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 “Anyone who studies current and ancient affairs will easily recognize that the same 

desires and humors exist and have always existed in all cities and among all peoples. Thus, it is 

an easy matter for anyone who examines past events carefully to foresee future events in every 

republic and to apply the remedies that the ancients employed, or if old remedies cannot be 

found, to think of new ones based upon the similarity of circumstances. But since these 

considerations are ignored or misunderstood by those who read, or they are understood but are 

not recognized by those who govern, it always follows that the same conflicts arise in every era.” 

(I.39.)1  

 When talking about why he wrote the Discourses Machiavelli notes a great problem in 

the ruling states of his time. All were idle and plagued with continuous war and strife. Not caring 

to study history, the princes and republics of that era ran up against the very same problems 

which others have run up against in the past. This was due to the false belief that nothing 

beneficial can be gleaned from such studies.  Therefore, Machiavelli decided to correct the 

popular indolence of his day. With the purpose of giving good material to anyone who reads his 

work Machiavelli set to his task so that people may know what to think of when considering the 

proper way to organize and maintain a republic. 

 The first thing that should be established is that a republic is a more varied concept for 

Machiavelli than the republic of modern parlance. Etymologically a republic is a res publicae, a 

thing of the people. Yet that doesn’t constrain the forms of governments which can be found in 

it. For, example, in I.2 Machiavelli names some prominent republic such as Sparta, Florence, and 

Athens, states whose most prominent governments were respectively a principality, oligarchy, 

 
1 All selections from Discourses on Livy, unless otherwise noted, are taken from the 2008 Oxford University Press 

Edition of the Bondanella translation and citations are organized in the following manner: “book.chapter.” 
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and a democracy.  Most republics fall primarily into one of these three forms. Yet, for 

Machiavelli these forms must be combined to create an ideal republic, the likes of which Rome 

was.  It is by combining these three forms and their positive traits that a republic will be able to 

maintain itself and forestall internal collapse.  

 When determining how to maintain a perpetual republic three questions must initially be 

addressed. What are the needed fundamentals for establishing a republic? What must be done 

when there are situations which the republic’s laws do not directly address? What are the best 

methods for combating corruption within a republic? These questions serve to address the three 

stages that a republic experiences the beginning, the prime, and the decline. If some 

understanding can be made of these three stages, then there will be material for anyone in these 

periods to use at their discretion.  

The most important part of anything is the beginning. This is especially true for the 

foundation of a state. So, what gave Rome its ideal beginning? Machiavelli describes Rome as 

having two founders Romulus and Numa Pompilius. These two founders established two very 

important kind of institutions, civic and religious, respectively. By looking at these two 

individuals we will be able to see the type of men which are necessary for the foundation of a 

nation. 

  Romulus is credited as founding the different institutions of the republic, such as the 

senate, which allowed for Rome to endure for more than two millennia. However, he has been 

criticized by many as being a bad example of a founder due to him killing his brother. Could a 

fratricide really be upheld as the proper example of a founder? Machiavelli believes so in his 

defense of the necessity of Romulus’ act. “ This must be taken as a general rule: that never or 

rarely does it happen that a republic or a kingdom is organized well from the beginning or is 
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completely reformed apart from its old institutions, unless it is organized by one man alone, or 

rather it is necessary for a single man to be the one who gives it shape, and from whose mind 

any such organization derives…It is truly appropriate that while the act accuses him, the result 

excuses him, and when the result is good, like that of Romulus, it will always excuse him, 

because one should reproach a man who is violent in order to ruin things, not one who is so in 

order to set them aright.” (I.9.) Although this advice, shortly translated to as “the end justifies 

the means” may cause a visceral reaction for some it cannot be debated as being the belief of 

Machiavelli. For him it was necessary that Romulus be alone in establishing the Republic. He 

did not keep all decision permanently in his own hands and counsel. The Roman Senate was 

established by him in order that he may make wise and proper decisions. Yet the fundamental 

shape of the government must have been lain by him alone. 

Why does Machiavelli consider this a necessity? Couldn’t a multitude have done as well 

as Romulus? Machiavelli speaks to this within the same chapter by claiming that although the 

wider multitude of people realized that the government left by Romulus was good and agreed not 

to abandon it, their diverse opinions would have prevented them creating something similar by 

mutual concord.  Machiavelli reference other examples of situations similar to Romulus’. In 

Sparta, amidst a civic tumult Lycurgus established laws which endured for 800 years of Spartan 

history. In Athens, after not being able to come to any agreement, the Athenian citizens gave 

Solon absolute discretion to form his laws. These two examples show for Machiavelli that in 

establishing a long-lasting republic there is a necessity that some is able to give the republic one 

whole cohesive form. Without such a form the republic will be divided at its very onset and fall 

to its division.  
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It is important to note here that even though Romulus was the sole founder of Rome’s 

civic institutions he was not able to accomplish everything that Rome needed for its longevity. 

Romulus gave Rome its structure but Numa Pompilius gave it its faith. This had many great 

effects on the Roman people as it encouraged them to be open and honest with each other for the 

sake of the oaths that they took. It also allowed for civil strife and hatred to be quelled through 

the appeals of their religion. Good laws may have existed yet by themselves they were not 

enough. Laws may compel people’s bodies but only belief can compel their hearts.  There are 

things which laws do not have the power to do. It is the belief of people which may cause them 

to do good things without understanding the goodness that they do and in doing so promote a 

peaceful and civic society. “In truth, no maker of extraordinary laws who did not have recourse 

to God has ever existed in any society, because these laws would not otherwise be accepted, and 

because although the good things known to a prudent man are many, these things in themselves 

lack the self-evident qualities that can persuade others.” (I.11.) So, we see the value that 

Machiavelli puts on a religious sentiment and its benefits to the public.  If something may not be 

popularly excepted as good by itself that does not mean that it is unworthy of implementation.  

Numa did what was beneficial and necessary. An appeal to belief will produce many good results 

and should be considered by anyone who wishes to establish a civilized society. 

Is Machiavelli advocating for deceit here? No, he is not. Just as in the case of Romulus 

Machiavelli was not advocating for fratricide here he is not advocating for deceit. Machiavelli 

acknowledges that Numa pretended to have a close relationship with a nymph who gave him the 

laws which he implemented. However here Numa is making use and deferring to the traditions 

and beliefs of the people he was among. The question of what faith and its objects are is out of 
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the scope of the current essay. However, it can at least be said that Numa acted with great piety 

and to the great benefit of the populace.   

To contrast the laws instituted by Romulus and Remus Machiavelli also looks at a failed 

attempt to reform Roman institutions, the Decemvirs. The decemvirate arose out of a conflict 

between the nobility and the plebeians over honors and privileges.  Since Rome was in 

continuous quarrels and dispute both parties agreed to send to Athens for the laws of Solon and 

to see if new laws could be drawn up for Rome on their basis. In order to establish these 

completely new laws all offices of the magistracy were eliminated, making the newly elected 

decemvirate, a newly elected council of ten, the absolute rulers of Rome. Here we see some 

problems which almost led Rome to have a tyranny. All of the old forms of government were 

abolished and a new one implemented in the middle of a conflict. A new foundation of Rome 

was attempted. However, unlike Numa the Romans attempted to make a clean slate and 

recklessly abandoned all the foundation they had in the process.  

Their desire to resolve their problems is understandable. However, their actions and 

results show their lack of wisdom.  The decemvirs had no one to observe them and had no 

personal genius to resolve the conflict which brought them into power. Therefore, they became 

arrogant. “For this reason, it should be noted that when it is said that an authority conferred by 

free elections never injures a republic, it is presumed that a people can never be led to confer it 

except under proper circumstances and for proper periods of time, but when blinded either by 

deception or some other cause, a republic is led to confer such authority imprudently and in the 

manner in which the Roman people conferred it upon the decemvirs, then the same thing that 

happened to the Roman People will always happen to it.” (I.35.) Machiavelli blames both the 

nobles and the plebeians in the faulty creation of the decemvirs. “Because of the senate’s 
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excessive desire to eliminate the tribunes and the plebeians desire to abolish the consuls; this 

excessive desire blinded them in such a way that they both contributed to the disorder.” (I.40) 

Overall, this is an example of a civil strife that almost ruined the Republic. It took a momentous 

act like the one that caused the overthrow of the Roman Kingdom in order to cause the fall of the 

decemvirs.  

This trouble might be used to say that the institutions that Romulus and Numa had 

implemented were insufficient for the well-functioning of the state. Is it fair to assume that there 

will always be a genius around to solve major problems like the ones that caused the 

decemvirate? Does the well being of society really have to depend on someone like a 

philosopher king being around to stir the ship of state? The answer to that is no. Machiavelli 

recognizes the necessity of good institutions and says as such when talking about Romulus. No 

genius can last forever. Therefore, before a genius dies he must leave something of a permanent 

nature to succeed him in guiding the state. However, both Romulus and Numa left something in 

the forms of laws and religion. Was that insufficient? No, for the laws were ignored, and 

absolute office was created when another office existed which have been a solution to the 

Roman’s problems, the office of the dictator.  

Any government will at some point come across a situation which will not be addressed 

in its laws. For Rome, this included the conflicts between the plebeians and the nobles alongside 

many others. Under these circumstances there will be a temptation to do away with all the laws 

and break procedures in order to solve the issue at hand. Although such an action seems 

necessary, it is not the preferable solution in Machiavelli’s view. Instead, Machiavelli argues for 

a government to have inbuilt methods of governance which allow for addressing issues for 

immediate practical effect without trying to create a permanent solution. When talking about 



                                                                                                                                                                        Syritsyn 7 
 

such a procedure Machiavelli states “When a republic lacks such a procedure, it must 

necessarily come to ruin by obeying its laws or break them in order to avoid its own ruin. But in 

a republic, it is not good for anything to happen which requires extraordinary measures. ..Thus, 

no republic will ever be perfect unless its laws contain a provision for everything and establish a 

remedy for evert circumstance and set up a means for dealing with it.”(I.34) Since no one can 

foresee all the problems which will arise within a society or get everyone to predetermine a 

solution it is impossible that a republic with perfect laws will ever arise. Even if there are laws 

for most situations there will always be room for dispute based on different parties involved 

which may lead to different problems. It is also possible that there may arise a situation which 

requires continuous quick though and action. A constant deliberative process may do more harm 

than good in such circumstances. That is why the Roman office of dictator was necessary to 

address such situations. 

Is there not a danger of misuse of such an undefined office? After all the last of the 

Roman dictators, Julius Caesar, never gave up the office once it was granted to him. This a true 

critique but misses a few important points. By the time that Caesar was appointed dictator the 

office has been largely left to disuse and a new legal instrument, the senatus consultum ultimum, 

was implemented as a way to deal with extraordinary problems. Therefore, due to the state 

lacking the experience of use for the office of dictator, the checks of law and tradition which 

used to hold that office dissipated. The original Roman dictator could deal only with a particular 

issue for a particular amount of time. Even though in dealing with that issue his power was 

absolute, there were still several things which were off limits to him, such as dissolving the 

Senate. Also, any actions done by the dictator could be charged against him once his term was 

up. So, the office was kept as an immediate expedient. This doesn’t mean that the Senate and the 
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Consuls could not pass laws to address the issues. If a problem could be addressed by law, then 

as per Machiavelli’s opinion, that would be the proper way for it to be resolved. The problem 

with the office of the dictator in its later years was that it became just a title to hide behind actual 

power, much like the decemvirs. Just as in the same sense that the office of the decemvirate 

shouldn’t have been established while the dictatorship was still viable, so the dictatorship should 

not have been revived while the senatus consultum ultimum was available as an option.  

The reason for such misuse of ancient offices wasn’t just out of some form of ignorance 

however. In the hundred of years which passed between the founding of the Roman state and its 

expansion out into the wider world the problems which were but small in the beginning 

ballooned out of proportion. The republic became corrupt and the people within it no longer as 

much for the well being of the whole as for the fulfillment of their ambitions. It seems that the 

faults which led to the degeneration and hardship within the republic came from this corruption. 

Was this unavoidable? Could this have been corrected? “It is very true that all the things of this 

world have a limited existence, but those which go through the entire cycle of life…are generally 

those which do not allow their bodies to fall into disorder but maintain them in an orderly way, 

so that either nothing changes, or if it changes, it is to their welfare…let me say that changes 

which bring such bodies back to their beginning are healthy…the method of renewing them is, as 

was stated, to bring them back to the beginnings, because the beginning of religions, republics, 

and kingdoms must always contain in themselves some goodness through which they may regain 

their early presence and prestige.” (III.1) What seems to be necessary then is the reestablishment 

of the nation to regain the strength of its youth. 

The reestablishment of the nation may have some similarities to the actual foundation. 

However, it should be recognized as something fundamentally different. When founding a nation 
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what one has is a new and unique entity. There is a variety of directions which can be taken as to 

regards the future direction of the state. Even in the early stages of a republic, such as when 

Numa added religion as a core component he still brought fourth something both original and 

necessary. By returning a republic to its fundamentals one may be reestablishing the state, since 

they are bringing in a new vital force into the activities which go on around them. However, 

there is an inherent limit as to what can be accomplished without reforming the current state into 

a noticeably different entity. Even when a republic is corrupted, the forms which are at its 

foundation and which gave it strength are still present. One cannot wish to preserve the state or 

to desire something outside of the goodness which gave the state its beginning. 

It could be said that at such a moment, whoever looks at the corruption of the 

surroundings around him will come to the inevitable conclusion that although the original 

foundations of the republic where good, they were still imperfect in what they addressed. This is 

the reason that the state was allowed to degrade into whatever condition it is. Things do not reach 

a point of crisis and paralysis overnight.  Such things take time. Therefore, a slow change which, 

although can be quite clearly seen as troublesome to the welfare of the republic, is still 

unavoidable.  Different groups of people will see their interests and that of the republic as quite 

separate from each other.  Since difference which fundamentally divide a group to that extent are 

unlikely to get resolved quickly they will serve as means for the slow change to the republic.  

Machiavelli points out that the Romans had a civic office, the censors, which was 

supposed to deal with the corruption and degradation of the society. The censor’s responsibilities 

not only included things such as making sure that the original civic and religious institutions of 

the nation were properly venerated, but that any undeserving and corrupting influence not cause 

problems through a matter of high office.  Machiavelli points out that this office too was liable to 
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corruption and the very same problems which tribunes, the senate and the consuls of the republic 

faced. It seems then that whatever is done the very same problems arise to afflict any form of the 

institution. Then, if any institution is liable to corruption, and all institutions more likely than not 

get corrupted at the same time due to mutual reinforcement, then the answer for addressing this 

corruption must lie outside of the institutions of the state.  

It should be reemphasized at this point that the nature of corruption in a political system 

is such that it can only take place over several generations. “It is necessary, then, in order to 

seize authority in a republic and imprint an evil form upon it, to find that the social fabric has 

broken down over time, and that little by little, from generation to generation it has been thrown 

into disorder.” (III.8) Therefore, any degeneration can never be so great within a single 

generation that it can completely undo all the good foundation that allowed for the republic to 

survive and prosper to its present position.  

What is the source of this corruption? It seems that if one wants to preserve the vitality 

and goodness found at the beginning of any state then it would be beneficial to correct the effects 

of any corrupting influence as soon as they are discovered. For Machiavelli, the corruption 

within a republic stems from wicked citizens. This comes about by them being a negative 

influence on their surrounding and building a further ground for incontinence with each 

succeeding generation.  Why then is the wickedness of a citizen not addressed as it becomes 

evident that it is harmful to the republic? This is because that which is good for the republic and 

that which is evil for it can be very similar. The wicked citizen and the great citizen often do the 

exact same deeds, with differing intention, except for some final act which clearly identifies 

whether the person is harmful or beneficial to the community in which he resides. The example 

of Manlius Capitolinus in III.8 shows that it is very difficult to detect a wicked man of any great 



                                                                                                                                                                        Syritsyn 11 
 

skill. Someone with true ambition and jealousy for the powers of the state will often do things 

which are very beneficial to his fellow citizens. By these means the road to the powers of the 

state become open to him. The difference between the ambitious citizen and just a civic minded 

citizen here though is that the deeds of the ambitious citizen are still deeds which are truly 

beneficial. However, in doing what is good for the society and republic the ambitious citizen 

assumes the identity and powers of the same. He develops a calim for the sovereignty of the 

republic outside the boundaries of what is considered proper.   

Since it is so hard to distinguish a wicked man from a good one, the wicked man will 

often be left alone, lest a great and important citizen be plucked out for what some might 

consider as unjust and paranoid reasons. Although this is seen as the just and civilized thin to do 

by many societies it leaves a problematic effect. Once it becomes unquestionably obvious that 

the character of a man is wicked and harmful the harm which he could do to the structure of the 

republic can be prevented. Manlius was condemned, and his corrupting influence was cut off. 

However, having had the time to agitate the masses and exacerbate already present conflicts 

Manlius succeeded in further destroying the unifying fabric of the republic and the attachment 

that people had to both it and each other. So, an inability to address the problems at hand and 

punish those responsible, for good reasons or bad, leads to the problems which are then faced by 

the republic.  

The prudence of knowing when to punish and when to leave things alone seems then to 

be a necessary for the sustaining of any republic. Genius in the form of good discernment is not 

necessary only to be a founder of any republic but also to save it from destruction.  Since the 

problems which are faced by a society will be many and, as stated before, there can be no society 

which has the proper laws for all scenarios. Therefore, a republic will always have to have some 
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degree of reliance on those who are prudent within it, to take the proper action after considering 

the nature of the laws and of the times.  

Great prudence is necessary for any corrective action since by its very nature correction is 

unpleasant to not only those who experience it but to those who may have a reason to fear its 

application to themselves. Machiavelli notes that in the early days of the Roman Republic there 

was no hesitation to administer proper punishment in order to preserve the well being of the 

society. “Rome never hesitated to put to death in the interest of justice an entire legion at a time 

or an entire city, or to banish eight or ten thousand men under extraordinary conditions to be 

endured not just by one man but by many” (III.49) The Roman officials didn’t even hesitate to 

punish their own children, such as with Brutus and his sons, in order to preserve the well being 

of their community. That is not something that everyone has the force of character to do. 

However, it shows the dedication of the residents to the preservation of what they have received.  

Why is there such a strong dedication from the citizens of Rome for the preservation of 

the Republic? Machiavelli often talks about how the citizens of the Republic cherished it dearly. 

However, he doesn’t state much in terms of their motivations. Why would they want to preserve 

their republic? Perhaps it had something to do with their pride. However, it should be noted that 

as has been pointed out before, there were various scenarios where the Romans attempted major 

changes of governance when the rulers did not satisfy them. Tarquinius Superbus, the last king 

of Rome, was overthrown with no qualms the condition of Rome. After his overthrow the 

Romans were very passionately against the return of the Roman kings for fear that the hardships 

they experienced under Tarquin would return. It seems then that the Romans desired freedom 

from hardship and oppression from their government. So, if the Romans desire freedom from 

hardship can they really be expected to endure the hardship suffered in the case of punishment? 
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Yes, for that is what they did. The hardship administered under the Roman officials at later 

points was not simple hardship, but hardship in the name of justice for the preservation of the 

Republic. The only scenario then in which they will not deign to endure the justice handed out to 

them is when they no longer view the republic as beneficial to them and the protectorate of their 

interests. 

However, is there any point when a republic is too far gone to be redeemed? At some 

instance, whether due to the lack of reflection on history or some other lack of virtue, all 

governments seem to fall into disrepair.  At that point someone who sees the disrepair of the 

government may attempt to do away with the corrupting elements found therein. However, by 

the very nature of the society he finds himself will resist any change to it. Since it is the nature of 

all things to stabilize and preserve themselves any attempts to change, whether they be ultimately 

for the good or bad, will not be kindly received. Why is this so? Just as the conflicts in a society 

will cause a republic to fall into a state of disrepair, so the divisions will remain to continue the 

division of society into groups with separate interests. And since the views of these different 

groups and miniature societies within the society will diverge so will their judgements of who 

would be considered an evildoer and not. A person may be considered as evil and pernicious by 

the state for trying to restore the republic to its original state in the same degree as anyone who 

may blatantly try to exploit the state for his own profit. So, the state will not be able to 

distinguish between someone like Manlius Capitolinus and Agis, the king of Sparta. 

Agis, seeing the state to which Spartan society has fallen, wanted to restore Sparta to its 

former glory. However, he became seen as someone who wanted to establish a tyranny and was 

done away with by the Ephors. His successor Cleomenes founds records of Agis’ intentions and 

“he realized that he could not do this good for his native city if he did not become the sole 
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authority, believing that because of human ambition, he could not help the many against the will 

of the few” (I.9) Therefore he took drastic action and removed anyone who could oppose him. 

His disposal of the Ephors may be seen as an action like Romulus’ murder of his brother. 

However, as Machiavelli states at the end of I.18 it was the only way to restore Sparta to what it 

was before. “To try to make them good by any other means would be either a most cruel 

undertaking or completely impossible, as I said above concerning what Cleomenes did:” (I.18) 

What Cleomenes did would still be considered by most people to be a cruel and monstrous deed, 

something that no virtuous person would ever dare to attempt and still call themselves good.  

However, in this case the result of Cleomenes’ deeds excuse him. Whether he can be considered 

virtuous or not is a question which cannot be covered by this essay. Machiavelli here does not 

place a great emphasis on all the different possibilities of what virtue could be, especially in a 

political context.  However, one thing that can be ascertained is that whatever is considered 

virtuous and desirable as such is inherently tied to the faith aspect of a city. It must be tied to 

something outside of the legal institutions of the republic. 

 All institutions and all laws are liable to human judgement and reason. An official post 

has to be filled by some person and an official problem will always be deliberated between 

groups of people, even if simply to determine what former precedent should be considered when 

dealing with the problem at hand. It is this freedom and necessity of human judgement which can 

lead to deviations, whether for good or bad, within any republic. Since the laws and institution 

are not self-perpetuating and inherently self-correcting entities we must look to what is. “Thus, 

just as good customs require laws in order to be maintained, so laws require good customs un in 

order to be observed, Besides this, institutions and laws established in a republic at the tune of 

its birth, when men were good are no longer suitable later, once men have become evil, and if 
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the laws vary in a city according to circumstances, its institutions never or rarely change: this 

means that new laws are insufficient, because the institutions that remain in place corrupt them” 

(I.18) Machiavelli doesn’t greatly treat the topic of customs and traditions besides saying that it 

is bad for a republic when its citizens abandoned their former customs. The establishment by 

Numa of religion is the closest thing to observing customs. However, if institutions corrupt laws 

and laws are required for good customs to be maintained then relying on customs is insufficient 

to guarantee a proper long-lasting republic. This seems reasonable as even the religious customs 

put in place by Numa eventually became discarded as irrelevant to Roman life.  

 The lessons learned from the Discourses so far are bleak. Corruption is inevitable and is a 

natural progression of the desires of the members of the republic. It is impossible to attempt to 

correct this process without incurring the labels of cruelty and injustice. It seems then that it is 

impossible to expect any republic to maintain itself perpetually, except unless by some miracle 

its founder goes on to live an immortal life. Should the desire for a perpetual state be abandoned 

then? Not completely, for since there can be no way to create a state from its foundations and 

guarantee it existence at least the state can be formulated and refined in the best way possible 

leave a continually improving model.  Considering this we should analyze the changes in the 

model of the Roman state and see if there is anything which can be accounted for as cause of 

later Roman conflicts. 

 When Machiavelli began to discuss the different aspects of the republic he talked of the 

importance of the balance between the monarchical, the aristocratic, and the democratic forms of 

government. Was this a balance which was kept within the Roman state in its history? If so, what 

is the role that this form played out in the actions which later took place?  
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 When thinking of the balance between these forms of government one may be tempted to 

think that the overthrow of Tarquin destroyed the monarchical form of the Roman state. 

Although this is true in that there was no longer a single king the kingly authority was still 

present to play out its part. “having immediately established two consuls who took the place of 

kings, they nevertheless drove out of Rome only the title of king and not kingly power, it came to 

be nothing more than a mixture of two of the three elements mentioned above…the principality 

and the aristocracy” (I.2) The office of the consuls was established alongside, a king of 

sacrifices to perform the religious rites, and the office of the dictator to allow for immediate 

decision in times of great crisis.  The monarchical government was preserved and given its 

proper place alongside the aristocratic senate and later the democratic tribunes. Therefore, from 

the founding of the Republic to the founding of the empire, the three forms of governed were in 

balance and presided over the tremendous period of growth in that time.  

 However, if the true balance between the three forms of government only occurred within 

the timeframe of the Republic it shows that it wasn’t necessary during the time of the Kingdom 

or the Empire. At the very least neither Numa nor Romulus included the democratic portion of 

government within their reforms. Therefore, should they be blamed for some form of oversight? 

There isn’t much discussion of the events which happen under the Kingdom or the Empire. 

However, it is stated that it was only during the Republic that the Roman state experience a 

period of exponential growth. The Kingdom was confined to a small area in the locality of Rome 

while the Empire had fluctuating borders that grew smaller as the time went by.  Therefore, there 

seems to be something different during the time of the Republic in contrast to either the 

Kingdom or the Empire. That something is the proper balance of the forms of government within 

the Republic. 
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 Whenever each form was added to the institutions of the Republic it was to address a 

certain practical need for the affairs of the society. The aristocratic portion was added by 

Romulus in order to have help in administration and proper counselling. The democratic portion 

was added when there was a great need for soldiers to defend the borders of the Republic. When 

all three forms were implemented into the government every citizen had the possibility to play 

some proper role in civic life.  However, it should be noted that although a practical need was 

always addressed in the implementation of each new form this was also done to address the 

security and concerns of the party then addressed. A state can exist each has only one or two of 

these forms and still meet all of its necessities. The trust and civic bonds of all the individuals 

within a state will rally people to defend their commonwealth and take proper actions. Yet, what 

is well kept by one generation does not necessarily pass on to the next one. “This administration 

later passed to their sons, who did not understand the changeability of fortune since they had 

never experienced evil, and unwilling to remain content with civic equality, they turned to 

avarice and ambition” (I.25) This misuse of power and responsibility, stemming from ignorance 

and inexperience, results in a division of a society. The division results in people wishing to 

secure their safety and liberty. Since they cannot trust the rule of those who mistreated them they 

rise and seize power, even if only to make themselves more formidable to anyone who would try 

to harm them at some later point.  

 This prompts one to ask whether the fundamentals of the Roman state were faulty. After 

all, the state was not formulated with all the populace in mind. Since not all of the Roman 

populace had a role to play in civic affairs it left open the possibility for future conflict. Was this 

possibility not seen by Romulus and Numa? In fact, Machiavelli does criticize the founders for 

this very point. They created a state which would inevitably have to face the issues of a popular 
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revolt. Yet, what Romulus and Numa did formulate was conducive towards the creation of a 

better state. The initial kings were wise and passed many laws which were good. However, in 

such a situation of absolute rulership it may only take one or two bad generations to undo the 

good built up by many. The state would have been more perfect if all three forms were included. 

Perhaps it would have even prevented the conflict of the orders that was ever present throughout 

Roman history. Since the plebeians had to seize power for themselves once they had the example 

and desire to do so again as the years went by. The good they received with the establishment of 

the office of the tribunes was seen as only being done out of necessity and not out of any actual 

well wishing on the part of the nobles.  Therefore, since trust was never established at the very 

beginning the future held no path to non-antagonistic relationships. The conflicts which were lain 

in the very beginning were later to serve as easy tools for those who seeking to fulfill their 

political ambitions. 

 Looking at the different information and scenarios here can lead to only one conclusion.  

There is no certain way to guarantee a perpetual republic. Neither institutions, nor customs, nor 

religion, nor education can be relied upon for a guarantee of goodness and prosperity. Republics 

may experience multiple instances where they can be saved from failure. However, each avoided 

failure will increase the success chance of another one. There will arise in any republic men of 

genius which, according to the passions and circumstances in their life, will either strengthen the 

republic or degrade it. If someone wise sets up a republic it will withstand many wicked men. 

However, as the wicked leave their mark the very same institutions which prevent the rise of the 

wicked will also prevent the salvation of the wise. Since the task of saving something or creating 

something is harder than the task of destruction there will be a lesser chance that a man of genius 
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may arise to save the republic from destruction.  It seems to be a grim fate then that the fate of a 

republic be left to nothing more than happenstance. 

Still, if after all this one wishes to establish the best possible republic then one can still 

aim for this goal. The best thing that one can do is to study history, philosophy, and other things 

which relate to the well-functioning of a state and society. The study of history will allow one to 

see the mistakes of the past and the solutions which can then be offered to them. This will help to 

determine how the institutions of the current day are fairing and how they compare to the 

institutions of the past.  The study of philosophy will help determine the cultures and traditions 

within the society. Every belief has implications. To understand those implications, either 

complete ones or ones that result from a failure of reasoning, will help determine the actions and 

motives of people who hold those beliefs. If both history and philosophy are kept in mind then 

one should be able to determine the institutions and beliefs which best contribute to a thriving 

society and help to see the ones that cause it ill, intentionally or not. Then if one writes down 

what one has learned then hopefully someone in the future will pick it up just as those have done 

in the past. The pursuit for immortality may end up being eternal. However, such a pursuit is 

worth the chase. For what awaits those who pursue things which seem only to be reserved for the 

gods is a place at their tables and a seat in history.  

 

 

 

 

 


