
 

I HAVE BEEN HERE BEFORE 

A Pattern Recognition Problem 2,500 Years in the Making 

by Joseph Bruns 

 

I took Greek and Latin in high school. Philosophy and Greek history in college. More than 

a few years ago, and I will be honest with you, most of the vocabulary is gone. The verb 

conjugations, the case endings, the ability to read Thucydides in the original. Fading at 

best, fleeting if not gone. 

But something else stayed. Something that has nothing to do with language and 

everything to do with pattern. And for the past several years, watching American public 

life with the particular attention of someone who spent a career in materials science,  

where you learn very early that understanding how things fail is more important than 

understanding how they work when everything is fine, I have had a feeling I cannot shake. 

I have been here before. 

Not personally. I am not that old. But the pattern I am watching, the specific sequence of 

institutional stress, vocabulary capture, faction warfare, and democratic exhaustion, is 

documented. It has been documented for 2,500 years. And the documentation is precise 

enough that anyone who has read it carefully cannot watch the current moment without 

a particular kind of recognition. 

This is not a partisan piece. I want to be clear about that at the outset, because the moment 

you say something is not partisan, the reader's pattern recognition immediately assigns it 

to a faction. I understand that. It is actually part of the problem I want to talk about. But 

I will ask you to hold the partisan reflex for a few minutes and follow the history, because 

the history does not care about your team or mine. It only cares about what actually 

happens to republics and why. 
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The kind of events that occurred in the past will recur in 
similar or analogous forms. — Thucydides, 431 BC 

Thucydides did not write that as a philosophical observation. He wrote it as a practical 

warning. He had watched Athens, the most remarkable experiment in citizen self-

governance the ancient world had produced, destroy itself from the inside while its 

citizens were convinced they were defending it. He wrote down what he saw with the 

specific intention that future generations would recognize the sequence when it recurred. 

I think this is one of those moments. And I think enough of us need to say so clearly, 

without hysteria and without false comfort, that the recognition becomes useful rather 

than merely melancholy. 

 

What Athens Built and What Happened to It 

In 508 BC, a statesman named Cleisthenes created something genuinely unprecedented: 

a political system in which ordinary citizens made binding decisions about war, peace, 

taxation, and law. It was imperfect, women and slaves were excluded, the assembly was 

susceptible to manipulation, the quality of governance varied wildly. But within its 

constraints it was real. The Parthenon was built during its peak. The greatest philosophy 

in Western history was produced during and immediately after its decline. It 

demonstrated something the world had not seen before: that broad citizen participation 

and extraordinary cultural achievement were not just compatible but mutually 

generative. 

That peak lasted approximately thirty to forty years. 

The failure sequence that Thucydides documented is worth knowing precisely, because it 

repeats. It begins with language. Words change their meanings. Deliberation 

becomes cowardice. Reckless aggression becomes loyalty. The moderate position,  

the one trying to preserve the shared framework within which disagreement is possible, 

becomes impossible to hold publicly without personal cost. Once language is captured, 
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institutions follow. Courts become instruments of political elimination. The 

assembly becomes a venue for emotional performance rather than reasoned decision. The 

statesmen who understood governance give way to rhetoricians who understand 

crowds. 

Athens then voted, based on manufactured confidence, incomplete intelligence, and the 

emotional momentum of a brilliant but untrustworthy general, to invade Sicily with 200 

ships and 50,000 men. The expedition was a catastrophe of almost incomprehensible 

scale. Athens never fully recovered. Not because of the military loss. Because the 

institutional trust was gone. The citizens knew, afterward, that they had been 

manipulated into catastrophe by the very deliberative system that was supposed to 

prevent it. And a democracy that no longer trusts its own deliberative capacity is a 

democracy that has already lost its essential function. 

The republic functioned in damaged form for another sixty years. Then Philip of Macedon 

walked through the door that internal fracture had left open. 

The Athenian democratic republic lasted approximately 170 years from founding to 

effective end. Its peak functional period was thirty to forty years. I want you to hold that 

number. 

 

The Founders Read This Story 

James Madison, in the months before the Constitutional Convention of 1787, read every 

republican experiment in recorded history. He read Thucydides. He read the Roman 

historians. He read Cicero and Polybius. He arrived in Philadelphia not with optimism 

but with a precise catalog of the ways republics die. The Constitution that emerged from 

that convention is not best understood as an expression of democratic faith. It is best 

understood as an engineering response to documented failure modes. 

Every major structural choice encodes a lesson from a previous collapse. The separation 

of powers addresses the Roman lesson. The bicameral legislature addresses the 

Athenian lesson, pure popular assemblies are susceptible to emotional manipulation 
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and must be balanced by a deliberative body insulated from immediate passion. The 

Senate, in its original design, was the founders' most sophisticated anti-demagogue 

mechanism: state legislatures appointed senators, which meant the upper chamber 

represented institutional interests with longer time horizons than electoral cycles. George 

Washington described it as the saucer into which legislation is poured to cool. 

Benjamin Franklin's famous response when asked what the convention had produced,  a 

republic, if you can keep it, was not folksy modesty. It was the honest assessment of a man 

who had read the same historical record as Madison and understood the base rate. No 

republican experiment at this scale had survived. They were attempting to 

engineer around every known failure mode. They were not certain they had 

succeeded. 

If men were angels, no government would be necessary. — 
James Madison, Federalist No. 51 

Madison's genius was not optimism about human nature. It was engineering for the full 

distribution of human actors, including the ones who would abuse the system if the 

structure permitted abuse. The constitutional machinery he designed was supposed to be 

self-executing. The friction mechanisms were supposed to function correctly regardless 

of the character of whoever operated them. That is the most important thing to 

understand about what was built, and about what has changed. 

 

The Man Who Arrived in the Middle 

In 1831, forty-four years into the experiment, a twenty-five-year-old French magistrate 

named Alexis de Tocqueville stepped off a ship in New York harbor. He had a classical 

education, a family traumatized by the French Revolution, and a mind trained to see 

political systems as organisms with predictable life cycles. He spent nine months traveling 

America and then went home and wrote Democracy in America, still the most 

penetrating outside analysis of the American republic ever produced. 
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What de Tocqueville saw in embryo in 1831 was something he called soft despotism. Not 

the violent tyranny of a Caesar. Something slower, more comfortable, and in his 

assessment more durable as a failure mode: a democratic people gradually delegating self-

governance to an administrative apparatus that promised to manage every complexity of 

modern life in exchange for the citizen's civic engagement. The citizens would keep their 

elections. They would keep their forms. But the substance of self-governance, the actual 

exercise of collective deliberative judgment about difficult questions, would be 

progressively handed upward to managers who were more permanent and less 

accountable than the citizens they served. 

He described this in 1840. The administrative state he predicted as a possible 

future is not a prediction anymore. It is a documented institutional reality that has 

been accumulating for eighty years, built incrementally by both parties, each expansion 

seemingly reasonable in isolation, the cumulative effect visible only when you step back 

far enough to see the arc. 

De Tocqueville made one other observation that I want to leave with you. He said the 

strength of American liberty resided not in the federal government or even in the 

Constitution, but in the intermediate institutions, the township, the voluntary 

association, the independent judiciary, the state legislature, that gave citizens 

genuine experience of self-governance at the scale where it was most immediately 

meaningful. Remove those intermediate institutions, or convert them from genuine 

governing bodies to performance stages, and the citizens lose the habits of self-

governance. And habits, like muscles, atrophy with disuse. 

 

Where the Load-Bearing Walls Came Down 

I am a materials scientist and generalist. I have spent my career understanding how things 

fail, not dramatically, not all at once, but through the accumulation of small stresses on 

structures that were not designed to carry the loads eventually placed on them. The most 

dangerous failures are not the sudden ones. They are the ones where the structure 

continues to look intact long after the load-bearing capacity has been compromised. 
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The American constitutional architecture has sustained several modifications over 237 

years that I would classify as structural rather than policy changes, meaning they cannot 

be reversed through ordinary legislation and have altered the load-bearing capacity of the 

system in ways that are now manifesting. 

The most significant was the Seventeenth Amendment of 1913, which replaced state 

legislative appointment of senators with direct popular election. The case for the change 

was not dishonest, state legislatures were genuinely selling Senate seats, and the 

corruption was documented. But a genuine reformer confronting that problem 

prosecutes the corrupt legislators. What the reformers of 1913 did instead was 

change the architecture. They solved visible corruption by removing the institution 

that the corruption had infected. The cooling saucer was converted to a second heating 

element. The friction mechanism, the one the founders had specifically designed to slow 

democratic excess and protect against demagogue capture,  was removed. And without 

friction, every other failure mode propagates faster. 

I want to be precise here, because precision matters: the Seventeenth Amendment is not 

a partisan issue. It was supported by progressives and opposed by conservatives at the 

time. Its consequences have been exploited by both parties in the century since. The 

damage is structural, which means it does not care which party benefits from it in any 

given cycle. It simply removed the load-bearing wall and left the building carrying loads 

the remaining structure was not designed to handle alone. 

The second structural change is the accumulation of the administrative state, 

regulatory agencies that legislate through rule-making, execute through enforcement, and 

adjudicate through administrative courts simultaneously. This is a direct violation of 

the separation of powers principle the founders encoded in the Constitution. 

It did not happen suddenly. It accumulated across administrations of both parties across 

eighty years, each expansion justified by genuine complexity in the modern economy that 

the founders could not have anticipated. The cumulative effect is an executive branch that 

has absorbed legislative and judicial functions in ways that Madison's design specifically 

sought to prevent. 
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The third structural change is the one most visible in the current moment and most 

dangerous precisely because it has been normalized through use: the conversion of the 

prosecutorial and legal architecture from a neutral arbiter of law into an 

instrument of political conflict. This architecture was built incrementally over 

decades with genuine justification at each step. It was then deployed for political 

purposes, by both parties, in different administrations, against different targets. Each use 

established precedent. The normative restraints that previously limited deployment have 

been visibly violated. They no longer function as restraints. They function as suggestions. 

You cannot build a system on the destruction of institutional 
norms and then expect the people running it to respect 

institutional norms. 

I am not assigning blame to a single party or administration. The honest engineering 

analysis is more uncomfortable than that: the architecture was built over decades by 

people who assumed they would always be the ones holding it. They never asked the 

question every competent systems designer must ask, what happens when someone else 

picks this up? The answer to that question is now visible to everyone, which is at least 

more honest than it was before. 

 

The Generational Clock 

A generation is approximately forty years. Five generations of forty years equals two 

hundred years. And two hundred years is roughly the outer boundary of what historians 

call living institutional memory, the chain of direct transmission from people who 

experienced the founding conditions to people who can still access that experience 

through personal relationships. 

Your great-great-grandfather was not sitting by a fire transmitting Federalist No. 10. He 

was working twelve-hour days in material hardship that left minimal bandwidth for 

constitutional philosophy. The romantic image of intergenerational civic transmission is 

largely fiction. What actually transmitted was survival knowledge, religious tradition, and 

family practice. The constitutional architecture transmitted primarily through 
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institutional function, which created a circular dependency: the institutions 

needed to be functioning correctly to transmit the memory of why they 

existed. 

We are now in the sixth generation. The founders are ancient history. The classical 

education that produced the founders and that equipped the educated class to maintain 

their architecture has been systematically removed from the curriculum across the same 

period in which the structural modifications accumulated. This is not a conspiracy theory. 

It is a documented trend with documented consequences: the pattern recognition 

capacity that self-governance requires is a learned skill, and the learning has been 

declining. 

I had a professor in college who understood who was in his classroom. A room full of 

engineers and chemists taking a required art appreciation elective, most of us wanting to 

be anywhere else. He spent a semester building bridges between technology and art and 

philosophy and mathematics, the Parthenon and the Golden Ratio, the Colosseum and 

structural engineering, the Appian Way and logistical genius. He connected 

everything to everything because everything is connected to everything. He 

gave us the pattern recognition capacity that I am using right now, too many  years later, 

writing this. 

I did not fully understand what he gave me until much later. That is how the best 

transmission works, you carry it without knowing you are carrying it, and then one day 

you need it and it is there. The question I cannot answer with confidence is whether 

enough classrooms still have enough of those professors. The answer I suspect, but cannot 

prove, is: fewer than we need. 

 

So Where Are We? 

I want to answer this honestly rather than dramatically. Crying wolf is its own kind of 

failure, it exhausts the capacity for genuine alarm at the moment genuine alarm is 

warranted. I have no interest in that. 
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We are not at the end. The amendment process functions. The federal structure 

provides fifty institutional nodes of resistance that Athens never had. The Bill 

of Rights, stressed and stretched as it is, retains judicial enforcement mechanisms. The 

tradition of constitutional self-correction has operated at genuine crisis 

points in American history and produced genuine correction. These are not 

nothing. They are the reason the American arc has exceeded the Athenian base rate by 

67 years and counting. 

But we are past the Sicilian Expedition moment. The institutional trust damage 

of the last fifty years is not repairable by a single corrective event. We are in the equivalent 

of Athens' restoration period, the institutions are technically functioning, the forms are 

present, but the normative foundation has fractured along lines that are not healing 

naturally. Both major factions now have internally coherent narratives in which they 

are the legitimate constitutional resistance and the other side is an existential threat 

to the republic itself. 

When both sides simultaneously believe that, the Constitution is no longer the 

shared frame of reference. It has been replaced by two mutually exclusive legitimacy 

claims. Thucydides called this Stasis, the internal factional conflict that he identified, 

from direct observation, as the terminal disease of every democracy he studied. 

Not foreign invasion. Not economic collapse. Educated factions using reform 

language to capture institutions, each convinced of its own righteousness, 

each willing to use tools against the other that will eventually be used against 

them. 

Philip of Macedon is not at the gates. But the gates are less defended than they were. And 

some of the people assigned to guard them are arguing about who left them open. 

The experiment is unfinished. The founders knew it would 
need finishing. They built in the tools. The tools are still there. 

The question is whether enough people can still read the 
blueprint. 
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“The Least Dangerous Branch” - Hamilton in Federalist 
No. 78  

There is one institution we have not yet examined. We have saved it deliberately,  not 

because it is less important than the Senate, the Electoral College, or the administrative 

state, but because it is currently in a state of perturbation significant enough that a surface 

treatment would be worse than silence. It deserves its own full accounting, its own 

classical references, its own honest KT analysis of what was designed versus what exists. 

What follows here is a marker, not a conclusion. 

Alexander Hamilton called the federal judiciary the least dangerous branch of 

government. He meant it as reassurance. He argued in Federalist No. 78 that a court with 

no sword, no purse, and no will of its own, only judgment. could not threaten the republic 

regardless of who sat on it. It depended entirely on the executive to enforce its decisions 

and the legislature to fund its existence. It was, by design, reactive. Constrained. The last 

line of constitutional defense, not the first line of constitutional authority. 

Hamilton was not wrong about what he designed. He was wrong about what it would 

become. 

The Constitution is what the judges say it is. — Chief Justice 
Charles Evans Hughes, 1907 

Hughes said that before he sat on the Court. He was right by then and he knew it. The 

journey from Hamilton's least dangerous branch to Hughes's judicial supremacy took one 

hundred years and one opinion, Marbury v. Madison, 1803.  in which Chief Justice John 

Marshall essentially invented the power of judicial review from constitutional text that 

does not explicitly grant it, using logic so elegantly circular that Jefferson called it the 

most dangerous power ever assumed by a branch of government and two centuries of 

institutional momentum has made it feel inevitable. 

It is not inevitable. It is a drift. And like the Senate drift, the Electoral College drift, and 

the administrative state drift, it follows the same pattern we have now documented across 

every major structural element of the constitutional architecture: distributed 

vulnerability converted to concentrated vulnerability, robust design converted to 
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sensitive design, and self-executing friction mechanisms replaced by normative 

assumptions that sophisticated actors have learned to operate around. 

The federal judiciary is currently experiencing a perturbation, the precise word, borrowed 

from physics, for a system disturbed from its equilibrium state by an external force — that 

makes honest examination simultaneously more urgent and more difficult. More urgent 

because the stakes of judicial capture are higher than at any previous point in American 

history, precisely because the Court has accumulated authority the founders never 

designed it to hold. More difficult because any analysis of the judiciary in the current 

moment will be read through the lens of which recent decisions the reader approves or 

disapproves of, which is itself the clearest possible evidence that the institution has drifted 

from its designed function. 

A court whose decisions are evaluated primarily by their political outcomes rather than 

their constitutional methodology is not functioning as a court. It is functioning as a 

legislature with lifetime tenure, no electoral accountability, and the additional authority 

to declare its own legislation supreme law. The Romans had a name for an institution that 

accumulated interpretive authority over sacred texts, used procedural mechanisms to 

control which disputes reached it, and rendered final judgments no other body could 

review. They called it the College of Pontiffs. They did not consider it a feature of 

republican governance. They considered it a vulnerability. 

Polybius documented what happened to the Roman mixed constitution when one element 

accumulated disproportionate authority. Cicero watched the legal system complete its 

conversion from framework to instrument — and was ultimately killed by it. Plato 

described the endpoint of unresolvable interpretive contest as the condition that produces 

the demand for a strong man who will simply decide. All three are relevant. All three will 

be developed fully. 

There is more to address and it will have to wait. Not that it is less important, but just 

because of its importance, it deserves to stand alone as a focus for reform. We will examine 

the federal judiciary as the founders designed it, as John Marshall transformed it, as two 

centuries of accumulated self-granted authority have extended it, and as the current 

moment of maximum perturbation has revealed it. It will apply the same KT framework, 
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what is, what is not, what changed, what the change produced. It will identify which 

elements of the drift are recoverable through legislation, which require constitutional 

amendment, and which, most uncomfortably, require Congress to simply remember that 

Article III gave it tools it has forgotten how to use. 

Hamilton called it the least dangerous branch. 

The most important question in the next discussion is a simple one. 

When did that stop being true, and who noticed first? 

 

 

The Beam You Cannot See — And Cannot Afford to Lose 

On the Electoral College 

Before we talk about what needs to be done, we need to talk about something most 

Americans cannot explain but are being asked to vote away. A 2024 Pew Research survey 

found that 63% of Americans favor replacing the Electoral College with a direct national 

popular vote. A separate academic study the same year found that most of those 

Americans have little knowledge of why we elect the president through the Electoral 

College in the first place. That combination,  majority support for eliminating something 

most people cannot explain — is the transmission failure this paper has been describing, 

made visible in a single data point. 

So let's start with what it actually is. 

When you vote for president, you are not casting a direct vote for a candidate. You are 

voting for a slate of electors in your state. Each state gets a number of electors equal to its 

total congressional representation, House seats plus two senators. There are 538 electors 

in total. A candidate needs 270 to win. This means a presidential candidate must build a 

winning coalition across multiple states with different populations, different economies, 

and different interests. No single city, no single region, and no single demographic can 

hand anyone the presidency alone. That was not an accident. It was the point. 
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The immediate election should be made by men most capable 
of analyzing the qualities adapted to the station. — Alexander 

Hamilton, Federalist No. 68, 1788 

Hamilton wrote Federalist No. 68 to explain exactly why the founders rejected a direct 

popular vote for president. His concern was straightforward: a system where raw 

numerical majority decides the executive is a system that rewards whoever can move the 

largest crowds most efficiently. In 1788 that meant demagogues with loud voices and 

simple answers. In 2024 it means algorithmically targeted information delivered to 

population centers at a scale Hamilton could not have imagined but would have 

immediately recognized. The Electoral College was the founders' engineering solution to 

that specific problem. It forces geographic distribution. It requires broad coalition. It 

makes the presidency resistant to capture by any single concentrated interest, regional 

faction, or coordinated information campaign. 

Think of it as a load-bearing beam in the constitutional architecture. You may not see it 

every day. You may not know it's there. But it is carrying weight the rest of the structure 

depends on. 

Here is what concerns us enough to say it plainly. As of today, seventeen states and the 

District of Columbia have passed the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact — an 

agreement that their electors will vote for whoever wins the national popular vote 

regardless of their own state's result. Those states represent 209 of the 270 electoral votes 

needed to trigger the compact. No constitutional amendment was required. No 

supermajority consensus was needed. The founders designed the amendment process to 

require broad agreement specifically to prevent foundational changes being made by 

simple majority factions. This compact achieves the functional result of a constitutional 

amendment without going through that process. It is, in the precise meaning of the 

phrase, using the constitutional architecture against itself. 

Documented:  209 of 270 electoral votes already committed to the National Popular 
Vote Interstate Compact — 77% of the threshold needed to functionally eliminate the 
Electoral College without a constitutional amendment. 
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Earlier in this paper we discussed how the Seventeenth Amendment converted the Senate 

from a deliberative body representing institutional interests into a direct popular election. 

That removed one load-bearing beam from the founders' manipulation-resistant 

architecture. The Electoral College is the second. With both removed, the presidency and 

both chambers of Congress become direct functions of national popular sentiment 

simultaneously. The founders explicitly designed each institution to respond to different 

constituencies with different time horizons precisely to prevent any single wave of popular 

passion, or any coordinated effort to manufacture one, from capturing the entire federal 

government at once. 

What are the documented consequences of elimination? First, presidential campaigns 

would concentrate entirely on the ten largest metropolitan areas, where the votes are. 

Every rural state, small state, and geographically distributed interest becomes 

mathematically irrelevant to winning the executive. Second, the coordination problem the 

Electoral College creates for anyone attempting to manipulate a presidential election, 

currently requiring simultaneous movement of opinion across fifty separate state contests 

with different demographics and media environments — collapses to a single national 

number, a single optimization target. Third, and most directly: the specific protection the 

founders built against the failure mode Thucydides documented, the emotionally 

manipulated popular assembly voting itself into catastrophe, is gone. 

We are not predicting an outcome. We are describing a structure. A house with two load-

bearing beams can lose one and remain standing, though it is now more vulnerable than 

it was. Whether it can lose the second and remain a house is a different question. The 

founders, who had read what happened to every governance structure that tried it, did 

not think so. Their answer is in the primary sources. It has not changed. 

The record:  More constitutional amendment proposals have been submitted to 
eliminate the Electoral College than on any other subject in American history — more 
than 700. It has survived every one of them. The question is whether it survives a 
workaround that does not require an amendment at all. 

The most important thing you can do right now on this specific issue is understand what 

you are being asked to give up before you decide whether to give it up. Read Federalist 
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No. 68. It is four pages. Hamilton wrote it for exactly this conversation. He just did not 

know it would be needed this urgently, this soon. 

 

What I Think We Should Do 

I am a scientist by training and a generalist by disposition. I do not find despair 

useful. I find diagnosis useful, because you cannot repair what you cannot accurately 

identify, and repair is the point. 

The structural damage, the Seventeenth Amendment, the accumulated 

administrative state, the normalized prosecutorial architecture, requires architectural 

solutions that are beyond any single citizen's capacity to implement. I am honest about 

that. But architectural solutions begin with enough people understanding why the 

architecture matters. That is something citizens can do. That is something I can do. That 

is what this essay is attempting. 

The recoverable damage is longer and more actionable than the despair narratives 

suggest. Sunset provisions with automatic destruction mechanisms can be legislated, the 

principle that expanded powers expire when administrations change and cannot be 

transferred is simple engineering applied to governance. Prosecutorial reform with 

criminal penalties for misconduct can be legislated. Administrative rule-making can be 

returned to congressional authorization. Civics curriculum restoration at the state level 

requires no federal action. The amendment process itself, cumbersome as it is, is not 

broken. 

None of this happens without citizens who understand what the structure was 

built to do and why. That is the transmission problem. And the transmission problem is 

solved the way it has always been solved, one classroom at a time, one conversation at a 

time, one essay at a time, by people who carry the pattern and have the clarity to name 

what they are seeing without hysteria or partisan distortion. 

I am under no illusion that I can fix this alone. I am also under no illusion that I can fix 

nothing. The honest assessment of where I can make the most significant impact is the 
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same honest assessment I apply to every significant problem: find the leverage point, 

apply force there, measure what happens, adjust. 

The leverage point right now is recognition. Accurate, documented, historically 

grounded recognition of what is happening and why. Without the wolf-crying. Without 

the partisan distortion. With the engineering discipline that requires separating what is 

from what is not and being honest about which is which. 

That is what I can do now. It is not nothing. Cicero could not stop Caesar. But he wrote 

with enough clarity that his arguments traveled 1,800 years and built the Constitution 

that is still, stressed and modified and imperfectly maintained as it is, the most 

sophisticated attempt at self-governing republican architecture in human history. 

He wrote anyway. That always seemed like the right call to me. 

 

The Call to Action Is Simple 

Read the founding documents. Not summaries. The actual documents. The 

Constitution is shorter than most terms of service agreements you have clicked through 

this week. Federalist No. 10 and No. 51 together are shorter than this essay. They 

contain the repair instructions. They are still legible. The language has not changed. 

Learn the failure sequence. Thucydides documented it. It is in print and online and 

not behind a paywall. The History of the Peloponnesian War is not comfortable 

reading, but it is the most accurate description of what happens to democracies from the 

inside that anyone has ever written. Read it knowing that he wrote it for you, for exactly 

this moment, in exactly this kind of republic, at exactly this kind of inflection point. 

Defend the intermediate institutions. Your local school board. Your county 

government. Your state legislature. De Tocqueville was right that the strength of 

American liberty resides in the institutions close enough to touch. They are unglamorous. 

They are time-consuming. They are the actual mechanism of self-governance, and they 

are less defended than the federal institutions that get all the attention. 
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Resist the vocabulary capture. When words change their meanings, when 

deliberation becomes weakness and doubt becomes disloyalty and the moderate position 

becomes impossible to hold without personal cost, that is not a sign of passionate civic 

engagement. That is Thucydides' first marker. Name it when you see it. Hold the language 

steady. 

And finally: do not mistake the map for the territory. The republic is not the political 

class currently arguing over it. The republic is the architecture,  the separation of powers, 

the Bill of Rights, the amendment process, the federal structure, that was built to function 

correctly even when the people operating it are not trustworthy. That architecture is 

damaged. It is not destroyed. The difference between those two conditions is the most 

important thing to hold onto right now, because one of them is repairable and the other 

is not. 

We are in the repairable condition. Barely, in some dimensions. But barely enough 

if enough people recognize it and act accordingly. 

I took Greek and Latin in high school. Too many years ago. The verb conjugations are 

gone. 

The pattern recognition stayed. 

That is what I am offering you. Not a political program. Not a partisan prescription. A 

pattern, documented across 2,500 years, described by men who were watching the same 

thing happen to their own republics and who wrote it down specifically so that future 

generations would recognize it in time to do something about it. 

The question they would be asking right now is the same one I am asking. 

Is there still enough classical literacy in the room? 

I think there is. I have to think there is. But I also think it requires people who have it to 

use it, clearly, publicly, and without the false comfort that recognition alone is sufficient. 

Recognition is where it starts. Read and Understand. 

What you do with it, that, is the experiment. 
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— Joseph Bruns 

Founder, BituCore Inc. | Dallas, Texas 

My Bullpups And The World They Ignore 

APPENDIX A 

VOCABULARY CAPTURE - “Markers of Stasis” 

The Thucydides Pattern: Eight Terms the Founders Defined and the Republic Requires 
Thucydides identified vocabulary capture as the first marker of Stasis — the internal factional conflict that destroys 
republics from within. Words change their meanings not randomly but directionally, always making the 
constitutional framework harder to defend using the vocabulary the framework itself provided. Each term below 
carried specific constitutional meaning at the founding. Each has been operationally redefined in ways that invert, 
dilute, expand, or weaponize that original meaning. KT Type column applies Kepner-Tregoe classification: Inverted 
(meaning reversed), Captured (meaning narrowed or redirected), Diluted (threshold lowered), Weaponized 
(deployed against its original protective purpose), Expanded (extended beyond constitutional scope). 

Term 
Original 
Constitutional 
Meaning 

Captured Operational 
Meaning 

Constitutional 
Consequence KT Type 

Democracy A dangerous failure mode 
— pure popular assembly 
rule susceptible to 
demagogue capture. 
Madison explicitly 
contrasted it with republic 
in Federalist No. 10. The 
founders built a republic 
precisely because they 
feared democracy in its 
classical sense. 

The aspirational term for 
everything American. Used to 
argue for removal of 
constitutional friction 
mechanisms as "more 
democratic" — inverting the 
founders' explicit architectural 
intent. 

Obscures the founders' 
deliberate choice of 
republican over 
democratic architecture. 
Makes it nearly 
impossible to defend 
friction mechanisms 
without appearing anti-
democratic. 

INVERTED 

Rights Pre-political. Existing 
prior to government, 
derived from natural law 
or divine endowment. 
Things government could 
not legitimately grant or 
remove — because it did 
not create them. Rights 
constrained government. 

Things government provides: 
healthcare, housing, income. 
Entitlements government 
bestows upon citizens as acts 
of policy rather than 
recognitions of pre-existing 
condition. 

A right the government 
provides is a right the 
government can 
withdraw. The load-
bearing constitutional 
distinction — rights pre-
exist government — is 
destroyed. 

INVERTED 

Church & 
State 

First Amendment: 
Congress shall make no 
law respecting an 
establishment of religion 
or prohibiting free 
exercise thereof. Two 
equal clauses. Intent: 
prevent a national church. 
Virtually all founders 
stated republican self-

"Wall of separation" — a 
phrase from a private 
Jefferson letter to Danbury 
Baptists, 1802. Not 
constitutional text. Now 
deployed to remove religious 
expression from public life — 
reversing the protective 
direction entirely. 

Original intent protected 
religion from 
government. Captured 
meaning restricts religion 
from government and 
public life. The clause 
designed to guarantee 
free exercise is now used 
to curtail it. 

INVERTED 
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Term 
Original 
Constitutional 
Meaning 

Captured Operational 
Meaning 

Constitutional 
Consequence KT Type 

governance required a 
moral and religious 
foundation government 
could not itself generate. 

Tolerance Active, costly civic virtue: I 
disagree with you 
profoundly and defend 
your right to hold and 
express your position 
anyway. Required actual 
disagreement — you 
cannot tolerate what you 
already agree with. 

Functionally means 
agreement, or at minimum 
absence of expressed 
disagreement. Stating a 
contrary position is 
increasingly framed as 
intolerance itself. The virtue 
has been inverted. 

Genuine pluralism 
becomes indefensible 
using vocabulary that now 
describes its opposite. 
The word most needed to 
protect open discourse 
has been captured against 
open discourse. 

INVERTED 

Equity Equality before the law — 
equal treatment by 
institutions regardless of 
condition. Procedural 
equality of standing and 
natural rights. The 
foundational 
constitutional principle of 
equal protection. 

Equality of outcome — active 
redistribution of resources and 
opportunity to produce 
equivalent results across 
demographic groups. 
Substituted for equality in 
institutional vocabulary 
without announcement. 

Replaces a foundational 
constitutional principle 
with its philosophical 
opposite using language 
similar enough that most 
people do not notice the 
substitution. These 
concepts are in direct 
tension, not synonymous. 

CAPTURED 

Mis- 
information 

False information — 
factually incorrect claims 
verifiable against 
documented evidence. A 
neutral descriptive 
category requiring no 
institutional arbiter 
beyond evidence. 

Information contradicting 
institutional consensus 
position, regardless of factual 
accuracy. The institution being 
questioned becomes the arbiter 
of what qualifies as 
misinformation. 

Precisely the arrangement 
the First Amendment was 
designed to prevent. 
Inverts the founders' 
premise: government and 
its aligned institutions are 
the least trustworthy 
arbiters of truth. 

WEAPON 
IZED 

Insurrection Constitutionally precise: 
armed rebellion against 
the authority of the United 
States requiring organized 
military force to suppress. 
Article I Section 8 and the 
Insurrection Act define the 
legal threshold explicitly. 

Applied to events not meeting 
the constitutional threshold — 
no organized armed force, no 
attempt to seize governmental 
function through force of 
arms. Threshold deliberately 
blurred. 

Diluting a constitutionally 
specific term makes it 
available for application 
to progressively lesser 
forms of political 
opposition. This is 
historically always how it 
is used next. 

DILUTED 

Diversity Madison's extended 
republic argument: 
diversity of faction, 
interest, and geography 
creates stability because 
no single faction can 
capture the whole. 
Cognitive and viewpoint 
diversity as structural 
protection against 
majority tyranny. 

Demographic representation 
along specific categories — 
race, gender, sexuality — while 
diversity of thought 
simultaneously decreases in 
institutions most loudly 
promoting the term. 

Narrowed from its 
constitutionally 
functional meaning to a 
demographic 
classification. Madison's 
actual diversity — the 
kind that prevents 
majority tyranny — is 
systematically excluded 
from the redefined 
category. 

CAPTURED 
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KT CLASSIFICATION KEY  —  INVERTED: meaning reversed from original intent  |  CAPTURED: meaning 
narrowed or redirected  |  DILUTED: threshold lowered  |  WEAPONIZED: deployed against its original protective 
purpose 
Sources: Madison, Federalist No. 10 & 51 (1787)  |  Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, Book III (431 BC)  |  de 
Tocqueville, Democracy in America (1835–1840)  |  U.S. Constitution: First Amendment, Article I §8, Insurrection Act (1807)  |  
Jefferson, Letter to Danbury Baptists (1802)  |  Washington, Farewell Address (1796)  |  Adams, Letter to Massachusetts Militia 
(1798) 
APPENDIX B 

THE REPUBLICAN FAILURE SEQUENCE 

A Comparative Analysis: Athens (508–338 BC) and America (1787–Present) 
Nine stages documented across both republics, with founding-era warnings mapped to each. Stages are sequential 
but not always cleanly bounded — multiple stages may be active simultaneously. The American column reflects the 
most honest available assessment of the current moment, acknowledging both genuine structural damage and 
genuine remaining capacity for self-correction. This table is intended as a reference tool, not a verdict. 

Stage Failure 
Marker 

Athens (508–
338 BC) 

America (1787–
Present) 

Founding 
Warning / 
Observer Note 

Severity 

Stage 1 
Founding 
Conditions 

Institutional 
Design & Peak 
Function 

Cleisthenes reforms 
508 BC. Council of 
Five Hundred. 
Popular assembly 
with genuine 
authority. 
Ostracism as anti-
tyranny 
mechanism. 
Periclean peak 
~461–429 BC.  [Yr 
0–79] 

Constitution 1787. 
Separation of powers. 
Senate appointed by 
state legislatures. Bill 
of Rights. Extended 
republic as anti-faction 
mechanism. Founding 
generation alive.  [Yr 0–
44] 

Adams: "Our 
Constitution was 
made only for a 
moral and religious 
people." 

BASELINE 

Stage 2 
Transmissio
n Failure 

Generational 
Memory Loss 

Post-Periclean 
generation has no 
living memory of 
pre-democratic 
Athens. Citizenship 
becomes assumed 
condition, not hard-
won construction.  
[Yr 40–80] 

Classical education 
declines. Founding 
generation dies 1820–
1836. Third generation 
receives mythology, 
not transmission. 
Architecture loses its 
authors.  [Yr 80–160] 

De Tocqueville 
1831: habits of self-
governance 
atrophy with 
disuse. Citizens 
increasingly 
focused on private 
comfort over civic 
engagement. 

EARLY 
WARNING 

Stage 3 
Friction 
Removal 

Load-Bearing 
Wall 
Compromised 

Deliberative 
mechanisms 
eroded. 
Demagogues 
exploit assembly. 
Cleon displaces 
Periclean statesman 
model after 429 BC. 
Emotional 
performance over 
governance.  [Yr 79–
93] 

17th Amendment 1913 
— direct Senate 
election removes 
constitutional cooling 
mechanism. 
Administrative state 
begins accumulation. 
Both parties building.  
[Yr 124–160] 

Madison, Fed. No. 
51: requires 
structural restraint 
— not normative — 
because men are 
not angels. 

STRUCTURAL 
DAMAGE 

Stage 4 
Vocabulary 
Capture 

Language as 
Political 
Weapon 

Corcyra 427 BC: 
Thucydides 
documents reckless 
aggression 

Democracy, rights, 
tolerance, equity, 
misinformation, 
insurrection, diversity 

Thucydides: words 
are the first 
casualties of Stasis. 

ACTIVE 
DEGRADATION 
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Stage Failure 
Marker 

Athens (508–
338 BC) 

America (1787–
Present) 

Founding 
Warning / 
Observer Note 

Severity 

reframed as loyalty; 
deliberation as 
cowardice. 
Moderate position 
made publicly 
untenable.  [Yr 81–
100] 

— each redefined 
directionally. 
Constitutional 
vocabulary captured 
against itself.  [Yr 160–
220] 

Language capture 
is self-reinforcing. 

Stage 5 
Demagogue 
Replacement 

Rhetoricians 
Displace 
Statesmen 

Cleon, Alcibiades. 
Assembly optimized 
for emotional 
response. 
Competence 
secondary to crowd 
manipulation. 
Deliberative 
governance 
replaced by 
performance.  [Yr 
79–93] 

Congressional warfare 
politics 
institutionalized 1994. 
Incentive structure 
rewards performance. 
Both parties optimize 
for base mobilization 
over governance.  [Yr 
205–237] 

Polybius: the 
demagogue is 
democracy's 
preferred successor 
to the statesman. 

ACTIVE 
DEGRADATION 

Stage 6 
Catastrophic 
Overreach 

Manufactured 
Confidence / 
Assembly 
Manipulation 

Sicilian Expedition 
415 BC. False 
intelligence. 200 
ships, 50,000 men 
lost. Institutional 
trust 
catastrophically 
damaged. Recovery 
incomplete.  [Yr 93] 

Vietnam/Gulf of 
Tonkin 1964–75. 
Known intelligence 
failures. Institutional 
trust catastrophically 
damaged. Watergate 
concurrent. Civic 
cynicism permanent.  
[Yr 175–186] 

Thucydides: the 
assembly that loses 
deliberative 
capacity will 
eventually vote for 
its own ruin. 

SEVERE 

Stage 7 
Weaponized 
Institutions 

Courts & Law 
as Political 
Elimination 

Trial of Socrates 
399 BC — four 
years after 
democratic 
restoration. Judicial 
mechanism 
deployed against 
independent 
credibility. 
Democracy eating 
its own honest 
voice.  [Yr 109] 

Prosecutorial 
architecture deployed 
against political 
opposition by both 
parties. Normative 
restraints publicly 
violated. Precedent 
established. Self-
reinforcing.  [Yr 220–
237] 

Sulla's precedent 
88 BC: once a 
weapon is picked 
up against 
constitutional 
norms, it 
establishes that it 
can be picked up. 

SEVERE — SELF- 
REINFORCING 

Stage 8 
Stasis 

Dual 
Legitimacy 
Collapse 

Post-421 BC. Both 
Athenian and 
Spartan factions 
claim constitutional 
legitimacy. Shared 
constitutional 
frame dissolved. 
Internal fracture 
complete.  [Yr 87–
131] 

PRESENT. Both 
factions hold internally 
coherent narratives of 
constitutional 
resistance. The 
Constitution is no 
longer the shared 
frame of reference.  [Yr 
237 — NOW] 

Thucydides: Stasis 
is the terminal 
disease. Not foreign 
invasion. Not 
economic collapse. 
Internal factional 
conflict destroys 
shared legitimacy. 

CRITICAL — 
PRESENT 



 

My Bullpups And The World They Ignore | © 2026 Joseph Bruns. All rights reserved.                         | 22 |    

Stage Failure 
Marker 

Athens (508–
338 BC) 

America (1787–
Present) 

Founding 
Warning / 
Observer Note 

Severity 

Stage 9 
Terminal 
Phase 

External Entry 
Through 
Internal 
Weakness 

Chaeronea 338 BC. 
Philip of Macedon 
did not conquer a 
healthy Athens. He 
walked through the 
door internal 
fracture had 
opened.  [Yr 170 — 
END] 

NOT YET REACHED. 
Federal structure, 
amendment 
architecture, and Bill of 
Rights remain 
operative. Fifty 
institutional nodes of 
resistance. Self-
correction mechanisms 
still functional if 
activated.  
[AVOIDABLE] 

Madison: the 
republic is 
repairable while 
the amendment 
process functions 
and enough citizens 
understand what 
requires repair. 

AVOIDABLE 

SEVERITY SCALE  —  Baseline  ›  Early Warning  ›  Structural Damage  ›  Active Degradation  ›  Severe  ›  Severe — Self-
Reinforcing  ›  Critical — Present  ›  Avoidable 
Sources: Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War (431 BC)  |  Polybius, Histories (c.150 BC)  |  Cicero, De Re Publica (54 BC)  
|  Madison, Federalist No. 10 & 51 (1787)  |  de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (1835–1840)  |  U.S. Constitution and 
Amendments (1787–1992) 
 

 


