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Why does the modern world find the Romans so fascinating? 

The modern world finds the Romans fascinating because they have dominated Western culture since 

they were at the forefront of it. More specifically, the image of a white, brutal, and Empire-crazed 

Rome has been perpetuated since the Enlightenment and globalised during the 20th century. As a 

result, 21st-century individuals who re-evaluate Rome are also re-evaluating Western (mainly white, 

male) society. Furthermore, when we discover new depths to this civilisation, there is the added 

enjoyment of subverting this stubborn image. The study of the Romans is now the study of us.  

The narrative of Rome as a precursor to the West starts, in education. The very term “classics” 

derives from the first Roman census, where the classici were the highest social class. And thus 

authors of the highest merit were scriptores classici and Roman work became the hallmark of a 

quality education. Passages from the “Aeneid” were memorised and categorised well into the 20th 

century, and consistently taught as the pinnacle of Latin, if not all, literature. Art, too, was studied in 

great depth. Johann Winckelmann famously declared marble statues to be the peak of beauty. 

Rome’s history was common knowledge – for not only could one study Tacitus, Livy and the Acts of 

the Apostles, but also the orations of Cicero and the writings of Caesar, figures who were there at 

the time. 

The role of the Romans in education is attested to by the huge quantity of Latin sources which 

survive because they were written out by medieval monks for use in teaching. It is worth noting here 

contemporary, usually religious, sensibilities certainly affected what was taught. Catullus’ poetry 

struggled to survive in manuscript form, perhaps due to its explicit content. References to the 

underworld were mapped uneasily onto the Christian hell. Yet Latin remained the language of 

authority, and Rome remained uniquely well-realised, represented across disciplines. From the 

formative years of powerful men in western Europe, it was the greatest civilisation.  

This meant it was extremely easy for Enlightenment thinkers to refer back to it. People are 

fascinated by the past for three main reasons. The first is in search of representation and to solidify 

identity. Ancestor “worship” is common across many cultures, notably Día de los Muertos and Lunar 

New Year celebrations. The Romans extended this to the mythical, with the Judeo-Claudian family 

tracing their lineage back to Aeneas. Knowing one’s history creates a sense of security and 

belonging.  

This sense of collective identity is used for the second purpose of looking to the past: to legitimise 

one’s actions. The uncodified nature of the British constitution is one example of the power of past 

precedent.  

Conversely, the past can also be used to condemn present actions as traitorous or subversive. The 

Romans did this too, with Tacitus in Annals IV writing on the deceptive subterfuge of Tiberius’ 

principate, “no one must compare my annals with the writings of those who have described Rome in 

old days… my labours are circumscribed and inglorious” (translation by Church and Brodribb).  

All three of these reasons contribute to the Enlightenment’s fascination with the Romans. Post-

Reformation, the role of religion – specifically the Catholic church – as a unifying force across Europe 

weakened. With the authority of the dogma broken, rationality was prized, and so history books 

were consulted to create this new, irreligious identity: a “secular origin myth”. This identity was used 

to legitimise the philosophes as continuing the Roman tradition. Kant’s motto was sapere aude 

(“have courage to use your own reason”)- taken from Horace. Emperor Hadrian’s redrafting of 

Athenian laws at their request, as well as the insatiable curiosity which drove his extensive travels, 

was seen as embodying the pursuit of knowledge and progress the philosophes themselves prized. 
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Similarly revered was Marcus Aurelius. His stoic indifference to circumstance and focus on individual 

happiness also appealed to contemporary ideals. 

Enlightenment thinkers also condemned the present. As the emphasis on individualism and 

scepticism led to questioning how society ought to be, Rome was there: a pinnacle of secular 

civilisation, to be held in comparison to the morals of contemporary society. The impact of Edward 

Gibbon’s “The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire” cannot be understated here: the 

moral that “immoderate greatness”, and a loss of civic virtues, led to the Empire’s collapse 

incriminated the excesses of the aristocracy. Across the Enlightenment, the implicit comparison was 

thus: here is what can be achieved by rigorous political systems and a strong separation of church 

and state. It is no coincidence that the Federalist Papers contained such strong defences of ancient 

government – the US Constitution’s separation of powers was consciously inherited from the 

political systems of Rome. Rome was therefore asserted as the origin of European greatness. 

But the Romans as we understand them today are a legacy of 20th century interpretations, notably 

the Fascists and the Nazis. Both tried to assert their collective identity through the Roman Empire, 

with the term “fascist” deriving from the lictors’ fasces – implying both unity and a threat of 

violence. Italy’s unification in the 1870s had not been a smooth transition, with the wide economic 

divide between the North and South, and the opposition of the Catholic Church to the move, 

depriving the country of the cohesive national identity a Fascist regime mandates. Mussolini 

encouraged Italians to see themselves, together, as part of a great civilisation, just as they had been 

1,400 years earlier. Specifically, he encouraged them to see themselves as heirs to the militaristic 

and authoritarian image of the Romans – and thus accept their own life under a totalitarian 

dictatorship. The Nazis, on the other hand, developed a convoluted origin myth for the Aryan race 

from the “womb of civilisations” of Germania (a line taken from Tacitus), with the perfect “Nordic 

soul” shared by the Romans. This inaccurate view of the Romans as white drew upon the 

Enlightenment before it – Gibbon’s blaming Islam for Rome’s downfall, the fetishization of white 

statues and so on. The purpose of identifying with Rome is clear – to assert that Italians and 

Germans were destined for the same greatness the Romans had.  

Therefore, Rome played a key role in the propaganda of the build up to, and during, the Second 

World War. Mussolini’s 1922 “March on Rome” consciously recalled Caesar’s 49AD crossing of the 

Rubicon, implying the Fascists were worthy heirs to the Romans. He consciously modelled his 

posture on the imagery of Roman generals. His Via dell’Impero (Empire Street) built in 1932 took in 

the forums of Trajan and Augustus, with the Palatine rising in the distance. It linked the Fascists to 

Imperial Rome both in space and in ritual, with enormous yearly marches on the road reinforcing the 

power and glory both supposedly shared. This was especially so during Italy’s attempt to Empire-

build, for example during the Abyssinian Crisis of 1935, which was accompanied by the rhetoric of 

mare nostrum. Hitler similarly viewed the Romans as an ideal Lehrmeisterin der Zukunft (teacher for 

the future) when expanding in Europe. He wanted a Reich as durable and dominant as the Roman 

Empire. 

This view of the Romans has accompanied Western global dominance, not just on the part of the 

Italians and Germans. It is easy to view the Roman Empire as a template or forebear of one’s own, 

particularly if one falsely equates “European” with “white”. The British in particular stressed a 

classical education to enforce the precedent of white Empires. The “Aeneid” formed their central 

text on the civilising power of Empire. Moreover, with missionaries leading colonial education, Latin 

was often part of the curriculum to understand religious texts. This legacy continues, for instance in 

the Kamuzu Academy of Malawi, often called the “Eton” of the country for its heavy emphasis on 

the classics. Rafael Trujillo, former dictator of the Dominican Republic, also drew upon “the 
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impeccable whiteness of… marbles” to attack darker-skinned Haitians. This potent combination of 

the Romans’ own Empire-building, the Enlightenment’s fascination with them, fascist nationalism, 

racism, and colonialism has left us with “the Romans”. 

And these Romans are persistent – in “Ben-Hur” (1959), “Gladiator” (2000), and the Asterix comics, 

to name but a few. Boris Johnson’s 2021 claim that the Roman Empire fell as a result of uncontrolled 

immigration is another example. Given that he is an Oxford classics alumnus, he likely recognised the 

dubious accuracy of this statement – the Romans scarcely had borders, for a start. But he knew that 

Rome exists as a white civilisation in the collective imagination (the first Google image result for “the 

Romans” is a white centurion), and he could portray it as decaying the same way Gibbon did, 

through the racialised euphemism of “immigrants”. More concerningly, the online alt-right draw 

upon the Romans to celebrate what they view as an exclusively male and white culture. During the 

January 6th riots on the US Capitol, Roman helmets could be seen in the fray. Identity Evropa, a US 

white supremacist group, sells posters of Nicolas Coustou’s 1696 statue of Julius Caesar – overlaid 

with slogans such as “Our Future Belongs to Us”.  

However, the slowly increasing diversity of academia, and development of technology, have 

improved our understanding of the Romans beyond this two-dimensional façade. This means that 

marginalised communities, previously side-lined by the rhetoric of “the Romans”, can now also stake 

a claim of identity to ancient Rome, and thus to Western society. People of colour led research into 

the life of Emperor Septimius Severus, the first African Emperor, and the revelation that marble 

statues were originally painted has altered modern perception of Roman "whiteness”. Emperors 

Hadrian and Elagabalus have been coded as queer – the former for his close same-sex attachment to 

Antinous and his childless marriage, the latter owing to his oft-expressed desire to remove his 

genitals. Scholars like Dr Katherine Huntley can trace feminist leanings in the role of the Sabine 

Women and the women’s march on Rome in response to the lex oppia. Moreover, recent discoveries 

are broadening our understanding of the Romans, such as the discovery of Roman makeup during 

excavations on the route of HS2. These innovations are thrilling to researchers and the interested 

public alike.  

And this fascination still has its twin uses- to legitimise current actions and to condemn the present. 

Mary Beard’s “SPQR” emphasises the complexity of the Romans, and thereby the importance of 

looking at history with nuance – legitimising the work of academics like her. And it ends with 

Emperor Caracalla’s legislating to make every free inhabitant of the Roman Empire a Roman citizen. 

In a 2016 debate with Johnson, she called 212 AD a date “which should rival 1066 in the 

consciousness of the British”, and has repeatedly suggested the Roman’s incorporation, rather than 

exclusion, of foreign peoples as they expanded was the key to their strength. With debates around 

immigration fuelling the Brexit referendum, this was clearly a condemnation of the “Leave” stance.  

Evidently, a fascination with Rome on the 21st century is a fascination with the Western world itself. 

This is a result of the Enlightenment’s centring of Rome as an origin story, the militaristic and white 

iconography of the fascists, the spread of European norms throughout the globe. This means the 

Romans are a uniquely self-reflective subject of study. When we look at the Romans and find 

unexplored depths, we’re also seeing the shortcomings of modern society – and potentially their 

origins. They are even more fascinating today than they were hundreds of years ago because of this 

present and past relevance. Moreover, the study of Rome increasingly provides great variety and 

fascinating untapped depths because this image has been dominant for so long. It is undeniably 

thrilling to “peel back” the façade of Rome and identify a more nuanced society beneath it. 

Therefore, the Romans have a dual appeal- the complexity of their own civilisation, and to 

understand our society today. 
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