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Cross-cultural and Cross-latitudinal Responses to Extreme Weather and 

Climate Events in the Ancient World 

 

Climate dynamics and collapse at the end of the Roman Empire 

 

Today, historical research seems increasingly aware that the environment cannot 

be seen as a mere backdrop to events. Attention to the role of natural phenomena has 

become increasingly important, spurred on by the threat of planetary climate change, a 

prospect to which specialists in the field of history have shown particular sensitivity. In 

the last few years, the study of extreme environmental phenomena has been gaining 

protagonism in historical research, as triggering forces of disasters and catastrophes are 

being valued as a useful tool for historical analysis, creating a denominated “history of 

disasters” (Van Babel et al. 2020). The capacity of potentially catastrophic natural 

phenomena, such as earthquakes (Nur, 2008) or tsunamis (Martín-Casado, 2022), but 

especially climatic fluctuations (Brooke, 2014), to contribute to the knowledge of 

political and cultural processes in ancient societies has already been emphasised (Oliver-

Smith, 1986, Gerrard and Petley, 2013, García Acosta, 2019). 

This innovative line of work has also contributed to the development of a number 

of theoretical and methodological paradigms that will have a broad impact on future 

research. Especially the interdisciplinary component, which reflects approaches and a 

narrative based on a broad group of geological, climatic, archaeological and literary 

indicators or "natural archives" (McCormick, 2013: 62), widely recognised and accepted 

by the academic community. But also, interpretative proposals on the incidence of 

environmental factors in historical perspective demand explanatory theories that 

contribute to the elaboration of explanatory keys that are not limited to merely pointing 

out causal links (Haldon et al. 2018b: 3212). 

Our case study would be to test the validity of including climate change among 

the explanatory causes of the crisis of the Roman Empire, more specifically in its western 

part. We consider it appropriate to approach the recent updating of the explanatory 

hypothesis that points to a causal link between environmental fluctuations and the 

historical process of disruption and crisis of the Roman imperial edifice (Martín-Casado, 

i.p., McCormick et al. 2012, Harper 2016, Harper 2017, Harper and McCormick 2018).  
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This contribution connects with the PhD thesis project on which I am carrying out 

my research, entitled “The role of natural catastrophes in the historical process of coastal 

communities in the Iberian Peninsula in the first millennium BC”, whose aim is to 

investigate the impact that environmental phenomena, from high intensity ones, such as 

earthquakes and tsunamis, to more progressive ones, such as climate change, may have 

had on the ancient communities of the Iberian Peninsula. As specific subject of study we 

consider the historical process of the Roman province of Baetica during the Late 

Antiquity chronological horizon (Brown, 1971), between the 3rd and 5th centuries AD, a 

historical juncture characterised by notable changes in various facets of political, social, 

economic, and symbolic life.  

Taking the pulse of this debate allows us to combine one of my main research 

focuses, the identification of theoretical mechanisms to conceptualise the relationship 

between environmental shocks and historical dynamics, with the objectives proposed for 

this seminar, as the debate across disciplines in the humanities, social and natural 

sciences, which offers recent examples focusing on this area of study (Sessa, 2019) or the 

clarification of the ways in which past communities responded to extreme/unpredictable 

weather and climate events.  

We will review the capacity of the new proposals on the environmental crisis of 

the Roman Empire to offer solvent explanatory solutions in order to consider the climatic 

fluctuations of the 3rd-5th centuries as a crisis factor, feeding back into other factors of a 

political, social, and economic nature. Of course, we approach this research with the 

awareness that environmental fluctuations are not exclusively related to crisis processes; 

the dialectic established between the environment and human beings is multifaceted 

(Degroot et al. 2021). Nevertheless, we judge that this working area is innovative and 

may help in the task of defining how the social system represented by Rome 

accommodates environmental stress and how this could have translated into systemic 

change.  

The original chronological framework of my thesis, which included up to the 

beginning of the Roman period, has required an extension, as we realise that the province 

of Baetica offers a very interesting scenario in the Late Antique period, in the 3rd-5th 

centuries, as there seems to be a concentration of extreme natural phenomena. Research 

in coastal environments is beginning to point to the occurrence of a horizon of destruction 

associated with a high-energy marine event (Rodríguez-Ramírez et al. 2016; Campos 



Juan Manuel Martín Casado                                                                               Universidad de Málaga                                                                                         

Carrasco et al. 2015), while inland there is significant evidence of seismic episodes, to 

the point that there is even talk of a Late Roman “seismic crisis” (Silva Barroso et al. 

2016; Silva Barroso 2019: 61). To this we must add the documented incidence of a 

climatic change towards colder and drier conditions (Martínez-Cortizas et al. 1999).  

The question is whether there really exists a concentration of events and these 

generate a crisis, or whether, being a period traditionally considered a crisis period, there 

has been a tendency to relate all ambiguous indicators to natural disasters, thus creating 

a false perception. This can be what M. G. L. Baillie (1991) calls the interpretive fallacies 

of “suck-in and smear”. In order to be able to evaluate this scenario in perspective, and 

hence to offer theoretical and interpretative reflections conscious of the research 

panorama, I have taken the pulse of the recent update of this explanatory trend on the 

crisis of the Roman Empire, which is developing its reflections on a more global scale. 

The evaluation of this particular scenario from different points of view is one of the main 

objectives of my participation in this seminar. 

 

Brief Bibliography: 

 

Baillie, M. 1991. Suck in and smear: Two related chronological problems for the 90s, Journal 

of Theoretical Archaeology, 2, 12-16.  

Brooke, J. 2014. Climate Change and the Course of Global History. A Rough Journey. United 

States of America. Cambridge University Press. 

Brown, P. 1971. The world of Late Antiquity. From Marcus Aurelius to Muhammad. Thames 

and Hudson, London.  

Campos Carrasco, J.M. et al. 2015. La ocupación del litoral onubense en época romana y su 

relación con eventos marinos de alta energía, Cuaternario y Geomorfología, 29, 1-2, 

pp. 75-93. 

Degroot, D. et al. 2021. Towards a rigorous understanding of societal responses to climate 

change. Nature, Vol 591, 539-550. 

García Acosta, V. 2019. El pasado en la construcción del futuro. Reducción de riesgos de 

desastre y adaptación al cambio climático en la larga duración (longue durée). In: 



Juan Manuel Martín Casado                                                                               Universidad de Málaga                                                                                         

Lorenzo, M. D. Rodríguez, M. and Marcilhacy, D. (Coord.), Historiar las Catástrofes, 

p. 347-370. 

Gerrard, C. and Petley, D. 2013. A risk society? Environmental hazards, risk and resilience in 

the later Middle Ages in Europe, Natural Hazards, DOI 10.1007/s11069-013-0750-7.  

Haldon, J. et al. 2018b. History meets Palaeoscience: Consilience and collaboration in 

studying past societal responses to environmental change. Proceedings of the National 

Academy of Sciences of the United States of America PNAS, 115, no. 13: 3210-3218. 

Harper, K. 2016. The Environmental Fall of the Roman Empire. Daedalus, 145, no. 2: 101-

111.  

− 2017. The Fate of Rome. Climate, Disease and The End of an Empire. New Jersey.  

Harper, K. and McCormick, M. 2018. Reconstructing the Roman Climate. En Scheidel, W., 

The Science of Roman History. Biology, Climate, and the Future of the Past, 11-52. 

New Jersey. 

Martín-Casado, J. M. 2022. Tsunamis en la Iberia prerromana. Reflexiones desde lo 

interdisciplinar, in Eduardo García Alfonso and Serafín Becerra Martín (Eds.), Las 

Sociedades íberas: Historia y Arqueología, I Simposio de Historia en el territorio del 

Guadalteba, Editorial La Serranía, 381-402. 

Martínez Cortizas, A. et al. 1999. Mercury in a Spanish peat bog: archive of climate change 

and atmospheric metal deposition, Science, 284: 939–42. 

-  i.p. Explicaciones ambientales a la crisis del Imperio romano. Apuntes historiográficos y 

metodológicos”, in José Javier Martínez García and Pedro David Conesa Navarro 

(Eds.), Crisis y muerte en la Antigüedad. Reflexiones desde la historia y la 

arqueología, Archaeopress.  

McCormik, M. McCormick, M. et al. 2012. Climate Change during and after the Roman 

Empire: Reconstructing the Past from Scientific and Historical Evidence. Journal of 

Interdisciplinary History, 43, 2, pp. 169-220. 

- 2013. What Climate Science, Ausonius, Nile Floods, Rye, and Thatch tell us about the 

Environmental History of the Roman Empire. In Harris, W., The Ancient 

Mediterranean Environment between Science and History, 61-88. New York. 

Nur, A. 2008. Apocalypse. Earthquakes, Archaeology, and the wrath of God. New Jersey. 



Juan Manuel Martín Casado                                                                               Universidad de Málaga                                                                                         

Oliver-Smith, A. 1986. Disaster context and causation: an overview of changing perspectives 

in disaster research. In: Oliver-Smith A (ed.) Natural disasters and cultural contexts. 

Studies in third world societies, vol 36. College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, 

pp 1–34. 

Rodríguez-Ramírez, A. et al. 2016. Geomorphological record of extreme wave events during 

Roman times in the Guadalquivir estuary (Gulf of Cadiz, SW Spain): An 

archaeological and paleogeographical approach, Geomorphology, 261, 103-118. 

Sessa, K. 2019. The New Environmental Fall of Rome: A Methodological Consideration, 

Journal of Late Antiquity, 12, no.1 (Spring): 211-255. 

Silva Barroso, P.G. et al. 2016. Los terremotos antiguos del conjunto arqueológico romano de 

Baelo Claudia (Cádiz, Sur de España): Quince años de investigación arqueosísmica. 

Estudios Geológicos 72, 1. doi:10.3989/egeol.42284.392.  

Silva Barroso, P.G. 2019. Fuentes históricas y geológicas de los terremotos antiguos en la 

Península Ibérica. Revista de la Sociedad Geológica de España 32, 2, pp. 43-64. 

Van Babel, B. et al. 2020. Disasters and History. The Vulnerability and Resilience of Past 

Societies. Cambridge University Press.  

 


