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Foreword

Meyer Reinhold’s active career spans sixty-five years, comparable in length
and energy to Gildersleeve’s. He began in an age when towering Roman his-
torians like Rostovtzeff (1870—-1952), Tenney Frank (1876-1939), and Lily
Ross Taylor (1886—1969) were at work in America, and he emulated their
control of sources and clear exposition in his first love, the history of Au-
gustan Rome. Most of the articles collected in this volume date from the
latter part of his career but result from the methods and interests he devel-
oped in its first phase. The second phase of his career came after World
War Il and was in some part a response to the huge numbers of students
coming to college under the GI Bill and in need of new kinds of textbooks
and study guides. The third phase began after the painful interruption of
a decade. Perhaps because he had been away from academia for so long,
he had sufficient vigor in his late fifties to develop a new discipline, what
William M. Calder TIT called “the scientific study of classics in early
America.”! When most colleagues had retired, he founded an institute
unique in this country, organized a large international membership to sup-
port it, and planned enough projects for the near future to fill another half
century. To all three phases of his work he brought an indefatigable energy,
a scrupulous accuracy, and a reliance on documents to speak for themselves.

He was born in New York City on 1 September 1909 to Joseph and
Ethel (Rosen) Reinhold, who had emigrated from Europe. A precocious
student, he was debarred from the Ivy League education he was qualified
for by the numerus clausus most of these institutions maintained for the
admission of Jews. Like many similar overqualified students, he attended
a public institution in New York City, City College (now the City Univer-
sity of New York) where he would share classes with his lifelong friend
and collaborator Naphtali Lewis (1911— ), who entered a year later. An
interest in ancient history was encouraged at City College by the now-
forgotten Emory Bair Lease (1863—1931), an exciting and popular teacher
of language and culture who published on Livy and on numerology. After
receiving his A.B. in 1929, Reinhold found that the Ivy League was not so
restrictive in admissions to its graduate schools when he was accepted at
Columbia University, the eldest of a remarkable trio that included Lewis
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and Moses 1. Finkelstein (later Sir M. 1. Finley) (1912-1986). All three were in-
tent on working with William Linn Westermann (1873-1954), the leading an-
cient historian at Columbia and one of the founders of the American study of
papyrology. Thanks to Westermann they learned the principles of the new sci-
ence and even had a memorable dinner with Rostovtzeff. So highly did
Westermann regard them that one day when the three were walking along the
street, Westermann caught up with them, and as he walked along, said, “You are
the three ablest students I have ever had.”

But as Westermann'’s career declined, he turned increasingly bitter and un-
helpful. He torpedoed both a Guggenheim grant that he had encouraged Lewis
to apply for and a publication of Finkelstein’s at Rutgers University Press. Reinhold
was scarcely treated better.

In common with others of his social background and personal experience,
Reinhold (at least in his youth) held economic and political views that were con-
siderably to the left. Seeing the enormous disparity between rich and poor in the
1920s exacerbated by the Depression and being himself a victim of a restrictive
Establishment, he early formed an interest in social and economic history that
would lead to his studies of wealth and status in antiquity. After receiving the A.M.
in 1930, Reinhold hoped to write his dissertation with Westermann, but even as
a young man his eyes were not good enough for papyrology. When he asked his
mentor if he could write a dissertation on ancient economic history, he was told
he had to study economics for three years before Westermann would even con-
sider the idea. Discouraged, Reinhold turned to a much lesser light, Charles Knapp,
who directed his dissertation, a biography of Marcus Agrippa.? Agrippa appealed
to Reinhold as “a self-made man” who by hard work and intelligence rose to ad-
vise an emperor. Reinhold’s stated goal was “to include every piece of evidence
which bears on the life of Agrippa” and establish a chronology. Agrippa’s military
career may be slighted, but the work on constitutional law and history as well as
the study of his writings and personality are extraordinarily researched and, for a
twenty-three-year-old, maturely expressed. G. W. Richardson praised its “high level
of scholarship and historical judgment,” while Allen B. West, amid his praise, said
that there were perhaps “traces of hero worship” that might be pardonable in a
young man who so admires his subject.? One sour review notwithstanding, par-
ticularly painful as it came from Arnaldo Momigliano, his dissertation is still con-
sidered the standard work on the subject.?

Reinhold had the Ph.D. in hand in 1933, but he had few prospects in Depres-
sion America. At the encouragement of the young Moses Hadas (1900-1966),
he received a two-year fellowship at the American Academy at Rome in 1933.
Westermann, who had just come off a ten-year term as trustee of the academy,
characteristically discouraged him from going.

On 1 September 1933, as Reinhold shared the crossing to Europe with Rich-
mond Lattimore and a half-dozen other fellows, President Roosevelt took the
country off the gold standard, effectively cutting the fellows’ $4,000 stipend in
half. For this and other reasons, Reinhold’s experience at the academy was not
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a pleasant one. The drabness of the building, the inadequacy of the library (he
preferred the Deutsches Institut), and particularly the class arrogance of the
faculty and many of the fellows discouraged him to the point that he longed to
return home to New York, though he knew there would be no job waiting for
him. He was insulted by the professor-in-charge, Allen Chester Johnson (1881—
1955) of Princeton, for the trivial offense of having given a talk from memory
rather than reading it off a paper. He was already a published author and he
continued to pursue his interest in the great fortunes of the Augustan Age by
writing some articles for Classical Weekly, then edited by his Doktorvater Knapp.
He also wrote a long article that Tenney Frank declined for the American Jour-
nal of Philology, calling it “a good beginning, but [not] satisfactory.” The article
was never published.

In his second year at the academy, he got on better with the professor-in-charge,
Lily Ross Taylor, than he had with Johnson. His friend Lewis, with a fresh Ph.D.
from the Sorbonne, joined him, and he also made friends with Frederic M.
Wheelock (1902-1987), who was visiting Rome and accompanied him on a trip
to Sicily and Greece. He found far less class prejudice and anti-Semitism among
the Italians than at the academy and happily got out among the locals. He also
met Rostovtzeff and Momigliano (1908-1987). Nevertheless, he was still miser-
able and eager to get home. He left in the spring of 1935 with Lewis, who had
completed only one year of his fellowship.

On his return Reinhold was so dispirited with the lack of opportunities in his
profession that he virtually abandoned the notion of getting a job. He neverthe-
less sent out nearly one hundred applications. He received only one positive re-
sponse, a letter from a school welcoming him to its faculty but stating that as the
school was a lay brotherhood, it paid no salaries. Reinhold sent his regrets. This
lay brotherhood later became Dickinson College.

Within three years, Finley, who was an instructor at City College, had intro-
duced him to Joseph Pearl, the chairman of the classics department at Brooklyn
College. In 1938 Reinhold joined the faculty as an instructor in classics, rising to
associate professor in a department with his friends Wheelock (1938-1952) and
Lewis (1947-1976). Around the time that “Mo” Finley introduced Reinhold to
Brooklyn College, Finley's wife, Mary F. Thiers, introduced Reinhold to Diane
Roth, an executive medical secretary. They had their first date at a meeting of the
New York Classical Club and were married on 29 September 1939. They would
have two children, Robert, who became a reporter for the Los Angeles Times and
the New York Times, and Helen, who became a university administrator. The
marriage lasted fifty-nine years, until Diane’s death in 1998.

The depressing years of the academy now put behind him, Reinhold resumed
his study of Augustan wealth in earnest. Heavy and diverse teaching loads restricted
the amount of time he could spend on research. In the year after the war, his ef-
forts were directed at a comprehensive review of Rostovtzeff, reprinted here as
chapter 8. He then turned to a large project on the documentary history of Rome
with Lewis that would be of use for students in the burgeoning classics-in-
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translation courses. The result was Roman Civilization: Selected Readings® in two
volumes: the first, treating the Republic to 27 B.C., was published in 1951; the
second, on the Empire, in 1955. Modeled on Botsford and Sihler's Hellenic Civi-
lization, it is divided into chapters on historiography, legal sources, inscriptions,
papyri, coins, and so forth. Americans like Finley recognized the value of the
project—"a first-rate source book,” he called it>—while some Europeans were
mystified.” J. A. O. Larsen said, “It is likely to remain the standard source book
for Roman history for a generation and to be widely used.” He was right: the book
has remained in print and in use in classrooms throughout the country for nearly
fifty years.

In 1955, Reinhold was one of the promising young (age forty-six) American
historians of Rome. He had made his name with well-crafted, highly researched
articles more reliant on meticulous and irrefutable research than interpretation.
Unfortunately this was also the period referred to by Lillian Hellman as “scoun-
drel time.” Having examined the Manhattan Project, the State Department, and
the Army for Communists, real or imagined, the House Un-American Activities
Committee turned in earnest to an examination of the faculties of the nation’s
universities and colleges. No region of the country was exempt, but the chief
targets were in the Ivy League (Harvard and Cornell especially), and New York
City. Finley had already testified before investigating committees twice and had
lost his job at Rutgers in 1952. He felt the climate was so hostile that he immi-
grated to England in 1955 to become a lecturer and eventually professor of
ancient history at Cambridge. Reinhold felt himself under such severe pressure
at Brooklyn College that he resigned his position at the end of the school year,
seemingly ending his promising career.

Because of the pernicious effects of the McCarthy era, Reinhold was unem-
ployable in classics for the next ten years. A lesser man with a young family to
feed might have renounced his principles or abandoned the field of classics alto-
gether. Reinhold did neither. His brother gave him the title of vice president in
his firm, Richmond Advertising Service of Brooklyn, and he remained there from
1955 to 1965. After the war, the GI Bill had flooded the colleges with students
and new textbooks, and translations were needed that spoke a clearer and sim-
pler language to these students, who represented far broader ranges of American
society than had been on campuses before the war. Reinhold’s supporter Moses
Hadas at Columbia was probably the leading writer of such volumes. In 1946
Reinhold had written a review volume for Barron’s called Essentials of Greek and
Roman Classics: A Guide to the Humanities. Now he produced seven more guides
for the company between 1959 and 1967.8

He returned to teaching in 1965 when he became associate professor of Greek,
Latin, and ancient history at the University of Southern Illinois at Carbondale. Here
he began gathering up his work on status in the ancient world, and in 1970 pro-
duced History of Purple as a Status Symbol in Antiquity’ and “The Generation Gap
in Antiquity,” followed by “Usurpation of Status and Status Symbols in the Roman
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Empire” (the opening chapters of this volume). He also became interested in the
study of the effect of classical learning on the founders of the American republic.

His work on the classical tradition began in earnest following his move in 1967
to the University of Missouri at Columbia, where he was named Byler Distinguished
Professor of Classical Studies in 1976. Here he applied the same methods of gath-
ering and reporting documentary evidence that he had employed in his historiogra-
phy. Even before “Bicentennial fever” gripped the nation in 1976, Reinhold produced
important works of deep research on the classical tradition in America: Past and
Present: The Continuity of Classical Myths, and The Classick Pages: Classical Read-
ing of Eighteenth-Century Americans. In time he published a collection of his essays
on the subject, Classica Americana: The Greek and Roman Heritage in the United
States.'"? He retired from Missouri in 1980 and became a visiting university profes-
sor of classical studies at Boston University, where he founded the Institute for the
Classical Tradition, which he directed for the next seventeen years. While at Bos-
ton he published yearly bibliographies (with various collaborators) of the classical
tradition in Classical and Modern Literature, and he contributed to Merrill D.
Peterson’s Thomas Jefferson: A Reference Biography.'!

In the midst of this enterprise, he managed to continue his work on documen-
tary Roman history, producing the source books The Golden Age of Augustus on
Augustan literature, culture, and history, Diaspora: The Jews among the Greeks
and Romans, and Jewish Life and Thought among the Greeks and Romans: Primary
Readings, which he edited with Louis H. Feldman. In 1988 he published his long-
awaited work, From Republic to Principate: An Historical Commentary on Cassius
Dio’s “Roman History” Books 49—52, which covered the period from the aftermath
of Antony’s dalliance with Cleopatra to Octavian’s ascendancy. Widely praised as
a master of the material, Reinhold was able at the close of his career as a historian
to return to the figure with which he had begun, in a lucid analysis of Marcus
Agrippa’s debate with Maecenas in Book 52.

Reinhold mastered the field of documentary history and founded a new disci-
pline that continues to attract scholars both in America and abroad. The essays
gathered here are a faithful index to the career of a historian of antiquity who also,
throughout a career spanning periods of public and private vicissitude, has sig-
nificantly extended the study of “the Classick pages.”

Ward Briggs
University of South Carolina



This page intentional ly left blank



Preface

This collection of studies, culled from more than a half century of research,
is derived from a multiplicity of influences. These began when I was a gradu-
ate student at Columbia University in New York City in the early 1930s.
My interests in research were formed and motivated by two mentors and
two friends and fellow students. Professor William Linn Westermann and
Professor Charles Knapp influenced me in different directions. Professor
Knapp, who was for thirty years editor of Classical Weekly, had an exquisite
knowledge of the Latin language and Roman literature. He was a tyrant who
demanded accuracy and complete documentation, and he was a perfectionist
in editing. From Professor Westermann [ learned the significance of Greek
and Latin inscriptions and Greek papyri for a knowledge of ancient history.

My friend Naphtali Lewis shared with me his splendid knowledge of the
Greek language. He is a masterful papyrologist and has been the international
president of the Society of Papyrologists. From Moses 1. Finley I acquired a
lifelong interest in social and economic history. Finley, who immigrated to
Britain and became a British citizen, was knighted and is better known as Sir
M. I. Finley. Arnaldo Momigliano called Finley the greatest ancient historian
of the middle of the twentieth century. The friendship of our triumvirate (as
Professor Westermann called us) was commemorated in a banquet at Cam-
bridge University on its fiftieth anniversary.

This book has been brought to the light of day by the editorial assistance
of my young classicist friend Mark Anderson and by the encouragement of
Susan Ford Wiltshire of Vanderbilt University, whose friendship and inter-
est in my scholarship have been invaluable. My Boston University colleague
Loren ]. Samons happily provided a recent bibliography on the subjects in
this volume. In addition, I owe my gratitude to historians Robert Drews and
Thomas McGinn of Vanderbilt University for assistance with editing and
to Tommye Corlew for her caring and careful preparation of the manuscript.
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The Generation Gap in Antiquity

How UNIVERSAL IS GENERATIONAL CONFLICT? WAS THE
younger generation in all past societies in a state of tension with the older genera-
tion because of Oedipal hostility of sons against fathers, or political and socioeco-
nomic ambitions of the rising youth against gerontocratic power structures? Dare
we say even of the Greeks on historical grounds that “to the ancients the primacy
of generational struggle in history was entirely familiar and obvious. Every form
of government seemed to breed its own distinctive form of generational contra-
diction. Generational conflict seemed to them an everlasting threat to political
stability”?! Can we find in antiquity a generational consciousness among the youth
as a result of competition or disillusionment with the older generation? A con-
sciousness reflecting deep psychological cleavage between fathers and sons and
“deauthoritization” of the older generation?

The peoples of the ancient Near East could not have conceived of the possibility of
generational tensions or disequilibrium. The concept of a generation gap is irrel-
evant and unthinkable in such societies, whose basic ideological principle of the
flux of society is that change in any form is a threat to the well-being and security of
all. Given a pragmatically successful pattern of affairs—political, social, religious,
technological—society’s aim, nay duty, was to maintain this structure in every pos-
sible manner. Accordingly, every mode of human and animal behavior, every natu-
ral phenomenon, every significant event that was believed to have contributed to
the establishment and continuity of the “good society” was cherished. Hence the
diligence in isolating the archetypal happenings of the culture, and the validating of
the present through constant repetition of the same rituals, periodic retelling of ritual
myths, and inculcation of behavior patterns through paradigmatic myths of heroes.
Hence also their “terror of history” and the rejection of any concept of the unique-
ness of past events. For Near Eastern cultures the past was regarded as a repository
of significant precedents for present success; occurrences in the past had value only
as criteria by which to test the validity of each new event for the continuity of soci-
ety. For example, the Akkad dynasty in Mesopotamia, notably the reign of Sargon 1,
served as the paradigm for future rulers and future events; and among the Jews the
concept of their selection by Jehovah as the people chosen to act as the vehicle of
history colored their evaluation of all events that affected them subsequently.?
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Against this ideological complex, the concept of change by human agency was
inconceivable. The younger generation, moreover, was in so close a dependency
relationship with the family, even where large urban complexes existed, that, as an
elementary matter of survival, the principal concern of the youth was to imitate their
parents and train themselves for speedy absorption into the life patterns of their
elders. Fear of insecurity apart from the family or tribal organization was so basic
that the younger generation strove in every way to obtain the approval of the older
generation, submitting to often arduous discipline and initiation ceremonies. In short,
insecurity and fear of change served to maintain basic generational harmony as being
mutually advantageous to both younger and older generations. This generational
equilibrium was directed from the top, for the elders controlled not only the mecha-
nisms and mysteries by which order and continuity were assured, but also the ap-
prenticeship systems and career ladders which the younger generation had to master
and climb in order to attain the tools of survival and advancement.?

Yet the older generation in such patriarchal and gerontocratic societies did not
assume that generational balance would automatically ensue because of economic
dependency of the youth. It methodically, as a matter of social policy, indoctri-
nated the youth with obedience to and respect for elders, in regard to both their
superior wisdom and ways of doing things. For example, as early as 2450 B.c., in
“the earliest formulation of right conduct in any literature,” Ptah-hotep, a vizier
of the Fifth Dynasty of Egypt, in his popular and famous pamphlet of advice to
young aspirants for high status in Egypt, proclaimed the necessity to “hearken,”
to heed “the thoughts of those who have gone before.” “If you are held in high
esteem,” Ptah-hotep advises parents,

and have a household, and beget a son who pleases the god—if he does right,
and inclines to your nature, and hearkens to your instructions, and his de-
signs do good in your house, and he has regard for your substance as it be-
fits, search out for him everything that is good. . . . But if he does wrong
and trespasses against your designs, and acts not after your instructions, and
his designs are worthless in your house, and he defies all you say, then drive
him away, for he is not your son, and he is not born to you.

Further, “How good is it when a son hearkens to his father, and how happy is he
to whom this is said! A son who is good as a master of hearing, namely one who
has heard, he is honored of his father.” “If a son accept it, when his father says it,
not one of his plans miscarries.”

A son who has heard . . . prospers after he has heard. When he has grown
old and has attained honor, he talks in like manner to his children and re-
news the instruction of his father. And everyone who is so instructed should
talk to his children, and they again to theirs. May the people who shall see
them say: “He is as that one was.™

Thus it is obvious that as early as twenty-fifth century B.c., the older genera-
tion in authoritarian Egypt had to work to mold the younger generation in its own
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image. Ptah-hotep assumes the possibility of rebellious sons; the control is the
threat of exclusion from the family hearth. Isolated instances of rebellious chil-
dren do not, of course, constitute generational disaffection. For generational con-
sciousness to exist, there must occur some traumatic generational event that is
shared by the youth, leading to disillusionment with and opposition to the older
generation.’

Our first historical record of such generational conflict comes also from Egypt.
About 2100 B.c. the aging pharaoh Wahkare-Achthoes 11, of the Ninth/Tenth
Dynasty, prepared for his son and heir a document of “Instruction for King Meri-
ka-re.” This dynasty, with its capital at Heracleopolis, came to power in a time of
troubles for Egypt, the massive political and social crisis in the transition period
between the Old and New Kingdoms. Though our sources are extremely fragmen-
tary, it is clear that some sort of generational tension affecting the youth existed.
The pharaoh warned against the danger: “The contentious man is a disturbance
to citizens; he produces two factions among the younger generation.”® The future
pharaoh Meri-ka-re was advised to “foster thy younger generation . . . and increase
thy adherents with recruits” to “increase the younger generation of thy followers.”
Wahkare was pessimistic: “Generation will oppress generation, as the ancestors
prophesied about it.” It is perhaps as a result of Meri-ka-re’s restoration of gen-
erational balance that an era of peace was brought to Egypt for several decades.”

Despite the societal conditions fostering generational harmony and the mana-
gerial techniques employed to assure dynamic equilibrium between the younger
generation and their elders, the theogonic myths current in the Near East in the
second millennium B.C. contain significant stories of generational conflict. Tt is
indeed surprising that authoritarian, ideologically static societies that value
mythicohistorical precedents as paradigms for present behavior should place
father-son conflict at the very summit of the divine origins. The Hittite theogony
of 1400-1200 B.c., from the royal archives at Hattusas (translated or adapted from
Hurrian myths of the fifteenth century B.c., whose roots lie in earlier Babylonian-
Sumerian traditions), depicted the divine succession as a struggle for kingship in
the sky, involving a three-generational conflict characterized by cruelty of the
heavenly fathers against their children and their displacement by rebellious sons.
This story, involving mutual violence and cruelty between older and younger gen-
erations of gods, is an age-old cosmogonic myth. In the now-famous Hittite ver-
sion, the Kumarbi “Kingship in Heaven” text, Alalu is dethroned by his son Anu,
god of heaven. Anu, representing the forces of the past holding back youth, then
oppresses his son Kumarbi, presumably originally a vegetation god. Kumarbi arms
himself with a harpe (the common reaping tool of the Near East), castrates his
father and seizes control of heaven. But Kumarbi fears his son Teshub (the Hittite-
Hurrian weather god) and seeks to control him by swallowing him, but a stone is
substituted in place of Teshub. Eventually, Teshub overthrows Kumarbi and brings
order to the cosmos.

A Ugaritic text of ca. 1400—1350 B.c. tells of a similar dynastic struggle involv-
ing El (who is equated with Kumarbi); and an age-old Phoenician myth deriv-
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ing from theogonic literature of the second millennium B.c., preserved in the
Phoenician History of Sanchuniathon, contains a similar tradition of generational
struggle among the gods.®

Such Near Eastern theogonic concepts, involving divine succession through vio-
lence and generational conflicts for power, found their way—the route is not cer-
tain—into Greek mythology. Our prime source is the great theogonic poem of
Hesiod. The recovery of Near Eastern antecedents of the myth of divine succes-
sion in heaven compels us to regard the parallel stories in Hesiod's Theogony as
an adaptation to Greek mythic and cultural patterns of widely diffused theogonic
literature current from the second millennium B.c. Echoes of the Kumarbi text
resound in the stories of the cruelty of the Greek sky god, Uranus, toward his
children by Gaea; the revolt of his son Cronus (a vegetation god); Cronus’s cas-
tration of Uranus with a harpe, and his seizure of control of the kingdom in the
sky; his own fear of and cruelty toward his children, whom he swallowed; the
substitution of a stone for his son Zeus; and the overthrow of Cronus by Zeus, a
weather god. The generational conflict depicted in the Greek myth is an age-old
tradition rather than new mythic creations reflecting awareness of intergenerational
power struggles in Greek society.”

Yet the Greeks did incorporate in this way the concept of generational conflict
in their myths. To halt the pattern of divine succession, Zeus swallowed his con-
sort Metis, because of fear of a rebellious child. The subsequent birth of Athena
out of his own head brought him instead a dutiful daughter. Even after the final
victory of Zeus against all the forces of chaos (notably Typhon and the Aloades),
Zeus’s reign was challenged by a palace plot involving his children Poseidon and
Athena and his wife, Hera, who sought unsuccessfully to throw him into chains.
Civil war on Olympus was averted by the intervention of the Nereid Thetis, who
brought about the release of Zeus.

Conflict between divine son and divine mother is recorded in the myth of
Hephaestus’s hostility to Hera. In exile from Olympus, Hephaestus sent his mother
a magic throne; when she sat in it, she was unable to move, bound by invisible
chains. Efforts to persuade Hephaestus by threats to return to Olympus and re-
lease Hera failed. Finally, Dionysus made him drunk, escorted him back to
Olympus, and induced him to unchain his mother.

Other Greek myths authenticated the reality of conflict between young and
old, between fathers and sons. For example, in the Iliad, Phoenix, tutor of Achil-
les, tells how he left his home “fleeing from strife against my father, Amyntor.” In
this case the cause of the tension between father and son was sexual rivalry: at
the urging of his jealous mother, Phoenix seduced his father’s concubine. In con-
sequence, Amyntor invoked a curse upon his son, as the result of which, Phoenix
believed, he remained childless.'” It was Phoenix who preached to Achilles the
disasters stemming from youthful pride and passion, citing also the conflict be-
tween the Aetolian hero Meleager and his mother, Althaea. Because of the deaths
of her brothers in the war between Calydon and the Curetes of Pleuron in Aetolia,
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Althaea cursed her son and prayed for his death.!! In the opening scenes of the
Iliad, aged Nestor reminds the younger kings Agamemnon and Achilles that it is
proper to be guided by elders. “Nay, hearken to me; you are both younger than
[ am.”1?

Can it be that in the period when Homer wrote, an innovative time when many
basic changes were in process of emerging, age-old patterns of social cohesion
were breaking apart, and that the stories of Phoenix and Meleager reflected con-
temporary dislocations? At any rate, Hesiod, writing at the end of the eighth and
early seventh century B.C., was sensitive to generational imbalance in his time. In
characterizing the last of the five ages of man, the Iron Age, he proclaimed the
end of harmony between father and children, and bemoaned a time when “men
dishonor their parents,” carping at them and denying them support in their old
age.?

The Greek mythological tradition preserved more than a few father-son con-
flicts. Tt is likely that in their primitive form these myths recorded struggles for
power within royal dynasties. But in the later Greek rationalized versions that have
survived, they appear as efforts of fathers to avert dread oracular pronouncements
that the son would kill the father. The most famous of these myths is, of course,
the unwitting slaying by Oedipus of his father, Laius, as the result of which he
succeeded to the throne of Thebes. A similar myth was told of Minos’s son Catreus,
king of Cnossus, who was warned by an oracle that he would be killed by one of
his children. To avoid accomplishing this fate, his son Althaemenes fled to Rhodes.
But later Catreus was unwittingly killed by Althaemenes, who was so horrified by
the deed that he prayed to be swallowed up by the earth, and so atoned for his
patricide. So also did Odysseus’s son by Circe, Telegonus, unknowingly kill
Odysseus. Premeditated patricide in mythical royal families is also recorded:
Carcabus killed his tyrannical father, King Triopas of the Perrhebeians, in order
to deliver the people; Temenos, a Heraclid, king of Argos, was murdered by his
sons to ensure that the royal power would pass to them rather than to his favored
son-in-law, Deiphantes.

While such cases are simply by-products of typical palace intrigues, they do, never-
theless, afford precedents for unfilial behavior. To guard against the dangers of
generational cleavage and discontinuity, one of the prime social controls was the
age-old injunction, inculcated in the young everywhere, but first elevated into a
divine commandment by the Jews: “Honor thy father and mother.”'* In the Near
East, as well as among the Indo-Europeans, the patriarchal family was the key-
stone of stability in society. Jewish law proclaimed the solidarity of the family as
a cornerstone of the community by placing respect due to parents under the sur-
veillance of Jehovah. Religious fears of divine punishment for disrespect of par-
ents, and by extension of the older generation, were supplemented by legislation
making violence or curses against father or mother crimes punishable by death.'®
In the traumatic crisis of the Babylonian captivity, at a time when separation from
the ancestral cult center in Jerusalem and disillusionment with the elders endan-
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gered generational continuity, the family was accorded a new importance for the
solidarity of the Jewish people in exile; moreover, in the post-exilic period, protec-
tive laws were sharpened against the disruptive force of conflicts between par-

ents and children.!°

For example, in Deuteronomy extraordinary provisions were
made for disciplining the incorrigible son: “If a man have a stubborn and rebel-
lious son, that will not obey the voice of his father, or the voice of his mother, and
though they chasten him will not hearken unto them,” the son is to be hailed before
a council of the elders of the city, and if convicted is to be stoned to death by all
the men of the city, “so shalt thou put aside the evil from the midst of thee, and
all Israel shall hear, and fear.”'” Against rebellious children was hurled the im-
precation, “Cursed be he that setteth light by his father or his mother.”'® Mockers
and scorners of parents were subject to capital punishment, and disrespectful
children were also threatened with refusal of proper burial.!® As a corollary to the
injunction to honor father and mother was the principle of respect due to elders.
When Job, for example, complains® that in his fall from wealth and station some
of the youth?! mocked him, there is almost stunned disbelief: “They abhor me,
and keep at a distance from me, and they spare not to spit in my face.” Job’s friends
are compassionate, but it is from the mouth of one of them, Elihu son of Barachiel,
the Buzite, that we hear not only the conventional respect for elders, but for the
first time, by way of challenge to the older generation, the demand by the youth
to be heard if they possess wisdom and understanding:

[ am young in days, whereas you are aged. Therefore was I in dread and
afraid to declare my knowledge to you. . . . Tt is not the aged that are wise,
nor is it the old who understand right, therefore I say listen to me; I also will
declare my knowledge.?

But such expressions of generational consciousness on the part of Jewish youth
were negligible. The continuity of the family and the people remained overriding
forces throughout Jewish history in antiquity and, indeed, until modern times.

No less so did the Greek culture area anchor family solidarity and generational
harmony upon the injunction “Honor thy father and mother.” Stobaeus has pre-
served for us a large collection of quotations from earlier Greek writers which
ring the changes on the theme.?* They extend over a period of about seven hun-
dred years, and include Theognis, Pythagorean doctrine, Sophocles, Euripides,
Agathon, the tragic poet Dicacogenes (a contemporary of Agathon), Plato, the
writer of Middle Comedy Antiphanes, Isocrates, Anaximenes of Lampsacus (rhetor
and Sophist of the second half of the fourth century B.c.), the three leading writers
of New Comedy Philemon, Menander, and Diphilus, Neopythagorean literature,
and the late Stoic Hierocles. Besides the general concept of the duty to honor
one’s parents, we find such specific exegesis as: “It is a duty of children to obey
the commands of a father” (Euripides); “it is necessary for children to obey the
father, and it is just to think as he does” (Euripides); “it is proper not to say or do
evil to one’s parents, but to obey them in both little and important matters . . . , in
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well nigh everything, even in madness” (from a Neopythagorean work attributed
to Perictyone).?*

Aside from such moral instruction inculcated in the youth, in the Greek city-
states the laws prescribed the precise obligations of children to their aged parents
and grandparents: provision of food, lodging, and burial. In Athens the law ap-
pears to have originated in the legislation of Solon in the early sixth century B.C.
Filial duty was accorded such weight that in the scrutiny of newly chosen offi-
cials they were questioned about their treatment of their parents. Athenians who
did not fulfill their filial obligations were subject to indictment under the law
concerning mistreatment of parents (ypagn yovéwu kakwoews). Conviction of
breaking this law carried with it as punishment partial loss of civic rights. A simi-
lar law at Delphi, fragmentarily preserved, reads, in part:

If anyone does not feed his father and mother, when this is reported to the
council, if the council shall find the person guilty, they shall bind him and
conduct him to the civic jail.?®

Further weight was given to the honor and duties owed to parents by religious
sanctions of various kinds. Parents were often equated with the gods, so that dis-
respect, violence, or neglect of obligations to them was equated with impiety.
Accordingly, Olympian Zeus and the Erinyes of the underworld take the lead in
punishing such violations.?® The insecurity of the older generation must have been
considerable in some periods, for sinners against parents were even threatened
with punishment in Tartarus in the afterlife.?” More fearful was the threat to the
younger generation that violence to or thwarting of a parent might let loose the
dread curse of the father or mother upon the child. Impressive in the mythic tra-
dition were the effective curse of Amyntor on his son Phoenix, of Theseus upon
the innocent Hippolytus, Althaca upon Meleager, Oedipus upon his sons Polynices
and Eteocles, and Pelops upon his sons Atreus and Thyestes. “Countless other
parents,” says Plato, “cursed countless other sons, and regarding such curses of
parents upon children it is clearly proved that the gods listen to parents; for a
parent’s curse upon children is as no other man’s curse upon any other, and quite
justly s0.”28 Is there any wonder, then, that we find Greeks confessing to guilt
feelings in relations with their parents??

Besides such control mechanisms that must have imposed on most of the youth
a self-censorship motivated by guilt and fear, the city of Athens made provisions
for generational continuity through an early “coming of age” of youths (the eigh-
teenth year), which extinguished the father’s paternal authority over his son, and
two years of civic and military training among the ephebes.?” In Sparta the bridg-
ing of the generations was the aim of attaching in close personal relationship each
young Spartan in his mess to an older citizen. It is interesting to find in early Spartan
history, before the rigors of the Lycurgan system were imposed, a notorious inci-
dent involving a clash of generations. After the long First Messenian War, in the
last quarter of the eighth century B.c., the younger generation of Spartans which
had grown up during the war was excluded from distribution of the conquered
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lands on the grounds that they had not participated in the war. When these “war
babies” stirred up a confrontation in protest, they were designated partheniae (“bas-
tards”) or half-breeds, and declared legally ineligible for full Spartan rights. After
a threatened coup d’etat on the part of these youths was thwarted, they were
rounded up and shipped overseas, in 705 B.c., to form the nucleus of the only
colony ever established by Sparta, Taras (later Tarentum).3!

One wonders to what extent the numerous other colonies planted in the west-
ern Mediterranean and around the shores of the Black Sea were constituted in their
origins of the younger generation of the mother cities. We are ill informed about
the incidence of generational tension in the critical period in the Greek city-states
that experienced the enormous increase of land hunger as a result of great popula-
tion increases in the eighth through sixth centuries B.c. and the resort to the safety
valve of overseas colonization.?> While the patria potestas of Greek fathers was origi-
nally as strong as that among other ancient peoples, it was mitigated much more
rapidly than at Rome through the weakening of the authority of the patriarchal fami-
lies and the clans as the result of the priorities given to the polis.** This reordering
of societal priorities, together with the unprecedented discontinuities with tradi-
tion in all fields, was accompanied by visible gaps in the generational balance of
Greek cities, emergent generational conflict, generational anxiety on the part of the
older generation, and guilt feelings on the part of the youth.?*

These incipient dislocations in generational harmony were not likely to wither
away as sociological aberrations, given the growing tendencies toward egalitari-
anism among citizens in Greek cities, and the increasing redirection of allegiances
from the patriarchal family to the city-state. Indeed, it was as a result of such an
evolution that in Athens in the fifth century B.c. there occurred the first massive
challenge to the older generation in the history of mankind. The causes of a deci-
sive cleavage between the generations were complex. First and foremost was the
very nature of Athenian democracy under the Periclean dispensation, which ele-
vated all individual Athenian citizens to the highest human dignity the world had
ever known. In this time of rapid change, respect for tradition, the age-old con-
cept of honor to parents and elders were in sharp conflict with civic institutions,
which placed fathers and sons (from their eighteenth year in Athens) on a level of
political equality.

In the fluid, “quick turnover society” of Athens,?® there came to the surface a
polarized two-generational pattern (there is no word for “middle-aged” people in
Greek),? the vewTepor or véor and the mpeoBuTepor, and the tension between
them mounted. The age level that separated the generations must have been some-
what fluid, though in one source the cutoff point is thirty, “below which a man is
to be accounted young.”’

In Athens, as in most other Greek cities, a peculiar psychological mechanism,
characteristic of slave-owning societies, was operative. Many of the youth, par-
ticularly in well-to-do families, were reared by trusted slaves. Such a system is
bound to create unclarity as to where authority is centered, because there is a
separation between the source of paternal power and the actual exercise of it. Not
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only does the child not continue to adulthood in respect for his social inferior,
but the slave, caught between two masters as it were, is vacillatory in the exercise
of his surrogate paternal power. As a result, in the rearing process, while the child
may idealize the father and fear his authority, he learns to circumvent it when
exercised by a slave.3® Add to this conflict the confusion engendered in the Greek
value systems by the high estimation placed upon the superior wisdom of the older
generation and the idealization of youth in Greek art.*

But it was above all the growth in respect for reason that increasingly led to
the “deauthoritization” of the fathers and the older generation. Aristotle’s dic-
tum is applicable to the classical period: “In general all men seek not their fore-
fathers” way, but what is good.”* In the middle years of the fifth century B.cC.
the polarization of the generations is explicit. While in the Persians Aeschylus
put into the mouth of the ghost of Darius the charge of “youthful recklessness”
against his son Xerxes as the cause of the disaster at Salamis,*' in the Suppliant
Women the chorus implores King Pelasgus, who is “aged in knowledge,” to “learn
from one of younger birth.”# It is particularly in the Eumenides that we see in
a dramatic reversal the traditional dichotomy of the right of authority in the hands
of the older generation and the duty of obedience on the part of the younger
generation turned on its head—on the grounds of reason, justice, and the wel-
fare of the city of Athens. The rigid Erinyes, representing an outmoded system
of tribal justice and social organization based upon clan and family, are pitted
against younger gods—Zeus, Apollo, Athena—who are promoters of civic jus-
tice, moderation, reason. Aeschylus explicitly stresses the conflict between the
older and the younger generation of gods. The Erinyes assail ol vewtepor for
trampling upon the authority of the ancient traditions. It is noteworthy that in
this generational conflict on a cosmic level, the younger generation is victori-
ous. “You trample on me, your elder, young as you are,” say the Erinyes. The
reply of Athena might have become the manifesto of the younger generation of
Athens in the Periclean Age: “I will bear with your anger, since you are my elder.
And in that respect indeed you are wiser than [ am. Yet Zeus hath granted to
me, too, no mean understanding.”*3

Sophocles, upholder of traditional piety and patterns, has an illuminating pic-
ture in the Antigone of intransigent challenge on the part of idealistic youth against
the arbitrary authority of the state. While his rebellious Antigone may represent
age-old religious traditions and the solidarity of the family, in his characterization
of her and her fiancé, Haemon, Sophocles was reflecting a growing conscious-
ness of independence and self-confidence among the younger generation in Athens
at the time. The challenge hurled by Haemon against the authority of his father,
King Creon, is unmistakable. Sophocles has depicted in this play a double-barreled
attack on the authority of the state and on paternal authority. Creon clearly as-
serts the authority of the father and the obedience due to elders:

Yes, my son, you should bear this in your heart—in all respects to obey your
father’s will. Tt is for this that men pray to have dutiful children grow up in
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their homes—that they may requite their father’s enemies with evils and
honor, as their father does, his friend. But he who begets unprofitable chil-
dren—what shall one say that he hath begotten, but troubles for himself,
and much laughter for his enemies.**

Creon speaks here like Ptah-hotep two thousand years before. Haemon’s for-
mal respect for his father’s wisdom and authority* is tempered by a demand for
the claims of justice and for respect to wisdom in the younger generation. “Nay,
forgo your anger,” urges the young Haemon to his father,

permit yourself to change. For if I, a young man, have a right to a view, it is
best, | say, that man should be endowed by nature with all wisdom; other-
wise—and it is not likely to happen so—it is good also to learn from those
who speak aright. . . . If [ am young, you should look to my merits, not my
years. 46

Creon can only fall back upon assertion of his authority as ruler and father,*” and
demand respect as an elder. “Men of my age—are we indeed to be taught wisdom

"48 Tn the duel between Creon and Haemon we hear for the

by a man of his age?
first time in history (the cautious observations of Elihu to Job along these lines
may have been written under the influence of Greek rationalism)* the voice of
the younger generation demanding respect for the individuality of its contribu-
tions to society, even if at variance with the wisdom of the older generation.

Curiously, Euripides, whose philosophy was iconoclastic, gives us, in the ex-
tant plays, no picture of the revolt of the youth. In the Alcestis, written in 438
B.C., the quarrel between a father and son takes the bizarre form of King Admetus
berating his aged father, Pheres, for his refusal to die in order to save his son’s
life. Pheres’s angry words are based on the traditional relations of the generations:
“You are very arrogant,” he tells his son, “and, though a youth, you hurl words at
me.”® Admetus reverses traditional legal process by formally disowning his fa-
ther.>! Even so, Euripides, like his great contemporaries Aeschylus and Sophocles,
all of them perceptive surveyors of the shifting values of contemporary Athens,
reflects the changing status and claims of the younger generation.

This generational consciousness and aggressiveness produced under the dra-
matic circumstances that convulsed the Greek world in the second half of the
fifth century B.c. a degree of devaluation of the older generation and of genera-
tional disequilibrium unparalleled in the previous history of mankind. The evidence
is unmistakable. Increased awareness of an antithesis between the generations
took form in Athens.>? This cleavage was widened and supplied with a rationale
by the Sophists, who elevated the conflict of generations to a vigorous and con-
scious opposition in Athenian society. Their tendency to analyze phenomena in
bipolarized form, their sanctioning of reason and natural rights (physis) over legal
and traditional institutions (romos), which they held up to critical examination,
their advocacy of arete in knowledge rather than in obedience, of egalitarianism
and relativity in morals—all these heightened a generational consciousness on
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the part of the youth. Thus there emerged for the first time the claim of the younger
generation to a “natural right” to disobey and disregard fathers and elders.>® Such
vigorous critique and assault on tradition and the customary authority of the
fathers and the older generation were accelerated also by the growth of demo-
cratic institutions, the weakening of the ties toward the polis, and the rise of indi-
vidualism in Athens.>* It is, however, important to recognize that the generation
gap in Athens was not motivated by revolutionary political views of the youth,
despite realization on the part of many, as a result of the traumatic experience of
the Peloponnesian War, that the older generation had failed. Their unrest and agi-
tation were not directed toward thrusting themselves forward as the “self-anointed

"5 and the establishment of a juvenocracy in place of their

bearers of authority
deauthoritized elders. The fathers were, indeed, more devoted to the institutions of
the polis and its democratic constitution than the sons, who had not only experi-
enced disillusionment but, with growing individualism, were likely to repudiate
democratic institutions as restrictive, irrational, and contrary to natural law.>®

The failures of Athens during the Peloponnesian War, the suffering, despair,
turmoil, and growing brutalization of warfare and social conflict, unleashed an
open critique by the younger generation of the mismanagement of affairs by the
older generation. Symptomatic and highly instructive in this connection is a frag-
ment of a political oration “On the Constitution” by Thrasymachus (a Sophist well
known for his debate on justice with Socrates in the opening pages of Plato’s
Republic): “1 could wish, men of Athens, to have belonged to that long-past time
when young men were content to remain silent, and when events did not compel
them to speak in public, while the older men were correctly supervising the city.”
But now because of grave mistakes, “it is necessary to speak.”” A person either
has no feeling or has too much patience who goes on offering himself up to who-
ever wishes as the object of their mistakes, and is ready to assume the blame for
the guile and wickedness of others.” As a result, instead of harmony “[we have]
reached the point of hostility and conflict with one another.”® In another con-
text, Antiphon (about whom little is known—he was a Sophist and an opponent
of Socrates) took a stance on the side of the younger generation. In an essay “On
Truth,” Antiphon held that blind obedience and piety toward parents were irra-
tional and contrary to natural law, and that there was nothing morally wrong in
disregarding legal restraints, so that guilt feelings toward parents, for example, were
irrational >

That contacts between the younger and older generation in Athens in the last
quarter of the fifth century were abrasive is underlined by the crystallization of a
stock motif of Old Comedy, strained relations between fathers and sons.®® The
growing friction between and changed outlooks of the generations are especially
reflected in Aristophanes’s Clouds.°! In the debate between Right Logic and Wrong
Logic it is obvious that Aristophanes’s sympathies were with the older generation
and its values. “Boys,” proclaims Right Logic, the symbol of traditional ways,
“should be seen and not heard,” they should be trained in the ways of their fa-
thers, revere their parents, show respect for elders, not talk back to fathers or call
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them “old lapetus.”® In this connection there was created in Old Comedy the
stock figure of the “father beater,” symbolizing the younger generation, belliger-
ent, scornful, emancipated from restraints imposed by the fathers.* In Clouds,
for example, there is a confrontation between the generations in the characters of
Strepsiades and Phidippides. Young Phidippides, arguing with his father over his
own preferences for modern poetic and musical styles while Strepsiades supports
older modes, strikes his father. In the ensuing analysis of this unprecedented act,
which the father calls unjust and illegal, Phidippides defends the right of sons to
use violence against the fathers on rational and sophistic grounds. When parents
act in an immature manner, reasons Phidippides, they must be chastised like
children; laws permitting parents to strike children were made by the older gen-
eration. The solution is simple: “change the law so that sons may beat fathers.”**
Similarly, in the Birds Aristophanes comments on the belligerent attitude of the
younger generation by depicting Cloudcuckooland as a place where the young
are permitted by law to strike their fathers.®®

The generational disequilibrium, hostility, and tensions in Athens are also
confirmed by the growing importance and application of two intergenerational legal
processes: apokeruxis, disownment of a son by a father, and graphe paranoias,
charge of mental incompetence by a son against a father.%

In the anxiety of the older generation to restrain the youth, there developed in
Athens, as a protective device, the use of the term “youth” in a derogatory sense
among members of the older generation. For example, we find a politician in his
fifties labeled “the most powerful of the younger scoundrels.”” Similarly, middle-
aged democratic politicians were called of veawTepor as compared with their more
conservative predecessors.®® In the debate over the Sicilian expedition between
Nicias and Alcibiades which Thucydides incorporates for the year 415 B.c., Nicias
disdains Alcibiades as “still too young to command, a rash youth.” “It is of youths
such as these,” says Nicias, “when [ see them sitting here in answer to the sum-
mons of this same man that I am afraid; and I make a counter-appeal to the older
men.”® Alcibiades concedes his youthfulness, and warns against Nicias’s effort to
cause friction (stasis is the ominous term) between the younger and older genera-
tions. This, declares Alcibiades, is detrimental to civic harmony and the national
imperial goals, for “just as our fathers did, young men should take counsel with older
men [for] youth and old age without one another are worth nothing.””® Thus in this
illuminating Thucydidean paradox the older Nicias is depicted as exacerbating gen-
erational conflict, while the younger Alcibiades appears as a supporter of genera-
tional harmony! It is noteworthy that Alcibiades was at this time thirty-six years of
age.”! A similar instance of the term “youth” as a rhetorical cliché with derogatory
implications is to be found in the debate in Syracuse in 415 B.c., in which the popular
leader Athenagoras, an older man, attacks the oligarchs, whom he calls neoteroi, as
overly ambitious for power. Though their leader Hermocrates, the anti-Athenian
statesman and general, could hardly have been a young man at the time, Thucydides
has simply put into Athenagoras’s mouth a typical ideological association of the
politician being attacked with irresponsible young men.”
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Because Socrates was on the side of reason when he thought the sons to be
right despite traditional obligations of obedience and respect, he ranged himself
on the side of the sons against the fathers. It is instructive that both factions of
the older generation were hostile to him: in 404 B.c. the oligarchs ordered him to
cease talking with the youth (that is, those under thirty);”® in 399 B.c., under the
restored democracy, he was charged with corrupting the youth, found guilty by
the democratic courts, and executed. Actually, whatever the effects of his teach-
ing upon individual Athenian youths—and it is clear that on rational grounds his
leading pupils turned to conservative political and social philosophies—Socrates
had no intention to exacerbate and widen the generational gap in Athens. His views
on the generations were a mixture of Pythagorean doctrine, which required ven-
eration of the fathers, and opposition to the despotism of the elders when they
thwarted fulfillment of the rational ideals of the youth.”

If in his teaching Socrates fostered intellectual revolt of the youth against in-
stitutionalized irrationality, he nevertheless inculcated respect for and gratitude
to parents as a fundamental duty because they give children the blessings of life.
Children owe their parents obligations and respect that are imposed by the laws
and public opinion.” This did not deter Socrates’s more rabid accusers from charg-
ing him with malicious intent in fomenting hostility to and contempt for fathers
and tradition, causing sons to become scorners of the gods and morally degener-
ate.” This he was said to have accomplished by substituting himself as surrogate
father, asserting himself to be a wiser guide for the youth in matters of proper
conduct than their own fathers.”” But, indeed, Socrates, in his concern to make
respect for reason the overriding obligation, proclaimed that “unreason is unworth”
and that, therefore, respect for members of one’s family should not be based upon
familial ties alone.”

Thus in substituting the criterion of reason for the traditional principle of un-
thinking obedience to parents, Socrates in effect contributed to the undermining
of the traditional relations between the generations. It came down to this simple
proposition: if the older generation acted unwisely, righteousness was on the side
of the youths who disobeyed them. “If one does not obey the evil, unjust, or shame-
ful orders of a father or official, or even, by Zeus, a despot, he does not in any way
disobey,” proclaimed the Stoic philosopher Musonius Rufus, one of the intellec-
tual heirs of Socrates.”

With the defeat of Athens in 404 B.c., the generational tensions of the end of
the fifth century B.c. took a new turn. The increasing disillusionment with the cul-
tural and political forms of the older generation and the rapidly increasing individu-
alism fostered by social instability did not result in confrontations or programs for
reform mounted by the youths. For many, in the first half of the fourth century B.c.,
scorn for elders took the form of rejecting integration into the traditional political
and social institutions of the elders. Instead, the energies of many educated and
affluent youth were channeled into degenerate practices—dissipation of all sorts,
debauchery, drinking, squandering of wealth, general idleness. Isocrates warned that

such dissolute living was especially true of “the most promising young men.”s"



16 STUDIES IN CLASSICAL HISTORY AND SOCIETY

The reaction of the older generation in Athens was a form of backlash directed
mainly against democratic institutions. The elders urged a return to more authori-
tarian controls. In 355 B.c. Isocrates, in the Areopagiticus, an “address on the public
safety,” attributed the intensity of class struggle in Athens to what he called “ex-
treme democracy.” [socrates singled out as one of the significant elements of so-
cial disharmony in Athens the disaffection of the younger generation against their
parents and elders. “Let no one suppose,” he assures his fellow Athenians, “that
[ am out of temper with the younger generation.” Those who were to blame for
the time wasting and the excesses of the younger generation were the politicians
who introduced into Athens an excess of freedom by destroying the power of the
Areopagus.®! He therefore recommended a return to the constitutional and so-
cial order of the sixth century B.c., to a time he idealized as the “old democracy”
of Solon and Cleisthenes. This, he asserted, was the golden age of Athenian de-
mocracy, when the youth were obedient and modest, when the elders exercized
vigilance over the youth (who require firm restraints), when the quality of citizen-
ship was sounder.®? Earlier, in 374-372 B.C., Isocrates had expressed his concern
for the youth in the maxims he set forth for Demonicus: he reaffirmed the tradi-
tional injunction “honor thy parents,” recommended to youth their special virtues
of modesty and self-control, and, in one of the earliest expressions of the Golden
Rule, urged them to “Conduct yourself toward your parents as you would have
your children conduct themselves toward you.” It is in line with such thinking
that Xenophon turned to less free contemporary cultures as models for harmoni-
ous relations of the generations. For example, he admired the Persian prince Cyrus,
under whom he served as a mercenary soldier, as a paragon of modesty and obe-
dience to elders.®* Xenophon also urged a return to the ways of the ancestors, and
asserted that what was especially needed was “Lacedaemonian reverence for older
people, seeing that they [Athenian youth] despise all their elders, beginning with
their own fathers.”® It is perhaps as a result of the moral decay of the Athenian
youth that there was created a new group of ten officials, one for each tribe,
whose duty it was to superintend the training of the ephebes. They were called
Sophronistoi—Restrainers.%¢

The backlash was given more elegant philosophical underpinnings by Plato,
who advocated return to authoritarian controls, “the ancient and world-wide tra-
ditions.”” The youth should learn honor and respect for parents, grandparents,
and elders, and show no scorn for or commit acts of violence against them (ex-
cept in cases of insanity).%® Positively, to parents are due the traditional obliga-
tions, particularly in their old age, and reverence of speech and compliance always,
even when parents act in anger toward their children.®® “Everyone shall reverence
his elder both by deed and by word.”® Yet Socrates had bequeathed to Plato the
paradox of respect both for elders and for reason. And so in the Euthyphro Plato
presents the dilemma of the righteous youth who is torn by the twin duties of
honoring his father and prosecuting him for murder because his father has caused
the death by exposure of a hired workingman who had committed a murder. Some
have thrown up to Euthyphro the charge of impiety for prosecuting his father for
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murder; but Euthyphro believes that it is impious not to prosecute a wrongdoer,
even if father or mother, citing as support Zeus's violence against his father, Cronus,
and that of Cronus against his father, Uranus.”!

But Plato gives greater weight to the traditional deterrents against genera-
tional arrogance: inculcation of fear of punishment by the gods, both in this life
and in the afterlife, of children who inflict violence upon parents and elders.”?
True, there may arise differences between fathers and sons that cannot be har-
monized, in which extreme cases there may be applied legal procedures for dis-
ownment by fathers, and, on the other side, for charging mental incompetence
against parents by sons.”? But in well-ordered states, according to Plato, elders
should be revered, and treated as if they were parents; “an outrage [that is, vio-
lence] perpetrated by a younger person against an older person is a shameful
thing.”** Persons convicted of assault upon parents should be treated as a defil-
ing thing and banished from the city and all sacred places.”” Those who neglect
their parents shall be reported to magistrates charged with administering the
laws. The penalties Plato would impose for neglect include whipping and im-
prisonment of men under thirty and women under forty. Any person who hears
of such mistreatment of parents shall be obligated, under penalty of the law, to
report this to the magistrates.”

Reflecting upon the unstable conditions of his own times, in particular the
generational contradictions in Athens, Plato isolated generational disequilibrium
as a significant mechanism in political change. But Lewis Feuer has concluded,
erroneously, that Plato and Aristotle set forth generational struggle as a universal
theme in history.”” Extrapolating a few passages from Plato and Aristotle, Feuer
would have us believe that “both . . . recognized its [generational strife] primacy
as an independent factor in political change . . . virtually the basic mechanism in
political change. . . . Generational conflict seemed to them an everlasting threat
to political stability.”® It is true that Plato, in his concern over the loss of respect
for their elders by the younger generation of his day, did seck to analyze the rela-
tions between the generations prevailing under different types of government.
Under certain forms of government, he declares, there tends to develop loss of
respect for the fathers. For example, in an aristocracy affluent fathers who are
excluded from political power are deauthorized in their sons’ eyes in various ways.
The mothers, out of status jealousy, complain to their sons that their fathers do
not hold official positions because of personal weakness. Even house slaves talk
to the sons in the same way. Such loss of respect for the fathers leads to genera-
tional disequilibrium and political instability, resulting in the degeneracy of aris-
tocracy into timocracy, which opens up office holding and political power to the
men of wealth.” Particularly in a democracy, excessive freedom, according to Plato,
results in loss of respect for the older generation; attendant egalitarian concepts
and leveling downward produce a generational adaptation on the part of the older
generation to the manners and values of the younger generation. In a democracy,
the fathers therefore do not discipline their sons, who turn to dissipation and
abandon modesty and self-control, becoming rebellious, insolent, and profligate,
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interested only in the satisfaction of material desires.!® Thus does equality of all
destroy the authority of the older generation.

The parent falls into the habit of becoming like a child, and the son like the
father. The father is afraid of his sons, and they show no reverence or respect
for their parents, in order to assert their freedom. Citizens, resident aliens,
and strangers from abroad are all on an equal footing. . . . The schoolmaster
is afraid of and flatters his pupils, and the pupils make light of their masters
as well as their attendants. Generally speaking, the young copy their elders,
and compete with them in words and deeds, while the elders, anxious not to
be thought disagreeable tyrants, imitate the young, accommodating themselves
to the young and filling themselves full of wit and bon mots.!?!

This condition of affairs Plato calls “anarchy”; the consequence is dictatorship.
Thus Plato, in his horror of political instability, nonconformity, and pluralism, and
in his efforts to validate an oligarchic and paternal social structure, advocates a
return to a vigorously policed hierarchical organization of society to assure firm
restraints of elders over the youth.

One of the by-products of the generational tensions of the fourth century B.c.

was the study of the psychological makeup of each generation and the formula-
tion of the characteristic ethos of each in bipolarized form.!9? The lead in this
formal analysis was taken by the conservatives, who tended to characterize the
youth as unstable in views, mercurial, and insolent in behavior. Aristotle laid down
the classic formulation of the antithesis between the natures, values, and con-
duct of the older and younger generations.!??
The young are changeable in their desires and quickly sated; they have vio-
lent desires which are soon appeased. . . . Owing to ambition, they cannot
bear to be slighted, and they become indignant if they think they are being
wronged. . . . They are ambitious for honor but more so for victory. . . . These
two they desire more than money because they have not yet experienced
want. . . . They are not prone to evil, but rather to goodness, because as yet
they have not seen much vice. . . . For the most part they live by hope; for
hope belongs to the future, as memory to the past, and for young men the
future is long and the past short. . . . They are rather courageous, for they
are full of passion and hope, and passion keeps men from being fearful, while
hope makes them confident. . . . They are shy, for as yet they have no inde-
pendent standards of propriety, but have been trained by convention alone.
They are high-minded, for they have not yet been humbled by life, they are
inexperienced in its necessities. . . . They prefer honorable before expedi-
ent actions, for they live by their disposition rather than by calculation. . . .
They are fond of their friends and their companions rather than of persons
of other ages. . . . All their mistakes are due to excess and vehemence. . . .
They think they know everything and are positive; this, indeed, is the cause
of their excess in all things.!%
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By contrast, the older generation is materialistic and ungenerous, guided by
expediency rather than principle; and so it appears temperate. “Their life is guided
by calculation rather than by what is noble.”%

All these tendencies, suggestions for controls, and theoretical formulations
affirm that in the highly unstable conditions of the fourth century B.c., friction
between the generations was a historical fact of life. But revolutionary programs
or violent gestures on the part of the young did not develop.!% The older genera-
tion was largely deauthoritized, but there were safety valves, such as employment
in the ever growing mercenary armies of the time, escape into dissolute living,
and, above all, in the last third of the fourth century, into the massive Macedonian-
Greek imperialistic scheme to invade the Persian Empire, the success of which
was to siphon off vast numbers of Greek youth into the great reaches of Asia.

In the new cultural patterns created by the conquests and policies of Alexander
the Great, the conditions that had produced generational consciousness in the
fifth and fourth centuries B.c. on the part of the youth in Athens and the tensions
between the older and the younger generations were largely eliminated. In the
Hellenistic world, democracy quickly withered away, the autonomy of the Greek
city-states came to an end, and, despite ever increasing individualism, political
despotism and authoritarian societal patterns prevailed. In this atmosphere, gen-
erational disequilibrium such as Isocrates, Plato, and Aristotle had sought to com-
bat ceased to be a major concern.

Symptomatic of the altered relations between the generations in Athens is the
social outlook of the New Comedy. In the plays of Menander the stock type of
the younger generation is now the “Good Young Man,” who is the worthy son of
the “Good Old Man.” Between father and son there exists a harmonious relation-
ship of love, trust, and affection. True, Menander, his contemporaries Diphilus
and Philemon, and their Roman imitator Terence reflected principally the lives
of the rich strata of the period. Their older men—extremely wealthy, industrious,
wise—are intent on preserving the conventional moral standards of the family as
the nucleus of their neat, respectable little worlds. Their conventional young men,
mostly of the leisure class, sure to succeed to their father’s estates, feel nothing
but the highest respect for their fathers; they may occasionally deviate from the
rules in their amorous adventures, and the fathers may generously indulge their
sons’ peccadilloes. But the aims of both the older and the younger generation are
identical: adherence to respectability and maintenance of familial harmony.'”
“How sweet is harmony of parents and children” wrote Menander,'°® epitomizing
the ideals and practices of the Hellenistic Age.

It was in the Hellenistic Age, nevertheless, that the first efforts in world his-
tory took place to organize the youth into associations. Beginning at the end of
the fourth century B.c., associations of neoi appeared and gradually spread all over
the Greek world, especially in the Near East, establishing an institution that would
endure for seven centuries. Recognized by the Hellenistic rulers and the Roman
emperors—even sponsored by them—these corporate associations of neoi (neoteroi
or neaniskoi) accepted as members Greek youths who had passed the ephebic
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age, that is, young men from nineteen or twenty up. Though their membership
and titles indicate generational consciousness, these youth associations existed
largely as sports clubs for fostering gymnastic and athletic competitions.!” Only
in rare instances did the clubs engage in political activities. Such exception is to
be found in the intense political struggles on the island of Crete in the early Hel-
lenistic period, when organized youth groups obtained official recognition and some
influence. For example, in the revolutionary situation in the city of Gortyn, which
involved generational conflicts between young and old in the third century B.C., a
council of youths (redtas) was invested with official authority and judged cases
concerning illegal currency.''” Polybius tells us, tantalizingly, that in the Lyttian
War of 221-219 B.c. Gortyn was in a state of civil war in which “the older genera-
tion was in a state of conflict with the younger generation, the elder siding with
Cnossus, the youths with Lyttus.”!!! The generational cleavage and civic disunity
in Crete about this time—end of third century/early second century B.c.—led the
elders to impose legal sanctions to strengthen their hold on the youth and keep
the younger generation in line. At Drerus, the youth alone, as a separate group,
were required to swear an oath, hedged around with powerful religious sanctions,
that they would not aid the Lyttians in any way, that they would maintain loyalty
to the city of Drerus and allied Cnossus, would not foment revolution, would
oppose all who did so, and would denounce any who so conspired."? But this
was a special, localized phenomenon, affecting a limited area of Crete under still
unclear circumstances.

In general, our knowledge of the Hellenistic Age does not reveal generational
friction, and we may assume that, whatever were the fateful vicissitudes the Hel-
lenistic world experienced—frequent wars, economic disorders and stagnation,
growing diminution of the dignity and worth of the individual-—generational dis-

sension was not one of them.

Farther to the east, in India, in a region that was socially, economically, and po-
litically retarded as compared with the Greek world, great upheavals tore the so-
cial fabric apart during the early part of the third century B.c., creating instability
and confusion in values. When Asoka (ca. 269-232 B.c.) succeeded to the royal
power, he became a great conqueror and unifier. Grandson of Chandragupta, the
founder of the Mauryan dynasty, Asoka Maurya united India with brutal violence
(the Kalinga War) and tyranny. But suddenly he was converted to Buddhism, and,
eschewing force, he sought to unify his vast empire of many classes, castes, sects,
and religions by proclaiming the reign of moral law and advocating the spread of
righteousness (dharma). It was a period in Indian history when the subcontinent
was undergoing great social dislocation and instability attendant upon the transi-
tion from pastoral to agrarian village economy, and when the family as an institu-
tion was developing out of the kinship-based tribal castes. Because previous human
relations had disintegrated, Asoka sought to cement them on a new level through
centralization and authoritarian restrictions on individual liberty.''? Accordingly,
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he presented himself as a “father figure,” and stressed the importance of the har-
monious family as the ideal nucleus for spreading dharma and thus achieving
harmony throughout the empire. Hence in the edicts inscribed along the borders
of his empire, through which he published his code of piety and morality in the
form of advocacy of specific approved forms of human and social relations, Asoka
propounds as one of the basic bonds of social unity the duty of obedience to fa-
ther, mother, and elders. We may assume that the unrest of his times had involved
generational frictions, for he tells us (in the Greek text of a recently discovered
bilingual inscription set up at Kandahar [in Afghanistan] in the Indian province
previously part of the Persian and Seleucid Empires) that ten years after his
conversion and the promulgation of his code, “Whosoever were lacking in self-
control, have ceased from such lack of control, each according to his ability, and
they have become obedient to their fathers and mothers and elders, contrary to
what had been the case previously. And in the future, by so acting, they will live
better and more advantageously in every respect.”!* In other edicts addressed to
all the people, written in Prakrit, Asoka constantly reiterated the obligations and
advantages of obedience and respect to superiors, elders, and parents.!® Though
Asoka tells us that after “he made men more pious . . . he caused all to flourish
throughout the entire country,” we do not know how his program of social harmony
in the rapidly changing society of India worked out in actual practice. Suffice it to
say that after his death his experiment with dharma disappeared. Asoka’s experi-
ment is, however, instructive as another example of the possibilities of generational
dislocations in antiquity in times of great crisis and of the efforts, usually success-
ful, to control the younger generation through maintaining the unity of the family.

Turning our eyes westward to Italy, we find in the Roman experience an idio-
syncratic pattern of self-renewing social and legal traditions and of stern con-
trols that methodically channeled each new generation into the ways of the
fathers. For more than a thousand years of their history, the Romans—except
for a brief period at the end of the Republic—succeeded in preventing genera-
tional deviation. The extraordinary authority of the mos maiorum, the cult of the
ancestors, whose worship held up to each new generation behavioral paradigms
authenticated in the past, the systematic inculcation of such Roman virtues as
disciplina and pietas—all these served to mold each generation in the image of
the elders and forefathers. Above all loomed the total control over the younger
generation inherent in the patria potestas. This unlimited power of the head of
the family over the sons, which embodied the legal power of life and death and
left the sons without economic and juridical personality, and which was not
extinguished by adulthood as it was in the Greek city-states, represented the
most extreme form of parental control in the ancient world. Despite the mitiga-
tion by custom of the absolute power of the paterfamilias over his household
beginning with the second century B.c., the Roman government was disinclined
to interfere with the patria potestas, and the total power it embodied remained
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as a legal right until the end of Roman civilization, indeed into the Christian
period. “The legal authority of the power which we have over children,” wrote
the jurist Gaius, “is peculiar to Roman citizens; there are no other men who have
such power as we have over our sons.”1°

Reverence and obedience to fathers were second nature to Roman youths; it
was also “the duty of a young man to respect elders.”!!” For Cicero the virtues
peculiar to the younger generation—particularly modesty and self-control—were
better cultivated if the younger generation did not segregate itself from the older

118 Extraordinary sanction was given to filial

generation even in its pleasures.
duties of the youth by associating the Roman concept of pietas both with parents
and gods, thus giving identical religious content to correct relations with both
authorities.!!? And just as among the Greeks, the Romans hedged around filial
duty with the threat of the father’s curse. An early Roman law read: “If a boy strike
his father, and the father complains, let the boy be accursed.”?

In consequence of the Roman high estimation of the fathers and devaluation
of the legal and social personality of children, the term “youth” was associated
with shallowness, foolishness, and ineptitude. In the second century B.C., when
the Roman as an individual was emerging out of the rigid Roman family controls
and the absolute subordination to the state, “youth” appears as a derogatory ap-
pellation. For example, Plautus, in reworking the Greek New Comedy for Roman
ears, made the stock “Good Old Man” of Menander into a tedious moralizer, and
the “Good Young Man” into a spineless, shallow, trivial, often roguish figure.!?!
At about the same time, the Roman poet Naevius expressed his view as to how a
powerful state might be destroyed in a line that Cicero admired: “New orators
came forth, foolish young men.”!??

Motivated by the needs and traditions of Roman society, early Roman edu-
cational procedures and aims were directed not at intellectual achievements but
principally at the inculcation into the young of discipline, duty, and filial sub-
mission. This was achieved mainly by the constant companionship of the son
with the father, “the living representative of Roman authority,” whom he imi-
tated and served, as it were, as apprentice and understudy.'?* In this connec-
tion, Cato the Elder undertook personally to instruct his son even in the elements
of learning, rather than allow a surrogate father in the form of a slave or freed-
man teacher to intervene.!?*

Any sense of generational consciousness or disaffection with the older gen-
eration was rendered negligible not only by Roman traditions and education,
but also by the frequent wars and the safety valve of colonies sent out by the
Roman government, first in Italy and later in the provinces. Harmony with the
older generation was especially cultivated by the Roman upper-class youth, who
were eager to assume their places on the ladder of the administrative and mili-
tary organs of the world power.

But the world crisis during the hundred years from the Gracchi to Augustus
eventually had the impact of a generational event that aroused massive disaffection
from the Roman government and the ways of the fathers. Yet this deauthori-
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tization of the Senatorial Order and the disillusionment with the older genera-
tion in Rome did not lead to strong generational consciousness among the youth
or generational conflict. It is characteristic of the Romans that many alienated
youth, such as Vergil and Horace, remained strongly devoted to their fathers
while seeking peace of mind from the insecurities, anxieties, and turmoil of the
times in the doctrines and living style of Epicureanism. Others expressed their
rejection of society through unrestrained dissipation of all sorts.!?> In the troubled
and chaotic times of the last decades of the Roman Republic, Cicero reiterated
the merits of inculcating the Roman virtues and of maintaining the traditional
father-son relationship, reaffirming the efficacy of self-restraint, filial duty to
parents, devotion to kin, the practice of attaching a young man as understudy
to a wise elder experienced in public affairs.!?® Cicero was, nevertheless, fully
aware of the disaffection and alienation of the youth of the ruling classes. In-
deed, in 44 B.C. he expressed the conservative view that the history of other
societies showed that great states were undermined by the younger generation
and restored by the elders.!?’

Cicero'’s pessimistic valuation and fears of dissolute Roman youth were shared
by many. But in debates of the time, more forward-looking political theorists like
Sallust, while equally aware of the collapse among Roman youth of a sense of social
direction, sought basic reforms to overcome the moral crisis. The corruption of
the youth, asserted Sallust, was brought about by the riches that poured into Rome
from the second century B.c. “As the result of riches, luxury and greed united with
insolence took possession of our youth.”'?® Those affected were not only the upper-
class youths, but also those among the common people in the country, who flocked
to the city of Rome preferring dissolute idleness on the dole there to poorly paid
manual labor in the fields.!?? All the youth, asserted Sallust, “were utterly thought-
less and reckless,” indulging in all sorts of depravity—gluttony, sexual dissipation,
self-indulgence, illicit gain, and extravagances.'30

Some of the youth—Sallust occasionally uses the term homines adulescentuli
in a derogatory sense—sought to achieve influence through political adventurism.
Sallust was critical of several young men, “whose age and disposition made them
aggressive,” who obtained the tribuneship after 70 B.c. and used their political
authority to inflame the plebs against the Senate by doles and promises.!3! It was
especially the young men of the upper classes—greedy for gain, reckless, impres-
sionable—who were attracted to the revolutionary program of Catiline in 64-63
B.C., and whom he particularly courted.’??> When Caesar held supreme power in
the early 40s, Sallust advised him that a basic reform in the spirit of the youth was
indispensable. “If our youth continue to have the same desires and habits as at
present, beyond doubt that eminent renown of yours will come to a speedy end,
along with the city of Rome.”3? Above all, advised Sallust, what was needed to
curb the license and lack of restraint of the Roman youth was a turning away from
materialism and a return to respect for and practice of the old Roman values of
discipline, industry, and integrity.'** The analysis and recommendation of Sallust,
while motivated in part by partisan politics, are a valuable commentary on the
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tendency of the Roman youth toward pleasure seeking and on their susceptibility
to participation in violence.'?

The advent of the principate of Augustus did not succeed in effectively con-
trolling either materialism in the Roman world or the youth’s disposition to and
opportunities for pleasure seeking as a way of life. In this connection one of
Augustus’s mouthpieces, the poet Horace, commented in 28 B.c. on the degen-
eracy of both the young men and young women of Rome. “The age of our parents
was worse than that of our grandparents; it made us even more worthless, and
soon we shall produce a more corrupt generation.”'3¢ But the imperial power did
put brakes on the recourse to violence as a tool of change endemic in the last
century of the Republic. It is characteristic of the Roman mind that Augustus
(and the emperors after him) assumed the role of father figure for many Romans
and the provincials, and that pietas was redirected for the Romans to a new level
of submission and duty to the emperor. Henceforth we do not hear of genera-
tional disaffection in the Roman Empire. Both the authority of the emperor and
that of the paterfamilias in each household imposed on the younger generation
submission and obedience as the normal way of life.

Augustus’s concern for the youth, particularly of the two upper classes (Sena-
torial and Equestrian Orders) led to the institution and spread of associations of
youths in the Roman world, comparable with the neoi of the Greek East. Collegia
invenum, each one approved by the Roman government, common at first in the
cities of Italy and then in the western provinces, are known during the first three
centuries of the Empire. These youth associations had high status in their com-
munities and played a substantial role in their civic life as municipal youth clubs.
But their functions were limited to participation in sports, athletic contests, and
religious ceremonies, as were the Greek associations of neoi.!3

Thus, after the turmoil and dislocations of the first century B.c., which pro-
duced the only generational friction in Roman history, we find generational bal-
ance and harmony restored under the imperial regime. This remained one of the
foundations of social life in the Roman Empire to the end of the urban civiliza-
tion of antiquity, when the rigidities of feudal society descended.
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Usurpation of Status and Status Symbols
in the Roman Empire

THE BASIC ORGANIZATIONAL PRINCIPLE OF THE SOCIAL SYSTEMS
of the ancient world was hierarchic structure, but social mobility existed in vary-
ing degrees. Roman society evolved into one of the most hierarchic and status-
conscious social orders in human history. In the imperial period, under the influ-
ence of the sociopolitical philosophy of Augustus, the Romans developed the
highest degree and diversity of formal social stratification,! and at the same time
the highest incidence of social mobility in antiquity. This social elasticity—con-
servative and limited though it was, but greater than in any other culture until
modern times—is “the special characteristic of the Roman state that distinguished
it from all other states of the ancient world . . . : its ability to renew itself with the
changing realities of political and social conditions, thanks to its original freedom
from the concept of a closed genetic aristocracy,” and, in general, thanks also to
its freedom from ethnic or racial prejudices. Thus, at the same time that an elabo-
rate hierarchical order of social classes (often fragmented into subgroups), each
invested with special privileges and extrinsic status symbols, was systematically
defined and demarcated by statutes, the Roman world was always in some mea-
sure an “open society.” Social mobility between various strata was always possible
and, indeed, vigorously pursued, from the early Republic to the very end of urban
civilization in antiquity about the sixth century a.p.

The removal of barriers to social advancement by legal means for the benefit
of groups and individuals—from the status of peregrinus to civis Romanis, slave
to freedman, plebeian to equestrian, equestrian to senator—is a well-known phe-
nomenon in Roman political and social history. Less familiar is the extent and
variety of illicit social mobility, through fraud and other surreptitious means,
that afforded to many persons leaps across social lines within the established
order. The Roman government, in its continuing efforts to preserve statutory
social distinctions and maintain social distance? between classes and subclasses,
legislated frequently against usurpatio of rank, privileges, and status insignia.*
Penalties for such usurpation varied in different periods and in relation to the
type of offense. The legal rule cited in Paul's Sententiae’ is not a general one
but involves essentially usurpation of military status and applies penalties
adapted to specific conditions of the early third century A.p.: “Whoever uses the
insignia of a higher class and impersonates the military in order to terrorize or
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oppress anyone, shall suffer capital punishment if he belongs to the humiliores,
or deportation if he belongs to the honestiores.” We have evidence of a multi-
plicity of means practiced to circumvent such restrictive legislation through
fraud, bribery, collusion with officials, and open flouting of the law. Social leg-
islation of this sort was essentially programmatic and was simply not enforced
systematically. Nor could police and administrative authorities control illegali-
ties in this area in the absence of the institution of official identification papers
and because of the virtual nonexistence of police surveillance mechanisms in
most parts of the empire. The police power (coercitio) of officials, periodic cen-
sus registrations, other forms of official scrutiny, and occasional systematic
purging of social ranks might curb abuses from time to time,® but when the
pressure was relaxed the momentum of infractions was resumed. “Many mod-
ern historians . . . have too readily assumed that Roman citizens obeyed the law,
and that everything was done as the imperial government directed.””

The intensity of such usurpation of rank and distinctive badges during the
politically and economically unstable period beginning with the third century a.p.
is well attested.® The incidence of such evasions in the early empire, when condi-
tions were more stable, could not have been as great or as flagrant. Obviously,
every period of acute crisis, when military, political, and economic conditions were
in flux, tended to disrupt social relations and afforded greater opportunity for in-
dividuals to use fraud to move upward in the social scale through encroachment
upon class distinctions.” Tacitus affords us a glimpse into the frustrations of the
Roman government in the face of such illegalities in connection with a commu-
nication of Tiberius to the Senate regarding the flouting of laws restricting luxury
spending.'? It is well known that sumptuary laws have been very difficult to en-
force in all societies that have adopted them. But, though directed at the problem
of flouting of sumptuary laws, Tiberius’s remarks also reflect the similar frustra-
tion of the Roman authorities in the face of widespread illegalities relating to sta-
tus distinctions. “In this proposition,” reflects Tiberius, “it was better that my eyes
should be averted. Otherwise, with you (senators) betraying the fear on the faces
of individuals who might be charged with shameful luxury spending, I might see
them, and, so to speak, detect them. But if our diligent aediles had consulted me
previously, I am not sure but that [ should not have urged them to ignore preva-
lent and full-blown vices rather than bring it about that it become a matter of public
knowledge with what abuses we are powerless to cope. . .. All the laws our an-
cestors devised, all those enacted by the deified Augustus are now buried, the
former in oblivion, the latter—to our greater shame—in contempt.”'' Hundreds
of years later we hear the Emperors Theodosius and Valentinian, in another con-
nection, utter the same pessimistic frustration about widespread flouting of the
law in the Roman Empire.'?

The earliest known case of illegal assumption of status in Rome—and the most
flagrant—is that of M. Perperna in the second century B.c. Bearing a name of
Etruscan origin, the Perperna family, through association with patrician adven-
turers, especially the Valerii Flacci, had managed to insinuate itself into the ruling
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circles of Rome. M. Perperna had thus apparently usurped Roman citizenship, and,
indeed, in 168 B.c. participated in military operations in Illyria in a relatively high
post. His son, also M. Perperna, succeeded in winning election to the consulship in
130 B.C., the first person with a non-Roman nomen to rise to consular rank in Ro-
man history, and the only such prior to the Social War. It was this Perperna who, as
consul, defeated and captured Aristonicus in the new Province of Asia. For this he
anticipated the celebration of a triumph, but he died of illness suddenly in 129 B.c.
in Pergamum. In 126 B.C., his father was charged with illegal usurpation of Roman
citizenship, expelled from Rome, and compelled to return to his original home, thus
casting a shadow on the repute of his famous son, whose legal status and consul-
ship were as a result patently tainted. ! This scandal grew out of the enormous power
wielded by senatorial families, under whose protective patronage many flagrant il-
legalities were perpetrated. This influence was later transformed into the legal powers
and authority vested in Roman generals and emperors, who exercised great influ-
ence in molding social changes. In 95 B.c. the Lex Licinia Mucia defined usurpa-
tion of Roman citizenship as a crime; the lives of many Italians must have been
affected by the quaestio established under this law.!*

The political upheavals and civil wars of the last century of the Roman repub-
lic created a major dislocation of social relationships and a discernible blurring of
traditional social lines. Aside from the deliberate radical social policies of some
political leaders, public record keeping was rendered defective in the disorders,
and the manumission of slaves was at an all-time high in Italy, thus catapulting
into the Roman body politic a large new freedman class endowed with the Roman
franchise. Indeed, large numbers, both in Italy and the provinces, entered the
Roman citizenship in this period.!> Shortages of soldiers had even led to the in-
corporation of slaves in the armies, a rare phenomenon in antiquity. Many new
families had risen to prominence in the Senatorial Order in the social struggles of
the dying Republic, partly because the proscriptions had denuded the old senato-
rial families, and partly because the political leaders reached out for the support
of competent and influential men of wealth outside the ranks of the traditional
nobility. The elevation of favored individuals to the Equestrian Order at the whim
of Roman officials seems to have been a common practice. Cicero, for example,
denounced Verres's grant of the golden ring, status symbol of the Equestrian Order,
to his clerk Maevius, who had aided him in his extortion in the Province of Sicily
in 73-71 B.c., as incredible and done with singulari impudentia nova.'® A decade
or so earlier the dictator Sulla had raised to equestrian rank the famous and wealthy
actor Q. Roscius Gallus, by bestowing upon him the anulus aureus.!” Similarly,
Caesar in 46 B.C. honored D. Laberius, a composer of mimes, who had lost his
equestrian rank, by giving him 500,000 sesterces and restoring to him his golden
ring and the privilege of sitting in theater seats reserved for equestrians.' In imi-
tation of Caesar, L. Cornelius Balbus, quaestor in Spain, though he did not pos-
sess imperium and hence lacked the authority to grant such honors, bestowed upon
the actor Herennius Gallus, at public games in Gades, the golden ring and the
privilege of sitting in special seats in the theater at Gades."
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The social tendencies of the age generated considerable leveling among the
classes, and the radical policies of Julius Caesar, imbued with ecumenical per-
spectives and directed toward the destruction of the old nobility and its removal
from the seats of power, appeared headed toward the institutionalization of such
leveling. But it remained for Augustus to work out a viable compromise between
the hereditary aristocratic-agricultural Senatorial Order and the large group of
powerful men in the empire, particularly Ttaly, who possessed other forms of wealth
and influence. Augustus not only halted the social leveling that was in process
but reorganized the social structure of the empire, molding it more formally into
an “estate” system of stratification with legal distinctions between statuses.?°
Underlying the Augustan system was not only a Roman-Italian bias, but the deci-
sion to establish an imperial hierarchy of social classes with an increased range of
social stratification everywhere in the empire.?! The Augustan social structure was
patently plutocratic: everywhere the essential criterion of distinction was, with
some exceptions, property ownership. The new social order was, in Gagé’s apt
phrase, “hiérarchique et censitaire.”??

Though Augustus’s purpose was to make the two upper orders into an aristo-
cratic hierarchy of governmental aides of the emperor, kept markedly at a distance
from a variety of lower classes, the system did not exclude, and was capable of, a
moderate amount of social mobility. Pivotal in the new social order was the class
of knights, a new “demi-noblesse” brought into the imperial service. Widespread
ambition to enter this new class revealed itself at once. The title eques (somewhat
like “esquire”) embraced not only the elite nucleus, which received a grant of the
equus publicus by the emperor and was the labor pool from which the emperor
drew many of the lower functionaries of the imperial administration, but all those
of free birth who possessed a property valuation of 400,000 sesterces. While ex-
plicit approval and grant by the emperor was necessary for admission to the first
category, the term eques Romanus tended to be usurped informally by all free
Roman citizens who had this property rating. Augustus’s demographic policies also
included retardation of manumission of slaves, restrictions on privileges of freed-
men, the establishment of several inferior grades of freedmen (Junian Latins, liberti
dediticii), stringent curbs on slaves, favoritism to Hellenes among the provincials,
privileged status for the well-to-do all over the empire who constituted a local
aristocracy (ordo decurionum) in Italian and provincial municipalities, a degraded
status to certain peregrine peoples of the empire (dediticii), particularly to the
Egyptians, and a sharp distinction between ingenuus and libertinus.?3

Attempts to encroach upon the status of the Senatorial Order and its status
insignia were unthinkable in the early period of the principate, not only because
the size of the class was small (six hundred senators and their families), but also
because Augustus exercised a close scrutiny of this class, purging the order of
undesirable elements three times during his reign. A bizarre incident connected
with the Senatorial Order in the reign of Augustus was the gesture of G. Thorianus,
tribune of 25 B.c., the son of a freedman, who escorted his father into the theater
and sat him down beside himself on seats reserved for tribunes.?*
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It was, however, in relation to the Equestrian Order that usurpation of status
on a wide scale began very early. Straining for equestrian status mounted steadily,
especially because individuals of the freedman class, grown wealthy in the pros-
perity of the times, often obtained the property qualification for admission to the
order but were excluded by the requirement of free birth.>> Apparently, the en-
forcement of the provisions of the Lex Roscia of 67 B.c., which reserved for eques-
trians the first fourteen rows in the theater behind the senators, was laxly handled
during the civil wars. The prestige of occupying these special seats was so great
that unauthorized persons frequently attempted to usurp this privilege. Horace,
himself the son of a freedman, attacked an upstart freedman, a tribune of the
soldiers who displayed his wealth ostentatiously and illegally usurped a place in
the first rows of the theater.2¢ A certain Sarmentus, a freedman of Maecenas, who
was popular as an urbane wit during the 40s and early years of the empire, ac-
quired wealth and openly conducted himself as an equestrian, assuming the privi-
leges and insignia of the rank. Subsequently his status was challenged in a causa
usurpatae dignitatis. When Sarmentus, whose first master had been M. Favonius
(proscribed and executed after Philippi), proved that he was legally the freedman
of Maecenas, the case was dismissed, and presumably no penalty was imposed.?”

Despite the property requirement for admission to the order, bankrupt eques-
trians, in accordance with the Lex Roscia, were not automatically excluded from
the privileged seats: a special area (certus locus) was set aside in the prestige rows
for bankrupts whose economic difficulties were judged to be involuntary. Never-
theless, ineligible equestrian bankrupts sometimes usurped such seats during the
civil war period.?® Despite the personal nature of membership in the Equestrian
Order, some people tended to regard equestrian status as hereditary, in imitation
of the status of the Senatorial Order. It is noteworthy that even Augustus was
ready to wink at the occupying of the special seats of the equestrians by improper
persons, presumably because there were empty seats at times. For when equites
whose property had declined because of the civil wars did not dare to sit in the
fourteen rows through fear of the penalties of the law, Augustus lifted the ban for
those who themselves or whose parents had ever possessed an equestrian rating.?

The provisions of the law regarding prestige seats for the equestrians could not,
in general, have been strictly enforced. For example, it pleased the Emperor
Caligula on occasion to stir up animosity between plebeians and equites by ar-
ranging for the former to occupy seats normally assigned to knights.?® Apparently
respect for this privilege of the knights deteriorated until the time of the Emperor
Domitian, who, when he assumed censorial powers, “restrained the license of
sitting promiscuously with the Knights in the theater.”! From a number of epi-
grams written by Martial after Domitian’s edict regarding this equestrian privi-
lege, we learn the names of two special theater attendants, Leitus and Oceanus,
probably imperial freedmen, who policed the fourteen rows of the equestrians. It
is obvious that, even after the emperor’s reaffirmation of the privilege, some un-
authorized persons, including freedmen and slaves, tried to usurp this privilege
under the noses of the theater attendants, employing various evasions and sub-
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terfuges to obtain the prestigious places and even arguing with them. Martial re-
fers to the edict of Domitian quo subsellia certiora fiunt / et puros eques ordines
recepit, and describes the subterfuge of wearing expensive purple outer garments.
Nunc est reddita dignitas equestris declares the fraudulent equestrian named Phasis,
ensconcing himself in a reserved seat just prior to being expelled by Leitus.3?
Another bogus knight, Nanneius, previously accustomed with impunity to usurping
a seat in the first row, has been expelled by Leitus; but he cannot bear to abandon

the distinction, and so he half sits, half stands in the last row.?3

The institutionalization of distinctive modes of dress as status symbols of class
gradations, common in many cultures, did not characterize Roman society in the
first few centuries of the empire, despite the intensity of class consciousness. There
was never any serious intention of establishing a “hierarchy of clothing” during
the principate, not merely because of the force of tradition but also because of
fear of arousing class friction.** The toga, as insignia of Roman citizenship status,
was forbidden to those of peregrine and dediticius status, as well as to exiles.?®
Since there was relative uniformity in outer clothing during the principate, and
the toga gradually went out of common use, the principal concern of the emper-
ors was not the permissive wide range of personal preference for private use®® but
rather the usurpation of official garb by unauthorized persons. In 36 B.c., Octavian,
acting as triumvir, forbade the use of purple outer garments by men except as
official garb of certain magistrates.” Despite this ban, during the reign of Tiberius
it was common practice for men to wear purple outer garb. It is noteworthy that
Tiberius tried to correct this widespread usurpation not by imposing the legal
penalties in existence but by his own example.?® There ensued a centuries-long
tension between the emperors and the affluent classes over the use of the highest
grades of purple garments. Efforts to restrict this elite color as an imperial pre-
rogative in the early empire failed. The wearing of purple garments and insignia
by private persons was widespread throughout the Roman Empire,* despite ef-
forts to control its use, made possible for even the middle and lower classes through
inexpensive imitation purples of inferior grade. In the third and fourth centuries
A.D., purple became increasingly associated with the emperors as special insig-
nia. But imperial decrees restricted the use of only the highest qualities of Tyrian
purple, particularly garments of purple-dyed silk, which were reserved for the court
and declared “forbidden and unauthorized clothing.™ The reiteration in the fourth
and fifth centuries A.p. of imperial directives forbidding the use of clothing of purple
silk and gold-embroidered cloth reveals rampant flouting of the imperial will in
this matter. In 424 a.p., Theodosius 11 issued a sweeping order concerning silk
garments dyed with highest qualities of Tyrian purple, ordering all persons pos-
sessing such garments to surrender them to the authorities: “There is no reason
why anyone should complain of having been deprived of the price, because it is
enough that he obtains impunity for having trampled on the law, nor is there oc-
casion to be concerned about profits, since his life does not have to be placed at
stake. But let no one now by concealment of this sort incur the toils of the new
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constitution; otherwise he will be subject to the danger of a crime similar to that
of high treason.”! Such was apparently the crime of a certain Maras, a deacon of
the Christian church, and his accomplices, who in 354 A.p. were tortured and
executed by Constantius Gallus for complicity in the illegal manufacture of a
purple garment of silk for private use.** Manufacture and use of purple silk were,
for a time, equated with high treason, non sine laesae maiestatis crimine.** But no
efforts to control the use of purple were successful, and despite dire penalties for
such use,* the law was without doubt frequently disobeyed. Eventually, by a typi-
cal imperial concession in the face of widespread violations, purple silk cloth of
the highest quality was reaffirmed as reserved for imperial use as exclusive insig-
nia, but manufacture and trade in purple cloth of inferior quality were permitted.

Such display was but one aspect of the high degree of luxury consumption and
conspicuous spending indulged in by the upper social strata in Rome and the
Roman Empire—unparalleled on a wide scale until modern times. This ostenta-
tion was a distinctive characteristic of the Roman social order from about the
middle of the second century B.C., reaching its height in the first century of the
empire.® Persons of limited means, in an effort to pass for members of higher
social strata, also practiced extravagant display. Martial in his epigrams provides
us with examples of such persons. In this connection the Roman craze for an-
tiques and for parade of wealth produced a thriving market among less affluent
Romans for forgeries, inexpensive copies, cheap substitutes, and imitation gems
for display purposes as extrinsic symbols of wealth.* Pliny reports that even slaves
and freedmen affected such display by wearing gold-plated iron rings in order to
pass as members of the Equestrian Order.*” A good example of such prestige dis-
play to exhibit status is the freedman in one of Martial's epigrams, probably of
equestrian rank, seated in elegant display in the front rows of the theater, trying
to conceal evidence of his servile origin.*

In a timocratic society it is natural that people should aspire to enter the next
rank higher as soon as their property reaches the minimum requirement for such
advancement. Official membership in the Equestrian Order required ceremonial
granting by the emperor of the ius anuli aurei and, in some cases, the “public horse.”
Besides these, other status insignia of the class included the right to wear the
angustus clavus, the narrow stripes on the tunic, the purple trabea, parade uni-
form of an eques Romanus on ceremonial occasions, and proedria, the privilege of
occupying special places in theaters and other places of public spectacles in Rome,
[talian and provincial cities.*” But as we have seen, many wealthy persons usurped
the title eques and acted as members of the order, adherence to which fluctuated
widely. Martial describes the amusing case of a certain Calliodorus, of equestrian
status, whose brother did not qualify financially but yearned for the privileges of
the class. Martial suggests that they might solve the personal anguish by sitting in
the section reserved for knights on alternate days (like Castor and Pollux sharing
immortality): “Uno credis equo posse sedere duos?”™° In the first century A.p. there
was apparently such extensive usurpation and imitation of equestrian symbols and
displays of wealth that Martial implies that it was not possible at times to tell the
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difference between a iustus eques and fraudulent imitators.>' Such usurpation of
Equestrian rank was especially practiced by the one group barred from member-
ship, no matter how wealthy they became: freedmen. Augustus himself unleashed
a torrent of problems in this regard by granting equestrian status and privileges to
anumber of freedmen, including Titus Vinius Philopoemen, the admiral Pompeius
Menas, and the physician Antonius Musa. After Augustus’s death, control over
membership in this order was flagrantly neglected during the early years of
Tiberius’s reign. As a result no doubt of its promiscuous growth, the order was
regularized in 23 A.p. A young senator, C. Sulpicius Galba, of old aristocratic family,
complained that tradespeople, some even owners of eating houses, wore the gold
ring and exercised the privileges of the Equestrian Order. Accordingly, a senatus
consultum was promulgated restricting membership in the order not only to those
who were freeborn (ingenui), but also whose fathers and grandfathers were free-
born. The census valuation of 400,000 sesterces remained the same, but mem-
bership was restricted to those who were authorized by the Julian Law on the
theater to sit in the fourteen rows of seats designated for the knights.”> One of
the results of this decree was a massive flood of applications for admission to the
rank.”® Moreover, the decree had the effect of increasing irregularities. For the
requirement of ingenuus status for three generations was a formidable barrier to
many. Hence arose the efforts of rich freedmen to erase the stigma and obtain
the privilege of fictive ingenuitas through imperial favor, or to usurp such status.
Technically, when the emperor granted admission to the order to a freedman, he
was, in effect, also thereby bestowing fictive ingenuitas. The ambition for admis-
sion to the rank of eques must have impelled others to pose as freeborn. Pliny the
Elder tells us that during the Flavian period, “it was a widespread phenomenon
for liberated slaves to make the leap across to these distinctions—a thing which
had never occurred before. . . . As a result, an order intended to afford distance
from other men of free birth was shared with slaves.”*

But grants by the emperor of the anulus aureus of equestrian rank, implying
fictive ingenuitas, or the illicit usurpation of equestrian status by freedmen, with
ingenuitas implicit, raised legal problems concerning the obligations that freed-
men owed their former masters in accordance with Roman law. It was therefore
found necessary the very next year after the senatus consultum to plug some of
the loopholes by legislation. The Lex Visellia de Libertinis of 24 A.p. prosecuted
freedmen who usurped the offices and ranks of freeborn persons—for example,
the office of decurion of a municipality—unless they had obtained the ius anuli
aurei from the emperor. The legal penalty for the offense was infamia as well as a
fine. Further, “when a freedman declares himself freeborn, he can be sued both
in a civil action for his services [due to his patron], as well as in a criminal action,
under the Visellian Law.”® The confusion, however, was still such that in 48 A.n.,
during the censorship of the Emperor Claudius, an equestrian named Flavius
Proculus arraigned four hundred persons on the charge of usurpation of eques-
trian rank. These were perhaps the fraudulent equestrians whose names Claudius
published: Libertinos qui se pro equitibus Romanis agerent publicavit.>® Since the
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granting of the gold ring not only deleted former servile status but also dissolved
the rights of patrons over freedmen, the grant of separate fictive ingenuitas solved
the contradiction between the existence of otherwise qualified or favored indi-
viduals who were not freeborn. This was probably intended, in part, to stem the
incidence of fraudulent encroachment on this class distinction. Ultimately, the
granting of ingenuitas to non-freeborn persons through the anulus aureus was
separated from the granting of equestrian rank, probably beginning with Com-
modus,>” and this grant of the ius anuli aurei became the general form of bestow-
ing fictitious ingenuitas. The privileges inherent in the ius anuli aurei were further
weakened when Septimius Severus granted the gold ring to all soldiers.”® Never-
theless, admission to the Equestrian Order itself remained an object of high am-
bition, especially when the order was the official aristocracy of the empire in the
third century A.n. Eventually the Equestrian Order faded and disappeared in the
social and administrative transformations of the middle of the fourth century, when
the Senatorial Order became the single aristocratic class of the empire.

One of the most characteristic devices of the Roman legal and administrative
imagination was the institution of fictive offices and honors to satisfy the press-
ing ambition for such prestige. Beginning in the late Republican period and mount-
ing in intensity throughout the empire to its decline, a host of such substitute
privileges and grants was devised, including ornamenta consularia, ornamenta
praetoria, ornamenta quaestoria, ornamenta triwmphalia.>® One of the principal
emphases of Augustus’s social legislation had been to put a brake on the flow of
persons formerly of servile status into the Roman citizen body. In addition to
legal restrictions that kept freedmen out of the Senate, Equestrian Order, priest-
hoods, and many governmental and military posts, there was the fanatical preju-
dice against libertini on the part of the aristocracy, which put an additional stigma
upon this class and impeded their rise to high social rank.?® In the municipalities
of the empire freedmen were debarred from holding local magistracies and from
membership in the local senates. But here too the Roman gift for adjustment to
social pressures and realities prevailed—witness the institution of the fictive de-
vice of granting ornamenta decurionalia, the external badges and honors of mu-
nicipal aristocracy, to otherwise ineligible freedmen.®!

Upon becoming a freedman and receiving restricted Roman citizenship, the
former slave adopted the Roman tria nomina, consisting of a Roman praenomen,
the nomen of his patron, and as cognomen his original name. In his foreign-
sounding name it was usually easy to detect the former servile status of the freed-
man. Therefore, to extinguish the social stigma involved, freedmen gave their
children Roman cognomina. Some also sought to alter their own names for this
purpose; L. Crassicius Pasicles, for example, changed his cognomen to Pansa, and
the Cinnamus in one of Martial's epigrams sought to alter his name to Cinna.®?
Others altered their Greek names to the Latin equivalents: Philetos to Amatus,
Eudaemon to Felix, Irenaeus to Pacatus. Measures were taken by the Roman

government to control usurpation of Roman names by unauthorized persons.
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Claudius, for example, forbade persons of peregrine status to usurp Roman names,
particularly gens names, because use of these implied possession of Roman citi-
zenship.®® Use of false names and false descriptions of oneself incurred penalties
under Roman law.%* The close legal ties between freedmen and patrons were a
constant reminder of servile origin. Opportunities for posing as ingenuus were
therefore easier if the patron died, or if the freedman moved far from his patron.

The most notorious case of usurpation of status by a freedman is that of Marcius
Agrippa. Though originally a slave serving as a beautician, after obtaining his free-
dom he somehow encroached illegally on equestrian status and was serving in
the first stage of the equestrian career as advocatus fisci, during the reign of
Septimius Severus, when his deception was discovered. Agrippa was discharged
from his post by the emperor, and the penalty imposed on him was banishment
to an island, presumably because he was considered honestior. Subsequently, he
was recalled by Caracalla, and presumably given a grant of ingenuitas. He then
served as a cognitionibus and ab epistulis, and was finally advanced to senator by
Caracalla, reaching the consulship and provincial governorships under the Em-
peror Macrinus.®

A much more serious offense in Roman eyes was the usurpation of Roman citi-
zenship. Claudius executed persons civitatem Romanam usurpantes,®® despite his
liberal policy with regard to the extension of Roman citizenship in the provinces.
An interesting case of usurpation of Roman citizenship and of Roman flexibility in
handling complex problems is revealed in the case of a group of Alpine tribes, the
Anaunians, Tulliassians, and Sindunians. In the reign of Claudius it was discov-
ered that they had been conducting themselves as Roman citizens, acting in good
faith, but without ever having been granted such status de jure. As a result there
was a blurring of lines among the statuses of Roman citizens, Latins, and allies in
the region. To deny these peoples the right of citizenship, after such a long time,
would have invalidated property rights, marriages, and similar legal relationships.
Moreover, persons from this area were already in the Praetorian Guard (some of
officer rank), and were serving on jury panels in Rome (therefore of equestrian rank).
Accordingly, for these reasons and in line with the Roman principle of accommo-
dation to situations of long usage, Claudius in an edict of 46 A.p. formally granted
the tribes Roman citizenship, retroactively. “Although I am aware,” he declared,

that persons of this category do not have too strong a basis for Roman citi-
zenship, nevertheless, since they are said to have been in possession of it by
usurpation of long standing, and are so intermingled with the Tridentines
that they cannot be separated from them without serious harm to the dis-
tinguished municipality, I permit them by my indulgence to remain in the
legal status in which they believed themselves to be. . . . And I grant them
this benefaction in such manner that I order all acts performed by them
acting as if Roman citizens, whether among themselves or in relations with
the Tridentines or others, shall be valid, and I permit them to keep the names
which they previously used when acting as if Roman citizens.®
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However innocent of wrongdoing the members of these Alpine tribes may
in fact have been, there was indeed a sizable traffic in irregular acquisition of
Roman citizenship, through fraudulent declarations, bribe taking on the part of
officials, and the carelessness of legionary commanders in selection of recruits.%®
According to Cassius Dio (though we may discount some of his rhetoric), citi-
zenship was liberally sold, at varying prices, by Claudius, Messalina, and mem-
bers of the imperial household, including freedmen.®” A remarkable case is that
of Claudius Lysias of the Acts, an officer of the auxiliary forces of the Province
of Syria who took St. Paul into custody. Lysias confided to Paul that he “obtained
this [Roman] citizenship for a large sum,” and Sherwin-White concludes that
he also purchased equestrian status and the military tribunate through inter-
mediaries in the imperial secretariat or the provincial administration.”® Begin-
ning with the social legislation of Augustus (Lex Aelia Sentia, 4 A.D., and Lex
Papia Poppaea, 9 a.p.) registration of the birth of legitimate children (later ex-
tended by Marcus Aurelius to illegitimate births) was required in order to fa-
cilitate proof of citizen status. Such registrations, and the birth certificates
obtainable from governmental bureaus, were assumed to be based on truthful
declarations, subject to penalty for fraud, and were accepted as prima facie
evidence of Roman citizenship citra causarum cognitionem (without investiga-
tion of the truth).”! But there was in fact nothing, except fear of the penalty, to
prevent the fraudulent registration of children as Roman citizens or the forging
of birth certificates,”? and we may assume that such fraud was practiced, even
though the lists of Roman citizens were reviewed locally in the municipal cen-
suses throughout the empire every five years and periodically elsewhere in the
provinces. Collusion, moreover, may have been practiced between peregrines
desiring Roman citizenship status and Roman citizens by arranging for fictitious
enslavement of the peregrine followed by swift manumission.”

Bribery and collusion with officials to attain social advancement must have been
fairly common in the early empire.”™ We are best informed concerning such prac-
tices in the Province of Egypt, from the papyri. Here we find vivid documentation
of various fraudulent practices to obtain relief from oppressive burdens in the
province: evasion of compulsory liturgic services by influential people through
pressure and intimidation of local of officials, despite frequent governmental
orders to the contrary; flight from fiscal oppression of Egyptian natives to the Hel-
lenized cities of Egypt so as to merge with the urban population and thus attempt
to pass themselves off as members of a higher class.”

The repressive policy of the Romans in Egypt, the economic and fiscal exploita-
tion of the native Egyptians, and the rigid social hierarchy imposed on the popu-
lation are well known. The nationalistic upsurge of the Egyptians in the time of
the last Ptolemaic rulers was definitively curbed by Augustus. He thrust down
the mass of Egyptian peasants into a degraded social and economic position, so
that they were permanently treated as an inferior conquered people with little hope
of the social advancement held forth by the Romans to other peoples of the em-



36 STUDIES IN CLASSICAL HISTORY AND SOCIETY

pire. Augustus, in conformity with his policy of preferential treatment to Greeks,
imposed on Egypt an elite of Hellenes to be forever rigidly separated from
the native Egyptian population. This policy was, however, in conflict with the
timocratic principle in the social hierarchies established in the Roman provinces:
sentimental favoritism to the Hellenes, at variance with the usual policy of the
Romans of placing power in the hands of the well-to-do irrespective of race or
ethnic origin, was bound to generate social malaise. Augustus’s policy, maintained
for about two hundred years, was to grant special privileges to the Hellenes of
Alexandria, particularly to an elite smaller body of Alexandrian citizens with he-
reditary rights to elect the local officials and to enter their sons in the system of
ephebic training and gymnastic education that was prerequisite for admission to
Alexandrian citizenship. The same policy of favoring Hellenes was in effect in the
metropoleis of the Egyptian nomes, where they composed a similar privileged class
of metropolites, subject there, however, to payment of the laographia (poll tax),
though at a level lower than that paid by Egyptian natives.

Nevertheless, in Alexandria the upper strata of Greeks, members of the elite
social clubs and the gymnasia, harbored a traditional anti-Roman sentiment. This
was one of the reasons Augustus did not permit Alexandria, the second-largest
city in the Roman Empire, to have a city council, the standard governing instru-
ment of most municipalities of the empire. Membership in such a council and
election to local magistracies in the municipalities of the empire afforded one of
the normal avenues to admission to Roman citizenship for provincials. Probably
because of the political unreliability of the Alexandrian Greeks and the frequency
of infiltration of Hellenized Egyptians into Alexandrian society, the city of Alex-
andria was assigned an inferior political status by the Romans, and the social dis-
tance between Romans, Hellenes, and Egyptians was carefully policed. No
inhabitant of the province of Egypt could become a Roman citizen unless he was
first a citizen of Alexandria, and such Alexandrians, to acquire Roman franchise,
required a personal grant from the emperor. The omnipresent mark of the per-
sonal degradation of members of the Egyptian masses was the poll tax, which was
introduced into Egypt by Augustus, probably in 24 or 23 B.c., and imposed upon
all but Roman citizens and the privileged Alexandrian elite.”

Despite the segregation of Egyptians from Greeks and Romans and the rigid
class hierarchy the Romans sought to maintain in this province, the most thor-
oughly policed in the empire, efforts to break through class lines and attain higher
privileged status were rampant—and were systematically penalized by the emper-
ors. The Gnomon of the Idiologus, known from a papyrus summarizing the regu-
lations of this “Department of Special Revenues” drafted in the reign of Antoninus
Pius, embodies the accumulated experience of about two centuries of Roman rule
in Egypt in its efforts to maintain status distances. In the Gnomon we find regu-
lations penalizing various types of usurpation of status, including Roman citizen-
ship. Cases involving the fraudulent registration of persons as Alexandrian citizens
were regarded as so important that they were referred up to the jurisdiction of the
prefect of Egypt himself. The most common practice of Egyptians seeking both
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to escape fiscal oppression and to achieve social advancement was to infiltrate
the cities and seek to pass themselves off as Hellenes. Repeatedly, prefects of Egypt
were constrained to order such people back to their places of origin. Another
subterfuge to attain Roman franchise was for an Egyptian to declare in writing,
after his father’s death, that the deceased was a Roman citizen. The penalty for
fraud in this connection was confiscation of one-fourth of the property of the
offender. Egyptians who registered their sons as ephebes were also penalized
by confiscation of one-fourth of their property. Intermarriage between Greek
and Macedonian immigrants and local women had been so frequent in Ptolemaic
Egypt (especially since the end of the third century B.c., with the revival of Egyp-
tian nationalism), and so extensive had been the assimilation of Greeks and
Macedonians in the villages and provincial towns of Egypt,”” that it was often pos-
sible for persons of Egyptian status to pass as Greeks.”® If a woman of Alexandrian
citizenship status married an Egyptian, believing him, in good faith, to be an
Alexandrian citizen, then the citizenship of their children was not jeopardized.
Roman citizens could not legally marry Egyptian women, and children born of
such unions, being illegitimate, took the status of the mother. But if Roman citi-
zens married Egyptian women (presumably of mixed ancestry but Hellenic in
appearance) in ignorance of their status, with no guile involved, the children fol-
lowed the status of the father and were declared Roman citizens. This was a frank
admission by the Roman government that it was often difficult to discriminate be-
tween those of Greek and Egyptian status. Moreover, Egyptian women who mar-
ried Roman veterans were forbidden to describe themselves as Romans. If they so
did, they were fined one-quarter of their property, in accordance with the law con-
cerning improper designation. The same penalty was imposed on soldiers who though
not properly discharged from the army described themselves as Roman citizens.”

It is noteworthy that even after the Constitutio Antoniniana of 213 a.p., which
altered the status of numerous persons in the empire, Caracalla himself in 215
A.D. ordered Egyptian natives driven out of Alexandria and assailed them for seeking
to pass themselves off in Alexandria as members of a higher class:

All Egyptians who are in Alexandria, especially peasants, who have fled
hither from other parts of Egypt and can easily be detected, are to be driven
from the city in every possible way. . . . For genuine Egyptians can readily
be recognized among the linen-weavers by their speech, while they have
assumed the appearance and dress of the others. Moreover, by their mode
of living and their less civilized customs they reveal themselves as Egyp-

tian peasants.®9

It is obvious, therefore, that people were not required to carry official identifica-
tion papers describing their status, and that Egyptians whose speech, dress, and
style of living were Hellenized could escape detection.

One of the lesser privileged groups in Roman Egypt was the Jews. In the
Augustan reorganization of Egypt, they were ranked politically and juridically in-
ferior to the Greeks, reduced to a status closer to the ranks of the Egyptians than
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had been the case in the Ptolemaic system. Ever since the Ptolemaic period some
of the Alexandrian Jews—wealthy, thoroughly Hellenized and assimilated—had
sought to achieve a status of social and political equality with the Greeks. Begin-
ning with the Augustan dispensation, more Jews than ever before sought to ac-
quire Alexandrian citizenship. Not only was Alexandrian citizenship a prestige
symbol in the imperial system and a prerequisite for the Roman franchise, but it
also sufficed to separate holders from the stigma of the poll tax, which was asso-
ciated in the public mind with the degraded status of the Egyptians. Only a mi-
nority of the inhabitants of the capital of Egypt possessed Alexandrian citizenship,
among them a few wealthy Jews. But more and more Jews sought this privilege,
especially since elsewhere in the empire Jews could possess local municipal citi-
zenship on a par with the rest of the population. Jewish communities in all cities
of the Roman world, including Alexandria, enjoyed special privileges, mostly of a
religious nature, granted by the Roman government in continuation of the poli-
cies of most Hellenistic rulers. But in Alexandria all Jews who did not possess
Alexandrian citizenship, rich and poor alike, appeared in the census lists with
virtually the same status as Egyptians. Hence the pressure on the part of the upper
stratum among the Jews to enter Alexandrian citizenship and thus emancipate
themselves from inferior status. This they sought to acquire especially for their
sons by infiltrating them, by fraudulent means, into the citizen body through enroll-
ment in the gymnasium education and the roster of the ephebes of the city, the
legal route for admission to Alexandrian citizenship. An Athenian institution of
the fourth century B.c., Ephebic training had spread rapidly all over the Greek
East. In Egypt this training—very expensive everywhere—was confined to the
hereditary class of members of the gymnasia, symbol of Hellenism, both in Alex-
andria and the metropoleis of the nomes. Fraudulent enrollment in the ephebate
by bribery or falsification appears to have been practiced both by Jews and Helle-
nized Egyptians. The tense relationship between Jews and Hellenes in Alexan-
dria, an inheritance from the Ptolemaic period, was, as a result of the Augustan
system, exacerbated to the point of riots and massacres, in a bitter struggle against
the efforts of the Jews to secure equality with Alexandrian citizens. This flared
into intense communal strife at the end of the reign of Caligula.

At the beginning of Claudius’s principate three embassies came to Rome from
Alexandria: one from the Alexandrian citizens group, one from the Jews desirous
of obtaining the Alexandrian citizenship, and the third representing the official
Jewish community seeking to have its traditional privileges reaffirmed by the new
emperor. Because of the dispute over usurpation of status by Jews who enrolled
their sons in the ephebate, Claudius ruled such enrollment to be fraudulent. In a
letter to the city of Alexandria in 41 A.D., he writes,

For all who have become ephebes up to my rule, I maintain in confirmed
possession of Alexandrian citizenship with the privileges and indulgences
of the city, for all except those who fraudulently contrived to become ephebes
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though born of slaves. . . . And the Jews I explicitly order not to agitate for
more privileges than they previously possessed, and in the future not to dis-
patch two embassies, as if they lived in two cities—something that has never
before been done—and not to force their way into gymnasiarchic and cos-
metic games, while enjoying their own privileges and sharing an abundance
of advantages in an alien city.5!

Thus Claudius, declaring the Jews to be living, as it were, in a foreign city, curbed
the efforts of the Jews to penetrate the elite circle of Alexandrian citizens, deny-
ing them equal rights with Hellenes and ruling their encroachment into the
ephebate as fraudulent.®? Such was the death blow given to the aspirations of
Egyptian Jewry for equality with the Hellenes.

In the tendentious anti-Roman, anti-Jewish propagandistic literature of Alex-
andria during this period, the so-called Acts of the Pagan Martyrs, there is recorded
in the “Boule Papyrus” a proposal for the establishment of a local city council in
Alexandria, a privilege which the Alexandrian citizens had always desired. The
document expresses concern with regard to the efforts on the part of non-
Alexandrians to penetrate the citizen body through fraudulent enrollment in the
ephebate: “The [local] Senate will take care that none of those liable to the
laographia reduce the revenue by being inscribed in the public records among
the ephebes for ecach year, and that the existing pure citizen body of the
Alexandrians is not corrupted by uncultured and uneducated men.”$3 Of course,
when Septimius Severus established city councils in Alexandria and also the nome
capitals of Egypt in 199/200 a.p. as a measure of fiscal efficiency, and when
Caracalla in 213 a.p. granted Roman citizenship to all free men in the empire,
the anti-Roman faction in Egypt faded. These problems gave way to the more
turbulent ones of the crisis of the third century. In the Jewish Revolt of 115-117
A.D. the Jews of Egypt were reduced to a mere remnant by massacre, flight, and
expulsion, but a Jewish community survived, and Greek-Jewish tensions contin-
ued until the Jewish community was expelled in the years 412-415 a.p. by the
patriarch Cyril after seven centuries of continuous existence in Alexandria.

The vigilance of the Roman government in upholding the social stratification es-
tablished in the Province of Egypt is nowhere more evident than in the Gromon
of the Idiologus. Penalties ranging from confiscation of one-fourth to the whole of
one’s property were imposed on persons who altered the description of house-
born slaves of Egyptian status with a view to exporting them from the province.
Just as Egyptians were not permitted to leave the province without official per-
mit, so also they were debarred from serving in the Roman legions, since they could
not, generally, be Roman citizens. Accordingly, it was ruled that if an Egyptian
did succeed in being fraudulently enrolled in a Roman legion without being de-
tected, upon completion of his military service and official discharge, he might
not, nevertheless, act as a Roman citizen, but reverted to his Egyptian status. The
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same rule applied to Egyptians who infiltrated the naval crews of the imperial fleet,
with the exception of those who were permitted to serve in the fleets stationed at
the naval base of Misenum (and perhaps also at Ravenna).%*

Usurpation of military status was an especially serious offense. For example, such
fraudulent usurpation for the purpose of terrifying or oppressing anyone was penal-
ized by capital punishment in the third century A.p. in the case of humiliores and by
deportation for others.®> The prevailing practice of the Greeks against the use of
slaves in war was strictly observed by the Romans, with few exceptions, and only
during shortages of soldiers in times of crisis, such as after the battle of Cannae, in
the war between Octavius and Sextus Pompey, in the civil war of 68-69 A.p., and
in the early fourth century when slaves were called to arms against the Goths.%¢
In general the death penalty was imposed for usurpation of military status, espe-
cially in the case of slaves.®” An exception is the case of Claudius Pacatus, an ex-
centurion, who was subsequently discovered to have been a fugitive slave and was
ordered by the Emperor Domitian in 94 A.D., by virtue of his censorial power, to be
restored to his servile status and returned to his former master.®

The letters of Pliny and the Emperor Trajan contain correspondence concern-
ing two recruits in the Province of Bithynia, ca. 110 a.p., who were discovered to
be slaves after they had taken the military oath. The emperor ruled that if they
were drafted by recruiting officers (and presumably the slaves might have been
too terrified to reveal their true status), then neglect was involved as to proper
inquiry into their status; if they were offered for service as proxies, the blame rested
with those who presented them as substitutes, assuming that these were not act-
ing in good faith; but if the slaves volunteered for service, concealing the truth
about their status, then the death penalty was to be imposed on them.®

Two centuries later, when military titles, insignia, uniforms and their privileges
could be widely obtained by fraudulent means, such as bribery and collusion, as
well as by official letters patent, Constantine merely declares of free persons of
higher social rank who obtained military status: “It is intolerable that persons
should insinuate themselves into titles of military distinction who have not seen
a battle line, who have not looked upon the standards and who have not handled
arms.” Accordingly, those who received such honorary military titles by letters
patent were to be denied the privileges accorded to persons who earned the ranks
by actual military service.”’ At the end of the fourth century the usurpation of
military status was so widespread and the prestige and influence of military uni-
forms so great that senators, as well as apparitors, were forbidden to wear military
uniforms in Constantinople and Rome. Senators who usurped military garb in the
capital cities were ordered stripped of their senatorial status; the punishment for
others was exile. Collusion and acceptance of bribes by imperial bureaus to con-
ceal such usurpation from public notice were punishable by a fine of twenty pounds
of gold.”! The privileges accorded to veterans in the later Roman Empire led to
fraudulent usurpation of such status. An imperial statute of 400 a.p. ruled: “Very
many persons who have never been soldiers are being made veterans by testimo-
nial letters obtained by fraud, and some are deserting at the start of their military
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service. . . . Therefore, if anyone who is subject to draft, and who ought to be in-
corporated in our most excellent legions, obtains a testimonial letter conferring
the rank of honorary imperial bodyguard or any rank whatsoever, or if he obtains
the testimonial letters that are sometimes granted on the authority of counts, he
shall be trained in the recruit camp, so that he may not hide away.”?

It would be supererogatory to elaborate upon and document in detail the well-
known massive increase in fraudulent practices and evasions, including wide-
spread usurpation of titles, ranks, privileges, and insignia, that characterized the
Roman Empire from the crisis of the third century to the breakup of the suprana-
tional Roman state. An unmistakable initial leveling process tended more and more
to polarize society into the privileged honestiores (potentiores) and the mass of
humiliores (tenuiores), and the class structure of the empire was altered in many
ways. The generalizing of Roman citizenship by the Constitutio Antoniniana of
213 A.p., which extended the franchise to all free persons resident in munici-
palities of the Roman Empire, erased many status distinctions. Further, the gap
between free men and slaves tended to close up gradually, both socioeconomi-
cally and juridically. In the third century the Senatorial Order receded and was
replaced by the Equestrian Order as the official supreme nobility of the em-
pire, and many persons strove to gain admittance to this status, often by cor-
rupt means, including bribery and the use of influence. A third order of nobility,
the comites (imperial “companions”), created by Constantine, soon became the
object of similar social aspirations. Eventually, however, the Senatorial Order,
restored to favor by Constantine and his successors, became again the premier
social class, and the Equestrian Order faded and disappeared by the middle of
the fourth century. Beginning with the fifth century the senatorial class was the
sole aristocracy of the empire, and it was the consuming ambition of all influ-
ential people to enter this prestigious status by codicils of honorary rank, influ-
ence, collusion, and bribery.

It has been a cliché of historians to label the period beginning with Diocletian
a caste system, characterized by closed social classes maintained in a rigid hierar-
chical society.”? The evidence reveals, however, that social mobility was not at a
standstill by any means, but that, in fact, it was greater than at any other time
during the Roman Empire—even if such movement was frequently generated by
numerous surreptitious practices.” Beginning with Constantine’s reign, the pas-
sion for ranks and the proliferation of titles was at an all-time high. The overpower-
ing ambition of powerful, wealthy, and influential people was to attain the coveted
title of clarissimus of the imperial nobility for themselves and their families. Despite
the expense of acquiring this rank, and the burdens and financial obligations of
the Senatorial Order, this hereditary nobility enjoyed many coveted privileges and
exemptions. The striving to enter this order is thus to be accounted for, in part, by
“the common human desire to have a handle to one’s name and to take prece-
dence over one’s neighbours.”® Wealthy landed families throughout the empire,
usually the richest strata of the provincial aristocracy, exerted unrelenting pressure
to enter the imperial nobility. Often the rank was obtained by imperial letters
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patent, beginning with the age of Constantine, which granted honorary titles and
titular offices; and generally the securing of such honorary codicils was illegal,
nearly always involving bribery on a vast scale. Often they were obtained through
collusion with officials, or merely assumed by powerful individuals without au-
thority—and often with impunity.”®

The social movement upward from the lowest strata of the population in the
later empire was minimal. The masses remained passive before the government
and the local aristocracies.”” We hear of such sporadic instances as a slave of the
Roman Church who usurped curial rank to escape servile status. There is the
strange case of the Egyptian woman Martha, in the sixth century, who was appar-
ently freeborn but assumed the legal status of a slave to gain some advantage.”®
But the principal arena of social flux all over the empire was in the upper strata of
the municipal aristocracy who constituted the ordo decurionum (curiales), gener-
ally the top one hundred wealthiest men in each city. The efforts of the curiales
to extricate themselves, by every means, fair or foul, from the crushing burdens of
this class have been elaborately explored in the last fifty years. The various de-
vices employed by curiales to escape from the order, known especially from the
law codes and the letters and orations of Libanius, are quite familiar: entry into
the Senatorial Order by valid or fraudulent codicils; admission into various ex-
empt professions; escape into the clergy or monastic communities; employment
in the civil service; acquisition of military status; even acceptance of the status of
a colonus of a large landowner.”

The leakage from the curial class, especially into the Senatorial Order, was so
great that the government strove repeatedly to stem the breaching of class barri-
ers—but without success. The frequency with which the same laws restraining
social movement were reiterated is indicative of how constantly the statutes were
being violated. The constant preoccupation of the imperial administration with
the problem of defection from the curial class is revealed, for instance, in the 192
constitutions of book 12.1 of the Theodosian Code. The emperors here constantly
speak of usurpation of “undue honors and insignia,” “undeserved honors,” “empty
titles,” evasion of duties, illegalities of all sorts, corruption, collusion, bribery, and
other fraudulent practices. These repeated imperial constitutions reveal how
powerless the imperial government was to control abuses perpetrated by wealthy
persons who pulled strings or used graft to obtain honorary codicils. Nor did
periodic governmental purges and roundups succeed in stemming this powerful
displacement of social forces: the incidence of mobility did not decrease. Enforce-
ment of the laws was lax and unsystematic, sometimes indeed impossible. Often
the laws were broken with impunity, for officials were easy to bribe, and the ir-
regular political support of influential persons (patrocinium, suffragium) was very
effective. The codes reveal how widespread and frequent was the flouting of the
law and how frustrated the government was in the face of massive infractions.
The imperial authority could only resort to periodic threats and reenactments of
the same laws; or it accepted faits accompli, condoning past offenses and making
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frequent concessions.'® “There was in effect a tacit conspiracy among all the par-
ties concerned to evade the laws.”!%! Quite flagrant is the case of a certain Vale-
rian, decurion of Emesa in 444 A.p., who usurped admission to the Senatorial Order
as well as illustrious status through fraudulent honorary codicils. Armed with
this prestigious status, he surrounded himself with a band of barbarian retainers,
burst into the governor’s palace, sat on the governor’s right, and virtually took over
the administration. The penalty for this high-handed behavior of Valerian was
extraordinarily mild: he was merely stripped of his senatorial rank and of the title
illustris.'02

A few characteristic imperial pronouncements concerning the illegalities and
fraud in this period will serve as an illuminating commentary. Constantine, in 321/
324 A.p., declared:

If anyone should allege that he has obtained imperial letters patent by our
judgment, and either the outer imprint or the inner writing of the letters patent
should agree with this, still, if it is established that money was expected for
this, nevertheless, he shall be put back into the plebeian class [curiales] out
of which he attempted to extricate himself, and be repudiated.'?

In 338 A.p., Constantius warned: “Trafficking in honors [honorary titles] through
patronage or procuring them through any solicitation whatever has been forbid-
den under an established penalty.”!%* Regarding the order of precedence of ranks,
Gratian, Valentinian, and Theodosius ruled, in 383 A.p.:

But if anyone should disregard the established order of precedence or should
presume to usurp and obtain any higher position with regard to the afore-
said honorary ranks than the reasonable claim and the general rule of his
own status allows, he must know that not only is he to be deprived of that
rank which he obtained contrary to the law, but he is also to be fined twenty
pounds of gold.!?

Likewise, Gratian, Valentinian, and Theodosius declared:

Nothing is so injurious to the preservation and protection of the grades of
rank as the ambition for usurpation. For every prerogative of merit per-
ishes if a status of honor that ought to be guarded is usurped rather than
maintained, aside from any respect and consideration or from the nature
of a promotion, even one deserved, with the result that either better men
are robbed of what is due them, or that which appears undeserved is of
advantage to inferiors.!% In a law the next year, they added: Valentinian
of celestial memory, the ancestor of our imperial name, prescribed a fixed
status of merit for each and every rank. If anyone, therefore, should usurp
a status not due him, he may not defend himself by a plea of ignorance,
and he is clearly guilty of sacrilege in that he has ignored the divine impe-
rial commands.!%”
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The pessimism of Theodosius in respect to the continual fraud is noteworthy:
“Almost nothing is devised for the welfare of the human race which is not con-
verted by the clever plans of men into fraud and malice.”!%

Theodosius’s frustration took the form of a generalized reflection on human
nature, but it is at the same time an accurate commentary on a persistent phe-
nomenon of the social history of the Roman Empire: an ever-present tension among
the statutory hierarchical structure, the legal avenues of upward movement, and
the usurpation by a variety of fraudulent practices of higher social status and sta-
tus symbols.



3

Human Nature as Cause in
Ancient Historiography

ANUMBER OF ANCIENT HISTORIANS CONSCIOUSLY AND EXPLIC-
itly isolated “human nature” as a specific causative factor, or subjected events to
analyses based on the presumed existence of such an operant force. This chapter
engages this delimited aspect of ancient historiography. A. W. H. Adkins, who
has illuminated many other aspects of human nature in Greek thought, acknowl-
edges that “of the making of books on human nature there is no end, and will be
no end,”! and David Hume called the subject one of “unspeakable importance.”

The concept of human nature (¢pvots av@pwmivn) was invented in the mid-
fifth century B.C. by the later pre-Socratic philosophers, and it has remained in
our intellectual baggage ever since. The nature of human nature was enunciated by
Greek physikoi aprioristically, in line with the fashionable tendency of the time to
propound one-key theories of phenomena based on speculative deductive generali-
zations. Thinkers such as Democritus of Abdera, Prodicus of Ceos, Diogenes of
Apollonia (all of whom wrote treatises on “the nature of man”) strove in this sphere,
too, to reduce the complicated phenomenon of man to some primary essence, uni-
form human nature. Thus they employed here the same bold reductionism they
applied to the physical universe. As Werner Jaeger pointed out, this link between
the physis of the universe and the physis of man was “a most momentous departure”
in man'’s intellectual history. “The idea of human nature now formulated for the
first time . . . was a great and fundamental discovery of the Greek mind.”

But such philosophical monism tended to cast on human thought the strait-
jacket of a one-key explanation of human nature as an unchangeable univer-
sal substance. Even medical practitioners began speedily to be influenced by
such theories of human nature as a basic given, but they were just as speedily
challenged. About 420-400 B.c. there appeared a remarkable manifesto from
the Hippocratic school of medicine that sharply assailed philosophical abstrac-
tions in the field of medicine. In the treatise “On the Ancient Medicine,” the
author warned that such monistic generalizations, while appropriate to phi-
losophy and literature, do not belong to medicine. In the Hippocratic essay
“On the Nature of Man” (of the second half of the fifth century), the author
rejects all talk of human nature not based on rational empiricism and on the
accumulation of observed evidence. These were momentous words, for the
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possibility of prognosis in illness was introduced through such empirical data
patiently accumulated by itinerant Greek doctors.*

In this intellectual milieu the Sophists formulated conceptions of a common na-
ture of man from observed social behavior both in Greek cities and among non-
Hellenes. For example, in the 430s and 420s the Sophist Antiphon in his essay “On
Truth” expressed the view that all men are members of the human race and that,
based on observed behavior, human nature is an absolute fixed norm. “We are all,”
he wrote, “by nature alike in all respects, non-Hellenes as well as Hellenes. We can
observe those factors among the nature of things that are independent of the will of
men.” Similarly, other Sophists tended to describe human nature as a static essence.
To the Sophists human nature in the raw exhibited proneness of all humans to self-
interest, sometimes enlightened, sometimes ruthless. Typical is the statement of
Hippias that “it is human nature for the stronger to rule the weaker and to lead, and
for the weaker to submit and follow.” The most extreme formulation of human nature
in the raw is the famous dictum of the Sophist Thrasymachus, preserved by Plato,
that injustice is the fulfillment of man’s true nature.’

It was in the midst of this ferment of ideas that the writing of history was in-
vented, and the first to use the concept of human nature as motive force in history
was not Herodotus, but Thucydides.® His History of the Peloponnesian War reflects
an interpretation of historical events and movements that resembles the theory and
practice of the Hippocratic school as well as the thinking of some Sophists. The
communis opinio has long been that Thucydides derived his understanding of
human nature directly from the Hippocratic doctors. While his procedures and con-
clusions most closely resemble theirs, we cannot posit as certainty that Thucydides
was a disciple of Hippocrates or that they even met, though some scholars have main-
tained this. Nor should we conclude that Thucydides’s conception of human na-
ture as a constant was derived directly from the pre-Socratics or the Sophists. Such
speculation was common property at the end of the fifth century.”

Thucydides'’s terminology for “human nature” (whether to express his own view
or attributed to speakers in his many contrived speeches) is characteristically var-
ied:  avbpwmeia pvois (1.76.3,2.50.1); n pvots avfpdimwr (3.82.2; cp. 5.105.2);
0 avbpuelos Tpomos (1.76.2); mépuke dvfpwmos (3.39.5); mepikaot mdvTes
(3.45.3). (On 710 avfpdmror see below.) The bedrock of human behavior for
Thucydides, the basic motivating factor in all history, is a constant, relatively
unchanging universal human nature, what Pouncey has aptly called the “archi-
tectonic concept” of his history.®

The root characteristics of raw human nature for Thucydides are self-aggran-
dizement, greed, naked aggression, lust for power, desire to dominate others, and
propensity to tyrannical behavior. This primitive core of human nature is always latent
in man as a fixed, ineluctable norm of behavior, the “real” nature of man lurking
beneath appearances. This dark side of man is ineradicable by law, religion, or any
other restraint, operating through a mix of expediency, fear, and pursuit of honor.”
Accordingly, it is “natural” for all to be ever on guard, for the weaker to submit to
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the stronger, for the stronger to rule over those who submit, and to have contempt
for those who yield and admiration for those who resist.!” A special characteristic
attributed by Thucydides to human nature is that all men are prone to make mis-
takes (auaprdaver),'"" a commonplace of proverbial wisdom.!?

For Thucydides the existence of such a constant human nature makes pos-
sible prognosis and therefore control in political affairs,'? paralleling the practice
of Hippocratic physicians. Having studied the Peloponnesian War as a sort of
laboratory for diagnosing human behavior operating as a constant, he proclaimed
his history to have universal validity, as a kTiua €s alel that will be useful for all
time to “whoever will wish to understand accurately what has happened and what
will happen (or something close to that) in the future sometime again, in accor-
dance with the human condition.” The behavior patterns he observed during this
particular war were then “such as will always happen so long as human nature
remains the same.”'* Indeed, Thucydides thus claimed to make possible progno-
sis not only for the political illness of the Greek world of his own time but for all
future times.

But as he knew that prediction never can be made with perfect confidence,
Thucydides acknowledged that he was not an absolute determinist.”” He admits
other causative factors: chance (70y7) and the diverse personalities of leaders, both
of which are present in a great variety of mixes bearing on the shaping of individual
events.!® Thucydides'’s deviation from one-key determinism is also evidenced by the
differentiation he appears to make between two separate formulations: 77 dvfpwmeia
¢vots and 1o avfoamror (1.22.4, 2.48.3, 3.50.1, 4.45.7, 5.68.2). The distinction
between the two has recently been subjected to rigorous analysis: Miiri defined 70
avfpamvor as “the human condition.”'” Rivier further distinguished “the human
condition” from 1 avfpwmeia ¢pvors, “‘human nature.”'® Edmunds, calling the lat-
ter the “psychology” of human behavior, differentiates it from 70 drépamvor, ob-
jective limitations on humans.'” Cogan regards 1 avfpwmeia ¢pios as individual
nature and behavior, that is, “the biological content of human nature,” while 70
avfpamror as causative principle is social behavior (class or state), public image,
in short, “public human nature,” or the “human nature of society.”

The latter was surely Thucydides's principal interest. Clearly the goal of
Thucydides was prognosis in a new sphere: the political arena. His sights turned
from the nature of the individual to the typology of group behavior, its norms,
recurrent patterns, and the symptoms of political disease. Thucydides thus ad-
vanced the process of the transfer of physis begun by the pre-Socratics one daring
step further: from physis anthropiné to physis politike (though he did not actually
use this formulation). For Thucydides the behavior of men in classes and states
within the Greek city-state system could be predicted more confidently than that
of the individual, and thus prognosis in the political realm was possible.?!

Thucydides’s analyses of collective behavior are obviously polis centered and eth-
nocentric (and thus war and human nature are for him indissolubly linked).?*> He
reflects fundamental characteristics of polis culture, which was highly agonistic
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and fragmented into many power bases. Further, Thucydides’s observations did
not embrace the behavior of women, slaves, metics, and non-Hellenes, but were
restricted to the thinking and conduct of adult males on both sides of the
Peloponnesian War, the members of the dominant decision-making classes.??
There are other flaws in Thucydides’s efforts to apply his conception of human
nature as cause in historical events. His usurpation of analogy to medical prac-
tice is faulty (an early example of the well-known fallacy of transfer of methods of
natural science to social science). Greek doctors sought to develop prognostic skills
through tentative generalizations based on slow empirical observation and accu-
mulation of the symptoms of numerous patients.?* Thucydides is more daring,
more definitive: he leaps confidently from limited information and randomly
empirical observation to generalizations presented as universal truths. Indeed, he
tends to give great importance to particular instances and to elevate these into
universals as laws of history. His generalizations thus resemble philosophical hy-
potheses and are reductionist conclusions.?> But in reducing man’s “real” nature
to innate aggression and self-interest—a consistently negative, pessimistic view
of states—he concentrated his attention on behavior that was dramatically vis-

ible during great crises, such as war, revolution, plague.?®

Moreover, in striving to
develop universal laws of human behavior, he selected events and methodically
arranged them artfully and purposefully, delineating especially behavior in times
of crisis, when discussions of human nature are more frequent and highly col-
ored emotionally.?” And, like all ancient historians, Thucydides structured events
so as to provide striking moral exempla. In so doing he manifests a prevailing pat-
tern of Greek (and Roman) thought: the tendency to generalize individuals into
stereotypes, without adequate knowledge of the multifaceted dynamic personali-
ties of individuals.?® And, finally, in his effort to bolster such generalizations
Thucydides also tends to fall back on inference and likelihood (e/xkdTa).?”

It is supererogatory to complain that Thucydides’s conception of human na-
ture was not based on modern methods of field study.?® In sum, what we have
from Thucydides is an idiosyncratic analysis of human nature formulated as a priori
inference, constituting abstract assumptions of a behavioral constant that present
a negative view of human group behavior. Yet in 3.82.2 he ventures the generali-
zation that man’s inhumanity to man will repeat itself “so long as human nature is
the same.” We will never know whether he glimpsed the possibility of changes in
the basic human drives he delineated in his History.3!

Thucydides’s view of human nature has its roots not only in the Greek polis
culture but also in his own oligarchic class connections. Indeed, Thomas Hobbes,
recognizing in Thucydides an ideological blood brother, enthusiastically acclaimed
Thucydides’s conception of human nature and said of him that “he had in his veins
the blood of kings.”?

After Thucydides, waning confidence in the city-state and its institutions, and
the growth of individualism and professionalism in the fourth century B.c. all
combined to shift the focus of interest from group behavior to individual psychol-
ogy: the personalities of leaders, their peculiar mix of virtues and vices as opera-
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tive forces in history. The actions of great men thus became the events of history,
and the causation of events was treated largely as resulting from the personalities
and behavior of the dominant figures, modified by the intervention of tyche
(chance, contingency).?® This is particularly true of Hellenistic historiography.

Regrettably, Polybius’s own statement of his theory of historical causation has not
survived. Discernible in the extant parts of his history, however, is an eclectic,
inconsistent view, a virtual admission that knowledge of causation is limited. While
acknowledging the force of tyche, Polybius posits a basic, unchanging nature of
historical figures (v (Slar ¢vorr), modified by external circumstances that
compel them at times to act contrary to their natures.** Such shifts in behavior
also result from the very multiform character of the nature of men.*> A prime
example is the transformation of the character of Philip V for the worse under
force of circumstances.?® It is noteworthy that Polybius does not consider gener-
alized human nature as a given, as operative force in history. Thus even in his
treatment of mass psychology, Polybius does not isolate human nature as cause
of the excesses of the masses. He attributes such behavior rather to deficiencies
in education, upbringing, and capacity to set goals.?” Regarding the brutality of
the mutinous mercenaries of Carthage his comment is moralizing: “No animal
turns out to be more wicked or cruel than man.”® In crises men become so brutal-
ized that they “depart from humankind” (éééomnoar s dvfpwmivns oews).”
Thus in Polybius’'s comments we discern a new shift: from Thucydidean general-
ized “human nature” to the term’s becoming a virtual synonym for humanity and
a subject for moralizing comment.*

With the shift of interest from collective behavior to the individual, biography
came into being, thriving as a highly popular form of literature from the fourth
century B.C. throughout the Hellenistic and Roman periods. Though a distinc-
tion is made, notably by Polybius and Plutarch, between biography and history,*!

# still the gen-

and greater emphasis is placed on the unexpected (tyche, fortuna),
eralizing tendency survives in the presentation of paradigmatic models in both
historical and biographical works based on a conception of similarities in human
nature.®3
In Roman historiography theoretical or systematic reflections on historical cau-
sation are rare. Following Hellenistic methods, Roman historians made the
thoughts and acts of individuals the central feature, and were addicted to the
delineating character types and to moralizing conclusions. But they often intro-
duced fatalistic or religious forces through fatum, fortuna, and divine interven-
tion. Pervasive among Roman historians was the influence of Stoicism, as well as
patriotic nationalistic bias. Thus Roman historians were less concerned with gen-
eralized human nature than with the collective behavior of the Roman people and
with conviction of the superiority of Romans over other peoples.**

Thucydidean generalized human nature reappears, however, in the works of
Sallust. Reacting to the crises in his lifetime, he was moved to ponder on human
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nature as causative factor in history.* Sallust isolated in human nature an innate
flaw that wrecked Roman society: Nobis primae dissensiones vitio humani ingenii
evenere, quod inquies atque indomitum semper inter certamina libertatis aut
gloriae aut dominationis agit (“Among us the origins of our disputes came about
through a fault of human nature: restlessness and an irrepressible factor is always
operative in our struggles for liberty, or glory, or domination”).* Here is a direct
influence of Thucydides, but Sallust channels Thucydides’s stress on divisiveness,
especially among states, into moral and biographical emphases. Thucydides’s
objective analysis of 1 avfpwmeia ¢pvois has become in Sallust’s vitium humani
ingenii a bleak view of the moral disease of the Roman ruling classes. The aspira-
tions ascribed to “us” are clearly those of the dominant classes of the last decades
of the Roman republic.*” It is not clear whether this should be interpreted as basic
pessimism of Sallust or rather historical realism applied specifically to a particu-
lar context.*® For elsewhere he is more generous with humanity: sed nostra omnis
vis in animo et corpore sita est; animi imperio, corporis servitio magis utimur;
alterum nobis cum dis, alterum cum beluis commune est (“But all our power is
situated in the mind and body. We submit to the rule of the mind, but more so to
the slavery of the body. The former we have in common with the gods, the latter
with animals”).* In these analyses of the essence of human nature Sallust asso-
ciates the highest potential of human nature with the divine.>® Despite this more
sympathetic view of human nature, it would appear that for Sallust vitium remains
for him the primary trait of humanity.’! Yet he comments that falso queritur de
natura sua genus humanum (“people unjustly complain about human nature”).>
In other words, they complain that man is weak, has a short life, and is ruled by
chance. Those who devote themselves to idleness and physical pleasures, he wrote,
blame it on the innate weakness of human nature (naturae infirmitas), assigning
their faults to something outside their control,>® when in fact the weaknesses of
human nature can be overcome only by the exercise of virtue.”* There is indeed
discernible in the Sallustian conception of human nature a mix of Thucydidean
views, Platonism, Aristotelianism, and Stoicism. This eclecticism may account for
the conspicuous divergences in his views about human nature, in particular his
oscillation between determinism and indeterminism in history. The shift from a
positive view in the Catiline to a pessimistic one in the Histories seems to repre-
sent a turn of thinking in his last work, in response to the growing final crisis of
the Republic.>® In sum, Sallust’s conceptions of human nature, like those of
Thucydides, are ethnocentric, and based on random empirical observations from
the behavior especially of the Senatorial Order.

Livy's historiography is dominated by Neo-Stoicism’s waffling between predesti-
nation in human affairs, through fatum and fortuna, and the incalculable element
of contingency.’® His occasional moralizing observations on human nature con-
cern the behavior of crowds, greed, and disclaimers of personal guilt in mutinies.>”
Livy’s thinking does not embrace a generalized conception of human nature but
is rather based on patriotic bias that tends to create stereotypes—idealized he-
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roes, evil villains, and the natural character of the Roman people as an eternal
given outside history.>®

Yet Stoic doctrine, which posited the existence of the intrinsic identity of all
human experience, encouraged acceptance of a uniform human nature. Thus
Diodorus Siculus in his Universal History (under influence of Posidonius and Neo-
Stoicism) propounded as the basic element in humanity the concept of the uni-
versal powerlessness of human nature (Trjv 77js ¢voews dobéveiar: 1.2.3,
13.24.2—4, 17.59.5): most people live short lives in obscurity, the playthings of
tyche. But some great men overcome this natural human impotence by heroic virtue
and thus achieve an immortal fame that merits a place for them in history.>

We may pass over such historians as Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Quintus
Curtius Rufus, Josephus, Arrian, and Appian, who treat causality variously as based
on fate, personal fortuna, personal qualities, divine intervention, or contingency,
in mixes of determinism and indeterminism. In the biographers of the Roman
imperial period, Plutarch and Suetonius, the nature of individual figures is inborn
and fixed, not amenable to change and development, though they are sometimes
affected by the unexpected (tyche, fortuna).®

Thucydidean influence reappears in Tacitus’s grim assessment of human na-
ture.®! The general terms he uses for human nature are insita mortalibus natura;
ingenium humanum; natura humana.% The specific traits he associates with raw
human nature are greed for power;* eagerness to follow a course initiated by
someone else that one is reluctant to begin oneself;** watchful jealousy of the good
fortune of others, especially of one’s peers;®® and readiness to believe the myste-
rious.®® No doubt these pronouncements of Tacitus are for the most part rhetori-
cal commonplaces, for example the famous judgment about hating those whom
one has injured, which parallels Seneca’s quos laeserunt et oderunt in De Ira.®
Tacitus’s conception of human nature is, like Thucydides’s, based on random
observations of the conduct of the Roman ruling class, intuitive reductionism, and
shrewd character portrayal.®® This is in keeping with both the deep pessimism of
Roman historiography in general and with Tacitus’s own gloomy view of Roman
government and society.®” Characteristic is his penchant for sharp polarization of
good and evil, presentation of stereotypical exempla of behavior, distrustful analysis
of the behavior of women as emotional and immodest (Annals 3.34.9: sexum natura
invalidum), and similar treatment of mobs as being like women and revealing their
inferiority to the intellectual elite, and his depiction of individuals as static in
character.” Like Thucydides and Sallust, Tacitus considered his task as histo-
rian to provide empla virtutis for edification and imitation, and of vices to avoid.
This concern resulted in the structuring of generalized static treatment of per-
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sonalities, and encouraged the positing of an innate human nature.
The “most comprehensive reflections on historiography since Polybius,””> were
written not by a historian but by Lucian in his essay How to Write History. He

reports that in his day (middle of the second century) it was the high fashion to
try to imitate and rival Thucydides.” This emulation is especially true of Cassius



52 STUDIES IN CLASSICAL HISTORY AND SOCIETY

Dio in the third century, who was the ultimate heir in antiquity of efforts since
Thucydides to read human nature into historical events. Dio not only refers to
“human nature” more frequently than any other ancient historian, but his termi-
nology is exceedingly varied: he employs Thucydides’s terminology, and devises
ten other ways of expressing “human nature.”” This plethora of applications of
human nature by Dio has elicited from Fergus Millar the passing judgment that
most of his comments are pessimistic and “no more than commonplaces.”” Some
are indeed quite general: success motivates the pursuit of further aims (12.50.2);
it is easier to give comfort to others than to endure suffering oneself (38.18.2),
and so on. But most frequently, like Thucydides, Dio broods on the dark side of
human behavior: men are selfish and resort to violence for self-aggrandizement
(52.2.6); men are incapable of enduring excessive honors (76[77].5.1); men are
greedy for acquiring more, especially when successful (4.17.7); ambition for sole
power is not inconsistent with human nature (52.18.1); those who hold positions
of authority for a long time tend to deviate from ancestral practices (36.31.4); men
do wrong through fear, inexperience, audacity, rashness based on possession of
power (8.36.1-2); it is human nature to plot against authority (55.14.4); men give
their support to those moving up in status and seek to bring down those already
in power (14.57.18); men are by nature tempted to violate the laws (52.34.6-8);7
men are always engaged in wrongdoing (55.16.3); it is human nature for men in
mortal danger to destroy those guilty of endangering them (78[79].15.3).

Dio makes two apparently contradictory statements on the essence of human
nature. In connection with his treatment of the campaign against piracy in the
Mediterranean in 67 B.c. under Pompey, he comments that piracy and brigand-
age have always existed and will probably never cease “so long as human nature is
the same” (€ws dv n avtn ¢pvots avfoamwy: 36.20.1).77 But in recording Pompey’s
aid in the recall of Cicero from exile, though he had previously been instrumental
in bringing about the exile, Dio was moved to write that “human nature some-
times changes” (39.6.1). It is obvious here that Dio was simply elevating a single
change in political tactics into a deviation from a general principle in his thinking
that human nature does not change.

Not only is there no consistency in Dio’s view of human nature, but it is to be
noted that all his comments, whether his own animadversions or those he puts
into the contrived speeches of historical figures, concern (almost without excep-
tion) Roman senators and emperors. Though he uses commonplaces, his analy-
ses of historical events by reference to “human nature” are in the tradition of
Thucydides, Sallust, and Tacitus. At times he is clearly “bookish,” relying on a
catch phrase or idea borrowed from wide reading. Like those of his predecessors,
Dio’s judgments apply to upper-class males, and they are random extrapolations
from single incidents often at moments of crisis.

Thus, in the use of the concept of “human nature” in ancient historiography there
was no substantial advance for nearly 650 years in the classical view—from
Thucydides to Cassius Dio. The introduction of human nature as efficient cause
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in historical events was simplistic, arbitrary, or traditional. Because we cannot carry
out field study or conduct controlled experiments to understand human nature
in past cultures we are compelled to employ other techniques. A. W. H. Adkins
has admirably outlined the proper procedures. We must first establish objective
determinants and seek approximate answers from a wide array of information and
sources. We need a psychological model of human beings, a physiological model,
and a sexual model. We need an understanding of the relationship of man to the
animal kingdom; of societal relationships, both of the individual to society and of
intergroup relations; and of the relationship of human to gods.”

Because of the failure to study human nature along these lines, from Thucydides
to the end of the eighteenth century (and, indeed, beyond), even political phi-
losophers have spoken confidently of human nature as a universal constant.” In
popular formulation this appears commonly as “You can’t change human nature.”
David Hume expressed it as follows: “Human nature remains the same. . . . Would
you know the sentiments, inclinations, and course of life of the Greeks and
Romans? Study well the temper and actions of the French and English. . . . Man-
kind are so much the same in all times and places, that history informs us nothing
new or strange in this particular. Its chief use is to discover the constant and
universal principles of human nature.” It is only in the last few decades that in
place of such traditional, simplistic, often emotionally loaded generalizations, there
have emerged new perceptions of human nature based on scientific, empirical
study, such as B. F. Skinner’s operant behaviorism, which rejects consideration
of human nature as an innate, autonomous, substantive reality, and holds that
people are shaped exclusively by the environment, and the competing theory of
Edward O. Wilson (under the label of sociobiology), which states that there are
fixities in all human behavior controlled by genes, with man’s innate aggressive-
ness and altruism genetically passed on to perpetuate the species. Or is the best
guide for historians the view of Ortega y Gasset that “Man . . . has no nature; what

he has is . . . history™!
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The Declaration of War
against Cleopatra

PARAMOUNT IN THE POLITICAL TACTICS OF OCTAVIAN IN 32 B.C.
was the conversion of the de facto civil conflict with Antony and his adherents
into a bellum externum with Cleopatra as queen of Egypt. The surviving sources
dramatize the maneuver by featuring antithetically the datum that declaration of
war, at the end of October 32, was issued against Cleopatra, not Antony.! They
do not, however, specify the formal charges against Cleopatra detailed in justifi-
cation of a iustum piumque bellum in accordance with Roman public law. The
savage propaganda campaign unleashed against Cleopatra poured out a flood of
extravagant indictments and recriminations (lust, whoring, incest, use of magic
and drugs, drunkenness, animal worship, rampant luxury) that have echoed down
through the ages in history, literature, and the popular image of her.? A formal
declaration of war, however, required a diplomatically formulated bill of particu-
lars. Can we recover the actual charges against her?

Before the promulgation of the formal declaration of war, with its ritual legiti-
mation through the spear rite of the fetials, steps were taken to reduce Antony’s
status to that of a privatus: he was stripped of whatever remnants of residual power
he retained as triumvir, and his impending term as consul, to which post he had
been designated for 31 B.c., was abrogated.? While it was in the Roman tradition
for a privatus as a dedicated citizen to intervene in the public interest to preserve
the state when existing institutions and management of the state proved inade-
quate,* Antony no longer possessed constitutional authority to summon assistance
from client states. Thus, even though Cleopatra’s military resources were small,
Antony was condemned in the public eye in the west for acting “against his own
country” by supporting a hostis in a war against Rome.>

It was “for her acts” that Cleopatra was declared a hostis.® Neither widespread
Roman fear of the Orient” nor Cleopatra’s reported habit of saying “as one day
[ shall dispense justice on the Capitoline,” however offensive to Roman sensi-
bilities, could be elevated into formal charges so as to serve as documentation
of overt acts.

In order to recover the “acts” that warranted a declaration of war, we need to
consider her status and obligations as client ruler of a country in fide populi Romani.
Since the time of Ptolemy VI Philometor, from the middle of the second century
B.C., Egypt had been a Roman client state, and no doubt each successor to the
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Ptolemaic throne renewed, in some fashion, the monarch’s official status as ami-
cus et socius populi Romani.” And so it must have been with Cleopatra. Indeed,
from the beginning of her reign in 57 B.c. she had maintained a correct role in
fulfilling her obligations as Roman vassal. Together with many other client rulers
she had responded, for example, to Pompey’s orders in 49 B.c., supplying ships,
men, and money to him; and in 42 B.C. she had tried to make her resources avail-
able to Octavian and Antony against the “liberators” before the battle of Philippi.'°
She was also correct in her obedient response to the evocatio of holders of impe-
rium when she reported to Caesar in Alexandria in 48 B.c. at his summons, and
later to Antony in Tarsus in Cilicia in 42 B.C., and again at Antioch in 37 B.c.!!
Client rulers were accountable to Rome in many ways: they especially had the
obligation to aid Rome on request, to obey a summons (evocatio) by a Roman
imperator, and, whether explicitly in a formal treaty at the time of investiture, or
implicitly by tradition, to preserve the maiestas of the Roman people. Thus
Cleopatra’s aid to Antony at his request was eminently proper, indeed obligatory,
as it was for numerous other client kings and dynasts under Antony’s jurisdiction
in the East.'> But when he became officially a privatus by action in Rome, response
to his orders in the East was rendered ambiguous and perilous. It was not to be
expected that in the eastern part of the empire, which Antony had dominated for
ten years, there would be absolute certainty where responsible power was located,
given the shifting political alignments and the frequent constitutional maneuvers.
But it is clear that numerous client rulers besides Cleopatra, and many cities in
the East, honored Antony’s call for aid, and indeed participated in the Battle of
Actium at his side.!3 Despite this, most of these client rulers were retained by
Octavian in his settlement of the East after the death of Antony.

The dangerous dilemmas confronted by Roman client rulers in the last decades
of the Republic are exemplified by the hazards of King Deiotarus of Armenia
Minor, loyal Roman client from Sulla’s time, whom Cicero defended in Rome
before Caesar in 45 B.c. (in his Pro Deiotaro; he was charged with plotting to mur-
der Caesar). Pursuant to Pompey’s request, he had sent aid to him in 48 B.c.
against Caesar, and was present at Pharsalus with Pompey.'* In 47 B.c. he ap-
peared before Caesar as suppliant, and depositis regiis insignibus (“laying down
his royal insignia,” i.e., his crown and scepter) he solicited pardon on the grounds
that he was compelled by Pompey's orders (and the threat of military force) to aid
Pompey. His vindication was forthright: neque se debuisse iudicem esse contro-
versiarum populi Romani, sed parere praesentibus imperiis (“It was not his obliga-
tion to be a judge of the controversies of the Roman people but to obey the com-
manders at hand”)."> Cicero defended Deiotarus’s rendering of assistance to Pompey
as incumbent upon him, arguing that he came at the request not only of a friend,
but arcessitus ut socius, vel evocatus ut is qui senatui parere didicisset (“called upon
as ally, or summoned as one who had learned to obey the Senate”).!* Moreover, the
situation in 48 B.C. was confused, making it uncertain whose authority prevailed;
the consuls of the year and the former consuls had left Ttaly, and the Senate was
scattered. Caesar’s response was brusque: a man of such political skill and expe-
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rience scire potuisset quis urbem Italiamque teneret, ubi senatus populusque
Romanus, ubi res publica esset, quis denique . . . consul esset (“ought to have known
who controlled Rome and Italy, where the Senate and the Roman people were,
where the government was, who, in short, . . . was consul”).!” The obligation of
client rulers, Caesar here lays down, was to obey the orders of the central govern-
ment. Thus when Deiotarus responded to Pompey'’s call for aid he was effectively
in rebellion against the legal authority in Rome, for new consuls for 48 B.c. had
been elected (i.e., Caesar himself and P. Servilius Vagia Isauricus). The position
of Caesar was that there was only one Senate and one duly elected college of
consuls, and that the senators who went over to Pompey had in effect resigned
from the Senate.'® In the end, however, Caesar restored Deiotarus’s royal insig-
nia because of his former loyal services.!” Whether Caesar also considered as a
mitigating factor the uncertainty confronting Deiotarus, even if we concede self-
serving decisions of Deiotarus, the king's dilemma was a common one. The sta-
tus of all Roman client rulers, including Cleopatra, in the turbulent years between
48 and 30 B.c. was constantly in jeopardy. Indeed, during the preceding fifty years
Roman vassal rulers, drawn into the civil conflicts of Rome, were likely to give
precedence to personal attachments to Roman leaders rather than loyalty to the
Roman state.?”

Treaties with Roman client rulers varied in specifics,?! but all were expected,
explicitly or implicitly, to do everything in their power to uphold, and nothing to
diminish, the maiestas populi Romani.?*> Military capability did not figure in this
expectation; it was acknowledged, for example, that Deiotarus did not possess
military power sufficient to threaten the Roman state,?® and this was the case with
Cleopatra as well.

But Roman law and practice regarding maiestas populi Romani allowed for great
latitude in interpretation. Inherent was Rome’s peculiar claim of priority (mnaiestas,
literally “greaterness”) over all the rest of the lands in her orbit. The basic formula
in treaties was maiestatem populi Romani conservanto. In practice the concept could
be interpreted (and was applied) elastically?* to embrace not only charges of weak-
ening the empire in any way but offenses to magistrates and injury to the good
name of Rome.?> Of the trial of Deiotarus, Cicero says that it was unparalleled
for a king to be on trial for his life.?® Later, though, under Augustus and Tiberius,
charges of maiestas imminuta were brought against four client kings—Archelaus
of Cappadocia, Archelaus of Judea, Antiochus of Commagene, and Rhescoporis
of Thrace—with penalties ranging from banishment or confiscation of property
to execution.?”

Similarly, Cleopatra as client ruler was exposed not only to the hazards of the
political shifts but also to the dangers inherent in the concept of maiestas imminuta.
After Antony was relegated to the status of privatus, so that she could no longer
claim obligations to obey praesens imperium, Octavian might have summoned her
to Rome (by evocatio), but he did not. It would have been a trivial charge to de-
clare that Roman soldiers were in her bodyguard and that her name was inscribed
on the shields of Roman legionaries,?® for this was done at Antony’s orders when



THE DECLARATION OF WAR AGAINST CLEOPATRA 57

he was invested with supreme authority in the East. More solid grounds for a
charge of maiestas imminuta lay in the territorial grants made by Antony to
Cleopatra and her children. But here, too, while Roman sensibilities might be
outraged by the alienation of Roman territory, the situation was anomalous, and
the extent of the alienation limited.

In the rhetorical set speech that Cassius Dio put into the mouth of Octavian
before the battle of Actium, he is made to speak of Antony’s gifts to Cleopatra
and her children as giving away “just about all your possessions,” and to charge
that Cleopatra had designs “on all your possessions.” It was, however, normal
practice for Roman imperators, especially since the 60s, to make territorial ad-
justments in Roman vassal states, and Antony was acting properly in this regard.
Octavian’s propaganda magnified the territorial assignments to Cleopatra and her
children (Ptolemy Caesarion, Alexander Helios, Cleopatra Selene, and Ptolemy
Philadelphus) in order to highlight Antony’s bewitchment by and enslavement to
Cleopatra. Indeed, at first Antony was reluctant, cautious, and pragmatic in mak-
ing grants (he needed supplies, money, ships). In the donations of 36 B.C. very
little Roman provincial land was transferred to Cleopatra: her possession of Cyprus
was confirmed (Caesar had assigned the island to herin 47 B.c.), and Antony added
to her realm Phoenicia, parts of Coele-Syria, Cilicia, Crete, Judea, and Arabia
Nabataea, and perhaps Cyrenaica as well. Antony did not do this only out of sen-
timent but because he had need of her assistance in the building of ships and
supplying of funds for his military operations in the East.? In the “Donations of
Alexandria” in 34 B.c., Alexander Helios was proclaimed overlord of all rulers east
of the Euphrates. This grant included Media Atropatene (the land of King
Artavasdes, to whose daughter lotape Antony had just engaged Alexander), the
entire Parthian Empire(!), and Armenia. The latter had only just been organized
by Antony as a Roman province. It was, in fact, the only province Antony added
to the empire, and as such it lasted for under two years, for Antony soon dismem-
bered it, assigning parts to Kings Artavasdes and Polemo of Pontus. Cyrenaica,
together probably with Crete, was transferred to Cleopatra Selene. Ptolemy Phila-
delphus received parts of the Roman provinces of Syria and Cilicia, and was named
overlord of all client rulers west of the Euphrates. Cleopatra herself, together with
Ptolemy Caesarion, retained Coele-Syria and Cyprus. In October 32 B.c. Caesarion
was fifteen years old; Alexander Helios, eight; Cleopatra Selene, eight; Ptolemy
Philadelphus, four. It is noteworthy that Antony’s eldest son, Antyllus, by Fulvia,
who was with him in Alexandria, received neither title nor grant.?!

Despite the propaganda broadcast by Octavian, these lands contained much
territory that was still unconquered or still under Roman rule as lands previously
held by other client rulers. True, the title Antony bestowed on Cleopatra, “Queen
of Kings and her Sons who are Kings,” and that bestowed on Ptolemy Caesarion,
“King of Kings,” were unparalleled in the management of Roman client-king rela-
tionships. These were, of course, flamboyant titles, not declarative of territorial
possessions, but they could easily be interpreted as threatening the “greatness” of
the Roman people. Rome did not countenance easily such indirect relationships
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among client rulers not directly accountable to her. Here, then, were two pos-
sible grounds for a charge of maiestas imminuta. Though Antony had possessed
the authority to regulate relations with client rulers in the East before the end of
October 32 B.c., Cleopatra’s continuation in this novel arrangement could now
be isolated and defined as a threat to Roman maiestas.

For a iustum piumque bellum to be waged, traditionally a demand for restitu-
tion was first required (res repetuntur).’> A locus classicus for this is Cicero, De
Off. 1.11.36: neque ullum bellum iustum esse existimaverunt [Romani] nisi quod
aut rebus repetitis gereretur, aut denuntiatum ante esset et indictum (“The
Romans considered no war to be just unless it was waged after restitution was
demanded, or warning was first given, and it was formally declared”).?* To dra-
matize and validate the legitimacy of a declaration of war against Cleopatra in
32 B.C., and to proclaim, as it were, a national crusade in defense of Romanitas
and the West, Octavian revived the long-obsolete fetial rite by which wars were
declared with archaic religious solemnity.? It was a ritual ceremony, Livy tells
us, quo res repetuntur. It is not likely, however, that satisfaction was sought through
diplomatic channels, or that Cleopatra was summoned to Rome.

The most demonstrable charges against Cleopatra would then have been of-
fenses against the state through betrayal of her fides and of her obligations to Rome
as client ruler. Aside from charges that the integrity of Roman territory was jeop-
ardized through Antony’s grants to her and her children, the specific acts that could
be cited were her contributions to Antony, from the time he was stripped of his
powers, for a war against Italy, and, in general, the crimen maiestatis populi Romani
imminutae.*® True, just as in the conflict between Caesar and Pompey in 48 B.C.,
there were three hundred to four hundred senators in the east with Antony. Yet
Octavian could charge against Cleopatra, as Caesar had said of Deiotarus, that
she ought to have known quis urbem Italiamque teneret, ubi res publica esset, quis
denique consul esset.?°
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Augustus’s Conception of Himself

Ciel, a qui voulez-vous désmormais que je fie
Les secrets de mon ame et le soin da ma vie!
(Lord, to whom is it now your will that I entrust
The secrets of my soul and the cares of my life?)

—Augustus, in Corneille, Cinna, act 4, scene 1

IT IS A RECEIVED COMMONPLACE THAT THE PERSONALITY OF
Augustus, the founder of the Roman Empire and its sole ruler for almost fifty years,
is an enigma, “puzzling,” “elusive,” “baffling,” “inscrutable.”! Though his acts and
times are among the most extensively documented in antiquity, no written record
captures the psychic texture, inner life, and motives of the first princeps. What-
ever light Augustus himself would have shed in his autobiography was lost with
that document; one may regret, too, the loss of Plutarch’s life of Augustus.? True,
we have the ipsissima verba of Augustus preserved in scattered quotations and in
letters, and in the “queen of Latin inscriptions,” the Res Gestae Divi Augusti
(Achievements of the deified Augustus),? that extraordinary summation of his
career. But this “obituary notice” of himself compels caution because of its selec-
tivity and calculated aim to bequeath at the end of his life a posthumous image of
his place in history.

Augustus’s longevity, the dynamically transitional character of his times, his
consummate skill as mythmaker for his age and posterity, his artful use of propa-
ganda and symbols, and the numerous crises and blows of fortune he encoun-
tered all make it difficult to grasp the man.* It is now possible, however, to
reexamine the evidence and elicit insights into his inner world, his conception of
himself and his role. We can do this thanks, in part, to the tools at hand from the
avalanche of fundamental studies in the past half century in humanistic psychol-
ogy, the nature of power and leadership, the personality of power seckers and power
wielders, and the typology of political personalities.> Equally important, we may
in conjunction bring to bear on Augustus’s words and deeds our increasingly re-
fined knowledge of the Roman ethos, of the motives of Romans of his social stra-

tum, and of Roman political, social, and economic institutions.
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The information we possess about Augustus’s earliest years, before he emerged
in the political arena at the age of eighteen as Caesar’s heir, are sparse but telling.
They afford us glimpses into events and circumstances that affected the emotional
life of the intensely ambitious young man he was: his birth to the heiress Atia,
niece of Julius Caesar, in 63 B.C. in the small Italian town of Velitrae (modern
Velletri) in Latium and into the family of the Octavii, of plebeian but equestrian
stock; the sudden death of his father, Gaius Octavius, when the boy was only four
years old; the ignobilitas of the family—his father was a novus homo, who had risen
as far as the rank of praetor and provincial governor; his upbringing at Rome in
the house of his grandmother Julia (Caesar’s sister) until she died in 50 B.c. when
he was twelve; finally his transfer to the home of his mother and his stepfather,
Lucius Marcius Philippus.®

It is speculative, of course, to try to assess the degree of psychic damage
caused by this series of personal dislocations at such an impressionable age, but
we may confidently record that he was ashamed of his father’s famiy background
and of the relatively humble rank of the Octavii within the highly stratified,
status-conscious Roman social and political hierarchy.” Stories were allowed to
circulate later—not without his own connivance—that he was sired on Atia by
the god Apollo, and there was even attributed to him the statement, “Some think
[ was the son of Octavius; some suspect that I was born from someone else.” It
was therefore balm to his ego when at the age of fourteen he received marks of
favor from his patrician great-uncle, the glamorous Julius Caesar (who lacked a
legitimate male heir), and when he was adopted by Caesar’s will at the age of
eighteen. Shortly after the death of Caesar, when the comet known as sidus
Julium (“Caesar’s star”) was seen, the young Caesar Octavian, as he was now
called, declared its coming a personal annunciation for himself, and interpreted
it to signify that he was “born in it.” Other compensatory mitigations of his low
social self-esteem were his elevation to patrician status by Caesar when he was
eighteen; his assumption of Caesar’'s name in 44 B.C.; his alliance a few years
later (in 38 B.c.) with a very distinguished patrician family through marriage to
his second wife, Livia.!?

Roman youths of the higher classes grew up in an atmosphere of aspirations
for political and military careers. Octavian’s ambitions at the age of eighteen,
however, were inordinately high-flown and precocious when he plunged into
the maelstrom of Roman politics as Caesar’s heir. His alarmed stepfather coun-
seled him not to accept Caesar’s inheritance and not to run the risks of the stormy
political arena, but he rejected the advice, for he already had his “mind on great
things.”!! [t was on such a high crest of the political wave that Octavian began
his extraordinary career. And at the outset he already conforms to one of the
classic patterns of the power seeker, one who has experienced psychic damage
in childhood and youth: determination to overcome doubts about his own worth
by winning power and prestige to compensate for deprivation of self-esteem;
relentless pursuit of the means to impose his will on others; the need to prove
himself superior in leadership ability; compensation for damaged self-esteem
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by inner conviction of uniqueness and of unparalleled qualifications to succeed
in great achievements.'?

Contributing strongly to Augustus’s self-doubts was his chronic sickly nature.
His illnesses and disabilities are extensively documented from age seventeen to
seventy-six.!* Hypochondriacal and a lifelong valetudinarian, he was constantly
solicitious about his health, with a strong will to overcome his weaknesses: he
exercised great care in his living habits, disciplining his eating, drinking, sleep,
and rest periods.!* We are reminded that the sickly Woodrow Wilson said of him-
self as a young law student: “How can a man with a weak body ever arrive any-
where?”!5 Augustus’s physical appearance, moreover, was unprepossessing. He
was short (under five feet, seven inches tall, according to his freedman secretary,
Julius Marathus), and as a result wore somewhat thick-soled shoes to make him
appear taller. His teeth were wide apart and poorly kept, and his body had nu-
merous calluses from chronic itching and use of the strigil.'® Eschewing the tra-
ditional Roman preference for realistic portraits, Augustus wished always to be
depicted in idealized form; the approximately 150 known portraits of him in sculp-
ture, based on authorized official prototypes, consistently show him as a hand-
some person, and this style was maintained even in portraits made in his old age.!”

Yet there is little doubt that Augustus fully recognized his own limitations,
not only in health but in spheres that brought fame and glory to many other
Romans: He was neither a great general, nor orator, nor intellectual, nor politi-
cal theorist, nor writer. No wonder that his attitude toward his adoptive father
Julius Caesar as role model was ambiguous. Though he owed the launching of
his career to Caesar’s adoption of him (Cicero mocked “O puer . . ., qui omnia
nomini debes” [O boy . . ., who owes all to a name]),'® diligently performed his
duty as ultor Caesaris (avenger of Caesar), and eagerly inherited his wealth,
clientela, and veterans, he studiously maintained a conscious distance from the
memory of Caesar himself.

This negative reaction to his famous adoptive father was a consequence not
merely of personality differences but of compelling ideological and tactical con-
siderations: he wanted to separate himself from Caesar’s liaison with Cleopatra
and his monarchical aspirations, supranational cosmopolitanism, and notorious
trampling on due process. True, the name “Caesar” and the patronymic divi filius
(“son of a deified person”) were both used by Augustus in his official titulature as
glamorous, potent, authoritative, but little was said in the Augustan Age of the
acts and memory of Caesar himself.!

It was rather with Alexander the Great that Augustus consciously and calcu-
latedly associated himself, both as universal conqueror and ruler, and champion
of Western civilization over the East. After the deaths of Cleopatra and Antony in
30 B.C., Augustus visited the tomb of Alexander in Alexandria, touched his mummy
(presumably to absorb its “power”), placed a crown on it, and strewed it with flow-
ers.? Indeed, Augustus’s seal ring from 30-23 B.c. bore a portrait of Alexander.?!
Moreover, in the high enthusiasm created by his victories in the East, Augustus’s

imitatio Alexandri spawned ambitious, romantic plans for massive expansion on
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all frontiers to achieve a dream of universal empire, imperium sine fine, in Vergil’s
classic formulation.>

It is characteristic of Augustus’s ego needs that he was determined to surpass
Alexander. When he soon abandoned his grandiose dreams of world conquest,
he faulted Alexander for not deeming the administration of the existing empire of
greater import than winning it.>> Moreover, he was younger than Alexander when
he entered public affairs. When Alexander’s father Philip IT was assassinated,
Alexander was twenty; on Caesar’s murder, Augustus was only eighteen.?* (It also
did not escape Augustus that he attained high political power earlier than Pompey,
Scipio Africanus, even Romulus—in his nineteenth year, undeviginti natus, he
proudly tells us in the first two words of the Res Gestae.)?

Augustus’s need to present himself as exceeding Alexander stems from his con-
ception of himself as an extraordinary and unique person, a man of paramount
virtues and achievements, a leader unparalleled in the annals of Rome, indeed in
world history. He resented being called puer in his younger upward-striving days,2°
but in later years he boasted that he was the youngest in world history to rise to
power. It is true that it was through Caesar’s favor that he was early brought into
the entourage of the great dictator, and even elected pontifex at the age of fifteen.
But after Caesar’s death he mounted his own drive for power: at nineteen he
mobilized an army (of Caesar’s veterans, of course), was co-opted into the Sen-
ate, and unprecedentedly elected consul;?” at twenty he was one of the triumvirs
for reorganizing the state (with Antony and Lepidus).?® Unprecedented as these
early conquests were, Augustus took pains throughout the Res Gestae to parade
the many unparalleled “firsts” and “mosts” in his career, including honors, victo-
ries, offices, in his private expenditures for public purposes, in census statistics,
in his building program, shows, and spectacles provided for Rome, and in expan-
sion of Roman territory.?? Typical are such boasts as “an honor which hitherto
had been decreed to no one besides myself” (ch. 12); “I was the first and only one
to have done [this] . . . in the memory of my generation” (ch. 16); [Envoys from
India came to him] “previously not seen in the presence of any Roman general”
(ch. 31); [At his election to pontifex maximus] “a great multitude flocked from all
of Ttaly such as never before had been recorded at Rome” (ch. 10). The most self-
revealing phrase is prius quam nascerer (“before I was born”), in reference to the
fact that in all Roman history only twice before was the Temple of Janus closed—
to signify peace in the entire empire—but in his principate it was closed three
times (ch. 13).

One may readily grant him his pride in his achievements and his awareness of
the mark he made in history. But Augustus’s need to demonstrate his uniqueness
with such overkill is, one may posit, a reflection of deep-rooted incapability to abide
competition with his contemporaries. Indeed, not once in his long political ca-
reer did he subject himself to the normal competitive electoral chance, neither as
consul (thirteen times), nor when he became a triumvir (for ten years), nor even
as pontifex maximus. The extraordinary powers he obtained from 23 B.c. to the
end of his life—the imperium proconsulare maius (superior proconsular power)
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and the tribunicia potestas (tribunician power)—were overriding supramagisterial
innovations that removed him from the indignity of the electoral process and as-
sured him unique superiority and priority in decision making without competi-
tion in both the military and civil spheres. Accordingly, until very near the end of
his rule he could even tolerate verbal attacks, lampoons, and insults to him and
his kin. He counseled the touchy Tiberius not to take it to heart when anyone
spoke evil of him: “It is sufficient,” he said, “if we can prevent anyone from doing
evil to us.”°

In this light we may understand Augustus’s longing for consensus and una-
nimity with regard to himself and his acts, as expressed in the Res Gestae by universi
cives (the entire citizen body); consensus universorum (unanimous consent); senatus
et equester ordo populusque Romanus universus (the Senate, the Equestrian Order,
and the Roman people unanimously).! Under the Roman republic consensus
senatus was a procedural decision-making expression signifying “sense of the sen-
ate.” Augustus’s extension of consensus to “unanimous consent” (of all the Roman
people) was an extraconstitutional statement, merely his own personal interpre-
tation of the presumed will of the entire citizen body. In the name of such de-
clared consensus universorum, implying the total absence of opposition, he could
interpret at will the high honors to himself and his family, and justify any of his
decisions and acts.?? In 2 B.c., when he was accorded the title Pater Patriae in an
outpouring of sentiment by the people and the Senate (“Father of His Country”
was, however, an appellation not without many precedents during the Republic,
given as thanksgiving gesture to eminent Romans), Augustus interpreted this honor
as vouchsafing him universal consensus and approval to the end of his life.??

Augustus designated his unique role as focal point of all authority, as “top man”
in the Roman state, by the preferred term he adopted for himself, princeps.?* Not
an official title but an extraconstitutional complimentary appellation, it marked
him out as possessor of the highest rank in the Roman social and political order,
signifying priority and superiority in prestige and esteem, capacity to take initia-
tive and command respect. As in the Republic, such a “first man” among the citi-
zens was influential not as magistrate but as privatus.® Such a “private citizen”
was characteristically a man of extraordinary qualifications, resources, and proven
accomplishments, who, without being subject to electoral process and debate,
intervened disinterestedly in the public interest when governmental and social
institutions proved inadequate. There were, indeed, not a few classic exemplars
during the Republic as precedents, with Lucius Brutus as prototype at the very

36 Augustus’s conception of himself was so in line with

founding of the Republic.
this tradition that he was acting out of a sense of duty and high civic mission to
preserve and enlarge the state as a dedicated citizen.?”

A similar supraconstitutional overriding personal preeminence was afforded
by Augustus’s auctoritas. After 27 B.c., he tells us, “I excelled all in auctoritas.”8
This “authority” did not, in the Roman sense, connote legitimated power, the right
to command, but rather esteem for preeminent status and soundness of judgment,

and recognized priority in consultation. Tt signified a unique ethical-political rela-
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tionship between himself and all others that was nontransferable. Since this quality
was not constitutionally defined, its scope was unlimited; it was a fuzzy concept
that enabled Augustus to act as author-initiator and to take unrestricted action in
a wide range of matters.?’

Eager to enhance his capacity to make independent decisions, Augustus em-
braced the enormous increase in his authoritative status that came to him when
the name “Augustus” was bestowed on him in 27 B.c. An alternative proposal to
name him “Second Romulus” was rejected by him because of the royal status of
the founder of Rome and the well-known competition and strife between him and
his brother, Remus.* An unprecedented name, “Augustus” was pregnant with
potent polyvalent implications: sanctity; heroization; divine election; mediation
between gods and the Roman people; relationship with Romulus, who had founded
Rome augusto augurio, in the famous phrase of the Roman poet Ennius; associa-
tion with auctoritas and with the sense of “increase” in the root aug-, as well as
with augury, originally associated with rites of fertility.*! Contemporaries among
sophisticated Romans might see in the name “Augustus,” he could anticipate, the
divinely chosen and favored leader, preserver and increaser of the Roman state,
who augmented the greatness (maiestas) of Rome in its territory, population, public
buildings, public works, prosperity, stable order, and who mediated with the gods
as augur to assure such increase for the country.*

At about the same time (27-26 B.C.) Augustus assisted in formulating a con-
stellation of virtues to serve as the moral foundation of himself and his regime.
The four cardinal virtues—which launched the myth of the “virtues of the Roman
emperor” that endured to the end of the empire—were endorsed by him in all
earnestness as model of the good ruler and as manifesto of the policies of his
administration: virtus (military power); clementia (reconciliation and internal
peace, replacing force); justitia (law and order, due process, sanctity of property);
and pietas (dedicated service to gods and country). It is self-revelatory that Augustus
associated himself with the cardinal virtues previously established (e.g., by Cicero
in the Republic) as those of the good ruler in Stoic doctrine. Note also that Greek
and Roman virtues were intermingled; that some of the traditional Roman vir-
tues, such as gravitas and fides, were passed over; and that he did not claim for
himself sapientia (wisdom, a high Greek virtue), nor the gentler virtues, such as
humanitas.*?

Thus Augustus’s need for and love of unrestricted personal power are unmis-
takable. Yet it would be simplistic to apply to Augustus without qualification Harold
Lasswell’s classic formulation that the power holder displaces private “affects onto
public objects,* that is, that he rationalizes his private ego needs in terms of public
interest. Augustus'’s long career witnessed many inner conflicts and a fluid mix of
motives, embracing demonstrations of superiority, the need to excel, a fear of
displacement, the sheer momentum of decision making, and sincere civic duty.
As an adolescent Augustus was under the instruction of a number of philosopher-
teachers, all of whom were Stoics: Athenodorus of Tarsus, Areius of Alexandria,
Didymus, and Zenarchus. The Stoic influence followed him throughout his life,
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and in Stoicism he found a doctrine compatible with his ego needs: that each
person has a given role to play in life, and that it is the moral obligation of the
individual—even as a private person—to intervene in the public interest to re-
store and maintain the natural order.*

For about sixty years Augustus was indeed “the first servant of the State,” to
which he rendered “constant unwavering laborious service.”® He rarely took a
vacation from matters of state; he was one of the master toilers in world history.
From Stoic teaching of the “assigned post” and Roman military language he for-
mulated the political concept of his mission as statio principis (the ruler’s post),*’
his legacy to all future emperors. Whether we view him as fulfilling strong ego
needs or as proceeding out of a principled sense of public duty, Augustus was a
devoted, untiring public servant with an enormous capacity for work. Painstak-
ing, meticulous, omnipresent, he was constantly involved in decision making, leg-
islation, and administration, even in the smallest details, in all spheres: military,
political, religious, economic, social, cultural. Cassius Dio put the following words
into Augustus’s mouth: “I have devoted myself unstintingly to you in all circum-
stances. . . . From all this I have derived no gain for myself.” Tn the dedication
of his work on architecture, composed early in Augustus’s principate, Vitruvius
wrote: “I observe that you are concerned not only for the common life of all but
also for the constitution of the state.” In 22 B.c., in the treason trial of Marcus
Primus, Augustus attended the trial though he was not summoned to testify. When
asked bluntly by Primus’s attorney why he was present, Augustus replied, “In the
public interest.”? Augustus’s claim of the public interest (rei publicae causa) is
thus recorded by the jurist Paulus:

The deified Augustus preferred that this [specific matter] be arranged
through himself. . . . For he believed that the protection of the safety of the
state devolved on no one more than the emperor, and that no one else was
adequate for this matter.>!

In 4 B.C., at the age of sixty, when he communicated a decree of the Senate to the
Province of Crete-Cyrene, he added:

Since it affects the welfare of the allies of the Roman people, and so that it
may be known to all for whom T have a care, I decided to send it into all the
provinces. From this it will be evident to all the inhabitants of the provinces
how much I and the Senate are concerned that none of our subjects should
suffer any impropriety.>?

Augustus made gestures of refusal of power, but it is clear that he never seri-
ously contemplated resigning power and retiring to private life. In the Res Gestae
(ch. 6), he asserts that he “accepted no office contrary to the ancestral tradition.”
In 22 B.C., after he stepped down from the consulship (his eleventh, held nine
years in a row), the urban plebs in a season of great distress in Rome took to the
streets to urge the Senate to appoint him dictator for life. He thereupon made a
dramatic appearance before the people: he went down on his knees before them,



66 STUDIES IN CLASSICAL HISTORY AND SOCIETY

and bared his breast, in token of readiness to die rather than accept such an of-
fice. Augustus acted here in all sincerity regarding the dictatorship, which had
been fatal to Caesar, even though we know that the gesture of refusal of power
was a traditional topos associated with the vir bonus.> The year before, in 23 B.C.,
when he was almost fatally ill, he is said to have contemplated resigning his au-
thority. “But reconsidering that as a private person he would not be without dan-
ger, and that the State would thus be entrusted rashly to the judgment of the
masses, he continued to maintain his hold on power.”>* Seneca writes that
Augustus constantly prayed for a rest and vacation from affairs of state, and for
the enjoyment of leisure, and he cites a letter sent by Augustus to the Senate in
which he expressed his expectation that if he retired he would not be diminished
in high status and his fame would remain unimpaired. Then he added,

But these matters turn on actual deeds rather than promises that one can
make. However, the yearning for that most hoped for time for me had so
transported me that, since the actual joy is still delayed, 1 get some pleasure
just out of the charm of the words.>

The whimsy is obvious, for Augustus never seriously contemplated stepping
down from his supreme status to a lower one. In 2 B.c., when he was hailed Pater
Patriae, he said, “Having achieved my highest hopes, Senators, what more do |
have to pray for to the immortal gods but that I may retain this consensus of yours
to the very end of my life.”> In his old age, when he suffered a number of severe
setbacks (about A.p. 6), he did not offer to resign but, in a fit of depression, re-
solved on suicide by starvation.>”

Augustus’s inability to dissociate himself from his hold on power, originating
in his ego needs, was in time rationalized as society’s need for himself as indis-
pensable agent of the stability of the exemplary state he had created. In an edict,
he once proclaimed in memorable words:

May it be granted to me to set the state firm in its place, safe and sound,
and to reap the reward I aspire to from this, namely, that I be known as the
author of the best type of government, and that when 1 die I may take with
me the hope that the foundations of the government I have laid will remain

in their original form.>®

Augustus’s conception of himself as “first servant of the state,” as wholly dedi-
cated to society’s needs, is reflected in his enormous expenditures for public pur-
poses out of his own vast private fortune, especially on distributions of food, on
games and spectacles, public buildings and public works, largesses to the people
of Rome, and donations and bonuses to the soldiers.>® Moreover, since consider-
able sums of money tended to concentrate in his hands through legacies,®® he
served as a sort of economic conduit for channeling the private wealth of others
into public uses. In his will he declared that he had little of his own wealth left at
the end of his life, having spent most of it in rem publicam. There is no reason to
doubt this. “In private life poor, in public life rich,” wrote Cassius Dio of him.°!
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In keeeping with his dedication to public interests, throughout his regime
Augustus maintained a relatively frugal lifestyle: his pleasures, food, and dress were
simple and without ostentation, and he muted ceremonial gestures and did not
give in to the pageantry of power. His personal home on the Palatine was not a
“palace,” though hardly as small as conventionally described; we now know that
his property on the Palatine was indeed vast in extent. In contrast with the luxu-
rious estates of many of his contemporaries, his villas were modest retreats.

Despite his need for uninhibited power and constant approbation throughout
his life, Augustus conceived of himself as cautious and low-key. His aversion to
eccentricity and flamboyance in himself and others, and his calculating nature
are revealed by his obsession with the Greek topos ometde Bpadéws (in Latin festina
lente, “Make haste slowly”), which he used over and over again; and he was prone
also to quote Euripides (Phoenissae 599) that “A cautious general is better than a
rash one.”® Caution and prudence were also Augustus’s guidelines as a speaker:
he never spoke extemporaneously. It was his practice to read everything from a
carefully prepared speech, whether before the Senate or the people or soldiers.
In important private conversations (even, it is said, with his wife Livia) he spoke
with a written text before him, “so that he might not say more or less.”*

Similarly, in confronting the possibility of death, Augustus betrayed his char-
acteristic caution and calculation. Whereas Caesar’s rhythm was fast and intense,
and he faced the danger of death with equanimity, Augustus, a sickly person, lived
cautiously, avoiding dangers and undue strains.®> At the age of about thirty-five
he completed his mausoleum, in 28 B.c., Rome’s largest monument of the time,
erected in the very heart of the city. It is true that he had hastened to erect a grand
Roman tomb for himself and his family as counterimage to the resplendent tomb
of Antony and Cleopatra in Alexandria. But having made this political gesture that
was valuable at the time, he was compelled to live within sight of his own tomb
for more than forty years.

Augustus lived to the age of seventy-six. He always hoped for a nonviolent, swift,
and painless death (euthanasia was the term he used).®” On his deathbed, having
attained his wish, he asked his friends whether he had passed through the mimus
vitae (“comedy of life”) well, as if it were the proper time for them to applaud. His
last words were to Livia: “Live mindful of our marriage, Livia, and farewell.”*® This
was despite the fact that he must have endured emotional stress from the fact
that their union had not produced a single child.

Augustus’s characteristic restraint and moderation are also revealed by his re-
sponse to the outpouring of divine honors to him throughout the empire, espe-
cially in the eastern provinces. Augustus studiously adhered to the Roman tradition
that forbade public worship of a living person. Private worship of him as a god
burgeoned, and formal cults of Augustus were established in many places. But,
in a policy set down in 30-29 B.c., first in the Province of Asia, official authoriza-
tion was granted only to temples jointly of the goddess Roma and Augustus as a
mortal;*” and as an instrument of policy he permitted, even encouraged, worship
of his genius (protecting spirit of a Roman paterfamilias) in the West. In Augustus’s
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own conception of himself, there was never any question that distance between
himself and the gods should be maintained, and that his proper role was that of
mortal mediator between the divine and human spheres.”™ It is noteworthy that
in the Res Gestae he makes no claim to divine honors. Tiberius followed consciously
the model of Augustus in rejecting divine honors. The words Tacitus gives to
Tiberius in A.p. 25 might well have been spoken by Augustus:

You are my witnesses, members of the Senate, that [ am a mortal and per-
form human functions, and am content to fill the role of princeps. And 1
desire posterity to remember me thus. They will pay tribute to my memory
enough, and more than enough, if they deem me worthy of my ancestors,
provident for your interests, firm in dangers, not timid in the face of attacks
[ encounter in the public interest. These will be my temples in your hearts,
these my fairest and most enduring images.”!

“Fame is the spur” that drove Augustus in his passion to leave his mark on
history, so that he might win the immortality of glory in the memory of future
generations. While there were doubtless not a few among his contemporaries who
in fantasy condemned him to damnatio memoriae, Augustus himself was serenely
confident that posterity would accord him fame and long-lasting laudatio memoriae.
He was explicitly aware that he was handing down many memorials of himself”2
in his constitutional arrangements, institutional reforms, public works. Vitruvius,
early in the principate, put it thus:

[ have observed that you have built many structures and are now building,
and that in the future you will make provision for public and private build-
ings conformable to the grandeur of your achievements, so that they may
be a legacy to the memory of posterity.”

In the great national “Hall of Fame” that he dedicated in 2 B.c. in the new Forum
Augustum, Augustus unveiled a massive portrait gallery of the most famous Roman
triumphatores (each with inscription detailing his achievements). Pride of place
was given, however, to the Julian family: to Caesar, Romulus, and Aeneas, all divi
(deified persons). But the grandest figure in the Forum Augustum was Augustus
himself, resplendent as triumphator on a four-horse chariot. There could be no
doubt that the intention was to demonstrate that the Julian family surpassed all
others, and that Augustus himself eclipsed all of his predecessors.” “Compare,”
the panorama suggested, “let posterity judge.” In an edict he issued simultaneously,
he proclaimed: “I have devised this so that by their lives as role models, both 1, so
long as I live, and the leaders of later times may be exactingly judged by the citi-
zens.”” While this grandiose display of Roman achievement honored only the great
military leaders (documenting, as it were, the great Temple of Mars in the Forum),
the Res Gestae, set up on bronze tablets before his mausoleum in A.p. 14, after his
death, gave a more comprehensive statement of his conception of his unparal-
leled contributions to Rome.
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Indeed, Augustus recognized that his temperament was preeminently civilian,
despite his quest for military éclat. His forte was that of mediator, between gods
and men, past and future, Rome and Italy with the rest of the empire. We should
concede to him that, for all his passion for power and yearning for fame and glory,
Augustus was not cunningly dishonest, deceitful, or hypocritical, as some have
depicted him, but rather basically sincere in his aims and methods.” It is doubt-
ful that he distinguished between the young, ruthless,power-hungry Octavian and
the benevolent statesman Augustus. His personal ego needs were inextricably fused
with the work he did in tidying up the Mediterranean world, and moderating and
holding in balance the great tensions of the times.

Augustus would have conceded that without the favor of Julius Caesar and
the legacy of his name, his own ambitions would have come to naught. He surely
understood that fortuna, his many loyal helpers, and his control over vast wealth
all contributed greatly to his success. Though “the assemblage of qualities and
capacities that made up his personality are not such as to strike the imagination
of the world,””” he remains one of the grands hommes politiques in world history.
Yet we may still applaud Mommsen'’s verdict that “Augustus habe mit Geschick

»78 (

den grosser Mann gespielt, ohne selbst gross zu sein””® (Augustus adroitly played

the role of the great man without himself being great).
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Cassius Dio’s History of Rome:
From Republic to Principate

IN A BUOYANT ASIDE AS HE APPROACHED THE END OF HIS LABORS,
Cassius Dio expressed the hope that in his work he was leaving a legacy for the
future, and that his History, the magnum opus to which he had devoted twenty-
two years of his life, would “survive and never lose its lustre” (72.23.4). No one
will deny that Dio stands in the shade of his illustrious predecessors—Herodotus,
Thucydides, Polybius, Livy, Tacitus—but for many periods and aspects of the
history of Rome he remains an indispensable resource, a veritable quarry for his-
torians. This is especially true for the years he treated in books 4952, that is, 36—
29 B.c. One of the early moderns who appreciated Dio’s value for the history of
the times of Augustus was East Apthorp: “Dio Cassius connects the history of
the republic with that of the empire. He has the merit and utility . . . of combin-
ing the interrupted narrations of Velleius, Tacitus, Herodian, and the Augustan
history, in one copious detail. No other historian has given us so ample and me-
thodical a recital of that celebrated era, the Augustan age.”!

To appreciate the importance of Dio’s account of the transition from republic
to principate and of the Age of Augustus, consider how lacking our understand-
ing would be if we did not have his History, how random and discontinuous would
be our knowledge of the political, constitutional, and military history of this ep-
ochal period in the long annals of Rome, indeed of world history. Beset though
Dio’s work is with problems of fact, chronology, and interpretation, his account is
“le plus prodigue en renseignements, vulnérable aux critiques”>—and remains
indispensable.

Dio’s shortcomings and limitations are patent: bookishness, rhetorical extrava-
gances, penchant for patterned antitheses, lack of expertise in military strategy
and tactics, proneness to stereotypical descriptions of battles and sieges, studied
imitation of predecessors, especially Thucydides, simplistic economics, chrono-
logical displacements, anachronisms retrojected for the structuring of paradigms
and parallels as edification for his own perilous times. Despite his experience and
stature in Roman administration, he could even suffer from lapses of knowledge
of law.?

The modern historian of Rome, dependent as he often is on Dio, must con-
stantly be wary of his selection of events, his ordering of them, and his judgments
on them. These patterns were, in varying degree, the outcome of his historiographi-
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cal methods and literary style, the techniques and conceptions of the Greco-
Roman historiographic tradition that he inherited, and his relationship to the
sources he drew upon and compressed.* If one must always tread warily in rely-
ing on the ancient historians, this is surely true of Dio’s work. For strewn through-
out the vast fields of useful information there are many traps for the incautious.

But Dio was not, it needs to be emphasized, a mere excerptor, epitomist, or
scissors-and-paste historian: he imposed upon the Roman past his own ideologi-
cal perspectives. It is indeed indispensable to understand both his ideological
commitments and his utilitarian purposes. As Gabba has cautioned, while Dio’s
work “is fundamental to an understanding of the Augustan Principate,” for Dio
“the past is important insofar as it survives in the present’—for its enrichment of
the understanding of his own times.>

In order to discern the extent to which Dio was a creative thinker and writer,
we must first scrutinize the sources he depended upon and the way he used them
for his own purposes in the History.

DIO’S SOURCES FOR BOOKS 49-52

Millar had little confidence that it would be possible to discover the range and
pattern of Dio’s pool of sources and his selection, use, and manipulation of them
for the enlightenment of his own times.® His sources, as Millar says, were surely
very varied, and there can be little doubt that the purposes, partisan positions,
tone, and style of his sources for books 49-52 filtered through to his own history.
Unfortunately, however, Dio has left us largely in the dark regarding the precise
sources he used. Only once in this section does he cite a source by name: ws pév
avtos 0 Oktdouos ypdper.” With the lost works of the leading contemporary
historical writers for the period from 36 to the end of 29 B.c.—for example, the
autobiographies of Augustus and Agrippa (and perhaps Maecenas), the history
of Aufidius Bassus (though we cannot be certain that he reached back to the early
years of Augustus’s reign), and Livy’s books 129-133 (the text of which in the
Periochae is exiguous)—we are reduced to tenuous conjectures that do not con-
vince. Moreover, Dio did not leave us a theoretical statement of principles to guide
us to his preferences among specific authorities.® Nevertheless, Dio tells us (frag.
1.2) that, while he read almost everything written about his subject, he has set
down in his History only selected matters: <’Avéyvwr pév> mdavra ds elmelv
Ta Tepl aUuTAY TLOL YeYypauéva, ouvEypaa ¢ ov mdvTa d\\’ doa éférpira.

While he was writing for Greek readers in the East, in Dio’s History Roman
sources appear to predominate. This caused Dio problems in terminology, dat-
ing, and communication of Roman value patterns. All these factors in transmis-
sion from his sources constantly demand from the reader caution in the use of his
History.?

While it is generally recognized that it is fruitless to determine the source or
sources Dio used for books 49-50 (see the introduction to book 49), the commu-
nis opinio is that for books 51-52 Dio relied principally on Livy.!% Implicit in this
view that Livy was Dio’s principal source for the early principate is the corollary
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that Livy was a pro-Augustan writer. Such a conception of Livy, however, is over-
stated and requires considerable qualification.!" More important here, the view
that Dio followed Livy has also tended to be overstated (especially by Levi), and
is indeed vulnerable for lack of conclusive probative support.'? In fact, it is
Manuwald’s definitive conclusion, based on his superbly detailed comparative
analysis of Livy's Periochae and Dio for books 45-56, that Livy was not one of Dio’s
sources at all.'* Moreover, Manuwald makes a strong case for his conviction that,
while Livy, Florus, Eutropius, and Orosius put Octavian in the right in his struggles
with his fellow triumvirs, Dio does not follow a source or sources favorable to
Octavian. For in keeping with his view that a contest for sole power was inevi-
table, Dio portrays all three triumvirs as equally driven by cupido dominandi (see
the introduction to book 50).

At the beginning of the principate there is an obvious shift in Dio’s tone to one
more favorable to Octavian. This has led to the theory, first proposed by Schwartz, '
that beginning with book 51 Dio abandoned Livy and went over to some annalis-
tic writer of the early principate sympathetic to Augustus.'® This theory, it cannot
be emphasized strongly enough, is pure conjecture.!®

Millar considers that Dio used “various and complex” sources,!” thus reverting
to a view antedating the unity theory of Schwartz and Levi, namely that Dio in his
note taking plundered multiple sources randomly.'® Parallels between Dio and
Plutarch can be demonstrated (especially in the life of Antony), but it is not likely
that Dio used Plutarch directly.! Similarly, the parallels between Dio’s treatment
of Augustus and Suetonius’s life of him do not justify a commonly held earlier
position that Dio used Suetonius directly as a source—a view now generally re-
jected. Dio may have drawn on Suetonius indirectly, or it is possible that Dio and
Suetonius used the same source.?” Finally, we cannot prove that Dio used either
Cremutius Cordus or Aufidius Bassus as a source.?!

The suggestion has been made, by Andersen,?? that Dio had access to a col-
lection that gathered together the various honors and powers granted to both Julius
Caesar and Augustus. Also not to be excluded is the possibility that Dio had at
hand a collection of rhetorical topoi and florilegia readily available to the reading
public in the Roman Empire.

However speculative the matter of Dio’s actual sources is, there is no doubt
that Dio, like Livy, was a “book historian.” He did not have recourse to inscrip-
tions; above all, he appears to have had no knowledge of Augustus’s Res Gestae,
for he is, in some details, patently at variance with the testimony in “the queen of

Latin inscriptions.”?

DIO’'S METHODS AND STYLE

It is manifest that, in form and content, Dio’s History is a selective pastiche, a
blend of the information, tones, and prejudices of his sources, his own marshaling
of events and judgments, and his personal interests as a political partisan in the
early third century. It is, indeed, in books 51-56, more than anywhere else in
his work, that Dio’s personal imprint is most marked.?* It is clear that Dio was
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not a slavish imitator of his sources. Independence of judgment both in the
sources he chose to resort to and in his manipulation of them can be demon-
strated.?> He imposed his own persona and was motivated by his own general
conception of events.?® In fact, Dio occasionally provides evidence of this: he
states, for example (53.21.1), that he will limit his account of Augustus’s legis-
lation to whatever has a bearing on his history: doa 177 ovyypadsi mpdopopd
€o7t; and that, in general, ovdér ¢ Séouar kal’ éxacTov dkpifus émeliéval
(“I do not need to go into precise details”). And elsewhere he says that he will
give his own opinion (77js €unjs Sofacias), whenever he is able, from the abun-
dant evidence he has gathered from his reading, from hearsay, and from per-
sonal observation, with judgments that “do not follow the common report”
(53.19.6: dMo Tt udrdov 1 10 Gpudovueror). And he is especially cautious
about the contents of official sources under the principate (53.19.4: “nearly
everything is reported somewhat differently from what actually occurs,” mavra
8¢ ws elmely dlws Tws 1 Ws mpdTTeTar StafpoeiTar). It is instructive to
read that Dio realized that it was difficult to know much about so extensive an
empire or to attain accuracy on such a large number of events.?” We need to
recognize that, as in much of imperial historiography, for Dio the capital was
the focal point, especially the tensions between princeps and Senate, and that
caution is wise when Dio relates events as an “eyewitness.”

Dio’s rationale for his purposeful selection from his sources was his consum-
ing concern with the general tendencies and momentous events of the early third
century. His aim was, in general, a paraenetic one for his own age. Though he is
formally an annalist in method, Dio often violates strict chronological order when
it suits some particular purpose. He has no compunction about such chronologi-
cal misplacements, shifting events out of sequence, even from one year to another,
either to gain a special emphasis thereby, or for convenience in gathering together
related events and data.?” For his purpose was not historical truth but political
and moral instruction.

Thus one of Dio’s principles of selection and emphasis is consciously (though
not expressly) analogical. He is constantly seeking for and structuring models from
the end of the Republic and the early principate (e.g., 49.4.1-4n, 16.1n; 51.2.1n)
to support his own views of contemporary institutions and individuals, especially
regarding the character of the monarchy of the third century and the status and
power of his own social class. It is, accordingly, necessary to be on guard against
Dio’s many anachronisms. Further, beginning with books 51-52 Dio narrows his
focus, thus conforming to the tendencies of imperial historiography: he shifts to
a biographical emphasis, with the emperor at the center of events, as more appro-
priate to the reality of the concentration of power in the empire.?® His eyes are
rarely turned away from Octavian in these books.

In style and structure, moreover, Dio exhibits a distinctively characteristic
antithetical manner in books 49-52 as elsewhere also (e.g., see the introduction
to 49.2.1-8.4 and the introduction to 49.19.1-22.3; 51.7.2—7n), both for dramatic
effect and to give trenchant emphasis to some personal viewpoint. For this pur-
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pose he sometimes elevates to undue prominence insignificant events of the
Augustan Age, or wrenches them from their proper chronological order.

In Cassius Dio we find the victory of the Thucydidean-Polybian model advo-
cated by Lucian in “How to Write History,” as reaction to the Herodotean model
followed by the historiographers of the second century (e.g., Appian and Arrian).3!
Dio’s well-known predilection for Thucydides as a model goes far beyond the
archaizing tendencies of his own times. As an imitator of Thucydides, he not
only frequently extracts Thucydidean language, but at times stylizes events on
Thucydidean models. More important, Dio’s own conception of human nature—
that self-interest and pragmatic purposes, not altruism and idealism, prevail—is
similar to that of Thucydides. Dio seeks to imitate Thucydidean realism in deal-
ing with events and personalities, and, like his great predecessor, emphasizes the
contrast between appearance and reality.?

Though a bicultural native of Bithynia, Dio was, as Gibbon noted, not a Greek
but a Roman. But he was the product of the Second Sophistic movement that
flourished in his native land, and his history, in the dominant language of the
eastern provinces of the empire, was directed to the educated elite there.??

ON THE DATE OF COMPOSITION OF BOOKS 49-52

Efforts to date the composition of Dio’s History from internal evidence have yielded
avariety of views. T. D. Barnes has conveniently recorded the documentation for
the major scholarly theories to date.>* Gabba and Millar argued for an early date
of composition, before Severus Alexander, with the work completed no later than
218 or 219; Vrind for a period not before 201-223, with the final form at the
beginning of the reign of Severus Alexander. Later dates, 212—-234, have recently
been proposed by Letta, with books 38-55 composed in 229-230. Barnes’s reas-
sessment of the evidence has yielded a late date also. His conclusion is that the
composition took definite shape in the reign of Severus Alexander, with dates (at
the earliest) of 211-220 for the ten years of collecting materials, and 220-231 for
the twelve years of composition. Barnes holds that the early books of Dio were
written not before 220, book 49 in its final form no earlier than ca. 225, and book 52
after 223.%

It seems doubtful that we can determine the dates of composition. From Dio’s
statement that he devoted ten years to collecting the material and twelve years to
composition, we cannot proceed with the understanding that he meant twenty-
two consecutive years. Eisman’s proposal that Dio’s History was published post-
humously has merit.?¢ [t may not have seen the light of day until after the death
of Severus Alexander.

DIO AND AUGUSTUS

With book 51 Dio enters an epoch of Roman history that he treats with increased
scale. Books 49—50 cover a bit more than five years, books 51-52 about two years
(from the battle of Actium to the autumn of 29), and the four books devoted to
the rest of the reign of Augustus (books 53-56) span more than forty years. Be-
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ginning with book 51 he proceeds with heightened certainty and sympathy, for
Dio is a “loyaler Anhinger der Monarchie.”?”

The shift to a favorable evaluation of Octavian has been variously placed: at
the beginning of book 51 (after the victory at Actium), at the beginning of book 53
(the abolition of the residues of the triumvirate), and at 53.17—19 (the settlement
of 27 B.c.). Some surmise that Dio then turned to a new, pro-Augustan source.
There is greater merit in the view that the shift in tone resulted from his own fer-
vent reaction to the inception of the monarchy, a system to which he was ideo-
logically committed but which he saw was in process of substantive transformation
in the third century.

The Augustan system represented for Dio the model of Roman monarchy, in
the person of Augustus as princeps and in the constitutional and social modalities
created by Augustus as the normative form. In his eyes the principate attained more
or less completed form under the first princeps.*® Deeply troubled about his own
times, Dio feared that the very existence of the constitutionally legitimized monar-
chy was threatened. Moreover, he studied the newly founded monarchy from the
viewpoint of a defender of the imperial aristocracy of the third century, which was
apprehensive about its status and feared displacement from below.? Dio thus strives
to mold his account of the principate of Augustus so as to emphasize its continuity
into his own times.* Assessing the Severan monarchy and contemporary issues by
the yardsticks of the “basic” Augustan monarchy and the principate of Marcus
Aurelius as a sort of golden-age acme, and viewing them from his own partisan
position, he imports anachronisms into the early principate and at the same time
understates the historical evolutionary character of both the Augustan system and
later imperial developments. Thus unhistorical information, ambiguities, and con-
tradictions that do not have their origins in the varying views of his sources, appear
time and time again in books 51-52.#! Accordingly, in the absence of works that, by
revealing how contemporaries viewed the early principate, would have served as a
corrective, we must constantly read Dio with one eye on the third century.

Equally significant, Dio’s treatment of Octavian himself in books 51-52, though
favorable, does not conform to an official version of the new regime vigorously
publicized in Augustus’s time. In previous books (see the ntroduction to book 50)
Dio had depicted the rising heir of Julius Caesar as ambitious, driven by power,
never faltering in his aspirations for monarchy, unscrupulous and cruel in his march
to sole power. But with the turning point of the battle of Actium, Dio’s image of
Octavian takes on a solemn and princely form. True, he does not entirely sup-
press unfavorable aspects of Octavian’s actions, which he found in his sources
(some of which were antagonistic toward Octavian, some indeed intensely hos-
tile). But adverse statements and innuendoes are now sharply reduced in Dio’s
account. We find an ambivalent acceptance of Octavian, criticism together with
acknowledgment of his constitutionalism, moderation, superb management, and
great achievements.*?

This double-edged treatment of the first princeps* has been masterfully eluci-
dated by Manuwald’s acute analysis of Dio’s conception of Augustus. Dio pre-
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sents Augustus in general in a favorable light, as imperial role model. Yet he does
not, either in his selection of sources or in his presentation, adhere to an official
version of events, but rather at times follows some pro-republican tradition criti-
cal of Octavian. Dio does not exculpate Octavian for his revolutionary ruthless-
ness. This negative view of Octavian in his march to power stems from Dio’s
understanding of Realpolitik in high human affairs. His model in this regard was
Thucydides, and he found the Thucydidean view of human nature and political
behavior confirmed by observation of events and historical figures in his own time.
Dio distrusts official propaganda (more rampant under the principate, as he notes
at 53.19.3), and he seeks through his History to unmask the mighty, as a lesson
for his own times and the future.*

DIO AND THE THIRD CENTURY

Dio brought to his task as historian the education and experience of a well-
informed, sophisticated senator with a long career in diversified posts in the im-
perial administration. He moved in the highest circles of Roman government and
society under seven emperors, from Commodus to Severus Alexander. In his
History he assumed the role of self-appointed spokesman of the senatorial order
of the third century, a time when, he lamented, the principate had taken an omi-
nous turn “from a monarchy of gold to one of iron and rust” (71.36.4). While Livy
looked back nostalgically to the earlier glories of the Roman republic, Dio’s feet
were solidly planted in his own times, and his mind was saturated with the politi-
cal and intellectual predicaments of the third century. In the forefront were his
concerns not only for the empire, but also for the Senatorial Order.

Dio was motivated by an intense awareness of the great crisis of the Roman
Empire, and of a general transformation in process. To Dio history was a usable
past that offered guidance to an understanding of the present.*> And he strove to
set forth his own predilections, in both explicit and implicit form, formulated with

6 An analysis of Dio’s portrayal of the events of his own

a strong ideological base.
time shows that the major concerns in his thinking were the self-serving emperors
contrasted with the ideal princeps in the shape of Marcus Aurelius; the corrup-
tion of the armies with money, and the indispensability of discipline in the army
and loyalty to princeps and state; an aggressive foreign policy, military adventurism,
and new annexations; the search for military glory and self-aggrandizement by the
emperors (particularly by Septimius Severus), who cast in the dark the superior
accomplishments of subordinates in the imperial service; fiscal irresponsibility;
threats to the preeminence of the ruling class in the social and economic life of
the state, and to the institutions that provided for their participation in the gover-
nance of the empire.*

In the parallels from the past that he both discerned and contrived, Dio doubt-
less had in mind well-known contemporaries, though it is difficult for us now to
venture to identify the figures.* Tt is fair to say that Dio’s History was a sort of

histoire a clef.
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In Praise of Cassius Dio

IN USING CASSIUS DIO’'S HISTORY OF ROME TO HELP US RECON-
struct the course of events, we are so much on the qui vive to single out defects,
and to point the finger at him when he nods, misinterprets, or distorts that we
tend to slight or pass by the solid contributions he often makes to our knowledge.
Greater alertness to his virtues as an historian, to the valuable, sometimes unique
interpretations and information he provides, is needed to achieve a more balanced
perception of Dio’s work.

Particularly gratifying is the fact that we possess so much of the massive achieve-
ment of the twenty-two-year labors of a member of the highest elite class of the
Roman Empire, a senator with long, varied experience in the imperial adminis-
tration. He has left us continuous and connected narrative (with chronological
flow) for many periods from the end of the Republic to the middle of the third
century A.D. And for the half century after Marcus Aurelius’s reign we are fortu-
nate to have an eyewitness account based on personal participation in many of
the events. Dio’s History is indeed our principal source for the Severan Age, how-
ever filtered and prejudiced it may be.

In books 49 to 52, covering the years 36 through 29 B.c., more than a few de-
tails and sections merit our appreciative attention. A loyal supporter of monar-
chy, he had to deal credibly with numerous Roman leaders in the last decades of
the Republic competing for glory and power under republican constitutional and
legal institutions. Moreover, because he judged the Augustan monarchy as the
normative form of the principate, he did not perceive the tentative and experi-
mental nature of Augustus’s constitutional arrangements, nor the evolutionary
process through which the structure and modalities of the principate passed in
the two centuries before his time.!

In his narrative of the transition from republic to monarchy in books 49 to 51,
Dio’s view is that Octavian triumphed not because of political, economic, and moral
decay but through a decisive military victory, at Actium and in Egypt, which brought
to a final end the long, disastrous conflict among the Roman dynasts. In essence,
Dio also viewed the death of the Republic as brought about not by foreign problems
and provincial unrest—both of which were formidable—but by the leading Roman
antagonists themselves. No other extant source sought to distinguish the “real” from
the professed motives of Octavian and Antony so relentlessly.? In threading his way
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through the maze of fierce, unsavory propaganda on both sides, whose motifs have
left their mark indelibly on the literature of the times and of subsequent centuries,
Dio staked out his personal interpretation: he sketched out unfavorable images of
both Octavian and Antony in the struggle for power.?

In book 49 one of the dominant themes is the working of “human nature” on
the relationship between those in high power and their subordinates. Dio at-
tributes to Agrippa the view (49.4. 2—4) that the men who expect to survive
should reserve the successes for the ones superior to them. They themselves
should undertake the more difficult tasks, stopping short of complete success,
for those in positions of power do not want anyone to be superior to them.* As
if to illustrate this, Dio highlights, with implicit irony, the exploits of Marcus
Agrippa and Publius Ventidius, both of whom achieved greater military successes
than the triumvirs Octavian and Antony. Official policy later was to present
Agrippa’s subordinate role consistently as ideal adiutor imperil; Dio, however,
documents extensively Agrippa’s brilliant victories in the Sicilian War and at
the battle of Actium.® In working out this theme of the role and fate of subordi-
nates, Dio has given us an extremely valuable account of the spectacular ex-
ploits of the phenomenal Publius Ventidius, the first to celebrate a triumph over
the Parthians, the climax of the brilliant career of this novus homo. By contrast
with the more reserved Agrippa, Ventidius was relieved of his command in the
East by Antony after his dazzling military successes—just before the debacle of
Antony’s own campaign against the Parthians.®

Further, Ventidius's career, like Agrippa’s, served Dio as an historic paradigm
of social mobility for his own shifting times that were bringing to the fore men of
equestrian and plebeian rank.” Thus it would appear that, while Dio was anxiously
protective of the privileges and status of the Senatorial Order, he recognized the
claims of merit everywhere for the protection and administration of the empire.
Finally, to underscore the valuable role of subordinates (like himself under the
Severan dynasty), Dio put together an account of the failure of Antony’s Parthian
campaign in 36 B.C. that is highly prejudiced. Tainted by Octavian’s propaganda,
which falsified Antony’s policies, strategy, and operational tactics, Dio’s portrayal
of Antony (unlike Plutarch’s) is openly hostile to Antony and oversimplifies situa-
tions to magnify his incompetence.®

With regard to the battle of Actium in book 50, the dramatic “flight” of Antony
and Cleopatra (50.15.1-4) handed the propagandists of Octavian a field day.”
Despite this spate of anti-Cleopatra and anti-Antony literature, Dio’s account
of the event is the soundest interpretation we have of what happened at Actium.
Antony was battle-ready in April of 31 B.c. But months passed in an apparent
stalemate, and of these months we know nothing—until late August. Now Dio’s
conception of Antony's strategy is as follows: realizing finally that he was en-
trapped in the Ambracian Gulf, Antony skillfully planned to break out of the
blockade, salvage the bulk of his forces, and reorganize in Egypt. The alterna-
tive view (held by Ferrabino and T. Rice Holmes) is that the flight was not pre-
arranged, but that Antony planned fight, not flight, and that when he perceived
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himself betrayed by Cleopatra and her squadron of sixty ships, he followed her
out of weakness. The facts are as follows: 1) Antony was very early successfully
besieged by Octavian’s fleet; 2) serious illness (dysentery, malaria) had afflicted
his troops; 3) his lines of communication with his supply bases had been effec-
tively cut by Agrippa; 4) numerous officers and troops had deserted. Accord-
ingly, as Dio reports, a high council in Antony’s headquarters decided to break
out of the blockade—at an acceptable cost. It is to Dio’s credit to have thus
reported the battle, for the “flight” interpretation is deeply imbedded in most of
sources as a result of anti-Cleopatra propaganda.'®

With regard to the decree of damnatio memoriae enacted against Antony
(51.19.3-5), Dio dates its promulgation before Antony’s death, which took place
on 1 August 30 B.c. In recording this order of events Dio is more credible than
Plutarch, who dates the decree in the suffect consulship of Cicero’s son Marcus—
that is, to between 13 September and 30 November. Plutarch was tempted to
displace it here by the value of the dramatic effect, so as to highlight the ironic
justice played out against the great orator's mortal enemy.!' Not that Dio himself
was not prone to such chronological displacements. For example, he could not
resist the temptation to give a specific date for the death of Sextus Pompey
(49.18.6)—toward the end of 35 B.c.—because of the irony that one of the con-
suls then was a certain (unrelated) Sextus Pompey.!?

In 51.23.2-27.2, Dio narrates in great detail the masterful operations of M.
Licinius Crassus (the triumvir's grandson) against the Thracians and Getae. In
his treatment of the campaign by Crassus in this region north of Macedonia as
far as the Danube River, he provides information that is precious and unique,
though it is true that we lack any controls because the events are not related in
other sources. His motive in letting himself go in such detail about this area re-
sulted from his special interest in the region, for he had been governor of Upper
Pannonia, and had detailed personal knowledge of the terrain and the peoples.'?

With regard to the vexing problem of the tribunician power of Octavian/
Augustus, Dio’s treatment (51.21.19.6-7; 53.32.5) is more credible than the other
principal source, Appian. The latter states that he received full tribunician power
for life in 36 B.c.—clearly wrong. Augustus himself wrote (RGDA 10.1) that there
were two stages involved: 1) sacrosanctitas and 2) full tribunician power. Dio
had difficulty dating Octavian’s acquisition of tribunician power. Because he con-
ceived of the principate/monarchy as beginning sometime between 31 and 29 B.c.
he opted for 30 B.c. for full tribunician power. Still, Dio was closer to the truth in
his own “stage” presentation. He recorded sacrosanctitas and ius subselli (right to
a seat on the tribunician bench in the Senate) in 36 B.c., then ius auxilii in 30
B.C., and finally regularization on annual basis of tribunician power in 23 B.c.'*

In book 52 Dio departed from his general annalistic scheme to spread over
almost the entire book the speeches of Agrippa and Maecenas before Octavian in
29 B.c. on the theme of “Whither Rome.” Though the topic of the antithetical
speeches—republic and tyranny versus monarchy—was a perennial theme in the
rhetorical schools and in ancient historians from Herodotus on, Maecenas’s speech
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takes its place as a prime document in Roman history. It is invaluable not only
because it throws light on Dio’s own political thinking and methods, but because
it is the only theoretical analysis of Roman government and society from the third
century. And it gives us profound insights into the mind and hopes of a distin-
guished senator of the time of the Severi."

Maecenas'’s speech does not provide a clear definition of the principate at its
inception and is not sensitive to the institutional gradualism and experimentation
of Augustus. But it is the authentic voice of Dio himself, and embodies the es-
sence of his thinking about the empire. He thus brings us in close touch with the
views of a member of the highest elite of the empire, the expertise of a Roman
senator with decades of experience, and an overview of his troubled concerns for
the empire and his social class, threatened as they were by the upheavals of the
time and by the stresses and changes under the Severi. It represents, moreover,
the thought of a thoroughly Romanized Greek whose thinking was not merely
bicultural but truly “ecumenical” as a result of the interplay between the Greek
and Roman languages and cultures that had been going on for centuries, espe-
cially since Augustus’s time.

Now the speech of Maecenas contains, in part, a summation of the political
and social bases of the principate, mingling, in an undifferentiated manner, lead-
ing aspects of the evolution of the principate in the first two centuries. More
important, it contains a program for reform in a series of vigorous proposals that
addressed the needs of the empire in his own time. In general, they appear to
be not mere visionary proposals, but formulations of tendencies in Dio’s own
time that were being discussed by thoughtful people. It is especially striking
that his reform proposals take the form of a general plea for universalism: re-
form of finance and taxation of all forms of property, and the renewed concept of
installment payments of the amount of the tax bill; uniformity in administra-
tion, including the concept—ahead of its time—of dividing the empire, includ-
ing Italy, into smaller districts; and uniformity in the structure and hierarchy of
the imperial bureaucracy.'®

“Whence the money?” is Dio’s cry. Where might money for running the Em-
pire come from? The massive expenditures on the soldiers motivated Dio’s extraor-
dinary proposal here (never implemented, of course) that all imperial properties
(especially the vast landed estates of the crown) be sold off to private owners, and
that the capital generated be lent out at interest—a revolutionary concept. Dio
was partly influenced by the crisis in agriculture in the time of the Severi. Under
Dio’s plan, public lands would be sold to small and medium cultivators, with the
state acting as a sort of agrarian credit bank providing large agricultural credits at
low interest.!”

The fiscal irresponsibility and capital confiscations of Commodus and Caracalla
had undermined the economic stability and confidence of the upper classes. Dio
here (52.28.3-30.8) next proposes new ways to spread the burdens of taxation so
as to ease the drain on the wealth of the large landed proprietors. His solution is
again revolutionary: universal, uniform taxation on all forms of property, and plug-
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ging of the loopholes. To curb the vast unproductive expenditures of the empire,
he suggested reducing or eliminating benefactions to towns and individuals, fes-
tivals, and unnecessary public construction, all of which contributed to the great
economic burdens of the cities; halting the proliferation of public games; and
abolishing chariot races in all cities except Rome (on economic grounds, though,
he adds as a sweetener that there was a great need to reserve the best horses for
the military).!®

His plea for monetary uniformity (52.30.9-10) is especially interesting. He
proposed the abolition of separate coinage by cities of the empire (i.e., the so-
called Greek imperials—bronze small coins—which were issued by about 530
separate mints). While no immediate action was taken, it is interesting to note
that monetary pluralism did, in fact, come to an end shortly after Dio’s death,
because the economic chaos of the empire demanded it.!

There is also in the speech of Maecenas a remarkable section on emperor
worship (52.35.1-6), in which Dio boldly expresses the long unspoken view of
earlier Greek intellectuals who did not believe in the divinity of the living emperor
and were opposed to such a formal cult. “T'rue immortality,” he writes here, “is
won through virtue and good works. No one has ever become a god by a show of
hands.”?°

In conclusion, I endorse Fergus Millar's verdict that, despite all our caviling
about Dio’s lapses, “neither the magnitude of the achievement nor Dio’s personal
contribution to the work should be underestimated.”! Indeed, precisely because
Dio is so vulnerable to criticism, we need to be especially alert to recognizing and
documenting his sound contributions to our knowledge.??
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Historian of the Classic World:
A Critique of Rostovtzeff

A SYSTEMATIC ANALYSIS AND CRITICAL APPRAISAL OF THE HIS-
torical methodology of Michael Rostovtzeff, the foremost ancient historian of the
past generation, has long been wanting.! For the range of “the most prolific ca-
reer in the study of ancient history since Mommsen’s”™ has been so vast that
few serious scholars in the field of ancient studies have not been influenced by
Rostovtzeff’s writings; and many future authors and students are likely to absorb
his views and to solicit credence for them under warrant of his authority, even as
V. Gordon Childe and Bertrand Russell have done.? Archeologist, papyrologist,
preeminently the historian of social and economic evolution, whose scholarly labors
bestride the past half century of classical research, Rostovtzeff made one of the
most momentous contributions of modern times toward a scientific understand-
ing of ancient Mediterranean civilization.

While professing an “innate dislike” for a theoretical analysis of the writing of
history,* Rostovtzeff had, nevertheless, already undertaken to formulate some basic
principles of his own philosophy of history: “history tends to become more and
more a science, whose end is to define the laws under which the life of man de-
velops, and the regular process by which one type of communal life is displaced
by another.” Thus it is the historian’s task to discover the laws of motion, the
“kinetics,” of human society. But, he maintains, the historian can never attain the
detachment of the “pure” scientist because “history still remains a branch of lit-
erature . . . a task of a purely literary and artistic nature. . . . While becoming more
and more a department of exact science, history cannot and must not lose its lit-
erary, and therefore individual, character.”® This categorical reservation, which
seems to grant the historian his personal preconceptions and prejudices, provides
a clue to Rostovtzeff’'s method. For his historiography evinces an ever-present
contradiction between the objective, critical, scientific approach and the subjec-
tive, a priori method. The latter strand in his thinking explains why the central
theory of his Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire was characterized
by Frank as “philosophized history,” and by Turner as “present politics.”

The fundamental doctrine of Rostovtzeff’s historical “intuition” is the view
that “the ancient world experienced, on a smaller scale, the same process of de-
velopment which we are experiencing now. . . . The modern development . . .
differs from the ancient only in quantity and not in quality.”® This basic axiom
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of the absence of qualitative differences between the structure of ancient civi-
lization and that of modern capitalist society permits a transposition to antiq-
uity of the pattern and categories of the capitalist mode of production and
exchange, its class structure, ideological configurations, and special terminol-
ogy. All of Rostovtzeff’s major efforts in the field of social and economic history
are “modernized” with such concepts as capitalists, bourgeoisis, proletariat, fac-
tories, and mass production.’

True, under pressure of criticism and of the objective facts themselves, he re-
treated to a more moderate position. He conceded that the similarities between
ancient and modern economy are superficial, that “the general trend is utterly
different.” Nevertheless, he continued to believe in a “peculiar” form of capital-
ism, an “infant capitalistic system,” “more or less similar to modern capitalism,”
whose most highly developed state “may be compared, to a certain extent, with
the development of modern Europe in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and early
nineteenth centuries. And yet it is so utterly different.”!? His latest formulation
was that “the innovations in the organization of economic life . . . tended towards
what, with all reserve, we may call ‘capitalism’ (I hesitate to use a term whose
meaning is so much disputed).”!!

To meet criticism of his use of the term capitalism to describe certain epochs
of classical society, he eventually gave precise definition to his basic conception:

The term “capitalism,” as applied to the economic evolution of the Ancient
world, means, to my mind, a form of economic life which was based on
economic freedom and individual economic activity and which was directed
toward the free accumulation of capital in the hands of individuals and
groups of individuals. It was founded on rationally organized agriculture and
industry, functioning not to satisfy the needs of the producers of a local
and restricted market, but for an indefinite market, and tending toward mass
production of specialized goods.!?

That some attributes of the capitalist system of production were present with
varying degrees of intensity in certain periods of antiquity is not to be denied.
Rostovtzeff’s definition of ancient capitalism confounds the part with the whole.
It is certain that some of the factors detailed by him were either not to be found
in or were peripheral to the economic order of the ancient world, and that he ig-
nores some of the decisive characteristics of capitalism, for example, the primacy
of the wage system and the profit motive, long-term planning and a scientific sys-
tem of capital accounting, and an expanding market. Finally, the earliest form of
capitalism emerging at the twilight of the feudal epoch can be shown to be quali-
tatively different from all analogous manifestations in antiquity.'?

It is apparent that Rostovtzeff often used the term “capitalism” in a much looser
fashion. Mere bigness, abstractly conceived without reference to the mode of
production, is at times associated in his thinking with the nature of capitalism.!'
Equating capital with precious metals, money, and wealth, in an economically naive
fashion, he regards such magnates as the wealthy Roman senators of the first
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century B.C., in whose hands were concentrated large amounts of landed prop-
erty, as “great capitalists.”"® Further, he regards “capitalistic agriculture” both in
Greece and in Italy as developing from the absorption of small peasant holdings
into large landed estates. Moreover, since he is aware that the primacy of com-
merce and industry over agriculture is a precondition for the proper functioning
of capitalism, the mere existence of relatively intense commercial and industrial
enterprise in a society (as, for example, Athens, the Hellenistic world, and the
early Roman Empire) is sufficient ground for classifying its economy as capitalis-
tic, even though, as he is well aware, these activities were not the prevailing and
decisive ones in the economic life but secondary and peripheral to agriculture.

Here the economic prejudices of Rostovtzeff run counter to the objective facts,
scientifically established by himself, which reveal unmistakably that the founda-
tion of economic life in all periods of antiquity for all classes was agriculture,'®
upon which rested the ancillary superstructure of commerce and industry. Yet,
under the sway of his original preconception, he is convinced, intuitively, that the
main source of wealth in the Hellenistic world and in the early Roman Empire
was commercial enterprise, which, together with a flourishing industry, pumped
capital into the land and introduced the methods of “scientific agriculture.”'” The
well-known facts that agriculture was the predominant form of economic life, that
only a small fraction of the wealth of the ancient world was invested in commerce
and industry, and that the major part of income derived by the wealthy from all
sources was expended by them upon luxury consumption, enlargement of landed
holdings, unproductive private and public building construction, and warfare—
facts which Rostovtzeff not only recognizes but demonstrates—preclude the pos-
sibility that ancient society was at any period of its development capitalistic in
nature. For under capitalism the relationship between productive reinvestment
of profits and unproductive expenditure is reversed. The unproductive consump-
tion of wealth, characteristic of societies in which landed wealth is primary, acts
as a fetter arresting the development of productive forces.

Rostovtzeff admits that handicraft production in the home or by individual
artisans in small workshops for a restricted local market, at the order of the con-
sumer, was the predominant form of industry. He is, moreover, convinced that
commercial capitalism “which started at many times and in many places, and
prevailed in large portions of the ancient world for comparatively long periods

.. never reached the economic stage in which we live, the stage of industrial
capitalism,”'® but he professes to see in the industrial evolution of antiquity the
earliest known tendency toward mass production of standardized goods for an
indefinite market. That this is a subjective view that does not accord with the
known evidence is, in fact, finally conceded by Rostovtzeff.!” Yet, he describes
Greek industry in the fifth and fourth centuries B.c. as “modernized” and devel-
oping along “capitalistic” lines. And though he has modified earlier views about
the existence of “large factories” and “great industrial firms,” he still clings to
the belief, unsupported by the sources, that antiquity developed “specialized
shops, approaching in character to small factories,” “factories,” “larger factory-
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like undertakings,” “establishments resembling factories.”® This despite his full
realization that mechanization was almost completely absent, that technologi-
cal progress in industry was not radical and dynamic but actually of negligible
importance (except in military engineering and building construction), that, in
fact, during the Roman Empire there was a noticeable decline in technology.
And he is fully aware of the fact that “The fabric of Roman industry rested . . .
on very weak foundations, and on such foundations no capitalist industry could
be built up,” because the purchasing power of the great masses of the popula-
tion throughout antiquity was too low “to acquire anything whatever outside the
limits of their most urgent needs.”! “Hence industry is carried on to supply the
needs of a comparatively small number.”>?

The primitive methods, costliness, insecurity, and slowness of all types of trans-
port in antiquity are abundantly clear to Rostovtzeff. But he proceeds from a pre-
conceived notion of a “natural” centralized system of production, and accordingly
views the predominantly local character of ancient manufacture, imposed by the
fetters of transportation limitations, as a calculated deviation from such a natural
centralization. For the restricted range of industrial output and the absence of
great industrial centers are attributed by Rostovtzeff, in one of his pet theories, to
political or economic policies (in both the Hellenistic states and in the Roman
Empire) of local self-sufficiency and emancipation from foreign markets. Trade
in the prime necessities of life (especially grain) to supply the requirements of the
military and of administrative and urban centers, and traffic in slaves and luxury
articles for the few, admittedly constituted the main lines of commercial enter-
prise. This trade barely touched the surface of the basic structure of ancient
economy: it did not penetrate every phase of economic life nor transform large
areas into economically interdependent complexes. Such a development is not
possible without modern techniques of transportation and communication.?? Yet
Rostovtzelf projected into antiquity the essentially modern concept of “economic
unity” of extensive areas, even of entire civilizations.?*

The same objections must be raised against the concepts of scientific agricul-
ture and capitalistic farming employed by Rostovtzeff. It is clear that he under-
stands by these terms merely large-scale agriculture. To his thinking, peasant
economy and tenant farming by small holders preclude scientific management
and advanced agricultural technique, which require abundant capital. Here again
he is projecting modern conditions into antiquity. For it has been demonstrated
by Mickwitz that scientific, rationalized agriculture is a product of modern times,
very different from the empirical farm management and agricultural technique of
the ancient world.?

It is not surprising, therefore, that, glossing over the impoverishment of the masses
by an economic system that enriched a small, propertied minority, Rostovtzeff should
define “prosperity” subjectively in terms of the well-being of a commercial and busi-
ness class. “I use the term ‘prosperity,” he says, “to describe the general conditions
of a period: progress in production, brisk trade, accumulation of capital. General
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prosperity did not necessarily mean that the working classes enjoyed tolerably sat-
isfactory conditions. They were the last to profit by it.”® The image conjured in his
mind by the word “prosperity” is the existence of a strong urban bourgeoisie, a
moderately well-to-do middle class, possessing sizable sums of money. The subjec-
tivity of this formulation is evidenced by the fact that the wealth of kings, extensive
building operations both public and private, and idle accumulations of hoarded
wealth are often regarded by him as signs of prosperity.?” It is clear that the stan-
dard of living and purchasing power of the masses of the population of a society do
not figure in Rostovtzeff’s conception of prosperity—even though the working masses
should constitute for him the “economic backbone” of that society. The term “pro-
letariat,” employed by him without clear reference to the prevalent mode of pro-
duction as a loose label for all but the propertied minority, is a catchall for “free
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wage earners and slaves,” “paupers,” “the mob,” “rabble of the citizens,” “working

class,” “have-nots,” “poor peasants,” “lower classes,” “unemployed men in the cities,
tenants and hired laborers in the country.”

These judgments and values of Rostovtzeff reveal a pattern of social ideology
that probably took form during the turbulent transition from tsarism to the Soviet
regime in the land of his birth. His understanding of the term “bourgeoisie” must
also be placed in the context of pre-Soviet Russian society, predominantly agri-
cultural, under the sway of a decaying feudal landed aristocracy, emerging into
the dawn of industrial capitalism, and generating an enterprising bourgeoisie
and a growing industrial proletariat. Situated socially and economically in an
intermediate position between the declining but politically dominant ruling
nobility and the increasingly class-conscious peasants and industrial workers,
the Russian bourgeoisie was truly a middle class, drawing its income both from
commercial and industrial enterprise and from rationalized agriculture.?” But it
never succeeded, as did its counterparts in the more advanced capitalist coun-
tries, in becoming a ruling class. In the developed capitalist countries the polar-
ization of classes into a big bourgeoisie and a proletariat left a heterogeneous
“aggregation of functional groups wavering between the proletariat and the
bourgeoisie,*® often called the petite bourgeoisie or middle class. It is method-
ologically important to distinguish between the bourgeois middle class of early
capitalism and the petite bourgeois middle class of developed capitalism, which
is not a true economic class.?!

This confusion of a bourgeoisie as a ruling class and as a middle class is evi-
dent in Rostovtzeff’s economic and social writings. He attempts to give precise
definition to the concept bourgeoisie in economic terms:

[ understand by it . . . a class of men who had achieved by their efforts or
inherited from their parents a certain degree of prosperity, and lived not on
the income derived by manual labour but from the investment of their ac-
cumulated capital in some branch of economic activity. . . . The main and
most characteristic feature of the bourgeoisie from an economic standpoint
was . . . the fact that they were not professionals, craftsmen of one kind or
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another, salaried employees, or the like, but investors of accumulated capi-
tal and employers of labour.?

The bourgeois is the “average citizen,” “not an aristocrat by birth and wealth. . . .
He is a middle-class landowner, a business man, or a rentier, well-to-do but not
extremely rich.”? A careful study of his application interchangeably of the terms
“bourgeoisie” and “middle class” to ancient times reveals that they serve to distin-
guish in his mind a moderately well-to-do propertied urban class from a fabulously
wealthy minority and from the less prosperous or propertyless masses.

The income of this class may be derived from investments in agriculture, trade,
or industry. At times the people of this class may be very rich or may be shopowners,
moneychangers, artisans, or members of the liberal professions. It is even possible
for members of this middle class to be poor. But Rostovtzeff’s scientific reading of
the evidence also forces him to the conclusion that the class which he has molded
into a “bourgeois middle class” is actually the ruling class of the Hellenistic states
and of the Roman Empire, whose economic interests were centered exclusively or
predominantly in landowning. His “bourgeois middle class” is a myth.3*

An important source of these confusions in Rostovtzeff’s thinking is his failure
to clarify the relation of his bourgeoisie to the machinery of state power both in
Hellenistic and Roman imperial times. In general this class is treated as separated
from the state and its policies. Thus it is not regarded as responsible for economic
disasters. On the contrary, it is viewed as the principal sufferer from such catastro-
phes, and the responsibility for them is sought outside this class, which is pic-
tured as squeezed between the pressure of the state from above and the masses
from below. These pressures take the form of a threat of proletarianization by the
big bourgeoisie and of expropriation by the proletariat: opposition “downward
against the political and social demands of the laboring classes . . . and upward
against monopoly capital’—leading traits of the modern petite bourgeois ideol-
ogy.*> Idealizing a capitalist society that nourishes a large and prosperous urban
middle class, and yearning for stability in the social and economic order, Rostovtzeff
views with apprehension economic bigness, concentration of wealth in the hands
of a few, which brings in its train large masses of poor. Economic crises and so-
cial disorders are then inevitable, and since he regards the masses as incapable of
ruling, tyranny and economic enslavement may follow. Hence, wherever in the
history of mankind there is prosperity as he understands it, Rostovtzeff assumes
a priori the existence of a bourgeois class.

This class is idealized by Rostovtzeff, in his social studies of the ancient world,
as peaceful, thrifty, industrious—"the most civilized and best educated classes of
the urbanized parts of the [Roman] Empire.”¢ While admitting grave faults in
the Hellenistic “bourgeoisie,” he emphasizes its sturdy character and its preserva-
tion for posterity of the leading traits of Greek city life. “In my opinion it was the
city bourgeoisie that was chiefly responsible for the great struggle for liberty car-
ried on by the cities [of the Hellenistic world],” he writes, though he acknowl-
edges that “the bourgeoisie was often prepared to make far-reaching concessions
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to the kings, especially when faced with social revolution from within.”*” It con-
stitutes for him the leading force of the Hellenistic world and the Roman Empire,
the “economic backbone” of both societies. Yet he also states—which is the true
picture—that the natives of Hellenistic Egypt and Syria were “the economic back-
bone of the two countries”; that the “slaves were the backbone of the economic
life of the [Roman] Empire”; that the “tenants and farmers formed its backbone”;
and that the peasants of Roman Africa “formed the vast majority of the popula-

tion and were the economic backbone of the country.”8

In keeping with his idealization of ancient capitalism and its bourgeoisie,
Rostovtzeff has transferred to antiquity the “typical modern bourgeois glorifica-
tion of competitive capitalism as opposed to . . . bureaucratic . . . so-called social-
istic national economy.”” His personal predilection for a capitalist economy based
on the open market, free enterprise, and unrestricted private ownership and man-
agement of the means of production leads him to assign to governmental interfer-
ence (in antiquity) with this ideal situation the terms “planned economy,”
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“etatization,” “state capitalism,” “state socialism,” “socialism,” “New Deal.”® Greek
democracy is condemned because of its “levelling tendency” which was inimical
to the free development of “capitalism,” for “capitalistic enterprise was interfered
with by the state . .. [and] within each state capital had to fight the socialistic
tendencies of the government and its inveterate jealousy of all, who either by wealth
or intellectual and moral superiority, rose above the general level. Thus capital-
ism and individualism, growing irresistibly, came into conflict with democratic
institutions.”™!

Rostovtzefl devoted a great deal of attention to what he calls the “planned
economy” of Ptolemaic Egypt.*> Documenting the crushing demands of the Ptole-
maic system upon the masses of Egyptian natives, he concludes that “the Ptole-
maic reform almost entirely ignored the essence of the Greek economic system:
private property recognized and protected by the State as the basis of society, and
the free play of economic forces and economic initiative.”? Yet he admits that
this control was not rigid and strict, that there was considerable freedom of pri-
vate contract, extensive tracts of private land, a prosperous bourgeoisie in the cit-
ies and in the country, a considerable amount of private initiative in commerce—in
fact it is “certain that, despite all restrictions, the use of money as the basis of
private business was fairly well developed under Philadelphus. There were sav-
ings in the country which looked for safe investment and the business spirit was
awake.” It is also certain that Rostovtzeff does not claim that the Ptolemaic sys-
tem was the result of the inner compulsion of the economic order or that it in-
volved a plan of consumption as well as an overall plan of production, all of which
are fundamental to a planned economy.®

There being no such modern mechanism as public credit or a national debt,
the government of Egypt endeavored to intensify the exploitation of the native
population with the ultimate goal of increasing the royal revenues, of accumulat-
ing and hoarding precious metals which could be employed rapidly for adminis-
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trative, diplomatic, and especially military outlays. The first concern of the
Ptolemies was fiscal, the measuring rod of the efficiency of their rule the limitless
dimensions of the royal purse: the laboring classes “existed primarily for the pur-
pose of increasing the royal revenues by their toil.” “The economic system . . . was
inspired by one motive, the organization of production with the main purpose of
making the State, in other words the king, rich and powerful.”* Yet, since the
system under the early Ptolemies “produced wonderful results”—it converted
Egypt into a “flourishing center of developed agriculture, industry, and trade” with
a prosperous, privileged, and relatively unhampered bourgeoisie—it is transformed,
in his thinking, into a “benevolent domination,” a “personal, paternal, benevolent
rule” of kings “whose interests were identical with those of the country.™”

In carrying out their exploitation of the masses of Egyptian natives the early
Ptolemies relied on the support of a foreign bourgeoisie, essentially Greco-
Macedonian, a ruling class imposed and maintained, as Rostovtzeff recognizes,
by a conscious social policy as a privileged superstructure upon the conquered
inhabitants. That the masses were antagonistic to the Ptolemaic system from the
outset is admitted by Rostovtzeff. “But we must probably not seek the cause of
these conflicts in any impoverishment brought about by the new economic sys-
tem,”*8—perforce, since in Rostovtzeff’s view the Ptolemaic system under Phila-
delphus worked wonderfully, even creating tolerable conditions for the native
peasantry. In his opinion, the unrest of the Egyptians under the early Ptolemies
stemmed from administrative defects of the “planned economy” in its early ex-
perimental stage and from nationalist and religious opposition to foreign overlords.
In stressing the nationalist-religious content of the native opposition of the third
century B.c. Rostovtzeff does not come to grips with the crucial fact that the Ptole-
maic system contained the seeds of decay from the very start because its early
specious “prosperity” was based on economic oppression. He is unaware, for ex-
ample, that the Ptolemies” imposition of a money economy on a predominantly
natural economy created increased inequality of the distribution of wealth and
ever sharper differentiation between rich and poor.

But he brilliantly demonstrates that the struggle of the exploited natives against
the ruling class in the second and first centuries B.c., in the form of passive resis-
tance, sabotage, and open revolt, stemmed not from nationalistic aspirations and
religious fanaticism, but from intensification of the economic oppression of the
laboring classes. The emergency measures taken by the Ptolemies to mitigate these
revolts, protect themselves, and protect the revenues of the crown—enlargement
of the ruling class by siphoning off into it the wealthy natives, partial concessions
to the Egyptian peasants, some relaxations of the rigors of “planned economy,”
extension of private property, spreading of state control to the bourgeoisie, “the
new oppressed class”—impress Rostovtzeff as evidences of a well-meaning attempt
to eliminate oppression. He maintains that “the Ptolemies never pursued a class
policy favorable to the bourgeoisie and bearing oppressively on the laboring class.
They were impartial and just, and were inclined rather to protect the weak and
the poor against the officials and the bourgeoisie than to give a free hand to the
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latter.” Further, aware that the condition of the natives steadily deteriorated and
that discontent grew, he attributes this situation to the inability of the “reformist”
kings to abolish the entire economic and fiscal system, thus tacitly admitting that
the system per se, not merely when abused, was an intolerable burden to the
Egyptian masses; to the growth of an all-pervading, deeply entrenched impersonal
bureaucracy that ultimately superseded the royal power; or to “the country’s gen-
eral evolution under the system of planned economy built up by the Ptolemies.”®

Since Rostovtzeff separates the ruling class from the state, and does not recog-
nize that this bureaucracy constitutes one sector of his idealized bourgeois middle
class, he subjectively transforms the administration of the Hellenistic kings into a
benevolent, paternalistic rule. Yet he is fully aware that the “good intentions” of
the Hellenistic kings are mythical; that, for instance, Ptolemy Euergetes’s “prac-
tice was probably very different from his words, which as a matter of fact were
not even invented by him but assumed at a very early time the form of conven-
tional expressions for amnesty decrees, just like the decrees of the priests and
similar Egyptian documents of the earlier period.”! Unreconciled with this posi-
tion is the view that the “documents show that all the Ptolemies were constantly
repeating, in accordance with the immemorial tradition of Oriental kingship in
general, that they wished everyone to be happy in their kingdom; nor have we any

"2 He thus absolves the kings and the bourgeoisie of

reason to disbelieve them.
Egypt from any responsibility for the increased tempo of exploitation and attributes
this to the “natural” evolution of a growing inhuman and impersonal bureau-
cratic machine. In doing so, he ignores the most important factor in the situa-
tion—the increased demands of the crown on the population caused by the loss
of the Egyptian empire in the early second century B.c.>® The only effective re-
sults of the class struggle carried on by the natives of Egypt, in Rostovtzeff's view,
was the ruin of the entire country, for it was detrimental both to the interests of
the king and the working classes, and resulted in the “proletarianization of the

bourgeoisie.”

Rostovteff’s idealization of the “reformist” Ptolemies stems from his abhorrence
of “revolution with all its horrors,” and from a preference for harmony and com-
promise between hostile classes. Thus for him the unsolved problem of the later
Ptolemies was a social one: “to find a satisfactory solution of the main problem
that confronted them—how to develop friendly relations between the Greeks
and the natives and secure their harmonious cooperation in the economic life
of the country.”* Hence the mitigation of class antagonism by the ruling class
of Rhodes during the Hellenistic period through public provision for the poor is
commended as “sound social policy,” and a judicious and satisfactory solution
of the class strife that ravaged the rest of the contemporary Greek world. The
Gracchi are criticized because “they should have taken into account the power
and influence of the highest classes. . . . The right course was to soften, not to
exasperate the feelings of classes.”> But the successful Roman revolution of
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the first century B.C., represented politically by the establishment of the Au-
gustan principate, meets with Rostovtzeff’s approbation precisely because it “rep-
resented a compromise between the opposing forces.”°

One of the salient concepts of Rostovtzeff’s historiography is his sustained and
vigorous emphasis upon the struggle of antagonistic social classes in antiquity. As-
cribing the origins of class differentiation to the institution of private property, he
regards the conflict of classes as “primeval” and “eternal,”” generated by an inevi-
table polarization of society into rich and poor. It is clear that Rostovtzeff does not
conceive of the friction of classes (which he generalizes as “the eternal social and
economic antagonism between labor and the bourgeoisie”)*® as emanating, under
concrete historically conditioned circumstances, from the dynamics of a given soci-
ety, that is, from any maladjustments between the actual state of the productive
forces in existence at a given historical moment and the prevailing relations of men
in the productive process. Consciously divorcing the struggle of classes from the
flux of the economic order, he regards this phenomenon as stemming largely from
social and psychological causes, and from traits of human nature statically conceived:
exclusiveness of the dominant classes and elemental hatred of the poor for their
exploiters and oppressors in the upper strata of society.

In general the onslaughts of the lower classes against the ruling groups are
conceived by him as destructive movements based on “negative” programs lead-
ing to social and economic disaster. Revolution from below in fact achieved no
lasting results in Hellenistic society. This failure is analyzed by Rostovtzeff, with
due appreciation for the most important factors involved, as owing to disorgani-
zation and lack of effective leadership of the masses, the intransigent resistance
of the ruling class, the efforts of the kings, and the final military intervention of
the Romans on the side of property. But he emphasizes as the final result of the
class struggle in the Hellenistic world the mutual ruin of the contending classes,
the “proletarianization of the bourgeoisie,” and the concentration of wealth in the
hands of a few magnates who formed a new ruling class.

Thus Rostovtzeff recognizes and methodically documents one of the funda-
mental laws of ancient economy—the gradual, sometimes retarded or temporarily
reversed, concentration of wealth, especially landed property, in the hands of the
few. This tendency, in his view, when it reaches moderate proportions, generates
an ideal “bourgeois middle class,” and periods of considerable “prosperity,” nota-
bly in the early period of Hellenistic society and the first two centuries of the
Roman Empire. But this is generally followed by the “proletarianization of the
bourgeoisie,” broadening of the base of the poor and sharp narrowing of the apex
of the social pyramid into a small minority of extremely wealthy grandees.

The causes of the concentration of wealth in the ancient world are never thor-
oughly explored in economic terms by Rostovtzeff. Not subscribing to the prin-
ciple that “the community as a whole may be impoverished through the very same
means by which a portion of its number may be enriched,”® he formulates the
problem in social terms as the decline of a mythical “bourgeoisie,” and seeks the
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answer in social and political causes. In Hellenistic Egypt, in his view, it was both
the hatred of the natives for the privileged classes and the compulsion of the state
that “proletarianized” its “middle class.” In Hellenistic Greece the fierce class
antagonisms and Roman intervention, with its onslaughts on the “capital” of the
“bourgeoisie,” are regarded as the causative agents of the ultimate ruin of this class.
For the Roman Empire his theory is that the masses of the peasants in the third
century A.D., wanting to level and equalize the social classes, accomplished its ruin,
with the support of a peasant army and the terror of the state. Thus, in the final
analysis, Rostovtzeff seeks to explain the decline of a moderately well-to-do “back-
bone of society,” and the cause of bigness in economic life and a concomitant
regression of “prosperity,” by ascribing these phenomena to the destructive social
program of the class-conscious masses or the political policy of an autocratic state,
or both.

This is especially true of his interpretation of the revolution of the third cen-
tury A.0., which affected the entire Roman Empire. The political structure of the
Roman Empire in the first two centuries A.D. rested on the support of a ruling
class that he terms the “urban bourgeoisie,” which had a “system of economic
exploitation [that] prevented the lower classes from raising themselves to a higher
level and improving their material welfare.”® To mitigate the mounting unrest
among the peasant masses of the empire, palliative measures were adopted by
the Flavian and Antonine emperors of the so-called enlightened monarchy in the
first and second centuries A.n. Here too, as in his treatment of Hellenistic Egypt,
Rostovtzelf, divorcing the state from the ruling class, transforms these emperors
into protectors of the weak against the strong. Though he admits that the “ten-
dency towards a strict maintenance of the privileges of the upper classes of the
population . . . remained throughout the leading principle of the policy of the
enlightened monarchy,”! the economic and social palliatives of the “enlightened”
emperors are propounded as a social policy designed “to establish justice in eco-
nomic relations and to make it possible for the lower classes gradually to reach
the standards which would allow of their assimilation by the higher, privileged
inhabitants of the Roman Empire.”®> Thus, transforming concessions granted to
the laboring classes to allay discontent into a paternalistic policy, Rostovtzeff at-
tributes to these emperors a conscious social policy of “levelling up” of the masses
“to a working and active middle class.”®? In his view, this benevolent imperial policy
of elevating as large as possible a section of the lower classes to the rank of the
privileged strata failed because the “bourgeoisie” resisted it and closed its ranks
against enlargement.

This social phenomenon, then, resulted in the revolution of the humiliores
against the potentiores in the third century A.p. The resentment of the masses
crystallized into a class-conscious alliance between the peasantry and the army
against the “urban bourgeoisie,” and eventually burst forth in the form of a sharp
antagonism between the rural districts and the cities.** Thus, in Rostovtzeff’s
interpretation, this revolution was fundamentally a social upheaval, resulting from
the conscious exclusiveness of the ruling classes. This generated in the working
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masses an equally conscious revengeful policy of leveling the upper classes down-
ward to their own economic, social, and cultural standards. In carrying out this
destructive policy they were aided by the terror and compulsion of the state power
in the hands of the “military emperors” who seized the imperial authority with
their support.®

Thus Rostovtzeff divorces the revolution of the third century from the dynam-
ics of the economic order established and maintained by the ruling classes—a
system that, he admits, prevented the material welfare of the lower classes from
improving. That the struggle was a revolution participated in by a majority of the
inhabitants of the Roman Empire is seriously open to question. The prime movers
were the army and its leaders, and the masses maintained a passive attitude or in
places gave support sporadically to the movement.® But in Rostovtzeff’s view, the
peasantry as a class dealt the death blow to the “urban bourgeoisie” of antiquity,
which it ruined and destroyed—but in the process it gained nothing but slavery
and financial ruin for itself, for “violent attempts at levelling have never helped to
uplift the masses.”®” “The real point of the Rostovtzeff theory,” as Turner puts it,
“is that a movement of the masses against the ruling classes is certain to result in
disaster.”® This Rostovtzeff regards as one of the immutable “laws” of history.

It is fundamental, then, to Rostovtzeff’s method and philosophy of history to seek
the basic causes for catastrophic crises and for the general decline of societies in
extraeconomic factors—in social disharmony, political evolution, mass psycho-
logical transformations, in any case in factors external to the development of the
productive forces of a given society. “In Ancient times these institutions [i.e.,
beginnings of mass production and initial stage of capitalist development] were
checked in their operation and growth by factors which had nothing to do with
economic life.”®® His thinking thus is in accord with the Ricardian school, which
regarded crises as fortuitous deviations from a predetermined equilibrium, as “due
to external interference with the free working of economic forces . . . rather than
as effects of any chronic malady internal to capitalist society.”” In the final analysis,
inevitable and insoluble contradictions between social classes are for him the
ultimate cause of decline. His thinking is thus dominated by a sociological ab-
straction subjectively adapted to historical phenomena and not concretely an-
chored in the material causes of social friction.

Assuming the primacy of commercial and industrial activity in the economy of
classical Greece, and the existence of an equilibrium between production and de-
mand in the fifth century B.c., Rostovtzeff attributes the acute economic crisis in
Greece in the fourth century to internal political developments, and especially to
the alienation from Greece of her foreign markets through the development of local
industries and the resultant shrinkage of the market for Greek agricultural and in-
dustrial products. Since Rostovtzeff regards this economic crisis as having causes
external to any inherent maladjustments of the economic system, he concludes that
Greece enjoyed renewed, though temporary, prosperity through a removal of the
external hindrance by Alexander’s conquest of the Persian Empire and the wars of
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the Successors, which put into circulation vast sums of money and opened up new
markets and opportunities for the Greek homeland. The result was, in his view, a
rapid increase in the demand for Greek commodities, and a new type of disequilib-
rium—inability of supply to keep pace with demand. Hence, he holds, eventually
Greece again lost its prosperity because local industries in the East were forced into
competition with her to make up the deficiencies. That Greece, during the period
of “renewed prosperity” depicted by Rostovtzeff, was in reality suffering from ever-
growing economic maladjustment seems more in accord with the evidence.”

The succeeding chronic depression and steady impoverishment of Greece, alle-
viated by temporary revivals of some levels of prosperity, were accompanied by growth
in the number of the poor, increasing mass unemployment, and progressive con-
centration of wealth in the hands of the few. But it was “the bourgeoisie or the middle
class in the Greek cities that chiefly suffered in the turmoil.””?> The causes of this
steady decline are detailed by Rostovtzeff as chronic social disorder and warfare,
mounting piracy, competition with slave labor, steady emancipation of the East from
dependence on Greek products, and the assaults upon the capital of the bourgeoi-
sie by the Roman intervention and domination. But the chief source of the eco-
nomic distress was “the declining prosperity of the citizens and especially of the
well-to-do bourgeoisie.””® At times he views the basic difficulty as the reduced pur-
chasing power of the population as a whole; at times he regards the real trouble, in
terms of modern classical economic theory, as shortage of capital in the hands of a
declining and increasingly “proletarianized bourgeoisie.”

The gradual decline and decay of Ptolemaic Egypt are attributed, in the final
analysis, not to inefficient rulers, or to nationalistic and religious opposition, or to
the effects of Roman policy, but to “the mood of the population . . . especially the
mood of the lower classes.” “No doubt, it was the masses who were ultimately
responsible for the decay. They refused actively or passively to respond to the call
of the kings.”™ The primary cause of the undermining of the royal economy of
Egypt is, in Rostovtzeff's view, the shrinking of the labor supply caused by the
revolutionary mood of the masses, and general lack of initiative and apathy on the
part of the native masses. Yet he admits, at times, that this “mood” was a product
of economic oppression.”™

Rostovtzeff rightly rejects the view that the fundamental cause of the atro-
phy and decay of Hellenistic society was the blow delivered to it from without
by Roman intervention, which, however disastrous, merely accelerated and made
catastrophic the internal process of disintegration. One of the underlying causes
of this internal decay, he maintains, was political rivalry: the failure to establish
political unity or peaceful political cooperation and a durable balance of power
involved an incessant struggle for political hegemony and constant warfare.
Another basic cause is regarded as economic, viewed in terms of an insoluble
contradiction between two antagonistic economic systems, “the Greek economic
system, based on freedom and private initiative, and the State economy of the
East.”’® But unquestionably the decisive cause in his view is the inability of the
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Hellenistic world to find a solution for the problem of social disharmony,
“the great eternal problem of human society, as acute in the ancient world as it is
in the modern: the antinomy between the rulers and the ruled, the ‘haves’ and the
‘have-nots, the bourgeoisie and the working classes, the city and the country.”””
Yet in his final summation of the achievements and defects of Hellenistic society,
he maintains: “The Hellenistic genius might have created more than in effect it
did. . . . Tt was handicapped in its natural development by external causes. After
a century of intensive creation, the peculiar evolution of its political life and cer-
tain political ideas inherent in the Greek mind put an early end to progress.””®
Thus it is clear that he himself has not decided whether the essential cause was
social or political.

Itis also evident that he does not consider as the basic cause an economic order
based on the intensive exploitation of the majority by a small, privileged ruling
class that was uninterested in—nay, hostile to—solving the problem of mass
impoverishment by elevating the standard of living of the masses, that despised
manual labor, and that drained the wealth of the Hellenistic world in unproduc-
tive luxury expenditures and constant warfare.””

Paralleling his analysis of the crisis in Greece in the fourth century B.c., Rostovtzeff
attributes the economic crisis in Italy in the first century A.p. to the emancipation
of the provinces from dependence on Italian products, which led to a decay of in-
dustry and commerce, the concentration of land in the hands of the imperial aristo-
cracy and other Italian magnates, and the consequent ruin of scientific agriculture.
“In the crisis at the end of the first century the middle class was the first to suffer.”s

The steady concentration of land in fewer and fewer hands, with the gradual
disappearance of small independent peasant landowners in the provinces as well
as in ltaly, is the leading economic development in the Roman Empire from the
reign of Augustus on. “The tendency towards concentration of landed property in
the hands of capitalists and city residents could not be stopped.”! From the very
outset, and increasingly as time went on, the urban bourgeoisie attempted to solve
the problem of the labor supply required to cultivate their landed estates by the
institution of tenant smallholders. In Rostovtzeff’s view, the developing scientific
capitalistic agriculture of the early Roman Empire was ruined by this practice.
The urban bourgeoisie withdrew their capital and management from their large-
scale agricultural undertakings and became absentee landlords, living off income
derived from less productive tenant farms. Since he holds the view that an ener-
getic and enterprising middle class developed a thriving capitalism, that the pri-
mary source of the prosperity of his urban bourgeoisie of the early Roman Empire
was commerce and industry, and that this class introduced the methods of pro-
aressive and scientific farming into agriculture as a supplementary field of invest-
ment, Rostovtzeff is compelled to attribute the growth of absentee landownership
(actually the dominant form of Roman economy) to a psychological transforma-
tion in the urban bourgeoisie:
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This city-capitalism . . . gradually degenerated. The prevailing outlook of the
municipal bourgeoisie was that of the rentier: the chief object of economic
activity was to secure for the individual or for the family a placid and inac-
tive life on a safe, if moderate, income. . . . The activity of the urban middle
class degenerated into a systematic exploitation of the toiling lower classes.
Its accumulated wealth was mostly invested in land. Commerce and indus-
try became decentralized, and then they came to be pursued as a means of

adding to an income derived mainly from agriculture.®?

The predominance of agriculture is thus for Rostovtzeff not the actual founda-
tion of economic life, existing independently of the will, but a moral deviation of
the ruling class, which, commencing with the end of the first century a.p., was
affected by apathy, indolent contentment, and paralysis of energy. “Thus the
impotence and idleness of the directing classes brought about a new social and
economic crisis in the empire.”® “The result was the collapse of city-capitalism
and the acute crisis of the third century, which brought about the rapid decline
of business activity in general, the resuscitation of primitive forms of economy,
and the growth of State-capitalism.”*

The urban bourgeoisie, transformed by a changed attitude of mind from en-
trepreneurs into rentiers, became an exclusive minority:

The existence of two castes, one ever more oppressed, the other ever more
idle and indulging in the easy life of men of means, lay like an incubus on
the Empire and arrested economic progress. All the efforts of the emperors
to raise the lower classes to a working and active middle class were futile.
The imperial power rested on the privileged classes, and the privileged classes
were bound in a very short time to sink into sloth.®

The stubborn opposition of the ruling class to the imperial policy of reviving a
class of independent peasant smallholders resulted in a psychological change in
the rural masses, who renounced their century-old submissiveness in the social
revolution of the third century against the “urban bourgeoisie.” “It was this [so-
cial] antagonism which was the ultimate cause of the crisis of the third century.”s

Equally disastrous to sound (for Rostovtzeff, “capitalistic”) economic develop-
ment, and in part engendered by the selfish policy of the ruling class (for, as has
been pointed out, he separates the state power from the ruling class), was the
steadily mounting supremacy of the interests of the state over those of the entire
population. To solve economic problems and meet its own needs, the imperial
government interfered with “free enterprise” through progressively more burden-
some taxation, frequent requisitions, compulsory work and other forms of coer-
cion, and eventually even assaults on the “capital” of the “bourgeoisie” in order to
meet the administrative and military requirements of the state. These actions, and
the apathy they led to among the ruling bourgeoisie as well as the masses, are at
times regarded as the cause of the crisis of the third century a.p. and of the decay
of the empire.
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Rostovtzelf is cognizant of other fundamental factors, but he regards them as
secondary. The “weakest feature” of the Roman Empire, he writes, “was the frailty
of the foundations, especially the economic foundation, on which the whole fab-
ric of the Empire rested.” He sees clearly that the economic system could support
in comfort only a small minority, whose prosperity rested on intensive exploita-
tion of the masses living at a bare subsistence level; and that the wealth of the
Empire was progressively drained by unproductive squandering of income and by
exhausting military and administrative expenditures. But he insists on the psy-
chological and social aspects as basic and primary: exclusiveness of the ruling
“urban bourgeoisie” and consequent destructive hostility of the masses of peas-
ants. The result of the overthrow of the bourgeoisie by civil war and direct as-
saults on their capital was a general social, economic, and intellectual leveling,
the mutual ruin of both classes, universal impoverishment and decline of produc-
tivity, and the establishment of a bureaucratic state and an étatized economy. “This
was the fatal blow to the aristocratic and urban civilization of the ancient world.””

The pattern of Rostovtzeff’s thinking is thus abundantly clear. The ancient world
experienced two periods of unprecedented expansion in the centuries after
Alexander and Augustus. This achievement was accomplished, in his view, by an
urban bourgeois middle class which created the earliest form of capitalism. Why
did this development atrophy and decay? What is the fundamental cause of the
process of decline, of the gradual “barbarization” of the Roman Empire—the re-
version to the more primitive economic forms of “house economy,” the disappear-
ance of cities, the assimilation of the upper classes to the cultural and intellectual
standards of the lower classes? The main problem for him is this:

Why was the city civilization of Greece and Italy unable to assimilate the
masses, why did it remain a civilization of the élite, why was it incapable of
creating conditions which should secure for the ancient world a continu-
ous, uninterrupted movement along the same path which our modern world

is traversing again?%

Having formulated the problem in terms of a subjectively conceived “capital-
ism” not revealed by the evidence, and approaching it from a predominantly so-
cial viewpoint, Rostovtzeff finally acknowledges his inability to solve the problem
at all. Or he has recourse to the gloomy abstraction that every society is doomed
to inevitable decay because of irreconcilable aspirations of an exclusive ruling
minority which is the bearer of the culture of that society and of the masses which
destroy that culture by leveling it to their own inferior standards. Or he reduces
the explanation to psychological changes in the ruling class:

Thus here again, in the case of the Roman Empire, a steady decline in civi-
lization is not to be traced to physical degeneration, or to any debasement
of blood in the higher races due to slavery, or to political and economic
conditions, but rather to a changed attitude of men’s minds. That change
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was due to the chain of circumstances which produced the specific condi-
tions of life in the Roman Empire, and the process was the same in Greece.
One of these conditions, and very important among them, was the aristo-
cratic and exclusive nature of ancient civilization. The mental reaction and
the social division, taken together, deprived the ancient world of power to
maintain its civilization, or to defend it against internal dissolution and bar-
barian invasion from without.®’

But he insists that the “economic explanation of the decay of the ancient world
must be rejected completely.” His vigorous assault on the economic interpreta-
tion of the decline of ancient civilization is directed against those economic theo-
reticians and historians who view ancient society as one stage in a continuous
upward development of economic evolution, notably Biicher, Weber, Salvioli, and
the Marxists, because their conception of Greco-Roman economy affords no ex-
planation of the collapse of what is to Rostovtzeff its highest and most fruitful
economic achievement.”! Taking his stand against the “evolutionists” with Eduard
Meyer, Julius Beloch, and the other “modernizers,” he holds that ancient economy
possessed its own inner unity and underwent a complete cycle of development
culminating in capitalism, which became the prevailing form in certain periods,
before its decline to earlier, more primitive forms. Assailing especially Biicher’s
outmoded, because historically unfounded, Oikenwirtschaft theory (the most in-
fluential of the “economic stage” theories of the German Historical School of
economists), which regards the closed autarcic slave-owning household as the
dominant economic form throughout all antiquity, Rostovtzeff overemphasizes the
intensity of commercial activity and production for an indefinite market. But it is
equally true that the “household economy” school underestimated precapitalistic
commodity production and the importance of free labor in ancient times. This
controversy, which began in the 1890s, has its historical roots in conflicting cur-
rents of nineteenth-century thought—the idea of progress, Darwinism, liberal-
bourgeois political movements, antislavery agitation, and the neo-humanistic
idealization of classical antiquity. There were thereby created, in extreme out-
lines, two equally idealized and unhistorical pictures of ancient economic life,
a primitivized oversimplification on the one hand, and a caricature of the modern
capitalist world on the other.??

Because of the denial by Marxist dialectical materialism of the existence of capi-
talism in antiquity and its espousal of the view of a continuous spiral of progress
in economic life, Rostovtzeff superficially lumps it together with the “household
economy” school and summarily rejects “the Marxian philosophy of history, the so-
called economic materialism or ‘determinism.”™? But it is noteworthy that Rostovtzeff
has been classed by some admirers and critics as a Marxist.”* While he has taken
pains to abjure Marxian tendencies,” the impress of Marxist thought upon him is
indisputable. For he has methodically adopted certain fundamental Marxist con-
cepts: class struggle, gradual proletarianization of the “middle class,” the historical
role of the bourgeoisie, the clash of interests between town and country, and the
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mutual ruin of antagonistic social classes—which is regarded, in the Marxian view,

as inevitable unless a revolutionary reconstitution of society occurs.”
Rostovtzelf’s rejection of an economic interpretation as the basic explanation

of the decline of ancient civilization is in keeping with his vigorously avowed,

though inconsistently applied, pluralistic interpretation of history.

I cannot confidently speak of social and economic conditions as a back-
ground for the evolution of other manifestations of human life at any time
or in any place. Social and economic conditions are as much aspects of
human life as art, or any other field of human endeavor and human creative
power. We may speak of inter-relations between these various manifesta-
tions, but not of dependence of one on the other. None of them may prop-
erly be spoken of as background for the others.””

Rejecting a monistic interpretation of history, Rostovtzeff dismembers the devel-
opment of society into the abstractions of independent historical factors. No one
of the various spheres of historical phenomena—political, constitutional, artistic,
social, economic, cultural, religious—is to be regarded as basic and decisive. All
are equally important threads in the complex web of society, “indivisible from and
closely correlated” with each other. Each branch of history, however, somehow
retains its separate individuality, steering a relatively independent course, but
developing along the same general lines as the others.”® Hence Rostovtzeff gives
prominence now to one factor, now to another, with intuitive and deliberate arbi-
trariness, rarely attempting to examine the totality of all the opposing tendencies
within a given historical phenomenon as a single, unified, mutually affecting pro-
cess of evolution.

But it is only in part his pluralistic historical methodology that accounts for
the glaring contradictions and inconsistencies in Rostovtzeff’s judgments and
conclusions. Equally responsible are his ambivalent petite bourgeois ideological
position, which beguiles him into viewing the same historical phenomenon from
conflicting social aspects, an eclecticism that reflects the divergent and often ir-
reconcilable evidence both in the primary sources and in the secondary works upon
which he relies, and his projection into antiquity of modern social and economic
forms, which runs counter to the objective evidence well known to him.

Two of the historical “factors,” the economic and social, are conceived as form-
ing a uniquely integrated group. And “political and economic considerations are
so closely connected that [it is] difficult to discriminate between them.”” While
he is especially careful to deny that the economic “factor” is the ultimate cause of
historical phenomena, at times he treats it as primary and fundamental, deter-
mining the aspects of social and political life.!%

In general, however, social and economic conditions are separated in Rostovtzeff’s
method, and greater weight is assigned to the social factor. This is seen even in
his proposed order of treatment. The political aspect of any historical period is
expounded first, then the social, and last the economic.'?! This divorce of social
forces from economic development and the deliberate treatment of social condi-
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102 make it possible for Rostovtzeff, above all, to absolve

tions before economic
the ruling classes of the Hellenistic world and the early Roman Empire, his ideal-
ized “bourgeoisie,” of responsibility for economic crises and catastrophes.'® But
it also explains his failure to achieve a consistent understanding of the dynamics
of historical evolution, undistorted by subjective intrusions. Walbank concludes:
“His society is thus, fundamentally, without direction, the product of contingency,
and not a developing organism, for which ‘social,” ‘economic,” and ‘political’ are
merely convenient categories to the historian who seeks to lay bare its processes
of change.”%* Rostovtzeff’s basic conclusion is that the decay of society is inevi-
table because of unchangeable traits of human nature.

It is no wonder, then, that, as Laski has noted, %> Rostovtzeff is overwhelmed
with pessimism in contemplating the history of the ancient world. The decay of
the Hellenistic world “is another melancholy instance in the history of mankind
of the antinomy of destructive and creative forces within one and the same great
people.”1% The decline of the world empire of the Romans inspires in him the
now classic gloomy paradox: “Our civilization will not last unless it be a civiliza-
tion not of one class, but of the masses. . . . Is not every civilization bound to decay
as soon as it begins to penetrate the masses?”1%7 He says specifically of us moderns:
“We on our part have greatly developed what we inherited from antiquity or inde-
pendently created, but are we sure that our economic progress will last forever,
that it will never be terminated by events brought about not by economy but by
the development of our mentality and our emotions?”1%8

But it would be a mistake to deny the pioneering greatness of Rostovtzeff. His
methodological and conceptual deficiencies do not alter the fact that, by his as-
tounding genius and realism in marshaling the documentary evidence of the eco-
nomic and social conditions of Hellenistic and Roman societies, his great care in
the periodization and generative presentation of the evidence, his masterly eluci-
dation of countless aspects of classical civilization, he made possible for the first
time a scientific description of the evolution of the ancient world.!%
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