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After Octavian’s forces defeated those of Antony at the battle of Actium in 31 BC, no opponents could stand up to him. The century of corruptness had exhausted the Mediterranean world, which longed for order. Octavian recognized that only a strong monarchy could rescue Rome from civil war and anarchy. But learning from Caesar’s assassination, he also knew that republican ideals were far from dead. Octavian demonstrated his political genius by reconciling his military monarchy with republican institutions: he held absolute power without abruptly breaking with a republican past. The Senate administered certain provinces, retained its treasury, and was invited to advise Octavian. With some truth, he could claim that he ruled in partnership with the Senate. By maintaining the facade of the Republic, Octavian camouflaged his absolute power and contained senatorial opposition, which had already been weakened by the deaths of leading nobles in battle or in the purges that Octavian had instituted against his enemies. Moreover, Octavian’s control over the armed forces made resistance futile. In 27 BC, Octavian offered to surrender his power, knowing that the Senate would demand he continue to lead the state. By this act, he could claim to be a legitimate constitutional ruler, not one of the lawless despotism so hateful to the Roman mentality. He refused to be called king or dictator, instead, he cleverly disguised his autocratic rule by taking the title of princeps (first citizen). The Senate also conferred upon him the name of Augustus. The reign of Augustus signified the end of the Roman Republic and the beginning of the Roman Empire, from oligarchy to monarchy. Under Augustus, who ruled from 27 BC to 14 AD, the power of the ruler was disguised; in ensuing generations, however, emperors would wield absolute power openly. As Rome became more autocratic and centralized, it took on the appearance of an oriental monarchy. Augustus introduced the practice of emperor worship. The imperial cult, with its ceremonies, processions, temples, and statues, strengthened the bonds of loyalty that tied subjects to the emperor. By the 3rd century, Italians viewed the living emperor as a god-king. Despite his introduction of self-rule, Augustus was not a tyrant, but a creative statesman. He regarded his power as a public trust delegated to him by the Roman people. He was faithful to the classical ideal that the state should promote that good life by protecting civilization from barbarism and ignorance, and he sought to rescue a dying Roman world. To prevent more civil wars, Augustus reformed the army. He maintained the loyalty of his soldiers by promising retirement benefits. By organizing a professional standing army made up mostly of volunteers, who generally served for 25 years, Augustus was assured of a well-trained and loyal fore capable of maintaining internal order, extending Roman territory and securing the frontier. In Rome, Augustus built aqueducts, beautified the city, created a fire brigade, and organized a police force. He improved the distribution of free grain to the impoverished proletariat and financed the popular gladiatorial combats out of his own funds. He had the roads repaired, and fostered public works. He arranged for the Italians to play a more important role in the administration of the Empire. By ending the civil wars, and the corruption, Augustus earned the gratitude of the provincials. An imperial bureaucracy, which enabled talented and dedicated men to serve the state, gradually evolved. In addition, Augustus continued the sensible practice of not interfering with customs or traditions of the provinces. During his 40 year reign, Rome overcame the chaos of the revolution.


