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Note: This text describes Sallust’s interpretation of the evolution of the Roman Republic, with particular 

emphasis on its moral degeneracy during the late Republic.  Although his description does not encompass 
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phases of the sequence, and in the proper order (chiefdom, kingship, tyranny, and aristocracy, and many 

traits associated with oligarchy, democracy, and demagarchy/ochlocracy).   
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… 

 

Since the occasion has arisen to speak of the morals of our country, the nature of my theme seems to 

suggest that I go farther back and give a brief account of the institutions of our forefathers in peace and in 

war, how they governed the commonwealth, how great it was when they bequeathed it to us, and how by 

gradual changes it has ceased to be the noblest and best, and has become the worst and most vicious. 
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The city of Rome, according to my understanding, was at the outset founded and inhabited by Trojans, 

who were wandering about in exile under the leadership of Aeneas and had no fixed abode; they were 

joined by the Aborigines, a rustic folk, without laws or government, free and unrestrained.  After these 

two peoples, different in race, unlike in speech and mode of life, were united within the same walls, they 

were merged into one with incredible facility, so quickly did harmony change a heterogeneous and roving 

band into a commonwealth.  But when this new community had grown in numbers, civilization, and 

territory, and was beginning to seem amply rich and amply strong, then, as is usual with mortal affairs, 

prosperity gave birth to envy.  As a result, neighbouring kings and peoples made war upon them, and but 

few of their friends lent them aid; for the rest were smitten with fear and stood aloof from the danger.  But 

the Romans, putting forth their whole energy at home and in the field, made all haste, got ready, 

encouraged one another, went to meet the foe, and defended their liberty, their country, and their parents 

by arms.  Afterwards, when their prowess had averted the danger, they lent aid to their allies and friends, 

and established friendly relations rather by conferring than by accepting favours. 

 

They had a constitution founded upon law, which was in name a monarchy; a chosen few, whose bodies 

were enfeebled by age but whose minds were fortified with wisdom, took counsel for the welfare of the 

state.  These were called Fathers, by reason either of their age or of the similarity of their duties.  Later, 

when the rule of the kings, which at first had tended to preserve freedom and advance the state, had 

degenerated into a lawless tyranny, they altered their form of government and appointed two rulers with 

annual power, thinking that this device would prevent men’s minds from growing arrogant through 

unlimited authority. 
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Now at that time every man began to lift his head higher and to have his talents more in readiness.  For 

kings hold the good in greater suspicion than the wicked, and to them the merit of others is always fraught 

with danger; still the free state, once liberty was won, waxed incredibly strong and great in a remarkably 

short time, such was the thirst for glory that had filled men's minds.  To begin with, as soon as the young 

men could endure the hardships of war, they were taught a soldier's duties in camp under a vigorous 

discipline, and they took more pleasure in handsome arms and war horses than in harlots and revelry.  To 

such men consequently no labour was unfamiliar, no region too rough or too steep, no armed foeman was 

terrible; valour was all in all.  Nay, their hardest struggle for glory was with one another; each man strove 

to be the first to strike down the foe, to scale a wall, to be seen of all while doing such a deed.  This they 

considered riches, this fair fame and high nobility.  It was praise they coveted, but they were lavish of 

money; their aim was unbounded renown, but only such riches as could be gained honourably. … 

 

… 
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… good morals were cultivated at home and in the field; there was the greatest harmony and little or no 

avarice; justice and probity prevailed among them, thanks not so much to laws as to nature.  Quarrels, 

discord, and strife were reserved for their enemies; citizen vied with citizen only for the prize of merit. 

They were lavish in their offerings to the gods, frugal in the home, loyal to their friends.  By practising 

these two qualities, boldness in warfare and justice when peace came, they watched over themselves and 

their country.  In proof of these statements I present this convincing evidence: firstly, in time of war 

punishment was more often inflicted for attacking the enemy contrary to orders, or for withdrawing too 

tardily when recalled from the field, than for venturing to abandon the standards or to give ground under 

stress; and secondly, in time of peace they ruled by kindness rather than fear, and when wronged 

preferred forgiveness to vengeance. 
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But when our country had grown great through toil and the practice of justice, when great kings had been 

vanquished in war, savage tribes and mighty peoples subdued by force of arms, when Carthage, the rival 

of Rome's sway, had perished root and branch, and all seas and lands were open, then Fortune began to 

grow cruel and to bring confusion into all our affairs.  Those who had found it easy to bear hardship and 

dangers, anxiety and adversity, found leisure and wealth, desirable under other circumstances, a burden 

and a curse.  Hence the lust for money first, then for power, grew upon them; these were, I may say, the 

root of all evils.  For avarice destroyed honour, integrity, and all other noble qualities; taught in their 

place insolence, cruelty, to neglect the gods, to set a price on everything.  Ambition drove many men to 

become false; to have one thought locked in the breast, another ready on the tongue; to value friendships 

and enmities not on their merits but by the standard of self-interest, and to show a good front rather than a 

good heart.  At first these vices grew slowly, from time to time they were punished; finally, when the 

disease had spread like a deadly plague, the state was changed and a government second to none in equity 

and excellence became cruel and intolerable. 

 

… 
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