• Critically assess Polybius' presentation of the Roman constitutional system. Do you think it was a "mixed constitution"?
Polybius, in his analysis, was correct to identify the Roman constitution as “mixed” as far as it did differ from purer models of governance contemporary to the period – being neither pure democracy, monarchy, nor aristocracy, but rather, as was his great insight, a hybrid of the three. However, as the historical record inarguably proves, his failure to identify both that the Roman model, while less vulnerable to the phenomenon of political entropy and subsequent anacyclosis than such purebred forms of government oweing to its hybridity, was not immune to it, and, in fact, was undergoing the process as he analysed the reasons for the Republic’s apparent escape from the forces of decay. It is the contention of this essay that the principal reason for the decay and collapse of this mixed constitution was the fundamental alteration of the context underlying the city it governed (I.e., Rome) from that of a middling Italian city-state to superpower status within the context of the Mediterranean world, and that the resulting over-empowerment of the aristocratic element of the Polybian Constitution was the primary symptom of his dysfunction.
[bookmark: _Int_GebmqcQQ]To assess Polybius’ presentation of the Roman constitutional system, one must first reckon with the geopolitical conditions that created it and how they compare to those Rome operated under when Polybius penned the Histories. The core institutions of the Roman Republic were developed over the course of some two hundred and forty-five years (between the foundation of the Republic in 509 BC and the beginning of the Punic Wars in 264 BCE), during a period wherein the Roman state had three principal priorities – the expansion of its territory, the elimination of geopolitical threats, and the prevention of the reestablishment of the defunct Roman monarchy. While these priorities remained consistent throughout the Republican period and arguably only attained greater importance to the Roman state as the Republic aged, the Punic Wars mark a clear and dramatic change in Rome’s status and, accordingly, the context underlying its politics. 
Before the Wars, Rome was a principally regional power that, while uncontested in its hegemony over Italy, could not be considered a major player in Mediterranean power politics relative to Carthage west of the Adriatic or the Alexandrian successor-states in the eastern Mediterranean. After the Wars, it enjoyed a position of unipolar dominance in the region comparable to the United States’s ‘hyperpower’ era in the 1990s, symbolised by the twin sackings of Carthage and Corinth in 146 BCE. Polybius himself centred his work on this timeframe (264-146 BCE) precisely for this reason, considering the rise of Rome unique in world history and of an almost obvious interest to the literate public: “After all, is there anyone on Earth who is so narrow-minded or uninquisitive that he could fail to want to know how and thanks to what kind of political system almost the entire known world was conquered and brought under a single empire, the empire of the Romans, in less than fifty-three years – an unprecedented event?”[footnoteRef:6745]. However, the very rapidity of this transformation that so impressed Polybius is key to the destabilisation of the mixed constitution he identified.  [6745:  (Polybius, Waterfield, 2010)] 

At the beginning of the Punic Wars in 264 BC, Rome controlled either directly or indirectly the lion’s share of the Italian peninsula via a process of expansion that could be dated as far back as the inception of the Roman state in 753 BCE. Less than a century later, in 146 BC, the Republic had formal control of the entirety of Italy, most of Iberia, Sicily, Sardinia, Corsica, Macedonia, Achaea and Carthage itself, in addition to an overall hegemony over the Mediterranean. Viewed on a map, the growth of Roman power is astounding enough – when one considers the time taken to finalise the digestion of Italy relative to the domination of the Mediterranean, however, the sheer speed with which Rome’s hegemony was attained becomes apparent as an immense acceleration relative to previous expansion. The constitutional implications are obvious – where before the leisurely pace of Roman expansion allowed for the constitution to undergo a sort of natural evolution to match the changing realities of Rome’s geopolitical situation, the pace of change and enrichment via foreign conquest came to outpace the speed at which the constitution could evolve to match the realities of Rome’s newly attained status as a superpower.
[bookmark: _Int_BRHTdzZ8]Overseas victory had swift ramifications for the balance of power between the constituent elements of the Polybian constitution. The vast influx of slaves in particular was vital to the unbalancing of the Polybian system – while the Roman economy had been supplemented by the practice since the inception of the Roman state (with Dionysius of Halicarnassus attesting that the legendary Romulus had given Roman fathers the right to sell their daughters into slavery[footnoteRef:22830]), the mass-importing of slaves to work the immense latifundia estates of the Senatorial elite became such that free Roman farmers were almost wholly squeezed out of the market, being forced to resettle in major cities.  [22830:  (Livy, 2005)] 

[bookmark: _Int_fudtEsp5]The chaos resulting from this fundamental shift in the economic basis of the Roman state – in a word, from an economy serviced by the labour of free citizens to one dependent on that of imported slaves - cannot be overstated, and manifested itself in three forms (economic, military, and political), each of which served to ensure that rather from escaping anacyclosis as Polybius predicted, the Roman mixed constitution, snarled with internal contradictions, would succumb to the same political entropy as monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy.
Economically, the mass-importation of slaves undermined the very existence of the class of agrarian freeholders that provided the ideological backbone of Roman republicanism and the basis of a free domestic economy. The mass import of slaves to work the latifundia provided an insurmountable economic obstacle for this class, as faced with such a glut of human lives, the patricians whose estates the farmers often worked seasonally either found the opportunity to cut their labour costs to zero irresistible or were forced into doing so to remain competitive with those farms that did. In a vicious cycle, those farmers denied seasonal work would often find themselves too poor to resist offers to buy their farms. The cumulative effect, given a sufficient timescale, was to dissolve the Roman freeholder as a class and force former farmers into urban existences to which they were often ill-suited. This, in turn, created an economic dependency on the part of the Roman economy on these latifundia, drastically strengthened the economic position of the aristocratic element of the mixed constitution at the expense of an impoverished demos, and allowed elements of the senatorial aristocracy to grow sufficiently wealthy to wield much greater influence than ever before in Roman history (for an apt example of this phenomenon, take the career of Marcus Licinius Crassus). Attempts to ameliorate this situation via land reform, as in the case of Gaius and Tiberius Gracchus, were met with coordinated political violence on the part of the previously mentioned aristocratic element, preventing the Republic from correcting its course and cementing the political imbalance and its resultant turmoil as a feature of Roman politics.
[bookmark: _Int_FiwYmy6L][bookmark: _Int_XmifLJQi][bookmark: _Int_4M4ZUpSM][bookmark: _Int_DC3f6RjS][bookmark: _Int_kiq19IMf][bookmark: _Int_bpJPVHxT]This, in turn, undermined the traditional military structures of the Roman state. The Roman military, for much of its existence, was not a professional or standing army, being instead a sort of provisional citizen militia staffed largely by freeholding farmers fighting on the basis of their holding a physical stake in the Roman Republic. Accordingly, the economic neutering of the freeholding farmer class slowly but steadily depleted the pool of manpower available to the legions even as Rome’s newfound military commitments across the Mediterranean required more soldiers available for longer deployments than ever before. While the reforms of Gaius Marius solved the immediate problem of a manpower shortage via the expedient of simply abolishing land requirements for prospective legionaries, the tying of a given soldier’s pay to his commander’s success in acquiring plunder left no replacement for the incentive of the protection of one’s plot of land and the according bond of loyalty between the soldier and the state. As evidenced first by the careers of Marius and Sulla, then those of the membership of the First and Second Triumvirate, this dramatically weakened the efficacy of the Polybian constitution’s checks and balances against the accrual of unacceptable amounts of power in the possession of a single man and created a situation wherein the rule of law was devalued relative to a soldier’s loyalty to his commander, best surmised by Pompey’s rebuke to the people of Messana’s objection to the Sullan proscriptions: “Cease quoting laws to us that have swords girt about us”[footnoteRef:20508].  [20508:  (Plutarch, 2020)] 

[bookmark: _Int_zPE8jEHy]Finally, politically, it is this essay’s contention that of all the disruptions brought about by the rapidity of the change in Rome’s status and geopolitical context following the Punic Wars, the mass-importing of slaves and its political consequences was most singly responsible for the failure of the mixed constitution to escape the cycle of anacyclosis. The economic exaltation of the aristocratic element of Roman governance (that is, the Senate) and the simultaneous impoverishment of the democratic element resulted in political turmoil and a politically expedient solution to the question of Roman manpower, that, while temporarily preserving this imbalance, in the long-term resulted in the decay and destruction of the checks and balances that restrained the monarchical element of the Polybian constitution, which, when fully realised in the person of Caesar Augustus, proceeded to abolish the whole system in the same manner the “pathological”[footnoteRef:18871] corrupt forms of Polybian governance (ochlocracy, tyranny and oligarchy) abolished their predecessors (democracy, kingship, and aristocracy).  [18871:  (Polybius, 2010)
] 

[bookmark: _Int_0HiTq7zq][bookmark: _Int_qOJLFlEC][bookmark: _Int_0aHg0MEP][bookmark: _Int_WTkRR0vU][bookmark: _Int_AbHwAbHO][bookmark: _Int_88uuhHYg]By the vast enrichment of the senatorial class, the aristocratic element of the Roman constitution was given resources sufficient as to block, frustrate, bribe, and assassinate the leaders of almost any prospective populist who would challenge their ascendancy and, in particular, their near-monopoly on land (most notably the Gracchi brothers). However, this did not so much serve to preserve the mos maiorum and the Polybian constitution as to doom it via the transformation of the senatorial class from a Polybian aristocracy to a Polybian oligarchy. Perhaps the logical conclusion of this trend was the Sullan dictatorship, which, while attempting to correct the course of the Roman state via sumptuary laws, constitutional reform and the empowerment of the Senate, dealt the final blow to the legitimacy of republican governance by the example of the career of the man who led it and the resurrection of the office of dictator with the abolition of its traditional six-month term limit. Ultimately, however, even these political ructions may be traced back to the rapidity and scale of the changes afflicting Rome in the wake of Punic war, which even the mixed model of the Roman constitution proved insufficiently resilient to adapt to. In conclusion, therefore, Polybius was correct in his analysis of the Roman constitutional model as more robust than more traditional forms – the 482-year lifespan of the republic is older than most nation-states in the modern era, easily outstripping even the relatively venerable United States. However, we must conclude that if an exception to the rule of anacyclosis exists, the Roman Republic was not such a case.
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