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First, the fall of Rome was a process lasting hundreds of years; it was not a single event that occurred in 476. Second, only the western half of the empire fell. The east survived as the Byzantine Empire until the middle of the 15th century. Third, no single explanation suffices to account for Rome’s decline; many things at the same time brought it about. Undoubtedly, an empire enfeebled by internal rot succumbed to the Germanic migrations. Perhaps a stronger Rome might have secured its borders, but the Germanic attacks occurred mainly in the west, and made the western empire reel under these increasingly more numerous and more severe barbarian onslaughts. The pressures exerted by the Germans also aggravated Rome’s internal problems. The attacks left border regions impoverished and depopulated. The Empire imposed its high taxes and labor services in order to strengthen the army, causing the overburdened middle and lower classes to hate the imperial government. The urban upper class, on whom the responsibility of preserving Greco-Roman culture traditionally rested, became apathetic, and no longer took an interest in public life. They secluded themselves behind the walls of their fortified country estates; many did not lift a finger to help the Empire. The townspeople avoided public service and rarely organized resistance forces against the barbarian invaders. Many farmers viewed the Germans as liberators as compared to Rome. The bulk of the Roman citizenry gave up, despite the fact that they overwhelmingly outnumbered the German invaders. The Roman government contributed to the spiritual malaise through its autocratic tendencies. The insatiable demands of the state in the Late Roman Empire sapped the initiative and spirit of its citizens. The middle and lower classes withdrew their loyalty. For many, the state had become the enemy. Related to the political decline was the government’s inability to control military commanders, who used their troops to seize the throne and its power. The stability of the Empire was constantly imperiled by army leaders more concerned with personal dreams than with defending the Empire’s borders. These civil wars imposed terrible financial burdens on the Empire and gravely weakened the frontier defenses, which allowed the Germans to increase their pressure. During the Pax Romana, the legions were invincible. The Roman soldier was a role model. However, in the Late Roman Empire, the quality of soldiers deteriorated and the legions failed to defend the borders, even though they outnumbered the Germans. These soldiers were not committed to the Greco-Roman civilization, and at times used their power to attack the cities and towns. The emperors also recruited German mercenaries into the army, who were brave soldiers, but without loyalty. This deterioration also occurred because many citizens evaded conscription. No longer imbued with patriotism, they considered military service a servitude to be shunned. Roman soldiers continued to fight in organized units, but the training required for fighting in close-order formations had lapsed. Barbarian units serving within the army followed their own tactics. Contributing to the decline were population decline, lack of technological advance, heavy burden of taxation, and economic decentralization. The population of the Empire may have shrunk by 20 million from the Pax Romana to the late Roman Empire. Many plagues, and constant warfare reduced the population. The birthrate did not rise. Worsening economic conditions and a lack of hope in the future apparently discouraged people from increasing the size of their families. At the same time that the population was declining, the costs of running the Empire were spiraling, which created a burden for taxpayers. Fewer workers were available for agriculture, the most important economic activity of the Empire. Population decline reduced the manpower available for the army, forcing emperors to permit the establishment of Germanic colonies within the Empire’s borders. This situation led to the barbarization of the army. The Pax Romana failed to create new technology. The widespread use of slave labor probably precluded a breakthrough in technology, for slaves had little incentive to invent more efficient ways of producing. The upper classes would not condescend to engage in the mechanical arts. This limited employment opportunities for the masses because they could not increase their purchasing power; business and industry were without a mass internal market that might have acted as a continual stimulus for economic expansion. Towns maintained their wealth by exploiting the countryside, not by industry and trade. The Roman cities lacked industries. They spent, but did not produce. Manufacturing was rudimentary, confined to textiles, pottery, furniture, and glassware. The methods of production were simple, the cost of transportation high, and agricultural productivity low, with a ratio of 19 peasants to one townsman. Such an unhealthy economy could not bear the warfare and a mushrooming bureaucracy. With barbarians on the borders, the increased military expenditures overstrained the Empire’s resources. To pay for the food, taxes shot up. The state requisitioned wood and grain and demanded that the citizens maintain roads and bridges. The government often resorted to force to collect taxes. Many peasants simply abandoned their farms and sought the protection of large landowners or turned to banditry because of this. As a result of the separation of the Empire, western emperors could no longer rely on financial aid from the east. Slow communications and transportation continued to hamper the trade, which was required to sustain unity. Meanwhile, industries gravitated outward, to search for new markets in the frontier army camps and for new sources of slaves in border regions. This further weakened economic unity. Trade became more local, and provincial regions grew more self-sufficient. The strife of the 3rd century intensified the drift toward economic self-sufficiency in the provinces, which promoted localism and separatism. Contributing to the economic decentralization was the growth of industries on plantations. Producing only for the local market, they contributed to the impoverishment of urban centers. As life grew more desperate, urban craftsmen and farmers, made destitute by the state, sought the protection of these landlords. These great estates were also new centers of political power, which the imperial government could not curb. The center of gravity had shifted from the city to the estate, from the bureaucrat to the aristocrat. These developments epitomized the decay of ancient civilization, and presaged a new era, the Middle Ages. 


