IN SEARCH OF THE PERFECT CONSTITUTION

Research Question: What’s the relationship between the Roman constitution and the alleged
stability of the Roman republican system?

Polybius

Polybius was born in c. 199 BCE in Megalopolis (Achaea), and was elected Hipparchus of the Achaean
League, an alliance of several poleis on the central and northern Peloponnesus. After the Greeks lost
the Third Macedonian War (171-168 BCE), he and a thousand other Achaean nobles were deported
to Rome as hostages, where he would spend the next 17 years of his life. He received very sympathetic
treatment, especially by L. Aemilius Paullus Macedonicus, the victorious general of the Third Mace-
donian War, and becomes mentor and tutor for Macedonicus’ sons, one of whom is C. Scipio Aemi-
lianus (adoptive son of P. Cornelius Scipio, himself son of P. Scipio Africanus who defeated Hannibal
in the Second Punic War), who would later defeat and destroy Cartage in the Third Punic War (149—
146 BCE). Polybius joins Scipio during the war in Africa, where he witnesses the destruction of Car-
thage himself, and later moves back to Greece, where he used his connections to Rome to avert the
worst excesses of local Roman magistrates. He spends several years travelling, and dies finally around
118 BCE, the clear date is uncertain.

His main work are the Histories, in which he covers the rise of Rome and its conquest of the
Mediterranean world 220—144 in 40 books, about a third of which is still extant (books 1-6 complete,
excerpts from 1-16 and 18, fragments and quotes). In an annalistic fashion, he describes the events in
the east and west, interspersed with thematic books (e.g. book 0), in the search for causes and occa-
sions, he aims at a truthful and impartial account in which individuals drive history, but with whom
Tyche interferes. He is considered to be very reliable today.'

The Theory of Mixed Constitution

In the later fifth century BCE, Greek philosophers, in their debates about the best constitution vis-a-
vis the numerous constitutional crises happening in Greece at the time, develop the theory of a mixed
constitution, being in part a democracy, aristocracy, and monarchy, which they thought would be the
most stable one. Aristotle is the first who develops a systematic account in his Po/itics, especially book
seven. He identifies three types of government: the rule of one (royalty, tyranny), the few (aristocracy,
oligarchy), or the many (polity, democracy). In each case, there is a ‘true’ version of each type, aimed
at the common good, and a perverted one, aimed at the wellbeing of the ruler(s). Of special importance
in these discussions is the Spartan constitution, which, as the Roman one, guarantees checks, balances,
and cooperation between the different institutions.”
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Pol. 6.11

"Hv pév 8 tpia pépn 1o kpatodvo i mohteiog,
8mep eimo mpdTEPOV Gmovtar obtwg 8& mhvta
KaTO LEPOGC TomG Kol TPENHVTOG GLVETETOKTO Ko
OlKETTO 010 TOVT®V HoTE UNdéva ot (v Eimelv
duvacOor PePaing unoe tdv Eyyopiov motep’
GPIOTOKPOTIKOV  TO  TOAiTELMO COUTAY T
ONUOKPOTIKOV T LOVOPYIKOV.

Pol. 6.12

Ol pév yap Omoator mpo Tod pEV €EAyev T
oTPATONENN TOPOVTEC &V Pdun macdv gict kOpiot
TV Onuociov mpalewv. of te youp Gpyovieg ol
Aowmol mavTec vmotdTToviol Kol mEapyodot
TOUTOlg TAT)V T®V Oonuapyov, &g 18 TV
cOYKANTOV 00TOL TOG TTPEGPeiac dyovot. Tpdg 8¢
TOIC TPOEIPNUEVOIG ODTOL T8 KOTEMEIyOVTa TRV
SwPovrov  dvadidoacty, odtot 1OV Ohov
YEPIGUOV TOV S0YUAT®V EMITEAODGL.

Pol. 6.13
Kol pnv 1 obykintog npdtov pev €xet v 100
tapeiov  wovpiav. [...] opoiwg Oca  TAV

aouknuitov  t@v kot Ttadiav  mpocdeitol
dnuociog émiokéyenc, Aéym & olov mpodociog
oLUVOUOCinG, QopHoKElng, —Odoloeoviag, TR
CLYKANT® HEAEL TTEPL TODT®V. TPOG O€ TOVTOLS, €1
TIg 1010 1| MO TV KoTa TNV ITtariov
dwlvcemg 1| <kail v AU> émTiunoemg 1
BonBeiog 1| puAakiic TPOGdETTAL, TOVTOV TAVTWOV
EMUELEG EOTL TH] CLYKANT®.

Pol. 6.14

TG YOp €0TL Kol TiHmplag &v T1] moltelg povog
0 dfjpog KOP1OG [...] Kol unv Tag apyag 0 Ofuog
3idmot toig dElolg dmep €0l KGAMGTOV AOAOV &V
moAtely kKaAokdyabiog. €xet 6 v Kkvpiov kol
TEPL TG TOV VOUWOV SOKIUAGI0G, Kol TO LEYIOTOV,
Ep eipyvng ovtog Povdedeton kai ToAEOL.

The three kinds of government that I spoke of above
all shared in the control of the Roman state. And such
fairness and propriety in all respects was shown in the
use of these three elements for drawing up the con-
stitution and in its subsequent administration that it
was impossible even for a native to pronounce with
certainty whether the whole system was aristocratic,
democratic, or monarchical.

The consuls, previous to leading out their legions, ex-
ercise authority in Rome over all public affairs, since
all the other magistrates except the tribunes are under
them and bound to obey them, and it is they who in-
troduce embassies to the senate. Besides this it is they
who consult the senate on matters of urgency, they
who carry out in detail the provisions of its decrees.

To pass to the senate. In the first place it has the con-
trol of the treasury, all revenue and expenditure being
regulated by it. [...] Similarly crimes committed in It-
aly which require a public investigation, such as trea-
son, conspiracy, poisoning, and assassination, are un-
der the jurisdiction of the senate. Also if any private
person or community in Italy is in need of arbitration
or indeed of formal censure or requires succor or
protection, the senate attends to all such matters.

For it is the people which alone has the right to con-
fer honors and inflict punishment [...] Again it is the
people who bestow office on the deserving, the no-
blest reward of virtue in a state; the people have the
power of approving or rejecting laws, and what is
most important of all, they deliberate on the question

of war and peace.

Alternatives to Athens. Varieties of Political Organisation and Community in Ancient Greece, Oxford ¢ a/. 2002, pp. 152—

166.



Discussion Questions
e How did Polybius’ life experiences influence his perception on the world in general and his
historical writings in particular?
e What is the relationship between the cyclical nature of constitutional change and the idea of a
mixed constitution?

e Apart from the constitution (if at all), what other factors were possibly responsible for the
stability of the Roman republican political, social, cultural, and economic order?

e Was the Roman republic a stable society at all?
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