I. The later Roman Empire (after 395)

a. Decline in the West

i. 5th century was really bad time for Rome, Rome sacked 3 times

ii. Power devolves into 3 separate groups because of weak emperors

1. Powerful Roman Families who can exert local power

2. Strong German Chieftains on Border Regions

3. Christian Church

iii. 476: Odoacer deposed last emperor

1. The last emperor really had very little power

2. Wasn’t exactly a major change, wasn’t seen as an important date

iv. 493: Theodoric & Ostrogothic kingdom in Italy

1. Supplants Odoacer

2. Theodoric was a German chieftain who admired many policies of Rome and tried to protect them

v. Other areas of the west: Franks, Visigoths, Anglo-Saxons, Vandals

1. Franks: France

2. Visigoths: Spain

3. Anglo-Saxons: England

4. Vandals: North Africa

vi. Decentralization ( Fall of Rome

vii. Popes & Secular rule (Leo I c.450; Gregory I, c.600)

1. Leo I

a. Persuades Atilla the Hun to spare Rome

2. Gregory I

a. Establishes Papal states

b. Nowadays Vatican city is last remnant of Papal states

b. Survival in the East (Able to flourish because it was richer and more Christianized, Less barbarian invasions)

i. Expansion: Justinian, c. 550

1. Tried to reunite the empire

2. Wrested control from some of the Germanic tribes

3. This control was short-lived

ii. Contraction : Islamic invasions, c.650

1. By 700 Byzantine empire has been reduced to Asia minor and Balkan Area

iii. Survival to 1453 (Byzantine)

1. Culture becomes less Roman and more Greek

2. When it falls in 1453 all that is left is the city of Constantinople

II. History and “Fall” of Rome

The Past and Present

· Why are people so interested in the fall of Rome?

· Looking at the interpretations of the fall of Rome can tell us more about the Historians’ age then that of Rome

The misuse of history

· People have often offered highly politicized explanations for fall of Rome

· People have said that Rome fell due to the increased opportunities for Women.

· People have said that Rome fell due to increased homosexuality.

· Interbreeding of peoples—Racist argument

a. Edward Gibbons’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776-9)

i. Saw it in tragic terms (The awful revolution)

ii. Three parts to his argument

1. Christians

a. Blamed Christians for being too meek and for draining best men away from army

b. Early Christians were encouraged to be Celibate—best and brightest were not reproducing

2. Germans

a. The Barbarian Germans (uncultured, wild) destroyed cultured civilization of Rome

3. Over expansion

a. The empire was simply too big and it was a wonder it didn’t fall before

iii. All three arguments have been criticized

1. Christians

a. Eastern part of Empire was also predominately Christian

b. Christians weren’t as meek as he said—they did fight for the empire

c. St. Augustine wrote about “Just wars”

d. Not that many Christians avoided public office or marriage.

2. Germans

a. The Germans were often quite civilized and often wanted to preserve the traditions of Rome.

3. Over expansion

a. The empire may have been over extended but that doesn’t explain the timing of the fall

b. Other Theories

i. Pseudo-scientific: Lead poisoning

1. Romans lined their pipes with lead, which could have weakened population

2. Not a whole lot of evidence for symptoms of lead poisoning

ii. Demographic: plague of 167

1. The empire had too few people to defend it after plague of 167 and famines in late 2nd and 3rd century

2. We don’t know how many people died in each of these

3. We do know that the population of the empire always outnumbered the number of invaders

4. The population did decline.  Why?

a. Dunno

iii. Economic

1. Slavery had weakened Roman economy

2. Slave labor led to less innovation

3. The west was too rural and nonindustrialized

4. Balance of trade favored East

5. But: Slavery was in decline by the time of the later empire

6. New industries were appearing in the west

iv. Political

1. Political instability and ineptitude on the part of the rulers led to the fall

2. But there were just as many ineffective leasers and as much instability in the east

v. Continuity more than change

1. There’s no real fall to be explained

2. Not much changed—Latin was being spoken, Roman roads, etc.

3. But—there was a lot of change, and it was noticed by people living during this period (ex: the Pope)

History consists of plausible interpretations that fit the facts

The best explanation for the fall of Rome is not based on one cause alone, but many different factors.

Weak political structures, disaffected populace, economy not strong

Vast territories were hard to administer

Plague, famine, and hardship weakened social base of the empire

Germanic tribes invaded

All these things together weakened it and changed it into being medieval.

