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Introduction

IMAGINE THE SCENE IN London’s Grosvenor Square on October 4,
1786.

The American ambassador to Great Britain, Mr. John Adams, is strid-
ing briskly across the autumn landscape, his walking stick keeping time
with the crunching leaves beneath his feet. In his left hand he clutches
the stiff cover of a recently published pamphlet. It is the latter that quick-
ens the pace of the former.

Arriving at his London residence at 9 Grosvenor Square, Mr. Adams
removes his hat and overcoat and goes swiftly to his writing desk. There
he throws down the pamphlet, settles into his chair, takes a fresh sheet
of paper, and thrusts a pen into the nearby inkwell. He is eager not only
to refute the errors he had just read in this small tract, but to grind them
into dust beneath the lessons of human history. It is a task that would
take him two years and three volumes to complete.

The product of Adams’s toil is a substantial work virtually forgotten
today. Yet in 1787 the Defence of the Constitutions of Government of the
United States of America was a bombshell, provoking intellectuals and
statesmen on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. The small pamphlet that
had so stirred up Adams was penned by the British political philosopher
Richard Price, who had long supported American independence. In his
latest tract, however, Price expressed some misgivings about the decen-
tralized nature of the new American government under the Articles of
Confederation. He concluded his comments by inserting a letter from
the highly respected French intellectual Anne Robert Jacques Turgot.
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2 INTRODUCTION

The latter strongly criticized the patchwork of American state constitu-
tions, urging Americans to centralize authority in some form of national
assembly. Even worse, Turgot disparaged Adams’s most cherished
handiwork, the Constitution of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts,
a blueprint for a mixed-government republic of checks and balances.
Turgot believed that pitting branches of government against one an-
other was folly, for it not only institutionalized factionalism but re-
strained the common people from overcoming the privileges of elites.
That is where Adams was determined to prove Turgot wrong.

Over the next two years a torrent of history’s republics flowed from
Adams’s scrawling pen. His project was not simply to prove that the
most stable form of free government was one where “power must be
opposed to power, and interest to interest,” but also to demonstrate
where those principles had worked and, crucially, where they had failed.
His audience was not Turgot (who had died several years earlier), but
included all Europeans, who watched with trepidation as the French
monarchy groaned under the threat of a liberal revolution. Yet, Adams’s
most important audience was across the ocean, in the city of Philadel-
phia, where the state delegates would soon convene a new Constitu-
tional Convention. Adams wanted the Framers of America’s new Con-
stitution to draw lessons from the long history of republics before
setting about the business of crafting their own.

The first volume of the Defence was published in Boston, New York,
and Philadelphia in 1787 with plenty of time for the constitutional del-
egates to acquire their own copies. The book was well received across
the United States, but nowhere more than in the chambers of
Independence Hall. And just as he had hoped, Adams’s examples and
historical lessons were the starting point for the delegates as they de-
bated the new American Constitution. Records of the deliberations at-
test that Sparta, Rome, and other fallen republics were regularly cited
by the Framers as they went about their work.

The delegates of the Constitutional Convention were not unac-
quainted with history before reading Adams’s new treatise. Education
in the eighteenth century was grounded above all in the classics of an-
tiquity. As children most of the Framers had labored over Latin and
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Greek so that as adults they could read Herodotus, Polybius, Livy,
Tacitus, Cicero, and a variety of other ancient authors. Ancient history
remained vibrantly alive for them. They debated it in their chambers,
spoke about it in their homes, and decorated their government build-
ings, seals, and currencies with its images and mottos. In the Defence,
Adams built on that foundation, drawing conclusions about the failures
and successes of past republics to help them fashion an endurable
new one.

Throughout the Defence, Adams insisted that the only sensible choice
for the American Constitution was a mixed-government republic. Since
antiquity, philosophers and historians had stressed the effectiveness of
mixed governments. Polybius maintained that so-called simple
governments—monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy—were doomed
to repeat an endless cycle of order and disorder, stability and strife,
which the ancient Greeks called anacyclosis. A mixed-government re-
public short-circuited this cycle, since it simultaneously contained all
three governments of the cycle, pitting each against the other. Monar-
chy (the executive), aristocracy (the Senate or upper chamber), and
democracy (the House of Representatives or lower chamber) cohabi-
tated in the same system with each checking the power of the others.
Not content to trust in the good motives of those in power, the mixed-
government republic assumed that constituencies would act in their
own self-interest, which would naturally check the self-interests of
others.

For Adams and his congressional audience, each fall of a historical
republic was a cautionary tale for their own ambitious project. Taking
these lessons to heart, the Framers implanted mechanisms into their
Constitution that they hoped would avoid past catastrophes. In his
Defence, Adams boasted that had the safeguards that he identified been
adopted by the ancient Romans their republic might still survive to that
day—seventeen centuries after its fall.

The American Framers believed that the basis for individual virtue
worthy of a free people was a classical education, and assumed that this
would remain true in the future. It has not. Familiarity with the classics
or the history of past republics is a rare thing in the twenty-first century.
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Ancient history has become precisely that. With little historical frame-
work, many modern Americans have tended to view the Constitution
as a quasi-sacred document, delivered by prophet-like Founders pos-
sessed of almost divine genius. When cracks in the republic’s edifice
appear, they seek in vain for guidance since they believe that the Ameri-
can Republic is the first of its kind. With the decline of history in
schools, colleges, and universities, many Americans see every con-
temporary challenge as something genuinely new. Few are. This book
takes the Defence as its inspiration, surveying history’s most important
republics and their fall as a path toward understanding how the Framers
of the U.S. Constitution responded to those lessons, and evaluating
what dangers remain.

The word “republic” derives from the Latin res publica, meaning “public
matters,” “public business,” or simply “government.” It was the term that
the ancient Romans used to describe their own system.! Aside from an
emphasis on the role of the people, there is nothing inherent in the term
that implied a specific form of government. For the Romans, it was sim-
ply their system as it existed between the age of kings and the age of
emperors.” Because of its association with that period in Roman history,
by the modern era the term res publica came to denote political systems
that lacked a monarchy and had adopted a “mixed government.” In the
ancient world, systems of this sort combined the three simple forms of
government (monarchy, aristocracy, democracy) into one system of
checks and balances. In the modern world, that division was modified
into a separation-of-powers system divided into executive, legislative,
and judicial branches. More about that development later in the book.

Today almost every state is called a “republic,” although the word still
retains the implication of self-government without monarchs. In this
study we are using a narrower definition of the term, referring exclu-
sively to mixed-government republics with separate branches of author-
ity. That is by no means the only or even the most common definition
of “republic,” but it has for centuries remained in wide use. When
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Benjamin Franklin famously responded to the question “What govern-
ment have you given to us?,” he replied, “A republic, if you can keep it.”
Both he and his audience understood that he meant a mixed-government
republic. To avoid confusion, however, we will refer to mixed-
government systems frequently, but also use the term “republic” alone
to avoid wordiness and the belaboring of the point. To be clear: “Re-
public” can mean many things in common parlance. Here it refers only
to mixed-government systems, the sort common today, including the
government of the United States.

Although there were very few mixed-government republics in the
premodern world, they began multiplying in the modern age, particu-
larly after the American and French Revolutions of the eighteenth
century. And, as we shall see, there were crucial innovations added to
the ancient model during the Enlightenment. Since the focus here is on
the fall of republics and the lessons that the American Framers drew
from them, mixed-government republics that rose or fell after 1787 are
not discussed here.

It is, furthermore, not possible or practical to examine every mixed-
government republic before the eighteenth century. A great many lasted
only a short time, collapsing before they were ever fully established.
This was particularly true for the various Italian republics of the Middle
Ages, all of which (with the exception of Venice and San Marino) fell
into despotism. For this reason, I have adopted what I call the “Century
Rule.” Since republics are based on newly constructed systems of laws,
customs, and norms, at least a century is necessary to bestow on them
the permanence and reverence that constitutes a lasting constitution
and a “great republic.” For that reason, although a few words will be said
about short-lived republics in Florence and other Italian cities, their
decline into tyrannies is not the focus here. San Marino, a unique me-
dieval republic isolated in the mountains, is also ignored, for the simple
reason that it has yet to fall. Likewise, other so-called republics had
mixed governments but were so loosely organized that they are best
understood as leagues of independent states. This latter group in-
cludes the Dutch Republic formed in the rebellion against the Haps-
burgs, the Swiss Cantons, and the American states under the Articles of
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Confederation. Although these are referenced in this study, they are not
its subject.

This book begins with a primer on simple governments in the ancient
West, describing their classification by the Greeks and the develop-
ments of mixed systems. We then examine in closer detail two of the
best known of the ancient mixed-government republics: Sparta and
Carthage. Both, like most established mixed-government systems, were
extremely stable, weathering extraordinary changes in the world around
them.

The Roman Republic is unique. It was not conquered, but collapsed
from within. Nevertheless, the Roman state survived the death of its
Republic, forming a new imperial government under dynastic emperors
that would endure another millennium and a half. Here, we will exam-
ine the contours of the Roman Republic and the unusual circumstances
that led to its decline and fall. The ancient Romans believed that their
Republic was worn down by the effects of the wealth, power, peace, and
security that they enjoyed after 146 BC. This in turn led to fierce political
divisions among the Romans in a world in which they had no serious
external enemies or existential fears. Those divisions manifested them-
selves in destructive political struggles that strained and ultimately
broke the framework of the Roman constitution. In the end, the Roman
military and its leaders stepped in and ended the republic, even while
claiming to restore it.

After the fall of Rome, one great republic spanned the thousand years
between the ancient and modern worlds—the republic of Venice. This
republican thread stretched across the centuries from Roman refugees
fleeing the barbarian invasions to the creation of the United States of
America. We will examine how this unusual republic formed in the is-
lands of a brackish lagoon and explore the factors that led to its fall at
the hands of Napoleon.

With the dawn of the Renaissance in the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies, scholars began to study more closely the ancient past, including
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the characteristics of mixed-government republics. The next section of
this book surveys the “republican planners” who lived in an age of mon-
archies but dreamed of forming new republics based on the lessons of
past successes and failures. These planners built the conceptual frame-
work of modern republicanism, which resulted first in the English “Glo-
rious Revolution” of 1688 and later in the U.S. Constitution of 1787.

The last section of this book brings together the history and planning
of centuries as it was consumed by Americans after their hard-won
independence. Boundless optimism led to a flurry of new republican
constitutions implemented in the states, while the federal government
became a weak confederation that was quickly sidelined. The failure of
the Articles of Confederation and the chaos of state governments led to
the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia. There the lessons of
fallen republics, the advice of three centuries of republican planners,
and John Adams’s Defence were critical elements in the deliberations
and debates to form a more perfect union. This section closely examines
how the threats that brought down past republics were mitigated by the
Framers with safeguards placed into the new U.S. Constitution.

Finally, this study ends with a brief discussion of the factors that still
threaten the American Republic. Like the Roman Republic in 146 BC,
in 1989 the American Republic achieved a milestone in which it no lon-
ger had serious, malign, and existential threats after the defeat of com-
munism and the fall of the Soviet Union. As in Rome, the result was
deeper political divisions that have eroded the fabric of the republic.
These strains on the American Republic are real, but they are also miti-
gated by the safeguards that the Framers themselves placed into the
Constitution. As students of history and receivers of the work of the
republican planners, the Framers understood how great and powerful
republics could collapse. They endeavored to incorporate those histori-
cal lessons into their Constitution.

As John Adams gathered his manuscript pages, bundling them up for
publication, he thought again of his compatriots across the ocean who
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were beginning so important a project. His survey of history’s fallen
republics would be crucial for their deliberations, he believed. They
must come to grips with the flaws in each, carefully avoiding them in
their new government. He stopped for a moment, reached again for his
pen, and added one final note: “But it is of great importance to begin
well. Misarrangements now made will have great, extensive, and distant
consequences. And we are now employed, how little so ever we may
think of it, in making establishments which will affect the happiness of
ahundred million inhabitants at a time in a period not very distant.”* In
this time, not so very distant, we live with the consequences of that
grand project. It is the purpose of this book to return to those fallen
republics once again, pondering their flaws, and seeking ways to avoid
their fates.
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