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Marius became consul in 107 BC and adopted a military policy that eventually contributed to the wrecking of the Republic. Short of troops for a campaign in North Africa, Marius disposed of the traditional property requirement for entrance into the army that kept it so small and filled his legions with volunteers from the poor. These new soldiers, disillusioned with Rome, served only because Marius held out the promised of loot. In effect, they were Marius’s clients. Their loyalty was not to Rome but to Marius, and they remained loyal as long as he kept his promises. Marius set an example that other commanders followed. They saw that a general could use his army to advance his political career, that by retaining the confidence of his soldiers he could cow the Senate and dictate Roman policy. The army became a private possession of generals. Seeing its authority undermined by the generals, the Senate was forced to seek army commanders who would champion the cause of Senatorial rule. In time, Rome would be engulfed in civil war because of these ambitious generals. When Rome’s Italian allies pressed for citizenship, the Senate refused to make concessions. The Senate’s shortsightedness plunged Italy into a terrible war known as the Social war. As it ravaged the peninsula, the Romans reversed their policy. The unnecessary rebellion petered out. While Rome was fighting Italy, the king of Pontus in northern Asian Minor (Mithridates) invaded the Roman province of Asia. He incited the population to massacre 80,000 Italian residents of the province. He crossed into Greece and occupied Athens and other cities. The Senate entrusted command to Sulla, who had distinguished himself in the Social War. But followers of Marius through intrigue and violence had the order switched to Marius. Sulla refused to accept his loss of command, and proceeded to the first march on Rome. Sulla won the 1st round, but when he left Rome to fight Mithridates, Marius retook the city, and killed Sulla’s supporters for 5 days. Marius died shortly afterward. Sulla returned to Rome and subdued Marius’s supporters and became a cruel dictator of Rome. Sulla marked his opponents for death. Sulla believed that only rule by an oligarchy could protect Rome, so he restored the Senate’s right to veto the Assembly, limited power of the tribunes and the Assembly, and reduced the military authority to provincial governors. He increased the Senate to 600, and retired. The Senate still failed to wield authority effectively. The Republic was still menaced by military commanders. In 60 BC, a triumvirate consisting of Julius Caesar, a politician, Pompey, a general, and Crassus, a wealthy banker, conspired to take over Rome. The ablest of the three was Caesar. Caesar gained command of the legions in Gaul, and began conquering the future France. The successful Gallic campaigns and the invasion of Britain revealed Caesar’s exceptional talent for generalship. His victories alarmed the Senate which thought he would use his power to seize control of the state. The triumvirate had fallen apart. Crassus had died in a foolish campaign against the Parthians in the east. The bonds between Caesar and Pompey consisted of Pompey’s marriage to Caesar’s daughter. After her death, Caesar and Pompey (who was jealous of Caesar’s power) grew apart. Pompey grew closer to the Senate. Supported by Pompey, the Senate ordered Caesar to relinquish his command. He realized that without his troops he would be defenseless, and decided to march on Rome. The Senate acknowledged Caesar’s victory and appointed him to be dictator for 10 years. His reforms were designed to create order out of chaos. He realized that republican institutions were just destroying Rome. He lowered taxes, made the governors responsible to him, restrained businessmen from draining the provinces’ worth, and extended citizenship generously. He gave the poor land and reorganized town governments in Italy, reformed the courts, and planned to codify the law. In 44 BC, Rome’s ruling class, jealous of Caesar’s success, became alarmed when his temporary dictatorship became a lifelong office. The oligarchy saw this as the end of oligarchy and the beginning of a Hellenistic type monarchy. On March 15th, assassinated Caesar. The group included the general and orator Marcus Junius Brutus. The assassination of Caesar did not restore the Republic’s authority, but instead plunged Rome into civil war. Two of Caesar’s trusted lieutenants, Mark Antony and Lepidus joined with Octavian, Caesar’s adopted son, and defeated the armies of two conspirators in the plot against Caesar. After Lepidus was forced into political obscurity, Antony and Octavian fought each other, with control of Rome as the prize. In 31 BC, at the naval battle of Actium in western Greece, Octavian crushed the forces of Antony and his wife, Egypt’s Queen Cleopatra, who had earlier borne Caesar’s son. Octavian emerged as the master of Rome, and four years later, became the 1st Roman emperor. The Roman Republic had finally perished. The Roman Republic, which had amassed power to a degree hitherto unknown in the ancient world, was wrecked by internal weaknesses: the personal ambition of power seekers; the transformation of a self-reliant peasantry into an impoverished and demoralized city rabble; and the deterioration of the ancient virtues that had been the source of the state’s vitality. In the ensuing century of turmoil, the apparatus of city-state government failed to function effectively. Thus, the high point of Roman rule was not achieved under the Republic. The city-state constitution of the Republic was too limited to govern an immense empire. Rome first had to surpass the narrow framework of city-state government before it could unite the Mediterranean world in peace and law. The genius of Augustus (Octavian), the 1st emperor, made this development possible. 


