The Long Game: A Comparative Analysis
of Governance Models in Antiquity and
the Modern Era

Part I: The Historical Blueprint for "The Long Game"

1.1 Rome's Cursus Honorum: The Meritocracy of Experience

The Roman Republic developed a sophisticated and intentional system for political career
progression known as the Cursus Honorum, or "path of honors." This was not merely a set of
customs but a formalized, legislative framework designed to ensure that those who held
power had accumulated significant administrative and military experience over a long period.
The system established minimum age requirements for successive offices and mandatory
intervals between holding them, a clear and quantitative contrast to the political entry points
of many modern systems [1, 2]. For a male citizen, the first official office, quaestor, had a
minimum age limit of 30 for patricians and 32 for plebeians. Progression to praetor required
the candidate to be at least 39, and the most senior office, consul, could only be held by a
plebeian at age 42, or a patrician at 40 [1].

The system's integrity was further reinforced by strict rules. There were set intervals between
successive offices, typically two to three years, and laws that prohibited holding the same
office for consecutive terms [1]. These regulations were codified into law by the Lex Villius
Annalis in 180 BCE, a deliberate legislative act to regularize political advancement and replace
a class-based structure with one that rewarded talent and experience [2]. The purpose of this
law was to create a bulwark against the populist ambitions of individuals who might rise to
power too quickly, as had been the case with figures like Scipio Africanus, who was elected
consul at the young age of 31 [2]. The value placed on orderly progression was so high that
holding each office at the minimum age, known as suo anno, or "in his year," was considered a
great political triumph. To miss a single step, such as failing to become praetor at 39, meant a



candidate could not become consul at 42, thereby derailing their entire political trajectory [1].
This structured and unforgiving path was a profound institutional choice to prioritize the
long-term stability of the state over the charisma of any single individual. The framework was
a philosophical counterpoint to a political landscape that might otherwise reward populism
and rapid ascent.

1.2 Athenian Ostracism: The People's Preemptive Check

Ancient Athens developed a unique democratic procedure known as ostracism, which served
as an institutional mechanism to maintain civic stability by preemptively removing political
tension. Far from a punitive measure, ostracism was a non-criminal procedure in which any
citizen could be expelled from the city-state for ten years [3]. Its primary rationale was to
neutralize a person who was perceived as a threat to the state or a potential tyrant, often
reflecting popular sentiment [3]. The process required a vote in the agora where citizens
scratched the name of the person they wished to exile on pottery shards, or ostraka [3, 4].
The vote was considered valid if at least 6,000 votes were cast, either in total or against a
single individual [3, 4].

The unique design of ostracism functioned as a pressure-release valve for the body politic.
The punishment was lenient compared to the severe penalties—including death or permanent
exile—that Athenian courts could impose [3]. The exiled individual did not suffer the
confiscation of property or loss of status and was allowed to return after ten years without
stigma [3]. This leniency was a deliberate feature; ostracism was designed to reduce political
tension, not to intensify it [3]. By making the vote a collective act of the entire citizenry, the
responsibility for the exile rested with the "polity as a whole," thereby depersonalizing the
conflict and preventing the bloody feuds that often arose from individual prosecutions [3].
The flexibility of the process was demonstrated when figures like Xanthippus and Aristides
were recalled early to meet the new threat of a Persian invasion [3, 4]. This highlights that the
procedure's ultimate goal was the long-term health and security of the state, not personal
retribution. The discovery of pre-written ostraka with the name of Themistocles in a well near
the acropolis provides a critical glimpse into the political realities of the time, suggesting that
even in a direct democracy, organized groups sought to manipulate the system for their own
political ends [4].

1.3 The Veto and Collegiality: Restraints on Power in Antiquity

The Roman Republic's system of governance was built upon the fundamental principle of



collegiality, with institutional checks on power designed to prevent the rise of a single,
dominant figure. A key mechanism in this system was the intercessio, or veto, a concept that
originated in Rome and literally translates to "l forbid" [5, 6]. The most prominent example of
this principle was the power of the two annually elected consuls. Each consul had the power
to veto the actions of the other, a deliberate check on authority established in response to the
former Roman monarchy [5, 7, 8]. This sharing of power was a cornerstone of republican
governance, ensuring that no single individual could wield unchecked civil or military authority

[7].

The power of the veto was not limited to the consuls. The tribunes of the plebs held the power
to unilaterally block any action by a Roman magistrate or any decree passed by the Senate [5,
6]. This authority was established to protect the interests of the common citizenry from the
encroachments of the patrician elite [5]. A well-documented instance of this occurred during
the Gracchan land reform in 133 BCE, when the tribune Marcus Octavius vetoed the legislation
proposed by his fellow tribune, Tiberius Gracchus [5]. While this veto was a key part of Roman
governance, it was not always used as a direct prohibition. The theoretical right of magistrates
to veto each other was often "sparingly executed" and more frequently served as a tool of
"correction rather than direct prohibition" [9]. This suggests that the mere existence of the
veto acted as a powerful deterrent, shaping political behavior and fostering moderation
before a conflict could even arise. This institutional commitment to shared power and the
protection of minority interests stands in profound contrast to modern political systems where
executive power has expanded and legislative checks have been weakened [10].

Part lI: The Modern Predicament: A Game of
Short-Term Gains

2.1 The Crisis of Trust and the New American Leader

2.1.1 The Erosion of Political Experience

The American political landscape is marked by a growing divergence between the traditional
career path of its legislative and executive leaders. While the average years of service for



members of Congress has steadily increased over the past two centuries, a new type of
leader has emerged at the highest level of government [11]. Analysis of presidential
experience reveals that five U.S. presidents, including Zachary Taylor, Ulysses S. Grant,
Herbert Hoover, Dwight D. Eisenhower, and Donald Trump, had no prior elective office before
assuming the presidency [12]. Of this group, Donald Trump is the only one who had never held
any public office or military position [12]. This trend represents a stark deviation from the
Roman Cursus Honorum, which valued a long, structured career path as a prerequisite for the
highest office.

The impact of this shift is reflected in the way these leaders are viewed by political scholars.
Historical rankings of presidents by academic historians and political scientists consistently
place leaders who are perceived to have broken institutional norms, such as James Buchanan
and Andrew Johnson, at the bottom [13]. Notably, Donald Trump's first presidency has also
consistently ranked among the bottom four, with scholarly surveys explicitly linking his low
ranking to a disregard for "political and institutional norms" [13]. This finding suggests a
critical relationship between a lack of traditional political experience and a perceived failure to
uphold the institutional health of the state. This trend is further compounded by the high
turnover rate among political appointees in modern administrations [14], which prioritizes
personal loyalty over the administrative experience and institutional knowledge necessary for
stable governance.

2.1.2 The Decline of Public Trust

Public trust in the U.S. federal government has been in a state of long-term crisis, a trend that
has persisted for over four decades [15]. A 2025 survey found that only 33% of Americans
trust the government, while 47% do not [15]. While this is a slight increase from the previous
year, the overall sentiment remains overwhelmingly negative [15]. The data reveals that this
low level of trust is no longer a neutral assessment of institutional performance but is a direct
reflection of partisan alignment [15]. A clear pattern shows that trust is consistently higher
among members of the political party that holds the presidency [15]. For example, a 2025
survey found that trust among Republicans increased four-fold to 42% after their party took
the White House, while trust among Democrats decreased [15].

This dynamic illustrates that trust is not in the institution itself but in the specific faction that
controls it. This partisan trust creates a self-reinforcing feedback loop. The widespread belief
that elected officials are unresponsive to the public, a sentiment held by over 80% of
Americans [16], fosters a profound sense of political powerlessness [16]. This frustration
makes citizens more receptive to anti-establishment figures who promise simple, short-term
solutions to complex problems, often by challenging or circumventing established norms [10].
Rather than supporting a long, deliberative process, the public is incentivized to seek



immediate change, a central element of the "short game" political culture.

2.1.3 The Influence of "Dark Money"

The modern campaign finance system has created a direct causal link between financial
influence and political power, weakening the traditional relationship between representatives
and their constituents. The Supreme Court's Citizens United decision of 2010 struck down
prohibitions on independent expenditures by corporations and labor unions, paving the way
for the rise of super PACs [17]. These political committees can raise and spend unlimited
amounts of money, fundamentally altering the financial landscape of elections [18].
Lawmakers and their campaigns have developed "backdoor ways" to circumvent coordination
rules, such as intentionally delaying the official announcement of a candidacy while a super
PAC raises millions on their behalf [18].

This system has created a dynamic where a small number of wealthy special interests can
exert a disproportionate influence on the political process [18]. The legality of these methods
is an ongoing debate, with the Federal Election Commission (FEC) often shielding its dismissal
decisions from judicial review by citing "prosecutorial discretion" [18]. The reliance on "dark
money" has been further entrenched by the recent adoption of state-level "donor privacy
laws" [19]. These laws prevent the public identification of large donors to the nonprofits that
funnel money into elections, thereby directly contradicting the principle of transparency and
making it difficult for the public to know who is funding campaigns and why [19]. This focus on
attracting a small number of high-dollar donors, rather than building a broad base of support,
is a defining characteristic of the modern political "short game."

2.2 Executive Aggrandizement and the Bending of Norms

The American political system, with its robust checks and balances, has been subjected to a
deliberate and incremental process of consolidation of power by the executive branch.
Political scientists have described this global trend as "executive aggrandizement,” where
elected leaders gradually erode democratic structures and centralize power [10]. This
strategy is not an abrupt takeover but a calculated, step-by-step process that uses existing
political processes and institutions to weaken traditional guardrails [10]. The U.S. has been
identified as showing "clear signs of following such a path," with the executive branch
forcefully seeking to dominate the judiciary, Congress, and state governments by defying
court orders, circumventing congressional policies, and attacking state governments that do



not align with administration policies [10].

The erosion of institutional norms, such as the two-party consensus around a peaceful
transfer of power, is a key symptom of this phenomenon [13]. Former lawmakers have
observed a similar trend, noting that "rule dodging" and heightened partisan polarization have
diminished Congress as a deliberative body and weakened its ability to oversee the executive
[20]. This trend is a clear rejection of the Roman principle of collegiality, which sought to
distribute power and prevent any single individual from accumulating too much authority [7].
The high rate of turnover among political appointees in modern administrations, with one
administration experiencing a 30% departure rate in its first term [14], can be viewed as a
facet of this aggrandizement. This process replaces institutional knowledge with partisan
loyalty and continuity, further destabilizing the bureaucracy and concentrating power in the
hands of a few [10]. This is the essence of the "short game," where leaders prioritize personal
power over the long-term health of the institutions they are sworn to uphold.

Part lll: International Counterpoints: New Models for
The Long Game

3.1 Proportional Representation and Consensus: The German and New
Zealand Models

In stark contrast to the U.S. winner-take-all system, Germany and New Zealand have adopted
a Mixed-Member Proportional (MMP) electoral system that is designed to foster a culture of
compromise and stability [21, 22]. This system makes "manufactured majorities"—where a
single party wins a majority of seats with a minority of the popular vote—"very unlikely" [23].
In Germany, for example, a single party has not won an absolute majority of seats in the
Bundestag since the country’s founding in 1949, making coalition governments the norm [24].
To gain seats in the parliament, a party must either win a direct electorate seat or receive at
least 5% of the national party vote [22, 23].

This electoral structure forces parties into a "long game" of negotiation and coalition-building.
Because no single party can typically govern alone, parties must come to agreements, either
through formal coalitions or through “"confidence and supply agreements" to pass legislation
[22]. Voters themselves play a role in this process by strategically splitting their two
votes—one for a local candidate and one for a party—to support their preferred coalition [23].



This incentivizes parties to work together and find common ground. The result is a system that
is praised for its "consensual style of decision-making" [25] and which produces stable
governments that are seen as legitimate by the electorate [23]. The German model
demonstrates that the electoral system itself can be a powerful institutional bulwark against
the short-term, divisive dynamics of hyper-partisanship.

3.2 Mandated Participation and Direct Influence: Australia and
Switzerland

While the MMP model promotes consensus through electoral design, other countries have
focused on different institutional levers to foster a healthy political culture. Australia and
Switzerland provide two powerful counterpoints. Australia's system is defined by compulsory
voting, which was introduced in 1924 to address low voter turnout [26, 27]. Before its
introduction, voter turnout for federal elections was around 59%, but it surged to over 90% in
the first election after the reform [27]. The practice is widely supported by Australians, with
approximately 70% favoring it [28]. Proponents of the system argue that it creates a more
representative electorate and forces candidates to appeal to a broader base of "swing voters"
in the political center, thereby discouraging demagoguery [26]. However, high turnout does
not automatically solve the problem of public frustration, as evidenced by the U.S. data
showing that a majority of citizens feel unrepresented [16].

Switzerland, in contrast, has a semi-direct democracy where the availability of powerful direct
democracy tools does not necessarily translate to high participation. The Swiss system allows
citizens to propose constitutional changes through popular initiatives or to challenge laws
passed by parliament through optional referendums by collecting a certain number of
signatures [29, 30]. Despite this empowerment, voter turnout in Swiss national elections
averages a much lower 40% [29]. This paradox can be explained by the government's
responsiveness; the mere threat of a referendum can push parliament to seek compromises
[30]. The low turnout may be a symptom of a government that is already trusted, making
direct intervention less necessary [31]. Both cases demonstrate that institutional design,
whether through mandatory participation or direct democracy, can profoundly shape public
behavior and political outcomes, but their efficacy depends on the underlying cultural and
institutional framework.

3.3 The Nordic Model: Transparency and Trust as Foundational
Elements



The Nordic model presents a strong case that a high level of public trust is not an accident
but the direct result of a specific institutional and cultural design. This model is characterized
by a high-tax social safety net, strong labor protections, and a mixed-market economy [32].
This system is underpinned by a deep-seated culture of transparency and low corruption,
which is a foundational element of the social contract [33, 34]. Sweden, for example, has had
the principle of public access to official records enshrined in its constitution since 1766 [34].
This transparency, which allows the media and the public to scrutinize governmental activities
at all levels, is seen as a key deterrent to the abuse of power [34].

The Nordic model is associated with a high degree of public trust in government [32]. This is
not a top-down mandate but a cultural choice. Citizens believe that both public institutions
and private companies have their best interests in mind through a general social contract built
on fairness and collective risk sharing [32]. The willingness of Nordic citizens to pay some of
the highest taxes in the world, with tax revenues constituting over 40% of GDP in many Nordic
countries [32], is a tangible manifestation of this trust. This is in direct opposition to the U.S.
narrative, where the government is often perceived as wasteful and corrupt [15]. The Nordic
experience suggests that public trust is not simply an output of good governance; it is a
prerequisite cultivated by institutional transparency and a shared commitment to a social
contract.

Part IV: Synthesis, Quantitative Contrast, and
Recommendations

4.1 The Data-Backed Contrast: A Summary of Disparities

The historical and international analysis reveals a profound and widening gap between
governance models optimized for "the long game" of institutional stability and those driven by
the "short game" of rapid political ascendancy and partisan victory. The Roman Republic's
Cursus Honorum and its system of collegial vetoes were designed to filter for experience and
moderate power, requiring a politician to be at least 42 to hold the highest office [1, 7]. In a
powerful quantitative contrast, the modern U.S. has seen the rise of a new type of leader, with
at least five presidents having no prior elective office and one having no government or
military experience at all [12]. This shift is a key factor in the erosion of institutional norms and



a perceived decline in presidential effectiveness among scholars [13].

The data further demonstrates that modern governance is increasingly driven by a partisan
feedback loop rather than institutional performance. While the ancient Athenian system of
ostracism was designed as a non-punitive pressure-release valve to reduce political tension
[3], modern U.S. public trust is now a direct reflection of which party is in power [15]. Over
80% of Americans believe elected officials do not care what they think [16], creating a ripe
environment for the politics of frustration and short-term appeals. This environment is
exacerbated by a campaign finance system that allows for unlimited spending through super
PACs and "dark money" [18, 19], a practice that directly subverts the principle of transparency,
which is a key pillar of the high-trust Nordic model [34].

In this context, the German and New Zealand models of proportional representation, which
institutionalize the need for coalition and compromise, stand as compelling alternatives to the
U.S.'s winner-take-all model. These systems, which make single-party rule "very unlikely," are
praised for producing stable governments that are seen as legitimate by the electorate [23].
The Australian model of compulsory voting, with turnout consistently above 90% [35], shows
that citizen participation can be a mandated civic responsibility that fosters a more
representative and less polarized political climate [26]. These disparate models, while not
universally applicable, offer a clear framework for understanding how institutional design can
either promote or undermine the long-term health of a political system.

Governanc Political Institutional | Public Voter Primary
e Model Experience Checks on Trust/Satisf | Participatio | Governanc
Power action n Rate e
Philosophy
Roman Mandated, Collegial Not directly | N/A Meritocracy
Republic sequential vetoes and measured, of
career path | tribune's but built on experience,
(Cursus power to the restraints
Honorum), unilaterally principle of on power
minimum block acts institutional
age 42 for [5] stability [2]
consul [1]
Athenian Not Ostracism Reflected in | N/A Preemptive
Democrac specified, as a direct check on
y but non-punitiv. [ democratic demagogue
ostracism e tool to tools; used ry
used to reduce to remove
remove political popular




popular tension [3] anger [3]
figures like

Themistocl

es [4]

Modern No prior "Executive Consistentl Voluntary; Populism,

USA experience aggrandize y low for lower than short-term
for some ment," "rule | over 4 compulsory | partisan
presidents, dodging," decades systems gains, and
high and (33% trust) [26] financial
turnover in weakening [15] influence
bureaucrac | of [18]

y [12, 14] Congress
[10, 20]

Germany/ Not MMP Stable N/A Consensus

New mandated, system government and

Zealand but makes s regarded coalition-b
electoral coalition as uilding
system government | legitimate
favors s the norm; [23]
consensus consensus-

[22, 24] oriented
[23, 25]

Australia Not Mandated High public Consistentl Broad
mandated, participatio | support for | yhigh (over | representat
but n as a form compulsory | 90%) [35] ion and
compulsory | of civic voting participatio
voting duty [26] (~70%) [28] n
improves
candidate
caliber [26]

Switzerlan Not Direct High trust Lower on Direct

d mandated, democracy | in average citizen
but voters tools government | (~40%) [29] | influence,
often align (initiatives, allows for but a
with referendum | lower voter choice [30]
government | s)ascitizen | turnout [29,




[30] checks [30] | 31]
Nordic Not Radical High trust N/A Transparen
Model mandated, transparen in cy and
but high cy, low government social
public trust corruption, , police, contract as
[32] and social and foundation
safety nets judiciary al elements
[32, 34] [32, 33]

4.2 Recommendations for Reclaiming "The Long Game"

The comparative analysis of ancient and modern governance models reveals that the health
of a democracy is not simply a matter of rules and procedures; it is a function of institutional
incentives and the underlying political culture. While it is impossible to simply copy a model
from a different historical or cultural context, the data provides a clear set of principles for
reclaiming "the long game" of institutional stability.

Based on the evidence, a multi-layered approach to reform is necessary. First, drawing on the
Roman model, institutions could explore ways to institutionalize a "modern Cursus Honorum."
This is not about mandating experience for elected office but about creating incentives and
pipelines that rebuild expertise and continuity within the civil service and political leadership.
By valuing a long, deliberative career path, political institutions can help restore public
confidence that governance is a craft requiring experience and not simply a popularity
contest.

Second, based on the Nordic model and the lessons from ancient Athens, there is a clear
imperative to re-evaluate the role of transparency. The reliance on "dark money" and the
erosion of disclosure requirements are direct threats to the integrity of the political process.
Reclaiming political accountability would require a fundamental reform of campaign finance
laws to promote radical transparency, which would enable the public to hold elected officials
accountable and directly address the problem of undue influence by special interests.

Third, the German and New Zealand models suggest that electoral reform can serve as a
systemic bulwark against hyper-partisanship. By exploring proportional representation
systems, a nation could shift the political calculus from a winner-take-all mentality to one that
requires compromise and coalition-building. This would create a political environment that
rewards collaboration and legislative consensus over partisan gridlock, which has contributed



to public frustration and a decline in institutional trust.

Finally, the Australian and Swiss cases highlight the power of broad political participation and
direct citizen influence. While direct democracy tools do not guarantee high participation,
their mere existence can act as a powerful check on government overreach. Similarly,
structural changes, such as exploring mandatory voting, could ensure a more representative
electorate and help to combat the political polarization that is fueled by appeals to a narrow,
hyper-partisan base. The long-term health of a democracy depends on its willingness to
adapt and create institutions that are resilient to the short-term forces that threaten to
destabilize it.
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