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Political Revolution and the Establishment of the Roman
Empire

The Roman Empire was a vast empire spanning Europe, Asia, and Africa, including the
fertile crescent of Western Asia and North Africa. The Roman Republic lasted
approximately 500 years from 500 to 27 BCE, during which Rome expanded from a city-
state to a large empire embracing diverse cultures and languages. The establishment of
the Roman Empire is divided into two phases: the early and late periods, separated by the
third century BCE.

There was a long-standing rivalry between the Roman Empire and the Iranian Empire from
the early seventh century BCE to the 630s CE. The Roman Empire was culturally diverse,
governed by a single ruler and a common system of government, while the Iranian Empire
was ruled by Parthians and Sasanians over a largely Iranian population.

Sources for Roman history include texts by contemporary historians, letters, speeches,
stone inscriptions, papyri (ancient writing material made from reeds), and material
remains such as monuments, pottery, coins, and mosaics.



Initially, Rome had a king, an assembly, and a senate. By the end of the 6th century BCE,
the king was overthrown, and a republic was established. The Romans conquered the
Italian peninsula by 265 BCE and expanded to Greece, Asia Minor, and Egypt by the first
century BCE.

The empire was formally established by Augustus in 27 BCE, known as the Principate. The
three pillars of the empire were the Emperor, the aristocracy, and the army. The success of
emperors depended on their control over the army. The first two centuries were relatively
peaceful, known as the Augustan Age, marked by internal peace and limited external
warfare.

At its peak in the second century BCE, the empire was vast and diverse, with urban centres
like Alexandria, Antioch, Carthage, and Constantinople serving as administrative hubs. The
third century CE saw internal crises, including rapid changes of emperors and external
invasions by Germanic tribes and the rise of the Sasanian dynasty in Iran.

Exam Questions

Ql: What were the main features of the Roman Republic?

Al: The Roman Republic had a senate, an assembly, and was governed by elected
officials. It lasted about 500 years and expanded Roman control over Italy and beyond.

Q2: Who established the Roman Empire and what was the Principate?

A2: Augustus established the Roman Empire in 27 BCE. The Principate was the system of
government with the Emperor as the central authority supported by the aristocracy and
the army.

Economic Expansion



The Roman Empire had a strong and prosperous economy supported by infrastructure
such as harbours, mines, quarries, brickyards, and olive oil factories. Key traded
commodities included wheat, wine, and olive oil, sourced mainly from Spain, Gaul, North
Africa, Egypt, and Italy.

Trade was extensive, with over 50 million containers found at Monte Testaccio in Rome,
indicating the scale of olive oil trade. Economic prosperity varied by region, with areas like
Campania, Sicily, and Egypt being wealthier, while pastoral and nomadic communities
and southern Spain were less developed.

The Roman economy featured advanced technologies such as water-powered mills and
mining operations. A commercial and banking system existed, and money was widely
used. Initially, a silver-based monetary system was in place, later replaced by a gold-
based system under Emperor Constantine.

Exam Questions

Ql: What were the main goods traded in the Roman Empire?

Al: Wheat, wine, olive oil, gold, slaves, spices, and silk were among the main goods traded
across the empire.

Q2: How did the Roman monetary system evolve?

A2: The Roman Empire initially used a silver-based monetary system, which was later
replaced by a gold-based system introduced by Emperor Constantine.

The Institution of Slavery

Slavery was fundamental to the Roman economy, with slaves performing much of the
labour in agriculture, mining, and handicrafts. Roman law treated slaves as property, and



masters had absolute authority over them. Slaves were bought and sold as commodities
and often worked under harsh conditions.

Labour supervision was strict, with workers sometimes chained together in groups. Debt
bondage was common, and some poor families sold their children into servitude. Roman
society was divided into social hierarchies: the aristocracy, middle class, and lower class,
with the lower class facing significant hardships.

By the fourth century, Roman law began to protect some civil rights, limiting the power of
emperors over individuals.

Exam Questions

Ql: What role did slavery play in the Roman economy?

Al: Slavery was central to the Roman economy, providing labour for agriculture, mining,
and crafts. Slaves were considered property and had no legal rights.

Q2: How was Roman society structured socially?

A2: Roman society had three main classes: the aristocracy (upper class), the middle class
(administrative and military personnel), and the lower class (majority of the population
with difficult lives).

Religious-cultural Foundation

The Roman Empire was culturally diverse, with various religious cults and local deities
worshipped across its territories. The traditional religion was polytheistic, influenced by
Greek and Roman beliefs.



Christianisation of the empire during the fourth and fifth centuries was gradual and
complex, with church leaders enforcing stricter beliefs and practices. Different languages
were spoken in different regions, such as Aramaic in the Near East, Coptic in Egypt, Punic
and Berber in North Africa, and Celtic in Spain and the northwest.

Latin gradually became the dominant written language, replacing many local scripts.
Diverse customs, dress styles, and food habits existed across the empire, reflecting its
cultural variety.

Exam Questions

Ql: What was the religious composition of the Roman Empire?

Al: The empire was polytheistic with many local deities, and later Christianity gradually
became dominant during the fourth and fifth centuries.

Q2: How did language diversity manifest in the Roman Empire?

A2: Different regions spoke different languages, but Latin became the dominant written
language by the fifth century, replacing many local languages.

Late Antiquity

The period from the 4th to 7th century CE is known as Late Antiquity, marked by significant
political, economic, cultural, and religious changes in the Roman Empire.

Christianity was declared the official religion by Emperor Constantine, and the rise of Islam
occurred in the 7th century. Emperor Diocletian divided the empire into four parts, each
ruled by a separate emperor, and expanded state activities including tax collection and
military conscription.



Diocletian abandoned the republican theory of Rome, adopting the title of 'divine lord,
marking the beginning of the ‘dominate’ period. Constantine later reunified the empire,
established Constantinople as the new capital, and introduced the gold coin solidus.

The eastern empire prospered with urban growth and economic expansion, while the
western empire faced invasions by Germanic tribes, leading to the formation of post-
Roman kingdoms and the medieval world.

By the 7th century, the Roman and Sasanian empires fell to Arab conquests, marking a
major political revolution in the ancient world.

Exam Questions

Ql: What were the major changes during Late Antiquity in the Roman Empire?

Al: The empire was divided into four parts, Christianity became the official religion, military
conscription was introduced, and the capital was moved to Constantinople.

Q2: What led to the fall of the Roman and Sasanian empires?

A2: Arab conquests in the 7th century led to the fall of both empires, marking a significant
political revolution.

Solved Examples

Example 1: Explain the significance of Augustus in the establishment of the Roman Empire.

Solution: Augustus established the Roman Empire in 27 BCE, ending the republic. He
created the Principate system, consolidating power as emperor while maintaining the



facade of republican institutions. His reign ushered in peace and stability known as the
Augustan Age.

Example 2: Describe the economic activities that contributed to the prosperity of the
Roman Empire.

Solution: The Roman economy thrived on trade of wheat, wine, and olive oil, supported by
infrastructure like harbours and factories. Advanced technologies such as water mills and
a monetary system facilitated commerce and banking.

Practice Set

Easy

e What was the Roman Republic?
e Name two major cities of the Roman Empire.

Moderate

¢ Explain the role of slavery in the Roman economy.
e What were the main features of the Augustan Age?

Challenging

¢ Discuss the causes and consequences of the Third-Century Crisis in the Roman
Empire.
e Analyze the impact of Christianisation on the Roman Empire during Late Antiquity.

Answer Key



Easy

1. The Roman Republic was a system of government where power rested with the senate
and elected officials.

2. Rome and Alexandria.

Moderate

1. Slavery provided essential labour in agriculture, mining, and crafts, forming the
backbone of the economy.

2. The Augustan Age was marked by peace, stability, and consolidation of imperial power
under Augustus.

Challenging

1. The Third-Century Crisis involved rapid changes of emperors, external invasions, and
internal strife, weakening the empire.

2. Christianisation transformed religious practices, influenced politics, and contributed to
cultural unity but also caused conflicts.

Quick Reference

¢ Principate: The early Roman Empire system established by Augustus.
e Third-Century Crisis: Period of political instability and external invasions in the 3rd

century CE.
e Christianisation: Spread of Christianity as the dominant religion in the Roman Empire.



e Dominate: Later phase of the Roman Empire with emperors as divine rulers.

¢ Slavery: Institution central to Roman economy and society.

Glossary

e Republic: A form of government where power rests with elected representatives and

the senate.

e Conscription: Mandatory enlistment of citizens into the military.

e Near East: The region east of the Mediterranean Sea under Roman influence.
e Transhumance: Seasonal movement of herdsmen between pastures.

e Civil War: Armed conflict within a country for control of government.
e Amphorae: Clay containers used for transporting liquids like wine and olive oil.
e Frankincense: Aromatic resin used in incense and perfumes.

¢ Slave Breeding: Practice of increasing slave population by encouraging reproduction.
e Freedmen: Former slaves who were granted freedom.

¢ Christianisation: The process of spreading Christianity and making it dominant.
e Monolith: A large, uniform cultural or social structure lacking diversity.

e Polytheism: Belief in multiple gods.

Chronology of Key Events
Year Event

500-27 . .
Roman Republic period

BCE
Establishment of Roman Empire by

27 BCE
Augustus

66-70 Jewish revolt and capture of

CE Jerusalem

115 CE Roman Empire reaches largest size
All inhabitants granted Roman

212 CE

citizenship

224 CE Start of Sasanian dynasty in Iran

Significance

Expansion of Rome from city-state to
empire

Beginning of the Principate and imperial
rule

Roman consolidation of control in the
Near East

Peak territorial extent

Integration of diverse populations

New power rival to Rome



284-
305 CE

306-337
CE

410 CE

642 CE

Reign of Diocletian

Reign of Constantine

Visigoths sack Rome

Arab conquest of Eastern Roman
and Sasanian empires

Division of empire and administrative
reforms

Christianity becomes official religion;
founding of Constantinople

Symbolic decline of Western Roman
Empire

End of ancient empires; rise of Islamic
caliphates



