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At the death of Marcus Aurelius in 180, the empire was doing fine. In the 3rd century, the ordered civilization of the Pax Romana ended. Several elements caused this. The empire was plunged into military anarchy, raided by Germanic tribes, and burdened by economic dislocations. The Eastern religions pervaded the Roman world. During these times, effective leadership was lacking, for the adoptive system abandoned by Marcus Aurelius was not restored. The degeneration of the army was a prime reason for this. During the great peace, the army had remained an excellent fighting force. In the 3rd century, however, there was a marked deterioration in the quality of Roman soldiers. Lacking loyalty to Rome, soldiers used their weapons to prey on civilians and to make and unmake emperors. Fearful of being killed by their troops who wanted spoils or of being murdered by a suspicious emperor, generals were driven to seize the throne. Once in power, they had to buy the loyalty of the soldiers and guard against assassination. From 235 to 285, military mutiny and civil war raged, as legion fought legion. During this period, there were 26 emperors, 25 of whom died violently. The army neglected its duty of defending the borders and disrupted the internal life of the Empire. Perhaps this can be explained by liberal granting of citizenship. In 212, citizenship was extended to all freeborn inhabitants of the Empire. Previously, many fine recruits had been drawn from among provincials, who were attracted by the promise of citizenship and its advantages. This did not matter any more. Taking advantage of the military anarchy, Germanic tribesmen crossed the Rhine-Danube frontier to loot and destroy. The Goths raided the coastal cities of Asia Minor and Greece and even burned Athens. In the west, other tribes penetrated Gaul, Spain, and Italy and engaged the Romans in a full-scale battle near Milan. At the same time that the defense lines were being breached, a reborn Persian Empire, led by the Sassanid dynasty attacked and for a while conquered Roman lands in the east. Some sections of the empire, notably Gaul, attempted to secede. The city of mankind was crumbling. These eruptions had severe economic repercussions. Cities were destroyed, farmland ruined, and trade disrupted. To obtain funds, emperors confiscated goods, exacted forced labor, and debased the coinage. These measures led many citizens to withdraw their loyalty from Rome and brought ruin to the middle class. As inflation and devaluation cheapened the value of money, some parts of the Empire turned to barter as a medium of exchange. Repeated invasions, civil war, pillage by Germans and Roman soldiers, rising prices, a debased coinage, declining agricultural production, disrupted transportation, and the excessive demands of the state caused economic havoc and famine in the cities. Compounding the problem was a plague that spread across North Africa and the Balkans in midcentury. Driven to desperation, many people fled the cities. The urban centers of the ancient world were caught in a rhythm of breakdown. As cities decayed, the center of life gravitated back to the countryside. Larger estates owned by the emperor or wealthy aristocrats provided refuge for the uprooted and destitute of town and country. The majority of citizens had no deep investment in urban life. Nor did the Roman army feel a deep commitment to the cities and their culture. Even the emperors began to seek support in the food-producing countryside and in the army. During the 3rd century, the spiritual crisis intensified as the rational foundation of Greco-Roman civilization eroded. People turned increasingly to the mystery cults, which offered relief from earthly misery, a sense of belonging, and a promise of immortality. In philosophy, creative energies were directed toward a knowledge of God, which, taught the philosophers, was the path to happiness. Hellenism was breaking down. The emperors Diocletian (285-305) and Constantine (306-337) tried to contain the disintegration. They had to feed the city poor and an expanded army of more than 500,00 strung out over the Empire. They had to prevent renewed outbreaks of military anarchy, drive the Germans back, and secure the eastern region from Persia. Their solution was to tighten the reins of government. In the process, they transformed Rome into a bureaucratic, regimented, and militarized state. Like an oriental despot, Diocletian completed a trend that had been developing for generations. He imitated the pompousness of the East. Cities lost their traditional right of local self-government-a loss that culminated a trend started earlier. To increase the size of the army, Diocletian drafted POWs and hired German mercenaries. He established on vacant or deserted lands colonies of Germans from which soldiers could be recruited. To ensure continuous production of food and goods, as well as the collection of taxes, the state forced workers to hold their jobs for life and to pass them on to their children. Peasants turned into virtual serfs, bound to the land that they cultivated. An army of government agents was formed to hunt down peasants who fled the land to escape crushing taxes and poverty. Also frozen into their position were city officials. They found it necessary to furnish from their own pockets the difference between the state’s tax demands and the amount that they could collect from an overtaxed population. This system of a hereditary class of tax collectors and of crippling taxes to pay for a vastly expanded bureaucracy and military establishment enfeebled urban trade and industry. Such conditions killed the civic spirit of townspeople, who sought escape. By overburdening urban dwellers with taxes and regulations, Diocletian and Constantine helped to shatter the vitality of city life, on which Roman civilization depended. Rome was governed by an oriental despotism, a highly centralized monarchy regimenting the lives of its subjects. Augustus had held the classical ideal that the commonwealth was a means of fostering the good life for the individual, but Diocletian adopted the Eastern attitude that the individual lives for the state. The absolutism inherent in the concept of the principate had eclipsed the republican elements that had endured in the Augustan political settlement. To guard against military insurrection, Diocletian appointed a loyal general as emperor to govern the western provinces, while he ruled the eastern regions. By building an imperial capital, Constantinople, at the Bosporus, a strait where Asia meets Europe, Constantine furthered this trend of dividing the Empire. By imposing some order on what had been chaos, Diocletian and Constantine prevented the Empire from collapsing. Rome had been given some time. A long period of peace might have brought economic recovery, but misfortune continued, and the process of breakdown and disintegration resumed. In the later 4th century, the problem of guarding the frontier grew more acute. The Huns, savage Mongols from central Asia, swept across the plains of Russia. With their cavalry, they subdued the Ostrogoths, a Germanic tribe that had established itself in the Ukraine, and forced the Visigoths, who had migrated into Romania, to seek refuse within the eastern Roman Empire. But enraged by their mistreatment by the Romans, they took up arms. In 378, the Goths and the Romans fought each other at Adrianople. The Visigoths routed the Roman forces, killing about 2/3rds of the army. Emperor Valens perished in what was Rome’s worst defeat. The Visigoths were staying in Roman territory. The battle of Adrianople signified that Rome could no longer defend its borders. Other Germanic tribes increased their pressure on the Empire’s borders. The borders finally collapsed at the very end of 406, as the Vandals, Alans, Suebi, and other tribes joined the Goths in devastating the western provinces. In 408-409, the Visigoths besieged Rome, extorting huge amounts of money in return for permitting food to enter the city. In 410, they plundered the city, for 800 years had remained free of foreign attack. Economic conditions continued to deteriorate. Cities in Britain, Gaul, Germany, and Spain lay abandoned. Others’ populations dwindled, and production stagnated. The great network of roads was not maintained, and almost disappeared or passed into the hands of Greeks, Syrians, and Jews. In 451, Atilla the Hun marched into Gaul, where he suffered his only defeat at the hands of a coalition of Germans and the remnants of the Roman empire. He died two years later, having come within a hairsbreadth of turning Europe into part of the Mongolian empire. In 455, Rome was again pillaged, this time by the Vandals. Additional regions fell under the control of Germanic chieftains. Germanic soldiers gained control of the government and dictated the choice of emperor, In 476, German officers overthrew the Roman emperor Romulus and placed a German, Odoacer, on the throne. This is regarded as the end of the empire in the west. 


