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REACTIONS TO IMPERIAL
RULE

Approximately 50 to 60 million people lived within the confines of the
Roman Empire at its height. This great mass was ruled by one man whose
ability to retain power depended ultimately on brute force and terror. The
emperor’s subjects reacted to their powerlessness in a variety of ways: by
accommodating themselves to reality in a spirit of realism or self-deception;
by dissociating themselves from the state as far as was possible, and making
their lives and careers within alternative value systems in which Roman
politics and public affairs could be seen as irrelevant; or by committing
themselves to oppose the state, by open defiance of imperial propaganda or
(less commonly) by armed rebellion in the form of political conspiracies,
- banditry or national revolt.!
It is implausible that any one emperor will have elicited a uniform response
- across his extensive domains. In any case, some of his subjects may have
-~ reacted to him as an individual (or, at any rate, they may have reacted to the
personz that he succeeded in conveying), whereas others may have viewed him
only as a representative of the imperial system. It is reasonable therefore to
pect variety in different places and periods, and the remaining chapters of
part of the book will be devoted to examining the response of different

resents typical attitudes or exceptional ones. In general, it can be asserted
hat the viewpoints of women, children and slaves are particularly hard to
- lavestigate, and the predominant trend of the evidence is to illuminate the
de of the richer members of society who had the ability to record their
s in durable form such as inscriptions, and who had either the education
roduce the literary works preserved through the medieval manuscript
‘Haditions or the money to commission such works from others.



TYPES OF EVIDENCE

The bulk of the literary evidence, at least from the first century AD, derives
from the city of Rome itself. It is tempting to see this fact as though it were
significant, as if the city were somehow more Roman than more distant parts
of the empite. But it has already been noted that this was not always the
attitude of the state, and, as will be seen below, it was not always the attitude
of the inhabirants of the empire. The survival of such literature was due
almost entirely to its perceived literary merit in Late Antiquity, not because
of its social or political relevance at the time of composition. Nonetheless, the
preponderance of the evidence and its intrinsic interest have been allowed in
this book to expand the sections below on the city of Rome to two chapters
(Chapters 17 and 18).

Second only to the output of the city of Rome was a great flood of literature
produced in Greece and Asia Minor between the late first and second centuries
AD. Works of history, thetoric, scholarship and philosophy were produced
(and survived) in profusion, but their evidence is of a peculiar kind, since
much of it emphasizes not contemporary society but that of Classical Greece
before the Hellenistic period.

The third type of literary work to survive in any quantity, and again not
necessarily representative of the attitudes of more than a few, is religious
literature. Many Christian and Jewish writings of this period were preserved
by the Early Church and to a lesser extent by later Judaism. They contain
much incidental information on the life of inhabitants in the parts of the
empire bordering the eastern Mediterranean, bur they provide few insights
into the northern or western regions of Roman rule.

For these other views, then, the reactions to imperial rule must be gauged
from the ambiguous testimony of buildings, artefacts, and inscriptions. In
Egypt a mass of papyri illuminates some aspects of life in villages and small
towns. In Greece and in Asia Minor the strength of the epigraphic habit
provides a large corpus of evidence of how local aristocrats wished themselves
to be viewed. But for much of northern Europe the picture has to be built up
entirely from archaeological remains, and the fragments of unreliable
comments about these unfamiliar societies written by authors from the urban

civilizations of the Mediterranean region.

ACCOMMODATION

The bulk of the evidence for accommodation to one-man rule by self-deception
derives from the capital city and the municipalities of Italy, even though within
the imperial court itself, there was no pretence: the imperial palace was a
machine for the aggrandizement of its chief occupant; its other inhabitants, his
huge familia of slaves and freedmen, existed to do his bidding. Senators and
others of the higher social orders within Roman society proved highly competent
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The distribution of inscriptions in the Gallic provinces shows that they were
usually erected in urban regions, particularly in communities on major road
networks or near military zones. Epigraphic commemoration was particularly
favoured by freedmen as it allowed them to display their rise through the
social hierarchy and the honours ¢hat had accrued to them as the result of
Roman rule, such as membership of the priesthood of the emperor (the
>xw§w§§v.m

On the other hand accommodation by provincials might sometimes involve
cultural choices more complex than a simple adoption of a Roman way of life,
since individuals might switch between different identities depending on the
circumstances, wearing a toga, for example to participate in emperor worship,
but speaking their native language, rather than Latin, with members of their
family. These different aspects are often now difficult to trace, since the
evidence generally shows us only one aspect at 2 time.?

DISSOCIATION

Dissociation from the state was easier at a greater distance, either geographical
or social, from the centre of powet, although even in Rome those poets like
Ovid who wrote about love, not war, in a way distanced themselves from the

4 §ome of the less prosperous and more inaccessible areas technically

regime.
a, might witness almost none of the

under Roman rule, such as Rough Cilici
effects of the Roman state. With no troops scationed in the area, because there
was nothing worth defending; with no arban centres, because the land
produced insufficient surplus to permit their erection; with harvests too
meagre to be worth the trouble to exact unpaid taxes, and routes into the
territory too hilly to permit easy disciplining of the recalcitrant; in such cases,
che natives understanding of, and concern for, the Roman state may well
have been negligible, although, in the nature of things, discovering much
about the attitudes of such people will always be difficult. It is unusual that
in the religious texts of the Jews of second-century Galilee something
survives.’

Individual drop-outs could make their stand in any part of the empire. In
some cases, they would elevate their stance to the level of a philosophy. Thus
the bearded Cynics on street corners were 2 phenomenon frequently noted in
the cities of the Mediterranean region in the Barly Empire.® Cynics preached
self-reliance and disregard for the empty trappings of public life. For many
Cynics this attitude would attract no notice: only those otherwise expected t0
take on a public role, such as senators in mid-career, or those who @B&&B&
their faith in the market-place came (deliberately) to wider attention. Again,
the lives of those private men and women who lived in a self-contained world

of family and friends can rarely be reconstructed, and it is even more difficult

to know whether that life was deliberately chosen or the ﬁn.Eﬁmu%.m
@EEE

consequence of unknown difficulties encountered when entering on 2
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gods with Roman deities, or the continued use of non-Roman domestic spaces
such as British roundhouses, which have been identified by archaeologists
adopting post-colonial approaches to the material evidence as signs of
opposition to Roman hegemony.’

Genuinely dangerous opposition to emperors came rather from his army
commanders or from his close acquaintances, including his Jamilia, or from
mass uprisings by his subjects. The possibility that an imperial legate might
rise up against the princeps who had selected him for command was apparent
from the beginning of the Roman Empire. It had been precisely the prospect
of winning power by the use of provincial legions that added fuel to the civi]
wars from 49 BC to Actium. Army commanders marched on Rome from all
parts of the empire in AD 69. Scribonianus, legate of Dalmatia, rebelled
against Claudius in AD 42, and Saturninus, governor of Upper Germany,
raised a revolt against Domitian in AD 89. Other disaffected commanders
were inhibited, presumably, by the fear of death as the price of failure, and the
knowledge that not one of them controlled sufficient troops to €XPECt Success
if faced by the concerted opposition of fellow commanders. It is worth
recalling that all of Nero’s legates, apart from Galba in Spain, remained loyal
to him in AD 68, until in panic Nero engineered his own death. For many

commanders it seemed all too likely that fellow generals would remain loyal
to the man who had appointed them all. It was clearly unsafe to ask, for fear
of accusation of plotting treachery.

More effectively dangerous were the emperor’s close associates whose
physical proximity to him gave them opportunities denied to others. The
tally is long of emperors killed by trusted subordinates, praetorian guards,
wives, children, freedmen and slaves. No amount of care could counteract the
risks posed by the opportunity for murder. The motives for such opposition
were frequently personal. Cassius Chaerea, tribune of the praetorian guard,
committed murder because he had suffered a personal slight from Gaius.
Nero sought power in place of his adopted father. The man who killed
Domitian had probably been suborned by Nerva, who benefited so rapidly
from the latter’s death. None of these was trying to change the system, even
though some senators in AD 41 thought the system could be changed once

Gaius’ murder had been effected.

MASS INSURRECTION

And finally, mass insurrection. In the nature of the Roman Empire, which
favoured so strongly the rich landed class, a class struggle by the poor urban
plebs might reasonably have been expected, but it is not found.!® In the city
of Rome the urban plebs had learned to play an important political role in che
Late Republic, when in the 50s BC Clodius and Milo terrorized the city and
controlled the political agenda, and in the triumviral period that role was
maintained, though to less effect. The power of the plebs was still being
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