
  
    [image: Ancient Rome: Europe in History]
  


  
    
      ANCIENT ROME: EUROPE IN HISTORY

      PART TWO

    

    
      
        HUI WANG

      

    

  


  
    
      © 2026, Hui Wang

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or used in any form or by any means, including printing, electronic, recording, or any other methods, without prior written permission from the copyright holder.

      This book is an original work, and any use or reference must include proper credit.

      First Published: 2026

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Ancient Rome: Europe in History, PART TWO, is the book I wish I'd had when I first tried to make sense of Rome’s long slide from republic to empire. I start with Gaius Marius — the reformer whose changes to recruitment and the structure of the legions quietly altered the balance of power in Rome — and then press on to the hard question of why the Republic broke down at all.

      From there, Sulla steps onto the stage, a living example of how violence and the pursuit of personal power became routine tools of Roman politics long before Caesar ever crossed the Rubicon. As the story unfolds I lead you into the world of Pompey and Crassus and a Senate that clung to the illusion of control even as it was losing its grip.

      The First Triumvirate — Caesar, Pompey, and Crassus — looks formidable from the outside, but it is built on rivalry, mutual suspicion, and fragile convenience. That tension ultimately explodes into open civil war between Julius Caesar and Pompey, culminating in Caesar’s victory and the effective end of the old Republic. His assassination closes one chapter of Roman history, but it precipitates a far darker and more chaotic one.

      The next act belongs to the Second Triumvirate — the brutal rivalry that boiled down to Octavian and Mark Antony. I follow how Octavian outmaneuvered every rival, co-opted institutions and loyalties, and built an imperial machine step by patient step — all while refusing the title of king. He styled himself Princeps and, when he accepted the honorific Augustus in 27 BC, transformed the republic’s forms into a working mask for a new, hidden monarchy.

      Under Augustus, Rome learned to live with that disguise: dynastic maneuvering, emperors who ruled from behind the language of the old republic, and an official reverence that could slide into emperor-worship. From there, the story moves through the empire’s high water and its long, slow erosion. I examine the rise of the imperial cult and the long calm under the Five Good Emperors (Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, Antoninus Pius, Marcus Aurelius), then the sharp turn under Caracalla and into the era of the barracks emperors — the soldier-kings who made the purple a prize seized by the army. Stability gave way to military politics, short reigns, and an empire always on edge.

      The final chapters follow Rome through its last great experiments. Diocletian’s Tetrarchy — a divided rule of two Augusti and two Caesars — was a desperate bid to save the empire with rigid structure, sweeping administrative and fiscal reforms, and an iron discipline meant to end the chaos of the third-century crisis. Constantine reshaped the map again: he re-founded Byzantium as Constantinople in 330 and, with the 313 Edict of Milan (issued alongside Licinius), put Christianity on a new footing by legalizing it and ending imperial persecution. That shift set Christianity on a path to imperial favor — though it would only become the empire’s official religion later, under Theodosius. I close by confronting the biggest question of all: why did the Western Roman Empire collapse while the East endured?
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            MARIUS AND THE ARMY THAT CHANGED ROME

          

        

      

    

    
      The Gracchi brothers’ reforms mark a pivotal turning point in Roman history. The familiar story runs like this: while Roman soldiers bled on distant battlefields, men back home in the senatorial class quietly swallowed up the land. “The rich’ fields stretch everywhere; the poor have nowhere to stand,” the old complaint goes, and class antagonism steadily deepened. That traditional picture, however, is losing some of its monopoly on the narrative. Two strands of skepticism, in my view, are especially persuasive.

      The first strand is empirical: the numbers simply do not line up with the simple tale of wholesale dispossession. By some counts, in the generation before Tiberius Gracchus launched his agrarian law, the proportion of adult males owning land within Roman territory fell only by a few percentage points (some estimates put it under three percent). During the brothers’ years of influence the stock of landowning citizens shows little net increase — indeed, the most noticeable rise appears after Tiberius’s death, not while he was in office; and when Gaius later rose to prominence the upward trend slackened again. Those patterns are hard to reconcile with the notion that the Gracchi simply redistributed vast tracts of land back to the yeomanry, enabling ex-soldiers to swap the sword for the plough. One plausible alternative reading of the data is that redistribution, where it occurred, owed as much to senatorial initiatives, colonial schemes, or other administrative actions as it did to the tribunes’ laws. If the countryside had been fully set right by land reform, it would indeed be difficult to explain why Gaius Gracchus felt compelled to introduce subsidized grain for Rome’s urban plebeians.

      In suppressing the Gracchi, the Senate resorted to a sort of "fight fire with fire": instead of simply crushing popular reform and hoping the problem would vanish, it stepped up its courting of the plebeian masses. It kept the grain dole in place and, crucially, relaxed restrictions on the transferability of allotted plots so that commoners who abandoned their land could convert those allotments into cash. Appian, in his Roman History, reads the decree as effectively greasing the wheels for the rich to take over the poor's holdings—but that reading, while plausible, is not the only way to interpret the evidence.

      Once the Gracchi were dead and their movement broken, one might expect the Senate to drive people back to the land and undo the concessions. Yet it did not. Mommsen (in his History of Rome) famously wondered why the Senate continued to "so absurdly court the people." The complaint captures the puzzlement, but the Senate’s behavior was not absurd when viewed as cold political calculation: so long as its privileges remained intact, and so long as it could buy public acquiescence with a free loaf and a free ticket to the games—provided the overall cost stayed under control—this was a remarkably advantageous bargain. Two factors disturbed the senators’ design: one of them foreseen, the other not.

      Let us first consider the unexpected. From about 113 BCE the Cimbri and Teutones—those great northern hordes lumped together in Roman eyes as “the Germans”—began to pour across the frontiers in waves. The commanders the Senate named to meet them fared disastrously. The disaster at Arausio in 105 BCE was apocalyptic by Roman standards: contemporary accounts record losses reported as over 80,000 men, a calamity that even drew comparisons with the slaughter at Cannae. In the panic that followed, the popular assembly broke with precedent. They turned to one man: Gaius Marius, who had first held the consulship in 107 BCE, and in the emergency was returned to office for five consecutive years (the string of consulships beginning in 104 BCE).

      Marius came from modest origins and knew little of the old political rituals and insider networks. On campaign, however, he proved remarkable. Sent south to deal with the Jugurthine War, he brought Jugurtha of Numidia to Rome alive—but the capture owed much to the daring diplomacy of his subordinate Sulla, who negotiated Jugurtha’s betrayal by King Bocchus. Sent north to face the migrating tribes, Marius struck decisively: in 102 BCE he destroyed the Teutones at Aquae Sextiae, and in 101 BCE, alongside Catulus, he annihilated the Cimbri at Vercellae, finally breaking the immediate Germanic threat to Italy’s borders.

      From humble roots he had risen to a place of extraordinary fame; he even married into the Julian house—taking Julia, an aunt of Julius Caesar—thus linking himself to a family that, though no longer at its ancient peak, had once been among Rome’s most venerable houses. Marius believed he had entered Rome’s top society. The senators disagreed. They made little effort to conceal their scorn; to them he remained an upstart. Deeply stung, Marius turned to the people, aligning himself with the plebeian cause and adopting the tactics—both political and popular—associated with the Gracchi.

      The Senate had ways to deal with the Gracchi, but it could not handle Marius. Why was this? The reason is straightforward: Marius commanded the army. His victories over the Cimbri and Teutones — the large northern tribes that threatened Italy — depended on a decisive change in recruitment, a shift that turned Rome’s old, property-based militia into something more like a volunteer, professional force. That meant doing away with the property qualifications that had once kept many men out of the ranks, so that any man willing to fight could enlist. Under the old system, a soldier needed a minimum holding of land. Roman citizens were enrolled in thirty-five tribes — thirty-one rural and four urban — and one’s tribal registration tied into the machinery of military obligation and civic life. In short, military service and landownership were closely bound together. Even so, and despite this apparently neat system, the problem of properly settling veterans and restoring them to rural life remained painfully unresolved.

      Once recruitment opened and service became a route for the landless, that tie was effectively broken. Suddenly, the ranks filled with landless drifters who clustered in the city, and with landed men who preferred stirring trouble to tilling soil — the rough, eager recruits who would come to form Marius’s core legions. Contemporaries derided some of these men as “Marius’s mules” (a mocking epithet), and they were in many respects unlike the earlier citizen-soldiers. They no longer regarded a family farm as their anchor; the barracks and the army became their long-term home, and war became a profession. For many, a chief motive for enlistment was the lure of pay and the spoils of war rather than the defense of a parcel of land.

      To some extent, instead of reducing Marius's military reform to a simple shift from a citizen militia to a volunteer professional force, it is more accurate—and darker—to say he unwittingly helped turn soldiers who once felt a civic duty into what might best be called "bandit‑soldiers": men ready to use any means for personal gain. After the reforms, loyalties among the ranks shifted dramatically. Soldiers no longer put the res publica first; they swore loyalty to the commanders who offered the greatest pay and the surest path to spoils and promotion. Indeed, once Gaius Gracchus began, in the 120s BCE, to supply the urban plebs with subsidized grain, the social and political incentives that encouraged private loyalties were already taking root. That process of erosion—part policy, part social rot—began to gnaw at Rome's foundations from that point on, and many contemporaries and later historians would argue it was never fully remedied in the long sweep of Roman history.

      When those urban poor who depended on grain distributions were swept up by Marius and folded into his legions, the Senate's authority over many civic matters was seriously challenged. Consider a striking example: in 103 BCE a tribune proposed to cut the already subsidized grain price so drastically that it was, for all practical purposes, almost free—reports vary on the precise coinage involved, but the effect was unmistakable. (For scale, a modius is roughly nine liters.) Such a policy inflicted a severe economic blow on the small landowners of Rome's thirty‑one rural tribes, the men who eked out a living from their plots and depended on market prices for their livelihood. According to ancient accounts, when the vote came, Marius—flouting norms, if not always the letter of law—deployed troops and helped drive opponents from the assembly. Faced with that brazen display, the Senate hesitated, and the fragile smallholders beyond the city walls could only stare in helplessness, with little power to push back.

      Just as the Senate groped for a way out, nobody expected that in 100 BCE the city's own urban plebs would touch off a crisis. That year Lucius Appuleius Saturninus—a truculent, demagogic tribune—sought re-election and, to remove obstacles, resorted to a brutal expedient: violence that culminated in the murder of the consul candidate Gaius Memmius, an act long associated with his ally Glaucia and with Saturninus’s followers. The killing detonated into wide-scale riots across Rome, and the city descended into chaos and unrest almost overnight.

      The Senate, alarmed and desperate to restore order, moved swiftly and invoked emergency measures, directing the consul Gaius Marius to bring troops and crush the disturbances. At that decisive hour Marius disappointed many of his former supporters. Rather than defy the Senate or attempt to shield his populist allies, he complied with Rome’s magistrates and raised the standard against the men he had once stood beside. Stripped of plebeian backing, Marius was suddenly discarded by the very crowds that had buoyed his rise; politically he found himself bereft and sidelined.

      Worse yet, the military changes he had championed—the enlistment of the landless, the creation of a professional soldiery and the shifting of personal loyalties toward commanders—had already sown deep and lasting dangers for the Republic. Whether one calls it the transformation of soldiers into instruments of private power or harsher epithets, the long-term consequence was the weakening of Rome’s old civic bond between citizen and state.

      Having laid out these unexpected events, we now turn to another catastrophe many had long feared: the Social War.

      One major reason Rome rose to such dazzling dominance was its knack for bringing the communities of Latium along as partners in its wars. After each victory the spoils were shared—at least at first—and Rome’s eastern campaigns in particular filled the city’s coffers with riches. As these rewards rolled in, the Latin allies reveled in the benefits and the rush of success. Then Rome quietly changed course.

      Rather than hunting for ever more external plunder, it began to turn conquered lands into provinces and to tax them. Much of that revenue was funneled back into Rome—into military pay, public distributions, colonies, and later the grain dole—while the Latin allies saw little of it. That yawning gap in who enjoyed the gains naturally bred anger. Three developments made the resentment worse.

      The first was the episode of Gaius Gracchus. To broaden his support, he pushed reforms that would raise the legal standing of Italy’s communities and give many allies a closer approximation of Roman rights. When the Gracchan movement was crushed, those measures were abandoned and the Senate moved to close off many of the channels by which non‑Romans could gain fuller citizenship. To dangle the promise of rights and then pull it away—nothing fuels rage like that.

      The second wound came during the long, brutal wars with the northern tribes—the Cimbri and Teutones, whom Roman writers often lumped together as “Germans.” Much of the manpower in Marius’s armies came from the Italian socii; full Roman citizens made up a noticeably smaller share. The bitter complaint that emerged captured the feeling perfectly: “When struck and in difficulty, brothers shoulder the burden together; but when it comes to enjoying the fruits and gaining benefits, they leave us aside and don’t take us along.”

      The third point is that, in hindsight, it was rather fortunate that around 100 BCE the Senate managed to push Marius out of the very center of power. Marius’s military reforms loomed over the Senate like the sword of Damocles—always threatening, always making the nobles uneasy. So when, in 91 BCE, the tribune Marcus Livius Drusus of the old nobility drew up a carefully considered package of reforms, it looked at first glance like a balm for the city’s ills.

      Drusus’s program had two obvious sweeteners for the urban poor: he proposed making the grain dole entirely free—abolishing the small charge that had previously been levied—and he planned to distribute the best, most fertile public lands in Campania and Sicily to Rome’s plebeians. Those two measures were the sugar coating on the pill: they would directly help the people, and, perhaps more importantly, by giving some of the city’s poor a stake in the soil they might be pulled away from the crowds and given a place to settle and prosper.

      But Drusus insisted that the land distributions be overseen and controlled by the Senate. He wanted to prevent a repeat of populist demagogues who would pander to the mob and use reform for private gain. He warned that men like the Gracchi might, in the end, only “distribute dust and sunshine” — in other words, offer showy promises with little real substance. So what was the bitter medicine hidden beneath that sweet coating? It had two main elements: first, to take the judicial powers away from the equestrian order and restore them to the Senate, thereby reasserting senatorial control over the courts; and second, to grant Roman citizenship to the Italian allies so that those allies could enjoy the rights and privileges of Roman citizens.

      Why did Drusus push to extend Roman citizenship to Italy’s allies? Two compelling reasons lay behind his drive. First, troops from the Italian allies already made up a substantial share of Rome’s armed forces—often estimated at around two‑thirds. These men fought and bled alongside Roman citizens, yet when victory brought rewards and privileges they were regularly shut out. If that injustice went unaddressed, it risked breeding mutiny within the legions and posed a direct threat to Rome’s control.

      Second, the troops based in Italy had shown troubling signs of breakdown: military discipline was eroding and lawless, predatory behavior was becoming more common, doing serious harm to civil life. In that climate, enfranchising the Italian allies offered a pragmatic counterweight. By folding fresh manpower and new civic elements into the Roman body politic, the reform might improve the army’s overall quality and reputation and help restore public order.

      The proposal won eager support from the Italian allies, who saw in it the promise of concrete benefits and fairer standing within the Roman system. No one expected that, shortly after the plan was announced, Drusus would be murdered at his own doorstep by an unknown assailant.

      News of Marcus Livius Drusus the Younger’s assassination spread with the force of a gale, and the whole of Italy reels in its wake. Anger and grief at his death quickly hardened into open defiance of Roman rule, and under that charged atmosphere a general uprising swept the peninsula—the conflagration historians call the Social War. The fighting was fratricidal and savage; ancient accounts place the toll as high as 300,000, a figure those sources insist upon even if modern scholars treat it with caution. When the smoke of war finally cleared, the momentous result was that the peoples of Italy were, in large measure, brought into the Roman fold as citizens.

      Until then the Senate had relied on a simpler politics: buy the loyalty of the urban plebs with grain distributions and the spectacle of the games—free bread and tickets to the amphitheatre—and through those ministrations preserve its privileges. That arrangement had never promised eternal stability, but it had seemed manageable. The military reforms of Gaius Marius, by opening the legions to the landless and professionalizing Rome’s armies, changed the composition and expectations of Rome’s armed classes; and the aftermath of the Social War—together with the legislation that extended citizenship more broadly across Italy—meant the pool of people who expected Roman largesse had grown enormously. The old system could not simply scale up: the client group that now had to be supported was too large, and the Senate could no longer bear such a heavy burden.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            WHY THE REPUBLIC FELL

          

        

      

    

    
      When Gaius Marius rose to prominence, he set in motion forces that would make the unraveling of the Roman Republic increasingly inevitable. His military reforms, his repeated consulships, and the personal loyalties he cultivated among his troops began to erode long-standing republican norms — from that point on, the question was more about when the republic would break than whether it would.

      To explain why, we must start carefully with the Gracchi brothers.

      On the surface their programs were presented as a simple plan to redistribute public land — the ager publicus — back to landless and smallholding Roman citizens. That much is true. But the reality was more complicated: their proposals did not exist in a vacuum of soil and fences. Tiberius and, later, Gaius were attempting to alter who controlled the wealth that flowed from Rome’s expanding world. Gaius in particular pushed reforms that touched provincial administration, judicial control, and the ways provincial wealth and concessions were collected and managed. It would be too strong to say their “true” objective was to parcel out provincial tax revenues as if that were a single, explicit policy, but it is fair to say their measures aimed to redirect economic power and revenue streams away from entrenched elites and toward the Roman citizenry.

      Seen this way, land redistribution and grain laws were different instruments toward a related end: relieving citizens’ material distress and reshaping the distribution of public resources. It is also important to be precise about taxation: Roman citizens in Italy did not face the same regimented direct tribute that provincial subjects did, so the provinces were indeed the main source of regular public income for Rome. That difference — between revenues drawn from abroad and the relative fiscal freedom of citizens at home — is crucial to why the Gracchi’s economic program became a political earthquake. In short, they transformed what might have remained an economic remedy into a challenge to entrenched political and fiscal arrangements. There are three main reasons for this judgment:

      First, when it came to land distribution, the Senate’s appetite was, paradoxically, greater than that of the Gracchi themselves. For years the old guard had been tempted by the simple solution: settle the idle—and troublesome—crowds outside the city, hand them small plots, and let Rome breathe again. The idea of parceling out public land or founding colonies to absorb the urban poor was a recurring theme among senators who wanted order and social stability; it was not, strictly speaking, the exclusive invention of Tiberius and Gaius.

      Second, as long as Italia remained outside the formal category of provinces, it functioned like a hub—something akin to a great clearinghouse—through which resources and spoils from surrounding territories flowed in and were claimed by a wide range of actors. Because Italy was not organized as a provincial tax base in the same way conquered lands were, wealth that passed through its channels—tribute, booty, land concessions—was effectively dispersed among elites and, to varying degrees, ordinary citizens. Against that backdrop, the grain dole became a pragmatic expedient: the Senate did not much love it as an ideal policy, but in practice it adopted a half-hearted, acquiescent stance and stopped short of mounting a full-throated campaign to overturn it.

      Third, before the widening of citizenship, the grain dole was not an unbearable fiscal burden for Rome. Gaius Gracchus, after all, only halved the price of grain; even if, as some accounts suggest, a later reduction around 103 BCE drove the price down from 2 asses per modius to as little as 5/6 of an as—effectively close to giving it away—the revenue from a single wealthy province such as Asia would still have been enough to cover the cost. The historian Theodor Mommsen went further: he observed that once the dole began, public building projects and the upgrading of municipal facilities in Rome all but ground to a halt, and on that basis he concluded the grain dole imposed a heavy fiscal burden.

      But Mommsen’s conclusion is not unassailable. By his own logic it is hard to explain why, on the eve of the Social War in 91 BCE, the state treasury appears to have been sitting on an unprecedented surplus. So long as the provinces remained orderly and taxes were collected regularly, supplying free or heavily subsidized grain to the city’s populace was not an insoluble problem. And the practice did not vanish with the Republic: both the later Roman Empire and the Eastern Roman (Byzantine) Empire maintained similar grain-distribution systems—the annona and its successors—for long stretches of time. That longevity suggests the policy was not, in itself, a recipe for fiscal collapse or immediate catastrophe.

      Thus the most crucial problem caused by the grain dole was a fundamental change in how the elite and the plebeians perceived one another. Previously their relationship had been like that between a brain and its limbs—an organic whole—in which each part felt itself a master of the Roman commonwealth. Precisely because of that shared sense of belonging, when Rome was bled by protracted wars (notably the long struggle with Carthage) and burdensome taxation grew unbearable, the public treasury was tapped. Later, when crises such as the Social War erupted, the strain on the coffers became evident again. This sequence lends force to Cicero’s charge that Gaius Gracchus’s grain-subsidy policy drove a wedge through Roman society, splitting it into two mutually hostile and irreconcilable camps. The elite came to feel that, by subsidizing the plebeians, the state had reduced them to a politically dependent class. The plebeians, however, could not accept being so defined—and from that collision the conflict was born.

      We all know that when an economy shifts, politics must adjust to match. But economic change does not necessarily mean that the republican mechanism by which elites and plebeians shared power had to be discarded wholesale and replaced by an entirely new order.

      The Gracchi brothers turned the argument over how much power the Senate and the plebeians ought to share into a much fiercer question: did either side really have any power at all? That shift is the fundamental reason the republican system could no longer be sustained.

      At the heart of their struggle was raw political power. Only by seeing that clearly can we grasp the thrust of the package Marcus Livius Drusus proposed. He was prepared to sweeten the bargain with generous grain concessions and other inducements, effectively offering citizens immediate and tangible benefits, in exchange for two major gains for the Senate: control over the distribution of public land and restored influence in judicial affairs. But he moved too quickly and, fatally, folded the hot issue of Italian citizenship into the same bill. That single misstep doomed the reform and led to his murder. After saying all that, which side should bear the greater responsibility for the fall of the Roman Republic?

      The Gracchi brothers met violent deaths, and later generations are naturally inclined to feel deep sympathy for them and to lay the blame squarely on the Senate. But we must keep the sequence of events clearly in view: before rushing to side with the Gracchi, ask who first set the conflict in motion—who was the first to flout the norms? The answer is not obscure. As already noted, Tiberius and Gaius, the two Gracchi, repeatedly pushed beyond Rome’s established conventions—appealing directly to the popular assemblies and using the tribunician office in unprecedented ways—in manners that many of their contemporaries found shocking.

      Earlier we planted a clue: the root of the trouble lay in the Lex Hortensia of 287 BCE. That law made the resolutions of the Plebeian Council binding on all Romans, effectively giving those resolutions the same legal force as statutes passed by other citizen assemblies. In short, it handed the Plebeian Council legislative teeth and turned Republican Rome into an odd creature with something like a dual power structure.

      At first the defect didn’t show. Rome was small, its territory limited, and public life was largely a world of acquaintances. By the age of the Gracchi, however, everything had changed. Rome’s citizen body was scattered across thirty‑five tribes—thirty‑one of them rural and only four urban—and once people were dispersed the old, property‑based machinery of the Centuriate Assembly became hard to operate. At the same time, the political energy of the elite found its way into the plebeian sphere: wealthy aristocrats (including noble plebeian families) could contest and manipulate plebeian politics, so the separate logics of the centuriate and the plebeian/tribal forms blurred and the tribal stage increasingly dominated Roman politics.

      That shift had two enormous consequences. First, the Tribal Assembly voted by person or by tribe rather than by property class, so the centuriate’s built‑in property check was effectively nullified. Second, of the thirty‑five tribes the vast majority were rural, yet all citizens had to make the journey to Rome to vote. Given ancient travel conditions, the result was inevitable: the four city tribes—whose voters could turn up easily—held political clout wildly out of proportion to their numbers. As Cicero’s brother reportedly warned him on the campaign trail, “Remember, this election will be held in Rome.”

      In practice there was no reliable way to police who showed up at a vote. When a Plebeian Council was called, the people who ought to have been present often stayed away, while those who ought not to have been there—freedmen, rowdy drifters with dubious claims to citizenship, even foreigners—could be marshaled into a disorderly crowd. The bewildered country voters who had trudged in from afar were easily swayed by that charged atmosphere. As Theodor Mommsen put it: if one man can control the emotions of a Roman crowd in the streets for a few hours, he can, in effect, give legal force to his opinion.

      The third question to consider is whether the Senate had any remedy against the Gracchi brothers besides resorting to violence. The short answer is: in practice, none. The root of the problem was constitutional. The tribunes of the plebs possessed the power of intercession — a veto that could stop senatorial measures and magistrates’ acts — while the Senate had no formal veto over laws passed by the Plebeian Council. After the Lex Hortensia (287 BCE) made plebiscites binding on the whole Roman people, there was simply no institutional counterweight that allowed the Senate or the consuls to nullify a law approved by the Plebeian Council.

      Imagine a game of mahjong: when I discard a tile you can chow or pong it, but when you discard a tile I can only stand there haplessly — and to make matters worse, you sometimes sneakily draw two extra tiles. If the game were played like that, the only civilized response left would be to overturn the table.

      Still, the Senate was not entirely helpless. It had two residual lines of defense. First, in theory each tribune could veto another, creating an internal check among them — but since the time of Tiberius Gracchus that safeguard had been fatally weakened (Tiberius himself famously neutralized opposing tribunes to push his measures through). Second, ultimate military command rested with the consuls; control of the legions could, at least in principle, curtail dangerous popular innovation. But that second line of defense was also eroded after Gaius Marius’ military reforms: by recruiting the landless into a standing, professional army and tying soldiers’ loyalty to their commanders, the traditional barrier separating military power from individual political leaders was removed. When the consular monopoly on force no longer functioned as before, the Senate’s remaining defenses against bold popular leaders were effectively broken.

      After the loss of those two lines of defense, the flaws built into the Lex Hortensia soon revealed themselves. Once Marius set his reforms in motion, the rules of political competition in Rome were altered profoundly. Ambitious commanders began to secure mandates and legitimacy from the popular assemblies, and those assemblies—above all the Plebeian Council—found new openings to extract wealth and favors through their alliances with military leaders. The Senate’s authority was hollowed out; it became, politically speaking, like an appendix—irrelevant in practice, even dispensable. From Marius through Sulla, Pompey, Caesar, Antony, and on to Octavian, military strongmen occupied the center of Rome’s political stage, and that pattern endured until the Republic gave way. The historian Theodor Mommsen, in his The History of Rome, aptly labeled the post‑Marius system a “military monarchy,” a phrase that captures the diagnosis with striking accuracy.

      Now, returning to the aftermath of Marius’s military reforms: faced with this new configuration, Rome’s aristocratic class did not choose to sit idly by.

      The reforms launched by Marcus Livius Drusus the Younger were the aristocracy’s first attempt to pull itself back from the brink. They failed. But the Republic would get another opening when Lucius Cornelius Sulla strode onto the political stage. Born into one of Rome’s leading families, Sulla had cut his teeth as an officer under Gaius Marius; his battlefield record burnished his reputation and helped him win the consulship in 88 BCE. That year the Social War — the bitter conflict between Rome and its Italian allies — had just wound down after exacting heavy losses (ancient sources give very high tolls).

      Rome and her partners needed an external enemy to focus their anger and to help stitch their wounds. By chance, in the year before Sulla’s consulship the king of Pontus, Mithridates VI Eupator, had ignited a wide‑ranging revolt. Cities across Asia Minor, Thrace and Macedonia — and even the famed city of Athens — rose against Rome. In what ancient writers called the Asiatic Vespers, as many as eighty thousand Romans and Italians were reported massacred in a single night; modern scholars treat that figure as uncertain, but it conveys the scale of the catastrophe. With the Social War barely over, Rome could not immediately spare the forces to deal with this new emergency; when it did move, the Senate granted Sulla command and sent him east with an army to suppress the uprising.

      For Rome’s plebeians, the chance to go east had been a long time coming. Their grandparents still told the old story of Corinth—the way the Roman army made a fortune when that city was destroyed—so an eastern command meant more than glory; it meant plunder, land, and a shot at getting rich. Now an opportunity finally appeared, and the Plebeian Council moved fast: they voted to hand the eastern expedition to the idle Marius. The reason was blunt and practical: only under Marius would many soldiers hope for the kind of payoff they craved. In the eyes of Rome’s street and barrack, this was a daring popular intervention in who got military command—arguably one of the most striking uses of the people's assemblies for such a purpose.

      Stripped of his command, Sulla did not resign quietly. He left Rome to rally his veterans and turned to his men with a simple, fierce question: “The chance for the fortune we have waited so long for has been snatched away—brothers, what shall we do?” The answer was immediate and inevitable: they would follow Sulla. He would raise his legions—and then, unprecedentedly, march on Rome.

      The march of a consul who commanded an army against the city set a grim precedent. As Montesquieu observed in The Spirit of the Laws, “With respect to the man who commands an army, Rome can scarcely distinguish whether he is its general or its enemy.” That idea—of military force overwhelming civic norms—would haunt the Republic.

      When Sulla returned to Italy and made his decisive march on Rome, the political landscape was already a ruin of rivalries and reprisals; many of his opponents were driven into exile or put to death. (Gaius Marius himself had already died in 86 BCE, so the story is not as simple as “Marius fled” — rather, Sulla’s return crushed the remaining resistance of his adversaries.) After seizing power, Sulla set about undoing the changes that, in his view, had corrupted Roman politics since the days of the Gracchi.

      His reforms were sweeping. He moved to restore the authority of the comitia centuriata and to re‑entrench the Republic’s old wealth‑based voting order. Traditionally, those whose property was reckoned above 100,000 sesterces were placed in the first class, and under the Centuriate voting system the first class controlled ninety‑eight centuries—a bloc already larger than a simple majority. By reasserting that structure, Sulla effectively stripped the urban poor—many of whom lived on subsidized grain—of much of their remaining electoral clout.

      Second, he abolished the grain subsidy and set up a string of colonies to resettle and siphon off the swelling ranks of the urban poor. In that broader historical climate new settlements sprang up—among them Florentia (the later Florence) is often dated to roughly the same era—though the exact founders and dates can vary by source.

      Third, while the tribunes technically retained the right to propose legislation, those proposals were to be vetted by the Senate first and could not proceed to a vote without its sanction. That was a seismic change: in practice it stripped the tribunes of their most potent tool and, for all intents and purposes, nullified the spirit of the Lex Hortensia.

      Fourth, those who had served as a tribune of the plebs were effectively shut out from the corridors of higher power: they were barred from entering the Senate and from holding further magistracies. The tribunate was stripped of its career-climbing utility — a deliberate blow to the kind of recurring, populist leadership exemplified by the Gracchi — so that the office could no longer be used as a springboard for continuous political escalation.

      Fifth, the Senate was doubled in size, from 300 to 600. The number of consuls remained fixed at two, while the praetorship was raised to eight and the quaestorship to twenty; and from then on those who had served as quaestors, praetors or consuls were normally enrolled in the Senate on leaving office. That was a shrewd reform. In earlier times there were only two principal avenues into the Senate: selection by the censors, or eligibility gained after serving as consul or praetor. In practice the consulship was dominated by the nobility — families with ancestral consular rank (the nobilitas) held a decisive advantage — but that dominance was more a political reality than an absolute statutory bar against outsiders. By expanding the Senate and making quaestorship (and higher magistracies) a regular stepping-stone into the house, the reform opened a legitimate, institutional route of advancement for members of the equestrian order. In doing so it relieved, to a significant degree, the old antagonism between senatorial and equestrian elites.

      Sulla’s reforms were not a revolution of new ideas; they were, above all, a ruthless and thorough restoration of the old order. Yet these seemingly backward measures hit the problem’s core with surgical precision, and their effects were devastating. That ruthlessness revealed Sulla’s political clarity—he saw the weaknesses and root causes of Roman governance with a cold, unflinching eye. Long before he finally put the city’s politics to some measure of order, Sulla had already taken his legions east: he personally led the campaign against Mithridates VI of Pontus, confronting Rome’s great eastern rival.
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      In 88 BCE, with the Social War finally concluded, the Roman Senate entrusted the consul Lucius Cornelius Sulla with command of an army to subdue Mithridates VI of Pontus — the long-standing and dangerous monarch who had stirred a sweeping uprising across the eastern provinces and fomented the massacres later remembered as the Asiatic Vespers.
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