
Why Did Rome Fall?

! Historians have been debating the reasons for the fall of the Roman Empire 
since it happened. Books have been written, movies made, theories proven and 
debunked. Asking Google why Rome fell produces more than 85 million hits. The truth 
is that a great many factors that occurred over a long period of time contributed to the 
Empire’s decline and fall. For our purposes, we’re going to focus on four of them. The 
key words to know are decay, economy, corruption, and barbarians.

! Rome, meaning the Empire, not just 
the city, decayed in many ways after the 
death of Marcus Aurelius and the end of the 
Pax Romana.  Part of this was due to the fact 
that Rome was just too big to control 
effectively. The outskirts of the empire were 
neglected because of problems closer to 
home, so they began to fall into disrepair. 
Cities were crumbling, roads weren’t 
maintained, and the people began to not care. 
As problems with the government continued, 
this civic decay moved inward. Soon even 
cities in Italy were coming apart at the seams.

! The decay was also in evidence among the Roman people. The values that 
made Rome great no longer mattered. Romans no longer woke with the sun, they slept 
as long as they could get away with. Cato recommended that the people of Rome eat 
sparsely. Now, parties were the order of the day, with citizens gorging themselves 
whenever possible. Though many people couldn’t really afford to do this, they wanted 
to. People were also much more focused on themselves than national goals. No one did 
public work any more, either. Without the will to make Rome better, decay in all its 
forms was inevitable and unstoppable.

! Rome’s economy was also falling apart. Due to the high unemployment, there 
were many people who couldn’t afford a 
home of food. The Roman leadership was 
worried that people might revolt, so they 
came up with a plan. It was decided that in 
order to be happy, people really only needed 
two things: food and entertainment. To 
provide these things the emperor created the 
dole. A dole is essentially a welfare benefit 
provided to those who can’t provide for 
themselves. This particular dole was called 
bread and circuses. The government 
believed that if they gave people free food 
and free gladiator games and chariot races 



they’d be happy. This was actually successful for a short time, but as we know, there’s 
no such thing as a free lunch. The dole had to be paid for by somebody, and that meant 
the taxpayers. As more people went on the dole, more tax money was needed to pay for 
it. You can see where this is going. Higher taxes put more people out of work and out of 
their homes, which then put more people on the dole. This cycle soon became 
unsustainable. Once the government could no longer afford to provide things for free, 
the people were angry that their expected benefits weren’t coming any more.

! The economy continued to worsen due to poor management. Government 
officials, especially the emperor, continued to spend money lavishly as if there was no 
end to it. New palaces, grand banquets, and summer homes were still commissioned 
even though there was essentially no money to pay for them. The Roman government 
went into greater and greater debt that they were never able to get out of. This led to 
hyperinflation, so bad that even wealthy people couldn’t afford necessities. The middle 
class ceased to exist, and the lower class kept growing.

! Corruption also played a major part in Rome’s fall. Most of the politicians were 
completely corrupt. Senators, tribunes, legates, and military leaders bought votes in 
order to gain power. There were also no laws to determine succession of power. This 
meant that every time an emperor died with no clear heir, there was a fight to determine 
who would rule next. The man who was the best fighter wasn’t necessarily the one best 
able to rule. They were often men with no morals or scruples, and this was reflected in 
Rome’s decline and decay.

! Another big reason for Rome’s fall was the barbarians. As the edges of the 
empire were no longer being maintained, non-Romans grew bold and began to attack 
Roman cities. When they were able to get away with it, it happened more and more 
often. Soon even cities in Italy were being sacked, and the depleted Roman army was 
powerless to stop it.

! One especially successful barbarian leader was 
Attila the Hun. The Huns had their own empire in the east, 
but they were more concerned with conquering for fun than to 
rule. Attila and his horsemen destroyed cities from the far 
reaches of the empire all the way to Italy. The Roman legions 
tried in vain to stop him, but they lost every time. He was so 
dangerous that the Roman government bribed him to keep him 
from destroying the city of Rome itself. He was so feared that 
he was referred to as the “Scourge of God.” Had he night died 
of a nosebleed after a night of drinking, Rome probably would 
have fallen sooner than it did.

!



! In the end, the city and empire of Rome 
were defenseless. A German barbarian named 
Odovacar, also known as Odoacer, marched into 
Rome with an army basically unchallenged. He 
forced the last emperor of Rome, Romulus 
Agustulus, to leave the city, and Odovacar and his 
men sacked the city, stealing anything of value 
and burning most everything worthless. Odovacar 
originally called himself emperor, but later referred 
to himself as the King of Italy. On September 4, 
476 AD, the Roman Empire, master of Europe for 
500 years, ceased to exist.


