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ome hulks large on the landscape of our R historical memory. Among history’s hills 
and valleys the Roman Empire stands out, a craggy 
peak dominating the horizon. Our civilization, like 
others, springs from many nations and peoples, but 
ancient Rome and the empire its people created have 
a continuing fascination for present-day Americans. 
The mummies of Egypt intrigue us by their mystery, 
and the pyramids impress us by their sheer massive- 

. ness, but to most of us Egypt is but an historical cu- 
rios@ to contemplate in a museum on a Sunday after- 
noon. Likewise, our memory of Greece is piecemeal 
and fragmented, transmitted to us.as a melange of 
literary and intellectual masterpieces. College stu- 
dents read Plato and Aristotle for philosophy, Eurip- 
ides and Sophocles for drama, and Homer for epic, 
but Greece conjures no’ political or military grandeur 
as a people or an empire. Even Jerusalem, the holy 
city of Jews and Christians, is a curiously ambiguous 
symbol for most Americans. Accustomed as we are to 
think unhistorically about our religions, Jerusalem is 
more an ideal of the heavenly city than a pIace where 
men strove to build the city of man. 

Rome is another story altogether. Hardly closer to 
us chronologically than Athens or Jerusalem, Rome 
lives on in the popular historical consciousness. Its 
history and destiny seem peculiarly linked to our 
own. Every few years the national magazines prodcce 
another splendid array of pictures on the might and 
majesty that was Rome, and book publishers cannot 
satisfy the public’s desire for more coffee-table ex- 
hibits on the Eternal City. Even Hollywood, since 
the success of Ben Hur, keeps its producers busy de- 
vising new ways to fill the silver screen with schem- 
ing emperors, burly soldiers in careening chariots, 
armies marching home with the spoils of war, all 
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amidst the pomp and splendor of the “marble city.” 
Within the last decade several books have ap- 

peared with titles such as The New Romans. In 
1967, the Center for the Study of Democratic Insti- 
tutions sponsored a symposium of’home and America 
and later issued a pamphlet by Stringfellow Barr en-’ 
titled Consulting the Romans: An Analogy Between 
Ancient Rome and Present-Day America. In 1970, 
Andrew Hacker wrote ThetEnd of the American Era, 
implying that the model of decline is appropriate to 
contemporary American experience. Last fall, Max 
Lerner, columnist for the New York Post, wrote an 
article entitled “America-Rome-Parallel” as part of a 
series on the future of America. 

One can, I am sure, find other peoples and other 
empires in the history of mankind whose experiences 
seem closer to our own, but it is the parallel be- 
tween Rome and America, the “deadly .parallel” as 
Mr. Lerner calls it, which intrigues us. “The parallel 
runs mainly in terms of the violence and decadence 
of the two civilizations, the sensuality and permis- 
siveness of morals, the turning to cults in search of 
strange gods, diid the failure of nerve in confronting 
challenges.” When men wish to brood over the fate 
of the United States, it is the analogy between Rome 
and America they choose as their,text. 

Why this is so is something of a puzzle. I suspect 
our preoccupation with Rome and with the Rome- 
America parallel has less to do with the similarities 
between our respective histories than with the idea 
of Rome itself. Whatever contemporary historical 
scholarship may have to say about the history of the 
later Roman Empire-and it has a great deal to say as 
we shall see-there is another Rome that resides in 
our historical memory. And that is the Rome that 
rose to great power and glory and later sank into 
decadence, decline, and decay. 

From the time the Romans achieved dominance 
over the western end of the Mediterranean world by 
defeating Carthage in the third and second centuries 
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B.C., historians, poets, and philosophers of other na- 
tions and peoples have lavished effusive praise upon 
her successes and equally lavish censure upon her 
lust for power and territory and her manners and 
mores. Polybius, the Greek historian of mid-second 
century B.C., wrote an account of Rome’s rise to 
power, attributing her success over Carthage to the 
providential care of the gods and the excellence of 
her “constitution,” i.e., her form of modified democ- 
racy. 

Some seven centuries later another Greek, Zosimus, 
described Rome in historical narrative, but what 
drew Zosimus to Rome was not her triumphs but the 
apparent swiftness of her decline. “For just as Polybi- 
us narrated how the Romans acquired their sover- 
eignty within a brief period of time, so I am going 
to tell how’they lost it through their own blind folly 
within no longer a period of time.” Thus was born 
that genre of historicnl writing which has viewed the 
history of Rome as a tale of glorious rise to world 
domination followed by ignominious decline into 
senility and death. 

Zosimus is a somewhat obscure figure, hardly 
known and even less read by students of the Roman 
Empire, although he was the first to give historical 
expression to the idea of the decline of Rome. The 
idea of decline.as we know it, however, has come 
to us chiefly through the Renaissance and Enlighten- 
ment. Before the Renaissance and Enlightenment, 
Christian Europe dated the beginning of the new age 
from the birth of Christ and saw the period leading 
up to his birth as a time of darkness. But in the four- 
teenth century,‘ chiefly under the influence of Pe- 
trarch, a new historical consciousness began to 
emerge which drastically altered this picture by 
making the “dark ages” the years which succeeded 
the fall. of the western Roman emperor, .Ramulus 
Augustulus, in late fifth century A.D. That is, the dark 
ages were early medieval Europe prior to the hu- 
manistic rebirth in the early Renaissance. “By setting 
up the ‘decline of the Empire’ as a dividing point and 
passing over the traditional marks either of the 
foundation of the Empire or of the birth of Christ, 
Petrarch introduced a new chronological demarca- 
tion in history,” wrote Theodor Mommsen, the nine- 
teenth-century historian. . 

ong before Edward Gibbon’s The Decline L arid Fall of the Roman Empire, then, the 
“idea” of Rome’s fall from majestic heights to an 
abyss of darkness had become part of the historical 
consciousness of ‘Lducated Western Europeans. Even 
in the eighteenth century, shortly before the pibli- 
cation of the first volume of Decline and Fall, the 
French historian and philosopher Montesquieu had 
published his Considbrations sur les causes de la 
grandeur des Romains et de bur &cadence (1734). 
Here the double motif of “grandeur” and “deca-: 
dence” are given equal weight. Though Gibbon’s 

work, which began to appear in 1776, is ostensibly 
concerned only with the decline of Rome, it is ap- 
parent from his opening pages that it is Rome’s great- 
ness which gives logic to the tale of decline. Gibbon 
gives no account of Rome’s rise to power, but begins 
his story with a description of Rome at its height, 
i.e., in the second century A.D., the period in history 
which Gibbon considered the happiest known to 
man : 

In the second century of the Christian era the em- 
pire of Rome comprehended the fairest part of the 
earth and the most civilized portion of mankind. The 
frontiers of that extensive monarchy were guarded by 
ancient renown and disciplined valour. The gentle but 
powerful influence of laws and manners had gradually 
cemented the union of the provinces. Their peaceful 
inhabitants enjoyed and abused the advantages of 
yealth and luxury. The image of a free constitution 
was preserved with decent reverence: the Roman sen- 
ate appeared to possess the sovereign authority and de- 
volved on the emperors all the executive powers of 
government. During a happy period of more than four- 
score years, the public administration was cqnducted 
by the virtue and abilities of Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, 
and the two Antonines. 

Decline, as this idea has been projected on to the 
history of Rome, presupposes greatness. Assyria, 
Egypt, Periclean Athens, all reached grand, even sub- 
lime, heights, but it is Rome that became the symbol 
of man’s highest achievements, and, because its glory 
was thought to surpass all others, its later history 
could only appear as a gradual slope downward. This 
at first hardly perceptible and later swift decline 
gives Gibbon the plot of his book. “It is the design 
of this and the two succeeding chapters,” he writes 
on the opening page, “to describe the prosperous 
condition of their empire, and afterwards, from the 
death of Marcus Antoninus, to deduce the most im- 
portant circumstances of its decline and fall, a revo- 
lution which will ever be remembered and is still 
felt by the nations of the earth.” 

Rome has a continuing place in our memory be- 
cause of the way the historians have told its history. 
As the history of a particular state whose life had run 
its course, Rome would not have held the interest of 
so many for so long, but Rome is as much an idea as 
an historical reality. We are, traumatized by the fall 
of what we are told was the-best. Whether they lived 
in medieval Italy, eighteenth-century England, or 
nineteenth-century Germany, people have been con- 
vinced that their civilization was inferior to Rome3. 
Shakespeare wrote about “the most high and palmy 
state of Rome,” Petrarch loved Rome as “the city 
which has no peer, nor ever can have,” and even 
Milton paid homage: 

The City which thou seest no other deem 
Than great and glorious Rome, Queen of the Earth 
So far renown’d, and with the spoils enricht of 

Nations 
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that the nearly two-hundred-year-old republic had 
never been in serious danger of losing the pick, at least 
not in leadership circles. “While some other nations 
have made great economic or technological strides,” he 
remarked, “the world mantle-holder is never deter- 
mined by balance sheet or record book alone. We look 
for basic qualities in a No. 1 country, such as how well 
it keeps its commitments, the deep s iritual resources 

peace, as well as its economic and military power per 
se.” It was the forty-fifth title win for the powerful 
industrial state sipce it first copped the prize in 1917. 

If the United States has held the title for forty- 
five years, to take the parody seriously for a moment, 
it is apparent that we have already reached the pin- 
nacle of greatness. Implicit in the analogy between 
Rome and America is the conviction that the United 
States has already seen its best years. There is a wide- 
spread feeling today that things were better twenty, 
thirty, or forty years ago; the “happiest time” in 
American history is thought by’ many to lie in the 
past and is no longer to be sought in the future: “Ev- 
ery nation has a history,” writes‘ Andrew Hacker in 
The End of the American Era, “And as a nation may 
trace its origins to some era in the past, so will its 
history suffuse the present and make a claim on its 
future. But these years of nationhood are always a 
bounded epoch; just as such an interlude has its be- 
ginnings, so must that time come‘ eventually to its 
end. Only a few decades remain to complete the 
era America will have Known as a nation. For the 
United States has been embarked on its time of de- 
cline since the closing days of the Second World 
War.” 

of its people, whether or not it has Yl een a force for 

he idea that nations rise to power, bask . T  in glory for a spell, and then decline, ap- 
pears at first glance to be self-evident historical 
truth. Whether we know it or not, we have all, intcl- 
lectual and worker alike, been affected by the histori- 
cal metaphor of Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of 
the West. In this extraordinarily successful book, 
first published in the United States in 192628, Speng- 
ler ompared modern Western civilization with the 

every civilization passes through a life cycle similar 
to that of individual living orgaaisms. When. applied 
to, history this organic life cycle. takes the following 
form: Out of the barbarism of a primitive people a 
rudimentary society is born, later this society de- 
velops .political and . social institutions, it generates 
new artistic forms and an intellectual-spiritual life of 
its own; eventually the society reaches a period of 
great creativity, but this has only a limited life span, 
and it quickly spends its creative energy; decay and 
decadence set in to be followed by .barbarism once 
again.’ When civilization has reached this stage, it 

civi ‘f ization of the Greco-Roman .world to proce that 

’ 

All Nations now to Rome obedience pay, 
To Rome’s great Emperors, whose wide domain 
In ample Territory, wealth and power, 
Civility of Manners, Arts, and Arms, 
And long Renown thou justly may’st prefer 
Before the Parthian; these two Thrones except, 
The rest are barbarous, and scarce worth the fight; 
Shar’s among petty Kings too far remov’d. 

TO be sure, the histories of Rome are not simply 
the product of historical fancy. Rome did once rule 
the Mediterranean world. What is worth noting, how- 
ever, is that in dealing with Romrin history we are 
dealing as much with the intellectual history of Wes- 
tern Europe and our own political thought as we ?re 
with the historical .data. “Grandeur and decadence” 
and “decline” in Gibbon’s words, or the variations .in 
more recent writing, all add up to the same portrait: 
Rome is the archetype of the rising and falling of the 
nation-state. Greece, Egypt, AsSyria, Persia, Byzan- 
tium, Russia, or the great empires of China might, 
simply on the historical data, rival Rome as political 
model, but parallels between these empires and our 
own seldom strike our fancy. Except for the hardy 
souls who struggle through Arnold Toynbee’s mas- 
sive Study of Historij, with its extensive examination 
of historical parallels, we would rather fiddle with 
Rome and leave it at that. 

Americans draw parallels between the United 
States and Rome beeause we are heirs to the same 
historical consciousness that shaped the outlook of 
Gibbon, Montesquieu, and other Europeans. But 
there is another more peculiarly American reason. 
More perhaps than other modern nations we have 
lived with a sense of our own superiority among the 

. nations of the world. Whether w e  express this sense 
by contrasting the new America with the aging and 
corrupt nations of Europe, as did the founding fa- 

+ thers, or by asserting the virtues of the Anglo-Saxon 
race to rule mankind, as did our nineteenth-century 
leaders, or by embracing our manifest destiny and 
the uniqueness of our democratic traditions, as they 
also did, or by yesterday’s boasting that we have 
never lost a war, or by today’s pride that we were the 
first to put men on the moon-in all these ways we 
wished one thing to be perfectly clear: “America to- 
day is Number One in.the world.” The President’s 
faith places him in a long American tradition. 

Satirizing this preoccupation with our own superi- 
ority, Garrison Keillor recently wrote in the. New 
Yorker: 

The White House is very, but unoffidially, elated 
over America’s top finish in the 1971 Earth Standings, 
announced yesterday in Geneva. The United States, for 
the twenty-eighth straight year, was named No. 1 
Country by a jury of more than three hundred presi- 
dents, prime ministers, premiers, chairmen . . . who 
hold voting memberships in the Association of World 
Leaders. . . . After the tally had been announced . . . 
a world leader who wished to remain anonymous said 

* 

Cf. the statement in the preface of Guglielmo Fer- 
rero’s The Greatness and Decline of Ronie (1909), a 



24 / WORLDVIRH / JANUARY 1972’ 

moves inexorably, as does every living organism, 
toward senility and death, taking its place among the ’ 
monuments and memories of man’s past. 

The model for Spengler’s philosophy of history is 
drawn, of course, from the natural world. He em- 
ploys biological metaphors to interpret historical . 

data. The attraction of this method is that it allows 
the historian to interpret the present on the basis of 
supposedly imqutable laws and to predict the future 
by analogy with the past. As the investigation of na- 
tural phenomena yields natural laws, so the study of 
history yields universally valid historical laws. In ‘ 
Spengler’s view the analogy between the ancient 
world and modern civilization was so striking that 
he could only conclude that the West had already 
passed, through its creative period. The future of- 
fered only decline, for once the creative epoch had 
run its course there was no chance for reversal. 

Is this biological model really useful for under- 
standing the history of Rome? From several areas of 
study, contemporary historical scholarship answers 
no: from the study of Byzantine civilization, from the 
study of the rise of Islam in the southern and the 
eastern Mediterranean, and from a fresh look at 
the cultural life, including the growth of Christianity, 

.of the later Roman Empire in the fourth  and fifth 
centuries. O 

Taking the most obvious first, Gibbon’s conception 
of the decline of Rome reflects a tribalism which 
views Western Europe as the axis m u d .  His pre- 
judice against Christian Byzantium blinded him to 
the brilliant accomplishments of a thousdnd years 
of history which had its origins and s p i r i t d  source 
in the very lands and institutions which had long 
been part of the Roman Empire. What Gibbon and 
others really had in mind when they spoke of decline 
was the western and European parts of the empire, an 
area comprising approximately one-fourth of the land 
mass of Rome at its’ height, and the most sparsely 
populated and least civilized parts of the empire. 
The new Rome, Constantinople, was the seat of a 
civilization molded in the old Roman world and en- 
dured until its destruction in A.D. 1453. Indeed, 
some historians propose that 1453 be accepted as the 
true date of the fall of the Roman Empire. Facetious 
though this may seem, the comment of Byzantine 
historian, Norman Baynes, is to the point: “An Em- 
pire to endure a death agony of a thousand years 
must possess considerable powers of recuperation.’’ 

When Gibbon wrote, Westerners knew little and 
thought less about the Arabs and the rise of Islam. 
Today the sources for the study of Islam are many 
times richer and more accessible than they were in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The gap 
separating us from the world of. Gibbon and the 
nineteenth-century historians, however, is created 
primarily by the different way we view the past. In 
Byzantium Gibbon saw only darkness and ignorance 
and superstition, Islam was dismissed as a barbaric 

mythology involving the adoration of a tribal deity 
and a fantastic worship Gibbon could neither under- 

, stand nor appreciate. Today, the later Roman Em- 
pire and the lands it once embraced can be viewed 
from the perspective of religious history as represent- 
ing a fertile ground for one of the great revolutions 
in the history of mankind. The consequences of this 
new religious and cultural force are still being real- 
ized throughout the whole of Northern Africa and 
the Middle East. . 

Gibbon’s additional prejudice against Christianity 
also obscured for him the creative energy of the 
Christian tradition in the fourth and fifth centuries. 
He and his contemporaries deplored the adulteration 
of the classical tradition by what they considered the 
new barbarism of Christian language and literature. 
In fact, Christian thinkers were working out a syn- 
thesis between the new religious spirit initiated by 
Jesus of Nazareth and the intellectual tradition of 
Greco-Roman culture. This synthesis produced new 
political forms, social institutions, forms of art, 
architecture; philosophy and music. The historian of 
religion and culture could write the history of this 
epoch almost without reference to the supposed fall 
of the Roman Empire, not because the religious 
movements moved in a transcendent realm divorced 
from social history, but because there were genuinely 
new stirrings within seemingly depressing external 
events.. 

How does one measure decline? What distinguishes 
decline from change or from revolutionary ideas that 
only become apparent after the passage of centuries? 
The study of late antiquity is plagued by the ro- 
mantic assumption of historians, philosophers, and 
classicists that the touchstone of creativity in the 
ancient world is either fifth-century Athens or first- 
and second-century Rome. To this day, most universi- 

=ties in the United States offer a range of courses in . 
*ancient philosophy (by which is meant Plato and 
Aristotle), or classical literature (Homer, Plato, the 
dramatists, and a few others), but seldom do they 
list even one course in the literature or philosophy 
of the whole period from A.D. 100 to A.D. 600. It is 
an extraordinary assumption that fifth-century Athens 
should be the standard of judgment for the cultural 
life of the Mediterranean world almost a thousand 

book widely read in this country early in the twentieth 
century. His book will survey from “birth to death” one 
of the most remarkable societies in history, “from the far 
distant morning when a small clan of peasants and shep- 
herds filled the forests of the Palatine to raise altars fo its 
tribal deities, down to the tragic hour in which the sun 
of the Greco-Latin civilization set over the deserted 
fields, the abandoned cities, the homeless, ignorant, and 
brutalised people of Latin Europe.” 

O O See, for example, the essays in Lynn White, Jr., edi- 
tor, The Transfurmation of the Roman World (Berkeley 
Publishing Company, 1966). 
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relLxation of morals, while others stressed the bar- 
barian invasions from the north, still others stressed 
social and economic factors, and yet.others the grow- 
ing centralization of authority in the hands of the 
emperor or- the growing power of the army. The 
overburdening expens’e of keeping a standing army 
on Rome’s farflung frontiers and the*rise of’ Christi- 
anity are among the entries in an almost infinitely 
expandable list of the “causes of decline.” 

As fruitful as the search for causes of decline has 
been in spurring new historical research into life in 
the ancient world, it has beeri singularly unproduc- 
tive in giving a satisfying interpretation of the 
changes that took place in late antiquity. There is a 
growing awareness among historians of the later em- 
pire that the whole enterprise of seeking causes of 
decline is misplaced. “The events are better known . 
now than they were to Zosimus,” writes historian 
Walter Goff art, 

but . . . their arrangement into a widely acceptable 
histoire raisonne‘e of the fall of Rome shows little im- 
provement over the first essay in the genre. . . . By 
the 1920’s, the events. and institutions of the later Em- 
pire had made their point against the historians who 
professed to represent them as errors, follies, iniquities, 
and causes of decline3and fall. Although the tradition 
of Zosimus and Gibbon has continued to be perpetu- 
ated in many aerivative works, the scholars most inti- 
mately involved with the later Roman Empire have 
tumed to writing of their subject in  positive rems, no 
longer supposing that persons, institutions, and events 
are simply patches in an inexorable pattem; it was 
realized that doing justice to the events required 
abandoning the supposition that they ‘led to” decline 
and fall. The events are neutral or equivocal. Histori- 
ans may draw upon them with equal success, and in- 

but one wonders whether th; United States is rushing- 
headlong on such a course. “What I . . . suggest is 
that we constantly display a confidence in the efficacy 
of force to handle problems that it is most unlikely 
force is able to handle-most unlikely.” 
’ Barr’s judgment rests on a keener insight‘ than 
Lemer’s into the character of a modern nation-state 
such as ours,. but his argument, skillfully illustrated 
with historical data, has little to do with the Rome of 
the ancient world. I t  rests, rather, on an assessment 
of contemporary events, notably the seeming inability 
of the United States government to command the re- 
spect and trust of its citizens and the admiration of 
foreigners. The comparison with Rome is mainly 
rhetorical filler: More seriously, since the compari- 
son is made in order to illuminate our problems and 
prospects, we may, in misunderstanding Rome, be 
terribly misled about our moment in history. 

nother way of approaching the “parallels” A between Rome and America might be 
called a psychological approach. Zosimus, Petrarch, 
Gibbon, Montesquieu, as well as modern historians, 
Rostovtzeff, Stein, Beloch, Toynbee, and others, Iook 
back on past events from the vantage point of .their 
present age, whether they live fifty or fifteen hun- 
dred years after the alleged date of Rome’s fall. All 
have the advantage of knowing the events following 
the fali of Rome and have access to the work of ear- 

But suppose we were to ask: How did the events 
in Roman history look to the men who.lived through 
them? Did the Romans themselves believe they lived 
in a declining civilization? The most obvious retort 
to such a question is “what events?” and “which Ro- 

lier historians. l 
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mans?” Do we mean the Romans who lived through 
the sack of Rome in A.D. 410, or those living when 
Odoacer toppled Romulus Augustulus in A.D. 476, 
or those who knew the economic crisis of the third 
century, or those who witnessed the humiliating ,de- 
feat by the Visigoths at Adrianople in 378? 

As one rummages about in Roman history he dis- 
covers that Romans had been noting a “decline” for 
five centuries before the dissolution of the western 
Empire; at least some Romans saw it that way. Of 
course, as in our own day, others espoused a more 
sanguine outlook on the empire’s future. 

The Epicurean poet, Lucretius, lived during the 
final days of the Roman Republic in the first century 
B.C., after Rome had conquered Carthage and began 
to annex the lands of the eastern part of the Medi- 
terranean. Rome’s rapid expansion taxed its tradi- 
tional institutions and profoundly altered the tradi- 
tional way of life. Republican institutions, centered 
as they were in the city of Rome, were ill-suited to 
govern far distant lands inhabited by people of 
varying racial, cultural, and religious traditions. As 
Lucretius surveyed these changes he saw everything 
he had once treasured being trampled underfoot by 
men who sought only private aggrandizement, power, 
and status. Once honorable civil offices had, in his 
view, become objects to be bartered and exploited 
for personal gain, the army was asserting its inde- 
pendence from civil leaders, internal strife and econ- 
omic uncertainty plagued political and social life. 
Lucretius concluded that the world was entering an 
age far inferior to the previous period of Roman 
greatness. Just as plants and animals conform to the 
laws of nature, thought Lucretius, so the institutions 
of man are born, grow, reach maturity, age, and 
eventually die. “The ramparts of the great world also 
will be breached and collapse in crumbling ruin 
about us. Already it is far past its prime. The earth, 
which generated every living species and once 
brought forth from its womb the bodies of huge 
beasts, has now scarcely strength to generate animal- 
cules.” Once the earth freely gave men “smiling crops 
and lusty vines,” but now it yields hardly enough for 
nourishment. When the men of today compare their 
lot with that of past ages, they can only grumble 
about their “father’s luck” and the days when “men 
were old-fashioned and god-fearing and could sup- 
port life easily on their small farms.” What they do 
not realize, says Lucretius, is that “everything is 
gradually decaying and nearing its end, worn out by 
old age.” The world was doomed and will soon “col- 
lapse with one ear-splitting crack.” 

At about the same time, Cicero was writing his 
treatise De Res Publica, exhibiting a robust confi- 
dence in Roman institutions and political beliefs. Ci- 
cero has an exchange between Laelius and Scipio en- 
visioning Rome not as a dying civilization but as a 
young republic. “Are you aware that it is less than 
four hundred years since this city was ruled by 

kings?” asks Scipio of Laelius. Laelius replies: “It is 
certainly less than that.” Scipio: “Well, four hundred 
years is not very long, is it, in the life of a city or 
state.” Laelius: “Hardly enough to bring it to ma- 

Some hundred and fifty years later another poet, 
Juvenal (writing at the beginning of the century 
Gibbon considered the happiest in the history of 
mankind), was writing satires on the foolishness of 
his age and the decline of morals among Rome’s bet- 
ter families. In the descent from’a better and earlier 
age to his own, he saw thrift and simplicity giving 
way to luxury and opulence: devotion to the state 
and worship of the gods is replaced by self-seeking 
ambition and superstitious awe of foreign gods and 
religions, and Rome, once a city of Latins, is over- 
run with foreigners. “I cannot, citizens, stomach a 
Greek-struck Roman [referring to the large number 
of Greeks living in the city at that time]. . . . For 
years now Syrian Orontes has poured its sewerage in- 
to our native Tiber [referring to the influx of Syrians 
to Rome]. And the whores who hang around the 
race course. That’s where to go if you fancy a for- 
eign piece in one of those saucy toques. Our be- 
loved Founder should see how his homespun rustics 
behave today!” 

If we were to take Juvenal’s satires as a reflection 
of the spirit of the age, we might conclude that 
Rome was firmly fixed on a path of decline. But his 
voice is one among many. The younger Pliny, nephew 
of the Pliny who authored the N a t u d  History, saw 
the empire entering upon one of its finest hours. He 
saw the institutions of Rome working to insure a 
just and stable peace, -an age to be compared fa- 
vorabry with that of his ancestors. An extraordinarily 
successful lawyer and public official, Pliny was sure 
that the men he knew honored the traditions of their 
fathers with more ‘than lip service and believed that 
Rome’s rule over the peoples of the Mediterranean 
world served the best interest of these peoples. 
Against the crabby pessimism of Juvenal and the ro- 
mantic notion of a golden age now past, Pliny af- 
firmed: “It is not true that the world is too tired and 
exhausted to produce anything worth praising.” 

. . One hundred and fifty years later, in the middle of 
the third century, Rome again had its doomsayers, 
including the eloquent Thascius CypriFnus, son of 
an aristocratic family and later bishop of Carthage 
in North Africa. (There surely is .a sign of decline- 
sons of senators becoming bishops!) Cyprian had 
ample evidence that evil days lay ahead: Between 
A.D. 235 and A.D. 260 at least eleven men occupied 
the emperor’s throne; the roving barbarians were 
freely overrunning the frontiers; Persia, ancient rival 
of Rome, had retaken Syria and invaded Asia Minor. 
In the West, a pretender to the throne had set up an 
independent kingdom in Gaul embracing Spain and 
Britain; the Franks threatened the Rhine, Saxons 
controlled the English Channel, and Goths were 

turity.” 



raiding the Balkans. The economy faltered as rising 
costs led to a debasement of the coinage. The towns 
languished while the wealthy lived in the luxurious 
isolation of their country estates. 

After failing to halt the rise in prices and the de- 
basement of the coinage, Diocletian took the un- 
precedented step of fixing ceilings on prices and 
wages throughout the empire. He set ceilings on a 
list of designated items because ambitious merchants 
would not regulate themselves. “We, who .are the 
protectors of the human race, are agreed, as we view 
the situation, that decisive legislation is necessary. . . . 
We have decided that maximum prices of articles 
for sale must be established.” Then follows a list of 
items and services with their respective ceilings: 
wheat, barley, rye, beans, rice, wine, beer, oil, honey, 
salt, pork, beef, pheasant, venison, butter, fish, oys- 
ters, wages for carpenters, wages for wall painters, 
picture painters, bakers, camel drivers, .shepherds, 
sewer cleaners, scribes, tailors, teachers of arithmetic, 
Greek, Latin or rhetoric, boots and shoes, timber,. 
transportation, silk, wool, gold, and freight charges 
from Alexandria to Rome, Alexandria to Byzantium, 
Asia to Rome, Africa to Rome, and so forth. For a 
time the measure worked, but soon the controls could 
not be enforced and the edict lapsed. Diocletian’s 
forceful attempt to deal with the crisis had failed. 

A witness to such developments, Cyrian declared: 
The age is now senile. It has not now the stamina that 
used to make it upstanding, nor the vigor and robust- 
ness that used to make it strong. There is a decrease 
and deficiency of farmers in the fields, of sailors on the I 

sea, of soldiers in the barracks, of honesty in the mar- 
ket-place, of justice in court, of concern in friendship, 
of skill in technique, of strictness in morals. When a 
thing is growing old, do you suppose that it can still 
retain, unimpaired, the exuberance of its fresh and 
lusty youth. Anything that is near its end and is verg- 
ing towards its decIine and fall is bound to dwindle . . . 
that which has been must die, and what has grown up 
must grow old, and what has been strorfg must lose 
its strength, and what has been great must be dimin- 
ished; and that this loss of strength and loss of stature 
must end, at last, in annihilation. 

Asd, of course, Rome was old. By our reckoning 
Cyprian lived in the third century, which makes 
Rome sound young. But by the Romans’ own reckon- 
ing, Rome was in its tenth century. In A.D. 248 
Rome celebrated its thousandth birthday even though 
the empire was ravaged by social unrest, enemies 
stood on the frontiers, and men had long since ceased 
expecting a stable rule. The splendor of the celebra- 
tion might be seen as a mark of decadence, but it 
could also be viewed as testimony to Rome’s durabil- 
ity and as a vote of confidence in, its future. 
, As the third century passed into the fourth, the 
empire survived the dire predictions of Cyprian, and 
the second thousand years had begun. Diocletian re- 
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top admiAstrative structure to cope more effectively 
with the unwieldy apparatus, and a generation later 
Constantine revitalized the whole of imperial life by 
embracing the new religion of Christianity.. 

From the testimony of Lucretius, Juvenal, Cyprian, 
and others one might get the impression that the 
Roman Empire had been declining for four hundred 
years, and some historians believe this is not too far 
from the truth.‘Some even go faither back to Greece 
and argue that Mediterranean civilization had been 
in decline since the fifth century B.C. when it failed 
to recover from the Peloponnesian War. This un- 
doubtedly intriguing hypothesis is useless for under- 
standing the complex course of events spanning the 
history of the Roman Empire. Viewed from the per- 
spective of those who lived in various periods of 
imperial history, the recurring themes of senility, de- 
cline, old age, and decadence suggest that decline is 
more an idea in the minds of men than it is historical 
event. The voices of inexorable decline belong to 
people who dislike the new and unfamiliar, or who 
forget what the past was like by.conjuring the image 
of a golden age, or who possess a psychological pen- 
chant to discern gloom, It is extraordinarily difficult 
to assess the :‘direction” toward which one’s society 
and culture are moving. The marks of decline are 
difficult to discern, and even if one had a sure stan- 
dard, it is almost impossible $0 distinguish change 
from decline, much less to know the difference be- 
tween temporary crisis and certain descent to senility 

The fourth and fifth centuries, the period most 
often referred to in connection with the decline of 
the empire, are not significantly different from the 
previous centuries except that.. there are “external 
events” such as the defeat of Valens at Adrianople in 
378 by the Visigoths, the sack of Rome in A.D. 410, 
and the toppling of the last western emperor, Romu- 
lus Augustulus, in A.D. 476. Ambrose, who lived in 
the latter fourth century, believed his was a “de- 
clining age,” and Jerome, in the early fourth century, 
asserted that the “Roman world is falling.” But Am- 
mianus Marcellinus, the greatest Roman historian 
since Tacitus, himself no optimist about the ways 
of men, was amused at those “men ignorant of anci- 
ent records” who take each passing calamity (e.g., 
the defeat of Adrianople,.A.D. 378) as though it were 
the end of the. age. After the sack of Rome in A.D. 
410, Rutilius Namatianus, a rich nobleman and poet 
from Gaul, could still sing of Rome as the “fairest 
queen of the world, mother of men and mother of 
gods.” He saw in the catastrophic events a “scheme 
of rebirth which is able to grow by disasters” which 
could then “regenerate Rome,” whereas such dis- 
asters have “destroyed other kingdoms.” Even Au- 

,and death. 

gustine, who, in hiiCity of God, Ydeveloped a whole 
philosophy of history based on the history of Rome, 
was not ready to see the catastrophes of his age as 

vived the imperial bureaucracy by reorganizing the . the end, 
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As traumatic as the sack of Rome was for those 
who lived through it, there were as many, especially 
in the eastern part of the empire, whose life went 
on as before. Not surprisingly, it is almost one hun- 
dred years after the sack of Rome in A.D. 410 that 
we get the first history written as though Rome had 
fallen. Zosimus’ history of Rome, already noted, in- 
tended to tell how Romans lost their sovereignty 
through blind folly. Although he was living in a 
state that still called itself the Roman Empire, he 
sets out to describe how Rome had lost its sovereign- 
ty. To be sure, the events of the fifth century were 
profoundly disturbing to thoughtful men, but the 
events themselves did not necessarily suggest that a 
fall had occurred. Even the sacking of Rome was an 
ambiguous symbol, since, in the East, Constantinople 
had long since replaced Rome as the seat of the 
emperor, the court, and the civil bureaucracy. 

Nevertheless, something did happen between the 
early fifth century and the beginning of the sixth cen- 
tury. What happened was that men began to view 
Rome as part of a past to which they no longer be- 
longed rather than as part of their own history. What 
has changed is the way men think about themselves 
and their relation to a history they once shared. 
When, in the consciousness of thoughtful people, a 
history is consigned to the. past, when the continuity 
is thought to be broken, then indeedwe can speak 
of a fall. Walter Goffart put it this way: “The‘pass- 
ing of empire should be sought and measured in the 
minds of those whose notion of the events. is perhaps 
indistinct but whose sense of their significance is 
clear as a conclusion that does not strictly depend on 
the evidence on which it is based. So considered, 
the end of empire-elusive and ambiguous as it is at 
the level of events-becomes a concrete datum of 
intellectual history. It happens or may be said to 
have happened yhen thoughtful men believe that it 
has and express this thought in terms that may be 
recognized as something other than momentary dis- 
couragement in the face of local reverse.” 

urs is such an age. But even those who 0 argue that we are now witnessing the 
decline of America speak of what is to happen in the 
future on the basis of the present, much in the fash- 
ion of Lucretius or Cyprian, not as men reflecting on 
the past. “Only a few decades remain,” writes‘ An- 
drew Hacker. More importantly, however, credible 
arguments are being made that the events of our time 
are not indicators of decline but reflections of new 
and creative energy. Jean- Jacques Revel’s Without 
Mam or Jesus, published approximately two years 
after Hacker’s book, interprets the rapid social 
changes as signs of a deep-rooted social revolution al- 
ready under way in the United States and promising 
realization in the coming decades, “The revolution of 
the twentieth century will take place in the United 
States. I t  is only there that it can happen. And it has 

already begun. Whether or not that revolution spreads 
to the rest of the world depends on whether or not 
it succeeds first in America.” . 

In a more literary vein, one can also see the clea- 
vage in perceptive comments on our culture con- 
tained in, for example, Saul Bellow’s Mr. Sammler’s 

4 Phnet and Edmund Wilson’s Upstate. Each book 
has a central figure rendering judgment on con- 
temporary American culture. Mr. Sammler, an elderly 
Eastern European Jew living virtually alone on New 
York‘s West Side, has nothing but contempt for the 
city about him and the changes he has witnessed 
during his lifetime. The dark shadow of barbarism is 
surely descending. The message is to withdraw and 
let the world outside go to hell. Wilson, also an elder- 
ly man who is aghast at much of contemporary cul- 
ture and as victimized by its barbarity as Mr. Samm- 
ler, renders a wholly different moral judgment. Wil- 
son is unhappy with the changes, with so much that 
is foreign and strange, inimical to the values he 

‘cherishes, yet he makes no apocalyptic judgment on 
the future. Hurt and angry but not bitter, he has the 
saving virtue of historical perspective, something Mr. 
Sammler lacks in spite of his European origins and 
learning. 

“I do not mean to deplore all these changes,” 
writes Wilson. “Anyone who still takes seriously the 
American democratic ideal of opportunity for every- 

’ body to prosper according to his best abilities and to 
enjoy such advantages as he can understand ought 
not to complain of the many cars, the ‘mobile homes,’ 
of the movies and television sets, of the grills for out- 
door cooking. None of these things seem to me at- 
tractive, but I probably have no right to be con- 
temptuous about them. . . . Don’t the young live bet- 
ter in trailers than they did in old-fashioned frame 
houses, which were often so ill-built and dreary?” . 

Whether the subject is the later Roman Empire or 
contemporary American life and society, the notion of 
decline is too fragile apd arbitrary an instrument for 
social analysis. In almost any formerly middle-class 
neighborhood of New York City one hears residents 
speak about decline. In my own Washington Heights 
in upper Manhattan there are noticeable changes in 
only my four years here. Four years ago many of the 
stores on Broadway were owned and operated by 
German-speaking Jews, but now several bakeries 
have’either closed or been taken over by Dominicans, 
a Jewish fish delicatessen is now a Puerto Rican 
bodega, a candy store is now run by an Argentinian, 
several launderies are owned by Puerto Ricans, two 
new Spanish bookstores have opened, and only this 
fall the one Jewish-owned candy store stopped han- 
dling the New York Times. 

The remaining Jews are mostly elderly, and some- 
times I sit in front of our building and we talk and 
they tell me how beautiful it used to be living here 
on the Heights. The apartment houses had doormen 
and elevator men, the lobbies were thickly carpeted, 

’ 



?HE ROMAN EMPIRE-AND OURS 29 

lowed by the presence of his God, is reproduced to 
bedizen a warehouse, or the plan of ’an abbey, which 
Saint Hugh may have consecrated, is adapted to a 
railway station.” 

In truth, in a society as complex as ours or that of 
the Roman Empire, there are too many conflicting 
forces, contradictory trends, and such a diversity of 
mental outlooks that no one overarching or grandiose 
metaphor can encompass the whole. In all this we 
have said nothing about the conflicting views of dif- 
ferent groups or classes in society on the events 
which they share with the intellectuals, but have 
spoken primarily about the outlook of educatd and 
literary observers. There is . a  ’wealth of evidence 
from non-literary sources, revealing the judgments of 
the “common man” in these periods, but that is an- 
other article. The point here is that decline, like other 
ideas favored by iFtellectuals ( such‘ as post-industrial, 
or post-modern) is simply too superficial an idea to 

. be of any social or political use. What social or po- 
litical program is appropriate for a declining society? 

If the study of the Roman Empire offers no certain 
model for understanding our present, it does give 
us a depth of perspective. It is worth recalling, for 
example, Cicero’s statement that even after four hun- 
dred years without kings he did not think that Rome 
had reached maturity. But the memory of ancient 
Rome can do more than temper our historical cer- 
tainties. Instead of viewing Rome in the light of her 
weaknesses and failures, perhaps.we do better to in- 
quire more closely into the nature of the good that 
made Rome great and gave it such a, lasting place 
in our collective memory. 

and on the Sabbath they walked down to the river 
with friends and relatives, enjoying the breezes and 
open space. Now they are terrified by unfamiliar 
faces and strange languages. For these people the 
neighborhood has decayed, is declining, and will 
soon be dead. 

A young Puerto Rican _woman in the neighborhood 
describes how. she came here’ a few years ago with 
her family, and now, after finishing high school, she 
has enrolled in one of the colleges of the City Uni- 
versity. She tells me the neighborhood is beavtiful. 
The apartments are large and spacious, the rents 
reasonable, subway and bus service is excellent, and 
she loves being close to the river. Full of hope and 
enthusiasm, she is genuinely grateful for ‘the op- 
portunities of life in the city; where neighbors see 
erosion and decay, she celebrates vitality and life. 

We Americans have a compulsion t o  envision our 
destiny on a grand scale. We use apocalyptic tones 
to describe the most insignificant and impermanent 

-events; we expect to movel from triumph to triumph, 
and any interruption of the march is descried as a 
sign of the end time. At the end of the nineteenth 
century the new century was greeted as the begin- 
ning of the millennium. Harvard geologist Nathaniel 
.S. Shaler observed in 1895 that we were “rapidly en- 
tering upon a state of sympathetic exaltation, the 
like of which has not been known since the end of the 
first thousand years, when all Europe awaited the 
millennium as the time when the earth was to pass 
away. In that old day it was despair; in this it is an 
inspiring desire to achieve. Such psychological mo- 
ments are the rarest things of the world; they afford 
to the true. philanthropist the precious ockasions to 
contrive for the effective advance of man.” The 
twentieth century would bring not only fantastic 
gains in the use of electrical energy and automated 
machinery, but also the eradication of city slums, the 
end of boss control of politics, the growth of fra- 
ternal relations between capital and labor, and a 
level of prosperity men once only dreamed of. 

At the same time, Brooks Adams was writing his 
gloomy The Law of Civilization and Decay (1895), 
in which he compared the declining Roman Empire 
to declining Western civilization. His wife jokingly 
suggested the book should have been entitled “The 
Path to Hell: A Story Book,” but Adams said: “I 
rather like the title; only I think it promises too 
much. How can I assure my readers that I will show 
them anything so good as a ‘path’to Hell’?” Adams’ 
subject was modem Western civilization, including 
the United States, in which we had reabhed the stage 
of development where the cycle of history had to 
swing downward once again. “No poetry can bloom 
in the arid modem soil,” wrote Adams, “the drama 
has died, and the ‘patrons of art are no longer even 
conscious of shame at profaning the most sacred of 
ideals. The ecstatic dream, ,which some twelfth-cen- 
tury monk cut into the stone of the sanctuary hal- 

he vision ,of the Romans was first and T foremost a political vision of people liv- 
ing together under one rule, united by the bonds of 
justice and freedom, and governed by honest and 
virtuous magistrates. This vision of hurpan political 
potential was projected in a worId divided by race, 
color, national aspirations, and religion. The state, 
as the Romans conceived it, was a i  aggregate of 
people brought together for the purpose of further- 
ing the common good, and could never be simply a 
collection of human beings arbitrarily and indiscrim- 
inately united by the power of a king, or by the ar- 
bitrary will of a plutocracy, or by the natural con- 
ditions of race o:color. The state is an “association 
or partnership in justice.” People join together not be- 
cause they are like one another, nor because of any 
weakness or frailty on their part, but because, as one 
Roman put it, there is a “certain social spirit. Man is 
not a solitary or unsocial creature; but born with such 
a nature that not even under conditions of great pros- 
perity of every sort is” he willing to be isolated from 
his fellow men.” 

As much as the Romans cherished the individual 
virtues of honesty and integrity, the social virtues of 
justice, restraint, utility, freedom, and courage were 
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admired the most. There is really no other occupa- 
tion, wrote Cicero, in which human virtue approadhes 
more,closely the august function of the gods than 
that of founding new states or preserving those al- 
ready in existence. Philosophers speak of knowledge 
and virtue, but the noblest use of the virtue which 
comes from knowledge and truth is in the governing 
of the republic and the realization in actuality, not 
simply in words, of the things of which the phi- 
losophers speak. 

For centuries the ancient world had struggled sim- 
ply to reach the conviction that people shared a com- 
mon humanity transcending the national, cultural, 
racial, and religious barriers which divided them. By 
the time of the Roman Empire the idea of the unity 
of mankind had been accepted. The ancient distinc- 
tions between Greek and barbarian, slave and free, 
good and bad, based on birth and wealth, had given 
way to a nobler ideal of human brotherhood. But 
this was only an idea without political realization. 

The great symbol of the unity of mankind even 
during the Roman Empire was Alexander the Great, 

’ who in the fourth century B.C. had died striving to 
give political expression to this ideal. The story is 
told by a man living under the Roman Empire that 
while Alexander was on an expedition near the 
Tigris river in Persia, his troops rebelled because 
he had’ shown favoritism to the conquered Persians, 
the foreigners, by allowing some Persian nobles to 
become members of his personal guard and by let- 
ting others into crack regiments. Alexander had also 

recently begun to wear Persian dress. When his sol- 
diers threatened to return home if they were not giv- 
en preferential treatment over the Persians, Alexan- 
der went to the troops, and a distinguished old sol- 
dier stood up to speak. “This, sir, is what grieves us 
Macedonians; you have already made some of the 
Persians ‘kinsmen’ to yourself; there are Persians who 
are called ‘Alexander’s kinsmen,’ and they give you a 
kiss;. but none of us Macedonians has ever tasted 
this honor.” Alexander repliedf “But I count all of 
you as my kinsmen, and from this day forth I shall 
call you so.” And saying this he walked over to the 
old man and kissed him. Later he invited all to a 
feast, and men of different races dipped their cups in 
the same bowl of wine and Alexander prayed for the 
blessing of “human concord.” 

Amid the rubble of empires founded on despotism, 
exploitation, and the caprice of kings, Rome sought to 
build a community bound together by reason, jus- 
tice,qd brotherhood. Rome did not seek to destroy 
the na&al bonds of race or religion, but recognized 
that these shared experiences were not sufficient basis 
for political unity. While the Roman Empire is no 
more, the memory of it remains a powerful factor in 
our political consciousness. What we do with.that 
memory can make a dserence. Instead of picking 
around in its ruins hoping to find signs of diseases 
with which we can identify, we would be better ad- 
vised to explore the greatness of the vision that made 
Rome great. And to nourish in hope whatever re- 
mains of that greatness in our present condition. ” ” v A 


