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Abstract Ratios of public debt to GDP are much discussed these days and

questions concerning debt relative to taxation have long been explored by fiscal

scholars. With respect to monarchical regimes, it seems reasonable to treat public

debt as similar to personal debt, recognizing that a monarch is not an ordinary

person. When public debt arises through parliamentary assemblies, however, the

similarity of form between public and personal debt vanishes because a parlia-

mentary assembly does not trade on its own account; to the contrary, it is a type of

intermediary that brings together people who buy bonds and people who later pay

the bondholders. In a republic there is no sovereign who is indebted to ruled sub-

jects. The institutional framework of republican governance transforms public

borrowing into a process of intermediation among citizens, which leads in turn to

the alternative orientation toward public debt that this paper explores.
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