
This project is designed to foster discussion of how democracy was understood in the Mediterranean 

region between the European Enlightenment and the establishment of a more stable European state-system 

in the later nineteenth century. It has often been suggested (by both its advocates and its critics) that 

modern democracy derives from the North Atlantic region, and more especially from the political and 

intellectual energies generated by the political revolutions in France and America and the emergence, 

notably in the Anglophone world, of a particular language of democratic liberalism. Yet debates about the 

potential of democracy were not peculiar to the north Atlantic. There were equally intense debates in 

southern Europe, a region of crumbling empires, manifold revolutions and unstable successor states. 

Across the Mediterranean region, from Portugal to Greece, democracy was espoused, rejected and 

contested in a rich context of political revolution, international war, religious conflicts and rapid socio-

economic change. 

Since 2005 , the Director of the Mediterranean project, Joanna Innes and her colleague Mark Philp built a 

network of scholars across the north Atlantic region, working on the local experiences of re-imagining 

democracy for modern times. Our object now is to create a complementary network, to examine similar 

themes in a Mediterranean context – while further developing our methodology. We aim to explore the 

experiences of Spain, Portugal, Italy and Greece, in their broader regional and global setting. Their 

experience was shaped not only by the difficulties of establishing stability in an age of revolutions, but also 

by the decay of Iberian and Ottoman empires, and by the emergence of a European state-system dominated 

by northern powers. In this setting, movements for change necessarily acquired an international dimension. 

Rather than restricting ourselves to a strictly comparative approach between different national experiences, 

we are also concerned to explore the transmission and development of ideas across the region and, in that 

process, a central role is played by the actions and publications of influential exiles and their fertile, 

international networks. 

This new project builds on four key hypotheses arising out of our current research. 

 Mediterranean polities went through their own process of ‘re-imagining democracy’. This initially 

owed much to shocks administered by the French Revolution and post-revolutionary expansionism, 

but French ideas were also transformed by contact with local political traditions, including Iberian 

constitutionalism and Italian republicanism. 

 Regional experience was strongly marked by the state system that solidified in the revolutionary and 

post-revolutionary era. In that context, national ‘regeneration’ and local self-government – elements 

of what would shortly be termed ‘nationalism’ – were major preoccupations, shaping perceptions of 

democracy’s promises and perils. 

 There were many practical and cultural linkages within the region, as demonstrated by widespread 

interest in the Spanish ‘Cadiz constitution’ of 1812 (endorsed e.g. by Greek insurgents), and in a 

distinctive but common chronology: the 1820s was an era of revolution across the Mediterranean, 

though not in northern Europe; the 1850s, an era of reaction in the north, was in the south marked by 

notable liberal and democratic initiatives. 

 Developments in the region had a significant impact on attitudes elsewhere. They helped to energise 

the Latin American revolutions against Spanish imperial rule, while in northern Europe struggles for 

‘liberty’ in the Mediterranean evoked sympathy and served to re-legitimise popular insurgency. In 

the mid-nineteenth century, Mazzini’s conception of ‘democracy’ influenced both liberal and self-

styled ‘democratic’ activists across the globe, offering an alternative to the model developed by 

northern ‘social democrats’. 

Though there are experts on these themes in the English-speaking world, many leading scholars are based 

in the region and part of our aim is to provide a fresh stimulus for regional scholarship, while also fostering 

a much wider understanding among scholars elsewhere of the importance and relevance of Mediterranean 

debates about democracy. 

Following a model developed in our earlier work, we will generate not only international but also cross-

disciplinary collaboration, by bringing scholars who focus on language and ideas together with those 

concerned with political practices and cultures. Developing fruitful ways of exploring interactions between 



change in language, in theories and in practices represents a central methodological challenge for scholars 

in this field. 

 


