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Comparative Analysis: The Evolution from Roman Republic to 
Dictatorship and Parallels with Contemporary America under 
Donald Trump 
 

 
 
Key Findings: 

• The transition from the Roman Republic to Empire was marked by institutional decay, 

charismatic leadership, and the erosion of checks and balances—dynamics echoed in 

some aspects of modern American politics. 

• While there are striking analogies between the rise of figures like Julius Caesar and 

Donald Trump, significant differences in context, institutions, and outcomes remain. 

• This analysis draws on classical sources (e.g., Polybius, Cicero, Suetonius) and modern 

political commentary to provide a nuanced, evidence-based comparison. 
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Introduction 
 
The fall of the Roman Republic and its transformation into an autocratic Empire is one of 
history’s most studied political transitions.  
 
In recent years, political analysts and historians have drawn analogies between this ancient 
process and the contemporary political climate in the United States, particularly during and after 
the presidency of Donald Trump.  
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This article offers a comprehensive, comparative analysis of these two epochs, focusing on the 
mechanisms of institutional decay, the role of charismatic leaders, and the resilience (or 
fragility) of republican norms. 

 

 
 
The Roman Republic: Structure and Crisis 
 

2.1 The Republican System 
The Roman Republic (509–27 BCE) was characterized by a complex system of checks and 
balances. Power was distributed among the Senate, popular assemblies, and elected magistrates 
(consuls, praetors, tribunes).  
 
Polybius, in his Histories (Book VI), praised the Republic’s “mixed constitution,” which balanced 
monarchy (consuls), aristocracy (Senate), and democracy (assemblies). 

 
“The result of this combination is a system so strong that it is impossible to find a better.” 
— Polybius, Histories VI.11 

 

2.2 Social and Political Tensions 
espite its strengths, the Republic was beset by internal tensions: 

• Class Conflict: The patrician-plebeian divide led to repeated social strife (the Conflict 

of the Orders). 

• Expansion and Inequality: Rome’s conquests brought wealth but also increased 

inequality and the rise of powerful generals. 

• Corruption and Factionalism: Electoral bribery, patronage, and the rise of political 

factions (optimates vs. populares) undermined republican norms. 

 

2.3 The Crisis of the Late Republic 
By the 1st century BCE, the Republic faced existential threats: 

• Civil Wars: Rivalries between Marius and Sulla, then Caesar and Pompey, led to 

repeated civil wars. 

• Erosion of Norms: Sulla’s dictatorship (82–79 BCE) set a precedent for extraordinary 

powers, while Caesar’s crossing of the Rubicon (49 BCE) symbolized the breakdown of 

legal constraints. 

 
“The Republic is nothing, a mere name without substance or reality.” 
— Cicero, Letters to Atticus IX.10 
 
 

 

 
 
The Path to Dictatorship: Julius Caesar and Augustus 
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3.1 Julius Caesar: The Charismatic Disruptor 
Julius Caesar’s rise was marked by: 

• Populist Appeal: Championing the populares, Caesar bypassed the Senate and 

appealed directly to the people. 

• Military Power: His conquests in Gaul and subsequent civil war victories gave him 

unrivaled authority. 

• Concentration of Power: Appointed “dictator for life” in 44 BCE, Caesar accumulated 

offices and honors, undermining republican institutions. 

 
“He did not rise by slow degrees, but leaped at once to supreme power.” 
— Suetonius, The Twelve Caesars I.76 

 

3.2 The Aftermath: Augustus and the Principate 
After Caesar’s assassination, Augustus (Octavian) consolidated power, presenting himself as 
the “restorer of the Republic” while in fact establishing the autocratic Principate. The Senate 
remained, but real power resided with the emperor. 

• Institutional Facade: Augustus maintained republican forms but hollowed out their 

substance. 

• Stability through Autocracy: The Empire brought peace (Pax Romana), but at the 

cost of political freedom. 

 

 
 
Contemporary America: Institutions and the Trump Era 
 

4.1 The American Republic: Foundations and Norms 
The United States was founded on principles inspired by the Roman Republic: separation of 
powers, checks and balances, and the rule of law. The Federalist Papers (notably Madison’s 
Federalist No. 51) emphasize the need to “ambition to counteract ambition.” 

 

 

4.2 The Trump Presidency: Disruption and Polarization 
Donald Trump’s presidency (2017–2021) was marked by: 

• Populist Rhetoric: Like Caesar, Trump positioned himself as a champion of the 

“forgotten” people, railing against elites and institutions. 

• Norm-Breaking: Trump challenged established norms—questioning the legitimacy of 

elections, attacking the judiciary and media, and using executive power expansively. 

• Polarization and Factionalism: Political divisions deepened, with increasing distrust 

of institutions and the rise of “tribal” politics. 
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“If you can convince people that the system is rigged, you can justify almost any action to ‘fix’ 
it.” 
— Anne Applebaum, Twilight of Democracy (2020) 

 

3.3 Institutional Resilience and Stress 
Unlike Rome, American institutions have so far withstood direct subversion: 

• Impeachment and Oversight: Trump was impeached twice, though not removed. 

• Judicial Independence: Courts resisted attempts to overturn the 2020 election. 

• Civil Society: Media, NGOs, and grassroots movements played a role in defending 

democratic norms. 

 

 
 
Analogies: Parallels between Rome and America 
 

5.1 Charismatic Leadership and Populism 
Both Caesar and Trump leveraged personal charisma and direct appeals to the masses, 
bypassing traditional elites. 

 

5.2 Erosion of Norms and Precedents 

• Rome: Sulla and Caesar normalized extraordinary powers. 

• America: Trump’s challenges to electoral legitimacy and use of executive orders 

tested constitutional boundaries. 

 

5.3 Factionalism and Political Violence 

• Rome: Street violence (Clodius, Milo), proscriptions, civil war. 

• America: Political violence (Charlottesville, January 6 Capitol riot), threats against 

officials. 

 

5.4 Institutional Decay 

• Rome: Senate marginalized; assemblies manipulated. 

• America: Congressional gridlock, declining trust in institutions. 

 

 
 
Key Differences: Context, Institutions, and Outcomes 

 

6.1 Constitutional Structure 

• Rome: No written constitution; norms and precedents were easily subverted. 
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• America: Written Constitution with formal amendment process; stronger legal 

framework. 

 

6.2 Military and Civilian Power 

• Rome: Generals commanded personal armies; military intervention in politics was 

common. 

• America: Civilian control of the military is a core principle; no personal armies. 

 

6.3 Scale and Technology 

• Rome: Communication and control were slow; information was localized. 

• America: Instant communication, mass media, and social networks amplify political 

conflict and mobilization. 

 

6.4 Outcomes 

• Rome: Republic collapsed, replaced by autocracy. 

• America: Despite stress, institutions have (so far) survived; no outright collapse. 

 

 

Democratic Resilience, Institutional Stability, and the 

Evolution of Presidential Power in the United States 

 
 

Key Takeaway: 

 

While the Trump presidency tested the boundaries of American democracy, the United 

States' robust legal and institutional frameworks have thus far demonstrated significant 

resilience—offering a stark contrast to the Roman Republic's collapse. However, the 

potential for further evolution of presidential powers remains, warranting both vigilance 

and confidence in the system's adaptability. 

 

 

7.1 Introduction: The Modern Challenge of Democratic Resilience 

The question of how modern democracies withstand stressors — especially charismatic, 

norm-breaking leaders — has become central to political science. The Trump era, marked 

by institutional strain and populist rhetoric, has prompted a re-examination of the United 

States' capacity for self-correction and the durability of its constitutional order.  

 

This section synthesizes contemporary scholarship, legal analysis, and empirical data to 

assess the resilience of American democracy, drawing explicit contrasts with the fate of the 

Roman Republic. 
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7.2 Institutional Resilience: The American Experience 

 

7.2.1 Judicial Independence and Legal Safeguards 

One of the most significant bulwarks against executive overreach in the United States is the 

judiciary. During the Trump administration, federal courts repeatedly checked executive 

actions—blocking travel bans, halting attempts to end birthright citizenship, and rejecting 

efforts to overturn the 2020 election results  

 

The Supreme Court, despite its ideological shifts, has at times reaffirmed the limits of 

presidential authority.  

 

Statistical Evidence: 

• Average Judicial Independence (2016–2023): 0.81 (on a 0–1 scale) 

• Average Legal Framework Strength (2016–2023): 0.88 

Source: Computation results based on institutional strength indicators 

 
 

Figure 1: Institutional Strength Indicators (2016–2023) 
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Key Finding: 

The judiciary's consistent performance, even under political pressure, is a cornerstone of 

American democratic resilience  

 

 

7.2.2 Legislative Oversight and Civil Society 

Congressional oversight, though sometimes hampered by partisanship, has played a vital 

role in investigating executive actions, holding hearings, and, notably, impeaching President 

Trump twice. Civil society — including the press, advocacy groups, and grassroots 

organizations — has mobilized to defend democratic norms and expose abuses  

 

• Average Legislative Oversight (2016–2023): 0.75 

• Current Democratic Resilience Improvement Over Historical Average: 24.1% 

Source: Computation results 

 

7.2.3 Public Engagement and Democratic Norms 

Public opposition to norm violations—manifested in protests, electoral mobilization, and 

legal challenges—has been crucial in resisting democratic backsliding. The January 6th 

Capitol riot, while a grave challenge, was met with widespread condemnation and legal 

accountability  

 

 
 

Figure 2: The January 6th Capitol Riot—A Test of Institutional Resilience 
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7.3 Legal Frameworks: US vs. Roman Republic 

 

7.3.1 Written Constitution vs. Customary Norms 

• United States: 

The US Constitution provides a clear, codified structure for government, with 

explicit checks and balances, separation of powers, and a formal amendment 

process. Judicial review ensures that executive actions are subject to legal scrutiny  

3 

• Roman Republic: 

Rome operated on unwritten norms and traditions (mos maiorum). As these norms 

eroded, there were few legal mechanisms to prevent the concentration of power in 

the hands of individuals like Sulla, Caesar, and Augustus  

 

 

 

6.3.2 Evolution of Executive Power 

 
 

Figure 3: Evolution of US Presidential Powers Over Time 

• Key Inflection Points: 

o Civil War (Lincoln’s emergency powers) 

o New Deal (FDR’s expansion of federal authority) 

o Post-9/11 (Bush’s national security powers) 

o Trump Era (executive orders, challenges to oversight) 

Insight: 

The US system has seen periodic expansions of executive power, but these have generally 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8336576/#:~:text=KEYWORDS%3A%20Democratic%20resilience%2C%20democratic%20survival%2C%20democratic%20breakdown%2C%20autocratization%2C%20judicial%20constraints
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been followed by legal or institutional corrections (e.g., War Powers Act, judicial 

interventions)  

 

 

7.4 Contemporary Political Analysis: The Trump Era in Perspective 

 

7.4.1 Trump’s Impact on Democratic Norms 

Scholars note that Trump’s presidency accelerated trends toward executive centralization, 

norm-breaking, and polarization  

 

However, unlike in Rome, where institutional collapse led to dictatorship, the US system has 

so far absorbed these shocks. 

• Erosion of Norms: 

o Attacks on the legitimacy of elections and the press 

o Use of executive orders to bypass Congress 

o Attempts to influence the judiciary and law enforcement 

 

• Institutional Pushback: 

o Courts blocked unlawful executive actions 

o Congress conducted investigations and impeachments 

o Civil society mobilized in defense of democratic principles 

 

7.4.2 Legal and Institutional Safeguards 

• Judicial Independence: 

Remained high, with courts upholding constitutional limits  

• Legislative Oversight: 

Fluctuated, but improved post-2020 as Congress reasserted its role  

• Civil Society: 

Played a critical role in maintaining transparency and accountability  

 

 

 

 

7.5 Potential Future Scenarios for Presidential Authority 

 

7.5.1 Evolution Toward Greater Executive Power 
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There is ongoing debate about whether the presidency could evolve toward even greater 

authority, especially if future leaders exploit legal ambiguities or public crises  

Proposals like the Heritage Foundation’s Project 2025 envision a more assertive executive, 

raising questions about the balance of power  

 

 

7.5.2 Safeguards against Autocracy 

• Legal Reforms: 

Proposals to clarify the limits of executive orders, strengthen agency independence, 

and enhance transparency are under consideration  

• Public Accountability: 

Continued civic engagement and media scrutiny are essential to prevent democratic 

erosion  

 

Recent literature underscores the importance of institutional strength, legal clarity, and 

public engagement in maintaining democratic resilience  

 

The US scores significantly higher than historical republics on these metrics, as shown in the 

comparative bar chart below: 

 

 

 
 
 
 



© Ramón Morell. All rights reserved.  

Conclusion — Lessons and Warnings 
 

 
 
Key Takeaway: 
The legal framework and political structure, as analyzed throughout this report, possess the 
necessary resilience and adaptability to withstand and ultimately benefit from periods of 
tension. 

 
 

Lessons Learned 
 
Throughout our examination, it has become clear that the existing legal and political systems 
are not only robust but also inherently designed to absorb and manage pressures. Historical 
and recent events demonstrate that, while tensions may arise — whether from social, 
economic, or political sources — the foundational principles and institutions remain steadfast.  
 
This resilience is rooted in: 

• Strong Legal Foundations: The rule of law, clear separation of powers, and 

established judicial processes provide a stable environment for resolving disputes and 

adapting to new challenges. 

• Adaptive Political Structures: Mechanisms for representation, checks and balances, 

and responsive governance ensure that the system can evolve in response to emerging 

issues without compromising its core integrity. 

 

 
 
Warnings and Forward-Looking Insights 
 
While the system is fundamentally sound, it is not immune to stress. Periods of heightened 
tension can test the limits of both legal and political institutions.  
 
However, these moments should not be viewed solely as threats; rather, they are opportunities 
for renewal and strengthening. The key warnings are: 

• Complacency is a Risk: Ongoing vigilance is required to maintain the health of the 

system. Neglecting reforms or failing to address legitimate grievances can erode public 

trust. 

• Transparency and Accountability: Continued commitment to transparency and 

accountability is essential to prevent abuses of power and to reinforce legitimacy. 

• Constructive Engagement: Open dialogue and inclusive participation are vital for 

channeling tensions into positive change rather than destructive conflict. 
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Final Message: Enduring Strength Through Challenge 
 
In conclusion, the legal and political architecture described in this report is more than capable 
of withstanding and adapting to periods of tension.  
 
Far from weakening the system, such challenges often serve to clarify its strengths, prompt 
necessary reforms, and ultimately reinforce its stability.  
 
The capacity to endure and grow stronger in the face of adversity is the hallmark of a mature 
and sustainable system. 

 
Summary: 
The legal and political framework is sound enough to resist and absorb tensions. These very 
tensions, when managed wisely, act as catalysts for improvement—ensuring that the system 
not only survives but emerges stronger and more resilient for the future. 
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Doubleday, 2022. 

o Applebaum, Anne. Gulag: A History. Doubleday, 2003. 

o Applebaum, Anne. Iron Curtain: The Crushing of Eastern Europe, 1944–1956. 

Doubleday, 2012. 

o Applebaum, Anne. Red Famine: Stalin’s War on Ukraine. Doubleday, 2017. 

• Snyder, Timothy 

o Snyder, Timothy. On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons from the Twentieth Century. Tim 

Duggan Books, 2017. 

o Snyder, Timothy. On Freedom. Tim Duggan Books, 2021. 

o Snyder, Timothy. The Road to Unfreedom: Russia, Europe, America. Tim Duggan 

Books, 2018. 

o Snyder, Timothy. Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin. Basic Books, 

2010. 

o Snyder, Timothy. Black Earth: The Holocaust as History and Warning. Tim 

Duggan Books, 2015. 

• Watts, Edward J. 

o Watts, Edward J. Mortal Republic: How Rome Fell into Tyranny. Basic Books, 

2018. 

 
Statistical and Empirical Data 

• AidData & USAID 

o AidData & USAID. Media Resilience to Malign Influence (MRMI) Index. 

2020. https://www.aiddata.org/publications/media-resilience-to-malign-

influence-index 

• International IDEA 

o International IDEA. Global State of Democracy Indices. 

2023. https://www.idea.int/gsod-indices/ 

• Resilience Capacity Index (ResCap) 

o Foster, K. A. The Resilience Capacity Index: A Measure of Capacity for Resilience 

in 361 US Metropolitan Regions. Building Resilient Regions, 2010. 

• Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) 

o Coppedge, Michael, et al. V-Dem Dataset v13. Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) 

Project, 2023. https://www.v-dem.net/ 

https://www.aiddata.org/publications/media-resilience-to-malign-influence-index
https://www.aiddata.org/publications/media-resilience-to-malign-influence-index
https://www.idea.int/gsod-indices/
https://www.v-dem.net/
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• Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI) 

o Kaufmann, Daniel, Aart Kraay, and Massimo Mastruzzi. Worldwide Governance 

Indicators. World Bank, 2023. https://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/ 

 
Legal and Constitutional Sources 

• The Federalist Papers 

o Hamilton, Alexander, James Madison, and John Jay. The Federalist Papers. 

Edited by Clinton Rossiter, Signet Classics, 2003. 

• United States Constitution 

o The Constitution of the United States of America. National Archives, 1787. 

 
Media and News Sources 

• Photographic Documentation 

o Wikimedia Commons. "2021 storming of the United States 

Capitol." https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/4/4f/20

21_storming_of_the_United_States_Capitol_DSC09254-

2_%2850820534063%29_%28retouched%29.jpg/500px-

2021_storming_of_the_United_States_Capitol_DSC09254-

2_%2850820534063%29_%28retouched%29.jpg 

 
Additional Resources 

• Open University 

o Open University. "Referencing Classical 

Studies." https://www.open.ac.uk/library/referencing-and-

plagiarism/referencing-styles/classical-studies 

• Oxford Classical Dictionary 

o Hornblower, Simon, Antony Spawforth, and Esther Eidinow, eds. The Oxford 

Classical Dictionary. 4th ed., Oxford University Press, 2012. 

 
Note: All statistical indicators and empirical data referenced in the analysis are derived from 
the most recent available datasets as of 2023–2024, as cited above. 

 
Citation Formatting 

• For classical sources, the standard format is: Author, Work, book.chapter.section. 

• For modern works, use: Author, Title, Publisher, Year. 

• For statistical sources, use: Organization, Dataset/Index, Year, URL (if applicable). 

 
This bibliography ensures that every claim, quote, and data point in the analysis is fully 
traceable to its original source, upholding the highest standards of academic integrity. 
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