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Dmitri Panchenko

ROSTOVTZEFF AND HIS SOCIAL AND
ECONOMIC HISTORY OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE:
A COMMENT ON A SCHOLARLY MASTERPIECE*

The Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire appeared in 1926.
It was a great success. However, it was a success of somewhat unusual
kind. Let us consider a characteristic remark in the preface to the second
edition (1957) diligently prepared by P. M. Fraser: “Rostovtzeft’s work has
become a classic, if not necessarily wholly correct, account of the subject
with which it deals”.! One immediately notes a trace of the contradictory
reception of the work. Less than three decades sufficed to make it classic!
However, even though no professional scholar would expect from any
historical study of so large a scale to be “wholly correct”, the editor feels
the need to draw attention to the point.

Indeed, respect and admiration in the scholarly perception of Rostov-
tzeff’s work have been repeatedly combined with a reluctance to accept
its major ideas. For instance, Glenn Bowersock, an outstanding scholar
himself, in his elegantly written essay on The Social and Economic History
of the Roman Empire, goes so far as to declare: “Rostovtzeft’s view of the
collapse of the Roman Empire soon became and remains a curiosity”.2 He
continues sympathetically, nevertheless: “Yet today the book in which it
was presented is considered a classic work”. One is puzzled: is there such
a thing on earth as a classic work with cheap ideas?

1

I will start with a particular point — did the critics correctly understand
what they styled a “curiosity”? Here is another of Bowersock’s comments
on Rostovtzeff’s ideas: “In his view, an alliance of the rural proletariat
with the military in the third century AD destroyed the beneficent rule of
an urban bourgeoisie. This explanation of the end of the Roman Empire

* I am grateful to David Konstan for his comments on the draft of this paper.
I Rostovtzeff 1957, 1, VIL
2 Bowersock 1974, 19.

134



Rostovtzeft and his Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire 135

is so obviously unsatisfactory that one may well wonder why an acute
scholar like Rostovtzeff took it seriously”.? I reply that he did not, for
this view is not his. The interpretation formulated by Bowersock omits
the emperors, a political institution never underrated by Rostovtzeff,
and introduces instead “the rule of an urban bourgeoisie”. It is true that
Rostovtzeft’s picture of a satisfactory (rather than “beneficent”) rule in-
cludes the urban bourgeoisie, but as an element within a larger system.
He speaks of “the constitutional monarchy of Antonines, which rested on
the middle class throughout the Empire and on the self-government of the
cities”; in this system, “the imperial bureaucracy and the army were co-
ordinated with the self-governing bodies in Italy and in the provinces”.*
As to what was destroyed, and what was left, in the third century AD,
during the period called by Rostovtzeff “military anarchy”, a quotation at
length seems appropriate:

In this heritage there was almost nothing positive except the fact of the
existence of the Empire with all its natural resources. The men who
inhabited it had utterly lost their balance. Hatred and envy reigned
everywhere: the peasants hated the landowners and the officials, the city
proletariat hated the city bourgeoisie, the army was hated by everybody,
even by the peasants. The Christians were abhorred and persecuted by the
heathens, who regarded them as a gang of criminals bent on undermining
the state. Work was disorganized and the productivity was declining;
commerce was ruined by the insecurity of the sea and roads; industry
could not prosper, since the market for industrial products was steadily
contracting and the purchasing power of the population diminishing;
agriculture passed through a terrible crisis, for the decay of commerce
and industry deprived it of the capital which it needed, and the heavy
demands of the state robbed it of labour and of the largest part of its
products. Prices constantly rose and the value of the currency depreciated
at an unprecedented rate. The ancient system of taxation had been
shattered and no new system was devised. The relations between the state
and the taxpayer were based on more or less organized robbery: forced
work, forced delivery, forced loans or gifts were the order of the day. The
administration was corrupt and demoralized ... The city bourgeoisie was
tracked out and persecuted, cheated, and maltreated. The municipal
aristocracy was decimated by systematic persecution and ruined by
repeated confiscations and by the responsibility imposed on it of ensuring
the success of the organized raids of the government on the people. The
most terrible chaos thus reigned throughout the ruined Empire.’

3 Bowersock 1974, 18.
4 Rostovtzeff 1957, 1, XII.
5 Rostovtzeff 1957, 1, 505-506.
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One can see that the unfortunate situation of the urban bourgeoisie
is only part, though an important one, of the whole picture and that the
government rather than the rural proletariat or the army emerges here as
the main destructive force with which the urban bourgeoisie had to deal.
If we go beyond the quotation, it is true that Rostovtzeff assumes that the
army was filled with the soldiers who came from the rural proletariat and
that he cites examples of the open hostility of the army to the relatively
prosperous population of the cities. Nevertheless, this implies a more
complex and nuanced interpretation of the course of events than the
destruction of the rule of an urban bourgeoisie by an alliance of the rural
proletariat with the military. Rostovtzeff’s study reveals a complicated
historical process, more powerful than the will of its participants, though
not wholly predetermined. Yet the emperors appear almost invariably
as the most influential participants in what happened. They needed
money, and they chose to impose such a burden on the cities and urban
bourgeoisie that it resulted in their decline and near collapse.

A particular historical situation appears in his story as having special
importance. Like Edward Gibbon before him, Rostovtzeff associates an
important turn with Septimius Severus as a military usurper: “With the
senate and a large part of provincial aristocracy against him, Septimius
was forced to make one concession after another to the army... Septimius
was the first to base his power firmly and permanently on the army”.
The “baneful aspect” of his policy “was, not that he made the army
democratic, but that he militarized the principate; and that was in fact
a necessary consequence of his usurpation of power and his establishment
of a hereditary monarchy”.¢

To be sure, no attentive reader of The Social and Economic History of
the Roman Empire will think that Septimius Severus, a military usurper,
came out of the blue. Rostovtzeff points to the limits on economic growth
in the second century and to the policy of exclusiveness of the city
bourgeoisie, both resulting in a growing gap between the honestiores (who
also included the imperial aristocracy and bureaucracy) and Aumiliores.
In his view, the city-based capitalism gradually degenerated.

The creative forces which in the early Imperial period produced a rapid
growth in every quarter of the Empire, and promoted a high standard of
technical improvement alike in commerce, in industry, and in agriculture,
suffered a gradual atrophy, which resulted in increasing stagnation of the

6 Rostovtzeff 1957, 1, 401-404.
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economic life. The activity of the urban middle class degenerated into
a systematic exploitation of the toiling lower classes.”

The accumulated wealth of the city bourgeoisie was mostly invested in
land, and their prevailing outlook was that of the rentier.

The burden of supporting the life of the State lay entirely on the working
classes and caused a rapid decline of their material welfare. As they were
the chief consumers of the industrial goods produced by the cities, their
diminished purchasing power reacted adversely on the development of
commerce and industry.

The measures taken by the emperors were typically inadequate.

To save the state they resorted to the old practice of the ancient world —
the policy of force and compulsion. Force and compulsion were applied
both to the city bourgeoisie and to the lower classes, and they embittered
each against the other. The result was the collapse of city-capitalism and
the acute economic crisis of the third century.®

Rostovtzeff does not claim, however, that the course of the events was
strictly predestined:

I see no reason why another pair of emperors of the type of Trajan,
Hadrian, and M. Aurelius should not have prolonged the quiet and
comparatively prosperous period in the history of the Empire for some
scores of years, had it not been for the ambition and unscrupulous policy
of Septimius Severus.’

Rostovtzeft does not regard, of course, the crisis of the third century
as marking the end of the Roman Empire, though he displays no sympathy
with what he calls the Oriental despotism of the fourth and fifth centuries,
based on the army, a strong bureaucracy and on the mass of the peasants.
“In the mind of Diocletian”, he says, “the state meant compulsion, and
organization meant organized violence”. Accordingly, “the more one
produced, the more would be taken by the state”.!® He may concede that
“Gelzer and Heihelcheim are right in observing that there is throughout

7 Rostovtzeff 1957, I, XIV.

8 Rostovtzeff 1957, 1, X V.

9 Rostovtzeff 1957, 11, 710.

10 Rostovtzeff 1957, 1, 522-523.
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the Roman Empire a certain awakening of economic life between Dio-
cletian and Theodosius”, yet he maintains that this awakening was short-
lived and limited and that “pressure exerted from above continued to be
the hall-mark of the age”.!!

Such are (more or less) the main ideas of Rostovtzeft’s work, in brief.
I see no reason to approach them as a “curiosity” and to treat The Social
and Economic History of the Roman Empire as a classic work filled with
readily dismissible views.

2

Critics of Rostovtzeff’s work find an explanation for its allegedly unsatis-
factory ideas in their dependence on Rostovtzeff’s personal experience
as an exile from revolutionary Russia. I think this is misleading. The use
of such terms as “bourgeoisie” and “proletariat” is such a minor issue
that it need not be discussed here. Now, there is no direct retrojection of
Russian conditions onto the Roman in The Social and Economic History
of the Roman Empire; and although the presence of Rostovtzeff’s personal
experience in his work is undeniable, its effects operate on a deeper level
and they are essentially positive and productive: a historian troubled by the
problems of his own time may acquire a more acute vision of comparable
phenomena in the past.

Let us consider a couple of quotations in which Rostovtzeft explicitly
bridges the ancient and the modern worlds. The first one comes from his
description of daily life in Egypt of the third century:

Evidently corporal punishment very often followed financial ruin, and the
only way to escape it was to flee from one’s domicile ... A striking
private letter from Oxyrhynchus may also be quoted. Charmus writes to
his brother Sopatrus: “The prefect has sent an amnesty here, and there is
no longer any fear at all; so, if you will, come boldly; for we are no
longer able to stay indoors. For Anno€ is much worn out with her journey,
and we await your presence, that we may not withdraw without reason;
for she considers herself to be keeping the house here alone”. The
enigmatic sentences, comprehensible to the addressee, remind me of
many letters which I receive from Soviet Russia. The system of terrorism
gives rise to the same phenomena everywhere and at all times.!2

I Rostovtzeff 1957, 11, 749.
12 Rostovtzeff 1957, 1, 487.
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One can see that Rostovtzeft’s personal experience fostered his em-
pathy, which brought his, and then his readers’ attention to remarkable
documents. There are many examples of such documents in his work.
They serve both to create a better understanding of the historical process
and to lend an aura of compassion to the oppressed, to the common people
of the Roman Empire.

The other quotation pertains to Rostovtzeff’s treatment of the despo-
tism of the fourth and fifth centuries:

Compared with the delicate and complicated system of the early Empire,
in which stress was laid on the self-government of the cities, while the
bureaucracy was a subsidiary organ and an organ of control, the system
of the late Empire, despite its apparent complexity, was much simpler,
much more primitive, and infinitely more brutal. Being supreme and
omnipotent, and not subject to any control exercised in one way or
another by those who were the life-blood of the state, the bureaucracy
gradually became utterly corrupt and dishonest and at the same time
comparatively inefficient, in spite of the high professional training of its
members. Bribe and illicit gains were the order of the day ... The worst
were the thousands of secret police agents, the agentes in rebus, who
were the successors of the frumentarii and whose duty it was to keep an
eye on the population and on the host of imperial officials. Corruption
and inefficiency is the fate of all bureaucracies which are not checked by
wide powers of self-government vested in the people, whether they are
created in the name of autocracy or of communism.!3

One can say that the last sentence adds nothing to the description of
the state of affairs in the Roman Empire. However, it puts Roman history
in a larger context of human history, and this is not something to regret.
One more point also seems worth making. Relating the ancient world and
the modern, Rome and Russia, Rostovtzeff incidentally made a prediction:
“the thousands of secret police agents” would prove to be a reality of
Soviet Russia soon after the publication of his book.

The personal experience of Rostovtzeff was not, of course, narrowly
Russian. He writes in the conclusion of his book:

But the ultimate problem remains like a ghost, ever present and unlaid: Is
it possible to extend a higher civilization to the lower classes without
debasing its standard and diluting its quality to the vanishing point?
Is not every civilization bound to decay as soon as it begins to penetrate
the masses?!4

13 Rostovtzeff 1957, 1, 512-513.
14 Rostovtzeff 1957, 1, 541.
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Rostovtzeff addresses here the problem raised in the great books by Alexis
de Tocqueville and José Ortega y Gasset. I cannot say whether Rostovtzeft
knew The Democracy in America, but the author of The Revolt of the
Masses cites his study of the Roman Empire.

I thus conclude that the ideas in Rostovtzeff’s work were solid and
interesting and that the open appeals to his personal experience in his
study were stimulating and positive rather than disorienting.

3

The ideas of The Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire
pertain to the fate of the Roman Empire, of its particular institutions,
like self-government, of its economy, of its culture and of its educated
as well as lower classes. The book presents a kind of story, and this
story is tragic. It is finally about degradation and annihilation. It puts at
the core of the plot neither the barbarians who came from outside nor
the allegedly malicious Christians — as the best dramas tend to avoid
introducing a deus ex machina. We are offered instead an account of
a structural evolution of political institutions, economy, and society. The
story develops leisurely, with due attention to all sorts of details (for who
can anticipate the future significance of this or that small thing?) and
without a forced schematism. It introduces a great variety of dramatis
personae and presents a large picture of social life.

I intentionally use the terms that may seem appropriate to talking
about a novel. For I believe that many of the best books written by
historians belong to the same realm as the best novels, dramas and poems
like the Iliad and the Odyssey. All such books are aimed at tracing and
comprehending the story of a person, or a group, or a commonwealth,
or a civilization. A great novelist or poet, on the one hand, and a great
historian, on the other, may address different materials and employ largely
different methods of constructing their narratives, but they share an
interest in illuminating the human condition. The problems of 7The Social
and Economic History of the Roman Empire, originally a thick volume
with a huge scholarly apparatus (published separately as a special volume
in the second edition) make this work akin to a solid novel. In a work
of that kind, the ideas need not be indisputably correct; they have to be
thoughtful, elaborate, and nontrivial, as in the case of Rostovtzeff’s work
they certainly are.

A great book is typically a very personal matter, and the notion of
the author’s persona is not to be confined to lyric poetry. One feels the
author’s persona, and an attractive one, behind Rostovtzeft’s work: daring,
learned, hard-working, emotional and sober at the same time.
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In a way, one may observe the treating of history as a story and of
a historical episode as a drama already in Herodotus. Thucydides’ narrative
of the Sicilian expedition has been repeatedly compared with a tragedy.
There is something, however, in The Social and Economic History of the
Roman Empire which is absent in the ancient historians. This is its quality
as a study of a historical process. One can point, perhaps, to an anticipation
in the introductory part of the History of the Peloponnesian War or in
Polybius’ approach to the rise of the Roman power (where it is a matter of
a course of events with a fixed direction rather than a historical process in
true sense), but the differences are still essential. One hesitates to see the
idea of studying a historical process even in Edward Gibbon’s The History
of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, the obvious predecessor of
Rostovtzeft’s work. It is rather from the second quarter of the nineteenth
century that this idea became firmly established. Rostovtzeff employs it
while presenting his task:

The economic conditions of the Empire have been the subject of repeated
study. Much valuable work has been done in various special fields. But
no one has attempted to trace the main lines of the economic development
of the Empire as a whole, no one has tried to show how and why its
material aspect gradually changed, and how and why the brilliant life of
the early Empire so completely degenerated into the primitive and half-
barbarous life of the later period.!s

An account of a historical process implies telling a story. To be sure,
there are different stories. Since the nineteenth century the best novelists
have created stories based on a deep insight (one may call it research)
into human psychology and human behavior in general, including its
dependence on social habits and values, a matter of change over the
course of time. I mean grand novels like Vanity Fair or War and Peace
or Buddenbrooks. 1t is hardly accidental that the rise of both novels and
historical studies of this kind occurred in the same epoch. In any case,
historians read the novels. When The Social and Economic History of the
Roman Empire appeared, its readers were (and, I hope, still are) prepared
to appreciate the “novelistic” quality of the book, even without recognizing
that aspect clearly. Since critics of the ideas of this book nevertheless have
spoken of it as a source of inspiration, ! I suppose that these critics in fact
liked the ideas — if not particular positions or interpretations, then at all
events the general image that they produced.

15 Rostovtzeff 1957, 1, XIII.
16 As Bowersock 1974, 23 does.
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Aristotle observes in a famous passage (Poet. 1451 b 5-6) that
writing poetry (that is, fiction) requires more skill than writing history,
that it is intellectually a more difficult task. Yet in the case of the books
like The Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire a historian
competes with the poets and all writers of fiction, and has, moreover,
the advantage of dealing with historical, that is, “true”, and not fictional
characters and situations.
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The reputation of The Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire (1926)
is contradictory. On the one hand, Rostovtzeff’s work has been recognized as
a masterpiece. On the other hand, its main ideas have been repeatedly dismissed.
The critics pointed to the personal experience of Rostovtzeff, an exile from
revolutionary Russia; they saw in his argument the intrusion of the concerns that
properly pertain to Russian history. However, there is no direct retrojection of
Russian conditions onto the Roman Empire in Rostovtzeff’s work, and his personal
experience, that of a historian emotionally preoccupied with the problems of his
own time, gave him a more acute vision of comparable phenomena of the past.
The ideas of The Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire are in fact
profound and persuasive though, of course, not all of them are unimpeachable.
The book traces the fate of the Roman Empire with its institutions, social groups
and economy. It is a tragic story of “how and why the brilliant life of the early
Empire so completely degenerated into the primitive and half-barbarous life of the
later period”, and here the reader senses the emotional involvement of the author.
Such and similar features of The Social and Economic History of the Roman
Empire make this book, with its formidable scholarly apparatus, akin to all great
books that illuminate the human condition, and to the grand European novels in
particular, and this must be recognized as a remarkable achievement rather than an
idiosyncrasy.
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“CormmanpHas M 5KOHOMHYECKas nctopust PuMckoit mvmepun” PocToBiesa, ¢ of-
HOW CTOPOHBI, 04EHb OBICTPO MOIYYHIIA CTATyC KIIACCUYECKOHW paboThI, HO C JIpy-
roil — ee UJer HEOJHOKPATHO OTBEPTajiCh; B HUX, B YaCTHOCTH, BUJIEIH MPOCK-
[UI0 Ha JIPCBHIOI0 UCTOPHIO MPOOJIEM, BOJHOBABIIAX PYCCKOTO AMHTrpaHTa. Ha
Jienie UASHHBIA KapKac UCCIeI0BaHUs KPEMKO CKOJIOYEH, U aBTOP BOBCE HE CTpe-
MUTCS HACENATh PUMCKYIO HMITEPHIO PYCCKUMHE PEATUSIMH, & OIBIT HCTOPUIECKOM
JpaMbl, KOTOPYIO Ha €ro Tiazax nepexkuia Poccus, mumb o6octpun B3 Poc-
TOBIICBA HA XOJ UCTOPUH. Ero KHHTa, CIIpaBOYHEIH ammapar KOTOPOH TPH TOATO-
TOBKE BTOPOTO U3JIaHUSI COUJIM YMECTHBIM BBIHECTU B OT/AEIbHBII TOM, SIBJISIETCS
TEeM HE MEHEE TPEBOCXOAHBIM ITPUMEPOM TOTO, KaK B CBOEM BBICIIIEM MTPOSBICHUN
HCTOpUSI MOXKET MpUHAANIekKATh TuTeparype. Tam, rie mpociexuBaeTcs U MOCTH-
raerca cynpba, — 4elmoBeKa, CeMbH, Hapoaa, UBIIM3AINN, — 3TO JHTEparypa.
VY GoubIIoro mucateliss U OOJBIIOr0 UCTOPUKA PAa3HBIN MaTepuai, U UX METOMIbI
MTOCTPOCHHMSI TEKCTA JAJIEKO HE BO BCEM CXOJHBI, HO UX OOIIMM MHTEPECOM SIBJIS-
ercs NoHuMaHue xona xu3Hu. [lepen unrarenem “CounanbHON U SKOHOMUYECKOM
nuctopueir PumMckoit mMrmepun” OTKpBIBaeTCs Cyapda — PHUMCKOTO TOCyaapcTBa
1 0COOCHHO CO3HMIATEIBHBIX aCIIEKTOB PUMCKOW IIUBIIIN3ALNH; CYIh0a, KOTOPYIO,
B 00IIIEM-TO, MO’KHO 0003HAUUTh JBYMS CIIOBaMH — JETPaAaIysl U KpyIIeHHE.
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