
Systemic collapse and institutional stability

Why did the eastern Roman state survive?



“Of that Byzantine empire, the universal verdict of
history is that it constitutes, without a single exception,
the most thoroughly base and despicable form that
civilisation has yet assumed. …. there has been no other
enduring civilisation so absolutely destitute of all the
forms and elements of greatness, and none to which the
epithet mean may be so emphatically applied ....

…The history of the empire is a monotonous story of the
intrigues of priests, eunuchs, and women, of poisonings,
of conspiracies, of uniform ingratitude, of perpetual
fratricides”
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¨ Estimates for regional tax revenues of the E Roman 
state in the period ca. 470-640 CE





� Adaptive capacity:

� 1. Natural capital (water, agrarian and pastoral 
resources, people)

� 2. Physical capital (labor, infrastructure)
� 3. Human capital (skills, competences, attributes)
� 4. Institutions & entitlements (i.e. access to 

resources)
� 5. Redundancy (i.e. plurality of functionally effective 

options for achieving key outcomes for survival)  



Effectiveness and sustainability (adaptive capacity) of a political 
organism, e.g. a state, determined by the degree of integration/ 
overlap of the following:
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v 1.  Geographical and geopolitical situation
v 2.   Climatic/environmental context
v 3. Organization and infrastructure 
v 4. Political authority and legitimacy = command and control
v 5. Ideological cohesion and identity
v 6. Nature and potential of external challenges



1. Geography and strategic situation







Strategic organization ca. 660-750 CE
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� 3. Organization and infrastructure
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� 4. Political authority and legitimacy - Elites and non-elites

� Elite in Greater Syria/Iraq 634-640: no imperial support for resistance, 
and no coercive control  

� Elite in Anatolia: easily controlled through land & sea communications; 
loyalty enforced through coercion and social sanctions

� Elite in Italy/Sicily: as in Anatolia, but greater regional autonomy

� Elite in N Africa from 650s: as in Syria, exacerbated by 
religious/ideological differences





� 5. Ideological cohesion and identity

� The fiscal system penetrated to the bottom of the social scale

� Imperial law was similarly  present (and accessible) at the lowest level 
of provincial administration

� Roman, Christian identity reinforced through the imperial church 
(effectively functioning as an aspect of the state) and monastic 
communities





� System identity survived (and was reinforced), systemic complexity was 
retained at all levels except …

� at the level of spatial extent - a ‘simplification’ took place in terms of 
territorial control (although imperial territory continued to be widely 
dispersed across the central and east Mediterranean basin)

� So - a substantial loss of territory contributed to sustainability and 
resilience

� With the result that the state could survive as a spatially and 
economically attenuated systemic complex



� 6. Nature and potential of external challenges - the Caliphs had 
their problems:

� Ideological infighting
� Civil wars (656-661, 680-683, 744-750)
� Distances and regional identities
� External threats (the steppe peoples) and internal (economic) rebellions 



v 1.  The ‘empire’, in the shape it took from the middle of the seventh 
century, had distinct geographical and geopolitical advantages  

v 2.   There were some broader climatic/environmental factors that –
incidentally - contributed to the survival of the empire 

v 3. The east Roman state had a number of substantial organizational 
advantages 

v 4. The government at CP was able to maintain a relatively tight control 
over the Anatolian, Balkan and Italian/Sicilian elites, who ran the 
financial and administrative affairs of the state and controlled local 
tax-paying populations (contrast with Syria, N Africa)

v 5. The empire possessed a degree of ideological cohesion and identity 
that contributed to its survival

v 6. Its major political/ideological enemy, the Ummayyad Caliphate, had 
to contend with dispersal of resources, internal conflict and high 
levels of regionalisation



� al-Hārith b. Abī Usāma, attrib. to ‘Abdullāh b. Muhayrīz (ca 700-750 CE)


