The Dark Side of the Roman Empire
(alt. Title: The Worst. Emperors. Ever.)

“Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”- Lord Acton

Throughout human history, we have witnessed the rise and fall of countless empires.  Human nature, our weaknesses and strengths, were the prime causes of this.  The rulers of the empires became so because of their traits: ambition, courage, and intelligence, among other things.  However, they also rose to power because of the lack of integrity the previous rulers displayed.


There were many corrupt emperors in the time of the Roman Empire.  While they were in power, they focused on their own personal gain.  The Roman Empire suffered greatly as a result of these corrupt people.  This is their story.


One of these emperors was Caligula.  Born in 12 AD, Caligula was the third Roman emperor, and served between 37 and 41 AD.  After a good beginning of his rule, he began to act in an almost crazed manner.  Records outline his extreme cruelty, his sexual escapades, and disrespect of traditions.  On top of this, he also stubbornly insisted upon being treated as a god.  Ultimately, his actions led to a successful conspiracy for his assassination.

It is widely believed due to some of his actions that he was insane; however, we cannot be sure of this, owing to the bias of those who recorded the information we possess about him.  As Caligula was not a well-liked emperor, the records we have pertaining to him are suspect.  The records were almost certainly exaggerated, but there is no way of knowing to what extent. The fact that they were in fact exaggerated, however, provides more than enough evidence of the allegations for many people.
Another emperor of this kind was Nero.  Nero, who reigned from 54-68 AD, brought severe distress to Rome.  Though his first 5 years were examples of good leadership, he eventually went into a downward spiral that ultimately resulted in a societal upheaval.  Part of this can be attributed to his young age, but some must be due to his character as a person.  He was, as Mr. Acton already eloquently stated, corrupted absolutely.  
He murdered his mother and wife, which was likely a product of his perceived insanity.  He imposed severe taxes in order to build a mansion for himself.  This was not well received by the Roman citizens or senate; they rightly saw this as an act of selfishness at a time when Rome was in dire need of reconstruction.  
He was, like many other Romans, intolerant of Christianity and constantly blamed them for problems.  He went on to have many of them executed.  What many believe to be the final straw for Nero was after the burning of Rome. His plan for reconstruction represented his selfishness, and many were infuriated by his appearance on stage, singing for audiences.  This angered them because it so contrasted with Roman tradition.
Over time, Nero gathered many enemies.  Many of them met and began to conspire against him.  The conspiracy was named the Pisonian conspiracy because it involved murdering Nero and replacing him with Piso.  However, this conspiracy failed, and those exposed were forced to commit suicide.
Eventually, however, Nero committed suicide himself in 68 AD under interrogation by his enemies for charges of treason.

Another of the many corrupted emperors went by the name of Domitian.

Domitian took the helm of the Roman Empire in 69 AD, and held it for 10 years.  Domitian, perhaps as a result of the fates of his predecessors, was paranoid about conspiracy attempts.  Among the reasons for his unpopularity and downfall were that he executed vestal virgins for immorality, and perhaps most disturbingly that he impregnated his niece and insisted upon an abortion; when she died during the procedure, he had her deified.  However, Domitian left Rome with a financial surplus, evidence of a sound rule, and was a good military commander.


As with any other organization where men assume a position of absolute power, there were those who abused it.  This is simply due to human nature.  It is unavoidable.  However, some abused it to the point where the purpose was defeated, and not surprisingly they did not last very long in their position of power.


“The sole advantage of power is that you can do more good”

- Baltazar Gracian

This is the theme of any controlling body.  Emperors like those listed above are to be expected.  We must have faith in their nobility of character, but we must also determine for ourselves how much to tolerate.  Without this, an empire such as this would fall to its knees and meet its inevitable destiny. 
