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The persecutions of the pagan Roman state against the Christians were real and 

atrocious until the advent of a Christian Empire at the end of the fourth century. The 

brutality of the Romans manifested itself with regard to all the enemies of the State or 

its institutions, and the sadism of the circus shows nourished evident perversions. 

Nevertheless, these persecutions were intermittent, between long periods of peace 

or indifference. They were motivated by military, political or social reasons, and not by 

a principle of religious intolerance, which was far from the spirit of the Romans. They 

were far less deadly than it was said. They apparently caused a hundred thousand 

victims at most, spread over more than three centuries, and never took on a genocidal 

character. This is nothing in comparison with the massacres of the modern period. 

Once the political victory gained − despite the hard work and struggle − the 

Christians amplified the importance and the spectacular character of the persecutions in 

order to support a doctrine which associated the necessity of sacrifice with the advent of 

a triumph (as the Passion of Christ is necessary to his Resurrection or as the plagues of 

Egypt are essential to the liberation of Israel). They provide a demonstration of the 

inevitable and providential course of history led from above by the hand of God, who 

wants to make his Church triumph and legitimate the power it has acquired by the price 

of shed blood. 

This is the point of view of the victors. Can we try to understand what motivated 

the vanquished? The Romans, proud of their history and culture, were not afraid, 

especially at the end, of the destruction of their civilization, by the sly investment of a 

foreign religion, coming from the East and carrying off values external to their centuries-

old traditions? The defence strategies used are at the same time the affirmation of an 

identity of civilization of which they assume the pride. Their mistake is to have forgotten 

that everything is mortal, including civilizations. 
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