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Problems in the Late Republic 
(Source: “From Republic to Empire,” Susan Ramirez et al., World History: Human Legacy, Holt, adapted) 

 
By the mid-100s BCE, Rome had no rival anywhere in the Mediterranean world. However, the Romans soon found 
themselves faced on all sides by problems. The responsibilities of running their vast holdings stretched the Roman 
political system to its limits. As the pressures of governing grew, a revolution 
began in Roman political and social institutions. The primary cause of this 
revolution was growing tension between the various classes of Roman society. 
 
Social Unrest 
Among the first officials to notice the growing tension in Rome and try to 
resolve it were two brothers, the Gracchi. In 133 BCE the tribune Tiberius 
Gracchus noted the treatment of soldier-farmers, who were being reduced to 
poverty. After long years of service, many legionnaires returned 

home to find their farms had been sold or were in such bad 
shape that they had to be abandoned. Tiberius and his 
younger brother Gaius tried to help these soldiers by 

redistributing public land (land owned by the 
government) to small farmers. The Gracchi had 

public support, but the Roman elite (upper class) 
reacted violently. Fearing that the Gracchi were 

trying to reduce its power, the Senate urged 
mobs to kill first Tiberius and later his 
brother, along with their supporters. For the 
first time, the blood of Roman citizens was 

intentionally shed in the Forum. Violence 
had become a political tool. 
 

1. Why were the Senators so 
opposed to the message of the Gracchi 
brothers? 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The Military in Politics 

In 107 BC the social unrest reached a new level when a talented military leader named 
Gaius Marius was elected consul. Anxious to improve recruitment for the army, he 
eliminated the laws that only men owning property could become soldiers and began to 
accept anyone into the army who wanted to join. This also helped with unemployment. 
Poor people began to join the army, attaching themselves to a general in hopes of sharing 
the plunder and land at the end of a war. However, as a result of Marius’s changes, armies 
largely became private forces devoted more to their general than to Rome itself. Ruthless 
generals soon realized that they could use the loyalty of their troops as a political tool to 
increase their own power. Marius himself became very popular from this move, serving as 
consul a total of five times, and having many loyal supporters. Also, in order to provide 
land to the soldiers as payment for their service, new lands had to be conquered, which required more soldiers, who would 
also require new lands, creating a cycle of imperialism that could not go on forever. 
 

2. What was one positive effect and one negative effect of Marius’ policy to allow the poor to join the army? 
 
 



The Social War 
For decades, Rome’s allies in Italy had been trying to obtain Roman citizenship, but the Senate had stubbornly refused. In 
91 BCE conflict broke out. The conflict was known as the Social War, from socius, the Latin word for ally. In the end, 
the Italian rebels were defeated—but only after the Senate had finally agreed to give them citizenship. 
 
Civil War 
The Social War revealed the talent of one general in particular, the ambitious Lucius Cornelius Sulla, who became 
consul in 88 BCE, and was chosen by the senate to lead his army to fight the Parthians. However, Marius believed he 

should be the one to fight the Parthians, so he and his supporters defied Roman custom by trying 
to prevent Sulla from taking military command. Sulla responded by marching on Rome with his 
legions of troops. In the civil wars 
that followed, the two men both took 
control of Rome at different points, 
each time brutally murdering the 
supporters of their opponent. Sulla 
ultimately emerged victorious and 
became dictator. In a bloody purge 
he executed those who had opposed 
him or whom he believed to be a 
danger to the state. He then carried 
out a program of reforms aimed at 
protecting the power of the Senate. 

By establishing the example of dictatorship, Sulla had paved 
the way for major changes in Rome’s government. Within a 
generation of his death, the old Republic was practically 
gone. The end of the Republic was the result of the 
ambitions of just a few influential and powerful individuals, the most powerful men in Rome. From this example, and the 
instability it created, the checks and balances of the Republic fell apart, leaving room for a singe ruler to control Rome. 
 

3. Imagine you were living in Rome during this time. Why might civil wars and violent conflict lead people to 
lose faith in the Republic, and want a single ruler?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

4. How did Roman Imperialism help create conditions that would lead to the collapse of the Republic and the 
introduction of one-man rule? Summarize the key developments. 

 
 
 
 


