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CHAPTER I

1he long-term evolution of Roman power

The idea of Rome and the idea of power are inextricably linked. Rome’s
empire lasted longer than any other except China’s and, though often sur-
passed in size by later empires it was rivalled in ancient times only by
the Persian Achaemenids and the Han dynasty in China. We may won-
der what human being ever exercised significantly greater power than the
more effective kind of Roman emperor, Augustus, say, or Trajan.

But what is power, and what are the best ways of analysing its workings
in a historical society? These questions were never easy, and since Foucault
made such ‘promiscuous’ use of the term,’ the complexities have increased
still further. No concept, perhaps, is more pervasive or protean (not to say
vague) in current intellectual discourse. Half of the non-fiction book titles
now being published seem to contain the word. And the modern concept
of ‘power’ commonly combines both raw physical power (German Machz)
and institutionalized power (German Herrschaft).> Nonetheless power
exists all right, the power of human beings to determine the actions and
experience of other human beings, and its sources and characteristics in
any given society can be analysed.

An added difficulty in studying Roman power is that its modern histo-
rians seem to be especially liable to power-worship. This is in fact the main
obstacle, apart from sheer foolishness, that has made it difficult for people
to write the history of how the Roman Empire was put together in the
first place. One symptom of this subservience is the reluctance that schol-
ars sometimes show to call Roman republican imperialism ‘imperialism’,?
a bizarre evasion that need not detain us for long (I shall say a little more

' Green 1999, section 1. For Foucault’s conception of power, see p. 69.

> Gotter 2008, 181.

3 For Roman historians, the Republic means the period 509 to 31 BC (the middle Republic being,
more debatably, the period 367 to 133), the Principate the period from 31 BC to AD 284. The subse-
quent period is now called late antiquity.
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2 The long-term evolution of Roman power

about it later: p. 36). And when we come to late antiquity, the related
problem of ‘vicarious identification’ identified by Brent Shaw* seems if
anything to intensify: contemporary historians commonly seem to con-
sider the empire of Justinian to have been somehow ‘our side’, which leads
to all sorts of distortions. Far from being an impersonal matter, the rise
and fall of the Roman Empire engages strong feelings, even now.

The worship of power can maintain a certain level of respectability
because it merges into the fascination with power that is very widespread
if not universal: how it is gained and lost, how it is abused and resisted —
these are the themes of a large part of our myths and histories. And since
we are inevitably subjected to power, even if we are born to be the emperor
of Rome or China, or the Sultan of Brunei, it is just as well that we should
try to understand it.

The questions that this book sets out to answer are the following. Why
in the first place did Roman power spread so widely and last so long?
External factors such as the relative weakness of many neighbouring peo-
ples had major effects, but no one will doubt that internal factors were
also crucial. Some of these were geographical, demographic, or economic,
but power relations within the Roman world probably made a great deal
of difference too. So how should we characterize these relations? How
much power of various kinds — political, legal, economic, psychological,
discursive, or any other kind — did some inhabitants of the Roman world
have over others? And I shall implicitly be asking whether we help our-
selves as historians if we take the tempting analytic course and distinguish
political power, legal power, economic power, and so on, even though we
know that in pre-modern societies most kinds of power were often con-
centrated in the hands of a single elite and its agents.

What in the end went wrong, wrong that is from the Roman point
of view? The Roman Empire still in the age of the reconqueror Justinian
(AD 527-65) extended from one end of the Mediterranean to the
other, finally ceasing to be an empire only under the rule of Heraclius
(aD 610—41). Why did it fail to maintain its place in the world, and what
were the internal power structures that accompanied that failure?

Any worthwhile analysis of power in the Roman world, however brief,
has to be three-dimensional. It has to capture the dimension of national
power, the domination by the gradually expanding group of those who
called themselves Romans over the rest of the empire’s inhabitants,
together with their power along the empire’s edges and beyond them. It

+ Shaw 1999, 134.
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The long-term evolution of Roman power 3

must also capture the dimension of social differentiation or social class,
without underestimating the importance of the political institutions and
structures, or of slavery, or of gender power, or of power within the family.

Finally it must take full account of time and of the discontinuities as
well as the continuities to be encountered in a thousand years or so of
more or less accessible Roman history, from say Camillus (the shadowy
military hero of the 390s and 380s BC) to Heraclius. There are strikingly
few Roman histories — in fact, almost none — that attempt to cover the
whole arc of Roman imperial history. Not only is it a unitary subject,
but the earliest and the latest phases greatly illuminate each other, and we
would have been spared a good deal of implausible story-telling about the
sixth- and seventh-century Ap Roman Empire if its historians had paid
more attention to the Republic, and vice versa. And there were many con-
tinuities, most notably slavery: ‘it is likely that more than 100 million peo-
ple were enslaved in the millennium during which the Roman empire rose
and was eclipsed’.’

Some readers will be startled to see Roman history divided into three
such long periods.® This is programmatic. We normally end our Roman
histories too early, in many cases much too early. When did the Roman
Empire come to an end? Not in any case, as many historians continue
to imply, with the reign of Constantine (oD 312—37), or when Rome was
captured by the Visigoths (410). The latter event was a symptom but not
by any means the end, for the centre of gravity had shifted from west to
east between 324 (the foundation of a new capital at Constantinople) and
the early fifth century. Montesquieu [Figure. 1.1] already knew very well
not to make this error.” Just as Rome had gradually grown stronger in the
fourth and third centuries B¢ until it was clearly an empire, so the Roman
Empire gradually grew weaker from the late fourth century onwards. But
the enterprise survived much longer as an empire. Some treat the fall of
the emperor Maurice in AD 602 as the empire’s end.® The only significant
exception to premature endings in recent anglophone historiography is a
text-book by David Potter.” But there was an end: after the Battle of the
Yarmuk (636), when the Muslim Arabs deprived the Byzantine emperor

5 Webster 2010, 62.

¢ In practice they will be subdivided.

7 Montesquieu 1734.

AH.M. Jones 1964, 315, etc.; the Cambridge Ancient History ends inexplicably in 600. Ernest Stein,
one of the most acute of all twentieth-century historians of late antiquity, intended to conclude
with the death of Heraclius in 641 (Stein 1949, xxiv).

9 Potter 2009.
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4 The long-term evolution of Roman power

Figure 1.1. Charles de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu, whose book Considérations sur
les causes de la grandeur des Romains et de leur décadence (Amsterdam, 1734) was the first
important historical analysis of the Roman Empire in modern times
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The long-term evolution of Roman power 5

of the vital Syrian provinces, it begins to make much more sense to see
Byzantium not as an empire in any proper signification of the term but
as one state among a number of others that covered western Eurasia and
the Mediterranean. Antioch fell to the Muslims in 637, Jerusalem in the
same year, Alexandria in 641 (but it was only in 698 that they destroyed
Carthage), and before very long the Umayyad Caliphate was larger than
the Roman Empire had ever been.

By 636 the Roman Empire had few Latin-speaking subjects, but that is
a secondary issue: the sixth- and seventh-century Byzantines believed that
they were Romans and that their territory was Romania (hence John the
Lydian naturally started his On the Magistracies of the Roman People — his
people, even though he was born in western Asia Minor — with Romulus),”
and their continuous history entitled them to that belief. After the disas-
trous events of 636—42, however, the question is whether the Byzantine
Roman Empire was still powerful enough to be counted as an empire —
and it did not fit that description again for more than 300 years, not in fact
until the early eleventh century and the last years of the emperor Basil II.
The years between 636 and the failures of the emperor Constans II (641-68)
should be recognized as the real end of the Roman Empire.

As to why serious Roman historians virtually never cover the entirety of
Roman history, there are more and less obvious reasons. The most obvious
is that it is very difficult. Almost everything changes, not only the sources
and the material culture, but the principal language and the dominant
religion. But that is a challenge not an excuse.

Having determined the chronological limits, the historian should try to
decide where the major discontinuities lie. The years Ap 16 and 337 seem
to me the best choices, all the more so because they are to some extent
counter-intuitive. Neither date represents an obvious revolution. I choose
16 because it was in that year that the emperor Tiberius slowed down the
expansion of the Roman Empire — how long-term a change he expected
this to be we cannot tell —, and because he, more than anyone, finished
off the old aristocracy and made the monarchy absolute (not that I would
want to minimize the tyrannous nature of the regime of Augustus).
I choose 337 because, although the house of Constantine continued to
rule for another twenty-six years, internal political cohesion began to dis-
integrate at once, and it is in the next generations that we may reasonably
look for the emergence of the factors that led to the collapse of the Roman
Empire in the west.

1 Chrysos 1996.
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6 The long-term evolution of Roman power

A great advantage of the long view taken here is that, as I suggested
above, the distinctive aspects of the periods in question will stand out
more clearly. Cross-cultural comparisons are, rightly, an important part of
the current historical agenda, but we should not neglect cross-period com-
parisons when, as in the case of Roman history, the imperial, geographi-
cal, and environmental contexts remain the same or are broadly similar.

Nonetheless a history such as this will be notably more valuable if it
takes at least some notice of other comparable empires. It can for instance
be safely assumed that most empires maintain their power with the help of
co-opted local elites — so what was specific or exceptional about the ways
the Romans did that? A number of empires have structured power rela-
tions by means of complex systems of law, so why is it that we look upon
the Roman Empire as the great historical example of this phenomenon? If
we want to answer such questions, or questions about the rise and decline
of the Roman Empire — questions about causation are the most impor-
tant ones of all —, we need to consider other large and/or long-lasting
empires, such as those of Britain and China. This is becoming a received
doctrine. It is less commonly observed that if we are to understand the
rise of Roman power we also need to study the Romans’ less successful
rivals (why no Spartan empire, why no Etruscan empire?), and other less
successful ancient-Mediterranean empires whose affairs are relatively well
known to us; that means above all the empire of the Athenians.

Yet this is not a comparatist account, in the sense of a full-blown
attempt to delineate a set of actual or potential imperial systems. Others
have recently attempted comparisons between Rome and China, and
between Rome and the Mughals. The Byzantine and Ottoman empires
offer ample scope here. But my intent is to make use of comparisons that
throw bright light on the Romans, and in particular on the reasons for
historical changes, rather than to list similarities and ‘divergences’ or for-
mulate universal historical laws."

And the most meaningful comparisons of all, so I maintain, juxta-
pose one Roman period against another; taking an unusually inclusive
time-frame, more than ten centuries, is therefore a great advantage — and
we can say at once that Rome’s republican successes as an imperial power
can teach us things about the late-antique Roman Empire’s military fail-
ures, and vice versa. In particular, the contrast between the mid-republican

" Vasunia 2011 surveys recent work on the comparative study of empires. Comparative collections
such as Scheidel 2009a have not so far thrown much light on the causes of historical change in the
Roman world.
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army on the one side and the armies that served the emperors Honorius,
Maurice, Phocas, and Heraclius on the other is intense.

A system of law is an abstraction, and that will remind us that abstrac-
tions as well as people and groups of people exercise power: the Roman
Empire itself is an abstraction, the Roman state is an abstraction, so is
any given social class, so is religious belief. The ideas conveyed by images
and buildings can have power, so that it has become natural to speak of
the power of the images themselves. Traditions can have power, as mos
maiorum (‘ancestral custom’) did at Rome. So can rhetoric. Emotions —
anger, for instance — can have power, as historians have increasingly come
to recognize. Stoicism, arguably the most powerful ideology of the high
Roman Empire, is another abstraction. Slogans can exercise power too,
especially perhaps if their meaning is highly unstable — /libertas is the
extreme Roman example.” It used to be widely held that ideas exercised
relatively little power in the Roman world, but fewer now believe this. So
part of our task is to decide which abstractions truly altered behaviour.

To ward off excessive abstraction, however, I intend to illustrate the big
historical processes, as much as possible in this limited space, with the
behaviour of individuals. Some of these will be the obvious men of power
who could sway the power of the state, and might, according to circum-
stances, bestow or withhold a livelihood, social position, freedom or the
right to go on living. But not all powerful individuals were emperors
or senators, for it is a characteristic of power that even in the most cen-
tralized state it is extremely diffuse: the village policemen and the petty
tax-gatherers of the Roman Empire exercised a sort of power, as well as
the mighty dignitaries, and even within a system of brutal slavery, power
of various kinds could in certain circumstances come into the hands of
the unfree. One historian says that even Christian visionaries had power
in the high Roman Empire,” and in a limited sense that is clearly true.

Here [Figure. 1.2] is an illustration of local power: a third-century ap
mosaic floor from Smirat in coastal Tunisia commemorates a venatio, that
is to say a massacre of wild animals, a favourite Roman sport. There is text
as well as pictures, and the cries of the spectators are imagined: “...when
was there ever such a show (munus)?... Magerius pays. That's what it is to be
rich, that’s what it is to have power (hoc est posse)...’.* This Magerius, who

2 Cf. Mouritsen 2001, 9—13.
5 Lane Fox 1994, 130.
4 Beschaouch 1966; Bomgardner 2009; Fagan 2011, 128-32.
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8 The long-term evolution of Roman power

Figure 1.2. This mosaic from Smirat (Tunisia) shows a venatio or slaughter of wild
animals, in this case leopards, which was funded by the local magnate Magerius. It
explicitly emphasizes his (local) power (see the text). Mid-third century Ap.
Museum of Sousse, Tunisia

is otherwise unknown, has wealth and local power (how much? in virtue of
what exactly?). But others have power at Smirat too, not only the local fat
cats like Magerius, but also the spectators to some extent, and also the ‘hunt-
ers, the Telegenii, who provided the leopards and killed them in the arena.

Local power is indeed something of an additional challenge for this
project. Dorotheos of Gaza (sixth-century AD, very late in this history)
wrote rhetorically that a man who was number one at little Gaza would
be rated below the great men at nearby Caesarea, and would count as a
mere outsider [paganos] in Antioch and as a poor man in Constantinople
(Didaskaliai [Instructions] 2.34)" — the difference, roughly, between vil-
lage, town, city, and capital. This was an obvious if imprecise truth, but
for much of Roman history the story was still more complicated, chiefly
because the people who owned the land and other assets in the small
places were very often the wealthy from the capital and the cities.

5 2.6 in some editions. I first learned of this text from Potter 2011, 258. For a concrete example of
the difference between village magnates and town magnates, at Tralles in Asia Minor in the fourth
century, see Thonemann 2007.
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The long-term evolution of Roman power 9

How then did the Romans themselves, at various periods, think of the
workings of power? We shall see going forward. But two questions are
worth posing immediately.

(1) Was Roman thinking about power exceptionally legalistic? The nat-
ural answer seems to be yes: the Republic expressed many of the major
changes in its own evolution in the form of laws, and there was a strong
strain of legal pedantry in its public life. Technically proficient and politi-
cally influential experts on law were a constant feature from the first cen-
tury BC onwards. But it may be that the intense attention given to the
delimitation of porestas (legally or constitutionally established power) and
imperium (the right of certain high officials to get their orders obeyed)'
was a result not simply of an especially legalistic mentality, but of the
particular nature of the Roman social-political system itself. Under the
Republic this system was aristocratic — the inner circle of power was
indeed hard to enter — and even under the Principate it was socially
exclusive; but at the same time the ordinary citizens had specific rights,”
and for centuries these were jealously guarded. Legal status very often
mattered, and this continued to be true in the later empire. Definitions
were necessary.

(2) A considerable amount of what Romans said and wrote about
power consisted of myth-making, and we ought to identify the prevail-
ing myths. One — the myth that Rome was a citizen democracy — is
illustrated by a passage of Cicero, On Laws: speaking of the relation-
ship between the citizens and the magistrates, he wrote that ‘he who
obeys ought to hope that one day he will command (imperaturum)’ —
which for most Romans would have been the wildest delusion.”® Two
centuries later, Aelius Aristides (70 Rome 90; cf. also sect. 60) could sol-
emnly, though perhaps not without some private irony, tell the Romans
that their political system was, under the rule of one man, a ‘complete
democracy’.” And this notion left traces even later, as we shall see.
Modern ideas, it may be noted parenthetically, can be equally paradoxi-
cal: Trajan’s rule was ‘not a monarchy’, a recent authority assures us.*
Another Roman myth had it that Rome ruled the entire world: this idea
was first articulated by Romans in the second century Bc, and by the

6

On the exact meaning of these terms, see Kunkel and Wittmann 1995, 21-8.

7 See among others Wirszubski 1950, 24-30.

% On Laws 3.2.5. In Chapter 3 we shall consider what ‘democracy’ may mean in a Roman context.

v Plenty of Greeks knew how false this was: see, for instance, Philostratus, Life of Apollonius of
Tjana s.34.

2 Griffin 2000, 130.
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10 The long-term evolution of Roman power

Figure 1.3. Denarius of the moneyer Cn. Lentulus (later consul), 76/5 Bc. The globe
on the reverse (b), together with the sceptre, wreath and rudder, indicates the Roman
idea, much emphasized in these years, that Rome ruled the entire world.
Crawford, RRC no. 393/1a

70s BC was widely accepted, being reflected for instance in coin-types
representing the globe [Figure. 1.3].* It appears commonly in Cicero.” It
echoes on as late as the fifth century ap (Orosius, History against the Pagans
6.20.2). All the while the Roman elite, not to mention the Roman army,
knew perfectly well on some level that they did not rule the whole earth or
anything like it (though there is evidence that they underestimated the size
of the territories that remained outside their power).

Presumably such myths — fantasies or delusions, if you will — were
functional; they may indeed offer us important clues. Rome’s imaginary

2 Harris 1985, 126, 129.
2 Richardson 2003, 140.
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