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Why Did Rome Fall?

Lecture Notes by Eric V. Snow, for Western Humanities or Civilizations classes

Diocletian (c. 245-313 A.D., r. 284-305 A.D.):  Began the autocracy, ends principate.  Increased coercion massively in order to support army, large court, officials in bureaucracy.  Made sons of farmers become farmers, sons of bakers become bakers, sons of shop owners to be shop owners.  Laid basis for serfdom, debt peonage.  Town council membership became compulsory, duty of hereditary caste.  Had to pay fixed part of income in taxes.  Civil officials had to pay fixed sums.  All revenue emperors, all authority given to emperor by “social contract” idea.  Loss of political freedom, trades for pleasure, order, security (dubious trade, not gained often in long run).

Caste principle:  hardened to change social class, such as supply occupations to capitals.

Main innovation in government:  Two tiered system of augusti and caesars, designed to help clarify succession to throne.  Divides (Greek) East from (Latin) West.  Empire divided into 4 major parts.  Italy no longer prime. Centralization increased generally since Augustus, but especially under Diocletian and Constantine.  Basic end of delegation principle to local rulers and variations.  

Edict of Diocletian (301 A.D.):  Price controls on wages and commodities, failed, despite death penalties were threatened.  Inflation, devalued currency as background. 

Persecuted Christians (began 303 A.D., continued after abdication until 313 A.D.)

Constantine (d. 337 A.D.):  The first Christian emperor.  Standard story, told to church historian Eusebius by Constantine himself:  Supposedly saw in vision a cross in the sky with the words on it:  “By this sign you shall conquer.”  Beat Maxentius at Milvian Bridge in 312 A.D., near Rome itself.  Ambiguity in policy, monotheistic but still partially pagan, not baptized until on deathbed.  312 A.D. to 324 A.D., Western Emperor only, then Emperor of both parts after beating Licinius.  Edict of Milan (313 A.D.) central act of reign, begins process of unifying church and state, did persecute Donatists (dissident Christians) briefly, pushed for and presided over Council of Nicea (325 A.D.)

330 A.D.:  Moved capital to Byzantium, became Constantinople, later Instanbul.  Why good spot:  Had good defensive location by sea with strong walls, army in area could cover both Danube River (vs. Barbarians) and move into Asia vs. a Persian invasion, two major trade routes crossed area.   Helps preserve classical heritage, held out vs. Arabs, various Barbarians, even Turks for a time. Let barbarians into empire to settle areas, serve as client states to defend it vs. other barbarians.

Laws kind, such as for slaves, abandoned children, the oppressed.  In private life, susceptible to flattery, but chaste, sober, pleasant, until end of life . . .  Had wife (Faustia) and son (Crispus) executed, in a few months in 325 A.D., the younger Licinius & friends also executed.

Xmas—die Natalis solis invicti, birth of sun on Dec. 25, Saturnalia occurring also.  Sunday, “venerable day of sun,” Constantine, first law to keep Sunday, 321 A.D., towns’ people to rest, not farmers.

Causes for Rome’s fall:  No one simple cause.

1. Burden and leveling tendencies of taxes.  Diocletian and Constantine increased the machinery of government, increased taxes, didn’t reduce them, army of officials unleashed to collect taxes.  Aurelian:  pulls back from Dacia to Danube to save money, troops.  First annual budgets (under Diocletian, etc.)   Farmers/peasants not allowed to move since have to stay in place to be taxed:  sons of soldiers must be soldiers, people not allowed to change occupations.  Middle class clobbered by taxes, not officials or big landowners so much.  Harsh penalties on tax evasion.  Taxes so high people rushed to join holy orders of Church under Constantine when exempted them from taxes, had to pull back from this exemption for anyone who was better off before joining (could be in curia of his city).

Average people resented massive compulsion to support army, government oppressive, rapacious, alien, corrupt.  Barbarians better or no worse attitude lurked.

2. Governmental expenses increased:  Larger Royal Courts:  Diocletian’s retinue, specialized attendants, large palace; Constantine’s building of Constantinople.  Put on show of pomp, crowns, jewelry to create aura for obedience from army, reduce revolts of legions.  [Krupp example, used wealth of house to intimidate 2 complaining workers].  

Cost of dole:  Daily distribution of pork, oil, and bread to Roman proletariat under Marcus Aurelius.  Army’s costs doubled between 96 to 180 A.D.  Cost of games:  Gladiators, wild animals not cheap.  Juvenal:  “The public has long since cast off its cares . . . longs eagerly for just two things—bread and circuses.”  Augustus:  10,000 gladiators fought in 8 shows, 26 shows with wild animals cost about 3500 creatures killed in hunts shown to public.  Chariot races = “circuses.”  

By third century:  Trever:  “The relentless system of taxation, requisition, and compulsory labor was administrered by an army of military bureaucrats . . . everywhere . . . were the agents of the emperors to spy out any remotest case of attempted strikes or evasion of taxes . . .”  Land main source of wealth, yet productivity of agriculture lower than China’s, lower population density meant less in taxes could be collected.

4.  Barbarian invasions:  Supporting army a fiscal strain, damaged caused by lost battles, sacks, raids, etc.  Major earlier invasions during third century after mid-century.  Visigoths fleeing Huns set stage for Adrianople disaster under Valens, revolt because of mistreatment, food denied them (378 A.D.)  410 A.D.—Alaric, Visigothic leader, sacks rome, first time.  Arians, no mass killings.  Huns, true barbarians, not semi-civilized like Goths, not Christianized at all.  Romans and other Barbarians united vs. Huns at Chalons-sur-Marne in 451 A.D., win.  Vandals (note name) sack Rome in 455 A.D.  

5.  Army grows in size, drops in effectiveness:  Hire barbarians to take up slack from declining population from warfare and disease.  Conscripts used from peasants, unhappy, poor quality native troops, worst ones sent by landowners.  Local natives on frontiers hired, problematic, not fully civilized.   Pit German invaders against each other, 3rd century policy.  Septimus Severus (died 211 A.D.):  Put own army’s needs above civilians since they put him in power.

6.  Character of top man had major effect on government:  If bad or careless, badly hurt empire.  

7.  Governmental instability:  Civil wars from turnover of emperors, no clear succession, legions fight each other in civil wars.  (What happens on frontiers then if barbarians invade then?)  235-284 A.D.:  “Barracks emperors”—25 of 26 murdered.  68-69 A.D., “year of four emperors,” delays response to Jewish revolt.

8.  Population decline from plagues, invasions upsetting economy.  W.H. McNeill, The Rise of the West:   “Biological suicide of the Roman upper classes.”   Divorce rampant, not many children born & raised.
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