Social Classes: Patrician & Plebeians

In Ancient Rome, there were two main social classes of people, Patricians and Plebeians. Patricians were the upper class, the nobility and wealthy land owners. The plebeians were the lower class, which included everyone else in Rome. 

The following story takes place in 494 B.C.E. while Rome was in turmoil. The plebeians have gone on strike to gain more rights. They refuse to work at their jobs and do not report for military service. Here two Romans, a patrician and a plebeian, argue about their differences. 
DIRECTIONS: Read about the different social classes in the Republic of Ancient Rome.  Highlight/underline similarities and differences between the patricians and plebeians.  Fill in the Venn diagram on the back.
Lucius:  Marcus, I have always thought of you as a reasonable person.  Don’t you agree that, as loyal Roman citizens, you and the other plebeians should resume your duties?

Marcus: No, we will not. And we will not be satisfied until we have destroyed your one sided patrician government.

Lucius: How can you speak to me like that? We’ve been friends since childhood.  Haven’t I always treated you fairly?

Marcus: Yes, Lucius, we were friends once. But how can I ever forget the enormous differences between us?  You are a wealthy landholding patrician. I am just a poor carpenter.  I can never dream of owning my own land because I can barely to afford to feed my family.

Lucius: But I’ve never used my wealth to take advantage of you.

Marcus: That’s not true! You and the other patricians have always taken advantage of people like me. You are one of the three hundred members of the senate.  Were any of you elected? Of course not! You are a senator only because your family is a member of the ruling class! I may be a plebeian but I am still a Roman citizen, yet you treat me worse than the slaves that I own at my home. 

Lucius : It upsets me to hear you speak this way Marcus.  I too own slaves, and I certainly do not treat them with the same respect I treat you.  And as for my job in the senate, most of us patricians have held important government jobs. Among the senators are former judges, generals, and consuls.  I myself have been head of a province (territory). This experience is important since we of the senate control all of Rome’s spending and make all of the laws that govern us today.  What experience in government have you plebeians had? Admit it: we patricians know how to run Rome!

Marcus: I admit no such thing! We ordinary people don’t have your experience because all of the important government jobs are closed to plebeians.  Lucius, this is supposed to be a republic, not a government of the rich. We poor people deserve the same rights and privileges as you rich people.  Don’t we serve and sacrifice to the same gods at religious ceremonies?  Don’t we speak the same Latin language? Don’t we both agree that all women should not hold any type of power except at home?  So why do you treat me and my people so unfairly? 

Lucius: What do your people really want Marcus?

Marcus: We want justice. The laws that were written down years ago are harsh. Many crimes are punished by death, and people who are in debt (owe money) are treated severely. But the written law was a step forward because people knew what was legal and what was not. The problem, Lucius, is that all the judges are patricians. And they favor their own people.

Lucius: You don’t need plebeian judges because Roman law protects everyone. No Roman can be executed without a trial, and a judge’s sentence can be appealed to a higher court. A person condemned to die can always go into exile (leave the country) instead. 

Marcus: Lucius, as long as there are no plebeian judges, we plebeians will ever be judged fairly. And Rome will never have the loyalty of its plebeian citizens so long as its most important jobs are closed to them.

Lucius: If you are granted these things, then will you resume your responsibilities? 

Marcus: Not quite. We must also have plebeians in the senate, and we want to be able to marry members of patrician families.

Lucius: I understand you desire to be in the senate, but marriage between people of different classes. That Impossible!

Marcus: Without the Plebeians, Rome is not possible, patrician wealth is not possible, and patrician privilege is not possible. When patricians finally come to understand that you cannot do without us, you will give us the things that we ask for. It may take time , but we plebeians have little to lose and much and much to gain.
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