
 

The expansion of Roman power took place over approximately 500 years, from 509 B.C.E to 14 

C. E.  At the start of this period, Rome was a tiny republic in central Italy.  Five hundred years 

later, it was the thriving center of a vast empire.  At its height of power, the Roman Empire 

included most of Europe, together with North Africa, Egypt, much of the present-day Middle 

East and Asia Minor.   

The growth of the empire happened gradually and came at a price.  Romans had to fight 

countless wars to defend their growing territory and to conquer new lands.  Along the way, 

Rome itself changed.  The Romans had once been proud to be governed under a republic of 

elected leaders.  Their heroes were men who had helped preserve the republic.  By 14 C. E., the 

republic was just a memory.  Power was in the hands of a single, supreme ruler, the emperor.  

Romans even worshiped the emperor as a god.  Was it worth the price? 

The story of Rome’s growth from a republic to an empire has four major periods. 

First Period of Expansion (509 B.C.E -264 B.C.E) 

It was during this period that Rome drove out the last of the Etruscans king and Rome became a 

republic.  The Romans wanted to protect their borders and gain more land.  They conquered their Latin 

neighbors in central Italy.  The Romans wisely signed a treaty, or agreement, with their Latin neighbors 

promising peace in the years to come.  After 100 years of battles, the Romans conquered the Etruscans 

to the north. They also battled groups of people called the Samnites and several Greek city-states to the 

south. By the end of this period, Rome’s conquest of the Italian peninsula was complete. It was also 

during this time that Rome was laid to ruins by a band of warlike people to the north called the Gauls.  

The Guals crushed the Roman army, looted the city, and burned most of it to the ground.  This 

convinced the Romans that they needed a stronger more powerful army.  The army had to be large 

enough to keep a permanent army in Rome and send soldiers to defend its conquered lands.  More and 

more Romans (mainly plebeians) were forced to serve in the army.  Conquered lands were expected to 

supply soldiers for the Roman armies and pay taxes.   

Second Period of Expansion (264 B.C.E- 146 B.C. E.) 

Rome’s growth threatened another great power, the city of Carthage, in North Africa.  During this 

period of expansion, Rome and Carthage fought three major wars.  These wars are known as the Punic 

Wars.  When the wars began, Carthage controlled North Africa, most of Spain, and part of the island of 

Sicily.  It also was in control of most of the trade in the western Mediterranean Sea.  Greek city-states 

in southern Italy frequently clashed with Carthage over trading rights.  When Rome conquered these 

cities, it was drawn into the fight with Carthage.  The first war was fought mostly at sea.  Carthage had 

a very powerful navy.  The Romans had built up their own navy by imitating and improving upon the 

Carthaginians’ ships.  The Romans won a decisive victory and gained control over Sicily and other 



islands.  In the Second Punic War, Carthage attacked Italy itself.  The brilliant Carthaginian general, 

Hannibal, surprised the Romans by marching from Spain across the Alps and into Italy.  His troops 

rode elephants and braved snowstorms.  For 15 years, his troops fought the Romans in Italy.  Hannibal 

was forced to return to Carthage to defend an attack by the Roman army.  The Romans were again 

victorious and Carthage had to give up Spain.  In the Third Punic War, Rome attacked Carthage and 

burned it to the ground.  Rome was now the greatest power in the Mediterranean region.  It 

controlled North Africa, much of Spain, and Greece.  However, many lives were lost during these 

long wars.  Farms had been destroyed or neglected.  Rome no longer had enough food to provide for its 

people and was forced to import grain from other places.  Poor farmers were forced to sell their land to 

wealthy landowners.   

Third Period of Expansion (145 B.C.E. – 44 B.C.E.) 

During this period of expansion Rome came to rule of the entire Mediterranean world.  General 

Pompey had expanded Roman rule into the eastern lands of Asia Minor including Syria and Cyprus.  

General Julius Cesar had conquered much of Gual and Egypt.  Roman conquests had brought great 

wealth to the city of Rome.  However, the expansion was causing great difficulties also.  Conquered 

lands resented having to pay taxes and send soldiers to the Roman army.  Many rebelled and Rome had 

to control the rebellions.  There were hundreds of thousands of slaves brought in as prisoners to Roman 

lands.  Romans often treated them very harshly which led to slave rebellions.  A slave named Spartacus 

led a famous revolt in 73 B.C. E.  After crushing his army and killing Spartacus in battle, the Romans 

put thousands of surviving rebels to death on crosses.  With so many slaves to do the work, thousands 

of Roman farmers and laborers had no jobs.  They crowded into Rome.  However, the greatest problem 

the expansion posed was to Rome’s republic.  Powerful generals began to fight civil wars for control of 

Rome.  Julius Caesar gained control and was named dictator for life by the Senate.  With Caesar in 

control, and after nearly five hundred years, the republic was at an end. 

Fourth Period of Expansion (44 B.C.E. – 14 C. E.) 

Caesar’s murder plunged Rome into civil wars that lasted over ten years.  When the fighting ended, 

Caesar’s grandnephew and adopted son Octavian was the sole ruler of Rome.  This began the Roman 

Empire.  To help gain favor with the people, Octavian told the Romans that he was restoring the 

authority of the Senate.  However, he was in complete control.  He was given the name “Augustus” 

which means “honored” and ruled Rome as Caesar Augustus.  Historians call him Rome’s first 

emperor.  Augustus ruled over more than 50 million people.  He continued to expand Rome’s empire 

by conquering the eastern kingdoms of Judea and Armenia.  To better defend the empire, he pushed 

western borders to the Rhine and Danube Rivers.  Later emperors added to the territory controlled by 

Rome by adding parts of Britain and by pushing further into North Africa. Rome was now the 

greatest empire in the world stretching from Britain to the present-day Middle East.  Keeping the 

peace in the Roman Empire continued to cost the Romans a great deal.  The costs continued to add up 

in men lost, money spent, and republic lost until the empire comes to an end. 

Did the benefits of Roman expansion outweigh the costs? 


