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EMPIRES

VER the two milletinta that wllowed the establishment

of empires In Mesopotamila, varjous attempis al emplie-

butlding took place across the reglon and ththe area to the
west and easl of 1t.

By the sixth century ek, [rantans had established coptmol over
major parts of the Assyrian empire. Networks of trade developed
averland. as well as along the caasts ol the Mediterrancan Sea.

Ini thie eastern Mediterranean. Greek clies and thedr coloniles benetlled
{rom tmprovements in trade that were the resull of these changes.
They also benefted from close trade with nemadic people to the north
of the Black Sea. In Greece, for the mest part. city-states such as
Athens and Sparta were the focus of evie itfe. From among the Greek
states, m the late tourth century sce, the mier of the kingdom of
Macedon. Alexander, undertook a sertes of military campatgns and
conguered parts of North Africa, West Asla and [ran. reaching up o
the Beas. Here, his soldiers refused to proceed further east. Alexander's
troops retreated. though many Greeks stayed behind.

Throughout the area under Alexander's comnirol, ideals and cultural
traditions were sharerd amongst the Greeks and the local population.
The regton on the whole became ‘Hellenised (the Greeks were called
Hellenes). and Greek became a well-known language throughout. The
political unity of Alexander's empire disintegrated quickly after his
death, but for almost three centuries after, Hellentstic entture rematned
smportant 0 the area. The pentod 1s often refermed to as the Tellenistic
pertod’ in the history of the reglon, but this lonores the way in which
other cultures (espectally lrantan oulture assoctated with the old empire
of Iran) were as important as — if not often more tmportant than —
Hellentstic notions and ideas.

This section deals with important aspects of what happened after
this,

Small but well-orpanised milttary forces of the central ltallan city-
state of Home took advaniage of the political discord that followed the
disintegration of Alexankler s empire and established control over Narth
Alriea and the enstern Meditermanenn from the secondd century soi
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At the thme. Rome was a republic, Government was based on a complex
system of election. bul tts poiitical institutions gave some importance
to birth and weaith and soctety benefited from slavery. The forces of
Rome established a network for trade between the states that had
once been part of Alexander's empire. In the middle of the tirst century
noe. under Julias Caesar, a high-born military comunander. this
‘Roman Empire’ was extenided to present-day Britain and Germany.
Latin (spoken in Rome| was the madn language of the empire.
though many in the east continued to use Greek. and the Romans
had a great respect for Hellenic culfure: There were changes in the
peittical strocture of the empire from the late first century soe, and i
was substantially Chrstiamsed after the emperor Constantine hecame
a Christian ta the fourth century co
To make government easter, the Roman Empire was divided into
eastern and western halves in the fourth century ce. Bt in the west,
there was a breakdown of the armngements that existed between Rome
and the tribes in frontter areas [Goths, Visigoths, Vandals and others).
These armangemenis dealt with trade, milltary recmittment and
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scttlement, and the tribes increasingly attacked the Roman
administration. Conflicts tncreased in scale, and cotncided with internal
dissensions in the empire. leading to the collapse of the empire in the
west by the fifth century o Tribes established thelr own kingdoms
within the former empire, though. with the prompting of the Christtan
Church., a Holy Roman Empire was formied from some of these
kingdoms from the ninth century ce This claimed some continuity
with the Roman Empire.

Between the seventh century and the fifieenth century, almost all
the lands of the-eastern Roman Empire (centred on Constantinopie)
came to be taken over by the Amb empire — created by the fnllowers of
the Prophet Mubammad (who founded the faith of Istam in the seventh
century) and centred on Damascus —or by Its successors (who nitled
from Haghdad mittally). There was a close interactton between Greek
and Islamic tradittonsin the reglon. The trading networks of the area
ard] is prosperity attracted the attention of pastoral pegples to the
north melading vanons Turkic trnibes. who often attacked the cities of
the region and established control. The last of these péoples to atiack
the area and attempt to control it were the Mongols, under Genghis
Khian and his successors, who moved tinto West Asta, Europe, Central
Asta and China in the thirteenth centurny.

All these attempts to make and maintain emplres were driven by
the searmh to control the resources of the trading networks that existed
ir the reglon as a whele, and to derive beneflt from the links of the
region with other areas such as India or China. All the empires evolved
administrative systems to give stability to trade. They also evolved
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different types of military organtsation. The achievemcnts of one empire
were often taken up by 1ts successor. Over time, the area came to be
marked by Perslan, Greek, Lattn and Arable above many other languages
that were spoken and written.

The empires were not very stable. This was partly due to disputes
and eonilict over resources In various regions. It was also due to the
crists that developed In refations between empires and pastoral peoples
to the north— from whom empires dertved support both for thetr trade
and 1o provide them with labour for production of manufactures and
for thelr armies: [t 1s worth noting that not all empires were cliy-
centric. The Mongol empire of Genghis Khan and his successors isa
good example of how an emplre could he matntatned hy pastoral people
fora lomg ttme and with snccess.

Reltwions that appealed to peoples of different ethnde origins, who
often spoke different languades, were important in the making of large
cmpires, This was tre in the case of Christianttly fwhich onginated 1n
Palestine in the early first century c=) and Islam fwhich ongimated
the seventh century cgl,
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TIMELINE 11
(c. 100 ace o 1300 cx)

This timeline focuses on kingdoms and emplres. Some ol
these such as the Roman Empire were very large,
spreading across three contlnents. This was al<o the
time when some of the major religious and cultural
traditions developed. It was a time when institutions of
intellectual activity emerged. Books were writien and
Ideas travelled across continents, Some things that are
now part of our everyday lives were used for the first
time during this period.
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AN EMPIRE ACROSS
THREE CONTINENTS

THE Roman Empire covered a vasi sirefch of lerrifory thei
included mest of Ewope as we know i {oday amnd a lage
part of the Fertite Crescent anyd North Africa, In this chapter
wres shiell ook at the way this empre was omgarisoed, e
palitical forces hat shaped its desting, and the socil groups
into which people wene ditided. You will see that the empire
embroces o wealth of fboal cultures and bngunges; thi
womer) had a- stronger legal pesttion then than they do in
many eounfries today; bt alse that much of the economy
was run on slave labour detuging freedmmn o substantial
nurmbiers of persons. From the fifth century en, the empine fell
apari in the west bul femained intad! and exceptionally
prospernies in tis eastern haff,. The ¢ e uitich you will
read aboeut mothe nexdt r'.fmph;'rhqdﬂm'rl‘hfﬁ prospeTity and
herited b= urban and n-l'!mmr_'; brezedifloines.

Romum histeialis e a cich collecthiin ol soumsss (o go an.
wikch W o tmoucdly divide, inie lbree groupn: (5] lexds;
bl dormments pnd o] omderinl Tomains. Texinal sommes
Hwchiahe libdorh= of Uwe preriod wyalien by condemprries (e
were puually called ‘Annals’. because 1the parmtive was
consiTucted ol o yrar-by-voar basis), lelters, specelies,
perymores. s, oo =0 am. [eomenfary smicos inelode
masnly mscripiions sl papymi. meeriplinos wore nsutly ou
os slons. =09 L imember survive, Lo bl Greek sl Baalbis
The fRipyms’ was a roed-Hkoe plat that grew aloag the banks
ol e Mile i Egypl aml wis processis] o prodicee o wriliong
mminberind thant wis vy widiehy dsed in eseryday He. Thionsiinnds
of cmtrmts; areonnts, jellors ol afficin] docooents sviv
‘on papymaa’ gnd have beon miblishied by schplars who ae
callend “peapyrdogisls’. Mateziol remmdoes lclode 3 vy wlile
assmrtrnenl if Uems Gt mainly ehueplogiss liserovpr (o
coniigile, Uoroogh escivaibon and fold socovey), e caanple,
hoilidmgs, mommemils ed ol o kimls of stirocionis; polieny,
cotns, masides, oven entioe inndscapes (for cxampie, tirongh
Liwe aese oof speriad prlorrloggrangeloy) Eomeds dof thiese stroes cue anly
Lkl wes Qs 3o ssueh abetrl the pisd, amd combindog thean Gan
bie o frubifiil exerclse, bl low well lbis s doie diopemls. on
Lise hibsitorinnn shaill

207408



Ay Esonpgy Arposs Tinoe Cosneesrs 030

Two powerfiul empires raled over most of Europe.North Africa and the
Middlie East in the prriod between the birth of Christ and the early part
of the seventh century, say. down to the 630s. The two cmplres were
those of Rome and Iran. The Homans and [rantans were rivals and
fought against each other for much of thelr history. Thefr empires fay
next to each other, separated only by 2 narrow sirip of land that ran
along the river Euphrates, In this chapter we shall be looktng at the
Homean Empire, but we shall also refer, in passing, to Kome's dval, [ran

Hyou look at the map, you will see that the continents of Enmpe and
Africa are separated by a sea that stretches all the way from Spatn in the
west to Syria n the east. This sea s called the Mediterranean; and it was
the heart of Rome's empire. Rome dominated the Meditermanean and all
the reglons around that sea m both directtons. north as well as south.
To the north. the boundanes of the empire were formed by two great
rivers, the Rhine and the Danube; to the south. by the huge expanse of
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desert called the Sahara. This vast stretch of territory was the Roman
Empire, Ian controlled the whole area south of the Casplan Sen down
to eastern Arabia, and sometimes large paris of Afghanistan as well.
These two superpowess had divided 11ip miost of the wordd that the Chinese
calied Ta ChCin fgreater Chim’, roughly the west),
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The Early Empire

The Roman Empire can broadly be divided into two phases, "early’ and
Tate’, divided by the third century as a sort of historical watershed
between them. In other words, the whole perlod down to the mamn part
of the third century cin be called the ‘early empire’. amd the pertod
after that the late emplre’.

A major difference between the two stiperpowers and thelr respective
empires was that the Roman Emptre was culturally much mote diverse
than that of [ran, The Parthians and later the Sssanlans. the dynastics
that niled Iran in this pertod. ruled over a popilation that was lardgely
Irantan, The Roman Empire, by contrast, was a mosalc of terfilories
and cuttures that were chiefly bound together by a common svStemn of
government. Many ianduages were spoken tn the empire, nit for the
purposss of administration Latin and Creek were the most widely used,

tndecd the only langunges, The upper classes of the east spoke and

wrote in Greek, those of the west in Latin, and the boundary between
these hroad language areas mn somewhere across the middle of the
Mediterranean, between the African provinees of Tripolttanta (which
was Latin speaking) and Cyrenatea (Greek-speaking, All those who

Ived in the anpire were subjéctsof 4 sindle ruler, the emperorn. regandless

of where they lived and what linguage theyspoke.

The regime established by Augustus, the first emperor. in 27 pcg
was called the ‘Prindtpate’. Although Augustus was the sole ruler and
the only real source of authority, the fiction was kept alive that he was
actually only the leading citizen’ (Princeps in Latin), not the absolute
rules. Thits was done out of tespect for the Senale, the body whilch had
controlled Rome earller. in the days when 1t was a Republie.* The
Sennte hiad existed In Rome for centurtes, and had been and rematned
a by representing the aristocmnoy, that s, the wealthlest familles of
Roman and, Iatér, Itallan descent, mainly lsndowners. Most of the
Roman histories that 'survive in Greek and Latin were written by people
from a senatoral ackground. From these it is clear that empéemrs
were Judgid by How they behiavel towarnds the Senate. The worst
emperors were those who were hastile to the senatortal efass, behaving
with susplotan or brutality and violence. Many senators yeamed to go
Lack 1o thie days of the Republie, but mest must have realtsed that this
wis Impossible,

-~ Next to the emperor and the Senate, the other key institution of

Amperial rule was the army. Unltke the Grmy of iLs rival tn the Persian

empire, which was a consceriples™ army, the Romans had a pald
professional army where soldters had to put tn a minimum of 25 vears
of service. Indess). the extstenee of @ pald army was & distinetive feature
of the Roman Empire. The army was the Jargest single organtsed body
I e empire (600,000 by the foorth century) and I certainly had e
power lo determine the e of anperors. The soldiers would constantly
ayitate for better wages ard service coniditions: These agliations often
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took the form of mutinies. if the soldlers
felt let down by their generals or even the
emperor. Again, our picture of the Roman
army depends targely on the way they were
partrayed by historians with senatorial
sympathies. The Senate hated and feared
the army, because it wasa source of often-
unpredictable violence, espectally in the
tenise conditions of the third contury when
govermment was forced (o tax more heavily
to pay for its mounting military
expenditures,

To sum up. the emperor, the anstocracy
and the army were the three matn players’
in the political histary of the empire. The
suceess of tindividual emperors depended
on thetr control of the army, and when the
armies were divided. the result usually was )
civil war®. Except for one notorious year (69 ex). when four emperors
mounted the throne in quick succession, the first two centuries were
on the whole free from ctvil war and tn this sense relatively stable.
Succession to the throme was hased as far as posstble on family descent.
either patural or adoptive, and even the army was stmondly wedded to
this principle. For example, Tthertus (14-37 c), the second tn the long
Itne of Homan emperors, was not the natural son of Avgustus. the
Tuier who founded the Proncipate, but Augustus adopted him to ensure
asmooth transition.

External warlare was also much less common io the first two
centuries, The empire inhertied by Tibertus from Augnustus was already
so vast that further expanston was fell to be unnecessary, In faot, the
‘Augustan age” is remembered for the peace it ushered in after decades
of iImternal stnfe and centurics of military congquest. The only major
campalgn of expansion in the early empire was Trajan's fmutless
occupation of termitory across the Enphrates, tn the years 1 13-17 oz
abandoned by his successors.
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The Emperor Trajan’s Dream - A Conquest of India?

“Then, after o winter (115/16) in Antioch marked by a great earthguake, in 116
Trajan marched down the Euphrates to Cresiphon, the Parthion capital, and then
to the head of the Persian Gulf There the hh:nnnnl Cassius Dio descnbes him
looaking lungmw at g merchant-ship sefing off for Indla, and wishing that he
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Much more characteristic was the gradiral extenston of Roman direct
male. Thiswas accomplishend by absorbing a whole series of ‘'dependent’
kingdoms infe Roman provinctal territory. The Near East was full of
such kingdoms®, but by the early second century those which lay west
of the Euphrates (townards Roman territory) had disappeared. swallowed
up by Rome. (Incidentaily, some of these kingdoms were exceedingly
wealthy, for example Herod's kingdom yielded the egquivalent of 5.4
mitiiton denaril per vear, equal to over 125,000 kg of gold! The denarius
wis a Roman silver cotn contalning about 4% gm of pure silver.|

In fact, except for [taly. which was not considered a province in
these centurtes, all the termitories of the empire were organised into
provinces and sithject to taxation. At 15 peak tn the second centuary,
the Homan Empire stretched from Scotland to the borders of
Armenta. and from the Sahara to the Euphmates and sometimes
bevond. Gihven that there was no government in the modern sense
to help them to min things, you may well ask, how was it possible
for the emperor to cope with the control and admintstration of such
a vast and diverse set of texmitories. with a population of some 60
million in the mid-second century? The answer lies In the
urbanisaiion of the empire.

The great urban centres that Hned the shores of the Mediterranean
(Carthage, Alexandria. Antioch were the biggest among them) were
the true bedrock of the imperial system. it was through the cities
that ‘government” was able to tax the provincial countrysides which
generated mitch of the wealth of the empire. What this means is
that the local upper classes actively collaborated with the Roman
state in admintstering: their own territories and ralsing taxes from
them: In fact, one of the most interesting aspects of Roman polittcal
history 15 the dmmatic shift in power between ltaly and the provinces.
Throughont the second and third centurtes. #t was the pronvincial
upper classes who supplied most of the cadre that governed the
provinces and commanded the armies. They came to lorm a new
elite of administrators and
military commanders who
became much more powerful
than the senatortal class becanse
they had the backing of the
emperors:. As this new group
emerged, the emperor Gallienus
[253-68) consolidated their rise to
power hy excliading senators from
miiitary command. We are told
that Galltenus forbade senators
from serving In the army or
having access to i, 1n order to
prevent contrel of the empire from
falling mto thetr hands.
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To sum up,. in the fate first; secend and early third centuries the
army and adminisiration were increasingly drawn from the provinces.
as citizenship spread to these reglons and was no longer confined fo
haly. But individuals of ltaltan origin continued (o dominate the senate
at beast till the third century, when senators of provincial origin became
a majortty. These trends reflected the general decline of Italy within
the empire, hoth political and economic, and the rise of new elites in
the wealthter and more urbanised parts of the Meditermanean. such as
the south of Spatn. Africa and the east, A city in the Homan sense was
an urban centre with (s own magistrates, oity counctl and a territory’
containing villages which were under its jurisdiction. Thus one city
cottld not be 10 the termitory of another city, but villages almost alwavs
were. Villages conld be upgraded to the status of oities, and vice versa,
usually as a mark of impertal favour (or the opposite), One cmcial
advantage of living in a oity was simply that it might be better provided
for during fond shortages and even famines than the countryside,

~\

ACTIVITY 1

Whet witire the
thimis: mpin
piayem in ihe
edbilen] history
ol e Homman
Empire? Wrile
dive or o lnes
mhowi cnch of
them. Ard b
il the Roman
CINRTO TILI e
Loy goversauch n
wast BTy
Who=e
enlladsratbon

Doctor Galen on haw Roman Cities.
Treated the t‘.‘.‘omﬂm:dg

Iredible plants. .
— Galen, On Good and Bad Diet

was crucial o
Ll

. /

“The famine prevalent for many successive yearn in muny ymv:fnm has clsatly
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Public baths were a striking feature of
Romiin urban life fwhen spe Iranian miler
tried lo Introduce them o fran. he
encutmtered the wrth of the elergy there!
Waler was a sacred element and 1o use il
for public bathing may have seemed n
desecration to them). and urban
poepulations dlso enjoved a much hgher
level of entertatinment. For example, one
calendar tells us that spectactila (shows)
filledd no less than 176 days of the year!
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The Third- Century Crisis

If the first and second centuries were by and large a period of prace,
prosperity and ecanomic expansion, the third century brought the
first major stens of intermal stratn, From the 2305, the empire found
itself tighting on several fronts simultaneously. In ran a new and
miore aggressive dynasty emerged tn 225 (they called themselves the
Sasantans) and within just 15 vears were expanding raptdly in the
direction of the Euphrates. In a famous rock inscription cut m three
languages, Shapur |, the lrantan raler, clatmed he had annthillated a
Reman army of 60,000 and even captured the eastern capttal of Antioch.
Meanwhile, a whole serfes of Germanie fribes or mather tribal
confedenicles (most notably, the Alanusnnt, the Franks and the Goths)
began to move agamst the Rhine and Danmbe frontiers, and the whole
perod from 2339 o 280 saw repeated invasions of a whole line of
provinees that stretched from the Black Sea to the Alps and southern
Germany, The Romans were forped to abandon much of the termitory
bevond the Panube, while the emperors of this pefiod were constantly
tr the field against what the Romans called "barbarians’. The raptd
suceession of emperors in the third century (25 emperors in 47 years!)
ts an obvious sympton af the stratns faced by the empire in this period.

Gender, Literacy, Culture

One of the more modern features of Roman society was the widespread
prevalence of the nuclear famity. Adult sons did not lve with thetr
families, and 1L was exceptional for adult brothers to share a common
household, On the other hand, slaves were included in the mily as
the Romiims understood this, By the late Repulilic (the (irst century
veg), the typieal form of marrtiage wis one where the wife did not
transfer to her hnsband's authority but retatned full rights in the
property of her natal family. While the woman's dowry went to the
histand for the duration of the marmiage, the woman rematmed o
primary hetr of her father and became an independent property owner
on her father's death. Thus Roman women enjoyed constderable legal
rights in owning and managing property. In other words, in law the

married couple was not one fimancial entity but two, and the wite

enjoyed complete legal independence. Divoree was relatively easy and
necded no more than a potice of intent to dissolve the marmiage by
cither husband orwife. On the othier hand. whereas males marmed (in
their late twenties or early thirties, women were married off in the jate
teens or early twenties, so there wias an age gap between hnsband and
wife and this would have encouraged a certain inequality. Marrtages
were generally armanged. and there 1s no doubt that women were often
subject to domination by thetr husbands, Augustine®. the great Catholic
hishop who spent most of s Mie i North Africa, tells us that hus
motherwas regularly beaten by lits father and that mest ather wives
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in the small town where he grew up had stmitar bruises fo show!
Finally, fathers had substantial legal control over their children -
sometimes toa shocking degree. for example. a legal power of Hifeand
death 1 expostng unwanted children, by leaving them out tn the cold
to die.

Whal abouot lttemmcy? [ s cerialn thiat mtes of casual Mleroy® vared
greatly between different part= of the empire. For example. i Pompell,
witich was buried th a voleanic eraption in 789 ce there s sbong evidence
of widespread casual Hternoy. Walls on the main streets of Pompell
often cormied advertisemerits. and graffitt were found all over the city.

By contrast. i Egypt where hundreds of papyrn survive, most formal
documents such as contracts were usually written by professional
scribes. and they often tell us that X or Y 1s unable to read and write.
But even here lilemacy was certainly more widespread among certain
categones such as soldiers, prmy of llcers and estate managers.

The cultural diversity of the empire was reflected In many ways and
At maany levels: in the vast diversity of religious cuits and local deities:
the plurality of languages that were spoken; the styles of dress and
costume. the food people ate, their forms of sorial
organisation (tribal/non-tribal], even thelr patterns
of settlement. Aramale was the dominant :
group of the Near East (6t least west of the Euphnites),
Coptic. was spoken in Egypl. Punic and Berber in
North Africa. Celtic in Spatn and the northwest. But
many of these Ungstio cultures were purely oral.at
least until a seript was tnvented for them. Armentan,
for example. only began to be written as late as the
fifth century, whereas there was already a Coptic
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transiation of the Bible by the middie of the third century. Elsewhere,
the spread of Latin displacerd the written form of languages that were
otherwise widespread: this happened notably with Celtic, which ceased
ta be written after the first century.

Economic EXpansion

The empire had & substantial cconomic iInfrasmuicture of harbours,
mines, quartes. brckyards, oltve oll factorices, ete. Wheat, wine and
olive-oll were traded and consumed i huge gquantitles, and they came
miatnly fronn Spatn. the Gallte provinees, Narth Africa, Egypt and, to a
le=ser extent. ltaly, where conditons were best for these crops. Liguids
ke wine and altve all were transporied tn contatners called "amphorae’.
The fragments and sherds of 3 very large number of these sumvive
(Monte Testaccio tn Rome 15 sald to contain the reminants of over 50
million vessels!), and 1t has been possible for archaeologists to
reconstruct the precise shapes of these contalners, tell us what they
carried, and say exactly where they were made by examining the clay
content and matching the finds with clay pits throughout the
Meditertanean. In this way we cinnow say withsome confidence that
Spanish olive all, to take just one example, was a vast commeretal
' ' enterprise that reached tts
peak o the years [40- 160,
The Spanish oftve oll of this
period was mainly cartiesd in a
contatner called “Dressel 207
lafter the archacolomst who
first established its form), If
finds of Dressel 20 are widely
scattered across sites in the
Mediterranean, this suggesis
that Spanish olive oill
cirrulited very widely indeed,

By umng such evidenee (the
remalns of amphorae of
different kinds and thelr
‘distribution maps’),
archacologists are able to
show thiat Spanish producers
succeeded In capturing
miarkets for oltve ol from their
Italtan counterparts. This
would only have happened (f
Spantsh producers supplied a
better quallty oil at lowser
prices. In other wards, the bilg
landowners from different
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reglons competed with each other for control of the main markets for
the goods they produced. The sucoess of the Spanish olive growers
was then repeated by North African producers — olive estates in this
part of the empire dominated preducton through most of the third
and fourth centuries, Later, after 425, North African dominance was
broken by the East: in the later fifth and sixth centuries the Aegean.
southern Asta Minor (Turkey). Syria and Palestine became major
cxporters of wine and olive ofl, and confainers from Africa show a
dramutically reduced presence on Mediterranean markets. Hehind these
broad movements the prosperity of individual reglons rose and fell
depending on how effectively they could orgamtse the production and
transport of particular goods, and on the quality of those goods.

The empire included many reglons that had a reputation for
exceptional fertiitty. Campanta tn ltaly, Stetly, the Fayum tn Egypt,
Galllee, Byzctum (Tuntsia), southern Ganl [called Gallta Narbomnensis),
and Baetica ([southern Spain) were all among the most densely settled
or wealthiest parts of the empire, according to writers lilke Strabo and
Pliny. The best kinds of wine came from Campania. Sicily and Byzactiom
exported large quantities of wheat to Rome. Galllee was densely
culttvated (every inch of the sotl has been cultivited by the tnhabitants’,
wrote the histortan.Josephus), and Spantsh olive ot} came mainly from
mimerous estates (fimdi) along the banks of the river Guadalquivir in
the south of Spatn.

Cm the other hand, large expanses of Roman temtory were in a3
much less advanced state. For example, transhursance® was widespread
m the countryside of Numidia (modern Algena), These pastoral and
semi-nomadic communitics were often on the move, camying their
overt-shaped huts (called mapalia) with them. As Roman estates
expanded in North Afrea, the pastures of those commumtties were
drastically reduced and their movements more fightly reguiated. Even
m Spatn the porth was much less developed, and inhabited largely by
a Celtic-speaking peasantry that lived in hilltop villages called castello.
When we think of the Roman Emptre. we should never forpet these
differences.

We should also be carefuinot to timagme that because this was the
‘anctent’ world. thetr forms of cultural and economic e were necessarnily
backward or primitiee, Un the condrary, diverstiied appiications of water
power aroumd the Mediterranean as wedl as advances tn water-powered
milling techmology, the use of hydrmubc mining techntques tn the
Spantsh gold and stiver mines and the gligantic indusirial scale on
which those mines were worked 1n the first and second centuries {with
levels of putput that would not be reached agatn till the nineteenth
century, some |.700 years later!), the existence of well-organised
commerctal and banking networks, and the widespread use ol money
are all indicattons of how much we tend to under-estimate the
sophistication of the Roman economy. This ralses the issue of labour
andd of the nse of slavery.
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Controlling Workers

Slavery was an Institution deeply rooted 1o the anctent world, bothiin
the Meditermanean and in the Near East. and not even Christlanity
when 1t emerged and triumphed as the state religlon (in the fourth

On the Treatment of Slaves

‘Saom uﬂmrtmﬁ the City Frefect
Lucius Hdmu:. fecundus, was
murdared !:':-'unz efhis tlove. Afisr
the miurder, ancient clifom’

required that every tiave rexiding

under the jame roci muit be
exscutzd. But o crowd gothersd,

sager to 10ve 10 many innocent
Iives; and ricting began. The
teninte-hows wai besieged. Tmalde.
there was feeling ogainstexcesive

1svenity, but the majerity oppoied

ant change (.| [The senators)
'Eavetiring sxecution prevailed
Howsver, great crowds ready with
atones and torche: preventsd the
arder fromm being cormied out MNero

rebubied the population by edict,

and lined with froeps the whole
route along which thaie
condemned were faken fur

century] seriously challenged this institution. It does
nat follow that the bulk of the labour in the Roman
economy was performerd by slaves. That may have
been true of krge parts of Haly in the Republican
period (under Augustus there were still 3 milllon
shyves tn o total ltallan popukation of 7.5 millon) but
1t was no longer trae of the etnplre as a whaole. Slaves
were an lnvestment, and at least one Roman
agricuttural writer advised Lndowners adainst using
thetn tn contexts where too many might be requtred
{for example, for harvests) or whee thetr health condd
be damaged [for example, by maliaria). These
considerations were not based onany sympathy for
the skaves bt on hard econamie calculation. On the
other hand, if'the Roman upper classes were often
brutal towards thelr slaves, ardinary people did
saimeitmes show much more compassion, See what
ane histortan says aboiit o famons tnetdent that
oteurred in the retgn of Nero,

As warfare became less widespread with the
esiablishment of peace in the first centiny, the supply
of staves lenided to decline and the users of slave
latwour thus had to fum sther to stave hreeiling® or

execution.’

sarly empie

~ Tozite (53-117), historion of the

to cheaper substitutes such as wage labour which
u‘a&mnﬁ-msﬂy dispensable. In fact, free labour was
extensively used on puhblic works at Rome precisely
betause an extensive use of siave labour would have
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Iren too expensive. Unlike hired workiers, staves Tiad
to be fed and matntained throughout the year, which inereased the
cost of holding this kind of labour. This is probabily why slaves are nol
widely found in the agrculture of the later period, at least not in the

eastern provinces, On the other hand, they and freedmen, that bs,

slaves who had been s&t free by thelr master=, were extensively used
a5 business managers, where, obwiously, they were not reguired in
large numbers. Masters often gave their slaves or fréslmen capital to
run businesses on thetr behalf or even businesses of thetr own.

The Roman agricultural writers pabd a greal deal of attention to the
management of labour. Columella, a first-century writer who came
from the south of Spain, recommended that landowners should Keep
a reserve stock of iImplemetis and ols,; twice as many as they nesded.
so that production could be contiruons, for the loss i slave labour-
tmie exceeds the cost of such ems’. There was a dencral presmmpiion
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among employers that without
supervision no work would ever get
done, So supervision was paranount,
for both free workers and slaves. To
make supervision easter, workers
were sometimes grouped into gangs
or smaller teams. Columella
recommended squads of ten. clatming
it was easter {0 tell who was putting
in effort and who was not tn work
groups of this size. This shows a
detatled consideration of the
management of labour. Pliny the
ider, the author of a very famous
‘Natmal History' . condemmned the use

. —
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of siave gangs as the worst method of
organising production, mainly
because staves who worked tn gangs
were usually chiamed together by thetr
feet

All this lopks dmeontan®, bat we
shonld remember that most Gotories
m the world today enforce similar
principles of labour control. Indeed,
some industral estabishments inthe
empire enforced evern tohiter contmis,
The Elder Pliny described conditions
m the irmankincense®® factores [officinge) of Alexandria, where, he tells
1s, no amoumnt of supenvision seemed to suffice. ‘A seal is put upon the
workmen's aproms, they have to wear & mask or a net with a close
mesh on thelr heads, and before they are allowed to leave the premises,
they have to take off all their clothes.” Agricultural labour must have
been fattgning and disliked, for afamous edict of the eariy third century
refers to Egyptinn peasants deserting thotr villages ‘in order not to
engade in agricuttural work’. The same was probably true of most
factortes and workshops, A law of 398 referred to workers heing branded
s0 they could be recognised if and when they mm away and try to hide.
Many private employers cast thetr agreements with workers in the
form of debt contracts to be able to clatm that their emplovees were In
debt to them and thus ensure tiohter control over them. An early,
second-century writer tells us, “Thousands swrender themselves (o
work in servitude, although they are free,” In other words, alot of the
poorer familles went tnto debt bondage in order to survive, From one
of the recently discovered letters of Augustine we learn that parents
sametimes sald thetr children into servitude for periods of 25 years.
Augustine asked a lawyer friend of his whether these children conid be
Iberated once the fther died. Rural indetedness was even more
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widespread: to take just one example, in the great Jewish revolt of 66
ce* the revolutionanes destroyed the moneylenders’ bonds to win
Popular support.

Again. we should be careful not to conclode that the bulk of labour
was coereed in these ways. The late-fifth-eentury emperor Anastastus

‘buitt the eastern frontier city of Dara in less than three weeks by

attracting labour from all over the East by offering high wages. From
the papyri we can even form some estimate of how widespread wage
iabour had become tn parts of the Mediterranean by the sixth century,
especially in the East.

Social Hierarchies

Let us stand back tram the detatls now and try and get a sense of the
soctal structures of the emplre. Tacttus described the leading soctal
groups of the early empire as follows: senators | patres, WL Tathers’):
leading members of the equestitian class: the respectable section of the

people, those attached to the great houses; the unkemmpt lower class

(plels sordidea) who, he telis us, were addicied to the cireus and
theatrical displavs; and finally the slaves. In the early third century
when the Senate numbitred roughly 1.000, approximately half of all
senators stil came from lallan families, By the (gie empire, which
starts with the relgn of Constantine Uin the early part of the fourth
century, the first two groups mentioned by Tacttus (the senators and
the equites?) had miesged o a unified and expanded aristocracy, and
at least half of all familles were of Afttcan or eastern origin, This ‘late
Roman’ arisiocracy was enormously wealthy but in many wavs less
powsriul than the purely military elttes who came almost entirely from

no-arstecratic backgrounds, The ‘middle” cliss now consisted of the

considerable mass of persons connected with tmperial service in the
bureaucracy and army but also the more prosperous merchants and
farmers of whom there were many in the eastern provinces. Tacttus
described this ‘respectable’ middle class bs ollents of the great senatorial
honses, Now 1t was chiefly government service and dependenioe on the
State thait sustaned many of these familles. Below them were the vist
muass of the lower classes knovwn collectively hs huniliores (L, ‘lowesr').
They comprised a rural abour foree of which many were permanently

employed an the large estates: workers tn mmdusinal and mining

establtshments; migrant workers whio supplied much of the labour for
the gratn and oltve hiarvests and for the butiding indusiry: sefi-employed
artisans who, It was satd, were better fed than wage labourers; & large
muss of casual labourers, espoctally in the big efties: and of course the
many thousands of slaves that were still found all over the western
cmpire in particular,

Omne writer of the carly fifth century, the histortan Olvmplodorus
who was also an ambassador, Lellsus that the arstocracy based in
the City of Rome drew annual incomes of up to 4,000 [bs of gold
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from thelr estates. nol counting the produce they
consumed directly!

The monctary system of the late empire broke with the
silver-baserd currenctes of the first three centuries because
the Spantsh stiver mines were exhausted and govermment
ran out of suffictent stocks of the metal to suppart a stable
coinage in stiver. Constantine founded the new monetary
system on gold and there were vast amounts of this in
circulation throughout Inte antiquity.

The tate Roman bureaucracy, both the higher and middle
echelons, was a comparatively afflnent group because il
drew the bulk of its salary in geld and tnvested much of
this in buying up assets like land. There was of course also
a great deal of cormuption, especially in the judicial system
anel in the administration of military supplies. The extortton
of the higher bureancracy and the greed of the provincial
governors were proverbial. But government tntervened
repeatedly to curb these forms of cormuption — we only
lenow about them i the first place becanse of the laws that
tried to put an end to them. and becanse historians and
other members of the Intelligentsia denounced such
practices. This element of critictsm’ 1s.a remarkabie feature
of the classical world, The Roman state was an authortartan
regime; in other words, dissent was rarely folerated and
government usnally responded to protest with violence
(espectally in the cities of the East where peoplewere often
feariess in making fun u_femp:mrs]. Yet a strong tradition
of Roman law had emerged by the fourth century, and this
acied as a brake on even the most {earsome emperors.
iEmperors were nof free to do whatever they ltked, and the

Incomes of the Roman
Aristocracy,
Early Fifth Century

‘Each of the great houses of
Rome coniained within
Hielf everyithing which a
medium-sized ity could
hold; a hippedroms, fora.
temples, fountains and
different kinds of baths .
Many of the Roman
households recefved an
income of four thousand
pounds of gojd peryear from
their properties, ot
including grain, wine and
gthes produce which; #30ld,
woiuld have amounted to
one:third of the income In
gold The income of the
househelds ot Roeme of the
second class was one
thousand orfifteen hundred
poundiofgoid’

- OF'mpjodorus of Thebes

law was actively used to protect civil righits. That 1s why in the later
fourth century it was possible for powerful bishops like Ambrose to
confront equally powertul emperors when they were excesstvely harsh
ar repressive i thetr handling of the civtltan population.

Late Antiquity

We shall conclude this chapter by looking at the cultural
transformation of (he Roman world th its final centuries, ‘Late
antigquity’ 1s the term now used (o describe the final, fascinating
pertod in the evolution and break-np of the Roman Empire and
relers broadly (o the fourth to seventh eenturies, The fourth century
isell was one of considerable ferment, both cultural and economic
At the cultural level. the pertod saw momentous developmernis in
religious Ufe. with the emperor Constantine deciding (o make
Christtanity the official rellgton, and with the rise of Isliam in the
seventh century, But there were egually important changes in the
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structure of the state that began with the emperor Diocletian (284-
305). and it may be best to siart with these.

Overexpansion had led Diocietian to ‘eat back’ by abandoning
territories with Hitle strategio or economic value. Dioctetian also fortifled
the frontiers, reorganised provincial boundaries, and sepamted civillan
from milttary functons, granting greater autonomy to the military
commanders (duces), who now became a more powerful group.
Constantine consolidated some of these changes and added others of
his own. His chief immovations were in the monetary sphere, where he
introdoced a new denomination, the solidies, a coln of 414 gm of pure
gold that would 1o fact ontlast the Roman Empire tisell. Solid{ were
minted on a very large scale and their circulation
ran into miltons. The other area of innovation was
the creation of a second captial at Constantinople
{at the stte of modern Istanbul tn Turkey, and
previonsly calied Byzanmtium), surroumded on three
stdes by the sea. As the new capital required a new
semate, the fourth century was a period of mapid
expanston of the governing classes. Monetary
stability and an expanding population stimulated
econpmic growth, and the archaeological record
shows considerable investment in rural
establishments, iIncluding industrial installations
fike ol presses and glass facteries. In newer
technologies such as screw presses and multiple
water-milis. and in a revival of the long-distance
trade with the East.

All of this carried over into strang urbhan
prosperity that was marked by new forms of
architecture and an exagderated sense of hoamy.
The ruling elites were wealthier and more powerful
than ever before. In Egypt. hundreds of papyn
survive from these later centuries and they show
us a relatively aflluent soclety where money was in
extenstve use and rural estates gencrated vast
tncomes in gold, For example. Eoypt contributed
taes of over 2 Y= millom solidi a year (ronghly 35,004 ibs of gold) In the
relgn of Justintan tn the stxth century. Indeed. lnrge parts of the Near
Eastern countrvatde were more developed and densely settled in the
fifth and sixth centunes than they would be even in the twentieth
century! This Is the soctal backoround against which we should set the
cultural developments of this pertod.

The traditional reltgionzs culture of the classical world, both Greek
and Roman. had been polytheist. That 1s. 1t invelved a multiplicity of
cults that Ineluded both Roman MMalan pods ke Juptter. Juno, Minerva
and Mars, aswell as numerous Greek and eastern detties worshipped
in thousands of temples, shrines and sanctuanes throughout the
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cmpire. Polythetsts had no common name or jabel to describe
themselves. The other great religlous (radition in the empire was
Judatsm. But Judaism was not a monolith® elther, and there was a
great deal of diversity within the Jewish communities of late antiguity.
Thus., the 'Chrstianisation™® of the empire in the fourth and fifth
centuries was a gradual and complex process. Polytheism did not
disappear overnight, especially in the western provinces, where the
{hristtan bishops wadged a munning battle against bellefs and practices
they condemned more than the Chrstian latty™** did. The boundaries
betwern rellglons communities were much more fluid tn the fourth
century than they would become thanks to the repeated efforts of
religions leaders, the powerful bishops who now led the Church. to
rein inthetr followers and enforee a more 1igld set of bellefs and practices.
The general prosperity was espectally marked 1n the East where
popidation was still expandmg till the sixth century, despite the mpact of
the piague which affected the Mediterramean in the 5405, In the West. by
contrast, the empire frmomented politically as Cermante groups from the
Norih (Goths, Vandals, Lombards, elc.) took overall the major provinces
andl established kingdoms that are best described as post-Roman. The
most mporiant of these were that of the Visigothsin Spam. destroyed by
the Arabs between 71 | and 720, that of the Franks i Gantl (c.51 1-687)
anl that of the Lombanis in Haly 568-774),. These kingrloms foreshadowed
the beginmings of a different kind of world that 15 usually catled ‘medicval.
in the East, where the empire rematned umited, the mign of Justinian is
the hichwater mark of prospenty and impenal ambitton. Justindan
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recaptured Afrtea from the Vandals {in 533) but his recovery of lialy (rom
the Ostrogoths| left that country devastated and paved the way for the
‘Lombard tnvasion. By the carly seventh century, the war bebween Home
and lran had flared up agam. and the Sasanfans who had nuled Iran since
the third century lannched a wholesale invasion of all the major eastern
provinees (inciuding Egypt). When Byzanttum, as the Roman Emptre was
now inrreasingly known, recovered these provinces i the Bifls, it was
Justa few yearsaway, Hterally, from the tinal major blow which came, this
time, from the south-east.

The expansion of Islam from its beginnings in Arabia has been
called ‘the greatest political revolutton ever to occur in the history of
the anclent world’. By 642, harely ten vears after the Prophet
Muhammad's death. large parts of both the eastern Homan and
Sasantan empires had fallen to the Arabs In a senes of stunming
confrontations. However. we should hear m mind that those conquests,
which eventually {a century later} extended as far afield as Spatn. Sind
ardl Central Asta. began in fact with the subjection of the Arab tnbes
by the emerging: Isltamic state, first within Ambia and then in the
Syrian desert and on the ffnges of Irag. As wewill see In Theme 4, the
untiication of the Arabtap peninsula and (s aumerous tribes was the
wey factor behind the territenal expanston of [slam.
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ANSWER TN FRGEF

L. Hyouhad lived iIn the Roman Empire, where would you rather
have Hved— (n the towns orin the countrvsids? Explaim whs

. _Compile a lzt of some of the towny, ciiies, rivers, seas and

provinces mentionad in this chapter, and then try and find them

on the maps. Canvau gy something about arny thres of the [ams

fn the listyvou have compllsd? o

Imagine that vou are a Roman houtewife preparing a thHopping

lisi for household requirementy, Whatwould be on the Hst?

4 Why do veu think the REoman govamment sioppéd coining in
silver? And which metnl did it begin 1o use for the production of
m@inage? '

fvl-l



ANSWER IN A SHORT BS5AY

F. ZSuppes:s the emperor Trajan had actiwolly managed @ conguer
India and the Romans had held on te the countsy for several
&Hﬁﬂjﬂs- In'what ways do you think india might be differem
today? '

6. Go through the chaptér carefully and pick out some basic
features of Roman society and econemy which vou think maka
it look guite moder.
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