
ANCIENT HISTORY: ROME 
 
Assess the significance of the Mithridatic and Parthian Wars during this period.  
 
 
The Mithridatic Wars of 70-66BC and the Parthian Wars that lasted from 54-53BC had an enduring 
impact on the Roman Republic. Rome’s war against Mithridates VI Eupator the Great, King of 
Pontus and the Parthians primarily revealed the Senate’s inadequacy to manage continuing 
international expansion problems and the vulnerability of the Roman military. The Senate’s 
subsequent reliance on powerful generals highlighted the importance of military Gloria in an 
increasingly competitive political climate. The battles resulted in the imbalance of power that would 
ultimately lead to civil war and the fall of the Roman Republic.  
 
To begin with, these conflicts demonstrated the early inability of Rome to maintain order in its ever-
expanding empire. The Mithridatic Wars had been remarkably lengthy and consumed Senatorial 
attention for a long period. This indirectly allowed social disorder and economic crisis to flourish in 
Rome. The public unrest and chaos that ensued are evident in the high unemployment rates and 
resulting violence of urban gangs who resorted to “fighting and even bloodshed in the forum” 
(Plutarch). The wealthy were not immune to the recession either realizing that they could not finance 
various forms of public expenditure. The expanding empire would cause an undeniable strain on 
resources, economy and administration in which Caesar and Augustus would spend their term in 
office addressing. Therefore, Romans were forced to manage this chronic social problem which had 
stemmed from their economic crisis and the war against Mithridates.  
 
In addition, Pompey’s military successes elevated his auctorius to show how the rise of powerful 
generals would serve to undermine Senatorial authority. After 8 years Lucullus was recalled from 
Asia allowing Pompey to seize the proconsular command by bypassing the Senate using the tribune 
C. Manilius.  In 66 BC he was appointed the sole command in the east and control of Cilicia, 
Bithynia and Asia. The Lex Manilia virtually extended the imperium granted to him by the Lex 
Gabinia. The prolonged war thus imposed the need to appoint generals with special commands 
which paved the way for future generals to exploit their military imperium for political gain. Scullard 
notes that “…by his (Mithridates) stubborn resistance he had forced Rome to entrust unusual 
powers to ambitious men for long periods of time and in consequence hasten the downfall of the 
Republic.” Pompey effectively ended the Mithridatic War in 40 days and brought 480 million 
sesterces back into the Roman economy. As well as this, he acquired Syria and Ponton as 
provinces, extending the Roman Empire and restoring Rome’s majesty and influence overseas. In 
the short term, the addition of new land, foreign clientela and war booty improved society. These 
impacted on Pompey’s career providing him with political propaganda. The development of 
Pompey’s imperium threatened the Senate as historian C.E Robinson states that, “Never in all 
Roman history had power been conferred upon one individual”. The Senate rejected Pompey’s 
Eastern settlement, refusing to legislate his Lex Agraria in an attempt to reclaim control and assert 
their influence. However this meant that, according to Scullard, the loyalty of his army and his 
personal dignitas was in jeopardy. These conditions drove Pompey into a secret amicitia with 
Caesar and Crassus known as the First Triumvirate which was, as Scullard notes “the ultimate 
origin” of the Civil War of 49BC.  
 
Moreover, the subsequent imbalance of power enhanced the increasingly ruthless and ambitious 
political sphere of the Roman Republic. Plutarch describes Crassus’ pressure to meet or surpass 
the achievements of his fellow triumvris as the “glorious exploits of Caesar made Crassus also long 
for trophies and Triumphs.” Likewise, Scullard claims that Crassus yearned for a reputation that 
would “balance that of his triumviral colleagues” by obtaining military auctorius. Caesar and 
Pompey’s unorthodox methods of attaining Gloria and increasing their positive propaganda among 
the populares particularly irritated the Senate who forced the establishment of the First Triumvirate. 
Thus, these wars effectively marked a prominent landmark on Rome’s road from a republic to a 
principate.  
  



Furthermore, the outcome of the Parthian War unveiled Rome at its most vulnerable state. For 
many years Parthia had been on unstable terms with Rome. However, the actual war was initiated 
by Crassus himself, seeking military Gloria. Appian claims that Crassus wanted a war “which he 
thought would be easy as well as glorious and profitable”. Crassus therefore underestimated the 
skill and strategic foresight of the Parthians who outwitted and defeated his army at Carrhae. By 
doing so, the Parthian army led by Suren, captured Roman Standards which they would keep for 30 
years. This brought tremendous humiliation and dishonor to the Roman state. E.T Salmon 
expresses the situation as a “national disgrace and national honour demanded that they be 
avenged” Additionally, the war against Parthia culminated in Crassus’ death at Carrhae which 
weakened the present state of the Triumvirate. According to Plutarch, “So was removed another 
factor which had been an important obstacle to the outbreak of civil war, for it was largely through 
fear of Crassus that up to now Pompey and Caesar had continued to behave reasonably correctly to 
each other.” Thus, Crassus’ death contributed to the instability and breakdown of the First 
Triumvirate which would conclude with civil war and Caesar’s autocracy.  
 
In conclusion, the Mithridatic and Parthian Wars were significant in revealing Rome’s inability to 
handle ongoing crises and problems generated by an expanding empire.  Pompey’s elevated 
military auctorius was enhanced by his successes against Mithridates. The culmination of these 
wars and their consequences intensified the competition and disproportioned the balance of power 
between powerful generals within Rome. This was ultimately the source and catalyst for the Civil 
War of 49BC, the establishment of Caesar’s autocracy and the fall of the Roman Republic.   
 


