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In 146 BC, the Roman empire had conquered the Mediterranean world. After that year, Rome’s principle interests were inward, by adjusting city-state institutions to the demands of empire and overcoming critical social and political problems at home. The Republic was unequal to either challenge. Instead of developing a professional civil service to administer the conquered lands, Roman leaders attempted to govern an empire with city-state institutions, which had evolved for a different purpose. The established Roman administration proved unable to govern the empire. In addition, the Republic showed little concern for the welfare of its subjects. During Rome’s march to empire, all its classes demonstrated a magnificent civic spirit in fighting foreign wars. With no foreign threats, this cooperation deteriorated. Internal dissension tore Rome apart as the drive for domination formerly directed against foreign enemies turned inward against fellow Romans. Civil war replaced foreign war. Rivalry for status and a frenzied pursuit of wealth overrode civic patriotism. In this time of agony, both great and self-seeking individuals emerged. Some struggled to restore the social harmony and political unity. Others attacked the authority of the Senate to gain personal power. The Senate, which had previously exercised leadership creatively and responsibly, degenerated into a self-serving oligarchy, which resisted reform and fought to preserve its power and privilege. Nothing could rejuvenate the Republic. Eventually it collapsed. Underlying many horrible conditions was the breakdown of social harmony and the deterioration of civic patriotism. The Republic had conquered an empire only to see the character of its citizens decay. During Rome’s long war with Hannibal, each side destroyed farms and land. With many Roman soldier-farmers in the army, fields lay neglected. Returning veterans lacked the money to restore their land. They were forced to sell their farms. Another factor that helped to squeeze out the small farm owners was the importation of hundreds of slaves to work on large plantations. Farmers who had formerly increased meager incomes by working on large estates were no longer needed. Farmers gave up their lands and went to Rome, seeking work. Congregated in rundown, crime-ridden slums, and chronically unemployed, the urban poor faced a daily struggle for survival. The once sturdy and independent Roman farmer was becoming part of a vast underclass. In 133 BC, Tiberius Gracchus was elected tribune. Distressed by the injustice done to the peasantry, Tiberius made himself the spokesman for land reform. He proposed a simple solution for the problem of the peasants, barring any Roman from using more than 312 acres of the state-owned land obtained in the process of uniting Italy. By reenacting this law, Tiberius hoped to free land for distribution to landless citizens. Rome’s leading families viewed Tiberius as a revolutionary threatening their property and authority. They thought that he would undermine the Senate in favor of the Assembly, which represented the commoners. When Tiberius sought reelection as a tribune, a violation of constitutional tradition, the senators were convinced that he was a rabble-rouser who aimed to destroy the republican constitution and become a one-man ruler. To preserve the status quo, senatorial extremists killed Tiberius and some 300 of his followers. The cause of land reform was next taken up by his younger brother, Gaius, who was elected tribune in 123 BC. Gaius increased his following by favoring the new class of plebeian businessmen, and by promising full citizenship to all Italians. He aided the poor by reintroducing his brother’s plan, and by enabling them to buy grain from the state at less than ½ the market price. But like his brother, he angered the Senate. A brief civil war raged in Rome, during which Gaius and some 3000 of his followers died. By killing the Gracchi, the Senate had substituted violence for reason and made murder a means of coping with troublesome opposition. Though the Senate considered itself the guardian of republican liberty, in reality it was expressing the determination of a few hundred families to retain their control over the state. It is a classic example of a once-creative authority clinging tenaciously to power long after it had ceased to govern effectively. The Senate that had led Rome to world leadership had become a self-seeking, unimaginative, entrenched oligarchy, which was leading the Republic and the empire into disaster. Roman politics in the century after the Gracchi was bedeviled by intrigues, rivalries, personal ambition, and violence. Political adventures exploited the issue of cheap grain and free land in order to benefit their careers. These later champions of social reform were unscrupulous demagogues. These demagogues assessing powers formidable enough to challenge the Senate, and yet not too difficult to obtain, since ten tribunes were elected each year. By riding a wave of popular enthusiasm, these political adventurers hoped to sweep aside the Senate and concentrate power in their own hands. The poor, denied land and employment, were ready to back whoever made the most glittering promises. The Senate behaved like a decadent oligarchy, and the Tribal Assembly, which had become the voice of the urban mob, demonstrated a weakness for demagogues, an openness to bribery, and an abundance of deceit and incompetence. The Roman Republic had passed the peak of its greatness. 


