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"Are We Rome?"

Hollowed out by arrogance, corruption and a bloated military, the greatest empire the world has ever known fell.
Is America doomed to follow in its footsteps?

By Gary Kamiya

Jun.07, 2007 Comparing theresenthistoricalepochto a pastoneis an excellentintellectualparlorgame.lt
requiresyou toknow enoughaboutthe two periodsto assessheir similaritiesanddifferencesit encouragea
broad,syntheticanalysisanda long view. And it defamiliarizeghe presentforcing you tolook with fresh
eyesat culturalandpolitical realitiesyou hadpreviouslytakenfor granted At its worst, it canbecomea mere
display of superficialknowledge,in which facile analogiedakethe placeof realengagemenBut atits best,it
canilluminate both periods,creatingthat simultaneousenseof recognitionand mysterythat thebesthistory
does.

Cullen Murphy's"Are We Rome?" is an exampleof the parlorgameplayedat its best.Murphy, the former
managingeditor of the Atlantic Monthly, brings justthe right combinationof erudition,audacityand caution
to this tricky undertakingHe isn't afraidto makeinformedgeneralizationaboutboth contemporaryAmerica
andanempirethat endednorethan1,500 yearsgo,yet acknowledgeshe limits of suchgeneralizationsand
the areaswvherehistoricalignorancerules. He offers stimulating discussionsf the similarities, both obvious
andhidden,betweenAmericaandRome,but alsopointsout that inprofoundwaystheir citizenswould find
eachotherutterly alien.

And wisely, he avoidstrying to do toomuch.Thewordsof the GreekpoetCallimachus;'A big book isa big
evil," may not be universallytrue, but they certainlyapplyto the genreMurphy is working in. Simply to
acquirea working familiarity with the theoriesthat havebeenadvancedo explainthefall of the Roman
empire-- Murphy notesthat aGermanhistorian hadisted 210 ofthem - is a massiveundertakingio advance
an original thesisis thework of decadesto compareRometo Americacouldoccupya Casaubon- the
pedantwho searche vain for a "Key to All Mythologies"in GeorgeEliot's "Middlemarch"-- for several
lifetimes. Mercifully, Murphy is no pedantHe wearshis considerabl&nowledgelightly, avoidsoverdrawing
his analogiesandfocusesn on afew areasvherethe comparisonsremostilluminating -- andwherewe
would do wellto changeour ways.You painlessly learm lot aboutancientRomein this smart,briskly paced
book, anda lot aboutcontemporaryAmerica,too -- not all of the latter quite aspainless.

The Rome Americacomparisorpredateshe AmericanRevolution.In thosedays,Murphy notes, Americans
were drawnto the RomanRepublic,seeingn it a reflectionof their own nascentepublic. Today,for obvious
reasonsit's theempirethat grabsAmericansattention-- although no oneanagreeupon whetheAmerica
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really possessean empireor not. The comparisonhe notes,"servesaseithera grim cautionarytale or an
inspirationalcall to action." Thosewho areinspiredinclude figureswhom Murphycalls the "triumphalists,”
who "seeAmericaasatlong lastassumingts imperial responsibilitiesbringing abouta global Pax
Americanalike the Pax Romanat its mostcommandingijn thefirst two centuriedA.D." In this campare
neoconservativpunditslike CharleKrauthammerWilliam Kristol, Max Boot and"the triumphalistin-chief,
tradingjodhpurs forflight suit,” GeorgeW. Bush Thesefiguresunapologeticallyadvocatehat theU.S.
dominatetheworld. Againstthem standhe "declinists,"who believethat Americais overstretchedthat its
“iImperial needfor secrecysurveillanceandsocialcontrol, all in the nameof nationalsecurity,is corroding
our republicaninstitutions."The declinistsincludethelikes of ChalmersJohnsorand PaulKennedy.Thereis
alsoanin-betweengroup,led by thehistorian Niall Fergusonyho arguethat theU.S. should be animperial
power,but lacksthe gumption.

Thentherearethosecritics who seedoomandgloomwhenthey compareRometo America.On theleft, the
urbanplannerJaneJacobssawthe declineof family and community,bad scienceandthe ascendancef
economicallybasedndividualism adeadingto a "post Roman“dark age.On theright, the sabesrattling
classicistVictor Davis HansonattacksAmericansasdecadentyweakwilled andweakkneed.

Murphy himself isno triumphalistHe might be calleda moderatadeclinist. He argueghat Americalike
Rome,is threatenedy selfinflicted wounds-- in particularour maniafor privatization,our fadingbeliefin
governmentindthe ensuingdecayof civic society,our vastand unsustainablenilitary, our ignoranceof the
outsideworld andour shortsightedattitudetowardimmigrationandassimilation.

ThesepositionsstampMurphy asan old-schoolliberal, albeithardlya kneejerk one.Clearly aiming at the

big historicalpictureandnot wantingto getcaughtup in ephemerapolitical disputesMurphy goesout of his
way to avoid framing his argumenin partisanterms.This is a laudableimpulse,but Murphy'sreluctanceo
takea deeperhistoricallook at the Bushadministrationendsup feelingexcessivelycautiousand constrainsis
argumentBush'sentireapproacho governancepitomizesall thetendenciesn modernAmericanlife that
Murphy finds mostdangerousY et Murphy neverexploresthe importantquestionof whetherBush'ssecretive,
imperial presidencyis a historicalanomaly,a perfectstormcreatedoy therareconvergencef 9/11anda
rigid, ideologicallydrivenpresidentor the shapeof the Americanempire-- andemperors- to come.Thisis
anissue that beardirectly on Murphy'sthesis.

Are we Rome,or not? At a crudelevel, the parallelsarestriking. "Romeand Americaarethe mostpowerful
actorsin their worlds, by manyordersof magnitude,"Murphy writes. "Their powerincludesboth military
might andthe 'soft power'of languageg¢ulture,commercetechnology,andideas."Thetwo arecomparablan
physicalsize.Both areopensocietiesmadeup of newcomersandimmigrants.Both aredrawnto grandfeats
of engineering("Whenever seethe spaceshuttle,standinguprightandinching slowlyon its crawlertoward
the launchingpad,| think backto the Romeof Hadrian'sday, andthe gargantuarstatueof the SunGod, as
tall asthe shuttle,beingdraggednto placeby 24 elephants Murphy writes.) Both Romansand Americans
areextremelylitigious, believein private property,enjoy ritually humiliating public figureshavea love-hate
relationwith the nouveauriche,and seethemselvessthe choserpeople.

On the otherhand,Murphy pointsout that thedissimilaritiesarejust asstriking. The RomanEmpire lasted
morethanathousand/ears;the U.S.isn't even300 yearld yet. Rome'sentirehistory took placeduringthe
Iron Age, while "Americain its short historyhasalreadyleaptthroughthe Industrial Age to the Information
Age andthe BiotechAge." Romeoftenlived on theedgeof famine; America'seconomyis unbelievably
robust. Romeéneld slaves;Americarejectedslavery.Romestartedasa city-state;Americaasa continental
power.Romehadno middleclass;"for Americathe middle classis the coresocialfact-- our ballast,our
gyroscopepur compass.RomewasneverparticularlydemocraticRomelookeddown on entrepreneurship
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andvalorizedinheritedwealth; Americaworshipssel-mademen.Romewasaggressivelyexpansionist;
Americaprefersto conquerthe world throughindirecteconomicmeans.

At an individual level, Murphy arguesthe differencesarestill morestriking. "As individuals,Romanswere
proud,arrogantprincipled,cruel,andvulgar; Americansareidealistic,friendly, heedlessaggressiveand
sentimentalbut yes,oftenvulgar,too). I'm not surethat Americansgastsuddenlybackin time, would ever
warmto secondcenturyRome,the way they might to Samuel Johnsonlsondon In their mentalmaps their
intellectualorientationstheir defaultvalues,Romansand Americansarefurther apartthanmostpeople
suspectRomanswvere asbawdyasAmericansarerepressedRkomannotionsof personahonoranddisgrace,
andthe behaviorappropriatdo each,haveno realcounterpartn America;Romanofficials would
unhesitatinglycommitsuicidein situationsthat wouldn'tmakeAmericansevenconsidersitting downwith
BarbaraWalters(muchless consideresigning)."Anyonewho watchedthe superbHBO series’'Rome, " with
its shockinglycasualcceptancef murders suicidesandsex,will havea visceralsenseof what Murphy
means.

Going beyondhesebroadsimilaritiesanddifferences Murphy finds sixspecificparallelsbetweenancient
Romeand Americatoday."The parallelsaren'tfixed in place,andtheydon'tpointto aninescapabléuture,”
he says."Takenastheyare,though,theytracea paththat leadso foreseeableonsequences a path,after
all, that Romehasalreadybeendown."

First, justasRomanssawRomeasthe literal centerof theworld -- they placedin the Foruma stone
omphalosor "navel," that theybelievedstoodoverthe entranceo Hades-- America'spolitical ruling class
suffersfrom delusionsof Beltway grandeur:’[T]he way thetiny, elite subset ofAmericanswho live in the
nation'scapitalseeAmerica-- andseeWashingtontself," Murphy arguesjs a "faulty premise"that "leadso
an exaggerategensenof Washington'sveightin theworld: an exaggeratedenseof its importancean the eyes
of others,andof its ability to actalone."He tartly recountsthe way that courtiersn suchself-obsessed
capitalsbecomeobsessewvith prestigeln JFK'stime, "only 29 peopleneldthe covetedtitle of 'assistant,’
‘deputyassistant,or 'specialassistantto the President; by théme Bill Clinton left office, therewere 141
suchpeople.”

Secondthere'smilitary power.Like Rome,Americasuffersfrom a "two cultures"problem,in which military
and civilian societyareincreasinglyaliento eachother.A Romanhistorian wrotethat soldierseturningfrom
distantpostswere"mostsavageo look at, frighteningto listento, andboorish totalk with." Murphy notes:
"America'sDeltaForcewould fareno betterin SaddleRiver, Brentwood,or Winnetka."Moreover,like Rome,
Americais unableto sustainits enormouanilitary, andis forcedto turn to outsiders- for Rome,barbarians,
for America,contractors:The Iraq War is the mostprivatizedmajor conflict sincethe Renaissance Murphy
notes.

Third, Murphy citesmassiveprivatizationandits attendansins,corruption,the lossof faith in government
andthe degradatiorof civil society.To my mind, this is the mostoriginal and compellingpartof his book.
"Romehadtrouble maintaininga distinctionbetweenpublic andprivateresponsibilities- andbetweenpublic
and privateresources,Murphy writes. Whenthis happens|centralgovernmenbecomesmpossibleto steer.
It took along time to happenput the fraying connectionbetweenimperial will andconcreteactionis a big
partof WhatWentWrongin ancientRome."Similarly, "Americahasin recentyearsembarkedn a
privatizationbingelike no otheiin its history, putting into private handsall mannerof activitiesoncethought
to be public tasks.'Murphy saysthat "theprivatizationof powerisn't aphenomenomf the margins,a
footnoteto history -- it's acentraldynamicof Americanpublic life."

Theresult,he arguesjs not only corruption,the what'sin-it-for-me mentality epitomizedby thesleazylikes
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of JackAbramoff, butlossof government'Smanagementapacity.”In partthis is becauserivate contractors
don'tanswerto the samelaws andregulationsthat governmenvnesdo; in partit's becausgovernmenttself
is simply vanishing.Thelossof efficiencyandcommandandcontrolis bad, but still worsearethe intangible
ramificationsof privatization:"the lossof civic engagemerdndloyalty acrosghe boardis a very realthreat.”
Murphy declinesto explicitly singleout the Bushadministrationandin a largersensehe smallgovernment
ideology ofthe RepublicarParty,aslargely responsibldor this trend.But that doesot alterthe factthat his
book isa blisteringimplicit refutationof the GOP'santi-governmenethos,andthe still moredegradedrony
capitalismpracticedoy Bush.

Murphy illuminatesonekey facetof the declineof Romeby citing the Oxford historian Geoffreyde Ste.
Croix, who exploredthe evolutionof a single Latin term:the word "suffragium,"which originally meant
"voting tablet." Citizenscould castvotes,although inpracticegreatmenwho ran patronagesystemscontrolled
largeblocsof votes.Overtime, Romandemocracywithered,but the patronagesystemremained andthe word
"suffragium” cameto meanonly the pressurdghat apowerfulmancould exerton one'sbehalf.Eventually,the
word cameto denotesimply the moneypaidfor a favor: a bribe. Ste.Croix's devastatingonclusion:'Here, in
miniature,is the political history of Rome."

In atelling historicatetymologicalcomparisonMurphy looks at the history of the word "franchise."It too
originally "hadto do with notionsof political freedomandcivic responsibility":I1t denotedheright to vote.
"Only muchlater,in the mid twentiethcentury,did the ideaof beinggrantedcertain'rights'acquireits
commercialconnotationthe right to marketa company'servicesor products,suchasfried chickenor
Tupperware.. Inthe Wiktionary, the commercialmeaningof ‘franchiseis now the primary definition. The
definition involving political freedomandtheright to vote comesfifth." Murphy'sdisturbingconclusion:
"Looking backat the history of 'franchise,then,it's temptingto write this epitaph:Here,in miniature,is the
political history of America."

The fourth parallelIMurphy seess Romeand America'smutualignoranceof the outsideworld. JustasRome
disparagedindunderratedhe peopleoutsideits borders so Americanstendto be dismissiveof othercultures
and peoplesandshockinglyignorantof them.

Fifth, there'stheissue ofborders Romesuccessfullydealtwith the presencef outsidersnot by erectingan
iron wall but by interactingwith them andassimilatingthem.

Sixth andfinally, there'sthe sheercomplexityof Romeand America. Such meggowers"inevitably become
impossibleto managebecauséhe very actof managinghasunpredictablaipple effects,of global scale,
which in turn becomepartof the environmenthat needso be managed.To this problem,thereis no simple
answerexceptto concentrat®n thoseactorsthat arewithin our powerto change.

Canwe reversethesetrend® Is Americadoomedto shareRome'sfate? Murphy is too sophisticatedo answer
sucha questiondirectly. He pointsout that inan importantsenseRomeneverdid fall: "lts methodsof
agriculture,its patternsof trade,its citiesandports, itsbuildingsandinfrastructurejts modesof
administrationjts namedor objectsandplacesijts laws, its elites-- to varyingdegreesn variousplacesall of
thesethingslived on, forlongerandshorterperiods,making thepathforward anirregulartransitionrather
thana catastrophiaevolution.” Anotherinstitutionthat preserve@Romewasthe church."In manyways,for
good andill, aversionof Romewascarriedforwardinto newplacesanderasby theCatholicChurch-- its
languagemanyof its values muchof its administrativestructure someof its dress."

Despitethis, Murphy admitsthat thefall of Romewasreal,a major eventin world history: "a greatunity was
irrevocablydiminished;a greatandwondrousorderbecamea thing of the past."He astutelypointsout that
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whencontemplatinghe endof Romewe feel not regret-- Romewasfar too brutalandamoralfor usto regret
its passing - but "somethingfar moreelementaland emotional:the brutal reminderof impermanence."

Thereis no magicformulathat will guaranteeny nation orempire'sperpetuakurvival. Nor is finding one
evennecessarilyMurphy'srealinterest.He is asconcernedvith creatinga societythat wewantto live in as
onethat will endure.n exploringthis, hefirst lists severalpossiblefuture scenarioghat mightallow America
to endure put that would notcreatea societyanyonewould want.

Firstis the"FortressAmericascenario,'in which everythingrevolvesaroundnationalsecurity,privacyis
curtailedandthe executivebranchdominates:'Diocletian'sempiretakento somefuture Americanextreme."
Secondthere'sthe "City-State scenariojh which greatcities becomede facto city-statesand central
authoritywithers.Finally, there'sthe "Boardroomscenario,'in which "corporatefeudalismon aglobal scale"
triumphs,armies,economieswaterandresourcesre privatized,and hugecorporationgun the world.

To preventtheseunhappyscenariogrom coming true Murphy advances setof policy prescriptiondasedon
the Romanhistorian Livy'sinjunctionthat "whatmakesa societystrong isthe well-beingof its people-- basic
justice,basicopportunity,a modicumof spiritualreward-- andthe people'sconvictionthat ‘thesystemis set
up to produceit.”

Hereis Murphy'sfour-part"Titus Livius HundredYear WorkoutPlan."First, Americaneeddo learnabout
the wider world, by beingopento immigrationandforeign studentsandlearningforeignlanguages(Ona
lighter but still seriousnote,Murphy pointsout that America'sntryinto theworld of soccerplaying nations
is agood sign.) Seconddmericaneeddo "stop treatinggovernmenasa necessargvil, andinsteadrely on it
proudly for the big thingsit cando well ... TheSocial Securitycheckeverymonth,the safedrugsand
highways,the guaranteedgtudentioans,the heathcaresafetynetin old age,the sandbagsvhentherivers
flood -- their inherentbenefitsaside thesethings promotea senseof common allianceand mutualobligation
that dwarfnarrowconsideration®f 'efficiency." Third, we should"fortify theinstitutionsthat promote
assimilation,"increasingsupport forpublic schools angublic healthservicedor immigrationandabandoning
the futile attemptto wall off our bordersWe shouldinstitutea programof nationalservicefor all young
people,"which would revivethe militia ethic of long ago.'We'reall in it togetheris a spirit that Romdost."
And fourth, we shouldreducethe bloatedsizeof our military by allowing alliesto carrymoreof theload,and
adopta long-rangeenergypolicy that would freais from relianceon Mideasiil andthe needto police the
region.

CanAmericansovercometheir weaknesses which Murphy saysinclude "their hyperindividualism anctheir
moralizingmessianicstreak-- andevolveinto a countrythat mightresemblahe one he describe® He notes
that Americamay lack one supremeRomanquality: "the stubborn urgethe absoluteneed,to persevere- to
prevail at all costs inany undertakingwhateverthe moraland humanprice might be." But Americanspossess
somethinghe Romanddidn't, Murphy argues:a deepbelief that wecanandshouldmakethingsbetter,a
willingnessto change While Romanswere smugandself-satisfied,Americansareopento self-
transformatiorandsocietaltransformation:'The geniusof Americamay be that ithasbuilt ‘thefall of Rome’
into its very makeup:it is very consciouslya constantvork in progressdesignedo accommodatandbuild
on revolutionarychange,'he writes. "Romedissolvedinto history, successfullybut only once.Americahas
donesoagainandagain."For Murphy, in the end,the way Americanscanavoidthe fate of Romeis simple:
Be American.

Murphy'soptimismmay not seemparticularlyjustified right now, but historicaltime is long. "This, too, shall

pass"canbereadasa cautionarycommenton thefall of mighty empires-- butit alsoappliesto malignant
presidenciesHistory canbe an oppressivaeveight, butit canalsobe a light in the darknessMurphy'sbook
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remindsus bothto look backward,andto look ahead.

-- By Gary Kamiya
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