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Sí, El Presidente

The modern democratic presidency originated with the U.S. Constitution, and it is probably 
fair to say that when it came to designing the executive, the Framers of the Constitution 
were profoundly worried about creating an institution that would simply replace a hereditary 
monarch with an elected one. They addressed this in part by separating the legislative and 
judicial institutions from the executive, but the Framers had good reason to fear an Ameri-
can monarchy.

During the two centuries before the U.S. Constitution was written, Europe was mired in 
war. The 1600s were a century of nearly constant warfare that included the Thirty Years’ 
War, a war so long and so brutal that it killed half the population of the Holy Roman Empire 
and knocked huge swaths of Europe back to, quite literally, a stone-age level of subsis-
tence. Many argue that the Thirty Years’ War was actually a solid century of war that began 
when the Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand of Styria began “liquidating” Central European 
heretics in 1598, continued through the three Anglo-Dutch Wars, the wars of Louis XIV, the 
War of the League of Augsburg, and the Great Northern War, and it didn’t really end until 
the end of the War of the Spanish Succession, roughly around 1710.* Although even that 
date is contestable, since the Great Northern War continued until 1721, and the Austro-
Ottoman War of 1716–1718 as well the War of the Quadruple Alliance (1717–1719) should 
probably be included as part of that nearly constant century of war. Nearly a decade passed 
before the War of the Polish Succession (1733–1735) started everything up again, and from 
then until the U.S. Constitutional Convention in 1787, scarcely a year would pass when at 
least two fairly large wars were not being fought in Europe, not to mention the wars the 

* The actual treaty wasn’t signed until 1713, but the last of the serious fighting occurred in 1709.

Best known for writing the book series that became Game 
of Thrones, George rates a respectable 5 on the geek scale. 

You can take an extra point if your friends know who you’re 

talking about when you refer to him as the Angel of Death. 

Basically, if you’ve ever read one of his books or watched 

the show, he’s killed someone you liked. More importantly, 

if you ever wanted a fictional resource for monarchy and 

more generally the authoritarian executive, George is the 

guy. Game of Thrones is roughly based upon the English 

civil war, which was essentially a big old-fashioned blood-

bath over who got to wear the fancy hat and also rule over 

a damp and drizzly land that was, at the time, one of the 

least desirable places in or near Europe. The show, sex and 

gore and all, is both a pretty good representation of the 

books, a pretty good representation of the brutality of the 

time, and a spectacular representation of historical mon-

archs and the monarchy. From the mad kings, to the pup-

pets, to the true leaders…they are all there. You can see 

that despite being a singular authority, they are all con-

strained by tradition, wealth, circumstance, or the need to 

sustain support in order to fend off challenges for the 

throne.
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