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• Legacy of the Roman Empire
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Five things today

Third Century Crisis

Rebuilding

Religion in the Empire
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Legacy of the Roman Empire
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Upcoming dates

• Monday, May 13 Position Paper

• Thursday, May 16 Final Exam 
 (6:15 to 8:15 p.m.)

• Monday, May 27 Ultimate Deadline

§ No late papers or resubmissions for reversible 
deductions after this date

§ No exceptions

§ Any incompletes owing to personal emergencies 
must be mutually agreed before this date
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Final Exam
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Quiz #9: Third Century Crisis
1. Just what was the “Third Century Crisis”? What were some of the factors 

that brought it about?  

2. Marcus Aurelius carefully prepared Commodus for the principate. 
What went wrong?  

EC1. All of the following are true of Palmyra EXCEPT:
(a) It was a major recruitment center for the Roman armies

(b) It was the site of Rome’s watershed victory against the Seleucids back in the 
days of the Republic

(c) It is an oasis in the Syrian desert around which formed an important city

(d) When it rebelled and massacred its garrison in 273, Aurelian slaughtered its 
people and destroyed the city

EC2. What is a codex book? Why was its introduction significant?  
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Questions about whatever
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The Third Century Crisis
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What is the Third Century Crisis?
• Perpetual political chaos

• Increasing economic dislocation

• Invasions across Euphrates and Danube

• Religious disunity feeds cultural fragmentation
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• Severans did not produce another Severus

• Legitimacy of imperial rule eroded

• Internal tensions

• Civil wars between would-be emperors

• Imperial hierarchy
• No succession
• No hierarchy below emperor – governors all equal and one step below
• Lack of professional bureaucracy

Causes of the Third Century Crisis – Political 
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• Pressure on frontiers
• Closing of the frontiers
• Barbarian confederacies
• New peoples arriving from east
• Sasanians in Persia supplant Parthians and challenge Rome

• Not enough manpower or money

• Civil wars between would-be emperors

Causes of the Third Century Crisis – Military
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• Rising cost of military

• Debasement 

• Taxation

• Depopulation
• Plague in Italy, other important cities
• Resulting famine

• Strain on system leads to greater oppression of locals

• Christian persecutions 

Causes of the Third Century Crisis – Economic
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Political Anarchy
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Imperial Fragmentation
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Primary Source Reading

Imperial Weakness 
Invites Barbarian 
Aggression 

Zosimus
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Roman coins

• aureus (gold)

• denarius (silver)

• sestertius (brass)

• dupondius (brass)

• as (copper)
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Currency Debasement

250s CE ~30% fineness

260s CE ~20% fineness 270s CE <5% fineness

Antonianus (2 denarius coin introduced by Caracalla)

240s CE ~40% fineness

16
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• Inflationary spiral
• Inflation in prices
• Collapse of currency

• Shortfall in precious metals

• Decline of trade and commerce

• Reduced demand for manufactured goods

• Depletion of skilled labor

• Disruption of agriculture

• Tax levies on provinces are in fixed amounts 
• Costs of legions and administration rise
• Requisitions in kind

Economic fallout
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Rebuilding the Empire
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Aurelian
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Primary Source Reading

Aurelian’s Conquest 
of Palmyra 

Vopiscus
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Diocletian
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Efforts to stabilize the economy
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Tetrarchy
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Temporary reunification under Constantine
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Primary Source Reading

Constantine Founds 
Constantinople, 
324 CE 

Sozomen
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Religion in the Roman Empire
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• Local paganism 
• Roman state religion

• Emperor worship

• Henotheism

• Philosophical monotheism

• Dualism
• Zoroastrianism
• Manichaeism

• Eastern Monotheism
• Judaism
• Christianity
• [later, Islam]

Religious ideologies in the empire
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Revolutionary nature of monotheism
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Sun-worship: Sol Invictus, Mithraism
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The Growth of Christianity
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Primary Source Reading

The Persecution 
under Decius 

Eusebius
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The Edict of Milan
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Primary Source Reading

The Conversion of 
Constantine 

Eusebius
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Christianization of the Empire
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• Council of Nicaea (325)
• Nicene creed
• Filioque

• Orthodoxy and heresy
• Christology
• Gnosticism
• Donatists
• Arianism
• Monophysitism
• Nestorianism

Christianity as a state religion
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Constantinople

Antioch

Jerusalem
Alexandria

Rome
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Julian the Apostate
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Primary Source Reading

Letter to Arsacius 

Julian
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Theodsius: Christianity made official

41
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Fall of the West
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Primary Source Reading

The Greatness of 
Rome in the Days of 
Ruin, 413CE 

Rutilius Namatianus
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Germanic movements
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Visigoths and other Germans
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Primary Source Reading

Alaric’s Sack of 
Rome, 410 CE 

Procopius of Caesarea
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Shadow emperors
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Primary Source Reading

The Battle of 
Chalôns, 451 CE 

Jordanes
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Odoacer and Theodoric
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The Byzantine Empire
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Byzantine emperors
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Constantinople
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Successors to the Romans

Western
Christendom

Eastern Roman Empire
(Byzantine Empire)

Islamic Caliphates
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Roman questions
• Why Rome?

• Why Carthage? Why Hannibal?

• What made the Republic fall?

• What made the Western Empire fall? 

• Why did the Eastern Empire endure?

• Did Christianization save the Empire, or destroy it?

• What was the Roman idea? How did it change?

• What is Rome’s legacy for us?

55

The Roman idea
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