Assignment: Each paragraph in the body of the essay below describes a factor contributing to the decline of the Roman Empire.  For each of these paragraphs, describe its main idea in your own words and in one sentence in your notebook.
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Rome successfully governed her empire for over three hundred tears, a remarkable achievement in days when communications were crude and slow.  But eventually the Empire collapsed, partially because the task of maintaining it required such great exertion and partially because of certain weaknesses in Roman institutions and character.
The fundamental virtue that had enabled Rome to create and govern her Empire was the Roman sense of duty.  Because the Roman recognized that his life was to be devoted to some principle or cause greater than himself, he was willing to put the State and the Empire above his selfish interests.  But as Rome acquired her empire she came into contact with ideas that were different from hers, and these ideas began to undermine the basic ethic.  First the Romans came into contact with the Greeks at the time when the Greeks had subscribed to Epicureanism.  Epicureans held that the only reward in life was to have lived it to the hilt – to have enjoyed all those things that human beings could enjoy.  Many Romans adopted this value with a vengeance.  They began to explore all the human pleasures.  Huge banquets were held in which the participants would eat until they were full, go into the adjacent room and empty their stomachs by vomiting, and then return to eat and drink some more.  Family became less and less important; the number of divorces rose to such alarming heights that special laws were passed by the emperors to punish those who sought to break off their marriages.  Romans lost their sense of duty in the self-seeking of Epicureanism.
Christianity also undermined the traditional values of the Romans.  By the end of the second century CE, a large proportion of Roman subjects had embraced Christianity; by the beginning of the fourth century it had become the official religion of the Empire.  The old Roman sense of duty had been a secular value.  What was important was to serve the state; the individual’s fulfillment came in this life by devoting it to Rome’s mission.  Christianity, on the other hand, preached that man achieved fulfillment not in this life but in the next.  The Christian learned that he was to devote his life to no earthly purpose but to consecrate it to God that he might join him in heaven. The Christian learned, in other words, that he could not serve God and Caesar too. 
The eroding of traditional values did much to undermine the Roman Empire. In addition, the government of the empire contained weakness which made it increasingly unable to sustain itself.  Foremost among the weakness was the problem of transferring power.  When one Roman emperor died, there was no orderly means for choosing another in his place.  The emperor was not elected and he did not have the right to pass his power on to his son.  In the early empire, the emperors picked their successors, and generally all of Rome abided by their wishes.  But in later years, ambitious generals fought with each other for the privileges and responsibilities of governing. Quite often the contest for the throne erupted into full scale civil war.  Rome was constantly disturbed by violence and disorder. 
Rome also suffered severe economic difficulties.  The weakened government found it difficult to keep the Mediterranean Sea free from pirates.  Consequently, trade was disrupted.  Roman landowners no longer took an active interest in their farms, and little by little the harvests began to dwindle.  Occasionally, famines plagued parts of the empire.  The weakened economy further sapped the strength of the central government, and a downward spiral of both government and economy began.
The final blow came with the invasions of the Germanic tribes.  Pressed from the East by the Huns and other marauding peoples, the Goths, Franks and Vandals turned on Rome.  Originally they sought protection within the Roman Empire, but once inside the Germans turned on their protectors and began to loot the cities.  Rome itself fell prey to the invaders, and the great city on the Tiber was sacked several times.  By the fourth century the capital of Rome was moved to Constantinople.  Thus removed from the western portion of the empire, the government could do little to stem the tide of the barbarian invasions.  Rome, as a way of life and as a unified empire, crumbled and fell.
Though the empire itself dwindled away, the Romans left the West a lasting legacy.  The Roman Empire, in controlling all of the Mediterranean area and most of western Europe, was a vital force in transmitting the learning and ideas of the Middle East to western Europe.  Not the least of these ideas were the humanist principles of ancient Greece and the religious ideals of Jesus Christ.  And the Romans made their own contribution in the West.  Their concept of law has become the cornerstone of western legal systems.
Thus the distinctive characteristics of western civilization owe much of their origin to the great empire that flourished 1,500 years ago on the shores of the Mediterranean Sea.

