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Salvian, The Governance of God, c. 4401 

Salvianus of Marseilles (c. 400-470 CE) was a Christian priest who 

was an eyewitness to the end of Roman rule in Gaul. He wrote a book 

called The Governance of God in which he tried to explain the political 

and moral causes of the collapse of the Roman state in the west; he argued 

that the misfortunes of the time were divinely inflicted punishments which 

the people of the Empire had brought upon themselves by their corruption.2 

 

What towns, as well as what municipalities and villages are there in 

which there are not as many tyrants as curiales?3 Perhaps they glory in this 

name of tyrant because it seems to be considered powerful and honored. 

For, almost all robbers rejoice and boast, if they are said to be more fierce 

than they really are. What place is there, as I have said, where the bowels 

of widows and orphans are not devoured by the leading men of the cities, 

and with them those of almost all holy men? 

...Not one of them [widows and orphans], therefore, is safe. In a 

manner, except for the very powerful, neither is anyone safe from the 

devastation of general brigandage, unless they are like the robbers 

themselves. To this state of affairs, indeed, to this crime has the world 

come that, unless one is bad, he cannot be safe… 

                                                 
1 Introduction and text taken from Perry, Peden and Von Laue, ed., Sources of the 
Western Tradition, Vol. 1 (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1999), 161-163. 
2 Introduction adapted from Internet Medieval Sourcebook, accessed Dec. 16, 
2014: http://legacy.fordham.edu/Halsall/source/salvian1.asp 
3 The curiales were members of the municipal councils. In the late years of the 
Roman Empire, they were forced to act as tax collectors for the central 
government and to pay from their own pockets whatever sums they could not 
collect from the overtaxed inhabitants. 

All the while, the poor are despoiled, the widows groan, the orphans 

are tread underfoot, so much so that many of chem—and they are not of 

obscure birth and have received a liberal education, flee to the enemy lest 

they die from the pain of public persecution. They seek among the 

barbarians the dignity of the Roman because they cannot bear barbarous 

indignity among the Romans. Although these Romans differ in religion and 

language from the barbarians to whom they flee, and differ from them in 

respect to filthiness of body and clothing, nevertheless, as I have said, they 

prefer to bear among the barbarians a worship unlike their own rather than 

rampant injustice among the Romans… 

Thus, far and wide, they migrate either to the Goths4 or to the 

Bagaudae,5 or to other barbarians everywhere in power; yet they do not 

repent having migrated. They prefer to live as freemen under an outward 

form of captivity than as captives under an appearance of liberty. 

Therefore, the name of Roman citizens, at one time not only greatly valued 

but dearly bought, is now repudiated and fled from, and it is almost 

considered not only base but even deserving of abhorrence. And what can 

be a greater testimony of Roman wickedness than that many men, upright 

and noble and to whom the position of being a Roman citizen should be 

considered as of the highest splendor and dignity, have been driven by the 

                                                 
4 The Goths were Germanic tribes that invaded Rome. The Visigoths invaded Italy 
in the early fifth century and seized Rome for a few days. This was the first time in 
eight centuries that a foreign enemy had entered the capital. Later the Visigoths 
occupied large areas of Spain and Gaul. In the late fifth century, the Oscrogoths 
invaded and conquered Italy. 
5 Bagaudae was a term for peasants in many parts of Spain and Gaul (France), 
who rebelled and established zones free from Roman authority. 



2 

cruelty of Roman wickedness to such a state of mind that they do not wish 

to be Romans? ... 

I am now about co speak of the Bagaudae who were despoiled, 

oppressed and murdered by evil and cruel judges. After they had lost the 

right of Roman citizenship, they also lost the honor of bearing the Roman 

name. We blame their misfortunes on themselves. We ascribe to them a 

name which signifies their downfall. We give to them a name of which we 

ourselves are the cause. We call them rebels. We call those outlaws whom 

we compelled to be criminal. 

For, by what other ways did they become Bagaudae, except by our 

wickedness, except by the wicked ways of judges, except by the 

proscription and pillage of those who have turned the assessments of public 

taxes into the benefit of their own gain and have made the tax levies their 

own booty? Like wild beasts, they did not rule but devoured their subjects, 

and feasted not only on the spoils of men, as most robbers are wont to do, 

but even on their torn flesh and, as I may say, on their blood. 

Thus it happened that men, strangled and killed by the robberies of 

judges, began to live as barbarians because they were nor permitted to be 

Romans. They became satisfied to be what they were not, because they 

were not permitted to be what they were. They were compelled to defend 

their lives at least, because they saw that they had already completely lost 

their liberty… 

But what else can these wretched people wish for, they who suffer the 

incessant and even continuous destruction of public tax levies. To them 

there is always imminent a heavy and relentless proscription. They desert 

their homes, lest they be tortured in their very homes. They seek exile, lest 

they suffer torture. The enemy is more lenient to them than the tax 

collectors. This is proved by this very fact, that they flee to the enemy in 

order to avoid the full force of the heavy tax levy. This very tax levying, 

although hard and inhuman, would nevertheless be less heavy and harsh if 

all would bear it equally and in common. Taxation is made more shameful 

and burdensome because all do not·bear the burden of all. They extort 

tribute from the poor man for the taxes of the rich, and the weaker carry the 

load for the stronger. There is no other reason that they·cannot bear all the 

taxation except that the burden imposed on the wretched is greater than 

their resources.... 

Therefore, in the districts taken over by the barbarians, there is one 

desire among all the Romans, that they should never again find it necessary 

to pass under Roman jurisdiction. In those regions, it is the one and general 

prayer of the Roman people that they be allowed to carry on the life they 

lead with the barbarians. And we wonder why the Goths are nor conquered 

by our portion of the population, when the Romans prefer to live among 

them rather than with us. Our brothers, therefore, are not only altogether 

unwilling to flee to us from them, but they even cast us aside in order to 

flee to them.  


