Critically assess Polybius' presentation of the Roman constitutional system. Do you think it was a "mixed constitution"?


Polybius was an ancient Greek historian and philosopher. He was deported to Rome after Perseus lost at Pydna in 168BCE, during his time there he became friends with many influential romans including Scipio Aemilianus. Polybius wrote many books about the history of Rome, about 40, although we only have 1-5 in full (Walbank, 2022). The sixth book was about politics, specifically constitutional systems and why the Greeks failed but the Romans succeeded. There’s focus on three types of constitutions that Polybius claimed were mixed together to make the Roman political system, this mixing of constitutions being a strength (Erskine, 2013).

In this essay I will be systematically applying Polybius’ thoughts from his 6th book to the Roman Republic’s constitution with the aim to assess if it was as mixed as Polybius claimed it to be and if that was indeed a strength as he thought. The three types of constitution Polybius claimed the republic to be made up of are monarchy, aristocracy and democracy, each of these will be studied in turn and then the system more as a whole.

To begin we’ll be looking at monarchy. Monarchy is where there is a single head of state, usually a king or queen, it’s the rule of one person and the title is usually handed down by inheritance within the family line. Romans famously have a severe dislike of kings after King Lucius Tarquinius Superbus who was their last monarch before the republic which was instated around 509BCE. Tarquinius Superbus was known as a cruel and aggressive ruler (Campbell, 2012), this inspired a revolution that started the Roman Republic that this essay is about. In spite of the roman hatred of kings, there is an element of monarchy to be found tied up in the Roman constitution which takes the form of the consuls. Consul is the highest and most powerful position in the cursus honorum, there were two consuls elected every year, they got elected by the comitia centuria (a popular assembly). I think the consuls make a decent approximation of a monarchy, and can be seen “as the immediate substitutes for the king in the change from monarchy into republic” (Beck, Dupla, Jehne, & Polo, 2011), they don’t fit it by definition and the elections also don’t fit the traditional idea, but the sense of one person being in absolute control is still present with two sharing the power. 
So, I’m willing to concede that the roman constitution holds an aspect of monarchy in the form of the consuls. Next, we’re moving on to look at whether we can say the same about aristocracy.
Aristocracy is a system where power is given to the highest class or the nobility and is passed down through hereditary means. During the founding of the republic’s system there was an obvious element of aristocracy with the plebeians being unable to run for any positions of power, especially the consulship. Only the patricians being able to hold wealth and power made it an aristocracy since patrician was a title that was hereditary, however by 300BCE “the state was gradually moving towards a textured oligarchy” (Campbell, 2012). This was due to the ever more equal rights and powers that plebeians could hold, which inevitably enabled those in power to become the wealthy rather than those inherited a title of nobility, which is also known as oligarchy. This transition from aristocracy to oligarchy was something that Polybius thought of as the inevitable decay of an aristocratic constitution, although he thought that the mix of constitutions would stop the cycle of constitutions from repeating. While I’ll agree that the republic had a mix of constitutions as Polybius said, I think that after around 300BCE the aristocratic aspect was more oligarchic instead.
The republic constitution had a mix of oligarchy and monarchy, next we’ll be looking at whether they also had a democratic part to their system like Polybius thought. 

Democracy is a political system that involves letting the public vote on who gets into power. There are many variations of this system, and it’s very common in modern times (the majority of countries having democracies by 1999 (Isakhan, 2012)) although they each function quite differently. The republic’s voting system divided the people up into centuries based on wealth, with less people in the centuries for the more wealthy meaning their votes counted for more (Matyszak, 2012), the votes of the comitia centuriata were usually for matters of war and peace, laws and some of the higher magistracies such as consuls. There were also comitia tributa, an assembly of the tribes, there were 4 urban and 17 rural tribes which voted in blocks so the majority vote within a tribe consisted as the whole tribe’s vote, the order that the tribes voted in was done by lot. Censors allocated new citizens to their tribes. Tribal assemblies voted generally for minor positions such as quaestor and aedile, later the laws were voted on by tribes and also, they could legitimise legislation from the senate (Matyszak, 2012). Both of these assemblies have aspects that we would probably consider to be undemocratic, the centuries being obviously weighted in favour of the rich, giving the general public less of a voice. The tribal assembly looks to be fairer, however the censuses dictating where new citizens go meant that some tribes had many more people in them, especially those that might have been considered to be foreigners. But on top of this, because voting only happened within the city of Rome it meant that poorer people may not have been able to vote as often since they wouldn’t have had the time or money to travel all that way for every assembly while the rich are more likely to be able to participate, this makes the voting less democratic than what we might recognise as being a democracy in the UK today. However, as previously stated, the definition of democracy only needs for the general public to have some form of say in who runs things and how, a fair system isn’t a requirement even if that’s what we’d like to pretend. We should also remember that “Rome was not intended to be a democracy and was not a full democracy at any time” (Matyszak, 2012) so any aspect of democracy won’t line up to what we may think of today since it’s mixed with other constitutions, but even so “they asserted, every year, the place of the roman people as the arbiter of public life” (Steel, 2013). The general public did have a voice in politics by a voting system, so I agree with Polybius that the republic’s constitution did have democracy mixed in.
Now we’ve established what was mixed into the constitution (monarchy, oligarchy and democracy), we can look at whether they system was as strong as a whole as Polybius thought.

The first piece of the republic that was often regarded as a strength was the ladder of offices and the age restrictions at each stage. The ladder of offices, or cursus honorum, was quaestor, aedile and tribunate, praetor then consul. The idea was that you couldn’t get to the next stage without having previously held office at the rung below, so you couldn’t be aedile without first being quaestor. There was a minimum age needed to run for each office, also called suo anno, this limited how young you could be before taking office. You needed to be 30 to become quaestor, 36 for aedile, 39 to be praetor and 42 to achieve consul. This system was there as an attempt to stop people getting into office too young, before they’d had any life experience and had chance to gather wisdom. This was a good idea in theory, however in practise there were many examples of people disregarding both the suo anno and the order of progression such as Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. Pompey became consul three times and it’s argued that “none of the occasions on which he was elected actually moved through the full electoral process” (Evans, 2016), the first of which he was underage and also had never held any other political office.
So, the suo anno and the prescribed order of progression were good ideas but didn’t actually strengthen the republic constitution when individuals frequently ignored them. The next presumed strength of the republic we’ll be looking at is the idea of power sharing.

The roman republic’s system was designed to share out power so that no one individual would end up with too much and abuse it. This stemmed from the previously mentioned hatred of kings. Power sharing or spreading can be seen across the system, from the two consuls to the general public being able to have a say. As an idea to prevent anyone amassing and then abusing power, it’s good, and is also only really made possible by virtue of how the republic was built. However, there was a failsafe built into the constitution which was the position if dictator. This position was for emergencies and gave one individual full control over the republic in order to solve a particular issue. It was for extraordinary circumstances; it was used frequently during the Punic wars without too much issue. The last time it was used was to grant the position to Caesar. Caesar’s time as dictator was extended multiple times before he was finally crowned dictator perpetuo. It was this incident with Caesar that shows how breakable the system was. The people and the majority of the senate willingly and repeatedly gave Caesar powers that made him king in everything but name. Therefore, I think the idea of making a system that prevented anyone taking too much power except in exceptional circumstances was good but also, I think it fell apart the minute Rome produced someone wealthy and charismatic enough to persuade the population they wanted that person to take complete control.
So, both the attempted orders and requirements for the offices and the ideals of sharing power amongst several people failed to ultimately complete their jobs of making the republic more stable. The last tool the republic had to keep itself stable that we’ll be looking at in this essay is the tribune’s veto powers.

The tribunates of the plebeians was a body of 10 elected politicians who had to be of plebeian families. It was originally created to give the plebs a space to get their voices heard in the senate as they started to get more rights and become more equal with the patricians. Tribunes had the ability to veto bills. This was a power that originally was meant to prevent any bills that would harm the lower classes. However later on there were many politicians that managed to get a tribune under their control and used them to veto any bills from the opposition or that they didn’t like. An example of this was Clodius being indebted to Caesar and vetoing bills that Pompey tried to pass, even while Pompey had his own tribune doing the same to Caesar. This sort of puppeteering of the tribunes from the higher magistrates turned what was supposed to be an office looking out for the plebeians and keep the senate in check into a political tool used to sabotage the opposition. 
Once again, a power that was instilled into the republic to strengthen it was turned into something that was abused later on and eventually weakened the system into collapse, just as with the last two things that were originally seen as strengthening tools of the roman republic.

In conclusion I think that Polybius was correct in claiming the roman republic to be a mixed constitution, although it was a mix of monarchy, oligarchy and democracy rather than monarchy, aristocracy and democracy. However, I disagree with Polybius that the mix made the republic stronger than any other system since all three of the things I covered in the essay that were installed to keep power in balance and stable were abused and twisted until they no longer functioned to aid the constitution at all. So, Polybius may have been right about the mixed constitution, but not correct about that creating stability.
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