
Dear colleaques, 

 

I am very pleased to be a part of this Conference! The theme of this article is a question whether  

Diocletian’s reforms of state administration and  corruption lives today? 

 

 

Diocletian, one of the greatest Roman reformers, could not avoid the reform of the 

administration. Moreover, in addition to the new form of government, which he immediately 

introduced, the tetrarchy, the reforms of the administration took an honorable place right after.  

After the Diocletian's reforms, the number of imperial provinces increased dramatically. Also 

the significant changes occurred in the governance of the provinces.  

Due to all the undertaken reforms in the form of state organization and in the administration, 

the number of the officials inevitably grew.  Obtaining the title of the official was recorded in 

the public protocol. They would take an oath upon entering the service. They would pay a 

certain amount of money to their superiors. This fact represents the beginning of a very 

dangerous phenomenon – the corruption. Namely, in the desire to get the position of an official 

which would provide a large number of privileges and benefits, a candidate would pay money 

and give other valuable things. Over time people would give more and more money for the 

convenience of the official position and class. Hence, in this period not only the bribes and 

corruption appeared, but it can be concluded that these negative phenomena grew as well. Can 

a similarity be found with the present moment of our society?  

Officiales receive a salary for their work, as well as certain goods, necessary for every day life. 

Over time the part in goods was also converted into money. They also had the so-called 

occasional incomes, which differed according to the rank of the official, but they were the cause 

of many abuses. This phenomenon also led to bribe and corruption.  Some positions of the 

officials were hereditary, and some could be acquired by purchase. The hierarchical order of 

the officials was determined and could not be changed. 

 There also came to a greater efficiency of the court procedure, which was under the jurisdiction 

of the special type of officials appointed for that purpose. However, for the civilian population, 

such an administrative apparatus and its functioning was burdensome. From the theoretical 

point of view, the Roman executive authority was never better organized. In practice, a huge 

and very complex organization such as this, involves a risk. At first, it was the danger of its 

independence. Then, bribery and corruption became more widespread. In addition to the money 

they had to give for the appointment, there were other circumstances that went hand in hand 

with bribery and corruption. After the crisis of the third century, the empire was really bad in 

every respect, and mostly in the economic one. The salaries of officials were low, which forced 



them to look for some other, most often illegal ways, to increase their income, that is, to get 

additional funds in some way. Is such a situation similar to today's society?   The problem of 

corruption that arose early, however, was not the same in Rome and in the provinces. In Rome, 

the magistrates refrained from bribery and other abuses for a long time due to the sharp eye of 

the public and mutual acquaintance within Roman society. However, when they would go to 

the province, away from the eyes of fellow citizens and acquaintances, Roman officials would 

"liberate" themselves and usually acquire great wealth in a short time. Some of Cicero's 

speeches testify to these phenomena, especially the speech against Nero. Since the bribery also 

existed in the time of Cicero, it can easily be understood that bribery was more widespread in 

the period in question, in which the bureaucracy was enormously enlarged, more diverse and 

with a much larger number of officials in the provinces. Gradually, the bureaucracy became 

corrupt.  

It can be said that the reign of Diocletian was marked by bureaucratization, i.e. the performance 

of administrative tasks was completely entrusted to professional officials. The time of the 

principality was still a period in which the rulers, at least for the sake of the form, tried to 

maintain the contact with the people. It is thus known that Augustus used to help clients in 

court, for example, he helped Scutarius, a volunteer in his army, who had been accused of 

defamation. When Hadrian did not pay attention to the request of the woman addressed to him, 

but continued his way saying that he had no time, she shouted after him: „Then stop being an 

Emperor.“ At that time, a large number of oral and written requests came to the emperor's 

office, and a most of them were resolved. 

What happened and what was undesirable was the situation with the rescripts. The citizens, 

regardless of their social status, addressed the ruler through the rescripts, in writing, asking him 

for justice. Most often they received justice. Since the second century, the number of rescripts 

increased enormously, which indicates the presence of dissatisfaction and a large number of 

injustices.  

Undoubtedly, Diocletian, one of the greatest and most comprehensive reformers, had great 

desires and expectations regarding all the reforms undertaken.  It can be said that he succeeded 

in that to some extent, but not completely. The professional bureaucracy that he established 

with the best intentions over time began to transform into the opposite. What contributed the 

most to it was the way of appointing officials, which provided the possibility of bribery and 

corruption. These negative phenomena, initially small, seriously endangered the functioning of 

the system over time. When we talk about bribery and corruption in this period, we can not 



avoid wondering what is it that keeps maintaining these phenomena and makes them relevant 

in today's, modern times? 

 

Best regards from Serbia! 

  

Milica Župljanić, Professor, Business College of Applied Studies in Beograd 

 

 

 

 


