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History books don’t talk about the past. Instead, history books are a mirror of the times when they are written. It is nothing but the present being exposed through the facts that happened years ago. This is a less comfortable perspective to start reading history. For some people, the past is a sort of refuge: Things that passed and can’t be changed are somehow an escape door from what can be handled right now. However, learning from the past is a unique opportunity to reflect on the present.

So this isn’t a look into the past. This is an approach to the present coming from very long, long ago. A thousand and a half years before today, an invincible empire ruled the ancient world: Rome. What does the Roman Empire have to teach us citizens of the 21st century? That is the main question we shall reveal throughout these pages. The most powerful empire that was able to strengthen and rebrand itself, overcome adversities, and constantly adapt to a challenging environment, one day came to an end. What does Rome’s history teach about power, demographic behavior, clashes between cultures, and the perfect equilibrium between enduring and evolving?

The book you are about to read explains, through historical facts, how Rome, the city of the Caesars, ultimately fell. Like most historical issues, the reasons that caused Rome’s destruction are still objects of scholarly debate. While there are many controversies among historians advocating different theories about what ultimately tore the empire down, we shall dedicate all our attention to the aspects that will help us understand the world we are standing in today. The book is based on historical evidence that will allow every reader to jump to their own conclusions about what led Rome to fall. Nonetheless, the final purpose is to reflect on our current society. Every chapter includes a section with thoughts and questions to guide you in that process. We suggest you keep that in mind as you move from one chapter to another.

In this book, you will find the explanation of why Rome, the eternal city, wasn’t eternal after all. We shall pull together and in order the sequence of events that eventually led to the destruction of the empire. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and its fall certainly didn’t happen all of a sudden. It was the result of a process that took centuries. For hundreds of years, subliminal, imperceptible, subsurface small changes undermined the basis of the colossal empire. Yet, not everything disappeared: A great legacy survived.

The destruction of Rome and the subsequent disappearance of the Western Roman Empire happened in 476, but still, it is directly linked to modern Western societies. The Romans retrieved the heritage of ancient civilizations and shaped our current perspective of the world. They unified territories and populations under one power, one language, and one religion, and created a social and political system that endured over 800 years in the West, and a thousand more in the East.

The Roman legacy is wider than we realize. We owe them the basis of our legal frame. The current international legal system is rooted in the Roman codes and the successful assembly of those codes with the customary law of the people they ruled. The predominant political system was also outlined by the Romans. Most countries in the world today have adopted a republic as a regime. The respect for the law, the institutions, and the role of people as the essential part of the government is all a part of the Roman legacy.

Latin, the language of the empire, influenced most European languages, more or less directly. Even English is connected to some of its branches. They also gave Christianity to the world. All monotheist religions in the world are somehow connected to this one, born in the confines of the empire, and spread throughout every continent.

The prints of the Roman Empire traced the path of Europe and from there, to the whole world. The set of values that underlie our culture is molded by Rome’s cultural legacy. Courage, honor, loyalty, strength, and triumphalism are all moral principles that framed Romans’ lives 2,000 years ago and are still some of the basis of our mindset.

All these lead to the conclusion that learning about Rome is nothing but learning about how we were configured to be what we are. This present is just the outcome of centuries of Roman history evolving. The Roman model has come several times through history, sometimes in a too explicit and not always happy way. Leaders trying to rebuild the greatness of the empire, revitalizing the idea of one universal power, the dream of conquering it all. But also, Rome embodied the ideal of freedom and universal order to ensure peace. There is a bit of ancient Rome’s history on every page of Western societies’ history and spills over to the rest of the world.

The mighty empire once could conquer the known world, and once, it came to an end. All the power and strength shattered. There was a moment when there was nothing left but the ruins of the colossus. How is it possible that the power just faded and failed to prevent the disaster? What was more powerful than Rome? Nobody could have anticipated it.

Throughout this book, we shall explain how historical milestones are, in fact, the result of greater processes. People aren’t always aware, or at least not completely, that something—everything—is changing at the very moment. No society can realize, in time, that they are being dragged into the abyss. From our perspective, and thanks to the efforts of years and years of scholarly research, it is easier to retrace all the previous events that pushed the Roman civilization to its destruction. Now, they can shed some light to warn us about what to avoid and encourage us to make the right choices.

Societies evolve constantly. Sometimes, changes are pushed by concrete political actions or social collective movements, and they are visible. Nonetheless, most of the time, it is a silent stream that flows beneath the social structures. There is a lot more going on than the military campaigns, the daily work at the crops, or the succession of governments. Right now, while you are reading, history is changing. You are a significant part of that although you wouldn’t notice it.

Of course, history books focus on the great names and highlight the important moments. Milestones, such as a revolution or a determinant battle, or the death of a relevant leader might seem like the pivotal factor that alters the course of history. These events might shake everything up, make a lot of noise, and have people take notice, but aspects will remain the same. Sometimes changes prevail over stillness, but society doesn’t evaporate, and the next one doesn’t start all over from scratch. In the midst of all chaos and transformation, many things remain.

These are the lenses we will use within this book to look around—and ahead—in a different way. History is a permanent alternation between change and continuity.
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How to Use History as a Lens to See the Present
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To understand past and present social events, it is useful to identify the layers that social reality comprises. Even though you shouldn’t draw a picture of one layer over the other, for the purpose of the book, we shall give these layers a certain order that allows logical connections. Nonetheless, try to imagine each of them as a thread that is intertwined with the others making them mesh altogether. If any of them is altered or damaged, the whole mesh will look different. This book explains how every thread of the Roman Empire changed for centuries until the mesh eventually broke into scraps.

The first layer is the economic structure of society. It encompasses how people provide themselves with the resources to survive and thrive: the economic activities and the organization of workforces. As societies become more complex, necessities grow and diversify. Then, society divides into those who produce and those who command the production. It also determines who becomes excluded or pushed to the edges of the system.

These economic structures outline specific social organizations. Social groups and how a person belongs to one or the other are assigned by the roles needed in society. ON another hand, there is a close relationship between the availability of resources and the population, and how those resources are distributed among them. There are several ways societies can assume a sort of stratification, but the economic factor is always central: Which role does each part of the population play in the economic structure?

Roman society wasn’t equal. There was a sturdy social stratification that implied different access to rights and goods. These differences were established by law and social mobility was a weird exception. Slaves would always be slaves, and plebeians (common people) and patricians (nobles) would have different rights. Foreigners would even be treated with a different legal frame.

When we talk about politics, we refer to the ways the fight for power is displayed in each society. Who started that fight? Who is excluded? What do those with power do to keep it? What do those without power do to take it? Although at first glance, the Roman Empire has very little in common with our contemporary political system, we shall see that the nature of power is a constant feature of all political structures, regardless of the time in history.

The cultural background is the result of all these interactions: The set of symbols and values shared by a community is built through economic activities, social roles, and struggles for power. At the same time, culture is what provides sense to every daily action, and somehow justifies why things are this way instead of another.

The book is not written as a description of each of these layers separately since they constantly overlap. However, you will notice how each component of the gear interacts with the rest, and how one thing leads to another. This is a method to read and understand any social fact: Rome as well as our society today, at the dawn of the 21st century.
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Keys to Reading This Book
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The book has two main purposes. The first is to explain one of the most significant breakthroughs in Western history, which was the destruction of Rome. The second is to provide new insight into the American present. Both objectives are ambitious. The historical process is complex and extensive. We have already shared some guidelines to learn about societies in the previous section; here, we want to point out the particular moments and characters that will help you understand how events are chained together, leading one to another.

Each chapter focuses on a particular aspect of the Roman Empire, what threatened it, and who were the most important characters involved in each stage of the process. There are some moments that drastically changed the course of the events, and you should pay attention to them: the crisis of the 3rd century, the division of the empire, and the institution of Christianity as the official religion of the empire. There are also relevant names that you should remember: Diocletian, Constantine, Attila, and Alaric definitely stand out from their contemporaries. On the other hand, the people that challenged—and defeated—the empire should also be remembered: The Germanic tribes, with their common patterns and their singularities.

It is also important to keep in mind the importance of the Romans’ set of values because it shaped all their behaviors as soldiers, as citizens, and even as slaves. When that was altered, the destiny of the Empire was sealed.
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Rome’s Lessons
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Romans faced the menace of a new population entering their lands, cultural changes, economic challenges, and apart from all that, the constant threat of armed conflicts. Nowadays, the distinction between national identity and foreigners still survives. Outsiders are still looked at with diffidence. Populations move, cultures merge: What are the political costs of that? What are the possibilities to successfully deal with that phenomenon? What did Rome do wrong?

Unlike in Roman times, the power of nations is now based on international regulation. It doesn’t solely depend on military power or alliances. Rome did depend upon the strength of its army but also tried other means to support its powers, which eventually failed. What are the keys to creating a rooted and enduring power? What is the right amount of authority? Is it possible to dominate without participation? Is cultural and social heterogeneity congruent with a sturdy government?

Societies are complex, and change is the rule rather than the exception. The sources of social unrest are countless. What are the possibilities to build stable societies? How should modern nations adapt to constant change and, at the same time, keep a solid common base to sustain it? Romans had a small picture of the complexity of many cultures coexisting within the borders. We call it globalization now. What can we learn from Rome to deal with current challenges within our borders, and with everything that can’t be comprised by them?
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Chapter 1: The Roman Empire in Its Splendor
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The Expansion—Territories and Jurisdictions 
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Holding territory is one of the essential components of any nation. It is the main source of resources but also the space for the population to settle and flourish. It is, at the same time, the material basis of power and the biggest challenge to face: how to ensure enough territory and how to manage it. The Roman Empire is an example of how territories are expanded as the population grows, and how this is rendered into more diverse, available resources. The expansion of the empire’s lands wasn’t the result of the ambition or desire for the greatness of its rulers. It was the answer to inner social pressure.

The vastness and the location of the empire’s lands are key to understanding the social organization and how Roman power was organized. It is a good idea to have a map readily available to better picture how immense this empire was. Even though territorial expansion and domination over other peoples comes with the definition of empire, the truth is that Rome began to expand many years before. It was still a republic when the need for more lands to support the growing population’s demands motivated the first military campaigns to conquer the lands surrounding modern-day Italy.

The reasons for the expansion are too many to delve into. It is enough to know that as Rome became richer, and the population grew, more wealth was needed. Luxury and the search for better living conditions were a part of













d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
&
s

T LEONARDO ¢
MILLER

A

~_LESSONS
N "%, AMERICA





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





