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THE POLITICAL LANGUAGE
OF ROME

POLITICAL POWER

Rome in 44 BC was in theory a democracy.! Laws (Jeges) were passed by the
people as a whole — that is, the adult male citizens, who met for the purpose
either in an assembly of the 35 tribes of Rome (the comitiaz tributa) or, more
infrequently, in a gathering of the 193 ‘centuries’ into which the citizen body
was divided when it was drawn up on the Campus Martius in battle order (the
comitia centuriata). It was by a system of group voting at these great mass
meetings that war was declared on the state’s enemies, legislation passed to
regulate civil relations and criminal conduct, and magistrates appointed to
lead troops into battle, conduct campaigns, convene courts, and enact the
other multifarious tasks of the execution of government (see Figure 1).

Such was the theory. In practice,? the free exercise of democratic power had
never been fully enjoyed by the Roman people, and curbs on their control of
events, which had begun as simply practical restrictions, had by the Late
Republic become sufficiently part of political life to appear to an outsider like
Polybius in the mid-second century BC as if they must be constitutionally
enshrined:

Figure 1 Silver denarius minted by order of the senator P. Nerva in 113 or 112 8C. The
obverse has a bust of the goddess Roma, a persenification of the city. The reverse shows
the process of voting in Republican Rome: the voter on the left is being handed his ballot,

while the man on the right casts his vote in the urn. Photo courtesy of CNG Coins.
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It was impossible even for a native to pronounce with certainty whether the whole
system was aristocratic, democratic, or monarchical. This was indeed only natural.

For if one fixed one’s eyes on the power of the consuls, the constitution seemed
completely monarchical and royal; if on that of the senate, it seemed again to be
aristocratic; and when one looked at the power of the masses, it seemed clearly to

be a democracy.
(The Historses 6.11.1 1-12)

Polybius’ picture was idealized under the influence of Greek political
philosophy, but he had lived in Rome for many years and showed real political
insight. On the one hand, the power of the leading magistrates had been
much enhanced by the widened scope of their responsibilities, which could
involve commands of huge armies for long periods away from Rome. Cicero
in the mid-first century BC confirmed in his treatise on the Laws that the

highest magistrates acted like kings:

There shall be two magistrates with royal powers, Since they precede, judge, and
consult, from these functions they shall be called praetors, judges and consuls. In
the field they shall hold the supreme military power and shall be subject to no one.

The safety of the people shall be their highest law.
(Laws 3.3.8)

In practice, the consuls in the Late Republic often achieved this quasi-
monarchical power as much after as during the period of their magistracy,
since the great army commands were by law reserved for ex-consuls at least
five years after their consulships; such ex-consuls technically acted in place of
the consuls and hence were termed proconsules. Despite legal restrictions on
the power of both consuls and proconsuls, ordinary citizens had little hope of
opposing their power, except with the threat of prosecution when the

magistracy came to an end.

On the other hand, the principle that
held with 2 number of colleagues) engendered a certain necessary unity within

the governing class. In 50 BC there were two consuls a year at the head of the
eight praetors looked after legal jurisdiction in Rome. The four aediles
(ewo curule, two plebeian) were responsible for urban administration in
Rome, the corn supply, and the provision of public games and shows. The 20
quaestors had a variety of tasks, from the accompaniment of proconsular
armies as chief of tax collection to more mundane jurisdiction in Rome.
Below them ranked a variety of junior magistrates. At the bottom were the
vigintisexviri, the 26 men whose tasks included the supervision of the sewers
of Rome. The very fact that they had all stood for election to a series of these
posts encouraged a sort of fellow feeling for others within their political
culture. Anyone whose wealth was sufficient was in theory able to stand, but
in the nature of things only those whose temperament inclined them to public
life, or who were pushed forward by family or friends, chose to devote
lves to the strenuous and sometimes dangerous life of politics. But,

magistracies were collegial (that is,

state;
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of canvassing are well laid out in a long leccer attributed to Quintus Cicero,
and purportedly addressed by him to bis brother Marcus when he sought

election to the consulship in 65 of 64 BC:

Consider these three things: what state this is, what you are seeking and who you
are. Then every day, as you descend to the forum, you must say to yourself, 1am a
Iship; this is Rome. The political newness of

new man; | am standing for the consu
<oc;m3m<o: will overcome to & large extent by your reputation as a speaker. ...

Next, let the number and quality of your friends be apparent.
(On Canvassing for the Consulship 1)

The impression is of 2 club devoted to the self-advancement of its members
despite frequent rifts over the composition of the committee and officers.

For young men in a hurry there was an alternative, if risky, route tO rapid
prestige —Of, depending on your point of view, notoriety — by seeking election
as a tribune of the plebs. The principle that the Roman people as 2 whole had
the power to protect their own fortunes was expressed copstitutionally in 2
somewhat incongruous body, the plebeian assembly (concilinm plebis). This
self-constituted and self-governing body was a relic of a struggle back in the
&fth and fourth centuries BC, when magistracies had been confined to a small
group of families distinguished as patricians and the rest of the populace (the
plebeians) had resorted to joint action to prevent arbitrary abuse of magisterial
power. They extorted from the patricians greater opportunities for rich
plebeians t0 embark on political careets. Such battles had long been won, and
the majority of the state’s magistrates by 50 BC were plebeians; only the name
patricius lingered on as an honorific zealously guarded by the declining
number of families entitled to boast it. But the plebeian assembly still met
regularly and elected its own leadess, plebeian tribunes and aediles, whose
brief now was in essence to act as ombudsmen for individual Romans against
the state. Such tribunes could be of any age. Since they enjoyed two further
privileges — first, that of presenting motions to the plebeian assembly which,
if passed, had the force of law, and, second, that of vetoing on the people’s
behalf laws proposed in che main state assemblies — the position might seem

to offer great opportunities for advancement and self-publicity for a younsg
me.mﬁnwwnmm& had proved to be the case not infrequently during the 50s

sC and, indeed, ever since the tribunate of Tiberius Gracchus in 133 BC.
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accompanied not only by his army and a parade of captives and spoils but by
the senate, magistrates, and people.” Acceptance of the imperialist ethos
which justified Roman rule over other people seems to have been more or less
universal among the free population of the city of Rome itself.

The prestige of the powerful was advertised not least through visual
imagery. Late-Republican silver coins often bear images with historical
allusions and political themes. It was common for the magistrates responsible
for production of a coin issue to depict the past glories of their own ancestors,
such as their military victories or the monuments they had built. The public
space of Rome was filled with monuments, from basilicas to temples and
triumphal arches, erected by senators for self-glorification,

Such visual reminders of Rome’s leading generals exposed the tension
between the empire of the people as a whole and the ambitions of individuals.
The speaker’s platform located in the comitium at Rome was the place where
politicians made their case to the people, but it was also home to memorials
to great generals of the past, such as a gilded equestrian monument dedicated

to the dictator Sulla. Sculptural reliefs like those from the Piazza della
Consolazione in Rome, depicted an array of military paraphernalia. Rome’s
first permanent stone theatre, erected by Pompeius Magnus in 55 BC,
contained fourteen female personifications of the nations he had conquered,
creating the impression that he had brought the entire Mediterranean world
under his sway. Competition between Roman politicians to excel on the
battlefield was thus enshrined in their monuments in Rome.®
Besides such militaristic virtues, skill in oratory was also highly prized: in
a society without mass printing, political ideas were mostly disseminated by
public speeches and passed on afterwards by word of mouth. Oratorical ability

was crucial in the pursuit of political power. In his Dialogue on Oratory 36,

Tacitus looked back to the rewards available for effective orators in the Late

Republic:

The more influence a man could wield by his powers of speech, the more readily did
he attain to high office, the farther did he, when in office, outstrip his colleagues, the
more did he gain favour with the great, authority with the senate, name and fame

with the common people.

Wealth in itself did not bring prestige, and over-indulgence was described by
some as positively bad, but the leisure (orium) provided by a sufficient income
was reckoned part of the necessary equipment for intellectual endeavour and
therefore political power. Roman society had never witnessed the promotion
of a leader from the impoverished, or even the artisanal class of free citizens,
and when Spartacus led a slave rebellion in Italy in 72—71 BC, the free peasants
sided with the state in its suppression. It was generally expected that
possession of wealth would be advertised by conspicuous expenditure on
fellow citizens. The aim of such ‘evergetism’ was not so much charity as
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CAESAR TO >G®GmHGmu
50 BC—-AD 14

LAST YEARS OF JULIUS CAESAR

When Julius Caesar crossed the Rubicon in January 49 pc, he inaugurated
the autocracy of the Caesars. ! With great candour, the opening chapters of his
account of the civil war between his forces and those of Pompeius Magnus

‘As for myself,’ he said, ‘I have always reckoned the dignity of the Republic of first
importance and preferable to life. | was indignant that a benefit conferred on me by
the Roman people was being insolently wrested from me by my enemies.’

(Civil War 1.9)

Caesar plunged the Roman world into war to protect his own affronted
dignitas (Civil War 1.7), but the outcome of three years of bloody fighting was
far more than the appeasement of a hurt. Ir was nothing less than the
establishment of the road to monarchy. It was no accident that Suetonius’
series of imperial biographies began with Julius Caesar — not the first member

did, but the first Caesar to rule alone,

Caesar’s thetoric in the seizure of power was, naturally enough, entirely in
accordance with the Republican traditions within which he had made his
mark. A scion of a patrician family, whose father had reached the praetorship,
he had experienced no difficulty in enjoying a successful if unspectacular
career until 63 Bc. Then his election as pontifex maximus, the leading priest of



