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The Elasticity of the Roman Republic:  
A Walk Through Time 

 
 
“What walks on four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon, three legs in the 

evening, and no legs at night?” The answer to this 2,500-year-old riddle is solved by Oedipus in 

Sophocles’ play Oedipus the King.1 From crawling on four as a baby, to walking on two as an 

adult, then three with a cane in old age until finally no more, the answer is of course: man. A 

human goes through many stages of life; born and suckled without a notion of self, to old age 

wearing scars physical and emotional, pushing the elasticity of life with countless negotiations 

along the way, incorporating a lifetime of accomplishments and regrets, missteps and successes 

until finally left with no more legs, he dies. He has played many roles along the way, yet always 

remains the same player. This is true of a nation as well. This elasticity that allows a nation to 

bend, grow and adapt is the very principle that allowed The Roman Republic to continue—in 

augmented forms—to the time of Diocletian in the 280s. While many attribute the end of the 

Roman Republic with the defeat of Mark Antony and the extraordinary powers given to Octavian 

as Augustus in 27 BCE, or the time of Sulla or Caesar’s dictatorship, or even Actium assuming 

the title of Augustus, I propose it lasted to the time of Diocletian ending with the return to a 

monarchy. I posit this because a nation is more than the current leadership; it is an evolving set 

of laws, a common vision that is malleable that can adapt to the times without loss of vision, an 

elasticity with an ability to stretch with the times in order to keep that shared vision in sight. The 

Roman Republic shared a common vision of Veritas, Pietas, Gravitas, Fortitudo among its  

 
1 “The Stages of Life According to the Riddle of the Sphinx.” The American Institute for Learning and 
Human Development. Accessed May 4, 2021. https://www.institute4learning.com/2012/08/08/the-stages-
of-life-according-to-the-riddle-of-the-sphinx/.  
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15 Roman Virtues.2 These virtues superseded any one individual in power but epitomized the 

core values of the Roman Republic. Armed with this moral compass, a compassionate and fair 

court and a true Republican vision, the Roman Republic begins its 800-year life with a crawl on 

four legs. 

Rome wasn’t built in a day. Pardon this old saying but the very phrase attests to the 

unpresuming start of this inland nation. According to a supported legend, Rome emerged from 

monarchy rule in 509 BCE surrounded by enemies, a weak city-state of only 350 square miles.3 

It started out as laconic, agrarian and poor:  

Yet the Roman empire was a vast, slow-moving society. The overwhelming proportion of 
its wealth lay in agriculture, and most of its population lived from subsistence farming.4 

 
This overthrow was not a bottom-up insurgency by slaves but rather a top-down aristocracy, the 

patricians, leading the formation of a new government, electing Lucius Junius Brutus as its first 

consul. Polybius points to the noble overthrow: 

… the kingship changed into a tyranny; the first steps towards its overthrow were taken 
by the subjects, and conspiracies began to be formed. These conspiracies were not the 
work of the worst men, but of the noblest, most high-spirited, and most courageous, 
because such men are least able to brook the insolence of princes. The people now having 
got leaders, would combine with them against the ruling powers for the reasons I stated 
above; kingship and monarchy would be utterly abolished, and in their place aristocracy 
would begin to grow.5 
 

These noble attributes ascribe to the formation of a great republic. With the yoke of tyranny 

lifted the republic stretches, formalizes the senate (originally more of an advisory board6), and 

begins to walk on two legs.  

 
2 While we see 15 listed in this book, online searches vary to the exact number. Mulligan, Bret. The Crisis 
of Catiline; Rome, 63 BC. Barnard College, New York, July, 2019. 69-70. 
3 Durant, Will. Caesar and Christ: a History of Roman Civilization and of Christianity from Their 
Beginnings to A.D. 325. New York: MJF Books, 1992. 35. 
4 Brown, Peter. The World of Late Antiquity: from Marcus Aurelius to Muhammad. London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1971. 22. 
5 Polybius, Histories II.55.3 (Book 6, Ch. 7 Section 8 - Ch. 8, Section 1).  
6 Saladin, Chris. “HIST 3053.” Lecture, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, January 26, 2021. 
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 All roads lead to Rome. Not just viae but the best of government and leadership 

examples that found their way to Rome contributing to an elasticity in rule. A basic building 

block to a great and long-lasting nation is the formation of a set of laws to govern all fairly. The 

newly born Roman Republic formalized the codification of a long tradition of existing laws with 

the Twelve Tables around fifty years after its birth.7 The Roman Republic continued to evolve its 

constitution as the republic grew. Polybius attests to the importance of a good constitution, “Now 

the chief cause of success or the reverse in all matters is the form of a state's constitution; for 

springing from this, as from a fountain-head, all designs and plans of action not only originate, 

but reach their consummation.”8 Livy reinforces this as well, “from these you may choose for 

yourself and for your own state what to imitate, from these mark for avoidance what is shameful 

in the conception and shameful in the result.”9 John Adams, a founding father of the United 

States had this to say: 

The Roman constitution formed the noblest people and the greatest power that has ever 
existed. But if all the powers of the consuls, senate, and people had centered in a single 
assembly of the people, collectively or representatively, will any man pretend to believe 
that they would have been long free, or ever great?10 

 
With a strong flexible constitution, coupled with a division of power leadership may 

change, but the intent of government remains, and we watch the republic grow:  

As we have seen, Rome was a dynamic and constantly changing society, with a diverse 
and ever-growing population who’s most striking characteristic was its capacity to absorb 
and integrate new elements.11  

 
7 Cornell, Tim. Beginnings of Rome: Italy and Rome from the Bronze Age to the Punic Wars (C.1000-264 
BC). Routledge, 2015. 242. 
8 Polybius, Histories II.55.3 (Book 6, Ch. 2, Section 9).  
9 Livy, Ab Urbe Condita (Preface, Section 10).  
10 Fell, A. London. Origins of Legislative Sovereignty and the Legislative State. Konigstein, Taunus: 
Athenaum, 1983. 131.  
11 Cornell, Tim. Beginnings of Rome: Italy and Rome from the Bronze Age to the Punic Wars (C.1000-
264 BC). Routledge, 2015. 244. 
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Adams on another occasion stated, “Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious 

people. It is wholly inadequate to the government of any other.”12 This position of moral 

authority, a foundational tenant of the Roman Republic, is praised by Polybius: 

Again, the laws and customs relating to the acquisition of wealth are better in Rome than 
at Carthage. At Carthage nothing which results in profit is regarded as disgraceful; at 
Rome nothing is considered more so than to accept bribes and seek gain from improper 
channels.”13 [He goes on to say] “A proof of this is that at Carthage candidates for office 
practise open bribery, whereas at Rome death is the penalty for it.14 
 

Rome’s laws reflected this gravitas, “It is not enough, however, simply to classify the new 

permanent court as a reaction to outside pressure: it must also have represented the political will 

and ideals of the leadership at home.”15 These ideals are the Roman Virtues as mentioned earlier. 

This moral certitude is simply another anchor for the Roman Republic and one we can safely 

assume continues beyond the death of Mark Antony and the assumption of Augustus in 29 BC.  

 The Augustus Revolution is discussed as a time of change and indeed there was a change 

in top management. But the running of the nation went on adapting, flexing to new innovations 

including financial reforms, urban reforms and moral reforms along with vast architectural 

construction, including a new wall. This is a city and nation growing, stretching itself, not cutting 

ties to the past but building off of it. Augustus may have assumed a new title but for the rest of 

the Roman nation life went on as normal. For the next 200 years we have a series of emperors of 

middling success. However, sewers and aqueducts are built and maintained, the city thrives, the 

provinces continue with their own cultures and adopt from Rome what they could use. 

It was Polybius who argued the cycle of six styles of government (ending in mob-rule) 

and while I disagree, we can read he was prophetic: 

 
12 “From John Adams to Massachusetts Militia, 11 October 1798,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
accessed May 5, 2021, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/99-02-02-3102. 
13 Polybius, Histories II.55.3 (Book 6, Ch. 56, Section 2).  
14 Polybius, Histories II.55.3 (Book 6, Ch. 56, Section 4).  
15 Flower, Harriet I. Roman Republics. Princeton; Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2010. Accessed 
May 5, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt7t3pn. 70. 
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Such is the cycle of political revolution, the course appointed by nature in which 
constitutions change, disappear, and finally return to the point from which they started. 
And especially in the case of the Roman state will this method enable us to arrive at a 
knowledge of its formation, growth, and greatest perfection, and likewise of the change 
for the worse which is sure to follow some day.”16  

 
This brings us to the Third Century Crisis, a time of 27 Emperors in 49 years and barbarians 

hammering at the door. Yet, who is this a crisis for? It mostly seems to be a crisis at the top.  

The republic continues through this time of Whack-A-Mole leadership flexing and absorbing the 

hits with an elasticity coupled with a set of laws and sense of moral virtue. For the average 

Roman they may not have noticed much change, the Roman economy stayed vital, Carthage was 

flourishing. The crisis was who is running the empire?17 We find the Roman Republic carrying a 

cane as it hobbles towards the sunset.  

 The Emperor is dead. Long live the King. We can see the final demise of the Roman 

Republic with the rise Diocletian in the 280s. Rising through the ranks of the army from a 

humble beginning, we see him accept the title of emperor from the army, not the senate as he felt 

they were honorary titles, and now only positions of little authority, thus changing the rule of the 

land.18 Appointing a co-emperor Maximian, as Augustus, he totally reshaped the empire. And in 

193 CE feeling the nation was too big for one man to rule, Diocletian formed the Tetrarchy, 

dividing the empire into four territories, each with its own leader to manage. He creates the 

consistorium, something much like a royal court. Diocletian reformed the empire with 

unprecedented bureaucracy, doubling the civil service from 15,000 to 30,000, reshaped the legal 

system, the army implemented a universal tax reform. He implemented an edict on maximum 

prices for goods and now the common people were being directly affected: figs cost the same 

where farmed as they would in Britannia hundreds of miles away. The final break with the past is 

 
16 Polybius, Histories II.55.3 (Book 6, Ch. 9, Section 12).  
17 Saladin, Chris. “HIST 3053.” Lecture, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, April 26, 2021. 
18 Saladin, Chris. “HIST 3053.” Lecture, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, April 26, 2021. 
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the change in Diocletian’s title from Princeps to Dominus, and the minting of coins with him 

wearing a crown. The republic founded in 509 BCE when Lucius Junius Brutus was elected 

consul was no more, Diocletian had brought Rome back to a monarchy hobbling the vision of 

virtues, the elasticity of government and lost its moral compass, compassionate and fair court and 

true Republican vision. Rome had no more legs. The Roman Republic was dead. Long live the 

King.  


