Drought's role in triggering the barbarian conspiracy in Roman Britain revealed
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A recent study conducted by researchers at the University of Cambridge has shed new light on the causes behind the infamous “Barbarian Conspiracy” rebellion in Roman Britain around 367 CE. According to the study, a severe three-year drought played a critical role in triggering this period of social upheaval and unrest, which ultimately exposed Roman Britain to devastating invasions.
The research, published in the journal Climatic Change, involved detailed analysis of oak tree-ring data collected from southern Britain and northern France. By reconstructing climate conditions spanning the fourth to sixth centuries CE, the team discovered that the summers of 364, 365, and 366 CE were marked by significantly reduced rainfall. During this crucial period, monthly rainfall levels dropped to between 28 and 37 millimetres, compared to the average of 51 millimetres per month between 350 and 500 CE. This sharp decline in precipitation severely impacted the growth of key crops such as spelt wheat and barley.
Professor Ulf Büntgen from Cambridge’s Department of Geography commented on the findings, stating, “Three consecutive droughts would have had a devastating impact on the productivity of Roman Britain’s most important agricultural region.” He added that this drought-induced crop failure led to widespread food shortages and associated societal destabilisation, as reflected in contemporary accounts.
Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus documented these hardships in his work Res Gestae, describing the population of Britain during this time as facing “utmost conditions of famine.” The resulting scarcity of food strained the Roman military presence, leading to desertions along the strategic frontier of Hadrian’s Wall. This weakened defence created an opportunity for external forces to invade.
The invading groups included the Picts from the north, the Scotti from Ireland to the west, and the Saxons arriving from continental Europe to the south. The incursions were marked by significant Roman losses, with senior commanders being captured or killed, and some Roman soldiers defecting to the invaders. Despite efforts by Emperor Valentinian I to restore order by 369 CE, the rebellion and invasions had inflicted irreversible damage. By approximately 410 CE, Roman administration had effectively abandoned Britain.
Charles Norman, lead doctoral researcher on the project, noted that while historical records had long referred to the “Barbarian Conspiracy,” archaeological evidence explaining its root causes remained scarce until now. “Our findings provide an explanation for the catalyst of this major event,” Norman said in a statement.
The study also draws parallels between ancient and modern contexts, emphasising the relationship between climate stress and conflict. Tatiana Bebchuk, a member of the Cambridge research team, stated, “The relationship between climate and conflict is becoming increasingly clear in our own time. Extreme climate conditions lead to hunger, which can lead to societal challenges, which eventually lead to outright conflict.”
This research highlights the profound influence that environmental conditions, such as prolonged drought, can have on societal stability—even in a powerful empire like Rome.
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