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Introduction: Follow the Money

Can the West make itself great again? Should it even try?

Between 1800 and the turn of this millennium, the West rose to dominate the planet. Over those two centuries, it went from being one among several peer players in an emerging global economy to producing fully eight-tenths of the world’s output. Simultaneously, average incomes in the Western world, today’s developed OECD economies, increased from being roughly equal to those of the rest of humanity to fifty times greater.

This overwhelming economic dominance spurred a political, cultural, linguistic and social remaking of the planet in the West’s image. Almost everywhere, the nation state, a product of Europe’s internal evolution, became the mainstay of political life, replacing the immense variety of city states, kingdoms, caliphates, bishoprics, sheikhdoms, chiefdoms, empires and feudal regimes that had previously dotted the globe. English became the language of global commerce, French (and later English again) that of global diplomacy. The world deposited its surpluses in Western banks, with the pound, then the dollar, replacing gold as the lubricant of trade among nations. Western universities became the meccas of aspiring intellectuals from across the world, and by the end of the twentieth century, the planet was entertaining itself with Hollywood films and European football.

Then, suddenly, history went into reverse.

As 2008’s Great Recession turned into the Great Stagnation, the West’s share of global output declined from 80 per cent to 60 per cent, and has continued to fall, if more slowly, since. Real wages fell, youth unemployment soared, and public services were eroded as debt – public and private – rose dramatically. Self-doubt and internal division replaced the robust self-confidence of the 1990s in Western liberal-democratic political discourse. Simultaneously, other models, particularly the authoritarian central planning of the Chinese state, became increasingly influential on the world stage, bolstered by a Chinese economy which over the last four decades averaged an astonishing annual average growth in per capita income of over 8 per cent, which meant that actual Chinese incomes doubled every decade. Why has the balance of world power swung so dramatically against the West? Is this a decline that can be reversed, or is it a natural evolution to which the West would do better to adapt?
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This is not the first time the world has witnessed such a dramatic rise and fall. Rome’s rise to what was in its own terms global domination began in the second century BC, and its dominion lasted the best part of five hundred years, before crashing in the middle centuries of the first millennium AD. It may have been fifteen hundred years ago, but this book contends that Rome’s demise still has important lessons for the present, using the Roman Empire, and the wider world that it spawned, to think again about the unfolding history and current situation of the contemporary West. We’re not the first to think that the fate of Rome might have something to teach the modern world, but, so far, its history has been mobilized to offer a highly Western-centric diagnosis of what’s going on. As the historian Niall Ferguson put it in a high-profile commentary on the Bataclan massacre in Paris in 2015, published in leading papers on either side of the Atlantic (not least the Sunday Times and Boston Globe), Europe ‘has grown decadent in its shopping malls and sports stadiums’ while letting in ‘outsiders who have coveted its wealth without renouncing their ancestral faith … Like the Roman Empire in the early fifth century, Europe has allowed (emphasis added) its defences to crumble.’ This, Ferguson concludes, ‘is exactly how civilizations fall’. His inspiration here is Edward Gibbon’s famous masterpiece, Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, which argued that Rome suffered a slow internal erosion once it stopped resisting the outsiders – an odd mix of Christians and barbarian Goths, Vandals and others – who had begun to flourish within its borders. As if it had a virus that gradually sapped the strength of the host it penetrated, the Empire slowly decayed from its Golden Age to the point where it had effectively lost the will to live. Gibbon’s basic perspective – that Rome was in charge of its own fate – remains influential today, and for some, including Ferguson, the lesson is clear. The antidote to imperial decline is to control the borders, keep out ‘aliens’, build walls and reaffirm the ancestral faith, while embracing more muscular nationalisms and reassessing international trade deals.1

But powerful as the tropes of invading barbarians and internal decadence might be, Gibbon was writing a very long time ago, his first volume published in 1776, the same year that America declared independence. And in the intervening two and a half centuries, understandings of Roman history have moved on, offering a fundamentally different perspective on the current situation the West finds itself in, and how it is likely to develop in the coming decades.

The potential for a revised Roman history to contribute to an alternative, decolonized understanding of the current position of the West became clear in a conversation between the two authors over a decade ago. Peter Heather is a Roman and post-Roman historian, with a particular interest in how living on the edge of a global Empire transformed the societies brought within its orbit. John Rapley is a political economist with a particular interest in globalization as experienced on the ground in the modern developing world. A long afternoon’s discussion made it apparent that both of us were reaching similar conclusions about the unravelling of the very different empires on which we work.

Rather than having their own future entirely determined by choices and events unfolding within their own domains, we both argued that ‘our’ empires fundamentally began to generate the end of their own dominion because of the kind of transformations they unleashed in the world around them. Despite (and sometimes because of) the profound differences between ancient Rome and the modern West, the two histories are mutually illuminating. There is an imperial life cycle which begins with economic development. Empires come into being to generate new flows of wealth for a dominating imperial core, but, in doing so, create new wealth in both conquered provinces and some more peripheral territories too (lands and people that are not formally colonized but are drawn into subordinate economic relationships with the developing core). Such economic transformations are bound to have political consequences. Any concentration or flow of wealth is the potential building block of new political power for the actors that can harness it. As a direct result, large-scale economic development in the periphery kick-starts a political process which will eventually challenge the domination of the imperial power that initiated the original cycle.

This economic and political logic is so powerful that some degree of relative decline at the old imperial centre becomes inevitable. You can’t just ‘make America great again’ (or the UK, or the EU) because the very exercise of Western dominance over the last few centuries has rearranged the building blocks of global strategic power on which that ‘greatness’ was based. Which also means that ill-informed attempts directly to reverse relative decline, of the sort seen recently in ‘MAGA America’ or Brexit Britain, risk only accelerating and deepening the process. But the overall result does not have to be catastrophic civilization collapse in the form of large-scale, absolute economic decline and widespread social, political, and even cultural dislocation.

As the history of the Roman world also emphasizes, empires can respond to the process of adjustment with a range of possible measures, from the deeply destructive to the much more creative. The modern West stands close to the start of its own process of adjustment; the Roman world worked fully through its own a long time ago, and, here too, sustained comparison offers important insights. The real significance of visible trajectories of development in the modern West – currently at a relatively early stage – comes sharply into focus when set alongside the longer-term changes observable as the Roman Empire evolved and then fell apart in the half a millennium which followed the birth of Christ.

To explore the full potential of this comparison, the book is divided into two parts. Part One uses Roman history to understand the rise of the modern West. It reveals the surprising degree to which the internal economic and political evolution of the modern West over the past few centuries has echoed that of the Roman Empire, and analyses why its astonishing domination of the world economy has ebbed so significantly and is bound to continue to do so. But where the modern challenge from the developing periphery is still at an early stage, the role of a rising periphery in both undermining the Roman Empire and in generating new worlds in the aftermath of imperial collapse can be explored in full. Therefore, Part Two takes a slightly different approach; the two imperial narratives cannot be run side by side since one of them is far from complete. It starts by taking a close look at Roman collapse to identify the key factors at play in that process, while the remaining chapters examine the relevance of each of these factors to the modern West and use the ancient evidence to consider the range of longer-term outcomes – better and worse – that are today on the cards. It is not possible to make the West great again in the sense of reasserting an unchallenged global dominion, but the necessary process of adjustment can either hardwire the best of Western civilization into an emerging new global order, or undermine the best hopes for the continued prosperity of Western populations in a remade world. Ultimately, as Roman history again emphasizes, the future of the West will depend on which political and economic choices its citizens and leaders take in the pivotal years which lie ahead.




Part One
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Party Like It’s 399 …

WASHINGTON, DC, 1999

In the current political climate of bitter division and public anger over heightened inequality, stagnant living standards, rising debt and decaying public services, it’s hard to remember that barely twenty years ago the future of the West looked so different. As the twentieth century entered its final year, America was the centre of the modern world. Unemployment had fallen to historic lows and the US economy – much the world’s largest – was enjoying the longest burst of growth it had ever seen, the stock market rising each year by double-digits. Riding the dotcom boom, millions of Americans who owned shares grew richer by the day, spending their windfalls in a virtuous cycle that meant the economy soared. And not just America: the entire West – the rich, industrialized economies made up mostly of America’s friends and allies in western Europe, Canada and Asia (Australia, New Zealand and latterly Japan) – straddled the planet like a colossus, its prosperity and values of individual liberty, democracy and free markets an unchallengeable fact of life.

Ten years earlier, in what felt like the defining historical moment of the twentieth century, East European protesters had overthrown their communist rulers. Two years after that, the Soviet Union voted itself out of existence, and American economists began jetting around the world, advising governments on the virtues of remaking their economies and political institutions in the West’s image. Even China’s Communist Party embraced the market. Germany reunited, Europe emerged from recession, Britannia had never been cooler, and America surged. By 1999, the share of global output consumed by the West reached the highest point ever recorded: one-sixth of the planet’s population consuming a staggering four-fifths of the world’s output of goods and services.

In his 1999 State of the Union address, exuding an optimism that the good days would never end, US President Bill Clinton declared that ‘the promise of our future is limitless’. With economists telling him that a ‘Great Moderation’ had taken hold, an era of economic stability which would deliver endless growth, his administration concluded that government surpluses would soon run into the trillions. As Clinton urged Congress to pour some of this vast pool of money into pensions and health care, his Treasury Secretary announced that, after decades of rising deficits, the US would finally start paying off all the debts its governments had accumulated over the previous two centuries, putting yet more money into the pockets of ordinary Americans. Meanwhile, across the Atlantic, Tony Blair’s New Labour government, channelling the Zeitgeist, launched a hugely ambitious expansion of public services, all while the European Union, calmly self-confident, prepared to welcome much of the old Soviet bloc into the elite club of Western democracies.

Just a few years later, the optimism evaporated. Global financial crisis in 2008 was quickly followed by a Great Recession and then a Great Stagnation. A mere decade after its 1999 peak, the West’s share of global output had shrunk by a quarter: 80 per cent of Gross Global Product had become 60 per cent. And although the worst immediate effects of the crash were quickly contained as both governments and central banks flooded their economies with money, Western countries have since failed to restore the growth rates of old, whereas growth rates in key parts of the developing world stayed high. As a result, the West’s share of GGP continues to slide. And it’s not just in economics that the West has been rapidly losing ground. The once-shiny Western ‘brand’ has lost its aura, now often presenting outsiders with an image of deeply divided indecision in democracies that increasingly seem to deliver benefits mostly to the few, restoring lost credibility to authoritarian leadership and one-party models of economic and political direction.

For some Western commentators, Gibbon’s diagnosis of Rome’s fall offers an obvious solution. The West is losing its identity in a tide of foreign, especially Muslim, migration; it must shore up its defences, and reaffirm core cultural values, or it is destined to tread the same path to imperial Armageddon. Roman history as it is understood in the twenty-first century, however, offers some startlingly different lessons for the modern West.

ROME, AD 399

Sixteen centuries – pretty much to the day – before Bill Clinton’s Panglossian celebration of endless possibility, an imperial spokesman stood before the Senate of Rome, to give a State of the Union address for the western half of the Roman world. It was 1 January 399: inauguration day for the latest in an unbroken thousand-year line of consuls, the most prestigious office-holders of the Roman world, who were guaranteed eternal life by having the year named after them. This year’s happy candidate for immortality was Flavius Manlius Theodorus, a lawyer and philosopher with a track record of administrative competence, and the speech was triumphal, heralding the dawn of a new Golden Age. After a quick flattering nod to his audience – ‘It is this assembly that gives to me the measure of the universe; here I see gathered all the brilliance of the world’ (a compliment that maybe not even the boldest modern spin doctor would try to pass off) – the spokesman, a poet by the name of Claudian, got down to business.

His speech had two themes. First: the brilliance of the administration which had called a man like Theodorus to office. ‘Beneath such an emperor, who could refuse? Was merit ever more richly rewarded? Has any age ever produced his equal in prudence or in bravery? Even Brutus [Julius Caesar’s nemesis] would be overjoyed to live under such an emperor.’ Second: the prosperity that was now hardwired into the Empire. ‘The path of glory lies open to the wise; merit is sure of its recognition; industry receives its due rewards.’

At first sight, the speech looks like the worst kind of self-congratulatory bullshit favoured by failing regimes throughout history. The then Western emperor Honorius was a fifteen-year-old boy, while the real ruler was a general called Stilicho: a military strongman of recent barbarian descent, surrounded by a coterie of officials who couldn’t wait – literally – to sink their knives into his back.2 Scarcely a decade later the city of Rome would be sacked by a group of barbarian warriors, recent immigrants to the Roman world, under the leadership of their own Gothic king, called Alaric. The final collapse of Honorius’ realm followed within a couple of generations: the Roman West divided between a series of barbarian monarchs, with Alaric’s Gothic descendants ruling much of Spain and southern Gaul, Burgundian kings in south-eastern Gaul, Frankish kings to the north, Vandals in North Africa, and a series of Anglo-Saxon warbands running wild north of the Channel. Consul, emperor, spokesman and Senate were surely all participants in a collective ceremony of wilful self-delusion? Gibbon certainly thought so. By his account, in 399, Rome had long since declined from the economic, cultural and political Golden Age of the Antonine emperors in the second century AD, and its fall was just around the corner.

Succeeding generations of historians developed Gibbon’s model until, by the mid-twentieth century, a checklist of decline had been assembled which told the clearest of stories. First, there were the agri deserti, ‘deserted fields’, referred to in fourth-century imperial laws. The Empire’s peasantry made up 85–90 per cent of the total population. In what was overwhelmingly an agricultural world, deserted fields clearly stank of economic disaster, to be traced back to a punitive tax regime, which was periodically complained about in contemporary writings. Second, the rot reached upwards. In Gibbon’s Golden Age, the Roman middle and upper classes characteristically recorded the distinctions of their lives on dated stone inscriptions. These tablets commemorated their honours, offices and many gifts, usually of buildings and other amenities, bestowed on their local urban communities (civic virtue being highly prized in the Roman world). But thanks to two monumental nineteenth-century projects to collect and publish every known inscription in Latin and Greek, one salient, overarching point quickly became clear. In the middle of the third century AD, the annual frequency of these inscriptions suddenly collapsed to about one-fifth of its previous average. This dramatic drop-off in the self-congratulation of the wealthier classes of the Roman world, like deserted fields, smelled strongly of economic implosion. Third, close examination of Egyptian papyri and of surviving imperial coins of the same era reinforced the point. In the second half of the third century, the Empire’s population had to deal with a burst of hyper-inflation not far short of the rates seen in Germany after World War I, fuelled by progressive debasements of the silver denarius. Debasement, hyper-inflation, a loss of confidence among the upper classes, and untilled fields spelled out an obvious conclusion. A century before Theodorus’ inauguration, the Empire was already an economic ruin, and the rise of Christianity only added a fourth element to the chaos.

Gibbon also began a line of thought which saw the Empire’s new religion as a profoundly negative development. Christian clergy and ascetics, as he saw it, amounted to thousands of ‘idle mouths’, whose dependence sapped the Empire’s economic vitality. He also argued that Christianity’s message of love – ‘turn the other cheek’ – undermined the martial civic virtues which had made the Roman Empire great, and he thoroughly disliked Christian leaders’ propensity – in stark contrast to its founder’s teachings – for arguing among themselves, which undermined the old unity of imperial purpose. As a result, the general historical consensus in the first half of the twentieth century was that, by 399, the entire Roman edifice was being held together, if barely, by a totalitarian, bloated bureaucracy sitting on top of a centralized command economy which just about managed to keep its remaining soldiers fed. The generation of scholars who came to maturity after World War I had not just observed the chaos of Weimar hyper-inflation at first hand, but were also confronted with the totalitarian examples of Bolshevik Russia and Nazi Germany. With so much going wrong in the late Empire, all that was required, according to this widely shared vision of the Roman past, was a handful of barbarian invaders, and the tattered ruin of Empire would come tumbling down: as, duly, it did, just a few decades after Theodorus’ consulship supposedly inaugurated a new Golden Age.

This narrative of moral and economic rot at the imperial centre – placing responsibility for the end of Empire squarely on the shoulders of Rome’s leaders – has had a contemporary impact it would be difficult to overstate. Not only popular with some leading Western conservative commentators, it can also be found in the social sciences, shaping influential strands of contemporary thought in the field of international relations. It has even wormed its way periodically into the White House. Donald Trump’s former sage, Steve Bannon, regularly cited Gibbon when making his argument that America’s abandonment of its religious heritage had caused decadence, a world view which found explicit mention in the new president’s inaugural speech, where he characterized the current state of the country as ‘American carnage’. Robert Kaplan, the writer and thinker who profoundly shaped Bill Clinton’s foreign policy, also wrote glowingly of the insights he had gleaned from reading Gibbon, citing especially his influence on Kaplan’s own predictions of a ‘coming anarchy’ in the global periphery. In economic theory, likewise, Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson argued in Why Nations Fail that liberal institutions set the stage for the economic triumph of the modern West, whereas autocratic ones made decline inevitable. As support for their theory, Acemoglu and Robinson cited Gibbon approvingly, arguing that Rome sealed its fate the day it ceased to be a republic, setting in motion the long but inexorable journey towards imperial collapse.

It isn’t surprising that Gibbon’s Decline and Fall should have gained particular traction in America. From the time of the Republic’s birth, American intellectuals have regularly seen themselves as Rome’s heirs, frequently reading its imperial history as a guide to the future of their own. An entire industry has been built on the back of different elements of Gibbon’s model of internal decline. According to their own agendas, some commentators are more interested in economic failure and others in moral decay, but the emphasis is consistently on internal factors as fundamentally responsible for imperial collapse. It is a great story, beautifully told: Gibbon is still read by many for his prose alone. It also has the virtue of being old. As any teacher will tell you, the first idea that gets a firm hold in most students’ brains is almost impossible to shift. But shift it must. In the last fifty years, a different Roman past has come into focus.

PLOUGHS AND POTS

In the 1950s a French archaeologist made a startling discovery in a small corner of northern Syria. What he found were the remains of some prosperous late-Roman peasants, who had spread widely across its limestone hills between the fourth and the sixth centuries AD. The natural building material in this region was its native stone, meaning that the peasants’ houses, several with dating inscriptions, were still standing. Everywhere else in the Empire, peasants built in wood or mudbrick, which leave no surface traces, so this was a unique discovery. According to the standard Gibbonian model, such well-off late-Roman peasants should not have been there. Wasn’t over-taxation driving them out of business, their fields bare, leaving no space for this kind of rural prosperity?

In the same decade, cultural historians were also beginning to explore some avenues which undermined much of Gibbon’s charge sheet against the Christian religion. Some of it had never been more than a sly joke. Given the overall history of Christianity as an organized religion from Emperor Constantine onwards – encompassing crusades, inquisition and forced conversions – the idea that it might ever have undermined Roman imperialism by encouraging too much pacifism was Gibbon’s wicked sense of humour at play. More detailed and balanced investigation since the 1950s has also made it clear that Christianity did not so much undermine classical cultural unity as lead it in exciting new directions. Christianity, as it evolved in the fourth and fifth centuries, was a vigorous, innovative synthesis of Biblical and classical cultural elements, and the problems posed by religious division have been massively overstated. In both practice and theory, emperors quickly came to function as head of a Church structure, which did a pretty good job of fostering a new type of cultural unity across the vast expanse of imperial rule. Nor does the ‘idle mouths’ argument, in relation to the Christian clergy, carry much conviction. Senior Christian posts quickly came to be occupied by the provincial Roman gentry, who both led Church services and upheld the existing social and political order, while, in a general sense, being neither more nor less ‘idle’ than the elite Roman landowning class had ever been. In practice, clergy of all kinds largely operated as state functionaries, not subversive representatives of a hostile culture.

The image of late-Roman government as a failing authoritarian state has been similarly undermined in the face of new scholarship. In 1964 a former wartime British civil servant turned professor of ancient history – A. H. M. Jones – published an exhaustive analysis of the Roman Empire’s operations, which blew substantial holes in the old orthodoxy. The imperial bureaucracy did expand in the fourth century, but, in comparative terms, remained far too small to exercise tight control over the vast expanse of the Roman world, which on its longest diagonal stretched from Scotland to Iraq. Nor, in fact, was the imperial centre in charge of the process. As we’ll see in Chapter 2, it was provincial Roman elites themselves who drove forward bureaucratic expansion by demanding new positions within its structures. What at first sight looks like authoritarian governmental expansion is actually the Empire’s existing ruling classes relocating their traditional struggles for favour and influence to a new socio-political context. A not insignificant development, certainly, but not something heralding the end of the imperial system in any obvious way. All of these were substantial revisions to the old paradigm of Roman decline, but they remained isolated glimpses of an alternative Roman history. In the 1970s a revolutionary new discovery then brought these individual observations together into a fundamental paradigm shift – one which bears striking testimony to the ubiquity of human clumsiness.

Broken pottery has two key features. Once broken, it is more or less useless. But the individual shards themselves endure. As a result, shattered crockery tends to stay where it was dropped, giving us a map of the houses and villages of its original owners long after wood has rotted and mudbrick returned to dust. Two technical breakthroughs were required, however, before human cack-handedness could fully unlock the macro-history of Roman economic development. First, the shards had to be dated. Designs of Roman dinner services (‘fine wares’ in archaeologists’ jargon) and of storage jars (amphorae) had long been known to change over time, but researchers had to find enough of them in sites that could be dated to build up a chronologically accurate picture of their evolving designs. Second, they had to be able to recognize what density of surface pottery indicated that an ancient settlement lay hidden beneath the ground. By the 1970s both problems had been solved, thanks to modern ploughing, which bites deep enough into the subsoil to bring long-buried materials back to the surface.

What followed shows that real archaeology is usually much less fun than Indiana Jones. Over the next twenty years, small armies of students and teachers lined up across the former Roman landscape to pick up every piece of broken pottery they could find within a one-metre square placed directly in front of them. Everything was put in labelled plastic bags. The line then advanced a metre, and repeated the process. And again, and again, until it had covered the entirety of its target region, or until the season ended. Winters were spent analysing the contents of the bags. Not surprisingly, large-scale rural surveys could take a decade and more to complete. But archaeologists are nothing if not patient, and the 1970s and 1980s were full of them, bags in hand, surveying wide tracts of the old Roman world.

The process may have been dull, but the results were spectacular. The Roman Empire was an immense place. It looks huge on the map, but you have to factor in, too, that everything in antiquity moved about twenty times less fast – at least overland: by foot, in carts, or on horseback – than now. The real measure of distance is how long it takes an actual person to get from A to B, not some arbitrary unit of measurement, so that the different localities of the Roman Empire were twenty times further apart in practice than they appear to the naked modern eye, and the whole Empire was actually twenty times as vast. But for all this extraordinary size, when the results came in, rural settlement more or less everywhere in the Roman world, and not just in the limestone hills of northern Syria, turned out to have been at its peak in the fourth century, right on the eve of its political collapse. Southern Britain, northern and southern Gaul, Spain, North Africa, Greece, Turkey, and the Middle East: contrary to expectation, all produced similar results. Rural population densities, and consequently overall agricultural output, reached maximum levels in the late-imperial period. And since Rome’s was overwhelmingly an agricultural economy, there’s not the slightest doubt that Gross Imperial Product – the total economic output of the Roman world – reached higher peaks in the fourth century than at any previous point in the entirety of Roman history.

This is a staggering discovery. A massive and ever-expanding dataset – the number of pottery shards buried in the earth is beyond number – has demonstrated that the trajectory of Roman macro-economic development was exactly the opposite of what the narrative of decline had supposed. As a result, this unshakeable accumulated tonnage of new evidence has necessarily forced a rethink of the much more limited checklist on which the old orthodoxy had been based.

Agri deserti, on closer inspection, turns out to be a technical term for land that was not productive enough to be worth taxing. Crucially, it carried no necessary implication that the fields in question had ever been farmed. The end of stone inscriptions is a more important historical phenomenon, but again, on further reflection, no clear measure of economic decline. Up to the mid-third century, the empire’s local upper classes spent their time competing for dominance in their home towns, where they had sizeable council budgets to spend. The gift-giving recorded in these inscriptions was a key weapon in that political competition. But in the century’s mid-point the imperial centre confiscated those budgets (for reasons we’ll return to), and the whole reason for local political competition disappeared. The new game in town for ambitious provincial landowners then became joining a rapidly expanding imperial bureaucracy, which now controlled the purse strings. Provincial landowners refashioned their lives accordingly, with expensive legal education – as per our lawyer turned consul of 399, Theodorus – replacing local generosity as the path to success. In this new environment, there was much less incentive to record your generosity via the commissioning of an expensive inscription. As for taxation, one basic point to remember is that intensive comparative historical investigation has never yet managed to identify a human society which considered itself insufficiently taxed. Late Roman taxpayers’ complaints are not particularly sustained, and the new archaeological evidence for rural prosperity makes it clear that they could not have been suffering under too punitive a fiscal regime. The hyper-inflation was real enough, but its impact was more limited than previously thought. What was inflated was the price (of absolutely everything) as measured in debased silver coins. But the bulk of the wealth of Roman landowners was held in the form of reserves of pure precious metals, and above all in their actual land and its produce. None of this was affected by progressive silver currency debasements, so that, unlike Weimar Germany, Roman hyper-inflation left the real wealth of imperial landowning elites untouched.

What used to be taken as clear evidence of economic decline, isn’t. Gibbon was wrong. The Roman Empire did not endure a long, slow decay from its second-century Golden Age, until its fall became inevitable in the fifth.3 Imperial prosperity peaked right on the eve of collapse. The spokesman of AD 399, while certainly serving the interests both of himself and the regime that employed him, was neither stupid nor criminally duplicitous in proclaiming a new Golden Age. At the end of the fourth century, the famous Pax Romana – the era of broad political and legal stability created by the conquests of the legions – had endured for the best part of half a millennium, creating the macro-economic conditions which allowed the provinces of the Empire to increase in prosperity for centuries.

This revolution in understandings of the later Roman Empire has some potentially momentous implications, if we consider the striking contrast between the extravagant Western triumphalism of the 1990s and the current atmosphere of doom and gloom. The first lesson from Roman history is clear: imperial collapse doesn’t have to be preceded by long-term economic decline. The Roman Empire was the largest and longest-lived state western Eurasia has ever known, but half of it crumbled into non-existence within a few decades of its economic peak. By itself, this could be a random coincidence. Deeper exploration of the longer-term histories of Rome and the modern West suggests, however, that it is anything but.
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Empire and Enrichment

In 371 a Christian poet called Decimius Magnus Ausonius from what is now Bordeaux devoted 483 Latin hexameters to proclaiming the glories of one particular north-western corner of the Roman world: the valley of the river Moselle, in present-day Germany, which eventually flows into the Rhine. What attracted his eye was the region’s well-tended agricultural riches and the human culture that had grown around it:


The roofs of country-houses, perched high on the overhanging river banks, the hillsides green with vines, and the pleasant stream of the Moselle gliding below with subdued murmuring.



As he warmed to his theme, Ausonius dwelt at length on the many delicious fish of the river (their names a great opportunity for him to show off his mastery of Latin metre), the simple pleasures of peasant life, and the grandeur of the region’s manor houses:


Who has the skill to unfold the countless embellishments and forms, and to display the architectural beauties of each demesne?



The Mosella belongs to an old Latin literary genre – the ekphrasis or extended description – but has a radical subtext. Ausonius’ point is that the Roman life along the river’s banks is so rich that even the Tiber (used as a metaphor for the city of Rome) ‘would not dare to set his glories above thine’. In the end, Ausonius playfully withdraws the point, lest he be accused of hubris, but the rest of the poem leaves the audience in no doubt where the poet’s real feelings lie. And
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