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INTRODUCTION



“If Sparta and Rome perished, what State can hope to endure forever?”


—JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU, THE SOCIAL CONTRACT, BOOK III, CHAP. XI.


BASED ON EXPERIENCE, we know that all living things, including human societies, grow and decline. The historical record shows that nations, as well as the civilizations of which they are a part, rise and fall in accordance with what Edward Gibbon, in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, called “the vicissitudes of fortune, which spares neither man nor the proudest of his works.”1 Institutions that appear to be stable and permanent are subject to the shocks of war and revolution, and to the imperceptible erosion of time, obsolescence, indiscipline, and neglect.


Over the centuries, there have been a great many published theories purporting to explain the rise and fall of nations—too many to summarize in one book. I want to begin with one thesis that I find particularly imaginative and compelling: the narrative of decline written by the fourteenth-century Arab philosopher and historian Ibn Khaldun. His masterwork on the philosophy of history, the Muqaddimah, sets forth a model of decline that has been widely influential among serious students of history.


According to Ibn Khaldun’s trenchant analysis, the cycle of a civilization begins with the founding of a tribe or dynasty by hardy people who live simply and defend themselves vigorously. The frugality of their lives promotes discipline, toughness of spirit, enterprise, and courage. These are the qualities needed for a society to become commercially successful and prosperous. The tribe is bound together by a strong sense of social cohesion and solidarity (a translator uses the term “group feeling;” we could use other terms such as “patriotism” or “public spirit”). A successful society produces cities, which are the seats of all civilized arts and sciences. The wealth of urban populations comes from their business and commercial activities. Eventually, however, the successful society becomes addicted to abundance, leisure, and luxury. Members of the tribe lose their vigor and hardiness. Military discipline evaporates, and “group feeling” wanes. The population works less and demands increased benefits from the rulers, who impose higher taxes and incur more debt. “Finally,” says Ibn Khaldun, “civilization is destroyed because the incentive for cultural activity is gone.”2 Sooner or later, the feeble and undisciplined society will collapse and will be swallowed up by a hardier, more vigorous tribe. The applicability of Ibn Khaldun’s analysis is obvious enough. During the course of this book, we will occasionally refer to Ibn Khaldun’s thesis as a model against which to test the interlocking forces that threaten our own country’s future.


The test of great societies and their institutions is whether they have the will and the flexibility to adapt to drastic changes and novel circumstances, as Rome did in the early empire and Britain did during the industrial revolution and the Napoleonic wars. The United States today confronts a terrorist threat of unknown dimensions, as well as more traditional adversaries and, in addition, the destabilizing challenges of globalization. All of this is occurring in a social context of economic instability, civic apathy, extreme divisiveness, and moral and cultural decline. The patriotism and civic awareness of Americans were initially stimulated by the terrorist attacks of 2001, but this temporary restoration of “civic virtue” seems now to be ebbing away. Nevertheless, the nation still has the good fortune to enjoy a largely free society, creative scientific and business communities, and many patriotic citizens who are willing to risk their lives to defend liberty. These are significant blessings.


The United States began with a successful revolt against Britain in the late eighteenth century, followed by the implementation of a novel constitutional structure that proved to be one of the outstanding accomplishments in the political history of Western civilization. The nation expanded rapidly during the nineteenth century, reaching the Pacific Ocean as a result of the Mexican War of 1846–48. Following the American Civil War, the United States began its rise to great power status, based upon dynamic economic growth and a rising, industrious population. As economic historian Robert J. Gordon has written, “The century of revolution in the United States after the Civil War was economic, not political, freeing households from an unremitting daily grind of painful manual labor, household drudgery, darkness, isolation, and early death.”3 The development of electricity, the internal combustion engine, new medical techniques, and many revolutionary scientific discoveries led to dramatic improvements in the standard of living of the American people. The period between 1870 and 1970 featured not only America’s impressive economic rise but also outstanding military victories, the successful absorption of millions of immigrants, significant cultural achievements, and the beginning of a process of healing America’s tragic racial divide. The United States appeared to be at the pinnacle of its success as a nation in the years following World War II, when it held a position of extraordinary economic and military strength as well as political stability. As we will see, however, other less auspicious trends were becoming manifest during this period, including increasingly centralized government, welfare dependency, and the weakening of traditional standards of education and individual responsibility.


“Decadence” is usually defined as a process of falling away or declining from a prior state of health or excellence toward a deteriorated or impaired condition. It is a degeneration of vital signs, of energy, of fitness. For societies, decline is seen in the loss of historic vitality, discipline, self-confidence, and capacity for hard action and sacrifice. In part, as Ibn Khaldun recognized, decadence may be the natural result of a surfeit of prosperity. As a character in Shakespeare’s Cymbeline notes, “Plenty and peace breeds cowards: hardness ever of hardiness is mother.”4 In the late Roman Empire, as in much of Europe during the 1930s, decadence was evidenced by the failure to respond to external and internal menaces, the absence of internal cohesion, a weakening of religious feeling, and the lack of strong, agreed-upon convictions and powerful social bonds.


There is no reason why the United States should be immune from the detrimental forces that have affected other societies. In 1987, the historian Paul Kennedy published The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, in which he argued that America’s economic and military strength was likely to decline relative to that of its principal competitors. At first glance, this conclusion appears to have been wrong. The position of the United States as the world’s leading power was strengthened after the collapse of the Soviet Union. In the second decade of the twenty-first century, America’s technological and conventional military supremacy is without precedent in the modern world, and its corporations continue to dominate the global economy. With less than 5 percent of the world’s population, the United States produces nearly one-quarter of the world’s output.5 But was Kennedy’s prediction really wrong, or just premature?


Even on the superficial level of economic statistics, the western European nations, China, and Japan are in the same league as the US technologically and industrially, and it is likely that India and perhaps others will close the gap in the near future. Meanwhile, the US government has committed the nation to a level of deficit spending and debt that will severely burden future generations of taxpayers. Excessive deficits and national indebtedness endanger national defense and economic productivity. The United States faces a vicious terrorist insurgency of uncertain duration, as well as rival military powers, with few dependable allies. Over the long run, deep and unpredictable forces will determine the nation’s relative power and vitality. Military and economic factors are undeniably important; but they, in turn, are dependent on demographic, social, moral, and cultural trends that are vital determinants of national strength.


There is a considerable body of evidence to support the conclusion that American society is subject to stresses that may ultimately prove critically damaging. Some of our cities are torn by crime, drugs, family breakdown, unemployment, and poverty. Our public educational system works poorly: large numbers of adolescents graduate from school each year without marketable skills, producing a two-tier society consisting of those who have managed to acquire useful knowledge and those who have not. American college students are shockingly ignorant of the basic facts about our nation’s heritage. There are large disparities in income and wealth that could lead to a potentially explosive class conflict similar to violent revolutions throughout history. The strength of American capitalism has been badly damaged by a tidal wave of greed and managerial default, aided by reckless government policies, culminating in a brutal economic downturn in 2007–08 followed by an agonizingly slow recovery. High divorce rates and illegitimacy have weakened the family. Traditional religion—a vital adhesive force in any society—has been under attack for a century by skeptics and socialist utopians.


The United States is flooded with millions of immigrants who drive down wage rates and place serious burdens on public services; many of these immigrants are not being effectively educated or assimilated into our civic culture and constitute a ready source of recruits for the divisive voices of demagoguery and resentment. Too many of America’s elites, especially in the universities, have adopted a hostile attitude toward America’s Western cultural traditions, promoting instead a “multicultural” agenda that encourages the division of our society into ethnic groups fighting for subsidies and privileges. This is a sign of weakness: citizens will fight for a nation but not for multicultural diversity.


Political leadership has become “followership,” relying upon public opinion polls rather than upon principle. Honor and character have been replaced by personality and celebrity. Cultural, religious, and moral values are not communicated from generation to generation. As a young Los Angeles gang leader said in a public interview, “They give us sex education and condoms, but they don’t teach us any rules.” In foreign affairs, we have imprudently expanded our commitments, while allowing our defenses to weaken.


On the other hand, American society retains considerable vitality and capacity to adapt to new circumstances. We still have time-tested institutions which, if sustained, can provide the basis for renewal of civic life. Our model of constitutional government, even though weakened, has furnished an example for other societies emerging from tyranny into freedom.


The purpose of this book is to investigate the conditions of national strength as well as the forces associated with national decline and to apply the results of this analysis to the United States as it exists in the early part of the twenty-first century. In the course of the investigation, we will seek to go beneath the common indicia of economic and military strength and to consider the tangible and intangible qualities that constitute a strong, civilized society.



FORCES FOR NATIONAL COHESION


The emphasis of this study is on what is called the “nation” or the “nation-state.” A nation is more than just a political state or government. A nation is a people associated in a common territory and united by a common history, language, customs, and institutions, and often by a common religion. Its inhabitants are called citizens, and they are held together by common bonds of national solidarity.6 While “empires,” like those of Rome and Britain, differed in important respects from nations as we know them today, they originated as cohesive states and manifested the characteristic features of national vitality. Some observers have speculated that the nation-state is destined to be replaced by some form of international political order, but there is no persuasive evidence that this will occur in the foreseeable future.


The forces that contribute to national cohesion include:


Linguistic Homogeneity


A nation’s traditions and values originate from, and are conveyed through, a common language. Linguistic identity reinforces a sense of ethnic kinship that is often absent in multi-ethnic states, such as the Ottoman Empire and the Soviet Union, which maintained national unity largely through force.


A Feeling of National and Cultural Identity


Nations are held together by emotion, not reason. The sentiment of national solidarity is based on a felt cultural continuity, represented by common traditions, language, religious beliefs, literature, heroes, and symbols. It is the intangible essence of a nation: what Ibn Khaldun called “group feeling.” The elements of cultural continuity must be effectively transmitted from one generation to the next. If they are not, the unifying emotion will wither.



Military Power



National defense is a universally recognized obligation of the state; and in a healthy society, the citizens will play the leading part in supporting the state’s obligation. When the people have lost the will to fight, defeat is inevitable.


Economic Strength


Experience has shown that prolonged economic stagnation or decline leads to demagoguery, class conflict, and often tyranny or collapse. A proper civic and vocational education must be provided to ensure that no significant group is deprived of the opportunity to participate in the nation’s economic success.


Social Stability and Leadership


In successful societies, leadership is exercised through a self-confident, continuing group variously referred to, depending on the national culture or historical setting, as an aristocracy, an establishment, an elite, or a dominant minority. This group must have a lively sense of duty and must also be flexible and open to new talent so that it does not degenerate into an oligarchy or plutocracy.


Effective Government Based on the Rule of Law


A unified nation needs a government that can effectively keep the peace, protect liberty and property, support those who are too weak or old to support themselves, and adjudicate disputes in accordance with known rules and fair procedures. If the government becomes ineffective, corrupt, or oppressive, the mutual trust between rulers and ruled that sustains any society will disappear.


These features of national cohesion arise over long periods of time and are realized in varying degrees in different societies. In mature nations, they are mutually interlocking and supporting. When one aspect of cohesion strengthens or declines, others are likely to follow. This mutual interrelationship—analogous to the interactions of a complex physical system or a symphony orchestra—is a point that will be emphasized throughout this book.


The major themes of decline to be developed include the following: (1) The inability or unwillingness of a nation to defend its people against external or internal enemies; (2) excessive foreign commitments that cannot be met without undue expenditure of money and manpower; (3) long-term economic decline that impairs national defense and standards of living; (4) the destructive impact of excessive government spending, taxation, and regulation; (5) educational decline, which contributes to the coarsening and deterioration of the culture and adversely affects the nation’s ability to meet challenges and inspire its people to higher attainments; (6) a decline in self-reliance, discipline, and civic awareness that adversely affects the citizens’ willingness to accept responsibility and undergo hardship; (7) a decline of religion and morality; and (8) the deterioration or abdication of a nation’s leadership group—its “elite.”


In the United States, many of the cohesive forces have weakened for reasons that will be explored; others are apparently strong, especially military and economic power. But is this strength real or illusory? The terrorist attack of 2001 seemed to reinvigorate national cohesion, but can this attitude survive a series of long, costly, and possibly inconclusive conflicts? The basic question is straightforward: has the wide expansion of luxury, hedonism, overexpansion, and the omnicompetent therapeutic state imperiled the vigor and cohesion of our society and its capacity for action?


SOME UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS


In the present study, the underlying assumptions are simple: there is such a thing as “civilization,” whose characteristics include urban life, economic vigor, art and literature, a reasonably stable and predictable legal system, and a recognized code of morality and civility. Some societies are more civilized than others: contemporary France is more civilized than Iran under the Ayatollahs. A society in which good literature flourishes is more likely to be gratefully remembered than a society of barbarians. A nation in which private property and freedom of speech are protected by the rule of law is happier than a nation ruled by the whim of an autocrat. No apology is made here for the “Eurocentric” character of these assumptions. As we will see, the failure of the West to resist a powerful attack on European civilization may itself signify declining self-confidence and loss of nerve at the heart of our culture.


The plan of the book is as follows: First, we will examine two case studies—ancient Rome and modern Britain. These case studies will reveal certain persistent and related themes of decline. Finally, we will apply these interrelated themes to the United States and offer some general observations on the subject of decadence. The concluding chapter will offer an analysis of the indicators and suggestions for addressing some of the manifestations of national weakness.
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ROME


FOR ANY STUDY OF THE DECLINE AND FALL OF NATIONS, Rome is the paradigm case. The story of Rome was the core historical event that inspired Gibbon, Spengler, Toynbee, and many other prominent historians. No historian of decline can avoid it.


The history of Rome has been interpreted and re-interpreted for 2,000 years. The fall of Rome has had an intrinsic fascination for literate people over the centuries. Rome is important to us because every aspect of Roman civilization—law, politics, literature, culture, and religion—is inextricably bound up with the culture of Western Europe and European America. So close is this union that much of the history of the West could be described as a series of footnotes to the history of Rome. Even the Christian Church in the West was so thoroughly Romanized that its principal branch is aptly called the “Roman Catholic Church.” The political history of Rome has directly or indirectly inspired every important development in the theory and practice of politics, including the American and French Revolutions.



THE ROMAN REPUBLIC


Early Rome


The origins of Rome can be traced to a group of small villages on the Tiber that came together during the eighth century BC (the traditional date is 753 BC). By about 600 BC, Rome had become a relatively prosperous town governed by kings who were probably Etruscan in origin. In about 500 BC, the monarchy was overthrown, and a republic was established. After a long period of continuous warfare with neighboring tribes, Rome came to dominate central Italy and establish firm control over the entire Italian peninsula south of the Arno by about 270 BC.


The early Roman state has been described as “a republic in arms.” Every citizen was required to perform military service, and no man could hold political office until he had served in the army for a substantial period. In their military operations, the Romans showed courage, tenacity, intense discipline, and considerable imagination. The principal industries of the Roman state were war and agriculture. Commercial affairs began to assume increasing prominence as Rome expanded its colonies throughout the Mediterranean basin. These settlements provided the basis for Romanization of the entire Mediterranean world and provided notable commercial and military advantages to the mother country.


Constitution and Society in the Roman Republic


The institutions of the Roman Republic provided later theorists and statesmen with the model of a working constitution. There were two consuls, elected for one-year terms, who shared the full “imperium”—that is, the power of military command and the executive power of government. Either consul could veto the other’s proposals. This elementary system of checks to executive power was, at the time and for long afterward, a unique creation in the history of government. The Romans did occasionally replace the consuls with a dictator in times of emergency, but his term was limited to six months, and he could not hold successive terms. Because of the Romans’ respect for tradition, the rules of limited tenure for consuls and dictators were generally observed.


The consuls were nominated by the Senate and were elected by an assembly of freeholders called the Centuriate Assembly (comitia centuriata) that was based upon standard army units (centuries). All freeholders served in the army, and citizens fought and voted together in the same units. The basic political structure was therefore closely identified with military life, with the consequence that military discipline and order were an integral part of the political system—a point of fundamental importance. The Centuriate Assembly was not a democratic body in the modern sense. The centuries, for purposes of voting, were divided into five classes based on wealth, of which the two wealthiest classes possessed a majority of the votes. The Centuriate Assembly not only elected the consuls but enacted laws, judged criminal appeals, and declared war and peace.1


Roman society recognized a fundamental distinction between patricians and plebeians. Individual patricians and their plebeian supporters were linked by a patron-client relationship called clientela, a form of moral and legal obligation in which the client promised obedience to the patron in return for the patron’s support in lawsuits and other difficulties. Following a long series of conflicts between patricians and plebs, the patricians were forced to grant the plebs’ demand for the creation of “tribunes of the people,” another unique Roman constitutional balancing device whose function was to protect the plebs from oppression by the patrician officials. The institution of the tribunate was highly significant in Roman history because it gave the leaders of the plebeians a major share in the power structure of the republic, and thus served as a useful balancing element which helped to preserve civil order for an extended period.2 The tribunes had the power to veto the acts of other magistrates and were charged with convening assemblies of the plebeians (concilia plebis, or popular assemblies), constitutionally separate from the comitia centuriata, for the purpose of passing resolutions on questions of interest to the common people.


The most renowned of the Roman Republic’s political institutions was the Senate, composed of the top families of the state. Originally all members of the Senate were members of the Roman nobility, but by the fourth century BC, plebeians were able to become senators. Strictly speaking, the Senate did not have executive or legislative powers, but it served as the principal advisory body to the elected magistrates, and it asserted special competence in foreign policy and public finance. The vast influence of the senatorial families was such that their advice was usually heeded by the consuls, who were generally tied to the great families through marriage or obligation. The Senate’s prestige, moreover, enabled it to control the vote in the Centuriate Assembly on most occasions during the early years of the Republic. Nevertheless, the real power of the popular assembly gradually increased until it became a dangerous force in the hands of skilled demagogues.


The classic summary of the Roman constitution was written in the second century BC by the Greek historian Polybius, whose writings have influenced many political theorists, including the framers of the United States Constitution. Polybius presented the Roman constitution as an ideal system of checks and balances designed to combine the best features of monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy and to forestall the evils (tyranny, oligarchy, and mob rule) that naturally emerged from the corruption of each of these forms of government. The proper equilibrium of government, Polybius declared, “is maintained by the impulsiveness of the one part being checked by its fear of the other.”3 Polybius presented an idealized model, but his description was accurate enough in its general outline, and it is easy to see why it influenced later theorists. This model was undoubtedly in the minds of the framers of the US Constitution.


Underlying the success of the republican constitution was the Romans’ deep respect for community, tradition, and the rule of law. Republican Romans had a highly developed sense of duty to the family, the military unit, the laws, and the state. This sense of civic obligation, and the military discipline that accompanied it, amounted to a form of civil religion and was transmitted to Rome’s colonies, providing essential support both for Rome’s military victories and its legal system. The tradition of civic obligation and patriotism (analogous to Ibn Khaldun’s “group feeling”) is an important feature of successful nations, and its breakdown is a common characteristic of societies in decline.


The Breakdown of the Roman Republic


The Punic Wars between Rome and Carthage (which began in 263 BC and ended in 146 BC) established Rome’s domination of the Mediterranean, but the conflict had serious adverse consequences for the domestic economy. Many of Italy’s most fertile lands were devastated as a result of Hannibal’s campaigns. The requirement of sixteen years of military service, although a source of strength and social cohesion in the Roman republic, imposed serious burdens on small landholders in times of sustained warfare. As a result, many independent farmers lost their land to large landowners or to the Roman state. The growing predominance of large estates, owned by absentee landlords and operated by slaves, had a disastrous effect on the free rural poor. Many farmers were forced to leave the land and flocked into the cities, where they became a serious burden on the state. Importations of foreign grain from conquered provinces hastened the ruin of small farmers, and the influx of slaves also tended to depress rural and urban wage rates.4 The system of slavery and the contempt of the upper classes for trade and commerce hindered the emergence of a viable middle class. These conditions created the potential for civil unrest and manipulation by ambitious politicians. The shift from an agrarian society of independent farmers to an urban civilization of rootless jobseekers increasingly dependent on government patronage was a perilous transition for Rome. Adequate economic conditions and institutions for urban job formation were never developed in the ancient world.


The newly arrived urban masses did not own property and, under Roman tradition, were therefore deemed unfit for military service. But many of them were entitled to vote in the popular assemblies. When the “people” came increasingly to resemble an urban mob instead of a community of independent freeholders, the theoretical sovereignty of the popular assembly became a practical danger to the stability of the state. To forestall this danger, politicians felt compelled to spend growing sums of money to bribe the populace. This practice fostered dependency and irresponsibility. The carefully balanced Roman constitution began to slip out of gear.


The critical period for the Roman Republic began when Tiberius Gracchus became tribune in 133 BC. Although descended from a noble family, T. Gracchus cultivated popular support by proposing to revive the Licinian law of 367 BC, which limited the amount of public land that could be leased by one person, thus threatening to dispossess many prominent and wealthy landowners of part of their land. The Senate, however, adamantly opposed the land-reform proposal. When Gracchus’s reform bill was vetoed by one of his fellow tribunes, Gracchus made a momentous and fatal decision: he induced the assembly to depose the recalcitrant tribune. This action was wholly without precedent in Roman history. If the Senate could be ignored and the tribunes arbitrarily deposed, the constitutional system of checks and balances would be nullified and total power would be vested in the hands of the popular assembly and its populist leaders. T. Gracchus then offered himself as a candidate for immediate reelection to the tribunate—another violation of custom. Opposition by the nobility to these developments, as might be expected, was violent. The election turned into an armed brawl, and T. Gracchus was killed on the street by a group of senatorial partisans. Tiberius’s brother, Gaius, as tribune, continued the revolution by using the popular assembly to enhance his own powers and by increasing the distribution of grain to a growing urban proletariat. Several decades later, Marcus Tullius Cicero spelled out the consequences of the Gracchus brothers’ grain distribution law: “Gaius Gracchus moved his grain law: a delightful business for the plebs, for it generously provided sustenance free of toil; patriots, by contrast, fought back, because they reckoned that the plebs would be seduced from the ways of hard work and become slothful, and they saw that the treasury would be drained dry.”5 Cicero’s admonition may be relevant to the public policies of today’s welfare states.


The polarization of Roman society continued under the popular general Marius (155–86 BC), who was the first military leader to gain and hold power through the personal allegiance of his army, thus setting another unfortunate precedent in Roman history. Once the legions ceased to be the servants of the Roman state (acting through the Senate and the elected consuls) and instead bestowed their loyalty on their own commanders, republican government was no longer possible. A permanent gap developed between soldiers and civilians. Such a cleavage always poses dangers for republican government. The evil of unchecked armies led by military adventurers was to plague Rome for centuries and would play a prominent part in its ultimate collapse.


Following the death of Marius in 86 BC, the senatorial party was revived under the leadership of another general, Sulla, whose bloody reprisals against his political opponents were even worse than the excesses of Marius. Another disastrous precedent had been set: if laws could be made by force, they could be unmade by force. After Sulla’s death in 78 BC, the Senate once more caved in to the threat of armed violence when Pompey in 70 BC forced his way into the consulship and assumed what amounted to unlimited power. By this time, the Senate was dead as an effective force, and some form of autocracy was inevitable. What remained of the history of the republic was a dismal tale of civil war and despotism.


The Roman territorial empire began to expand widely in the late Republic. By the early first century BC, the rule of Rome had been extended to Spain, southern Gaul, Macedonia, and Asia Minor, and Rome’s colonies brought enormous riches to the capital. Retired soldiers were granted land throughout the empire, which furthered the Romanization of the colonies. The republican military and administrative system was not designed to manage a far-flung empire; military force had to be made available from Spain to Syria. As still more provinces were added, the burden became costly. Small farmers could not be away on distant military assignments for long periods of time, so professional armies had to be hired. The citizen republic in arms was no longer viable. The very existence of the colonial empire, therefore, offered a strong incentive to the development of a centralized military autocracy. These developments provide us with another historical lesson: the maintenance of an extensive, permanent empire and its accompanying foreign commitments require military and fiscal and administrative measures that eventually become irreconcilable with the preservation of free republican institutions at home.


After the constitutional balance of the Roman republic had been effectively destroyed by the cataclysmic events of the half-century from T. Gracchus to Sulla, the final half-century of the republic witnessed a succession of struggles for power between military commanders. The first triumvirate of Pompey, Caesar, and Crassus in 60 BC was merely a temporary step on the road to full autocracy. Subsequently, Caesar caused the adoption of a bill providing for distribution of grain in Rome without any charge whatever. This measure completed the pauperization of the Roman proletariat by making it dependent on state subsidies—another valuable historical lesson. Caesar violated the Roman constitution by refusing to give up his army command at the demand of the Senate even though his term as commander had expired. Next, he sought and obtained the dictatorship for life, putting the final nail in the coffin of the republic. The assassination of Caesar by Brutus and Cassius was not accompanied by any plan for resolving the constitutional crisis. The Roman mob, a beneficiary under Caesar’s will, had no sympathy for his killers, as Shakespeare reminded us in Julius Caesar. Corrupted by decades of handouts and subject to no effective discipline, the Roman people were ready for autocracy, bread, and circuses.6 After a short civil war, control of the state was seized by a triumvirate consisting of Marc Antony, Lepidus, and Octavian (Caesar’s adopted son). The triumvirs ruthlessly liquidated their political enemies. Finally, after another brief period of civil war, Octavian defeated Antony at Actium in 31 BC and became the sole ruler of Rome under the name of “Augustus.” A new era in Roman history had begun.


To summarize, the republic was destroyed by the following forces:


1. The decline of the independent peasantry and the rise of class warfare


The movement of large numbers of independent farmers from the country to the cities swelled the ranks of rootless urbanites. The land question was never successfully resolved, and the senatorial party was too shortsighted to understand that this issue could be used against the Senate with devastating effect by demagogues manipulating the growing urban mob of unemployed peasants. Because of their implacable hostility to trade, the senatorial aristocrats could not contemplate a policy of encouraging commerce and industry, which might have provided jobs for some of the unemployed and moderated the hostility between classes. The gap between rich and poor became much greater. The urban poor were kept in a state of helpless subservience, dependent upon the beneficence of government and the indulgence of generals. Throughout history, an underemployed population has been an easy target for populist demagogues.



2. The expansion of empire and the breakdown of political institutions



A far-flung empire requires large standing armies, centralized administration, a permanent civil service, and a great deal of revenue. These needs overwhelmed the carefully balanced constitutional framework of the Roman republic. The popular assembly, swelled by an influx of ex-soldiers, immigrants, and landless peasants, could no longer be controlled by the traditional Roman relationship of clientela. The mob was easily swayed by grain distributions and other forms of bribery. The Senate made no effort to modify the traditional institutions to meet these threats—for example, by lengthening the terms of the consuls or making the Senate itself more representative. Factionalism and violence were rampant. As Cicero argued in The Republic, written about 54 BC, once the Roman republic had broken up into quarreling groups, it was no longer a “commonwealth” at all because each faction sought only its own interest and disregarded the common weal. The sense of civic obligation eroded, and autocracy became inevitable.


3. Inability to control the army


The depredations of Marius and Sulla showed that the Roman legions could be induced to follow their own generals, who were no longer subject to effective civilian control. Upper-class youths avoided military service; the “citizen-soldier” was replaced by professionals. This created a serious gap between the citizens and the army. The danger could perhaps have been mitigated by more effective policies of rotation or continued insistence upon civilian service in the military, but such measures would have been politically unpopular, and the Senate, once more, took no action. The result was a century of civil war that ruined most of the prosperous families of Rome and led to a military dictatorship. The incompatibility between civilian and military cultures is a potential source of trouble in any society.


4. Immorality, indiscipline, and irreligion


The influence of “moral causes” upon historical events is always difficult to assess. The evidence is largely literary, and the literature is often written by traditionalists who deplore the present and urge a return to a mythical golden age. Nevertheless, the sources are virtually unanimous in concluding that a serious decline in religious sentiment in public as well as private morality took place in the final decades of the republic. The sanctity of the family began to disintegrate. Divorce became common, and family ties were loosened.7 The conquest of the eastern provinces had produced enormous wealth that could not be profitably invested in trade or industry because of the prevailing hostility among the upper classes to such occupations. Much of this wealth was accordingly spent on personal luxury, influence-peddling, and corruption. Under the influence of massive immigration and cultural fragmentation (the condition that is known today as “multicultural diversity”), the customary Roman restraints on conduct began to disappear. Celebrity, power, and self-indulgence were more important than character and honor—a recurrent theme in wealthy societies. The deterioration of morality made it more difficult to sustain the tradition of a republic of virtue ruled by austere and disciplined custodians of the public weal. The sense of civic obligation and respect for law, which undergirded the republican constitution, began to erode. Meanwhile, the traditional religion began to lose its hold on the educated classes, while Romans of all classes began to search for other sources of spiritual solace, principally from the Near Eastern “mystery religions.”


These forces were closely interrelated: each contributed to the others. The result was the collapse of the republic and the inauguration of imperial rule. One fact stands out: in the words of the great historian Theodor Mommsen, the republic was “brought to ruin in politics and morals, religion and literature, not through outward violence but through inner decay … thereby making room for the new monarchy of Caesar.”8



THE ROMAN EMPIRE


Following the collapse of the republic, the Roman state experienced a revival, due primarily to the pacification imposed by the Emperor Augustus. For more than two centuries, peace and prosperity prevailed under a series of competent emperors (interspersed with a few notorious degenerates). But this age of expansion and prosperity was purchased at a heavy price, and in the third century AD, the costs to the average citizen began to outweigh the benefits. The story of the decline of the empire has often been told but bears repeating.


Augustus and the Julio-Claudian Dynasty


The civil wars following the death of Caesar were exceptionally brutal. The Roman people were subjected to looting, heavy taxation, and outright confiscation by the various protagonists in the conflict. The Romans, like most people faced with chronic social upheaval, were ready to accept any kind of order in preference to the chaos of perpetual civil war. Octavian, following his defeat of Mark Antony in 31 BC, brought peace to Rome and was rewarded by the Senate with the titles of “Augustus” and “Princeps.” In the words of Tacitus, “he found the whole state exhausted by internal dissensions, and established over it a personal regime known as the Principate.”9


Augustus put a stop to the widespread killing and confiscation, repatriated treasure from abroad, expanded the coinage, repaired roads, and inaugurated a public works program that gave employment to many of the urban poor. In the provinces, administration was vastly improved, and the benefits of Roman civilization were extended around the entire Mediterranean basin. Augustus also assumed total control over the army and to a large extent removed the Roman legions from politics. (This salutary feature of Augustus’s reign did not long survive his death.)


The Roman principate under Augustus continued to be called a res publica, and the early emperors paid lip service to republican traditions, but in practice they created a new structure of government. Power was increasingly centralized in the hands of the emperor and his appointees. Gradually, over time, the imperial throne looked eastward and surrounded itself with the trappings of oriental monarchy: titles, courtiers, ceremonies, and deification of the emperor (beginning with the deification of Augustus after his death). While Rome enjoyed great prosperity during the next two centuries, it gave up its free institutions. As Gibbon observed, “The Romans had aspired to be equal; they were leveled by the equality of servitude.”10 In other words, we should not be misled by the political rhetoric of security and prosperity, which can easily become a justification for tyranny.


Under Augustus, the persistence of republican institutions was a legal fiction. The real government, both in Italy and in the provinces, soon passed into the hands of imperial bureaucrats, while the old republican magistracies became empty honors. Edicts of the princeps became the principal source of law. The Senate retained some influence because of the wealth and social position of its members. In practical fact, however, it was wholly subordinate to the emperors, who controlled admission to the Senate and could enrich or ruin its members financially. These developments, which took place over a long period, signaled the decline of the Roman aristocracy as an effective ruling class and its replacement by a military and bureaucratic elite whose positions were based on patronage, money, and the instinct for power. The collapse of the aristocracy deprived Rome of its natural social and cultural leadership, a process whose adverse consequences became increasingly apparent.


Augustus was the first of the so-called Julio-Claudian dynasty, which held the imperial throne for a half-century following his death in AD 14. No constitutional provision had been made for a successor to the princeps. Toward the end of his life, Augustus associated his adopted son Tiberius as co-ruler and conferred upon him both the imperium and the tribunician power. It was therefore natural that Tiberius should become the successor upon Augustus’s death. Tiberius was succeeded in 37 AD by Gaius, nicknamed “Caligula,” a great-grandson of Augustus who was mentally unbalanced if not wholly insane. Suetonius accuses him of incest with all three of his sisters, as well as torture and murder and demanding to be treated as a god.11 Finally, the commanders of the Praetorian guard concluded that Caligula’s instability had become a danger to the state, and they murdered him in 41 AD together with his wife and daughter. Caligula thus became the first emperor to be both made and destroyed by the praetorians.


There is no need to repeat the sorry chronicle of the rest of the Julio-Claudian emperors, which is easily accessible to us through the writings of Tacitus, Suetonius, Petronius, and other Roman authors. The histories of the time are packed with examples of the sycophancy of the Senate to the emperors, the increasingly undisciplined behavior of the Roman legions, the swarms of paid informers and professional slanderers, widespread corruption and bribery, and the instability of a state in which rulers could so easily be assassinated and replaced at the whim of their own military guards. Lacking confidence in the future, the better families stopped having children, a trend so disturbing to Augustus that he enacted legislation to encourage childbearing. Extravagance and gluttony were rampant. As the emperor Tiberius noted, “Frugality used to prevail because people had self-control and because we were citizens of one city … But victories abroad taught us to spend other people’s money.”12 In this lapidary pronouncement, Tiberius captured one of the principal themes of national decline: the erosion of discipline and frugality by the easy access of political leaders to “other peoples’ money,” whether through conquest or taxation.


Rome’s success, as Tacitus observed, was in part based upon the austere morality of the early republic. A famous phrase by the poet Ennius is moribus antiquis res stat Romana virisque (Rome abides through the morals and men of old). The characteristic virtues of Romans were adherence to tradition, courage, dignity, “gravitas” (seriousness), fortitude, and simplicity of manners. While the evidence of poets and satirists is not always empirically accurate, the overwhelming weight of the literary evidence in the first century AD supports the conclusion that morality among the leading classes had seriously deteriorated. The Roman writers have given us numerous examples of corruption, lust, vulgar display of wealth, and viciousness of every kind. A significant segment of the lower classes, meanwhile, was permanently corrupted by the dole.13


The Flavian and Antonine Period


The disastrous reign of Nero was followed by the “year of the four emperors” (AD 68–69), culminating in the seizure of the throne by Vespasian, who was the founder of the short-lived “Flavian” line, consisting of Vespasian and his two sons, Titus and Domitian. Domitian, who succeeded to the throne in AD 81, inaugurated a new period of tyranny, proscriptions, and executions. The praetorian guard once again stepped in and murdered Domitian in AD 96, replacing him with Nerva, who returned to the precedent set by Augustus and adopted Trajan, a capable and distinguished soldier, as his colleague and successor. This act of statesmanship inaugurated a period of stable government and internal peace.


For nearly a century following Nerva’s selection of Trajan, the constitutional problem of succession seemed to have been resolved. Trajan adopted Hadrian as his successor, and Hadrian in turn chose Antoninus Pius, who selected Marcus Aurelius. All were competent and dedicated leaders. From the accession of Trajan in AD 98 to the death of Marcus Aurelius in 180, the empire flourished as never before. This was the century described by Gibbon as the happiest in human history. The frontiers were fortified, Roman law and citizenship were spread into the provinces, commerce was promoted, and the tax system was regularized.


Despite the appearance of political stability, however, the Roman constitutional structure was inherently shaky. The adoption of one man by another is subject to all the frailties of human choice and is unlikely to be successfully repeated over a long period in the absence of solidly based institutional support. The system broke down with disastrous results after Marcus Aurelius selected his debased son, Commodus, as his successor. Commodus, after a brief period of indolence, reacted to an assassination plot by embarking upon a reign of terror. Many members of the nobility, suspected of disloyalty or disliked by the emperor and his advisors, were executed and their property confiscated. The emperor depleted the treasury by lavish expenditures and spent his time engaging in sexual orgies and gladiatorial combat. As might have been expected, Commodus made numerous enemies in the course of his ruthless proscriptions, and he was murdered in 192.


The Decline of the Empire


In AD 197, after a fierce civil war, Septimius Severus, a native of North Africa and commander of the Roman army on the Danube, defeated various rivals and seized the imperial throne. The principal object of Severus’s policy was to expand the army and increase its pay and perquisites: a program that was continued by many of his successors and proved to be ruinous to the empire’s taxpayers. Severus is reported to have advised his sons to “be generous to the soldiers and don’t care about anyone else.” The inevitable result of this policy was to make the army more dangerous than ever. Severus inaugurated a reign of terror more vicious than any that had preceded it and concentrated the judicial as well as the administrative power in his own hands.14 The Roman government, from this time on, was in theory as well as in fact an arbitrary despotism. The emperor took on the additional title of “dominus,” signifying divine authority; he and his wife were represented as sun and moon deities on the imperial coinage.


The result of Septimius Severus’s confiscations, unprecedented in scale, was a substantial increase in the number of large estates under direct imperial control. The destruction of private property rights and the centralization of property in the hands of the state had a number of disastrous consequences. The immense wealth of the imperial treasury was a standing invitation to ambitious generals to try their luck at seizing the throne by force. In addition, management of these huge estates by government bureaucrats rather than by private owners damaged agricultural productivity. The military regimentation of the empire was now applied to fiscal affairs: local city officials and merchant guilds became personally responsible for the tax obligations of communities, while peasant households were forced to supply recruits for the army as well as requisitions in kind from the land. This was the beginning of a process of militarization and bureaucratization whose consequences were damaging to the Roman economy. Taxes rose relentlessly, while soldiers and bureaucrats oppressed the population.15


Meanwhile, serious incursions were made by barbarian tribes in Germany and the Danube region. By the end of the third century, the ravages of civil and foreign war, plague, inflation, and taxation had badly damaged the Roman Empire. Nevertheless, the Empire continued to show considerable resilience. The imperial frontiers were by and large preserved. In AD 212, the famous edict of the emperor Caracalla made every free inhabitant of the Empire a full Roman citizen—a dramatic development in the ancient world, which created many new Roman citizens and also increased the tax revenues of the imperial treasury.16 A succession of good generals at the end of the third century (most of them from the Balkan provinces) reinvigorated the Roman army and won a series of important victories over the barbarians. The work of fortifying the empire was continued by the Emperor Diocletian, a soldier from Dalmatia (present-day Croatia), who had risen through the ranks to assume the throne in 284. For administrative and military purposes, Diocletian divided the empire into four geographical parts, each with its own ruler (but all subordinate to himself). Because of Diocletian’s reorganization, the Roman Empire survived its third-century problems, but at a heavy cost. The empire had now become a despotism that exercised a high degree of compulsion over private economic activity and individual freedom.


Diocletian’s peaceful abdication of the throne in 305 was followed by nineteen years of civil war. By 324, Constantine had prevailed over his rivals and had united the empire under his own personal rule. Constantine’s major innovations were the movement of the capital to Byzantium, subsequently known as Constantinople, and the recognition of Christianity as the state religion. Constantine believed, probably correctly, that the defense of the vulnerable Danube frontier on the north and the Euphrates to the east could be more successfully conducted from the Bosphorus. He may also have wished to separate the seat of government from the traditional paganism of Rome in order to advance the Christian religion. Whatever the reason, relocating the capital was a fateful step because it destroyed the geographical and psychological centrality of Rome, enhanced the influence of “easternizing” trends to the detriment of Roman institutions, and set the stage for the final split of the empire and the birth of a new Byzantine civilization in the east.


In the middle-to-late fourth century, large numbers of Goths began to appear on the north shore of the Danube, seeking entrance to the eastern Roman Empire. These barbarian migrants were threatened by pressure from militant Huns originating from the Russian steppes. Seeking refuge from the Hunnic invaders, the Goths crossed the Danube and conducted armed raids against the Roman Baltic provinces in the 370s. The eastern Emperor Valens decided to attack the Gothic invaders at Adrianople in 378. Valens, however, had at the same time committed a substantial part of his army to defending against a Persian attack in the Middle East. He launched his attack with an inadequate force and suffered a disastrous defeat. Valens was killed, and his army was virtually wiped out. The Goths proceeded to rampage through much of the Balkans before the Romans were able to counterattack and stabilize the area.17


The Adrianople disaster was important because it demonstrates a prominent tendency of all empires: overstretch. When, during the late fourth centuries, the various barbarian tribes began to put serious pressure on the eastern and western frontiers, the Roman army was simply unable to sustain an all-points defense over such a vast territory. After Adrianople, Rome’s military weakness became more evident. Most Roman citizens were unwilling to serve in the army: draft resistance and desertion were common. Constantine was compelled to admit large numbers of Germans into the army, resulting in what some historians have called the “barbarization” of the army.18 As always in human history, the deterioration of the military forces weakened the society’s resistance to attack from foreign and domestic enemies.


In the empire of the “New Rome,” every trace of the former simplicity of Roman manners disappeared, and the government was conducted in the style of an oriental despotism. The symbol of oriental autocracy was Constantine’s introduction of the diadem, a jeweled crown of Persian origin. There was no longer any pretense of separation of powers; the emperor was responsible for all appointments and ruled by personal decree. The empire was wrapped in an impenetrable web of contradictory laws and unenforceable decrees, enforced by a vast administrative apparatus. The complex rules and procedures of this bureaucracy spawned a horde of lawyers who engaged in their natural talent for fomenting lawsuits. In the far-flung caravans of the Middle East, as Gibbon caustically noted, many camels must have been laden with law books.


Corruption was endemic throughout the empire. Official positions and judicial decisions were procured by bribery. Army units were withdrawn from the frontiers and quartered in the towns, where the soldiers supported themselves by extorting money and produce from a helpless population. The army, now predominantly stationed in urban areas and swollen with luxury and corruption, was increasingly reluctant to fight. Ramsey MacMullen’s study, Corruption and the Decline of Rome, makes a strong case for the conclusion that corruption was a significant factor in the army’s failure to provide adequate security against barbarians and brigands.19 Since protection of lives and property against violence is the most basic function of government, the Roman Empire of the fourth and fifth centuries could hardly have retained the loyalty of its citizens for long. In addition, the population of the empire declined, due in part to a series of plagues.


Following the death of Constantine in 337, the military situation deteriorated as a major invasion of Huns from the east forced large numbers of Goths across the Danube into Roman territory. In about 405, a horde of barbarians from various tribes crossed the Rhine and ravaged Gaul without effective opposition. The Visigoths under Alaric invaded Italy and sacked Rome in 410. A succession of Roman emperors continued to rule, but their control over the western provinces was only nominal. The invasion of North Africa by the Vandals in the 430s was a particularly serious blow to the western empire because North Africa provided the grain supply that supported Italy. The last Roman emperor was deposed in 476 by the German general Odovacer, who took the title of king of Italy. Italy, Gaul, Spain, and Africa became largely barbarian kingdoms. The Western Roman Empire was no more. The western kingdoms were gradually, over several centuries, transformed into separate, unique European nations. Yet they continued to be strongly influenced by the Roman language, law, and culture. Indeed, the resulting civilization of western Europe would not have been possible but for the powerful and enduring influence of Rome. The eastern or Byzantine Empire continued to exist for almost 1,000 years; it retained much of the Roman law but was linguistically and culturally a quite distinct society.


Before attempting to reach any general conclusions respecting the decline and fall of Rome, we will briefly review certain critical aspects of Roman life: Rome’s economy, its religion, and its system of law.


THE ROMAN ECONOMY


In spite of the problems of imperial succession, the commercial life of the early empire benefited from the relative stability of the state. Tax collection in the provinces was regularized, and interest rates were relatively stable.20 Yet there were serious flaws in the Roman economic structure. Wealthy men of all classes spent their money on land, slaves, and luxuries. The social stigma attached to commerce inhibited the development of new forms of production, while the concentration of land ownership deepened the gulf between classes. There was no reason for an industrial system to emerge since every large estate could use slave labor to satisfy local needs, while most production in the cities took place in small, specialized shops. Although trade was important to the vitality of the empire, the Romans made little effort to invent new products or to open up new markets. Business practices under the empire remained rudimentary, and capital formation was primitive. It has been estimated that the entire commerce and industry of the Roman Empire never produced more than 10 percent of total revenues, public and private.21 Economic growth was largely limited to booty from war, whatever yields could be extracted from the soil, and a relatively modest amount of trade with the provinces. Since the number of adjacent territories available for looting was limited and the provincial tax base was relatively static, it is obvious that the costs of defense and administration could not continue to rise forever without eventually leading to serious economic problems. In short, the Romans never developed an economic base adequate to support their extensive empire.


This was a classic example of what historian Paul Kennedy has called “overstretch”—the assumption by a nation of military or other obligations that exceed its capacity to pay for them. As the costs of empire grew, greater burdens were placed on a static economy. Taxes, which were levied principally on the value of land, cattle, and slaves, were raised relentlessly to levels which the ancient farm economy could not sustain. The Roman sources of the late third and fourth centuries are unanimous in representing the tax burden as “the intolerable and increasing grievance of their own times.”22


In addition to confiscation and taxation, the emperors resorted to the favorite manipulative device of unscrupulous rulers: inflation of the money supply. Beginning with Marcus Aurelius, they progressively debased the silver content of the denarius until, by the middle of the third century, it was virtually worthless and traders had to resort to barter. As always, inflation had serious adverse effects on commerce and on public confidence. Although Diocletian and his successors in the fourth century managed to stabilize the economy temporarily, barbarian attacks, oppressive taxation, the fall in population, and stagnant productivity combined to produce a fiscal crisis by the end of that century. Food supplies were forcibly requisitioned, and citizens were required to maintain roads and fortifications by a system of compulsory labor. Many of the free tenants (coloni), because they could not afford the rent for their land after paying the heavy taxes imposed upon them, abandoned their farms and left the land uncultivated. As a result, tax revenues were further diminished. To ameliorate this problem, the Roman rulers turned the coloni and their children into compulsory tenants, legally attached to the land. Employees in some professions were forbidden to abandon their jobs and compelled to perform whatever services the state required. The municipalities, having lost both their liberties and their sources of revenues, gradually decayed. The temptation of all central governments is to expand their power at the expense of regions and localities; and Rome provides a clear instance of the threat to liberty posed by excessive centralization, burdensome taxation, and oppressive government.


It is no exaggeration to conclude that the prosperous classes in the Roman Empire were taxed and regulated out of existence. Since this group provided much of the demand and capital for works of architecture, sculpture, and books, cultural standards also deteriorated. Those who were economically destroyed by taxation and confiscation simply dropped out of the productive economy or turned to vandalism. Farms and businesses were deserted, and whole cities were abandoned. The population of the empire fell sharply.23 These trends are manifestations of decadence in the strict sense of the term.


The Roman system in the late empire was a form of state authoritarianism in which the central authority dictated economic decisions. The Hellenic ideal of a body of free citizens speaking and acting in the public forum had degenerated into a form of tyranny whose only goal was to feed the bureaucracy and to hold the empire together at all cost, regardless of the consequences to the citizens. A kind of social passivity had infected the Roman people. No aspiring group of entrepreneurs, dissidents, or upwardly mobile professionals existed to break the chains of bureaucratic control. The aristocracy was dormant, the middle class submissive, and the slaves quiescent. The creativity of the ancient world had been transferred from the realm of political economy to the spiritual world of religion, where there was still room for freedom.


ROMAN RELIGION


From the beginning, Roman religion and law were closely connected. Contracts had religious sanction, and religious rituals were regarded as contractual. This connection is important to an understanding of the extraordinary depth of the Romans’ attachment to formality and tradition both in religion and in law. The very word religion (re + ligio, from “ligare,” to bind) conveys the sense of tying the present to the past through acts of piety. The priest was the public’s representative to the gods and the repository of sacred tradition. As in most traditional societies, religion and the family were linked. The head of the household, or paterfamilias, was the priest for family worship of the household gods, and his legal status was enhanced by this function. As Rome expanded, its household and agricultural gods took the form of state deities. Rome’s expansion by means of war and commerce in the third and second centuries BC introduced Etruscan and Greek religious ideas, along with temples, images of the gods, and the whole panoply of classical mythology.


By the late republican period, many educated Romans had turned either to Epicureanism, Stoicism, or skepticism. The historian Polybius, reflecting the view of the educated classes, argued that the principal utility of the traditional religion was to keep the common people in check “by mysterious terrors and scenic effects.”24 Cicero, in the Laws, makes the political function of religion quite explicit: “We must persuade our citizens that the gods are the lords and rulers of all things … For surely minds which are imbued with such ideas will not fail to form true and useful opinions.”25 To assert the social utility of religion, however, is not enough to preserve it. Ordinary people will not be fooled indefinitely by “mysterious terrors and scenic effects.” Religious beliefs must be nourished by an active faith working through living social institutions. Just as an army cannot survive without competent officers, a religion cannot survive without spiritual leadership. If society’s elites do not believe in the essential doctrines of the religion, their skepticism will infect the public sooner or later. The decline of religion, moreover, is usually associated with the erosion of public morality and civic virtue.


By the middle of the third century AD, traditional polytheism was in full retreat, and ordinary Romans turned in increasing numbers to Eastern “mystery religions.” These cults varied widely but shared certain common features: (1) rituals of penance and purification; (2) direct communion with the god; and (3) a redeemer or redemptive process leading to personal salvation or immortality.26 Many Roman emperors favored the cult of the sun-god, perhaps because of the propaganda advantages of identifying the imperial throne with the solar deity. The cult of the emperor was also promoted in order to stimulate Romanization in the far-flung outposts of the empire. By the end of the third century AD, the divinity of the emperor had become well established. Aurelian (270–75) identified himself with the sun god and was honored as “dominus et deus.” The Roman government, by this time, was close to becoming a full-fledged theocracy.


Christianity, of course, was ultimately the most powerful of the new spiritual forces and won an astonishing victory over its rivals in spite of repeated persecutions. The strength of Christianity lay, first of all, in the extraordinary cohesion and discipline of the early Christian communities, which combined fidelity and moral purity with unusual courage. Second, the promise of personal immortality must have been a powerful spiritual force. The inclusive nature of the Christian sect was also important: the growing ranks of persons who had little or nothing left in the world were welcomed into the faith. Christianity also gained a great deal from its admission of women as members of the church; Mithraism, its principal rival, excluded them. Finally, and most important, the historical personality of Christ as personal Redeemer was of incalculable value. His actual appearance on earth and his personal sacrifice for the benefit of all men made concrete what was only theoretical or implicit in other religions.


The first systematic persecutions of Christians occurred under Decius in 249 and again under Valerian in 257. A major persecution was conducted under Diocletian from 303 to 311. The legal basis for the persecution of Christians was their refusal to offer to the emperor the sacrifice required of all citizens. More substantial, perhaps, was their unwillingness to perform military service. Such lack of patriotism might legitimately have been viewed as criminal during the republic when the obligation of military service was universal among free men of property. By the end of the third century AD, however, large segments of the population, especially in Italy, were able to avoid military service altogether, and the legions were staffed with barbarians from the frontiers. It seems gratuitously harsh to blame Christians for conduct that others engaged in with impunity. A more enlightened government would have devised a punishment for nonviolent civil disobedience short of feeding the dissenters to wild animals. Yet the Roman authorities had cause to be concerned. Christianity was a threat because it undermined the Roman Empire at its most vulnerable point: the sanctification of the state. Although willing to render unto Caesar those secular benefits that were properly his, Christianity claimed exclusive spiritual authority in matters of faith and morals, overriding the claims of the state.


The emperor Constantine in the early fourth century played a critical role in the advancement of Christianity. Constantine credited the Christian God with divine intervention to assure his victory over his rival at the battle of the Milvian Bridge in 312 and thereafter actively promoted the Christian faith. He convened the Council of Nicea in 325, which formulated a creed that helped to unify discordant Christian doctrines. Under Constantine, Christianity began to displace the old Roman ideological foundations. The Christian emperors of the fourth and fifth centuries defended the empire because they had to. But Christianity was by its very nature incompatible with the total sovereignty claimed by the Roman state and its autocratic rulers. The balance of forces had changed; Christianity survived, but the Roman empire did not. The death knell of classical civilization was pronounced by St. Augustine, the most influential of all the Western church fathers. In The City of God, Augustine argued that the sack of Rome by the Goths in 410 should not disturb Christians, whose true home does not lie in the earthly city. The true explanation for the destruction of Rome, he argued, lay in the debasement of Roman morals and the accompanying collapse of civic virtue.


Christianity was not the sole or even primary cause of the empire’s collapse, but it certainly played its part, along with the other forces discussed in this chapter, in applying the coup de grace to a decadent society. The eternal was now understood to be irrevocably different from and superior to every earthly power, including Rome’s. This recognition shattered what remained of the spiritual justification for the Roman state. The beliefs introduced into the Roman world by the victorious Christians became the basis of a new civilization, which eventually incorporated some of the best features of classical culture. In the meantime, Christianity released the individual from the constraints of the classical view that man was wholly subordinate to the state and gave him a spiritual freedom that was entirely new in the world.



ROMAN LAW


The body of Roman law, developed over the course of hundreds of years, is one of the great achievements of any civilization. While prior societies had laws and even codes of law, Rome was the first to develop a science of law. The Greeks, despite their creative genius, never showed any real interest in jurisprudence; it took the practical common sense of Romans to give an organized body of law to the Western world. The importance of Roman law for the extension and preservation of classical civilization can scarcely be exaggerated. It was essential to the spread of commerce, the preservation of order, the maintenance of the family, and the inheritance of property.


From the beginning of their history, the Romans had a deep regard for law and justice. The early Roman law, like the English common law centuries later, was based on longstanding custom, expressed by the motto leges sine moribus vanae (laws without customs are vain). The renowned Twelve Tables, adopted around 450 BC, established basic legal principles binding all Romans and codified the forms of legal actions by which citizens could enforce their rights. Our knowledge of the Tables is only fragmentary; it appears that they did not purport to codify all of Roman law or even much of it. But the citizen could at least point to a recognized source of authority in order to limit the discretion of the magistrates. Law was rendered orderly rather than arbitrarily and was made ascertainable by the ordinary citizen. These were major advances toward the rule of law in contrast to rule by priests or tyrants. The Romans also developed the idea of a “natural law,” applicable not only to Roman citizens but to all mankind—one of the most enduring creations of Roman thought.


Legal concepts were continually debated in Rome. Every citizen was expected to share in the burdens of the law, whether as judge, witness, juror, guardian, or merely spectator. “Who is the good man?” asks Horace: “He who observes the decrees of the senate, the statutes and the rules of law; by whose judgment many important cases are decided; by whose surety affairs are safe; and by whose testimony causes are upheld.” Juvenal’s model citizen is a good soldier, faithful guardian, trustworthy arbiter and unperjured witness.27 Traditional legal rules and institutions were an integral part of the fabric of the Roman people. They could not simply be altered or replaced at will. This conservative attitude, also reflected in the Roman tradition of religious and familial piety, was one of the forces that held the Roman res publica together for so long in the face of fearful challenges. The Roman assembly could and did legislate, but such legislation was rare. Because of the Romans’ cautious attitude toward lawmaking, legislation was not favored during the period of the republic and was adopted only to cope with particular crises. As Hans Julius Wolff has observed concerning Roman law, legislation “served the purpose of adapting the structure of state and law to changed conditions, but never that of radically altering it.”28 The result was a degree of certainty and stability in the legal system that contributed significantly to the cohesiveness of Roman society.


Principal credit for the systematic structure of Roman law must be given to the jurists (or jurisconsults), private legal experts who gave opinions to parties and to magistrates. The jurists, in rendering their opinions, were not legally bound to follow precedents. But the force of tradition was such that they were reluctant to vary from established principles; instead, they attempted to adapt those principles to changed circumstances. This conservative tendency is at the heart of any great system of law since without it, the citizens cannot plan their transactions but are at the mercy of official discretion and private oppression. The status of the independent jurists did not survive the destruction of the Roman aristocracy at the hands of the soldiers competing for the imperial throne. Under the Empire, the creation of new law now occurred, not as a result of private opinions of the jurisconsults in individual cases but through the issuance of imperial edicts. This development meant the end of a “common-law” system based on private case law and the beginning of a bureaucratic system of law by official decree. “Thus,” according to Wolff, “the Roman jurist was gradually being transformed from a member of the ruling class in an aristocratic republic into a servant of authoritarian government.”29
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