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1. Brief summary of the dissertation 

In his dissertation, Mgr. Tunç Türel (T.) deals with the role of political violence in the 

last phase of the history of the Western Roman Empire. In his detailed analysis of the 

history of events between 395 and 472 A D, he explains that the increasing 

concentration of power in the leading magister militum and patricius from the second 

half of the 4th century on meant that his position of power at the imperial court was 

always contested. The exercise of political violence in its various forms thus became a 

structural feature of the history of the Western Roman Empire in the last phase of its 

existence. 

 

2. Brief overall evaluation of the dissertation 

T. offers a profound overview of the history of events in the Western Roman Empire 

between the death of emperor Valentinian I in 375 and the end of the civil war between 

Anthemius and Ricimer in 472 A D, focusing on political history, in particular the role 

of the magister militum and patricius at the imperial court. In fact, he succeeds in 

showing that the concentration of power in the hands of the leading general at court 

and the simultaneous loss of power of the reigning (child) emperors have permanently 



 

changed the political structure of the Western Roman Empire. His thesis that political 

violence thereby advanced to become a structural feature of the historical course of 

events is convincing and is documented by T. systematically and in great detail. The 

work has certain weaknesses in that it does not substantiate its concept of "political 

violence" in a sustained theoretical manner and is sometimes not thorough enough in 

the selection of sources and secondary literature. 

 

3. Detailed evaluation of the dissertation and its individual aspects 

I will first give an overview of the content of the dissertation and then comment on 

individual points. 

After a short introduction ("Introduction", p. 14–25), T. first presents the sources and 

the secondary literature on which his work is based ("Literature Review", p. 26–41). 

He then deals with the concept of political violence and develops a theoretical 

framework in which he intends to classify the events between 395 and 472 A D ("The 

Anatomy of Political Violence", p. 42–55). This is followed by an introduction to the 

actual topic, starting with the time of the soldier emperors in the 3rd century. Already in 

the second ("Political Violence in the Fifth-Century Western Roman Empire", p. 56–

70), but especially in the third chapter ("The Paraphernalia of Political Violence", p. 71–

105), the problems of the leading generals and the child emperorship are discussed. 

In this context, T. first deals with the power bases of the magister militum praesentalis. 

He had to distinguish himself through imperial virtues and military bravery; above all, 

he had a duty to his soldiers and had to provide for them. For this reason, North Africa's 

tax resources were an important basis for his power. The fourth chapter is the core of 

T.'s work (“The Methodology of Political Violence”, p. 106–198). In this section he 

presents the means used by the actors at the Western Roman imperial court to fight 

each other. He differentiates roughly between "preemptive strikes" (p. 106–152) and 

"direct confrontations" (p. 153–198), whereby the former included appeasement, 

sabotaging power and influence, withholding honors, branding as an enemy and 

cashiering (removal from command, civil wars), the latter included assassinations and 

civil wars. In this last section, T. also deals with the use of force by Western Roman 

emperors against their leading generals, turning his gaze away from the supposedly 

all-powerful magister militum and patricius to the seemingly powerless emperor. The 

work concludes with an instructive summary ("Conclusion", p. 199–206), a 



 

comprehensive list of sources and secondary literature (p. 207–227), a curriculum vitae 

(p. 228–231) and an appendix listing the most important historical actors in the period 

discussed by T. (p. 232–235). 

T. wrote an appealing, fluently written, easily readable text. As far as I can tell, his 

English is usually correct; stylistic and spelling mistakes are rare. He consistently pays 

attention to the formal aspects of a dissertation; here and there T. could have been 

even more thorough with regard to the evidence. Some cited sources and works (e. g. 

Onasander, Stickler 2002) are missing in the bibliography. 

The basic aim of analyzing the history of the Western Roman Empire from the point of 

view of "political violence" has been implemented successfully and in principle 

convincingly by T. He sticks with his perspective to the end and in many respects 

arrives at compelling conclusions. Only rarely does T. fall into speculation. Even 

beyond the main theme, he always manages to make interesting observations that are 

worth considering (e. g. on emperor Gratian on p. 61–68, on patricius Asterius on p. 

80, 122 and 176–177, on magister militum Sigisvultus on p. 111–113, on the 

relationship between Ricimer and Marcellinus / Aegidius on p. 138–142, on Aetius' stay 

in the Bavarian Prealps in A D 430 on p. 167). In this way, he succeeds in interpreting 

the history of events in the Western Roman Empire coherently and locating it under a 

common label – "political violence" of the Western Roman actors, above all the leading 

magistri militum and patricii. 

Regardless of this positive assessment, I would also like to list a few aspects that are 

open to criticism: 

On closer inspection, T.'s selection of literature de facto all too often concentrates on 

a few, primarily English-language essays and books. Although there are references to 

non-English literature as well, these works are not evaluated to the same extent as the 

English-language literature. Just a few points: Can one talk about Ricimer without F. 

Anders, Flavius Ricimer. Macht und Ohnmacht des weströmischen Heermeisters in 

der zweiten Hälfte des 5. Jahrhunderts, Frankfurt am Main 2010? Is it possible to speak 

about the viri illustres without having registered A. La Rocca / F. Oppedisano: Il senato 

romano nell'Italia ostrogota, Rome 2016? Can one judge Stilicho's reform policy 

without having evaluated R. Scharf, Die Kanzleireform des Stilicho und das römische 

Britannien, Historia 39, 1990, 461–474? One could go on like this, and these 

shortcomings are by no means restricted to German literature, which I miss. A. H. M. 



 

Jones, The Later Roman Empire 284–602. A Social, Economic and Administrative 

Survey, 3 vols., Oxford 1964 is insufficient as a panacea for structural questions of late 

antiquity. 

T. introduces the term "political violence" at the beginning and justifies it. But 

considering the comprehensive meaning it has for him, one would have wished for a 

deeper theoretical foundation. The possibilities are definitely there; cf. p. 42–55, T. 

shows the first approaches to this. But he could have made more of it from my point of 

view. 

T. opts for a period of investigation from 395 to 472 A D and justifies this in a 

comprehensible way (p. 19–20). Nevertheless, in my opinion he could have included 

the period from the rise of emperor Valentinian II in A D 375 up until A D 395 as well 

as the last years of the Western Roman Empire between A D 472 and 476/80. In the 

former case he actually does so (p. 59–70); in the latter, some consideration of the 

machinations of the magister militum and patricius Orestes (and "his" child emperor 

Romulus Augustulus) would have been easily possible and could have provided 

additional insights. 

T. looks primarily at the court and the Western Roman military, but other actors – for 

example the kingdoms of the migration period, female figures such as Galla Placidia, 

the Roman senate, the Eastern Roman Empire – fall too far from his field of vision. 

Although Theodosius II in Constantinople was a princeps puer and princeps clausus, 

he was not completely idle, as M. Meier, Aspekte der religiösen Selbstinszenierung bei 

Theodosius II. (408–450 n. Chr.), in: Andreas Pečar / Kai Trampedach (eds.), Die Bibel 

als politisches Argument. Voraussetzungen und Folgen biblizistischer 

Herrschaftslegitimation in der Vormoderne, Munich 2007, 135–158 has shown. 

Apparently a new model of the emperor developed in the east during the 5th century. 

What does this mean for the West? Was the paradigm of the soldier emperor more 

firmly established here? T. himself hints at this direction, especially since at the end of 

his work – in the case of Valentinian III and Anthemius – he shows emperors acting as 

users of "political violence" against their leading generals (p. 183–198). This needs to 

be expanded upon. 

 

 



 

4. Questions for the author 

--- 

 

5. Conclusion 

In his dissertation, T. convincingly demonstrates the structural importance of "political 

violence" for the last phase of the history of the Western Roman Empire. "The currency 

of the political actors of the period exchanged for political dominance was simply 

violence." (p. 204). The work has its strengths in the analysis of the history of events 

in the period between 375 and 472 A D, especially with regard to the magistri militum 

and patricii from Merobaudes to Ricimer. In individual places, the dissertation could 

possibly gain additional depth of argumentation when taking into account the above 

criticism, but that does not change my overall judgment. 

I provisionally classify the submitted dissertation as passed. 
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