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The Myth Of “Decline And Fall”
by Edward Champlin
Everyone knows that the Roman Empire “declined and fell.” The title of Edward Gibbon’s 18th-century masterpiece The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire is part of Western cultural consciousness. There is something deeply thrilling about the notion: Rome, the largest political and economic unit in the world before the year 1000, fell; are we too doomed to lose our power, our culture, even our memory? And why did Rome fall? Because, of course, she declined, or so the assumption goes. “Decline” and “fall” are forever linked in our minds, thanks to Gibbon.

But the notion of decline is an extremely difficult one. A political unit may indeed “fall” because of complex political, social, and economic reasons. The real problem comes when we, like the Romans, do not understand these reasons and, like the Romans, equate decline with moral decline. They insisted that their decline began early in the second century B.C., when their fine rustic character, tight-knit families, and old-time religion later began to be corrupted by inferior foreign values (including Christianity: Tacitus, Rome’s greatest historian, complained about the Christians, writing that everything foul from all over the world flowed into the sewer that was Rome.) Yet Rome’s empire attained its greatest extent, wealth, and (according to Gibbon) happiness some three or four centuries later, in the second century A.D., and she didn’t “fall” for another three centuries after that. If that is decline, it is very strange and very long.

Central to the Romans’ myth of themselves was the iron power over the family wielded by the father, the stern paterfamilias, the symbol of the discipline which had made Rome great. The last two centuries B.C. saw this central family value reduced, with greater social and legal independence allowed to wives and to children, and growing humanitarianism toward slaves (who were considered part of the family). Is this decline? It depends on your point of view. The Romans constantly lamented the decline of the family; we might applaud the recognition of individual human rights. Certainly the Roman family did not “decline.” Its image—father the provider, mother the loving mistress of the household, children cheerfully obedient—remained the ideal, and historical demographers have confirmed that the nuclear family, this central triangle of father, mother, and children, was the rock-solid norm throughout Roman history and across the empire.

Foreigners were another major problem; many Romans thought that decline came from external contagion. Tacitus and the elder Cato, great conservative politicians and writers, attacked foreign ways, conveniently forgetting that their own ancestors had grimly fought the Romans not so long ago. Rome was actually the great assimilating nation, right from the beginning, when legendary King Romulus founded the city as a refuge for outlaws and slaves. From early on her culture was saturated with Greek and other cultures, and it is a simple fact that from the second century B.C. (at least) onwards most of her great men and women, and all of her great writers, came from somewhere else. Throughout her whole history Rome absorbed foreigners and their customs, and Rome herself constantly changed. That she declined because of them simply cannot be shown.

A vast survey of The Later Roman Empire by A. H. M. Jones, concluded that the main cause of Rome’s fall was...barbarians. That is, increased barbarian pressure on the northern borders precipitated internal weaknesses; a much larger army led to higher taxation, authoritarianism, and social regimentation to collect the taxes, greater inefficiency and corruption, and social resistance. All of this may have been intensified by the rise of the Christian church, which attracted the best talent away from the service of Rome. No serious historian would now look to moral decline as a factor in the fall of Rome.

But wait: What actually fell to the barbarians, traditionally in the year 476? The western and smaller half of the Roman Empire. The eastern half—larger in area, population, and resources—went on for another 1,000 years, happily calling itself the Roman Empire for centuries. This continuous survival, institutionally and spiritually, of the bulk of the empire is fatal to the whole concept of decline and fall, if “decline” suggests moral decline. We can point to measurable political, economic, social, and military reasons for the survival of the East and for the fall of the West. But it would be absurd to think that the eastern half of the empire survived because it was morally superior to the West whose history it had shared for centuries.

In the end, “Rome” did not decline; it changed, as all cultures must. If you want to see what a vibrant and very different world the Roman Empire evolved into, read Peter Brown’s eye-opening book The World of Late Antiquity, or visit the exhibit “The Glory of Byzantium” now at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City. Whatever that world was, it was not in decline.
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