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Much like the British elite in the days of Gibbon, it is not uncommon today to hear 

American elites make passing comparisons between ancient Rome and the modern United States 

on television and in magazine articles.  What is markedly less common are entire books 

discussing such a comparison, but a few of them have appeared over the course of the last 

decade.  One such book was magazine editor Cullen Murphy’s Are We [i.e., the U.S.] Rome? Mr. 

Murphy focused on issues of “decline and fall” and saw the Roman Empire of the emperors as 

worthy of comparison to the modern U.S., with President George W. Bush an imperial, 

executive-power grabbing would-be emperor; though admirable in effort, Murphy’s book fell 

prey to broad, sweeping, oversimplified generalizations that lacked nuance, a common disease to 

most comparisons made between modern America and Rome of the Imperial period.  The book I 

am hoping to publish, the working title of which is The Roman Example: Public Policy in the 

Roman Republic and its Lessons for Today’s American Republic, will not follow in this vein.  

Another book that, like Murphy’s, attempted to make a direct comparison between 

ancient Rome and United States was Thomas Madden’s excellent Empires of Trust; it was 

everything Murphy’s book was not in terms of making balanced, nuanced comparisons rooted in 

deep trends in both Roman and American history and culture.  Most importantly, it avoided the 

facile choice of comparing modern American to Imperial Rome, the Rome of the emperors, and 

instead compares the U.S. to the Roman republic, the Rome of annually elected office holders, a 

ruling senate, and with sovereignty held by the people; Madden’s concerns were focused more 

on the similarities between Rome’s rise to power and America’s rise to power, not any 

impending decline.  Noting deep-rooted cultural, governmental, and operational similarities, 

noting that the way both Romans viewed and Americans view themselves are similar, and noting 

that both nations found themselves in similar situations throughout their histories, Madden binds 

his narrative together through the common theme of trust.  For Madden, most empires are 

“Empires of Conquest,” with their power based on brute force and fear, but rare indeed are the 

“Empires of Trust,” basing much of their power not on their military prowess, even if they are 

militarily powerful, but on the trust that other peoples and nations place in them to use the power 



they do have responsibly.  An Empire of Trust is the first power that a nation threatened by 

another calls upon for help, precisely because that threatened nation fears less for negative 

consequences than if other powers became involved, and this is precisely because the means and 

motivations for an Empire of trust are often not the same as the pure, naked self-interest of 

Empires of Conquest.  Empires of Trust certainly pursue their self-interest, but can be trusted to 

restrain themselves far more often, can be trusted to address their excesses and police their 

wrongdoings to a degree and in a way other powers do not, can be trusted to be faithful to their 

commitments to their friends and allies to a degree other powers are not  In an imperfect world, 

with many Empires of Conquest, those rare Empires of Trust draw allies and friends 

prodigiously, and in the long run, this is as important a source of their strength as their military.  

Rome and America are unique in history for nations of their size for being Empires of Trust, and 

this point was not lost on Adm. Mike Mullen, the Chairman of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff at 

the time of Madden’s book’s publication, when he wrote an op-ed for The Washington Post 

praising Madden’s book and insight, and noting, too, the importance that trust has as a linchpin 

of American power. 

My own project hopes to continue in the style and tone of Madden—thoughtful, 

researched, avoiding easier, less substantive comparisons and engaging in a deeper, longer-term 

analysis—while also moving in some new directions and utilizing a large variety of scholarly 

sources.  While maintaining Madden’s accessibility of prose for a mass audience, my book will 

also include extensive notes for those more academically inclined and who want to take up the 

path of exploring how I came to my conclusions in greater detail.  Like Madden’s, my project, 

too, is focused on the Roman republic, not the Empire.  While laying out the similarities between 

Rome and the U.S. is much of the heart of Madden’s book, in my book it is in the introduction 

where I set up why Rome is such a good case study to learn lessons for U.S. public policy.  Once 

setting up the validity of Rome as a choice for comparison to the U.S., the heart of my book 

involves looking at domestic and foreign policy lessons that Rome can provide for America.  

Domestically, most of these lessons are drawn from how Rome dealt with corruption as a public 

policy issue in a narrative that spans several chapters and over eighty years of history before 

discussing relevant lessons.  Unlike Madden’s book, this part is more cautionary and deals with 

the internal decline of the Roman republic, not so much in terms of warlords and their armies and 

civil wars (though those are discussed), but in terms of the institutional decline within the 



republic, both in terms of the institutions themselves and the people running them.  In terms of 

foreign policy, the focus is largely more positive but not entirely so, looking at three 

extraordinary examples of Roman foreign intervention from which the U.S. and peacekeepers in 

general can draw several important lessons. Except for Chapters 9 and 16 and the Timeline and 

Glossary, not yet started,  all of these chapters are nearly complete but some updates need to be 

applied, in particular to the analytical chapters 8, which needs the most updates, and 16, and 

general revision and integration is ongoing (most of this book was previously two separate 

graduate school papers). 

If I may sound so bold, this project of mine is something new and different: I have yet to 

encounter a modern book which has as its main purpose looking at looking at how the Roman 

republic dealt with a few specific public policy issues and then applying lessons from that 

examination to the similar challenges the U.S. faces today, especially one that starts with a 

serious discussions as to why Rome should be chosen at all for such a purpose, and especially 

doing all this in a scholarly manner.  I truly believe this is a unique and exciting new approach 

that would benefit any publisher willing to support me since the approach and topic are 

something, to borrow the words of Machiavelli, of “a path still untrodden.”  Far too many 

“public policy” or “current events/affairs” books involve a lot of unsubstantiated (or poorly 

substantiated) theories that use very little or only selective data and little or no context; it would 

be far more useful to look at history for more real-world lessons for how major problems are 

dealt with in the public policy realm, what has succeeded and failed, and why.  The human 

animal has not changed dramatically in its basic behavior or needs, and still bleeds if pricked.  

With thousands of years of documented history, the challenge is not to find potential examples 

but to sift through which are more and which are less appropriate.  Self-perception, history, 

system of government, and types of challenges and environments faced are all important issues 

to consider when choosing where to look, and Rome, as my book shows in its introduction, is 

uniquely qualified in its multitude and combination of similarities with the U.S. in these key 

areas, and once that is established, the real value of engaging in such practically-oriented 

academic pursuits is revealed in the very applicable lessons that present themselves to the 

researcher and that I present to the reader.    If, all of a sudden, we do not have to reinvent the 

wheel or make up some grand new theory every time we are confronted with major societal 

challenges, if certain exemplary societies from the past can provide unique insight and guidance 



in their example to make our own situation more comforting in that it becomes more familiar, if 

such an exploration can allow us to examine paths that others have trod and gain the benefit, 

from hindsight, of their successes and failures so that we may make informed decisions that do 

not blindly repeat the same mistakes of the past, these can all only be good things; and if my 

book is a small part of starting us on such a path and igniting such a conversation, it would fill 

me with an immense sense of accomplishment.  I feel my writing brings alive and makes 

relevant these issues from 2,000 years ago in such a way that the general reader, the academic, 

and the public policy professional will all find it informative, stimulating, and thought-

provoking.  I do hope you will consider being a partner with me in this endeavor. 

Below is a something of a “road-map” for my project.  Please do not hesitate to contact 

me with any questions. 

 

Preface- After examining my own personal reasons for embarking upon this project, a brief 

examination of the relationship (or lack thereof) between the fields of politics and history 

follows, concluding that history can provide useful data/case studies for politics and public 

policy professionals  

 

INTRODUCTION: Chapter 1: Why Study Rome?- Accepting the usefulness of history to 

inform public policy, the reasons why the ancient Roman republic is one of the best examples to 

mine for lessons for the modern United States of America are laid out, with a general 

introduction to Rome’s similarities at first, and then six specific reasons given 

 

Chapter 2: Rome’s Legal and Political Legacy in America’s Founding- The sixth reason 

mentioned in the previous chapter is expanded upon in detail in its own chapter 

 

Chapter 3: The Roman System of Government in the Late Republic and Some 

Background- The introduction concludes with a brief description of the how the Roman 

government and constitution functioned in the Late Republic, and how it came to be like that at 

that stage (will likely include an organizational chart of my own design) 

  

PART I: DOMESTIC POLICY- Dramatis Personae- A reference guide for all the major 

players in the Roman republic from c. 133 B.CE-49 B.C.E. discussed in the ensuing chapters for 

easy reference for the reader 

 

Chapter 4: The Reforms of the Gracchi; Crossing the Rubicon of Civil Violence –A look at 

the major issues confronting the republic when the Gracchi took the stage, as well as the 

shocking violence which ensued 

  

Chapter 5: Wars and Civil Wars: the Era of Maris, Sulla, and Mithridates- A series of 

foreign and civil wars exposes the rotten quality of the republic’s inner core and its corruption, 

causing not only bloodshed but a loss of confidence in the republic’s governing institutions, with 



Roman corruption unintentionally aiding the rise of one of the greatest adversaries of Rome in all 

of Roman history: Mithridates of Pontus 

  

Chapter 6: The Era of Pompeius “Magnus,” Cicero, Cato and Caesar- A small group of 

exceptional, overachieving Romans grow increasingly powerful; how will they use their power 

to deal with Rome’s crippling corruption? 

 

Chapter 7: The First Triumvirate and the Death of the Republic- Despite Roman triumphs, 

there is crisis after crisis, and three of Rome’s great men grow weary of trying to compromise 

with a conservative Roman elite unwilling to compromise to effect change while the business of 

the republic is left undone but also seek to satisfy their own ambitions; despite some impressive 

accomplishments, even they are unable to turn the tide of corruption, and when one of the three 

dies in battle, the conservative elites are able to drive a wedge between the last two and civil war 

ensues; the system known as the republic will not survive it, and the era the emperors dawns 

  

Chapter 8: Analysis, Lessons for the United States Today (c. 2012)- Now that the narrative is 

complete, an examination of why the Republic fell, and how corruption was at the center of it all.  

This will be followed by a brief examination of how the some of the American Founders sought 

to avoid repeating Rome’s course.  Then, a discussion of the similar issues that plague the United 

States today, and how these problems are getting dramatically worse, in particular three specific 

problems shared with Rome (the increasing role of money and big business and in politics, the 

increase in the politics of personal destruction and partisanship, and the rise of obstructionism 

and paralysis) and one general problem (the general lack of societal restraint) which were major 

reasons for the fall of the Roman republic and bode ill for the U.S. if left unaddressed 

 

Chapter 9: A Tale of Two Economic Crises- A look into a Roman financial crisis and the 

similarities it bears to the recent U.S. financial crisis, and what lessons can be taken from it and 

Rome’s response 

 

PART II: FOREIGN POLICY: THE HOW BEHIND ROMAN PAX- Chapter 10: On 

“Peace Operations,” Motivations, and Idealization of Conflict Eras- Before getting into 

specific case studies of foreign policy, the concept of “peace operations” is discussed, which is 

the very type of foreign intervention in which the U.S. is increasingly involved and which it 

increasingly supports, and how the motivations of the power on the intervening end are crucial.  

Then, a discussion of how sources both ancient and modern can idealize conflict eras 

 

Chapter 11: The Concept of Roman Peace- Understanding how the idea of “peace” was 

understood by the Romans, and how it differs from the modern idea, is crucial in order to 

properly analyze how Rome engaged in what some modern analysts would term a “peace 

operation” 

 

 

Chapter 12: The Context of Roman Peace: Rome’s Difficult and Improbable Rise- In order 

to understand how Rome behaved when it was powerful, one must understand the difficult, 

bloody conditions endured by Rome over the centuries of its improbable rise to have a proper 



context to analyze its later behavior, from its early conflicts with its neighbor in northern Italy 

through the first two Punic Wars with Carthage 

 

Chapter 13: Roman Intervention in Greece- Keeping in mind the concepts discussed in the 

preceding chapters, the first, and perhaps most complicated, case study of a Roman type of 

“peace operation” is discussed, looking at the multiple interventions in Greece in the late 

republic 

 

Chapter 14: Lucullus in the East and Pompeius Turns Pirates into Farmers - The tale of one 

Roman commander, Lucullus, is discussed here, especially his keen understanding of the need to 

join military operations with governmental and political reform and of winning hearts and minds 

in general; also discussed are the domestic politics that would lead to his downfall.  In another 

example, one of Rome’s great men, Pompeius, shows his greatness in terms of his larger 

perspective on fighting non-state pirates and the need to offer them a better alternative to piracy 

for their future, for their sake and Rome’s 

 

Chapter 15: Applications from foreign policy case studies for Modern Peace Operations- 

Rome’s interventions in Greece demonstrate the need for the entity undertaking the intervention 

1.) to understand the “human terrain” of where the intervention takes place, and b.) to be clear 

about its own intentions and expectations going into the operation, and have its actions support 

these.  Lucullus’s story reminds one that 1.) hearts and minds are central to these “peace 

operation” interventions, 2.) any entity originating from an intervening actor’s lands even if not 

directly controlled by the intervening actor’s government can still reflect on that intervening 

actor and potentially cause it massive problems (e.g., contractors), and 3.) politics, even domestic 

politics, always matters and needs to be factored into any long-term plan.  Pompeius’s dealings 

with the pirates, finally, 1.) shows that plans for after the fighting stops are crucial, 2.) that “soft 

power” can be just as effective as “hard power,” and 3.) that with non-state actors that can hide 

more easily from pursuers, overwhelming resources and a total coverage and dominance of the 

battle space is preferred to the other alternatives, likelier costlier in the long-run 

 

CONCLUSION- Chapter 16: It’s Hard to Be a Superpower- A discussion of the overall 

challenges Rome faced and that America faces being the superpower of their days, incorporating 

the conclusions from the earlier sections of the book.  The tension between domestic and foreign 

policy, and between various domestic constituencies, will be discussed 

 

Timeline- A handy timeline for readers 

 

Glossary- A handy reference of key terms for the reader 


