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caused by debased coinage. Everywhere, people were fleeing from plundering bar-
barians or soldiers, from warring armies, and from government officials who ex-
torted taxes and goods and services from an already overburdened population.

Dio Cassius

CARACALLA’S EXTORTIONS

The reign (A.D. 211-217) of Caracalla provides an early example of the crushing
demands imposed by the state on its citizenry. The following account comes from

the Roman History of Dio Cassius.

[Caracalla} was fond of spending money upon
the soldiers, great numbers of whom he kept
in attendance upon him, alleging one excuse af-
ter another and one war after another; but he
made it his business to strip, despoil, and grind
down all the rest of mankind, and the senators
by no means least. In the first place, there were
the gold crowns that he was repeatedly demand-
ing, on the constant pretext that he had con-
" quered some enemy or other; and I am not
referring, either, to the actual manufacture of
the crowns—for what does that amount to?—
but to the vast amount of money constantly be-
ing given under that name by the cities for the
customaty “crowning,” as it is called, of the em-
perors. Then there were the provisions that we
were required to furnish in great quantities on
all occasions, and this without receiving any re-
muneration and sometimes actually at addi-
tional cost to ourselves—all of which supplies
he either bestowed upon the soldiers or else ped-
dled out; and there were the gifts which he de-
manded from the wealthy citizens and from the
various communities; and the taxes, both the
new ones which he promulgated and the ten per
cent. tax that he instituted in place of the five
per cent. tax applying to the emancipation of
slaves, to bequests, and to all legacies. . . . But
apart from all these burdens, we were also com-
pelled to build at our own expense all sorts of
houses for him whenever he set out from Rome,
and costly lodgings in the middle of even the
very shortest journeys; yet he not only never
lived in them, but in some cases was not des-

tined even to see them. Moreover, we con-
structed amphitheatres and race-courses whet-
ever he spent the winter or expected to spend it,
all without receiving any contribution frém
him; and they were all promptly demolished,
the sole reason for their being built in the firse
place being, apparently, that we might become
impoverished.

The emperor himself kept spending the
money upon the soldiers, as we have said, and
upon wild beasts and horses; for he was for ever
killing vast numbers of animals, both wild and
domesticated, forcing us to furnish most of
them, though he did buy a few. One day he slew
a hundred boars at one time with his own hands.
... In everything he was very hot-headed and
very fickle, -and he furthermore possessed the
craftiness of. his mother and the Syrians, to
which race she belonged. He would appoint
some freedman or other wealthy person to be di-
rectot of the games in order that the man might
spend money in this way also; and he would
salute the spectators with his whip from the
arena below and beg for gold pieces like a per-
former of the lowest class. . . . To such an extent
was the entire world, so far as it owned his sway,
devastated throughout his whole reign, that on
one occasion-the Romans at a horse-race shouted
in unison this, among other things: “We shall
do the living to death,* that we may bury the
dead.” Indeed, he often used to say: “Nobody in
the world should have money but me; and I

*Qr ... “We are stripping the living.”
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want it to bestow upon the soldiers.” Once
when Julia [Domna, his mother]} chided him for
spending vast sums upon them and said, “Therte
is no longer any source of revenue, either just or
unjust, left to us,” he replied, exhibiting his

sword, “Be of good cheer, mother: for as long as
we have this, we shall not run short of money.”

Moreover to those who flattered him he dis-
tributed both money and goods.

PETITION TO EMPEROR PHILIP

A petition presented about A.D. 245 to Emperor Philip (M. Julius Philippus,
244-249) reveals the desperation of the peasants.

We who flee as suppliants to the refuge of your
divinity are the entire population of your most
sacred estate. We are suffering extortion and
illegal exactions beyond all reason at the hands
of those who ought to preserve the public
welfare. . .. Military commanders, soldiers,
and powerful and influential men in the city
and your officials ... swoop down upon us,
take us away from our work, requisition our
plow oxen, and illegally exact what is not due
them. As a result we are suffering extraordi-
nary injustice by this extortion. We wrote
about all this to your majesty, Augustus,!
when you held the prefecture of the Prae-

IThe title Augustus was originally given by the senate to
Octavian, the first emperor, It later became the title of all
his successors.

torian Guard? ... and how your divinity was
moved the rescript {emperor’s official answerl
quoted herewith makes clear: “We have trans-
mitted the content of your petition to the gov-
ernor, who will see to it that there is no further
cause for complaint.” But inasmuch as this re-
script has brought us no aid, it has resulted
that we are still suffering throughout the
countryside illegal exactions of what is not ow-
ing, as certain parties assault us and trample
upon us unjustly, and we are still suffering ex-
traordinary extortion at the hands of the offi-
cials, and our resources have been exhausted
and the estates deserted.

2The Praetorian Guard, commanded by a prefect (pragfec-
tus), was the official troop of imperial bodyguards.

Herodian

EXTORTIONS OF MAXIMINUS

Raised to imperial office by his own rebellious troops, Maximinus (A.D. 235-238)
was desperate for money to pay the soldiers and to run the state. He therefore
robbed the urban middle class. This account of Maximinus comes from Herodian
of Antioch (c. A.D. 165-c. 255), a Syrian Greek who served in the imperial bu-
reaucracy. He wrote a history of the Roman Empire that covered the time from
the death of Marcus Aurelius (A.D. 180) to the accession of Gordian III (A.D. 238).

... Other battles took place in which Maximi-
nus won praise for his personal participation, for
fighting with his own hands, and for being in

every conflict the best man on the field. . . . He
threatened (and was determined) to defeat and
subjugate the German nations as far as the ocean.
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This is the kind of military man the emperor
was, and his actions would bave added to his
reputation if he had not been much too ruthless
and severe toward his associates and subjects.
What profit was there in killing barbarians
when greater slaughter occurred in Rome and
the provinces? Or in carrying off booty captured
from the enemy when he robbed his fellow
countrymen of all their property? ... Anyone
who was merely summoned into court by an in-
former was immediately judged guilty, and left
with all his property confiscated. It was thus
possible every day to see men who yesterday had
been rich, today reduced to paupers, so great
was the avarice of the tyrant, who pretended to
be insuring a continuous supply of money for
the soldiers. The emperor’s ears were always
open to slanderous charges, and he spared nei-
ther age nor position. He arrested on slight and
trivial charges many men who had governed
provinces and commanded armies, who had won
the honor of a consulship, or had gained fame by
military victories. . . . After insulting and tor-
turing these prisoners, he condemned them to
exile or death.

As long as his actions affected only individu-
als and the calamities suffered were wholly
private, the people of the cities and provinces
were not particularly concerned with what the
emperor was doing. Unpleasant things which
happen to those who seem to be fortunate or
wealthy are not only a matter of indifferanca ==
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the mob, but they often bring pleasure to mean
and malicious men, who envy the powerful and
the prosperous. After Maximinus had im-
poverished most of the distinguished men and
confiscated their estates, which he considered
small and insignificant and not sufficient for his
purposes, he turned to the public treasuries; all
the funds which had been collected for the citi-
zens' welfare or for gifts, all the funds being held
in reserve for shows or festivals, he transferred to
his own personal fortune. The offerings which
belonged to the temples, the statues of the gods,
the tokens of honor of the heroes, the decora-
tions on public buildings, the adornments of the
city, in short, any material suitable for making
coins, he handed over to the mints. But what es-
pecially irked the people and aroused public in-
dignation was the fact that, although no
fighting was going on and no enemy was under
arms anywhere, Rome appeared to be a city un-
der siege. Some citizens, with angry shaking of
fists, set guards around the temples, preferring
to die before the altars than to stand by and see
their country ravaged. From that time on, par-
ticularly in the cities and the provinces, the
hearts of the people were filled with rage. The
soldiers too were disgusted with his activities,
for their relatives and fellow citizens com-
plained that Maximinus was acting solely for
the benefit of the military.

For these reasons, and justifiably, the people




spared neither those who yielded nor those who
resisted.

Besides these, many half-slain lay blocking
up the roads, unable to endure the torture of
their wounds; and heaps of dead horses were
piled up and filled the plain with their carcasses.
At last a dark moonless night put an end to the
irremediable disaster which cost the Roman
state so dear.

Just when it first became dark, the emperor
being among a crowd of common soldiers, as it
was believed—for no one said either that he had
seen him, or been near him-—was mortally
wounded with an arrow, and, very shortly after,
died, though his body was never found. For as
some of the enemy loitered for a long time about
the field in order to plunder the dead, none of
the defeated army or of the inhabitants ventured
to go to them. . ..
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... Many illustrious men fell in this disastrous
defeat. . . . Scarcely one-third of the whole army es-
caped. Nor, except the battle of Cannae, is so de-
structive a slaughter recorded in our annals.

After this disastrous battle, when night had
veiled the earth in darkness, those who survived
fled, some to the right, some to the left, or wher-
ever fear guided them, each man seeking refuge
among his relations, as no one could think of
anything but himself, while all fancied the
lances of the enemy sticking in their backs. And
far off were heard the miserable wailings of
those who were left behind—the sobs of the dy-
ing, and the agonizing groans of the wounded.

But when daylight returned, the conquerors,
like wild beasts rendered still more savage by the
blood they had tasted and allured by the tempta-
tions of groundless hope, marched in a dense col-
umn upon Hadrianople.

Salvian

POLITICAL AND SOCIAL INJUSTICE

The growing hatred of citizens for the Roman state is well delineated in a book
called The Governance of God, by Salvian (Salvianus) of Marseilles (c. A.D.
400—470). A Christian priest, Salvian was an eyewitness to the end of Roman rule
in Gaul. He describes the political and moral causes of the collapse of the Roman

state in the west in the following reading.

What towns, as well as what municipalities and
villages are there in which there are not as many
tyrants as curiales.! Perhaps they glory in this
name of tyrant because it seems to be considered
powerful and honored. For, almost all robbers
rejoice and boast, if they are said to be more
fierce than they really are. What place is there,
as I have said, where the bowels of widows and
otphans are not devoured by the leading men of

VThe curiales were members of the municipal councils. In
the late years of the Roman Empire, they were forced to act
as tax collectors for the central government and to pay from
their own pockets whatever sums they could not collect
from the overtaxed inhabitants.

the cities, and with them those of almost all
holy men? . . . Not one of them {widows and ot-
phans}, therefore, is safe. In a manner, except for
the very powerful, neither is anyone safe from
the devastation of general brigandage, unless
they are like the robbers themselves. To this
state of affairs, indeed, to this crime has the
world come that, unless one is bad, he cannot
be safe. . . .

All the while, the poor are despoiled, the
widows groan, the orphans are tread underfoor,
so much so that many of them, and they are not
of obscure birth and have received a liberal edu-
cation, flee to the enemy lest they die from the
pain of public petsecution. They seek among the
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batbarians the dignity of the Roman because
they cannot bear barbarous indignity among the
Romans. Although these Romans differ in reli-
gion and language from the barbarians to whom
they flee, and differ from them in respect to
filthiness of body and clothing, nevertheless, as
have said, they prefer to bear among the barbar-
ians a worship unlike their own rather than ram-
pant injustice among the Romans.

Salvian tells how Roman citizens are desert-
ing Rome to live under the rule of the Goths
and other barbarian invaders. Moreover, in
many parts of Spain and Gaul (France), peas-
ants called Bagaudae have rebelled and es-
tablished zones free from Roman authority.

Thus, far and wide, they migrate either to the
Goths? or to the Bagaudae, or to other batbat-
ians everywhere in power; yet they do not repent
having migrated. They prefer to live as freemen
under an outward form of captivity than as cap-
tives under an appearance of liberty. Therefore,
the name of Roman citizens, at one time not
only ‘greatly valued but dearly bought, is now
repudiated and fled from, and it is almost con-
sidered not only base but even deserving of ab-
horrence.

And what can be a greater testimony of Ro-
man wickedness than that many men, upright

and noble and to whom the position of be-.

ing Roman citizen should be considered as
of the highest splendor and dignity, have been
driven by the cruelty of Roman wickedness to
such a state of mind that they do not wish to be
Romans? . ..

I am now about to speak of the Bagaudae who
were despoiled, oppressed and murdered by evil
and cruel judges. After they had lost the right of

2The Goths were Germanic tribes that invaded Rome. The
Visigoths invaded Italy in the early fifth century and seized
Rome for a few days. This was the first time in eight cen-
turies that a foreign enemy had entered the capital. Later
the Visigoths occupied large areas of Spain and Gaul. In the
late fifth century, the Ostrogoths invaded and conquered
Italy, establishing a kingdom there.

Roman citizenship, they also lost the honor of
bearing the Roman name. We blame their mis-
fortunes on themselves. We ascribe to them a
name which signifies their downfall. We give to
them a name of which we ourselves are the
cause. We call them rebels. We call those out-
laws whom we compelled to be ctiminal.

For, by what other ways did they become
Bagaudae, except by our wickedness, except by
the wicked ways of judges, except by the pro-
scription and pillage of those who have turned
the assessments of public taxes into the benefit
of their own gain and have made the tax levies
their own booty? Like wild beasts, they did not
rule but devoured their subjects, and feasted not
only on the spoils of men, as most robbers are
wont to do, but even on their torn flesh and, as I
may say, on their blood.

Thus it happened that men, strangled and
killed by the robberies of judges, began to live as
barbarians because they wete not permitted to be
Romans. They became satisfied to be what they
wete not, because they were not permitted to be
what they were. They were compelled to defend
their lives at least, because they saw that they
had already completely lost their liberty. . . .

But what else can these wretched people wish
for, they who suffer the incessant and even con-
tinuous destruction of public tax levies. To them
there is always imminent a heavy and relentless
proscription. They desert their homes, lest they
be tortured in their very homes. They seek exile,
lest they suffer torture. The enemy is more len-
ient to them than the tax collectors. This is
proved by this very fact, that they flee to the en-
emy in order to avoid the full force of the heavy
tax levy. This very tax levying, although hard
and inhuman, would nevertheless be less heavy
and harsh if all would bear it equally and in
common. Taxation is made more shameful and
burdensome because all do not bear the burden
of all. They extort tribute from the poor man for
the taxes of the rich, and the weaker carry the
load for the stronger. There is no other reason
that they cannot bear all the taxation except that
the burden imposed on the wretched is greater
than cheir resources. . . .




