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ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL HISTORY
OF THE MIDDLE AGES

CHAPTER 1

THE ROMAN EMPIRE IN PROSPERITY AND DECAY *

IT is indispensable to have some knowledge of the economic and social
structure of the Roman Empire as a background, for the Roman Em-
pire was not only the historical background of the Middle Ages: the
debris of Roman civilization entered largely into the composition of
medieval civilization. Rome created a civilization so broad and so deep
that although political Rome has passed away, Roman law, the Latin
language, Latin literature, and much else of Roman civilization yet
abide and exercise their influence upon the world. We must be cautious
in thinking that Rome was only a military empire consumed with a
passion for war, and that the expansion of Roman civilization was the
Yesult of and an abuse of mere martial power. Rome’s was an engineer-
ing empire.

The great Roman road system played a large part in the commercial
development of the Roman Empire. but the sea routes were as impor-
tant as the land routes. The Mediterranean was a geographical factor
in Roman expansion which must not be ignored. This almost tideless
sea bound southern Europe, Africa, and Asia together. The European
coast especially abounded with harbors. But the African and Syrian
coasts were not so well supplied. Then, too, the multitude of islands,
great and small, afforded shelter in stress of weather, and commercially
were always profitable ports of call.

In twelve days one could reach Alexandria from Neapolis; in seven,
from Corinth. With a favorable wind, the voyage from Narbo in
Southern Gaul to Africa occupied only five days; from the Syrtes to
Alexandria took six days. The journey by land from Ephesus to
Antioch in Syria certainly took a month. By the beginning of the Empire
Roman ships were on every sea. Horace makes frequent mention of
the wandering mercator upon the high seas; Pliny regarded the mari-
time commerce of Rome as its most important trade. The emperor Clau-
dius was intensely interested in Rome’s sea-borne commerce and in ship-
building. Nero and Trajan improved the ports of Ostia, Antium, Civita

* MAP. Shepherd, Historical Atlas, 38-39.
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FOREWORD

THIS work is a history of the Middle Ages written from the point
of view of economic and social interpretation. It is not a treatise
in economics or a study in sociology. I have endeavored throughout to
avoid the too often vague abstractions of the former and the sweeping
generalizations of the latter kind of literature. The method i1s one of
historical exposition, and narration frequently is the bearer of the ar-
gument. In order not to make the book of undue length I have pur-
posely omitted consideration of medieval England, except when and
where England’s relations touched the Continent. This omission seems
justified since there are numerous works on the subject in English.

There is a neo-medievalism in vogue today quite unlike the medieval-
ism popular a hundred years ago during the romantic movement. The
development of the economic and social interpretation of history has
shown that much of the history of the past has been undervalued or mis-
valued. The Middle Ages have sometimes been called the “Age of Faith”
because of the enormous influence of the Church in them and the long
ascendancy of theological thought. But the millions of the workaday
population of medieval Europe were interested in gaining a means of
livelihood, and their rulers in taxing these resources arising from
agriculture, commerce, and industry. The Church, too, had a very great
material interest, and was far from being only a spiritual institution.
The purpose of this book is to relate the history of these economic and
social interests and activities in the Middle Ages.

In substance and form the book 1s the product of actual classroom
teaching. Indeed, much of the material here presented has been worked
out with my own students in seminar. It is hoped that the knowledge
and experience so gained may be of service to other teachers than myself
and to other classes than mine. The format of the series to which this
hook pertains precludes extensive citation of references, for which some
amendment is made by the bibliographies at the end of the book. But 1t
may be added that the work rests upon a large reading of the sources,
l;a;n(l not solely upon secondary authorities, however important they may

e.

Some of the maps in this book have been designed by the author to
illustrate the text in those portions for which suitable maps cannot be
found in the usual atlases. They are not intended to enable the student
to dispense with an historical atlas, but to supplement such an atlas. The

v
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most useful historical atlas for the student is that prepared by Professor
William R. Shepherd, and published by Henry Holt & Company, New
York. A new edition has recently appeared. IFor the convenience of the
student, footnotes have been appended to the beginnings of certain
chapters indicating the proper maps to be consulted. For fuller study,
the Oxford Historical Atlas, edited by Reginald Lane-Poole, and the
maps appended to each volume of the Cambridge Mecdieval History
(five volumes to date) may be examined. It may be added that admirable
illustrations of medieval life—agriculture, industry, commerce, costume
and custom—may be found in Parmentier’s Album Historique, Volume
I, published by Armand Colin & Cie., Paris, 1900. For classroom pur-
poses, a large wall map designed by the author is published by A. J.
Nystrom & Company, Chicago, Ill. (No. M. M. 4, or E. E. 15).

My thanks are due to my wife for assistance in reading the proof and
to Miss Helen G. Robbins for aid in compiling the index.

JAMES WESTFALL THOMPSON
Tue UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGG
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