
12/9/2019

1

Big Idea

The Roman World Takes Shape

Essential Question

What were the social and political characteristics of 
Rome?
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Words To Know

Social Classes (Structure) – the different classes of people 

that make up society, like the rich and the poor.

Social Hierarchy – a system to divide people by social 

group (class).

Laws of the Twelve Tables – The earliest attempt by the 

Romans to create a code of law was the Laws of the 

Twelve Tables.

Let’s Set The Stage…

The Romans drove out their Etruscan ruler in 509 B.C. This date is 
considered to mark the founding of the Roman state, which would 
last for 500 years. The Romans established their state with a form of 
government called in Latin “a res publica”, or “that which belongs to 
the people.” In this form of government, which today we call a 
republic, the people chose some of the officials. A republic, Romans 
thought, would prevent any individual from gaining too much power.
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Social Hierarchy

Patricians

Plebeians

Freedmen

Slaves

Ancient Roman society was 
made up of different social 
classes.
Societies with different 
social classes are shown in  a 
social hierarchy.

Patricians

Wealthy landowners

Men were the leading political class
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Plebeians

Lower class Roman citizens 
(farmers, merchants, artisans)

Majority of the citizens 
Not allowed to run for office, but 
they eventually gained this right

Freedmen

Former slaves, not considered citizens

Their children were given full citizenship

Farmers or tradesmen, but were highly educated and 

worked in the Roman government
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Slaves

Considered property, no legal rights
Jobs: hard labor to skilled jobs including teachers, accountants and 
physicians; Greek slaves were especially known for being educated. 

Could pay to get out of slavery but the price was very high

The Senate and the Consuls

In the early republic, the Senate made the laws and controlled the 
government. Originally its 300 members were all patricians –
members of the landholding upper class. 
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Each year, the senators nominated two consuls from the patrician 
class. They supervised the government and the military. 
Consuls could serve only one term. They were also expected to 
approve each other’s decisions (checks and balances). 

The Dictator
In the event of war the Senate might choose a dictator, or ruler 
who has complete control over the government. 
Each dictator was granted power to rule for six months. After that 
time he gave up power.
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Plebeians Fight for their Rights

The Plebeians made up most of the population of Rome, had the 
legal rights of citizenship but little political influence. 
After a general strike against the patricians, the plebeians gained 
the right to elect their own officials, called tribunes, to protect 
their interests.

They could veto – or block – laws that they felt were harmful to 
the plebeians. Little by little, plebeians forced the Senate to choose 
plebeians as consuls and to admit plebeians as members of the 
Senate itself.
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The Law of the Twelve Tables

In 450 B.C., the government oversaw the inscription of the laws of 
Rome on twelve tablets, which were set up in the Forum, Rome’s 
marketplace. 
Plebeians had protested that citizens could not know what the 
laws were because they were not written down. 

The Law of the Twelve Tables made it possible for the first time 
for plebeians to appeal a judgment handed down by a patrician 
judge.
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Romans Leave a Lasting Legacy
Although the senate still dominated the government, the common 
people had gained access to power and won protections for their 
rights without having to resort to war or revolution. 

More than 2,000 years later, the authors of the United States 
Constitution would adapt such Roman ideas as the senate, the 
veto and checks on political power. 
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The Roman Republic Grows

As Rome’s political and social systems changed at home, its armies 
expanded Roman power across Italy. 
By about 270 B.C., Rome controlled most of the Italian peninsula.

Maintaining the State

Throughout its empire, Rome built a network of military roads to 
link distant territories to Rome.
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As trade and travel increased, local people incorporated Latin into 
their languages and adopted many Roman customs and beliefs 
(cultural diffusion/assimilation). 
Slowly, Italy began to unite under Roman rule.

Essential Question Answered
What were the social and political characteristics 
of Rome?

Ancient Rome was made up of four different social 
classes; patricians, plebeians, freedmen and slaves.

Ancient Rome became a republic, with a Senate 
that made the laws and controlled the government. 
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Essential Question Answered
What were the social and political characteristics 
of Rome?

Over time the Plebeians gained more rights and a 
voice in the government (veto/block laws).   

To protect the rights of citizens, the Roman 
government wrote down a code of law called The 
Law of the Twelve Tables.


