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Study Guide:  
What is a Republic, and Why Did Our Founders Choose It?  
 
This guide pulls together the main ideas about America’s republican form of government, the 

Constitutional Convention, and the key influences from which the Founders drew.  Use it to 

understand the topic, gather original source evidence, and organize a clear 500-word essay. 

1. What Is a Republic? 

A republic is a form of government in which:  

• The people, as sovereigns hold the ultimate power. 

• The people elect representatives to make laws on their behalf.    

• Power is limited by a written constitution which delineates three branches of 

government each with limited and defined powers.  

• Representatives serve for fixed terms not by birth or force.  They remain in office 

providing they remain faithful representatives of the people and defender of the 

constitution, as a protection of liberties.  

Key differences: 

• Republic vs. Pure Democracy: In a pure democracy, citizens vote directly on every law.  

Can you imagine how cumbersome that would be?  Additionally, the Founders feared 

this could lead to mob rule or majority tyranny. By contrast, in a republic, elected 

representatives make decisions while the Constitution establishes constraints to protect 

individual rights. 

• Republic vs. Monarchy: Under a republic, power does not come from a king or familial 

inheritance. Power comes from the consent of the governed. 

James defined a republic in Federalist No. 39, as a government that gets its power from the 

people and is run by representative chosen by the people for limited periods.  Read it here: 

Federalist Papers full text (Library of Congress) 

 

https://www.congress.gov/resources/display/content/The+Federalist+Papers
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2. Why Did the Founders Choose a Republic? 

The Founders wanted a government that could: 

• Protect natural rights (life, liberty, property/pursuit of happiness). 

• Remain stable over a large country. 

• Limit power to control the dangers of factions and majority tyranny.  An illustration of 

how majority rule can become tyrannical is exemplified by the statement, “two wolves 

and a lamb voting on what’s for dinner.”   

The Founders rejected pure democracy which is too unstable, as seen in ancient Athens and 

monarchy which is too dangerous, as seen under British rule.  A republican form of government 

offered the best balance of representation, limited power, and protection of individual rights.   

In order to avoid conflating the concepts of a republican form of government and the 

Republican party know that these two concepts are distinctly different.  The former describes 

a form of government and the latter describes a fraternal organization intended to establish a 

platform of intended outcomes organized to elect individuals to office.   

3. How the Founders Created the Government (Constitutional Convention) 

• In 1787, delegates met in Philadelphia and wrote a new Constitution to replace the weak 

Articles of Confederation.  Instead of small fixes, they wrote an entirely new 

Constitution.  Primary sources listed. 

• Articles of Confederation: Primary sources - National Archives 

• Two key compromises included the Great Compromise, and separation of powers among 

three branches.  The Great Compromise created a bicameral Congress with proportional 

representation in the House of Representatives based on individual state populations 

and equal state of representation in the Senate.  This resolved the dispute between large 

and small states.  Main founding documents page: National Archives   

• The Constitution was signed on September 17, 1787, and three years later ratified by the 

states.  U.S. Constitution (full text, including Preamble): National Archives 

• The goal, stated in the preamble of the constitution is to form “a more perfect Union” 

that would establish justice, ensure peace, provide defense, promote the general 

welfare, and secure the blessings of Liberty.   

https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/articles-of-confederation
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript
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• U.S. Constitution (full text, including Preamble): National Archives Declaration of 

Independence: National Archives 

4. Major Influences the Founders Used 

From Antiquity (Ancient Greece and Rome)  

• Polybius: Taught that the best governments mix elements of monarchy, aristocracy, and 

democracy and used checks so no part becomes too strong. The historic attempt of the 

Roman Republic was an example of the failure of this combination of elements sufficient 

and ultimately failed.  Perseus Digital Library – Histories, Book 6 

• The Founders studied ancient republics succeeded or failed.  Under the Polybius model, 

the founders learned that pure, isolated forms of government lack balance.  Aristotle, 

Politics: Internet Classics Archive   

• Cicero, On the Republic: Search Wikisource or Internet Archive for public-domain 

translations. 

English Tradition  

• Magna Carta (1215) and later English charters limited the king’s power and protected 

basic rights to include due process, judgment by peers.  British Library / National 

Archives resources 

• Sir Edward Coke and William Blackstone explained common-law rights and the idea that 

even rulers are under the law.  Blackstone’s Commentaries: Available on Internet 

Archive (search “Blackstone Commentaries on the Laws of England”). 

• The Founders kept useful English legal ideas such as jury trial, habeas corpus, rule of law 

but rejected monarchy and hereditary privilege. 

John Locke  

Primary source: Second Treatise of Government – Project Gutenberg 

• People have natural rights to life, Liberty, and property.   

• Government exists by consent of the people to protect those rights. 

• If government becomes destructive, the people can change it. 

https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration-transcript
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.01.0234
https://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/politics.html
https://www.bl.uk/magna-carta
https://www.bl.uk/magna-carta
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/7370
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• These ideas appear clearly in the Declaration of Independence and shaped the purpose 

of the Constitution. 

Montesquieu  

Primary source: The Spirit of the Laws – Wikisource or Online Library of Liberty  

• Liberty requires separation of the legislative, executive, and judicial powers. 

• Power should check power.  It was expected that each branch of government would hold 

either of the other two branches accountable if they overstepped their branch authority 

and encroached upon the delegated powers of any other branch.   

• Madison called him “the oracle” on this subject (Federalist 47).  The primary reason is 

Montesquieu gave the founders a concept that could be applied as a strong antidote to 

tyranny which is always a threat to Liberty.  

5. How the Constitution Put These Ideas into Practice  

• Separation of Powers (Federalist 47): Legislative (Congress), Executive (President), and 

Judicial (Courts) are distinct. Accumulating all powers in one place = tyranny. 

• Checks and Balances (Federalist 51): Each branch has specific ways to keep the other 

branches in check among which may be veto, override, confirmation, impeachment, and 

judicial review. Famous line: “Ambition must be made to counteract ambition.” Also: “If 

men were angels, no government would be necessary.” 

• Federalism: Power is divided between the Federal government and the states.   

• Extended Republic (Federalist 10): A large, diverse country makes it harder for one 

faction to dominate. 

• Federalism and the Extended Republic (Federalist 10 and 39). 

Read the key Federalist Papers (full collection): Library of Congress / Congress.gov  Focus 

especially on Nos. 10, 39, 47, 48, and 51. 

6. Bill of Rights – Protecting Liberty in a Republic 

The first ten amendments limit government power and protect individual rights—the very 

reason the Founders chose a republic. 

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Spirit_of_Laws_(1758)
https://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/montesquieu-complete-works-vol-1-the-spirit-of-laws
https://www.congress.gov/resources/display/content/The+Federalist+Papers
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Most relevant: 

• 1st – Speech, press, religion, assembly, petition 

• 4th–8th – Protections against unreasonable searches, due process, jury trial, fair 

procedures 

• 9th – Rights retained by the people 

• 10th – Powers reserved to the states or the people 

Full official transcript: National Archives – Bill of Rights 

7.  Landmark Supreme Court Cases That Support the Topic 

These cases show the republican structure still working: 

• Marbury v. Madison (1803) – Judicial review as a check Justia full opinion 

• Luther v. Borden (1849) – Guarantee of a republican form of government Justia full 

opinion 

• United States v. Nixon (1974) & Youngstown Sheet & Tube Co. v. Sawyer (1952) – No 

branch has unlimited power Nixon | Youngstown 

• INS v. Chadha (1983) – Enforces separation of powers in lawmaking Justia full opinion 

7. Key Quotes to Review 

• Madison, Federalist 47: Accumulation of all powers in the same hands is “the very 

definition of tyranny.” 

• Madison, Federalist 51: “Ambition must be made to counteract ambition.” / “If men 

were angels, no government would be necessary.” 

• Declaration of Independence: Governments are instituted to secure unalienable rights 

and derive “their just powers from the consent of the governed.” 

8. Quick Tips for a Strong Essay 

• Stay focused on the question: What is a republic + why the Founders chose it. 

• Use specific evidence (names, documents, ideas) rather than vague statements. 

https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/bill-of-rights-transcript
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/5/137/
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/48/1/
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/48/1/
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/418/683/
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/343/579/
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/462/919/
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• Keep language clear and formal but natural for your high school grade level. 

• Aim for about 500 words—strong introduction, clear body paragraphs with evidence, 

and a concise conclusion. 

• Proofread for complete sentences, correct spelling of names (Madison, Montesquieu, 

Locke, Polybius), and smooth transitions. 

You now have the main definitions, historical context, influences, primary sources and 

constitutional design needed to write a clear, evidence-based essay. 

 

 

Study Guide Addition: Specific Essay Outline Examples (For the 500-word essay: 

“What is a Republic, and why did our founders choose it?”) 

Below are three complete outline examples you can adapt. Each is designed for a clear, focused 

500-word essay. Choose the style that fits how you like to organize ideas, then fill in your own 

sentences using the information from the study guide. 

Outline Example 1:  Straightforward Structure (Recommended for most 

students) 

I. Introduction (60–70 words) 

• Hook: Start with a short statement about freedom or the dangers of too much power. 

• Define a republic in one clear sentence. 

• Thesis: The Founders chose a republic because … 

II. Body Paragraph 1 – What a Republic Is (110–120 words) 

• Explain the concept that power comes from the people. 

• Representatives make laws instead of direct voting on everything. 

• Contrast with pure democracy and monarchy. 

• Use Madison’s idea from Federalist 39: government derives power from the people …                                    
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III. Body Paragraph 2 – Why They Chose It: Lessons from History and Thinkers (130–140 

words) 

• Ancient lessons:  Mixed government and checks prevent tyranny. 

• English tradition:  Even rulers must follow the law. 

• Locke: Natural rights and government by consent. 

• Montesquieu: Separation of powers is essential for liberty. 

• Connect these ideas to the Founders’ goal of protecting rights while controlling factions. 

IV. Body Paragraph 3 – How the Constitution Made It Work (110–120 words) 

• Separation of powers (Federalist 47) 

• Checks and balances (Federalist 51) 

• Federalism and the extended republic help control majority factions. 

• Show that the structure itself protects liberty. 

V. Conclusion (50–60 words) 

• Restate the thesis in new words. 

• End with a final thought, e.g., The republican form still protects freedom today because 

 

Outline Example 2: Problem–Solution Style 

I. Introduction (60–70 words) 

• Describe the problem the Founders faced after independence. 

• Thesis: They solved this by creating a republic—a government … 

II. Body Paragraph 1 – The Problems They Wanted to Avoid (100–110 words) 

• Pure democracy can lead to majority tyranny (ancient Athens example). 

• Monarchy concentrates too much power in one person (British experience). 

• Weak confederations fall apart (lessons from ancient leagues and the Articles). 
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III. Body Paragraph 2 – The Republican Solution and Its Sources (140–150 words) 

• Definition of republic and how it uses representation. 

• Influences: Polybius, Locke, Montesquieu, English common law. 

• Show how these ideas shaped their choice. 

IV. Body Paragraph 3 – Proof in the Constitution (110–120 words) 

• Constitutional Convention created three branches with checks and balances. 

• Key evidence from Federalist 47 and 51. 

• Federalism adds another layer of protection. 

V. Conclusion (50–60 words) 

• The Founders chose a republic because … 

• Closing sentence on why the choice still matters. 

 

Outline Example 3: Chronological / Story Style 

I. Introduction (60–70 words) 

• Brief scene: Delegates meeting in Philadelphia in 1787. 

• Thesis: After studying history and political ideas, the Founders deliberately chose a 

republic to … 

II. Body Paragraph 1 – Learning from the Past (120–130 words) 

• Ancient republics (Polybius, Rome, Greece): successes and failures. 

• English limits on power (Magna Carta, common law, Coke, Blackstone). 

• Locke’s natural rights and consent of the governed. 

• Montesquieu’s separation of powers. 

III. Body Paragraph 2 – Designing the Republic (120–130 words) 

• Constitutional Convention debates and compromises. 
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• Decision for a large republic with representation instead of pure democracy. 

• Building separation of powers and checks and balances into the Constitution. 

IV. Body Paragraph 3 – Explaining the Choice (Federalist Papers) (100–110 words) 

• Federalist 47: Why separation of powers matters. 

• Federalist 51: How checks and balances make the system work. 

• Result: a government strong enough to function but … 

V. Conclusion (50–60 words) 

• Summarize: The Founders chose a republic because … 

• Final sentence looking forward. 

 

Quick Tips for Using These Outlines 

• Pick one outline and write a full draft. 

• Aim for 480–520 words total. 

• Insert specific names (Madison, Locke, Montesquieu, Polybius) and short quotes where 

they fit naturally. 

• Make sure each body paragraph supports the thesis. 

• End each body paragraph with a sentence that links back to “why the Founders chose a 

republic.” 

You now have ready-to-use structures. Choose one, fill it with evidence from the study guide, 

and you will have a clear, organized 500-word essay. 

 

 

 


