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The origin of the Etruscans remains a mystery, although scholars believe that they came from Asia Minor and settled in north-central Italy. From them, Romans acquired architectural styles and skills in road construction, sanitation, hydraulic engineering, metallurgy, ceramics, and portrait sculpture. Symbols of authority and rule were also borrowed from the Etruscans. The Etruscans had expanded their territory in Italy and they controlled Rome, but the failure of their polais to establish a federal union with a centralized government led to their defeat by the Celts, Greeks, and finally Romans. Rome became a republic at the end of the 6th century BC. Rome’s republic was much like Greece’s, moving from religion to rational thought. The impetus for the growth of the Roman constitution came from a conflict between the patricians and the commoners (plebians). At the beginning of the 5th century BC, the patrician dominated government consisted of two elected executives, called consuls, the Centuriate Assembly, and the Senate. The political war between the patricians and the plebians was much like the one in Greece, however, the plebians knew that the patricians needed them to fight in the army, and with the threat of seceding from Rome, they slowly gained legal equality. As a result of plebian pressure, in about 450 BC, the first Roman code of laws war written. Called the Twelve Tables, the code gave plebians some degree of protection against unfair and oppressive patrician officials. In 287 BC, a date generally recognized as the termination of the plebian-patrician struggle, the Tribal Assembly acquired the power to make laws for all citizens without Senate approval. By using bribes, the ruling oligarchy of patricians and wealthy plebians maintained control over the Assembly, and the Senate remained a bastion of aristocratic power. Thus, from beginning to end, an upper class always governed the Roman Republic. In Greek cities, tyrants had succeeded in breaking aristocratic dominance. But in the Roman Republic, the nobility maintained its tight grip on the reins of power until the civil wars of the 1st century BC. The Romans, unlike the Greeks, were distinguished by practicality and common sense. But in contrast to the domestic strife in Greek cities, Rome’s class conflict did not end in civil war. Fear of foreign powers prevented that. At the time of the class struggle, Rome was also engaged in the extension of its power over the Italian peninsula. Without civic harmony and stability, Rome could not have achieved expansion. 


