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THE APPEAL OF ANTIQUITY [from Ch. II]



For Americans the mid-eighteenth century was truly a neo-classical age . . . At one time or another almost every Whig patriot took or was given the name of an ancient republican hero, and classical references and allusions run through much of the colonists’ writings, both public and private.  It was a rare newspaper essayist who did not use a Greek or Latin phrase to enhance an argument or embellish a point and who did not employ a classical signature . . . Such classicism was not only a scholarly ornament of educated Americans; it helped to shape their values and their ideals of behavior . . . The traits of character most praised were the classical ones—restraint, temperance, fortitude, dignity, and independence . . .


Yet it was not as scholarly embellishment or as a source of values that antiquity was most important to Americans in the revolutionary years.  The Americans' compulsive interest in the ancient republics was in fact crucial to their attempt to understand the moral and social basis of politics . . . The classical world had been the main source of inspiration and knowledge for enlightened politicians at least since Machiavelli, and never more so than the classical republicans and their heirs of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  The Americans therefore did not always possess an original or unglossed antiquity; they often saw a refracted image, saw the classical past as the Western world since the Renaissance had seen it.  While some Americans did own and read the ancient authors in Latin and Greek, most generally preferred translations, popularizations, and secondary surveys . . .

Enlightened men everywhere in the eighteenth century found much of what they wanted to know about antiquity from the period that has been called the Roman Enlightenment—the golden age of Latin literature from the breakdown of the Republic in the middle of the first century B. C. to the establishment of the Empire in the middle of the second century A. D.  Writing at a time when the greatest days of the Republic where crumbling or already gone, pessimistic Romans—Cicero, Sallust, Tacitus, Plutarch—contrasted the growing corruption and disorder they saw about them with an imagined earlier republican world of ordered simplicity and acadian virtue and sought continually to explain the transformation.  It was as if these Latin writers . . .had spoken directly to the revolutionary concerns of the eighteenth century.


From these kinds of antique writings, filtered and fused into the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, the Americans had learned "the melancholy truth" about the ancient republics "that were once great and illustrious, but are now no more" and had used their knowledge in their diagnosis of the ills of the mother country in the 1760s and 1770s . . . The history of antiquity thus became a kind of laboratory in which autopsies of the dead republics would lead to a science of social sickness and health matching the science of the natural world. [pp. 49-52]

THE AMERICAN DEFENSE OF THE MIXED STATE [from Ch. VI]


The participation of the people in the government, through their elected representatives, said Alexander Hamilton, "constitutes the democratical part of the government."  This was true of the English constitution; it was equally true of the colonists' "little models of the English constitution"; and it was also to be true of the Revolutionary constitutions drafted in 1776.  Although the assemblies, representing the people, were undoubtedly the most important parts of the new governments, in most of the states they were not to be the only parts . . .


The theory of mixed government was as old as the Greeks and had dominated Western political thinking for centuries.  It was based on the ancient categorization of forms of government into three ideal types, monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy—a classical scheme derived from the number and character of the ruling power.  "There are only Three simple Forms of Government," said John Adams in an oration delivered at Braintree in 1772.  When the entire ruling power was entrusted to the discretion of a single person, the government was called a monarchy, or a rule of one.  When it was placed in the hands of a "few great, rich, wise Men," the government was an aristocracy, or the rule of the few.  And when the power of the society was lodged with all the people, the government was termed a democracy, or the rule of the many.  Each of these simple forms possessed a certain quality of excellence . . . But the maintenance of these peculiar qualities depended on the forms of government standing fast on the imagined spectrum of power.  Yet men being what they were, experience had tragically taught that none of these simple forms of government by itself could remain stable.  Left alone each ran headlong into perversion in the eager search by rulers, whether one, few, or many, for more power . . . The mixed or balanced polity was designed to prevent these perversions.  By including each of the classic simple forms of government in the same constitution, political fluctuations would cease.  The forces pulling in one direction would be counter-balanced by opposing forces.  Monarchy and democracy would each prevent the other from sliding off toward an extremity on the power spectrum; and to keep the government from oscillating like a pendulum the aristocracy would act as a centering stabilizer.  Only through this reciprocal sharing of political power by the one, the few, and the many, could the desirable qualities of each be preserved.  As John Adams told his Braintree audience, "Liberty depends upon an exact Ballance, a nice Counterpoise of all the Powers of the state. . . . The best Governments of the World have been mixed." . . .


The Americans were thoroughly familiar with the theory . . . The English constitution, properly understood and balanced, remained for the Americans at the time of Independence the model of how a government should be structured, "not so much from attachment by habit to such a plan of power. . ., as from conviction that it was founded in nature and reason." . . .

[The] Americans to the very end of the imperial controversy justified their constitutional opposition to English policy not by abjuring the theory of mixed government but by using and affirming it.  It was the British government's attempt to upset the balance of the colonial constitutions that was "indeed the point now in agitation . . .by the numerous and respectable inhabitants of this extensive continent."  "It is Popular Power," said John Adams, "the democratical Branch of our Constitution that is invaded."  If the King, Lords, and Commons could make laws binding on Americans in all cases whatsoever, "the People here will have no Influence, no Check, no Power, no Controul, no Negative." . . . The long wrangle with England . . . had scarcely contested, and indeed for most Americans had only endorsed, the benefits that flowed from a correctly balanced government . . .

[Most] Whigs in 1776 remained confident that even without a king they could still maintain the right equilibrium and mixture of the powers of the society.  Republicanism itself was no obstacle to the institution of the mixed polity . . .

After all, said John Adams in 1772, "the Republics of Greece, Rome, Carthage were all mixed Governments." . . . [pp. 197-206] 

1) What are the author's major points about the American Revolution and the history of the ancients?

2) Why did the mixed government of the Roman Republic fail?  How did it compare with the American version of mixed government today? 
