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The Empire’s internal stability was always subject to question. Were the economic foundations strong and elastic enough to endure hard blows? Could the Roman Empire retain the loyalty of so many diverse nations? Were the mass of people committed to the Greco-Roman civilization or would they revert to their native traditions? During the Pax Romana, these elements did surface, particularly in Gaul, Judea, and Egypt. The Jews fought two terrible and futile wars to try to free themselves from Roman rule. Separatist movements in Gaul were crushed by Roman forces. Roman emperors exploited the Egyptian peasantry to provide free bread for Rome’s poor. Weighed down by forced labor, heavy taxes, and confiscations, Egyptian peasants sought to escape from farm work. The unrest in these provinces demonstrated that not all people at all times welcomed the grand majesty of the Pax Romana, and that localist and separatist tendencies persisted in a universal empire. Soon to follow, Rome staggered under the weight of economic, political, and military difficulties, and the native loyalties reasserted themselves. The masses and Romanized elite of cities withdrew their support from the Roman world state. A healthy world-state required empirewide trade to serve as an economic base for political unity, expanding agricultural production to feed the cities, and growing internal mass markets to stimulate industrial production. The means of communication and transportation were slow, which hindered commerce. Many nobles squandered their wealth rather than invest it in commercial or industrial enterprises. Lacking the stimulus of capital investment, the economy could not expand. Limited employment opportunities resulted from the failure to improve technology substantially. Scarce employment left the masses with little purchasing power; this, in turn, affected business and industry. To feed the unemployed underclass, Rome distributed free grain. This discouraged farmers from planting more crops and forced many of them to seek other occupations. As more farmers left the countryside, the towns became increasingly swollen with an impoverished proletariat. Rural areas eventually faced a serious shortage of laborers due to this population migration. Unfortunately, only the middle and upper classes of the cities reaped the benefits of the Pax Romana. They basked in luxury. The urban poor, on the other hand, derived few of the economic gains and shared little in the cultural life of the city. The privileged classes bought off the poor with bread and circuses, but occasionally mass discontent expressed itself in mob violence. Outside of the cities, the peasantry was exploited to provide cheap food for the city dwellers. An enormous gap existed between city and country. The cities were really small islands of culture in a sea of barbarism. Such a social system might function in periods of peace, but could it survive through crises? Would the poor remain loyal to the state? Perhaps the most dangerous sign for the future of the Pax Romana was the spiritual paralysis that crept over it. During the 2nd century, Rome lost its creative energies, and the values of humanism were challenged by mythic-religious movements. No longer regarding reason as a satisfying guide to life, the educated elite subordinate the intellect to feelings and an unregulated imagination. No longer finding the affairs of this world to have purpose, people placed their hope in life after death. The Roman world was undergoing a religious revolution and seeking a new vision of the divine. The application of reason to nature and society was the great achievement of the Greek mind. However, Greek rationalism never entirely subdued the mythic-religious mentality, which feeds on human emotion. The masses of the poor are attracted to religious forms. These forms never lost their hold on the ancient world. During the Hellenistic Age, the tide of rationalism receded, and the nonrational showed renewed vigor. Feeling themselves controlled by heavenly powers, people turned for deliverance to magicians, astrologers, and exorcists. They also became devotees of Near East religions that promised salvation. More and more people felt that the good life could only be attained with outside help. Philosophers sought escape from this world through union with a divine presence greater than human power. Everyone came to believe that the good life could not be found on earth, but only beyond the grave. People sought refuge in religion. Reason had been found wanting; the time for faith and salvation was at hand. The Roman Empire had imposed peace and stability, but it could not alleviate the feels of loneliness, anxiety, impotence, alienation, and boredom, which had been gaining around the Mediterranean world since the 4th century BC. Among the upper classes, the philosophical and scientific spirit withered; traditional and secular values were in retreat.


