
WTF?:  Bruce Castor’s Revisionist History 

	 Given their inability to spell the name of our country correctly on the brief they 
filed in Donald Trump’s second impeachment trial, one’s expectations for Trump’s last-
minute replacement team of lawyers, Bruce Castor and David Schoen, were not very 
high to begin with.  But Bruce Castor’s meandering opening argument on Feb. 9, 2021 
contained whoppers that went way beyond an ironic typo of “Unites” for “United.”

	 In sucking up to the US Senators, who Castor said were “exceptional” members 
of “the greatest deliberative body in the entire world,” Castor compared the US Senate 
to the ancient “Senate of Greece sitting in Athens” as well as to the “Senate of Rome.” 
Castor warned the American legislators not to succumb to the type of partisanship that 
led to the downfall of those illustrious ancestral republics.  Here are Castor’s words:


The last time a body such as the United States Senate sat at the pinnacle 
of government with the responsibility that it has today, it was happening in 
Athens and it was happening in Rome. Republicanism, the form of 
government, republicanism, throughout history, has always and without 
exception, fallen because of fights from within. Because of partisanship 
from within. Because of bickering from within and in each one of those 
examples that I mentioned and there are certainly others probably that are 
smaller countries that lasted for less time that I don’t know about off the 
top of my head but each one of them, once there was the vacuum created 
that the greatest deliberative bodies, the Senate of Greece sitting in 
Athens, the Senate of Rome, the moment that they devolved into such 
partisanship, it’s not as though they ceased to exist. They ceased to exist 
as representative democracy. Both replaced by totalitarianism.


. . . The only entity that stands between the bitter infighting that led to the 
downfall of the Greek Republic and the Roman Republic and the American 
Republic is the Senate of the United States.


	 I don’t know how stupid Castor thinks we (and our US Senators) are, but this 
blatant rewriting of Classical history would not be acceptable for a student in a high-
school history course.

	 So what was so wrong about Bruce Castor’s speech?


• Point A:

	 There never was an ancient “Greek Republic.”  From the formation of the 
ancient Greek poleis (city-states) in the 8th- and 7th-centuries BCE until their conquests 
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by the expanding Roman power in the 2nd- and 1st-centuries BCE, ancient Greek city-
states were independent entities, often warring with each other.  Many, such as Sparta, 
were ruled by hereditary aristocracies while others were controlled by oligarchs or 
tyrants.  Ancient Athens, which overthrew its tyrant Hippias in 510 BCE, established a 
radical democracy wherein every (male) citizen had the right to vote on everything that 
came up in the state assembly and where every state office (except for military 
generals) was filled by lot—definitely not a republican form of government.

	 And the democratic government of Classical Athens was not overthrown by 
political “partisanship from within.”  It was overthrown, rather, as a result Athens’ 
military defeat by Sparta in the Peloponnesian War, after which Sparta established in 
404 BCE the oligarchic rule of the Thirty Tyrants in the Athenian polis.  (We might note 
that Athens’ defeat was in part due to the destruction of its navy in 413 BCE during the 
disastrous Sicilian Expedition, an expedition that had engendered fierce partisan 
debate in the Athenian Assembly.)


• Point Two:  [To use Castor’s idiosyncratic outline form]

	 Bruce Castor’s characterization of the multi-cameral government of the Roman 
Republic as a form of republicanism equivalent to the US government is misleading at 
best.  Of the four main legislative bodies in the Roman Republic—the Comitia Tributa, 
the Consilium Plebis, the Comitia Centuriata, and the Senatus Romanus—the first two 
were democratic, with every member of the blocks of tribes that made up the Comitia 
Tributa and the Consilium Plebis being able to vote on the issues that came before 
those bodies; the latter two were aristocratic: the Comitia Centuriata being composed 
of soldiers assigned to centuries according to how much property each owned, and 
the Senatus Romanus being composed of members of aristocratic families and former 
senior officials who held lifetime seats—hardly the equivalent of the upper chamber of 
the US Congress, whose Senators are elected for six-year terms.

	 And we might also note that the downfall of the Roman Republic was not 
exactly the result of partisan “bickering,” but, rather, was the end product of a century 
of struggle among elite Roman families, with the Julio-Claudian dynasty being 
established after Octavian defeated Mark Anthony in the battle of Actium in 31 BCE.
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	 You might complain that my Points A and Two are the nit-pickings of a fuddy old 
Classically trained teacher.  That would be fair enough because I am a fuddy old 
Classically trained teacher, and my contention that it is wrong to twist up Classical 
history for one’s contemporary political goals may just be the elitism of educated 
privilege.  But a better complaint would be that my nit-picking misses the real danger in 
Bruce Castor’s historical revisionism in the defense of Donald Trump.

	 The Founding Fathers of the United States had all read their Classical history (in 
translation if not in the original ancient Greek), and were well aware of the warning 
Plato gave in The Republic that the downfall of a democracy could come when a 
member of the wealthy class used his power to become a demagogue and go on to 
rule as a tyrant.  [Note the echo in the career of Donald Trump!]  And so they wanted to 
create a legislative body that could act as a brake against such a scenario.  Distrusting 
the power of the fickle mob to influence Representatives elected to a House every two 
years, the Founding Fathers chose to create a bicameral legislative body with a Senate 
whose members had longer terms of office and would thus be less prone to the 
passing whims of the political passions among their constituents.  The Founding 
Fathers were well aware that lifetime membership in the upper chamber of a legislative 
body, such as with the Roman Senate or with the British House of Lords, poised its 
own dangers, so they lit upon a six-year term for the Senators of their new republic, 
assuming that that length of term would be sufficient to prevent Senators from 
constantly having to think about their political futures while at the same time ultimately 
making them beholden to their constituents.

	 Alas, the spectacle we are now witnessing in the second impeachment trial of 
the former President Donald Trump, whose acquittal is a foregone conclusion, 
suggests that the Founding Fathers may have been wrong.  By arguing that the 
impeachment was motivated by partisan politics, Bruce Castor and David Schoen are 
ironically trying to incite more political partisanship, playing on the fears of the Senators
—one third of whom will be up for reelection next year—that Trump’s base will end 
their political careers if they vote for conviction.  While Trump’s actions both before and 
after the November 2020 election shows that the danger of Plato’s warning about 
demagoguery leading to tyranny is real, a more fundamental attack on our American 
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democracy is happening right now in the chambers of the Senate.  Bruce Castor is 
right to say that the only entity standing in the way of the downfall of the American 
Republic is the Senate of the United States.  But that Senate, unwilling to convict 
Donald Trump for inciting an insurrection in spite of overwhelming evidence of his guilt, 
is abrogating its responsibility to act as a mature, dispassionate defender of the 
Republic.  This moment will pass, but a dangerous precedent is being set.
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