Ancient History Assignment

The Importance of grain distribution in the Rome


‘No society is more than three meals away from chaos.’ It is an unfortunately unattributable quote, but it has a certain ring of truth about it. 
In its day the Roman Empire dominated southern Europe and the northern coast of Africa, even stretching so far as to control large parts of what is now known as the Middle East. Understandably, with an empire of this size, few things demand more priority and care than the issues of providing food and water to the populus. To deal with the latter issue, the Romans built aqueducts and dams to ensure the transportation of drinking water all over the empire. But the issue of keeping the people fed demanded a rather more complex solution.

With expansion comes an increase in demand, this is a truth quickly realised in most areas where expansion is common. With an empire this is a demand for necessities, and if that demand is not met, civil unrest will be sure to follow. The many leaders of Rome and its empire understood the importance of keeping their people fed, as can be seen from the following two accounts detailing experiences of the first Emperor of Rome, Augustus, and of Emperor Claudius.
‘At the time of a grave shortage of grain I did not refuse the responsibility for the grain supply, which I so administered that within a few days I freed the entire population, at my own expense, from their fear and danger.’ (Future Learn)
This shows Emperor Augustus’s understanding of the importance of keeping the populus well fed, even at great personal expense. 
The later emperor Claudius however began his reign seemingly less aware of this but went on to learn first hand about the distress and civil unrest such neglect can cause.
‘When the grain supply was constricted because of continual droughts, he was held up in the middle of the forum by a mob and showered with insults and bits of bread, such that he was scarcely able to escape’ (Suetonieus)
It is further detailed in the same text that following this, Claudius then ‘resorted to every possible means to bring grain to Rome, even in the winter season.’ (Suetonius) Clearly showing that he came to understand the importance ensuring constant food supplies to the city and its people.

Grain was not only a staple of roman cuisine but potentially its backbone (article on grain). The sheer importance of the crop is reflected in the empires designation of the entirety of its African territories in its cultivation (lecture powerpoint). It was held in such importance that as a crop it was regulated by the state and even acted as a tax in both Italy and Africa
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