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• Geographically Rome was 
well-situated

• The Alps to the north 
provided protection

• The sea surrounding the 
Italian peninsula limited the 
possibility of a naval attack

• Rome was also at a crossroad. 
It had easy access to Africa, 
Palestine, Greece, Spain, and 
Portugal.
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• Polytheistic

• Cupid was part of 
Roman mythology

• Many Gods were of 
Greek origins, but 
apparently renamed to 
suit their culture and 
language
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• Consisted of patricians
(land-owning noblemen) 
and plebeians(all other 
free men)

• Rome was organized as a 
representative republic
– Senate (patricians families)
– Assembly (initially made up 

of patricians, but later 
opened to plebeians)

• Two consuls were elected 
by the Assembly . The 
consuls had veto power 
over decisions made by 
the Assembly.
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• This structure was much 
more stable than the Greek 
polis, in which every male 
citizen was expected to 
vote on every issue. This 
is similar to the 
constitutional democracy 
in the US. 

• The US government is 
structured after the Roman 
Republic. Instead of two 
consuls, the US has a 
president.
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• Early on, Rome developed civil laws 
to protect individual rights (similar to 
the Bill of Rights)

• The laws were later codified and 
became known as the Twelve Tables 
of Rome (the concept of “innocent 
until proven guilty” originated here).

• Later the laws extended to an 
international code that applied to 
Rome's conquered territories.
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• The social structure of the 
family center on pater 
familias- eldest male in the 
family- though women did 
have considerable influence 
on their families, with some 
supervising a family 
business or family estate. 

• Roman women could own 
property , but were still 
considered inferior to men.
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• Slavery was an important 
element, as in Greece, to 
the social structure of 
Rome.

• Slaves comprised about 
1/3 of the population-
most of whom came from 
conquered territories… 
some of them had the 
possibility of freedom.
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• As Rome expanded, 
Carthage, a city state of 
North Africa with 
powerful ambitions of its 
own, became its first 
enemy. 

• It didn’t take long to 
escalate into full wars. 
They became known as 
the Punic Wars 264 to 146 
B.C.E.



�	
������������(	
�����	���
����(������	�")���������*�
�

• The first Punic War (264-
241) was fought to gain 
control of the island of 
Sicily; Rome won this 
one. 

• The second began in 218 
B.C.E. with an attack by 
Hannibal, a Carthaginian 
general, considered one of 
the great military geniuses 
of all time. 
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• Hannibal led his army all the 
way to northern Italy, crossed 
the Alps (on elephants) and 
surprised the Romans.

• He was on the verge of 
destroying Rome when Roman 
soldiers landed in Carthage. He 
had to return home to defend his 
city.

• Fifty years later, in 149 B.C.E., 
the Third Punic War was 
instigated by Rome.
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• Rome invaded Carthage and 
burned it to the ground. Rome 
then continued its expansion 
throughout the Mediterranean. 

• Warfare aided the spread of 
Roman culture throughout much 
of western Europe and the 
Mediterranean. 

• To maintain their empire the 
Romans built an extensive road 
network and aqueducts, and 
greatly enlarged their navy.
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• Following the Punic Wars the situation around 
Rome was becoming unsettled.
– First landowners had begun using more slaves from the 

conquered territories. This displacement of small farmers, 
who moved to the cities, caused overcrowding and 
unemployment. 

– Second, the Roman currency was deflated, causing a high 
rate of inflation.

– Third, the political leaders began fighting among 
themselves. The power of the Senate weakened and 
ultimately the power transfer to three men…
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• Pompey, Crassus, and Julius Caesar 
became known as the First Triumvirate.

• Ceasar was given power over southern 
Gaul (France) and other parts of 
Europe. Civil War between the Senate 
and Caesar’s followers resulted in 
resulted in pushing Pompey and  
Crassus out of the picture. 

• Caesar than became “emperor for life.” 
His angry senators assassinated him in 
44 B.C.E. 
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• After his death a second triumvirate 
composed of Octavius, Marc Antony, 
and Lepidus came to power. Things 
did not change much the second time 
around. Power shifted to Octavius who 
rose to power and assumed the name 
Augustus Caesar. The days of the 
Roman Republic were over and the 
empire was led by a single emperor.



�	���+"��	,�������+$-������!�
��"��	,�.
+������"


• Under Augustus, Rome became the 
capital of the western world. 

• Established
– Common coinage
– Civil service
– Secure travel for merchants

• With these elements in place the 
empire returned to stability and for 
the next 200 years they enjoyed 
peace and prosperity. This period 
became known as the Pax Romana 
(Roman Peace).
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• With the Roman peace the 
arts flourished, especially 
literature and architecture.
– Ovid’s Metamorphoses
– Virgil’s Aeneid
– Pantheon, Coliseum, and 

Forum

• Science and Technology
– Ptolemy (astronomy)
– Roads and aqueducts
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• Early days in the Roman Republic- paganism 

was the state religion
• Christianity grew out of Judaism…first 

tolerated then seen as threats to their power
• Nero began to persecute Christians, even 

killing them in open spectacle at the 
Colosseum. 

• Emperor Constantine issued the Edict of 
Milan in 313 C.E. 

• By 391 C.E. Christianity became the official 
religion of the Roman Empire.
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• The fall of the Roman 
Empire has many theories 
and is endlessly debated 
over.
– Internal decay

• Weak or bad rulers
• Series of epidemics

– External pressure
• Size and the expense of 

maintaining it (Germanic 
invaders)
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• In 284 C.E. Diocletian had become 
emperor
– Divided the empire into two regions run by 

co-emperors
– Brought armies back under imperial control
– To deal with economic problems he 

strengthened the imperial currency, forced a 
budget on the government, and capped prices 
to deal with inflation. 

• Civil War erupted upon his retirement
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• 322 C.E. Constantine came to power.
• He ordered the building of Constantinople at the 

site of the Greek city of Byzantium in 340 C.E. 
• Problems of shrinking income and external 

pressure proved insurmountable
• After his death the empire was divided into two 

pieces, east and west
• The eastern half (Constantinople) thrived
• The western half (Rome) spiraled downward
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• On the boarders, Rome faced pressure from groups of Germanic 
invaders

• In defense Roman authorities put Germanic people (Visigoths) 
who had adopted Roman law and Christianity on the borders.

• But in the early fifth century, Attila and his Huns began to press 
on the Germanic tribes; in response they began to press on the 
Roman Empire. Because the German tribes had no other place 
to retreat from the Huns, they crossed the boarder into Roman 
territory. The Visigoths sacked Rome in 410 C.E. and by 476 
C.E., the Roman emperor had been disposed. The fall of Rome 
was complete. 

• The eastern half would survive, but not as the Roman Empire. It 
was later renamed the Byzantine Empire.


