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Chapter Six: The Roman Republic
Why did Rome, one town among many on the Italian peninsula, rise to command an empire spanning from Britain to west Asia?  Was it truly a pragmatic and eclectic society that blended the will of the people and the elites, as Romans claimed?  How did Roman military success and geographical expansion change that system? Why did the system change so dramatically in the final century BCE?  Finally, how did the Romans themselves perceive change and continuity?
In attempting to frame these questions, we must remember that the Romans viewed themselves as the “Senate and People of Rome” (abbreviated from the Latin as SPQR, Senatus Populusque Romanus).  However, was it truly political and social cooperation?  Syme and Badian see little to support the Roman claim that the Republic depended on a true SPQR relationship:

______________________________________________________________________________ 

The political life of the Roman Republic was stamped and swayed… not by the ostensible opposition between Senate and People, Optimates and Populares… but by the strife for power, wealthy and glory.  The contestants were the nobiles among themselves, as individuals or in groups, open in the elections and in the courts of law, or masked by secret intrigue.  As in its beginning, so in its last generation, the Roman Commonwealth… was a name… Noble families determined the history of the Republic…


The Roman constitution was a screen and a sham… (Ronald Syme, The Roman Revolution.  Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1939  pp. 11-12, 15)


Both collectively and as individuals, men abroad owed officia to the Roman aristocrats who had conferred beneficia on them, e.g. by governing them, by sparing them after victory, by looking after their interests in Rome.  It was a natural consequence that Roman aristocrats, accustomed to seeing personal relationships, both within the community and outside, in these terms of moral relationships and duties based (ultimately) on the facts of power, should transfer this attitude to their political thinking: that Rome, in fact should appear as the patron city, claiming the officia both of actual allies and subjects and of ‘free’ kings and cities with whom she had come into contact. These attitudes were woven into the Roman noble’s life.  Of course, it was the oligarchy, acting through the senate, that represented Rome – the patronal power – in its relations with these clients, thus reinforcing the bonds of individual clientship that personally unified many of them to great Roman houses.  It was clear that the whole world owed officia to the great power acting through the men who governed it.  As Roman power increased, it became impossible, for those brought up under this system, to see any relationship between Romans and foreigners, between Rome and foreign states, in other terms than these; and this explains what often – by our standards – seems arrogance and even naïveté in Roman behaviour.  The obedience of the weak to the strong was, to the Roman aristocrat, nothing less than an eternal moral law. (E. Badian, Roman Imperialism in the Late Republic. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1968,  p. 14)

The Question: How did Syme and Badian characterize the workings of Roman society as an elite institution?  How would such an institution govern the expansion of Rome?
______________________________________________________________________________
Forsythe and other more recent authors, on the other hand, suggest that the Republic was founded at least on the understanding that Roman society was open:
______________________________________________________________________________
…Although during the later part of the fifth century an inner group of aristocrats succeeded in defining themselves as patrician by reason of their birth, wealth, and presumed special relationship with the divine, their attempt to monopolize the consulship was relatively short-lived and was abandoned about two decades after the Gallic catastrophe… 

In addition, during the second half of the fourth century B.C. the Romans developed institutions and practices characteristic of the middle and late republic and fundamental for their conquest of the Mediterranean. Political power was distributed among the magistrates, the senate, and the assembly of citizens so as to form the mixed constitution which Polybius praised so highly in his sixth book... Simultaneously, Roman expansion began to have important social and economic effects: increased opportunities for members of the Roman lower class to improve their economic condition, the significant rise in chattel slavery and of a freedman element in the Roman civic body, the beginnings of the accumulation of considerable wealth by members of the Roman upper class, and Rome’s growth and increased complexity as an urban entity… 

… Thus, even though Roman society was very hierarchical and not at all democratic, it was far more open than the city-states of Greece. As a result, Rome succeeded in uniting the very diverse peoples of Italy into a single confederation, whereas the states of mainland Greece, although bound together by a common language and culture, never overcame the exclusionary nature of their institutions to form a lasting union. Greek unity was achieved only when imposed by the superior force of a foreign power such as Macedon or Rome...

Throughout its entire history Roman society and politics were always dominated by an aristocratic oligarchy. Although the term oligarchy has always had a pejorative connotation in political parlance, and although classical Athens is generally given high marks for its democracy with equitable sharing of political power within its citizen body, the historical record demonstrates that the latter proved to be incapable of building a lasting imperial system, and guarded its citizenship so jealously that Athenian society was always relatively closed. Roman society, on the other hand, although dominated by an oligarchy with political power distributed in a hierarchical fashion, was far more receptive of foreigners; and this social and political receptivity was chiefly responsible for Rome’s lasting success as an imperial power. Like many other peoples throughout history, the Romans were quite successful in war, but conquest alone does not explain Rome’s success in forging its conquests into an empire which endured for several centuries. . (Gary Forsythe, Critical History of Early Rome : From Prehistory to the First Punic War. Ewing, NJ: University of California Press, 2005. pp. 367-8)

The Question:  In Forsythe’s opinion, what made an admittedly oligarchic Republican society more successful and “open” than democratic Athenian society?
____________________________________________________________________________
It is impossible in one short chapter to discuss the rise, institutions and history of the Roman Republic in any detail.  Instead, this chapter will ask how the relationship between the sociopolitical system - binding Senate and people - impacted the Roman rise to power and eventually one-man rule.  Section One will look at what Roman foundation legends tell us about how the Romans explained their unique institutions, and compare that with modern scholarship on the subject.  Section Two will address the debate at the core of the question of what motivated Roman expansion in the Republic.  Section Three will ask how the Republic dealt with challenges to its sociopolitical system arising after the mid-second century BCE.  Finally, Section Four will look at the political changes that effected a revolution from Republic to Empire, and culminating in the period of Julius Caesar and Octavian.

Section One: Foundation
In general, Roman history is a popular segment of the high school civilization curriculum.  However, most of the time “Greece and Rome” are studied as very similar ancient societies, except that one ‘had democracy’ and the other ‘had emperors’.  Even the regions seem similar, as both the Italian and Hellenic peninsulas jut out into the Mediterranean.  Thus Rome is seen as Greece, next chapter.


Of course there were crucial differences between the societies, but all the same we must bear in mind that Romans adapted many ideas from their neighbors.  In fact, so many of their customs, beliefs and social structures were based on (or lifted from) other civilizations that it can at times be difficult to define what it meant to be ‘Roman”.   

From the very beginning Rome believed itself to be a brilliant civilization of borrowers.

____________________________________________________________________________

When the Carthaginians had spoken thus, Kaiso replied: ‘This is what we Romans are like… with those who make war on us we agree to fight on their terms, and when it comes to foreign practices we surpass those who have long been used to them.  For the Tyrrhenians [Etruscans here] used to make war on us with bronze shields and fighting in phalanx formation… and we, changing our armament and replacing it with theirs, organised our forces against them, and contending thus against men who had long been accustomed to phalanx battles we were victorious. Similarly the Samnite shield was not part of our national equipment, nor did we have javelins, but fought with round shields and spears; nor were we strong in cavalry, but all or nearly all of Rome’s strength lay in infantry.  But when we found ourselves at war with the Samnites we armed ourselves with their oblong shields and javelins, and fought against them on horseback, and by copying foreign arms we became masters of those who thought so highly of themselves.  Nor were we familiar, Carthaginians, with the art of siege warfare, but we learned from the Greeks, who were highly experienced in this field, and proved superior in siegecraft to that accomplished race, and indeed to all mankind.  Do not force the Romans to engage in affairs of the sea, for if we have need of naval forces we shall, in a short time, equip more and better ships than you, and we shall prove more effective in naval battles than people who have long practiced seafaring.’  (Ineditum Vaticanum, from T. J. Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome. London: Routledge, 1995, p. 170)

One of the best known of these assurances was put in the mouth of the spirit of Anchises, father of the Rome’s Trojan ancestor Aeneas, in Virgil’s Aeneid:

Let others fashion from bronze more lifelike, breathing images – for so they shall – and evoke living faces from marble; others excel as orators, others track with their instruments the planets circling in heaven and predict when stars will appear.  But, Romans, never forget that government is your medium!  Be this your art: to practice men in the habit of peace, generosity to the conquered, and firmness against aggressors.” (Aeneid 6. 847-53)
The Question: How did the Romans perceive their pragmatic and adaptive nature regarding their role in the Mediterranean world?  How do they distinguish themselves from other societies?
______________________________________________________________________________
The Romans certainly wrote frequently about a divine mandate to rule and expand rulership, by whatever means brought success.  Several primary sources, not all written by Romans, detail that assurance.  Exactly what did the Romans wish to believe about their beginnings and mandate?   Much of the controversy is centered on just how much the earliest Romans were influenced by the rest of the Mediterranean world, especially the prosperous Greeks to the south and the enigmatic Etruscans to the north, whose ethnicity and origins were debated even in the Roman period.  Little is known beyond the names and stories preserved by the Romans and the elite Etruscan house-tombs stocked for the afterlife and found as mounds in huge cemeteries.  They suggest the Etruscan elites were metals wealthy, and apparently used their resources and good harbors to build a strong economic and cultural connection with the Greeks.  What we can say with certainty is that the Etruscan cities were a formidable military and economic force in Italy well into the early fifth century BCE.
The Romans were one of several members of the Italian Latins who had settled the hills surrounding a natural ford in the Tiber River after about 1000 BCE.  There were several versions about the earliest days of Rome’s existence.  The Greeks believed Heracles killed a monster at Rome, setting up the Ara Maxima, one of Rome’s oldest altars, with the local king, a Greek migrant.  The legend in circulation since at least the late fourth century but formalized in its telling by Virgil in the Aeneid had Aeneas the Trojan, heroic son of Aphrodite and the mortal Anchises, warned to flee Troy with his crippled father, young son and followers, and fulfill his destiny of perpetuating the Trojan race in far off Italy. The Romans thus had a pedigree as venerable as any of the Greek heroes, and laid claim to powerful ancestors who were decidedly not Greek:
____________________________________________________________________________
… confronted by the spectre of Greek genius, the Romans had a profound inferiority complex; if they despised the Greeks, the Greeks – they knew – despised them as much, thinking them earthy…


The Greeks had always divided and Roman empire or no Roman empire, were always to divide humanity into two sections, Greeks and barbarians, and the Romans were on the wrong side of that divide.  Translation from Greek into Latin was ‘vertere barbere’ [to turn to the barbaric]…


As the best Roman families had decided already in Republican days, and as Augustan propaganda (with Virgil as its euphonious mouthpiece) trumpeted, the Roman were not in origin Greek; they were Trojan.  And Trojans had this great advantage that they belonged to the remote heroic past; they had not littered the eastern Mediterranean world with decadent and dissolute descendants who in one way or another got into the Romans’ hair. (J.P.V.D Balsdon, Romans and Aliens.  Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1979, p.30)

The Question:  How would a Trojan ancestor bolster the Roman mandate of superiority?
____________________________________________________________________________
The Virgilian foundation version carefully cut out the Greek contribution, thus undercutting the Greek claim to have brought civilization to the Romans.  How much early Greek influence there actually was is a problem, made more complicated by conflicting literary and archaeological evidence.  The physical evidence counters the literary claims by Greek authors, and the preservation even in Roman thought of Greek themes.  Despite this, the Romans acknowledged some cultural debt to the Greeks, who were happy to claim Rome’s founding as one of their achievements.  Furthermore the stories suggest Rome was an early commercial nexus for Greeks, Etruscans and perhaps even Phoenicians.
The Romans attribute the actual founding of Rome to Romulus, a descendant of Aeneas.  By Livy’s account, an unwed Latin princess claimed that her twin boys Romulus and Remus were the children of Mars.  The king chose to expose the children to the elements by setting them adrift on the Tiber, but a she-wolf found them as their raft ran aground, and nursed them until an astonished hunter came by and took them as his own.  Eventually the full grown twins competed to found Rome, Remus being killed in the process (the story varies as to how and why).   For Romans, the story defined the character of the Roman people.  Once again, the Greeks saw the circumstances quite differently:
______________________________________________________________________________
Elias Bickerman noted at least twenty-five different Greek accounts of Rome’s foundation known in antiquity, not one of which agrees with the accepted Roman tradition…  Livy’s is distinct in its emphasis on Romulus as a hero who is characterized by self-sufficiency and whose essential character reflects the formative influence of his austere rustic upbringing.  This emphasis is at odds with several traditional [Greek]elements of the Romulus story and with other interpretations of it that focus rather on Romulus’ inherited qualifications as the son of a god and the representative of a line of heroic kings…


The narrative that concerns Romulus and his foundation of Rome is framed by editorial comments making clear that his achievements and those of his Romans are to be understood not within the Hellenistic tradition of divine or semidivine founding heroes but rather as the consequences of purely human endeavor…. Livy… proceeds directly to make the distinction…between the validity of the tradition that made mars the parent of Romulus and of Rome and the validity of the Romans’ right to claim that descent from Mars… the claim of divine ancestry is justified here not because of its literal truth but rather because it appropriately symbolizes the martial accomplishments of the Romans, who, whatever the reality of their origins, have the ability to compel others to accede to that claim…


…Livy’s systematic emphasis on radical self-sufficiency itself represents a specific position in a debate among his Roman contemporaries about the distinctive nature and origin of Rome’s greatness and about the conditions that should determine membership among Rome’s ruling aristocracy…  The narrative of Livy’s Greek contemporary Dionysius is addressed in Greek to an audience of Hellenistic aristocrats. Its tone throughout is apologetic: it presents Rome and Romans as worthy to rule… it readily accepts the idea of the semidivine founding hero that Livy’s narrative so persistently seeks to undercut but that was well established in the Hellenistic world. Rather than emphasizing differences between Rome and the world of the Hellenistic aristocracies, Dionysius’ narrative stresses similarities – above all, the urban rather than rustic character of Rome and its founder… (Gary B. Miles,  Livy: Reconstructing Early Rome. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995  pp. 137-8, 172-3)

The Question:  What are the essential differences in the way Greeks and Romans perceived the mythic founder of Rome?
_____________________________________________________________________________
For Greeks, a founder is a hero whose right to rule is mandated by his semidivine blood.  While the Romans were happy to believe that the war god fathered Romulus, they preferred to emphasize the accomplishments of a hardworking warrior with a simple rustic morality.  How the Greeks and Romans perceived the death of his brother Remus was just important:
_____________________________________________________________________________
…  For Rome to survive, the gods required a death… the death of Remus was necessary, a foundation sacrifice for Rome’s protective walls.


So the twin founders became one founder.  And that was not the last twist in the story.  For this was a time of rapid change and dangerous tensions, those who hated and feared the Romans had every motive for adding their own negative spin.  The Vestal Virgin bears the twins to a secret lover; they are suckled not by a she-wolf but by a prostitute; the birds they watch for at the augury contest are carrion-eating vultures; the death of Remus is simply murder – and worse than murder, fratricide.  It is an index both of the unpredictable evolution of myth and the tragic outcome of the Roman Republic that when Titus Livius began his great history of Rome, after more than fifteen years of constant civil war, the story most Romans accepted was that Romulus killed his twin brother with his own hand…


A dynamic myth for a dynamic people, the Romulus story reflects fast-changing perceptions and priorities in a dangerous time… (T. P, Wiseman, The Myths of Rome.  Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2004  pp. 141-2, 147)


 Just as the rescue of the twins was not the beginning of the story, so the death of Remus was not the end.  The act of foundation was a complex process and had a long sequel…  Romulus… was obliged to seek far and wide for colonists for the new city.  He opened an asylum on the Capitol, and fugitives of all kinds – paupers, debtors, criminals and runaway slaves – were welcomed.  As most of them were unattached males, he organized the rape of the Sabine women in order to provide them with wives.  A war then ensued against the Sabines, but ended in an agreement between the two peoples…



A striking feature of the tradition is that the foundation of the city is presented not as a single act but as a slow and gradual process.  In this sense there is a contrast between the foundation legends of the Greeks and the Roman conception of the origin of the city.  Rome was not created all at once by Romulus; on the contrary, he merely initiated a long process of formation…


…The story carries a strong ideological message. The most revealing sign of this is the way it defines the identity of the Roman people as a mixture of different ethnic groups, and of Roman culture as the product of various foreign influences.  There could hardly be a greater contrast with the foundation myths of the Greek cities, which insisted on the purity and continuity of their origins…


The Roman saga was characteristic of a people who had built up their power by extending their citizenship and continuously admitting new elements into their midst… Rome was also unique among ancient societies in its practice of assimilating freed slaves, who automatically became Roman citizens on manumission.  By the end of the Republic many of even the most aristocratic Romans had servile blood in their veins, and a large proportion of the population of the city consisted of slaves or freedmen.  In these circumstances we can well understand why the Romans were not ashamed to admit that Romulus’ followers included runaways and exiles from every land… (T. J. Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome. London: Routledge, 1995, pp. 58-60, 390-3)

The Question:  How does the Romulus story explain, in Roman terms, the Roman character?  Why would Romans see the story as explaining their strength as a people?

___________________________________________________________________________
The foundation stories form only the beginning of a series of traditions that served to explain Rome’s national character and unique government.  Starting with the motif of Aeneas carefully nurturing his aged father, young son and household gods as he flees Troy, these stories especially emphasize family.  Romulus’ parentage may be royal and semidivine, but he forges a new and diverse family unit that was proud of its pragmatic inclusiveness.  The honor of the family, bolstered by the deeds of ancestors and the stern morality of an aggressively competitive Roman elite, is a strong part of the Roman psyche.
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[Picture 6.1: Aeneas carrying lame father, and leading son from Troy.  Wall painting from Pompeii.  EUR (Rome), Museum of Roman Civilization, ca. first century CE] 
The Question: What can you surmise about the importance and values of family from this painting?
Res Publica
By 650 there is evidence of a unified town with an energetic commercial and administrative presence on the banks of the Tiber, ruled by kings that the Romans believed to be Etruscan or Etruscan-influenced.  However, Livy suggests the relationship had chafed by the later sixth century BCE and broke down when an Etruscan prince raped the respectable Lucretia, who committed suicide in front of friends and family to preserve her honor.  The Romans rose up and threw the Etruscans out of Rome, fighting several battles in subsequent years to maintain its independence.

Again, the facts of this “revolution” are messier than the myth.  What we can say is that beginning in the later sixth century the Romans began to engineer a type of government that defies description to this day.  They called it the ‘Public Affair’ or Res Publica.  The Republic evolved over 300 years to a system where in theory the people and the elites cooperated in government.  Every year two military leaders, eventually called consuls, were elected to serve one year only.  While the elections were open to all free Roman male citizens, the voting rules were rigged in favor of the elite voters, whose votes carried more weight and were counted first.   Voting stopped when a majority was reached.  For this reason, while all Roman men had the right to a vote, the actual action of voting was more often than not limited to a conservative, elite sphere.  

Originally, officials were elected out of - and by - the leading families of Rome, the patricians, who also formed the legislative body of elders, the Senate. The huge remainder of the Roman people, the plebeian order, seems to have formed when the masses came together in protest for political representation in the early fifth century.  By the mid-fifth century plebeians had pressured the patricians into publishing a written law code, the so-called Twelve Tables, which took absolute legal powers out of the hands of the elites, and gained the right to pass legislation (plebiscites) binding on all Romans through the popular assembly .   By the mid-third century at last one of the two consuls had to be a plebeian, although the plebeians influential enough to stand for office had more in common with the bluebloods of Rome than with the city’s working class.  Those with financial means for social advancement but no elite status as yet were the equites, eventually a middle rank in the social order.  In all of this, the civil rights won by the plebeians in the “Struggle of the Orders” came with little loss of blood and demonstrated a remarkable Roman talent for compromise.

Roman foundation traditions thus established the Romans as pragmatic and flexible, with high moral standards that demanded a defense of family honor, and a belief that the system governing sociopolitical order was as ancient as the republic itself.   While even the Romans admitted that their histories might be more than a shade fanciful, in the end the lessons counted more than mere facts.

Section Two: Expansion

Even as the Republic was evolving politically it was also expanding geographically.  By the early fourth century Romans may have thought of colonizing as far away as Corsica.  There has been much debate as to why the Republic continually and successfully added territory.  While few scholars have denied Roman military aggressiveness, the debate remains: what benefits did the Romans, both the elite and the masses, seek in expansion?  Ernst Badian was perhaps the most eminent voice of the traditional view:
______________________________________________________________________________

The modern student, accustomed to seeing history… through the blood-red spectacles of Marx, may by now have become impatient with my approach, observing that a discussion of Roman imperialism in terms of politics, strategy, social ethos and even psychology, surely misses the point: what (he will say) about revenues, markets, exports?  These (we are constantly taught) are the real stuff of imperialism…


Strange as it may seem to a generation nourished on Marx, Rome sought no major economic benefits… the Romans simply went on collecting – with as little readjustment as possible – the tribute those regions had paid to their previous masters…  Even the methods of collection, left essentially unchanged, brought little profit to Roman publicani [tax contractors].  Of course, the Romans were too prudent in matters financial to give up established revenues; but they kept them as much from inertia as from conscious choice, and mostly because the alternative was simply inconceivable.  It is unlikely… that at this time any province was even paying its way, except for peaceful and prosperous Sicily…  The tribute that the four regions of Macedon paid to their king was halved when they became independent republics.  Perhaps it would have been unreasonable to demand the full amount from those weakened states. But exploiters would hardly stop to think of this…


So much for exploitation.  The wars themselves, of course, were highly profitable…  This was the ancient art of war.  No one would have dreamt of questioning it.  But… neither this nor anything else in fact made the Senate eager for great wars…  The profits, when they came, were welcome and were taken as a matter of course.  But they were not a motive for political and military action; they were not actively sought. (E. Badian, Roman Imperialism in the Late Republic. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1968  pp. 7, 14-15, 16, 18-19)

The Question:  Why does Badian suggest that wealth was a consequence of war instead of a motive?

____________________________________________________________________________
Roman sources suggest the Romans had complicated religious ceremonies to ensure a war was just and sanctioned.   Badian, like most scholars, does not deny Roman rapaciousness after the mid-second century BCE, but puts policy before profit in decision makings.  He was challenged by Harris:
_____________________________________________________________________________

Warfare bulked large among the formative adolescent and adult experiences of the Roman aristocrat until very late in the second century, and he expected leadership in war to be the most important activity of his consulship…  Success in war was by far the most glorious kind of achievement by which he could demonstrate his prowess, and there were strong imperatives that urged him to pursue this success.  Among other imperatives, it was often in his economic interest to favour a war-policy…


Military success was not only highly advantageous to the Roman state, it was of vital importance to the personal aims and interests of many, probably most, Roman aristocrats.  It fulfilled definite functions for them within Roman society.  Since aristocrats exercised control indirectly, through elections and assemblies, prestige was indispensable to them.  Military success allowed them to lay claim to, and to a considerable extent to win, the high esteem of their fellow citizens – on one level laus [praise], on a higher level gloria…


One fact that is clear about these attributes is that in the view of the third- and second-century aristocracy the primary means of achieving them was by success in war…


The significance of Roman ferocity is hard to gauge.  In many respects their behaviour resembles that of many other non-primitive ancient peoples, yet few others are known to have displayed such an extreme degree of ferocity in war while reaching a high level of political culture.  Roman imperialism was in large part the result of quite rational behaviour on the part of the Romans, but it also had dark and irrational roots.  One of the most striking features of Roman warfare is its regularity – and this regularity gives the phenomenon a pathological character.  As far as the symptoms are concerned, Polybius gave an accurate description…  he says that it is a Roman characteristic to use violent force, Βίά, for all purposes…

Economic gain was to the Romans (and generally in the ancient world) an integral part of successful warfare and of the expansion of power.  Land, plunder, slaves, revenues were regular and natural results of success; they were the assumed results of victory and power.  This is not to say that these were the only things that impelled Rome to war and expansion – there were other, less material, advantages as well.  Nor is it to deny that there were limits to the energy and ruthlessness with which the Romans extracted economic gains from victory and power.  The point is that it was scarcely possible for Romans to dissociate the expectation of gain from the expectation of war and expansion.  No Roman senator had to convince other senators that victory was, in general, wealth-producing.  Those who wish to argue that economic motives were unimportant might support their paradox by showing that the Romans did not perceive victory and power as sources of wealth (and indeed many wars were fought which cannot have been immediately profitable to the state).  Or they can argue that Rome and Romans refrained in some significant ways from accepting the economic gains which war and conquest offered; this contention can be supported by the claim that the Roman aristocracy was traditionally indifferent to gain.  We shall see… these arguments against the presence of economic motives are without validity… (William V. Harris, War and Imperialism in Republican Rome 327-70 B.C.  Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985  pp.10-11, 18-19, 53, 56)

The Question:  How does Harris’s view differ from that of Badian?
_____________________________________________________________________________
Harris suggests that economic gain drove Roman politics, and that war was absolutely essential to advancement in such a fierce and expensive arena.  However, Eckstein has suggested we view Rome’s policies in the context of the ferocious world surrounding the Republic:
_____________________________________________________________________________
… what I emphasize will not be the unit-level factor stressed by most scholars of Roman expansion— exceptional Roman warlikeness and bellicosity. This alleged characteristic of Roman internal society has over the past twenty-five years become the standard scholarly explanation both for the prevalence of warfare in Roman Republican history (it occurred almost every year) and as well for the eventual success of Roman expansion. The current study is in fact written largely to question this thesis of exceptional Roman bellicosity. The Romans certainly appear to us as strikingly warlike and brutal, and they were certainly warlike and brutal; no one would deny it. But it will be argued here that the Romans’ bellicosity and brutality cannot be the central explanation for their extraordinary success in the ancient Mediterranean, because the Romans, while brutal and warlike, were not exceptionally warlike within their own environment. That was an environment filled with states that…  will also turn out to be exceptionally and brutally warlike. But if all these states were exceptionally brutal and warlike, then Roman brutality and warlikeness cannot in itself explain the extraordinary scope of Roman success. Indeed, one important reason why all these states were exceptionally brutal and warlike is that they all (including Rome) were uniformly acting under the severe pressures generated by the harsh and anarchic interstate systems in which they existed...  Nevertheless, the book argues for the…  Romans’ ability to assimilate non-Romans into the Roman polity, and thus to create a state that was both very large-scale in terms of territory and resources, yet was also socially well integrated… In part it meant the literal absorption of large numbers of non-Roman people into the Roman state via the continual extension of various forms of Roman citizenship— which in turn indicates a social flexibility inherent in a changing and evolving Roman identity. In part it meant extraordinary Roman skill at managing an ever increasing network of non-Roman (i.e., foreign) allies. But the ability to assimilate and integrate non-Romans in one way or another into a Rome-centered state structure meant in turn that Rome eventually came to possess an exceptional competitive advantage over other polities in the ferocious struggle for security and power ongoing in the ancient Mediterranean— namely the ability to mobilize very large-scale social resources at a great level of intensity…

…during its first three hundred years, the Republic of Rome, however expansionist, did not face a world of peaceable states, mere passive targets waiting to be victimized. On the contrary: Rome was certainly an aggressive, expansionist polity, but its major neighbors and chief antagonists in the West were themselves aggressive and expansionist polities— imperialists just like the Romans. Rome was one state in an interstate system where security was scarce, where all states competed bitterly with each other for security via the gaining of power, and where all states were intent on expanding their power, resources, territory, and influence. The Romans believed this was their world, and it was not Roman paranoia. A massive amount of evidence shows that the security problem facing Rome and every other state - stemming from every other state in the system (including Rome) - was real, and that the penalties for failure to deal with it were cruel. This was the pressure of the militarized interstate anarchy, which we have emphasized— though the militarized culture that developed within individual states as a consequence of and as an adaptation to the cruel environment also strongly contributed in itself to a war-prone world. (Arthur M. Eckstein, Mediterranean Anarchy, Interstate War, and the Rise of Rome. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007. p 33-5, 176-7)

The Question: Why does Eckstein suggest we reevaluate Roman aggressiveness and expansion?
______________________________________________________________________________
Not only does Eckstein, a political scientist, directly disagree with Harris, he asks later why, if Rome was so vicious, did so many weaker neighbors prefer to ally with Rome?  He suggests that in a world of wolves Rome was the least offensive and most trustworthy.  Furthermore, he cites security rather than economic considerations as foremost in Roman expansion.  The Romans themselves used another foundation tradition, the Gallic sack of Rome in 390 BCE, to explain their reasons.  The Gauls were what the Romans called the Celtic groups that had migrated into Italy in the early fourth century BCE and had also settled the area we call France today. With morbid fascination, Classical writers tell us about these tattooed, mustachioed and blue-painted nude berserkers who spiked their hair in mineral water and chanted unnerving curses before battle.  The Romans fled to the defended Capitol.  The consequences were messy:
_____________________________________________________________________________
But the greatest of all the evils arising from the siege and the war was the famine which began to afflict both armies, whilst the Gauls were also visited with pestilence…  Subsequently a truce was made with the Romans, and with the sanction of the commanders, the soldiers held conversations with each other. The Gauls were continually bringing up the famine and calling upon them to yield to necessity and surrender. To remove this impression it is said that bread was thrown in many places from the Capitol into the enemies' pickets. But soon the famine could neither be concealed nor endured any longer…   At last not only food but hope failed them. Whenever the sentinels went on duty, their feeble frames almost crushed by the weight of their armour, the army insisted that they should either surrender or purchase their ransom on the best terms they could, for the Gauls were throwing out unmistakable hints that they could be induced to abandon the siege for a moderate consideration. A meeting of the senate was now held, and the consular tribunes were empowered to make terms. A conference took place between Q. Sulpicius, the consular tribune, and Brennus, the Gaulish chieftain, and an agreement was arrived at by which 1000 lbs. of gold was fixed as the ransom of a people destined ere long to rule the world. This humiliation was great enough as it was, but it was aggravated by the despicable meanness of the Gauls, who produced unjust weights, and when the tribune protested, the insolent Gaul threw his sword into the scale, with an exclamation intolerable to Roman ears, "Woe to the vanquished!" [Vae Victis]  (Titus Livius,  The History of Rome. Vol. I  5.48 Ed. Ernest Rhys Translator Rev. Canon Roberts Everyman's Library London: J.M. Dent and Sons , 1912)

The Question: What lesson would the Romans take from the Sack of Rome as told by Livy?

_____________________________________________________________________________
No matter the reasons for expansion, until 300 BCE Rome was not the most powerful entity in central Italy, and remained strongly aware of equally aggressive neighbors.  However, while most societies subjugated the residents of conquered territories, and imposed taxes and tribute, the Romans assessed each conquest individually and in many cases offered some form of full or eventual citizenship in return for loyalty and moderate taxes for the welfare of the Republic.  In other words Roman conquests were made allies or even fellow Romans, thus giving them a share in the system and creating a fairly stable peninsula with unusual loyalty to the Republic.  It is a tribute to Rome’s alliance system that the city bounced back quickly from the humiliating sack in 390 to control all of central and south Italy by 270.

[image: image2.jpg]= Roman territory:
B < 500 c.(victory over Latiom)
B 264 nc (start of First Punic War)
[ 241 . (end of First Punic War)
1465 (end of Third Punic War)

N [ 133 8¢ (trritoryin Asia Minor given to Rome)
[ 445 (death of Julius Caesar)
W*! e
e X Battle
! i \,—\ 3 ud
2 SEX
ATIANTIC W =8 p: Nt
OCEAN ¥ st
3 A .~

P Black Sea

NORTH AFRICA

o 0 sqamiles

ey o





[Picture 6.2: Map of Roman Republic 500-44 BCE. historyrocks.com]
The question: In your opinion, why did the Romans expand through the Mediterranean and into Europe?  Is this more an elite endeavor, as Harris suggests, or a pragmatic approach for the benefit of the State?

Beyond Italy Roman military activity can be roughly described as a series of larger campaigns - the Punic Wars, the Greek Wars, the African Wars, the Asian wars and the Gallic War – all of which advanced Roman fortunes and altered Roman culture, society and politics.  The Punic Wars were fought in the third and second centuries with Carthage, the powerful former Phoenician (Latin “Punis”) foundation in what is today Tunisia, which controlled Sicily and thus threatened Roman allies in the western Mediterranean.  Between 264-42 BCE the Romans outlasted Carthage in an exhausting war that brought Sicily into the Roman fold.


The Carthaginians rebounded and moved into Spain where Hannibal, a rising military star, created a strong base and attacked the Spanish town of Saguntum, a Roman ally, in 218.  While by treaty Rome had no business in Spain, it stood by its alliance, which was all the provocation Hannibal needed to declare war.  In a dangerous move he crossed the Alps with his troops just before winter set in and arrived at the back door of Italy through the St. Bernard Pass.  After that the Carthaginians enjoyed the success of surprise, annihilating Roman and allied forces until it seemed even Rome itself would be besieged.


However over the next eighteen years most of the Italian states stayed loyal and the Romans fielded very capable and innovative military leaders after the first disasters.  Young Publius Cornelius Scipio was so talented that he was elected consul despite the fact he was several years under the legal age for that office, and granted rare powers of extended authority – proconsulship - beyond his year of office in the distant Spanish battlefield.  The proconsulship became a common practice as wars became larger and more remote from Italy, but it also allowed the rise of powerful and wealthy generals.  Eventually Hannibal was defeated near Carthage itself and the city sued for peace.  Rome acquired Spain and large parts of Carthaginian Africa, finally destroying Carthage in a third war in 168.
Meanwhile, the Romans had a greater presence in the eastern Mediterranean.  When Macedon allied with Carthage in the later years of the Second Punic War, it opened itself and the rest of the Hellenic peninsula to Roman reprisals, leading to annexation in the 160’s to what was increasingly looking like a Roman empire.
By the mid-second century one would have to stretch the imagination to see both the people and Senate as uninterested in war for profit.  The Romans justified campaigns in Africa and Asia as in defense of citizens there.  However, in fact there were other factors that were influencing the growth of a more militarily ambitious politics which would eventually tear the Republic apart.

Section Three: Populares and Optimates

Politically, the early Senate had been a remarkably cohesive group of like-minded conservatives.  However, as wars and the state became more complex, there was increasing factionalism as a small circle of families made wealthy by their military accomplishments dominated the top offices.  By doing so they were in a better position to gain favors and military commands, leading to even more battlefield wealth and more money to win at elections.  Proconsulships became more common, which concentrated the potential for a lot of wealth and troop loyalty in the hands of individual generals instead of the state.  The idea of SPQR would be tested as increasingly politicians either used the traditional methods of power or appealed to the people.  Was there an actual change in the relationships of people and elites after the wars of the third and second centuries?  Did the Romans perceive a change?  If so, how did it impact their political, pragmatic core?

As we saw at the beginning of the chapter Sir Ronald Syme, the eminent historian of the late Republic, held no illusions about the true nature of the relationship.  Mouritsen echoes the sentiment for the later Republic:

______________________________________________________________________________
…On the one hand, the Roman people wielded tremendous, almost unlimited powers. Their institutions controlled legislation, declarations of war and the appointment of all state officials; they were continuously consulted by their leaders and kept informed through public meetings. On the other hand, Rome was also an aristocratic society, where the elite controlled vast economic resources and monopolised public office, political, military and religious. The senate's influence was overwhelming. It embodied all political experience and religious authority in the Roman state…This ambiguity has resulted in widely different assessments of the nature of Roman politics, some of which can be traced all the way back to ancient writers…. The question is therefore how these seemingly contradictory systems coexisted; or in other words how much real power the senate's ascendancy left the Roman people…

The question is where this leaves our opening paradox and the political influence of the Roman people. Two different lines of interpretation have developed in recent years. On the one hand, the `democratic' version, proposed by Millar and others, suggests that the people's ideological importance was simply a reflection of their actual political powers; politicians paid tribute to the people because they recognised them as a dominant factor in the political life of the republic. On the other hand, the people's involvement in politics might also be seen as almost entirely symbolic; little more than a ritualised affirmation of community…

In Rome…the lower classes would have had great practical difficulty in participating on a regular basis. Political activity in republican Rome was extremely time-consuming, and the urban plebs clearly had other more pressing concerns... Economically their lot was a precarious one…In order to survive, the Roman plebs had to earn its own living.

Political activity was therefore an economic sacrifice for the working population of Rome....

The conclusion offered by this analysis must be that -despite the polarised climate of the late republic - the people of Rome never became fully integrated into the political process. There was no formal exclusion but their participation was discouraged by a variety of institutional and practical factors, ultimately all rooted in the fundamentally aristocratic structure of Roman society…… 

…If we accept that Rome was a society with stark social contrasts - between a small, immensely rich elite, controlling all political offices and religious authority, and a vast, impoverished under-class, the structural constraints this inequality imposed on popular participation become too obvious to ignore. 

Moreover, as soon as we place politics in its proper social context it also becomes clear that the `people' had interests distinct from those of the ruling class. We cannot simply assume that what constituted political issues to the elite did so to the mass of the urban population also; the sources, as we know, are conspicuously partial and one-sided on this point. Given the distance between politicians and the masses, the idea of a single unified political agenda is implausible. The interests of the masses would by necessity have been different, and there are many indications that they were focused on pressing material concerns… If political rights only involved responding to matters relating to the internal affairs of the elite, then they were obviously of little practical value. Just as the proof of the pudding is in the eating, so a democratic system must reveal itself in the opportunities it offers the masses for actively furthering their own interests. (Henrik Mouritsen, Plebs and Politics in the Late Roman Republic. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001. pp 1, 14-15, 36-7, 129-30, 144-6.)
The Question:  What reasons does Mouritsen give for the lack of popular integration into sociopolitics of Rome?
______________________________________________________________________________
While some feel that the people never really had the opportunity or motivation to be involved in the politics of Rome, others maintain that the strong popular assembly and meeting (contio) in late Republican politics were democratic institutions that had to be finessed by the politicians in public speeches.  In this context, the people maintained a ‘democracy’ that balanced the aristocracy:

______________________________________________________________________________
…For Mouritsen, the Roman People were largely sidelined – or apathetically stood apart – from a political process which actually had very little connection with their interests….  as it happens, Mouritsen is indeed prepared at times to grant the contio what sounds like a fairly large role: for example, public meetings gave the “popular” leaders of the late Republic “an opportunity to demonstrate the popular support on which they based their policies and claim to influence.” The great innovation of these “popular” leaders, as he persuasively maintains, was to mobilize the voting power of much wider sectors of the citizen population, especially from the lower class;  but if they got these people into the voting-pens, why not also to the Rostra? …    When we add that the contio was the authorized locus of face-to-face communication between the Senate and the populace… then its significance is clear for all those inquiring into how the dyadic system of the Republic – “the Senate and People of Rome” (SPQR) – actually worked, even though it is quite true that the actual audiences of actual public meetings in late-Republican Rome cannot remotely be equated with the actual collectivity of Roman citizens, and thus that such meetings do not remotely meet a modern standard of democratic legitimacy.

Yet the traditional political system maintained the allegiance of its citizens right down at least to the Caesarian civil war, and arguably much further…    Julius Caesar’s soldiers, when they crossed the Rubicon, would not have said that they were marching to sweep away the Republic but to protect it – specifically, to defend that precious Republican institution, the tribunate, and the just claims of their victorious general against the aggression of an oligarchical cabal that had illegitimately seized control of the Senate…  

…Mass oratory in the contio breathed life into, and constantly renewed, the communal bonds between elite speakers and (potentially) voting listeners, weaving the common citizen into the fabric of the res publica as much as did the electoral or legislative ballot… Contional rhetoric sustained and revived the wide consensus on fundamental Republican political ideals even while members of the elite competed against one another’s claims truly to embody those ideals. The “publicity” of the Republic, and the power of the idea of the “will and judgment” of the sovereign Roman People, become most conspicuous when we observe how elite orators strove to create objective signs of overwhelming popular support for their aims – the cries of approval, applause, and ultimately, the effective silencing of the opposition when it became impossible to mount a counter-demonstration or to sustain a veto. 

At the same time, these same methods, manipulative as they were, also reveal the other side of the picture: an elite hegemony over what was consequently a highly paternalistic public discourse that served… to reinforce deference to that elite as a whole rather than to challenge it. If the shouts in the contio and subsequent votes in the comitia gave the People their “Voice,” members of the elite, as orators, gave them their words… These were not audiences of “ignoramuses,” and the idea that they could simply be browbeaten or overawed by their social superiors seems to be drawn more from elite fantasy or nostalgic projection than observation of reality. But many factors that have been isolated and examined made the communicative exchange between speaker and audience a distinctly unequal one. (Robert Morstein-Marx,  Mass Oratory and Political Power in the Late Roman Republic. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004. p 11-12, 279-81

The Question: What role does Morstein-Marx suggest the people had in the shaping of legislation?  How does he differ from Mouritsen and Syme?

_____________________________________________________________________________
The question comes down to the influence that the people had in actual politics, and how elites might use that influence to further their own political agendas. The politics after the later second century are often explored as the opening of a new relationship between the political agenda of the people and that of the elites.

With the conquests in Greece came a new insurgence of Hellenization and a large influx of slaves, including intellectuals brought to Rome as teachers and craftsmen.  Despite the rise of a Latin written culture in this period, Greek became the language of choice among the elites, who imported Greek “culture” by the crate.  Like the massive art book that has graced many a social climber’s coffee table when company calls, Greek art and scrolls of philosophy signaled that one had arrived.  Social and economic changes had also appeared at about the time of the Greek wars, changing the agrarian and commercial balance that governed political relationships.
With the increase of slaves, it had become practical for the wealthy to invest in large multi-purpose plantations, latifundia, which produced grapes, olives and cattle in addition to the traditional staple of wheat, ignoring long-standing legislation limiting the amount of land a household could possess.  All three products require a lot of space, long-term investment and labor, commodities the small farmer did not have.  While some gave up and sold their lands to the wealthy, others were forced off.   The dispossessed moved to Rome, crowding into poorly planned tenement neighborhoods.  And they were loud in their complaints.  At the same time one had to have land to join the army, but the reserves for small holders had diminished.  As military needs shrank after the Third Punic War, many younger men found themselves unemployed in a land shortage. Thus was triggered a series of events marked by the use of popular unrest to further personal ambition.  Like a crack in a windshield, many of the events seemed isolated or containable, but spread in ways that threatened the Republic’s foundations.
Section Four: Rumblings of a Revolution

Historians have looked to 133 BCE as the beginning of a new phase of politics that would eventually lead to the collapse of the Republic.  Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus had chosen to eschew the normal career path of a nobleman of his pedigree and run for the office of one of the ten tribunes, the annually elected representatives of the people. He introduced legislation in the Popular Assembly to double the amount of land allowed for personal possession, and redistribute the remainder to alleviate the shortage for the dispossessed.  Plebiscites were rarely passed, as such legislation was by protocol approved first by the Senate and then by all ten tribunes.  As the wealthy landowners of the Senate had no intention of approving such legislation Tiberius, in a bold move, bypassed the senate and had the dissenting tribune impeached.  Concerned that the law would die after his term of office ended, Tiberius decided to run for a second consecutive term in a rare gambit that bucked centuries of tradition.  The Senate arranged to have him killed, the first time that a tribune was murdered for politics.

Ten years later his brother Gaius Sempronius Gracchus continued Tiberius’ tradition of popular land bills.  He also proposed that Italians also be given more rights and that overseas colonies be founded to give more Romans the chance for land, actions which the Senate feared would give Gaius an overwhelming number of happy voters.  It passed a Senatus Consultum Ultimum, the “Ultimate Decree”, giving the Senate the right to take any action necessary to safeguard the safety of the state.  The Senate then used this right to have Gaius killed.
Their opponents called them populares, referring to the effective weapon they wielded, the opinions of the people - vulgus mobile, the ‘common in movement’ or ‘mob’.  On the other hand the optimates, the “best” people, acted according to perceived aristocratic rights and tradition.   Optimates believed that Roman government existed for the needs of the nobility.  Populares operated on the principle that government acted on the wishes of the people, through the assemblies and magistrates.


Were the Gracchi brothers political demagogues, using the crowds to achieve their own personal glory or were they social revolutionaries attempting to reinstate balance in Roman society?  Even Roman writers disagreed.   Note the differences in the Roman accounts of Tiberius’ death:
_____________________________________________________________________________
Under these conditions the senate came together at the Temple of Fides [Faith]. It is astounding to me that they never thought of electing a dictator in this crisis, though they had often been defended by the rule of an absolute magistrate amid such periods of danger. Though this expedient had been found very serviceable in ancient times, few thought of it either then or afterwards. After coming to the decision they arrived at, they marched to the Capitol, the high priest, Cornelius Scipio Nasica, at their head, crying out in a sonorous voice, "Let those who would save the state follow me." He gathered the border of his toga around his head, either to attract a larger crowd to follow him by his peculiar appearance, or to make for himself, as it were, a helmet as a signal for violence to the spectators, or to hide from the gods what he was about to do. When he came to the temple and stepped forward against the adherents of Gracchus, they yielded to the prestige of so eminent a citizen, for they saw the senate behind him. The senators wrenched clubs from the very hands of the followers of Gracchus, or with pieces of torn-up benches or other things that had been brought for the use of the comitia, began mauling them and in hot pursuit, drove them over the precipice. In the riot many followers of Gracchus were killed and Gracchus himself, being seized near the temple, was slain at the door near the statues of the kings. All the corpses were thrown into the Tiber at night. 

Thus died on the Capitol and while still tribune, Tiberius Gracchus, the son of the Gracchus who was twice consul and of Cornelia, the daughter of the Scipio that conquered Carthage. He lost his life because he followed up an excellent plan in too lawless a way. This awful occurrence, the first of the kind that took place in the public assembly, was never long without a new parallel thereafter. On the matter of the killing of Gracchus, the city was divided between grief and joy. Some sorrowed for themselves and him and bewailed the existing state of affairs, believing that the republic no longer existed, but had been usurped by coercion and violence. Others congratulated themselves that everything had turned out just as they wanted it to… (Appian, The Civil Wars, 1:1-3)

…Flavius Flaccus, a senator… got to him, and informed him that the rich men, in a sitting of the senate, seeing they could not prevail upon the consul to espouse their quarrel, had come to a final determination amongst themselves that he should be assassinated, and to that purpose had a great number of their friends and servants ready armed to accomplish it. Tiberius no sooner communicated this confederacy to those about him, but they immediately tucked up their gowns, broke the halberts which the officers used to keep the crowd off into pieces, and distributed them among themselves, resolving to resist the attack with these. Those who stood at a distance wondered, and asked what was the occasion; Tiberius, knowing that they could not hear him at that distance, lifted his hand to his head wishing to intimate the great danger which he apprehended himself to be in. His adversaries, taking notice of that action, ran off at once to the senate-house, and declared that Tiberius desired the people to bestow a crown upon him, as if this were the meaning of his touching his head. This news created general confusion in the senators, and Nasica at once called upon the consul to punish this tyrant, and defend the government. The consul mildly replied, that he would not be the first to do any violence; and as he would not suffer any freeman to be put to death, before sentence had lawfully passed upon him, so neither would he allow any measure to be carried into effect, if by persuasion or compulsion on the part of Tiberius the people had been induced to pass an unlawful vote. But Nasica, rising from his seat, "Since the consul," said he, "regards not the safety of the commonwealth, let every one who will defend the laws, follow me." He then, casting the skirt of his gown over his head, hastened to the capitol; those who bore him company, wrapped their gowns also about their arms, and forced their way after him… The attendants they brought with them had furnished themselves with clubs and staves from their houses, and they themselves picked up the feet and other fragments of stools and chairs, which were broken by the hasty flight of the common people. Thus armed, they made towards Tiberius, knocking down those whom they found in front of him, and those were soon wholly dispersed and many of them slain… 

This, we are told, was the first sedition amongst the Romans, since the abrogation of kingly government, that ended in the effusion of blood. All former quarrels which were neither small nor about trivial matters, were always amicably composed, by mutual concessions on either side, the senate yielding for fear of the commons, and the commons out of respect to the senate. (Plutarch, Life of Tiberius Gracchus, 18-20)

The Question:  On what do these accounts agree or differ? How do these differences relate to an optimates or populares viewpoint ?

______________________________________________________________________________
Appian presents the optimates version of the Senate taking up arms to clear away a man who would be king.  Plutarch, on the other hand, paints a picture of reactionaries who murdered a man of the people.  All Romans agreed that the events marked change, but whether for good or bad was up to the viewer.
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[Picture 6.3: Tiberius (left) and Gaius Gracchus, ca. second century BCE. Latinteacher.com]
The Question:  What does the sculptor of this dual portrait of the Gracchi wish to have us believe about them?
Altruistic or not, the populares approach propelled ambitious and colorful politicians like Marius (157-86 BCE), who would hold the consulship six times, despite coming from a recently enfranchised family with no previous Roman offices.  As such he was known as a novus homo, or New Man.  Military crises in both Africa and Europe aided his ability to gain power repeatedly, as well as popular support and a record of reforming the army to meet imperial needs.  Marius’ Mules, as his soldiers were called, were stubbornly loyal to the man who ensured their fortunes and status, not to the state that commissioned him. The Senate could not oppose the wave of popular support or the veiled threats by armed men.  This was proven by Marius’ former lieutenant and rival Sulla (138-78 BCE), who occupied the capital with Roman troops when Marian supporters threatened to take away his command in Asia.  On his return Sulla assumed the title of dictator (“one who speaks”), in keeping with an old Roman tradition that allowed the Senate to suspend elected offices at times of emergency and appoint a temporary leader.  By the time he stepped down, Sulla’s reactionary reversion of the Roman state amounted to thousands of executions and a rollback of all reforms since the time of the Gracchi.  In so doing he demonstrated that anyone with a military force more loyal to the general than to the Republic could shape the state in any way he liked.


Sulla also ignored the ambitions of his own popular lieutenant Pompey and the wealthy Licinius Crassus, a ruthless senator seeking more political control and military respect.  Also on the rise was Marcus Tullius Cicero, a New Man whose brilliance in oratory had helped him prosecute the enigmatic and radical populares patrician Lucius Sergius Catilina, who may have tried to take over Rome in 63/2 in a vague plot that involved giving more power to the people.  By 59 Pompey had successfully concluded his own campaigns in Asia, and needed senatorial ratification to grant land to his many veterans.  Crassus wanted a command against the Parthians, the powerful kingdom that currently controlled what had been the Persian Empire.  The Senate delayed, knowing such grants would only enhance the power of men already too dangerous.
Julius Caesar

Finally, there was Marius’ nephew Gaius Julius Caesar (100-44 BCE).  An impoverished patrician who had made a name for himself militarily, by 59 Caesar had earned the right to a Triumph parade through Rome - the ultimate honor in a military career - as well as candidacy for a consulship.  However an office seeker had to be present in the city and demonstrate he was neither corrupt nor impure.  He wore an all-white toga – toga candida (from which we get the word candidate), exactly the opposite of the reds and purples worn in a Triumph.  The Senate forced Caesar to pick between honors.  When he chose candidacy, the Senate tried to bar his goal of taking up a post-consular governorship and command in Gallia Narbonensis (roughly the region of south France) after his year of service.  This was one insult too many to Caesar’s dignity.  In a political alliance we call the First Triumvirate (Latin ‘three men’) he threw in with Pompey and Crassus, who used their influence to gain Caesar a consulship and subsequent governorship.  He then used his authority to push ratification of Pompey’s land bill and Crassus’ command, sealing the deal by marrying his daughter Julia to Pompey.


The association fell apart over the next decade as Crassus lost three legions – and his life - in Parthia, and Pompey became increasingly conservative after Julia’s early death.  While Caesar used his governorship to launch campaigns into ‘Long-Haired’ Gaul and Britain, partisans of Caesar and Pompey tore Rome apart with mob riots and physical destruction. The Senate ordered Caesar back to Rome to answer for his activities.  Faced with the choice of certain prosecution in Rome or being branded an outlaw, he decided instead in 49 to cross the Rubicon River, Italy’s ceremonial boundary, with his extraordinarily loyal troops, an act of war.  He secured Rome and Italy and defeated the Senatorial forces which had fled to Greece.  Pompey escaped to Egypt, but the teenaged pharaoh of Egypt, Ptolemy XII, had the refugee killed even before he reached land, hoping to curry favor with Caesar.  Although Caesar was praised – and criticized – in sources for his tendency to pardon his enemies, we do not know how he would have dealt with his former son-in-law.  Certainly he could not allow a foreign king to kill a Roman national.  Aided by the Pharaoh’s spirited and talented older sister, Cleopatra, he defeated Ptolemy.  The newly crowned Cleopatra VII became Caesar’s lover.


Caesar now stood as dictator of Rome, where the people revered him for the largesse he threw their way.  However, Caesar was rarely in Rome and too conspicuously non-Republican in powers.  Two recent analyses of Caesar ask what motivated the violent senatorial reaction in March 44:
______________________________________________________________________________
The conspirators spoke of liberty, and believed that this could only be restored by removing Caesar. Most, perhaps all, felt that they were acting for the good of the entire Republic. With Caesar dead the normal institutions of the State ought to function properly again and Rome could be guided by the Senate and freely elected magistrates. To show that this was their sole aim they decided that they would kill the dictator but no one else…  Yet although these men believed that they were doing what was right for the Republic, they would not have been Roman aristocrats if they did not also crave the fame and glory that they felt would be attached to such a deed. It should also be noted that the conspirators, especially the most distinguished of them… were bound to do very well politically if the venture succeeded. They were men likely to be foremost amongst those senators who would guide the restored Republic… Liberty and the cry of a return to the Republic also meant a return to the dominance of few well-established families, and the opportunity to bribe the electorate and make fortunes by exploiting the inhabitants of the provinces… The Republic that the conspirators believed in was one that maintained the privilege of the senatorial elite. Faith in the system was no longer so deeply entrenched amongst the rest of society as they supposed…

…The overweaning ambition of so many of the famous figures in the Late Republic is obvious, but it is all too easy to forget the nervous climate in which they lived and struggled for power. Each success made it harder for a man to turn back and the only real safety lay in more successes. Caesar has gone down in history as the man who crossed the Rubicon, plunging the Roman world into chaos in a gamble whereby he would either win or lose all. It is a mistake to see him as all that different from his opponents or most of the other prominent Romans of the first century BC… Young aristocrats were raised to aspire to virtus, an important part of which was the absolute resolution never to give in even in the face of defeat... In the age of civil wars it made sure that these internal conflicts were waged with relentless ruthlessness. Once the struggle began the men on both sides knew that they must win or die… 

Caesar was determined to rise to the top… At times he was utterly ruthless, although this was far more marked in Gaul than in the Civil War. He seems to have had few scruples and was coldly pragmatic in his willingness to order atrocities. Yet he was never wantonly cruel and used victory for a wider good as well as his own. Ultimately we return to the essential ambiguity of Caesar and his career with which we began. He was an exceptionally talented individual, but he was also a product of his age. (Adrian Goldsworthy, Caesar : Life of a Colossus. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006. pp 504-5, 514-6

The Question:  In the eyes of certain elites, what danger did Caesar pose to the accepted Senatorial traditions of the Republic?
_____________________________________________________________________________
Goldsworthy points out that the nobility felt stifled in a society where political ambition was an accepted virtue.  Caesar had shown no signs of stepping down, and began to wear purple and a gold wreath at state occasions.  There were rumors he intended to become king, a dirty word in Roman politics since the days of the Etruscans, although he publicly refused the crown more than once.  Finally, on the Ides (a term for “mid-month”) of March 44 BCE a cadre of elites approached Caesar at a Senate meeting, and stabbed at him in a frenzy.  Caesar supposedly lost heart when he saw his good friend Lucius Junius Brutus among the assassins, and died at the foot of a statue of Pompey, the donor of the building.


Shotter suggests the writing was on the wall with the suicide in 46 of the stern conservative Marcus Cato, sometimes called ‘the last Republican’.

______________________________________________________________________________
…Republicanism and Caesarism were polarised, however, by the suicide…. His death, that of a martyr for the republican cause, pricked the conscience of many who had tried to work with Caesar… From this point on, Caesar’s assassination was inevitable. 

What, then, were the aims of the conspirators against Caesar? It is clear that Caesar was the victim of a campaign of disinformation: despite the allegations, there is no serious evidence that Caesar wished to elevate himself to the level of divinity. His behaviour in this regard did not go beyond the normal practice of Roman commanders, who tolerated adulation in the east, where it was a natural feature of political life to treat leaders as gods…

Few amongst the nobility, probably, doubted the essential decency of Caesar; to Gaius Cassius, he was clemens dominus— a generous patron, but a dominus (master) none the less. Caesar, in other words, partly because of his personality and partly perhaps because of the circumstances of his coming to power, could not provide a form of government acceptable to the optimates. As one of Caesar’s non-political friends was later to write in a letter to Cicero, ‘for all his genius, Caesar could not find a way out’. 

Yet, to understand the aftermath, we have to bear in mind that the libertas for which Brutus and Cassius struck Caesar down on the Ides (15th) of March 44 BC meant very little to the mass of the population. The people, the armies, the equestrians and even some senators were coming to experience that sense of dependence upon the factional and national leader (princeps) that was to be a feature of the Augustan principate. When Cicero talked of Brutus, Cassius and the conspirators being protected by the devoted loyalty of all Italy, he showed his failure to grasp the real pulse of the respublica. However, his own realisation that the problem was greater than simply the removal of the tyrant is soon seen as Marcus Antonius, consul in 44 BC, asserted the continuing control of the Caesarian faction after the assassination; the broadly based appeal of Antonius was, for most, a more intelligible approach than the arcane traditions to which the likes of Brutus and Cassius appealed. Yet Cicero’s rather tasteless comment, that ‘the banquet of the Ides of March was short by one course’ (that is, Marcus Antonius), shows that he was as far away as ever from understanding the realities of politics, and the respublica remained in deep trouble. (David Shotter, Fall of the Roman Republic, Florence, KY: Routledge, 1994. pp. 95-6, 97-8)

The Question: How does the assassination of Caesar demonstrate the divide between elites and the people in the late Republic?

______________________________________________________________________________
The assassins proudly proclaimed the restoration of the Republic, but they had misjudged the public reaction.  Caesar’s lieutenant Marcus Antonius addressed the crowd, who rioted and tore apart the Forum to make Caesar a funeral pyre.  He was proclaimed a god even before the smoke hit the heavens. 
Conclusion

The Republic was for all intents and purpose dead with the dictatorship of Julius Caesar.  It had been dying since the Third Punic War, which caused political and social stressors beyond the ability of a parochial system designed to govern a state no bigger than Delaware.  It was shaken apart by the powerful men who found ways to jimmy the system for their own needs, apparent by the mid-second century but really extending back to the Scipios.  The generals of the first century used the people and the armies to promote big-ticket enterprises, but many of them lived dangerous lives, garnering enemies and risking the loss of everything if found on the wrong side of what had become a civil war from Marius on.  The next player, Caesar’s adopted son Octavian, may have been young, but he learned fast in the viper pit of Roman politics what one needed to survive, and he played the game well.

In returning to the original questions of this chapter, Rome’s success was indeed governed by a system that relied on participation by both elites and people, although there was never any question that the government was run by and for an elite agenda.  As expansion increased wealth, political opportunity and social inequalities, individual elites attempted to gain power, either through the conservative avenues of senatorial support and deliberation or through the manipulation of popular will and anger.  The Romans themselves marked these changes. They lamented the loss of the simple rustic morality (actual or not) that the traditions ascribed to the founders and early leaders of Rome.  The historians marked episodes like the Punic Wars, the Gracchi and the dynasts beginning with Sulla and certainly not ending with Caesar.  However, despite the changes, the people were in general happy to back leaders who promised them the rewards that ‘being Roman’ entailed.
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