
Defining the Republic 
 
READ THIS SUMMARY! According to traditional accounts, after chasing the Etruscan king from Rome, 
the Romans established a new government in the form of a Republic, from Res Publica, meaning “That which 
belongs to the People”.  However that’s a pretty vague term for this new system, and scholars both then and 
now have debated how to classify the Roman Republic, as to whether it was closer to monarchy, aristocracy, or 
democracy. However, the Roman Republic changed many times over the centuries, so while it was once far 
more aristocratic, it eventually moved toward giving more and more power to the people. 
IF YOU NEED TO REVIEW DEFINITIONS FOR MONARCHY, ARISTOCRACY, AND 
DEMOCRACY, REFER TO YOUR WORKSHEET FROM LAST WEEK ON ANCIENT GREECE! 
Make sure you understand this material well! You can 
expect to be quizzed on your knowledge tomorrow! 

 
Aristocratic Origins of Republic 

In 509 B.C.E. the Roman nobles deposed 
(kicked out) the last Etruscan king and 
replaced the monarchy with an aristocratic 
republic. At the heart of the city, they built the 
Roman forum, a political and civic center filled 
with temples and public buildings where 
leading citizens tended to government 
business. They also instituted a republican 
constitution that gave executive responsibilities 
to two consuls who wielded civil and military 
power. Consuls were elected by members of an 
elite class determined by birth known as the 
patricians, and they served one-year terms. 
The powerful Senate, whose members were 
patricians with extensive political experience, 
advised the consuls and ratified all major 
decisions. Later the election of consuls was 
transferred to the Senate, but because the 
consuls and Senate both represented the 
interests of the patricians, there was constant 

tension between the elites and the common people, known as the plebeians.  
[Source: “From Kingdom to Republic”, Jerry H Bentley, Traditions and Encounters, adapted] 

 
1. During the early days of the Republic, most of the power was in the hands of the 

a. Etruscans 
b. Patricians 
c. Plebeians 
d. Republicans 

2. Why do you think the position of the king was replaced with TWO Consuls, rather than one? 
 
 
 
 

The Conflict of the Orders  
In the early days of the Republic, the heads of a few aristocratic families, known as patricians, elected officials from 
among themselves to run the government. Organized in clans, patrician families controlled every aspect of society—
politics, religion, economics, and the military. Patricians maintained their power through a patronage system in which 
wealthy Romans provided financial, social, or legal support for lower ranking families in return for political backing and 
loyalty. 



Almost from the beginning of the Republic, 
however, the common people, or plebeians (pli-bee-
uhns), challenged the patricians for power. When 
invaders threatened Rome in 494 BC, the plebeians 
seceded, or withdrew. They left Rome and refused to 
fight until changes were made. Realizing that they 
would not have an army without the plebeians, the 
patricians grudgingly expanded plebeian rights. 
Once they received these new rights, the plebeians 

returned to defend the city. Back in Rome, they formed their 
own assembly, the Plebeian Council. That assembly had the 
responsibility of overseeing and protecting plebei an affairs. 
To guarantee their rights, the plebeians also gained the right to 
elect officials known as tribunes. It was the tribunes’ job to 
protect the plebeians against unjust treatment by patrician 
officials. Eventually, these tribunes even gained the right to 
veto, or ban, laws that seemed harmful or unjust to the 
plebeians.	 
[Source: “The Foundations of Rome,” Susan Ramirez et al., World History: Human Legacy, Holt] 
 

3. How is the divide between Patricians and Plebeians similar to the Caste System in India? 
 
 
 
 

4. How did the Plebeians convince the Patricians to give them more rights and voice in government? What do you 
think of that strategy? 

 
 
 
 

5. What were Tribunes and how did they protect the rights of the Plebeians? What power did they have? 
 
 
 
 

Twelve Tables  
Later, around 450 BC, the plebeians forced the patricians to have all laws written down. The laws were 
displayed in the Roman Forum, or central square, on 12 large bronze tablets. As a result, the code became 
known as the Law of the Twelve Tables. Because the laws were posted, patrician judges could not make 
decisions based on their own opinions or on secret laws. However, one of the newly posted laws was a ban on 
marriage between patricians and plebeians—an attempt by the patricians to preserve their special status. 
Source: “The Foundations of Rome,” Susan Ramirez et al., World History: Human Legacy, Holt 
 

6. Why was the introduction of the Twelve Tables a form of protection for the Plebeians? 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Organization of the Republic 
As part of their new Republican constitution, the 
Romans created new offices and institutions of 
government. While it didn’t start out this way, 
eventually, the government consisted of three 
parts:  

• the Senate, a body of 300 members who 
advised elected officials, controlled 
public finances, and handled all foreign 
relations; 

• various popular assemblies, in which all 
citizens voted  on laws and elected 
officials; 

• officials called magistrates, who put the 
laws into practice, governed in the name 
of the Senate and the people, and acted 
as priests. Most senators were men who 
had served as magistrates in the past. 

Though initially dominated by patricians (the 
upper class), all state offices, including the 
Senate, were later open to both patricians and 
plebeians (the lower class). 
[Source: “The Foundations of Rome,” Susan 
Ramirez et al., World History: Human Legacy, 
Holt, adapted] 
 
Although the tribunes provided a voice in 
government for the plebeians, and the Twelve 
Tables provided some legal protection, the 
patricians continued to dominate Rome. 
Tensions between the classes persisted for as 
long as the republic survived. During the fourth 
century BCE, plebeians became eligible to hold 
almost all state offices and gained the right to 
have one of the consuls come from their ranks. 
By the early third century, plebeian-dominated 
assemblies won the power to make decisions 
binding on all of Rome. Thus, like fifth-century 
Athens, republican Rome gradually broadened 
the base of political participation. 
[Source: “From Kingdom to Republic”, Jerry H 
Bentley, Traditions and Encounters, adapted] 
 

7. Examine the different magistrate 
positions on the Cursus Honorum 
graphic to the right. Underline wherever 
it says “Patricians only originally”.  
How did the restriction on Plebeian 
participation in government change over 
time? Was it becoming more aristocratic 
or less aristocratic? Explain. 

 
 
 
 
 



Checks and Balances  
One reason that Rome’s government worked well was that it included a system of checks and balances, in which each 
part of the government could impose certain constraints upon the others. For example, the Senate could do little without 
the consent of the consuls, but at the same time consuls could not enact major changes without funding from the Senate. 
In the event of war, the senate might choose a dictator, or ruler who has complete control over a government. Each 
Roman dictator was granted power to rule for six months. After that time, he had to give up power. Romans particularly 
admired Cincinnatus as a model dictator. Cincinnatus organized an army, led the Romans to victory over the attacking 
enemy, attended victory celebrations, and returned to his farmlands— all within 15 days. 
[Source: “The Foundations of Rome,” Susan Ramirez et al., World History: Human Legacy, Holt] 

 
8. Which of the three parts of government was most democratic? Explain. 

 
 
 
 

9. How could the Tribunes, protectors of the Plebs, “check” or limit the power of the other two parts? 
 
 
 
 

10. "Dictator” meant something different to the Ancient Romans than it does to us today. What was the purpose of a 
dictator in the Roman Republic? 

 
 
 
 

11. The purpose of these checks and balances is to prevent any person or part of government from becoming too 
powerful and controlling the others. Can you imagine a situation where this might fall apart, and one person or a 
few people might take control? How might that play out? Use your imagination! 

 
 
 



12. All in all, do you think the Roman Republic was more like a monarchy (rule by a king), an aristocracy (rule by a 
few elites), or a democracy (rule by the people)? Explain your choice. 

 

 

 

 

THE TWELVE TABLES 
From Table I: If anyone summons a man before the magistrate, he must go. If the man summoned does not go, 
let the one summoning him call the bystanders to witness and then take him by force. 

From Table III: One who has confessed a �debt, or against whom judgment 
has been pronounced, shall have thirty days to pay it� in. After that forcible 
seizure of his person is allowed. The creditor shall bring him before the 
magistrate. Unless he pays the amount�of the judgment or some one in the 
presence�of the magistrate interferes in his behalf as protector the creditor so 
shall take him home and fasten him in stocks or fetters. He shall fasten him 
with not less than fifteen pounds of weight or, if he choose, with more. If the 
prisoner choose, he may furnish his own food. If he does not, the creditor 
must give him a pound of meal daily; if he choose he may give him more. 

From Table IV: A dreadfully deformed child shall be quickly killed… If a 
father sells his son three times, the son shall be free from his father… A child 
born after ten months since the father's death will not be admitted into a legal 
inheritance. 

From Table VIII: If one has injured a limb and does not compromise with the injured person, let there be 
retaliation. If one has broken a bone of a freeman with his hand or with a weapon, let him pay a penalty of three 
hundred coins. If he has broken the bone of a slave, let him have one hundred and fifty coins. 

From Table XI: Marriages should not take place between plebeians and patricians. 

 

13. What are your thoughts on the laws of the Twelve Tables? Give your opinions about two of the laws listed above. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


