., 89. Target referred to regional proportions as well as to the ratio between Estates,
showing that the proportion of the Third had fluctuated wildly over the centuries.

97 After ibid., 90. Target proposed a ratio of 1:1:3 (250 deputies each for the first two, 750 for the
Third Estate).

98 After ibid., 92f. The ‘Considérations sur les intérêts du tiers état adressées au peuple des pro-
vinces’ were written around the same time and also printed repeatedly (ibid., 233; see also ibid., 93).

99 Ibid., 88, 92 (Garrett referring here to both Target and Rabaut Saint-Étienne).
100 France’s population in 1789 was around 28 million. Contemporary estimates (often not

including recent territorial acquisitions) ranged between 20 and 25 million (Perrot, Histoire intellec-
tuelle, 174).

101 ‘J’ignore, comme tout le monde, quel en est le véritable rapport; mais comme tout le monde,
je me per-mettrai de faire mon calcul.’ Emmanuel J. Sieyès, Qu’est-ce que le tiers-état?, 3rd edn [1789]
(Paris, 1988), 71.
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two orders, contrasting with no less than ‘twenty-five to twenty-six million
souls’ belonging to the rest, i.e. the Third Estate.102 Considering this numerical
evidence, it would be plain ‘absurdity’ to insist on the first two Estates’ conven-
tional two-thirds majority: it would be just the same as to ‘maintain that 2 plus
2 equals 5’.103

Although Sieyès used an argument previously deployed by others,104 he
gave it renewed rhetorical vigour and made it immensely popular on the
eve of the elections to the Estates General. In the meantime, at the end of
1788, the king had given in to Finance Minister Necker to ‘double the Third’;
but as he shrank away from conceding the vote by head, too, the first two
Estates would de facto retain their two-to-one majority.105 As a result, this
half-hearted concession only fuelled the debate that gripped the public,
much rather than appeasing it. When the crucial issue of the vote by head
was taken up after the Estates General had opened on 5 May, the stubborn
and arrogant refusal of the first two Estates to even consider and discuss it
gave the Third Estate a common cause – and made it ‘become revolutionary’.106

On 17 June, the Third Estate finally proclaimed itself the ‘National Assembly’,
soon to be joined by most clergy as well as many nobles – on the rationale of
its sheer numerical proportionality: ‘This Assembly is … made up of the dep-
uties … of at least ninety-six per cent of the nation.’107

But the picture is not yet complete. Omnipresent from the start was also the
functional, utilitarian notion of proportionality – the notion that representa-
tion should also, if not chiefly, be proportional to individual and collective use-
fulness, measured by property and/or taxation. In a widely read ‘Letter to the
King’ from the autumn of 1788, the precocious and much admired Estates of
Dauphiné had argued that the Third Estate could not be denied the same num-
ber of deputies as the first two Estates together – considering not only that it

102 Ibid., 71–5 (quotation at 75). Later in the piece, he used the much lower figure of 20 million
(see next footnote).

103 ‘Si donc on prétend qu’il appartient à la constitution française que deux cent mille individus
fassent sur un nombre de vingt millions de citoyens les deux tiers de la volonté commune, que
répondre, si ce n’est qu’on soutient que deux et deux font cinq? … On ne peut … arrêter que
dix volontés n’en vaudront qu’une, contre dix autres qui en vaudront trente. Ce sont là des contra-
dictions dans les termes, de véritables absurdités,’ ibid., 142.

104 Apart from Target and Rabaut Saint-Étienne, quoted above, the argument had been made
already in the context of the Assembly of Notables in spring 1787, when municipal officers from
Montauban complained that the Third Estate was de facto not represented in the Assembly – in
spite of the fact that ‘il forme les quarante-neuf cinquantièmes parties de la Nation Françoise’
(quoted after Bernd Klesmann, Die Notabelnversammlung 1787 in Versailles (Ostfildern 2019), 145).

105 Necker’s proposal for, and partial realisation of, Provincial Assemblies ten years earlier had
already featured both a doubled Third and the vote by head (see n. 83), as did the Provincial
Assemblies created in 1787.

106 To borrow the apt title of Tackett, Becoming a Revolutionary.
107 ‘[C]ette Assemblée est déjà composée des représentants envoyés directement par les

quatre-vingt-seize centièmes, au moins, de la nation,’ Archives parlementaires de 1787 à 1860,
1ère série, vol. 8 (Paris, 1875), 127. On this reasoning, see also Lynn Hunt, ‘The ‘National
Assembly’, in The French Revolution and the Creation of Modern Political Culture, vol 1: The Political
Culture of the Old Regime, ed. Keith M. Baker (New York, 1978).
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‘comprises the majority of your subjects; [but also that] it pays most of the
taxes; it possesses most of the property’.108 Similarly, many local petitions
stressed the Third Estate’s taxpaying performance to emphasise its rights.109

The geographical proportionality of future representation, too, was discussed
along these lines. Target already recommended direct tax returns as the suit-
able criterion and advanced calculations – reminiscent of Gregory King – that
broke up a national total of taxes into the numbers of deputies that each
electoral district would send.110 As a consequence of this general stance, the
first national elections, in 1791, on the basis of the revolutionary constitution
barely amended the mix of population and taxation criteria which had served
to specify the weight of electoral districts back in 1789.111

And the same logic, once again, applied to voting rights. In December 1788,
an anonymous author had already made the point that the ‘model’ Estates of
Dauphiné were in fact predicated on a highly restrictive franchise that flew in
the face of its high-minded assertions:

You have laid great emphasis on the numerical strength of the Third Estate
and the mass of its wealth; you have insisted that, to render it justice, it must
have a representation in the Estates General commensurate with its import-
ance. Yet, by the article of your constitution which defines the qualifications
for suffrage and eligibility, you … exclude precisely that numerous class of
citizens whose rights have served as a pretext for your demands. … Thus
your constitution, if taken as the model for that of the Estates General of
France, will disqualify forty-nine fiftieths [98 per cent] of the … nation.112

This criticism was as perceptive as it was rare. The notion that political entitle-
ment depended primarily on utility, as measurable by property or taxes, simply
prevailed on all levels. Sieyès, too, advanced the twofold argument of taxes and
population to commend the Third Estate.113 Then, in July 1789, he hammered

108 ‘Lettre écrite au roi par les trois ordres de la province de Dauphiné’ (published in early
November 1788), quoted after Garrett, Estates General, 131. An anonymous author observed that giv-
ing the Third Estate ‘a number of deputies commensurate with its wealth and numerical strength’
would have it send nineteen out of twenty deputies, something he thought unwarranted (ibid.,
132f., quotation at 133).

109 See the examples in Michael Kwass, Privilege and the Politics of Taxation in Eighteenth-Century
France: Liberté, Egalité, Fiscalité (Cambridge, 2000), 301–3.

110 The basic ratio of one deputy each from the first two Estates, and three from the Third, from
each district (bailliage) was always to be identical. Garrett, Estates General, 90. On Gregory King, see
above. Both systems were pyramidal, but Target apportioned deputies at the highest level and King
first-tier electors.

111 ‘Que ce nombre [des députés] sera formé, autant qu’il sera possible, en raison composée de la
population et des contributions de chaque bailliage’, Archives parlementaires de 1787 à 1860, 1ère série,
vol. 1, 2nd edn (Paris, 1879), 498 (‘Résultat du conseil d’État du roi’, 27 Dec. 1788). The same mixed
logic was applied to the newly created départements in the elections to the 1791 legislature; see
Melvin Edelstein, The French Revolution and the Birth of Electoral Democracy (Farnham, 2014), 210.

112 ‘Première lettre d’un citoyen aux trois ordres de Dauphiné’ (Dec. 1788), quoted after ibid.,
133f.

113 Sieyès, Qu’est-ce que le tiers-état?, 71.
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out the distinction, reflecting the general discourse, between ‘active’ and ‘pas-
sive’ citizens: only the first, paying a certain amount of taxes, were ‘the true
shareholders of the big social enterprise’ – only they ought to have the
vote.114 The exclusion of a substantial minority (around a third) of adult men
from the vote became enshrined in the 1791 revolutionary constitution. So
did various tax-related thresholds for eligibility within a two-tiered electoral
pyramid – also initiated, among others, by Sieyès (and possibly inspired by
Harrington).115 Both active and passive electoral rights in France would remain
restricted in the constitutions of more than half a century to come. Only the
Jacobin constitution of 1793 stipulated a universal male franchise, as well as
fully spelling out demographic proportionality for electoral districts – but it
remained a mere paper tiger.116 The logic of weighing electoral districts and
granting voting rights according to economic performance was yet to prevail.

Apportioning seats in the United States’ Congress

With the United States’ census of 1790 – following up on the Constitution, drawn
up three years earlier – our story turns full circle. Not only was this the first
national census successfully undertaken in the wider European world: it was
set up to ensure the demographic proportionality of federal elections.

Americans used demographic data already as an argument for the viability
of colonial resistance – not entirely unlike the advocates of the Third Estate in
France on the eve of the Revolution. Already at mid-century, Benjamin
Franklin had claimed that, thanks to ideal conditions, the American population
was the fastest-growing in the world – doubling about every twenty years.117

Franklin did not provide much evidence; but ten years later, Connecticut cler-
gyman Ezra Stiles dug up New England parish records to substantiate such
claims, adding a fair dose of divine providence.118

114 Sieyès, Préliminaire de la constitution, 37 (‘les vrais actionnaires de la grande entreprise
sociale’).

115 Sieyès originally envisaged a three-tiered pyramid: Qu’est-ce que le tiers-état?, 138f.;
S. B. Liljegren (ed.), A French Draft Constitution of 1792 Modelled on James Harrington’s Oceana (Lund,
1932), 51, 55f.; Edelstein, Electoral Democracy, 44. On Harrington’s possible influence, already sus-
pected by contemporaries: Liljegren (ed.), Draft Constitution, 44–79; Rachel Hammersley, The
English Republican Tradition and Eighteenth-Century France: Between the Ancients and the Moderns
(Manchester, 2010), 164f.

116 The 1793 constitution also abolished the two-tier system. The elections to the Convention, in
August 1792, largely followed the earlier constitutional stipulations, except for a broader franchise
(similar to that of 1789, but with a reduced age threshold of twenty-one) and the elimination of tax
criteria for eligibility: Malcolm Crook, Elections in the French Revolution: An Apprenticeship in
Democracy, 1789–1799 (Cambridge, 1996), 80f.

117 ‘Observations Concerning the Increase of Mankind’ [1751, published 1755], after Whelan,
‘Population and Ideology’, 53. A mere 80,000 English immigrants had already increased to a million
and ‘in another Century … the greatest Number of Englishmen will be on this side [of] the Water’
(after ibid., 54).

118 ‘A Discourse of the Christian Union’ [1761], after ibid., 53f. The Israelites had multiplied,
under similar exile conditions, from 70 descendants of Jacob to 3 million at Exodus time: a
14-year doubling rate, still somewhat superior to that of New Englanders.
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The Stamp Act of 1765 called forth further calculations by Stiles who con-
cluded from London’s expectations of fiscal profits that ‘the subjects in North
America are reckoned by the Lords at about two million and a Quarter of
souls’.119 Among those ‘souls’, slaves counted, too, according to Stiles.120 The
figure – a third of current estimates for England’s population – could be
adduced in favour of colonial confidence and resistance, but also, on the
other side of the Atlantic, to highlight Britain’s paramount interest in keeping
its grip on the colonies.121

A few years later, British moral philosopher Richard Price, a friend of
Franklin’s – who helped to turn his interests towards demographics, and his
sympathies towards the colonies – feared that Americans, ‘formerly an increas-
ing number of friends’, were ‘now likely to be converted … into an increasing
number of enemies’.122 The word ‘number’ was key, as the statement was made
in a paper on demographics. Soon afterwards, in an influential analysis of
finance and population data from all over Europe, Price reflected more system-
atically on the rapid growth of the colonial population.123 His figures and cal-
culations inspired Thomas Paine who, in his 1776 pamphlet Common Sense that
gave a decisive final boost to American morale, declared both the swelling size
and the mixed origin of colonials to be incontrovertible tokens for the viability
of independence.124

The relevance of population data for political representation, on the other
hand, surfaced in 1774 when the first Continental Congress met in
Philadelphia. For days, it debated how many delegates should represent each
of the thirteen colonies: ought they to be apportioned according to a colony’s
population – or to its population and wealth combined? Demographic figures
were passed around and discussed; but in the end it was decided that, for the
moment, all colonies would have the same weight. Still, the discussion spread
outside Congress, prompting commentaries from various quarters. Ezra Stiles,
for one, considered most numbers overestimated: the figure he now advanced,

119 After James H. Cassedy, Demography in Early America: Beginnings of the Statistical Mind, 1600–1800
(Cambridge, MA, 1969), 181.

120 Ibid. The term ‘slave(s)’ will be employed in this article instead of ‘enslaved person(s)’ which
has been criticised as a euphemism. See, e.g., Graeme Wood, ‘Just Say “Slavery”: Involuntary
Relocation and Enslaved Person are Misguided Euphemisms’, The Atlantic, 11 July 2022. The discus-
sion is ongoing; but for the time being, the author endorses the point that the inhumane nature of
the institution should continue to be fully expressed.

121 Whelan, ‘Population and Ideology’, 54; Cassedy, Demography in Early America, 181, 189ff.
122 Richard Price, ‘Observations on the Expectations of Lives; the Increase of Mankind …’, quoted

after ibid., 184f. (‘friends’ and ‘enemies’ appeared in capital letters). The passage was censured when
the Royal Society published Price’s piece, delivered in 1769, in the Philosophical Transactions.

123 ‘Observations on Reversionary Payments’ [1771]; see ibid., 185. In 1774, Edward Wigglesworth
calculated that by the year 2000, ‘should their future population be as rapid as their past, the
Americans would amount to [the following in capital letters] one thousand two-hundred and
eighty millions’ (after ibid., 192) – or not much under the size of today’s India and China.

124 Thomas Paine, ‘Common Sense’ [1776], in idem, Rights of Man, Common Sense and Other Political
Writings, ed. Mark Philp (Oxford, 2008), 36 (‘our present numbers are sufficient to repel the force of
all the world’), 22f. (‘Europe, and not England, is the parent country of America’, as ‘not one third of
the inhabitants … are of English descent’).
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if slightly above the one he had referred to a decade earlier, was some 20 per
cent below that of the Continental Congress, tallied from the colonies’ specifi-
cations.125 This discrepancy was most likely owed to their leaders’ wish to
increase their relative shares of representation.126

Already half a year later, when the Second Continental Congress met in
spring 1775, another question of proportionality emerged: how much should
each colony contribute to the defensive effort against Britain? The decision
to apportion it according to population foreboded the later apportionment
regulation of the Constitution; but for the time being, it remained dependent
on the data provided by the colonies, unreliable and biased as they were – this
time of course in the opposite direction, all trying to keep their contribution as
small as possible.127

Shortly afterwards, however, the Articles of Confederation – discussed in
Congress as soon as Independence had been declared but ratified by all col-
onies only by 1781 – stipulated that the common treasury, put up for defence
and welfare, ‘shall be supplied by the several states, in proportion to the value
of all land within each state, granted to or surveyed for any Person’.128 Thus,
(landed) wealth was now chosen as the measuring stick for apportioning fed-
eral taxes. Apart from remaining unimplemented for practical reasons, this
had not been everyone’s preferred solution. In fact, in direct continuation of
the provision of 1775, an alternative draft for the Articles read: ‘… shall be sup-
plied by the several colonies in proportion to the number of inhabitants of
every age, sex, and quality, except Indians not paying taxes’.129 It would be
this formula that would be taken over, in 1787, into the Constitution – which
did not interfere with voting rights, arranged autonomously by each state130

– but with three very substantial additions. First, seats in the House of
Representatives were to be proportional to the number of inhabitants per

125 Stiles came up with a total of 2.4 million (including 330,000 Blacks), against Congress’s figure
of just over 3 million. The data from Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island and New Jersey cor-
responded with his own, while the discrepancy was most pronounced for New York (250,000 and
156,000, respectively) and Virginia, the most populous state (640,000 and 400,000, respectively).
Thomas Jefferson’s statistically scrupulous ‘Notes on Virginia’ from the mid-1780s has figures
closer to those of Congress – due mainly to his much higher number of slaves (270,000, on a near-
par with non-slaves) than allowed for by Stiles (who estimated 100,000). Cassedy, Demography in
Early America, 189f., 228.

126 Within the colonies/states, too, and in their 1776/7 revolutionary constitutions, representa-
tion in lower houses began to gear towards population-based regional apportionment, with differ-
ent kinds of compromise struck between hitherto under- (or un-)represented back countries and
much more populated coastal areas and towns. See the overview in Willi P. Adams, The First
American Constitutions: Republican Ideology and the Making of the State Constitutions in the
Revolutionary Era (New York, 2001), 234ff.

127 Only two colonies carried out a census to come up with precise figures (ibid., 193).
128 Articles of Confederation, Art. VIII.
129 Original draft of Articles of Confederation, Art. XI, quoted after Cassedy, Demography in Early

America, 193. (A resolution for a census did not come to pass, either.)
130 As it was too difficult to settle for any general denominator, the Constitution only stipulated

that voting rights for the House of Representatives in a given state should be those used for elec-
tions to its lower house.
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state, too; second, a national census must be taken once every ten years to
determine this number; third, ignominiously, slaves were not to be weighted
fully but by a ratio – later referred to as the ‘federal ratio’ – of three-fifths.131

The weight accorded to slaves had been debated already in 1783 in reaction
to an amendment proposal for the Articles of Confederation, aiming at the
apportionment of taxes, that in turn revived the alternative draft just
quoted.132 Although the ensuing debate remained theoretical for the time
being,133 it was in this context that the ugly three-fifths compromise was ham-
mered out. Virginia, spearheading the slave-holder states, wanted to count
slaves only half so as to lower the prospective tax burden, while some New
England states insisted on three-quarters; James Madison suggested the com-
promise of three-fifths. It was resorted to, four years later, at the Philadelphia
Convention – and now linked with another compromise, namely, to use popu-
lation also as the yardstick for apportioning seats in the House of
Representatives. In this way, other potential indices – such as land values,
unsuccessfully stipulated by the Articles of Confederation – were replaced
with a single and essentially clear-cut unit. At the same time, as states were
rewarded with seats and burdened with taxes in exactly the same measure,
the double apportionment tool promised to avoid quarrels. Here was, in
short, ‘one of the classic checks and balances of the Constitution’.134 As an inte-
gral part of it, the disgraceful three-fifths compromise worked for the
Southern states, adding to their representation to the exact same degree as
it did to their share of taxation.135

The cost of the double compromise, of course, was the absurd and macabre
qualification of slaves as unevenly mixed entities of humans and property. The
absurdly arbitrary figure highlighted the logical incongruity of the entire con-
struction – as spelled out already by Madison who referred uneasily to the
‘compromising expedient … which regards them [the slaves] as inhabitants,
but as debased by servitude below the equal level of free inhabitants …
[namely] as divested of two-fifths of the man’. In fact, Madison went further,
asserting that ‘if the laws were to restore the rights which have been taken
away, the negroes could no longer be refused an equal share of representation

131 Constitution, Art. 1, Section 2 § 3: ‘Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned
among the several States … according to their respective Numbers, which shall be determined
by adding to the whole Number of free Persons, … excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of
all other Persons.’ Neither the term ‘slaves’ nor race or colour were mentioned here or anywhere
else in the Constitution, but they were of course clearly implied.

132 Its wording was conducive to such a debate as it also envisaged that ‘in each Colony, a true
account of [the inhabitants], distinguishing the white inhabitants, shall be triennially taken and
transmitted to the Assembly [i.e., the Confederation Congress] of the United States’ (after
Cassedy, Demography in Early America, 193).

133 New Hampshire and New York opposed the final draft, while changes to the Articles required
unanimity.

134 Margo J. Anderson, The American Census: A Social History (New Haven, 1988), 10.
135 At the outset, to be sure, Southern states had demanded to count slaves fully (as persons)

when it came to representation, and not at all (being property) for taxation, with the Northern
states arguing the very opposite. For a detailed account see Michel J. Klarman, The Framers’
Coup: The Making of the United States Constitution (Oxford, 2016), 265ff.
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with the other inhabitants’.136 That it would take another eighty years before
slaves were formally freed, and at least nominally enfranchised, was partly the
perverse effect of that same macabre compromise: it gave Southern states at
least a third more seats in Congress than would have been the appropriate
share of their free, white population.

Similar arguments, it may be noted, were exchanged in the French
Caribbean colony of Saint-Domingue. In 1791, the mostly African-born slave
majority, working on the sugar plantations, rose up in rebellion that ushered
in the independent state of Haiti. Two years earlier, the white planters had
claimed representation in the National Assembly – not just for their own num-
ber of some 30,000, which would barely give them one seat, but also for the
almost twentyfold number of their slaves. The demand was duly spurned by
Mirabeau: ‘Do the colonies claim to class their negroes … in the category of
men or in that of beasts of burden? … If [they] want the negroes … to be
men, they ought to free [them]; all ought to have the right to vote and to
be elected.’ He concluded sardonically that when fixing the numbers of dep-
uties back in France, ‘we have not taken into consideration the number of
our horses or our mules’.137

Beginning in 1790, the decennial US census would enshrine racial distinc-
tions – not only by way of the three-fifths compromise but also through the
continuous imprint that its categories and tabulations left on the imagination
of the new nation.138 At the same time, though, it nurtured and enhanced a
general statistical mindset – already prominent among revolutionary elites –
by taking the notion of quantifying and calculating all things social and polit-
ical to all corners of the federation. While Madison’s urge to include not only
demographic but also economic data was rejected for the time being,139 the
data of the first census, completed after eighteen months,140 were used in myr-
iad ways to present, analyse and debate the state of the nation.

136 Alexander Hamilton, John Jay and James Madison, The Federalist, ed. George W. Carey and
James McClellan (Indianapolis, 2001), no. 54 (12 Feb. 1788), 283, previous quotation at 284. See
also ibid., 283: slaves have a ‘mixt character of persons and of property … bestowed on them by
the laws under which they live … [and] it is only under the pretext, that the laws have transformed
the negroes into subjects of property, that a place is disputed them in the computation of
numbers’.

137 Translated after René Koekkoek, The Citizenship Experiment: Contesting the Limits of Civic Equality
and Participation in the Age of Revolutions (Ridderkerk, 2016), 75 n. 169.

138 The census’s sociocultural impact in the nineteenth century and beyond has been much dis-
cussed: see Anderson, American Census; Paul Schor, Compter et classer. Histoire des recensements
américains (Paris, 2009).

139 Anderson, American Census, 14. The census of 1800 saw some refinement (the age was now
indicated for both sexes), but economic data requests – among others, by Jefferson – were again
rejected (ibid., 18).

140 Not entirely satisfactorily, in Washington’s eyes (ibid., 14). Margo Anderson remarks that ‘it is
perhaps just as well that Madison’s more ambitious census plans were not implemented … the fed-
eral government could ill afford to fail in its first effort to count the population’ (ibid., 14). Still,
compared to the regular failures, or else massive delays, of European endeavours of this kind,
this was a major feat.
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Notwithstanding many obstacles, delays and altercations,141 the overall effi-
ciency of census-based apportionment strengthened a general ‘trust in num-
bers’142 – in turn underpinning the viability and legitimacy of the new
political system and its number-based compromises, core among them the
famous ‘Connecticut compromise’ that balanced equal representation of the
states, regardless of size, in the Senate and representation in numerical pro-
portion to population in the House.143 Madison’s claim must have involved a
fair degree of wishful thinking on his part – but would ultimately prove self-
fulfilling: ‘It is agreed on all sides, that numbers are the best scale of wealth
and taxation, as they are the only proper scale of representation.’144

Conclusion

In a fine study, French historian Olivier Christin has traced the ways in which
practices of decision-making by majorities in central political assemblies –
together with a notion of the formal equality of individual votes – emerged
in various contexts since the High Middle Ages.145 He suggested, too, that grad-
ually and cumulatively, such modes of voting within political assemblies would
have fed into conceptions and practices of voting rights outside them. While
Christin’s nuanced panorama is fascinating and inspiring, however, he does
not provide any specific suggestions as to how, when and why such a putative
last step may have taken place.

It is true, to be sure, that there is a fundamental analogy between majority
voting within assemblies and voting equality at large. Both rest on a quantita-
tive, arithmetical logic. Both refer to some basic unit (such as the individual
person), all manifestations of which are treated as equivalent so that they
can be summed up into totals. A majority in an assembly can emerge only if
all members are treated as equivalent: only then can their votes be counted
as equal ‘1’s and aggregated, thus yielding a majority and a minority. Like vot-
ing in assemblies, electoral proportionality, too, has to refer to a basic unit, to
a general indicator that cuts across any distinctions that might otherwise exist
among those who vote – that is, a quantitative indicator. Unlike in the case of
majority voting in an assembly, it is true, the basic unit here need not be the
individual person (or voter): it can also be predicated on some other kind of
generalisable, quantifiable feature such as property, income or taxation – as

141 Bringing about, among other things, the first presidential veto: see Anderson, American
Census, 15ff.

142 To use the title of the history of nineteenth-century US statistics by Theodore Porter, Trust in
Numbers: The Pursuit of Objectivity in Science and Public Life (Princeton, 1995).

143 With a strong bias towards the second in the mixed electoral college (Constitution, Art. 2,
Section 1, § 2). In the states’ ratification debates in 1787/8, numerical proportionality had been
presented as a clear advantage over the Articles of Confederation (at least for the bigger states)
– under whose stipulations the inhabitants of individual states ‘are not represented in proportion
to their numbers and importance’ (quoted after Edmund S. Morgan, Inventing the People: The Rise of
Popular Sovereignty in England and America (New York, 1988), 281).

144 Hamilton, Jay and Madison, The Federalist, no. 54 (Madison, 12 Feb. 1788), 283.
145 Olivier Christin, Vox Populi: Une histoire du vote avant le suffrage universel (Paris, 2014).
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was mostly advocated by those talking about proportionality in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries. But here, too – to create electoral proportion-
ality – the most stable and plausible unit across time and space, the least
ambiguous indicator, the smallest common denominator is ultimately the indi-
vidual person.

In spite of this fundamental analogy, the findings of this article (if admit-
tedly still of a cursory nature) do not suggest that there was a direct transition
from concepts and practices of voting within assemblies to practices outside
them. Majority voting in England’s parliament did not engender any readiness
on its behalf to allow for more equal representation among constituencies, nor
a more equal, let alone egalitarian franchise: and this, in spite of the striking
fact that the breakthrough of majority voting in Parliament, as recently docu-
mented by William J. Bulman,146 occurred at the same moment in time – the
early 1640s – and due to the same divisive political and constitutional issues as
caused the rise in importance of majority voting for parliamentary members
in electoral constituencies. In England as elsewhere, equality among individual
voters at large does not seem to have sprung from a simple transfer onto a
wider electorate of individualised, quantified majority decision-making at
the centre. For a similar logic to gain ground within polities at large, it
seems, a different kind of catalyst was more relevant: namely, the demand
to make representation more proportionate, among constituencies no less
than among those who were entitled to vote.

The very concept of representation, in fact – whenever it becomes a matter
of contestation, reflection and debate – seems to gravitate towards some mode
of proportionality. But just as the notion of simple numerical majorities among
assembly members, conceived of as equals, required a leap of confidence in
pre-modern societies – profoundly characterised as they were by concepts of
corporate rather than individual rights and identities, and by many status hier-
archies among them, reflecting supposedly innate differential ‘qualities’147 – so
the idea of aggregating individuals or, for that matter, their sheer economic or
taxpaying capacities clashed with the same all-pervasive belief in inherent,
‘qualitative’ differences, as embodied in traditional corporate identities and
status distinctions. At the same time, a strong adherence to consensual deci-
sions as the only way to reach good or even ‘true’ decisions148 clashed with
contested, adversarial decision-making by majority vote, within no less than
outside assemblies.

146 Bulman, Rise of Majority Rule (on parallels in time and causes, see in particular pp. 17, 32f.).
Bulman also – and also only vaguely – suggests that majority voting in Parliament preceded, or else
conditioned, majority rule (including elections) more generally (pp. 1f., 17f.). Unfortunately,
Bulman did not take Christin’s book on board.

147 For the concept of growing procedural autonomy of the political sphere over and against the
social, allowing the decoupling of decision-making procedures from participants’ corporate and
social status, see (with reference to Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory) Barbara
Stollberg-Rilinger, ‘Einleitung’, in Vormoderne Politische Verfahren, ed. idem (Berlin, 2001); idem,
Cultures of Decision-Making (2016).

148 See the works by Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, Olivier Christin and William Bulman, as cited in
nn. 145–7.
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As a result, debates around proportionality emerged properly only in
moments of fundamental political upheaval that challenged dominant dis-
courses, conventions and hierarchies. This is what happened in the English
revolution of the 1640s, when a major fissure at the top – reflected, too, in
the surge of majority voting in Parliament – spread through the entire polity.
As we saw, the demand for more proportionality among constituencies now
emerged alongside a demand for giving all votes an equal weight (though
not for giving the vote to all). The Levellers were the first, at mid-decade, to
plead for parliamentary representation to be more proportionate to the rela-
tive weight of constituencies. They also demanded a more equal, that is, stan-
dardised franchise throughout the country. They did not, though, at least not
explicitly, demand an egalitarian franchise, i.e. voting rights for all. This last
step – taking the underlying quantitative logic to its end point – was tenta-
tively made at the 1647 Putney debates, as the Levellers’ demand for propor-
tionality among constituencies and (entitled) voters merged with the claim of
the parliamentary ‘New Model’ army’s soldiers, seconded by some officers, for
their political rights – bringing forth what sounds, at least, very much like a call
for voting rights for all (men). It is revealing that this call, while so crucial and
evident to us, arose only haphazardly as a spin-off of the debate on electoral
proportionality. Accordingly, too, it was not followed up nearly as seriously, for
the time being, by any of the protagonists involved.

But while the claim for broader voting rights made at Putney was not yet
clearly formulated – and could not be, considering its utter novelty – it was
brought forward more explicitly over the next decades. The least ambiguous
pronouncement of all was made by William Petty. Not coincidentally, he was
also the first to spell out the potential of statistics, or ‘political arithmetic’,
as he christened it. Not coincidentally, either, his plea for a fully egalitarian
(male) franchise was embedded in – and logically entirely conditioned by –
the most stringent arithmetical proposal to date for establishing full electoral
proportionality. But as on most other accounts, Petty’s arguments in this field
remained as yet largely ignored. For electoral proportionality to become a real
issue, the underlying numerical logic of statistics or ‘political arithmetic’
needed to be more broadly endorsed. This happened in the last third of the
eighteenth century, when a trust and belief in quantitative reasoning came
strongly to the fore across Europe.149

As a consequence, it was only in the political ruptures of the American and
French Revolutions that the arithmetical logic of proportionality and equality
took on its full political vigour. It was against the background of a now widely
shared belief in quantification and statistics that demographics could now be
adduced as a core political argument: by Americans, to stress the viability
and legitimacy of their resistance and independence; by the French, to argue
for a larger political share of the ‘Third Estate’ – and finally to declare, in
June 1789, that it represented the nation as a whole all by itself. In both
cases, arguments of numerical proportion went hand in hand, too, with estab-
lishing a wider franchise (in the United States within the individual states, as

149 See Behrisch, Berechnung der Glückseligkeit.
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the Constitution did not meddle in this area). At the same time, following the
strong emphasis on utilitarian merit and economic performance that had been
dominant throughout the Enlightenment – and that lent itself just as easily
and plausibly to quantification – the idea of material, or fiscal, rather than
mere demographic proportionality still remained strong on both sides of the
Atlantic. As a result, only the economically successful, or at least fully econom-
ically independent, men were generally seen as entitled to a full, active stake in
politics.

And yet, there was no denying the contradiction and, ultimately, the logical
incompatibility between political claims and stakes based on demographic pro-
portionality – fully elaborated in apportioning seats in Congress by means of
the national US census – and the political exclusion of major parts of the popu-
lation. Already in the autumn of 1788, a critic of the Estates of Dauphiné
pointed to their inconsistent, if not hypocritical, stance as they claimed
more representation for the ‘Third Estate’, congruous with its numerical
importance, while at the same time firmly restricting their own constituents’
franchise. Earlier that same year, James Madison had admitted that the three-
fifths compromise was a bad ‘expedient’ – and insinuated that slaves, counted
as they were as ‘inhabitants’ in apportioning Congress seats, could only with a
massive leap of (bad) faith be denied the franchise, let alone human rights.
Nevertheless, for the time being, a full (male) franchise remained exceptional,
such as in Vermont, joining the United States in 1791, or in the unimplemen-
ted Jacobin constitution of 1793. Yet, over the next century, the ultimate con-
sequence of giving the vote to all men was drawn both in the United States and
in France – if only in leaps and bounds and, for ex-slaves and their descen-
dants, as yet largely on paper.

Women, too, remained excluded throughout the nineteenth century or
even, such as in France, well beyond – arguably the most striking gap between
the rhetoric of ‘all inhabitants’, employed both at Putney and in Philadelphia,
or of Shaftesbury’s ‘every individual numerical Person’ to be weighed in order
to apportion representation, and actual political representation. But excluding
women was simply so self-evident for most (if not all) early modern contem-
poraries, apparently grounded not only in society but indeed in ‘nature’, that it
barely seemed to merit comment. As this sustained exclusion of women as well
as of other major groups of people shows, the ultimate upshot of the arithmet-
ical logic – namely, to include all individuals – has always been, and might
always remain, strongly modified by many other political, social and cultural
factors. Yet, as this article tried to argue, that logic did play an important
role for the gradual broadening of democratic participation, kicking in during
phases of political upheaval and, as the persuasive power of numbers steadily
grew, becoming ever more difficult to reject.
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