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The Roman Empire under Augustus


Roman power was crumbling and would likely have ended had it not been for two great statesmen: Gaius Julius Caesar and his great-nephew Augustus, also known as Octavian. In 27 B.C., Octavian told the Senate that he had restored the republic. When he offered to give up his job, the Senate gave him several offices. It named him "first citizen" and "Father of the Country". He took for himself the title of Augustus, or revered one. Octavian then became the first Roman emperor, or absolute ruler of an empire.


Augustus was a clever politician. He held the offices of consul, tribune, high priest, and senator all at the same time. However, he refused to be crowned emperor. Augustus knew that most Romans would not accept one-person rule unless it took the form of a republic.


Augustus wanted boundaries that would be easy to defend. So he rounded out the empire to natural frontiers--the Rhine and Danube rivers in the north, the Atlantic Ocean in the west, and the Sahara in the south. Augustus also stationed soldiers there.


Augustus was not interested in gaining new territory for Rome. Instead, he worked on governing the existing empire. He paid provincial governors large salaries so that they would not feel the need to overtax the people or keep public money for them.


To make sure that people did not pay too much or too little tax, Augustus ordered a census, or population count, to be taken from time to time. He made Rome more beautiful. He wrote strict laws to govern the way people behaved in public. He protected the city by setting up a fire brigade and a police force and encouraged learning by building Rome's first library.


Augustus ruled for 41 years and brought peace to Rome. He gave Romans a new sense of pride and reorganized the government of Rome so that it ran well for more than 200 years. The peace that he brought to Rome was called the Pax Romana. For the most part, Rome and its people prospered, civilization spread, and cultures mixed.


In the early years of the empire, about 1 million people lived in Rome. It suffered from many of the same problems as cities today--too little housing, air pollution, crime, unemployment, and a high cost of living. Many Romans could not find jobs and had to pay taxes on almost everything.


