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1. Unrest in the Roman Empire: Discourse
and Politics

Lisa Pilar Eberle andMyles Lavan

On January 6th 2021millions of people around theworld looked on as a group

of mostly white men entered the US Capitol by force. What happened that

day in Washington, DC? March, protest, siege; coup d’état, putsch, insur-

rection; attack, armed invasion; conspiracy; legitimate political discourse; or

white race riot?These are just some of the terms that have since been used to

describe the events of January 6th (Lepore 2023). The choice of label is any-

thing but trivial. The various terms encapsulate radically different under-

standings of what happened and its implications. Was it legitimate? What

caused it?What response does it require?Might such events be prevented in

the future? The different terms imply different answers to these questions,

often eliding some while foregrounding others. As such, they each consti-

tute a distinct attitude, a distinct politics, vis-à-vis these events, often inter-

twined with larger political frameworks and struggles.

The events of January 6th 2021 were hardly fathomable at the time of

the conference from which this volume originated, in May 2019; and yet,

these events and their aftermath vividly illustrate the central concern of our

project: the far-reaching significance of how historical actors identify and

explain instances of unrest (a term towhichwewill return).How such events

come to be understood is in noway self-evident.The discursive construction

of unrest is contested precisely because it is so consequential. Discourses

of unrest prescribe not only attitudes but actions, sometimes long after the

events they describe. The contributions to this volume analyse discursive

constructions of unrest in the Roman empire with the aim of widening our

understanding of the politics that pervaded this imperial formation.
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Unrest

Theclaim thatRomanrulehadbroughtpeace (pax) to theworldwas central to

imperial ideology.1 To later historians too, stability and longevity have often

seemedclear anddistinctive characteristics of the empire that demandedex-

planation.2 Yet imperial society was arguably less calm and stable than these

perspectives suggest. Various sets of evidence hint that at least some of the

men andwomen that lived in the empire did not accept the circumstances in

which they found themselves. Indeed, the empire itself provided important

avenues for challenging the status quo. By petitioning Roman officials and

the emperor himself, imperial subjects continually sought to alter their cur-

rent place in the social order.3 Crucially, this practice was not limited to so-

cial elites living in towns. Village- andmountain-dwellers in Egypt and Ana-

tolia demonstrably appealed not just to Roman officials but also to the em-

peror (often to shield themselves against the depredations of those very offi-

cials) and some slaves had recourse to the refuge that the emperor promised

them against the power of their master.4 At different moments, however,

people engaged in forms of collective action that aimed to change their al-

lotted circumstances in life. Examples include assembled townspeoplemen-

acingRomanoffice-holders and local eliteswith turnips, stones or fire, plun-

dering bands in the countryside seeking anything from higher wages at har-

vest season to the establishment of a new polity, slave rebellions, army mu-

tinies and other uprisings – categories that in practice could readily blend

into each other.5 This volume’s focus on ‘unrest’ is directed at this second

group of strategies, involving collective action to contest the social constel-

lations in which people were embedded.

1Woolf 1993 remains foundational. For a more detailed treatment see now Cornwell 2017.

2 de Ste Croix 1981, Lendon 1997, Ando 2000, Noreña 2011 are key contributions to the debate.

3 For this perspective on petitioning see Bryen 2013: 126–64, 200–2.Ma 1999 develops similar ideas

in the context of the Seleucid empire.

4 Kelly 2011: 123–67 discusses the social make-up of petitioners in Roman Egypt. For the evidence

from Anatolia see Hermann 1990. Gaius, Inst. 1.53 as well as the various entries inDig. 1.6 illumi-

nate the special place of the emperor’s jurisdiction vis-à-vis slaves and their masters.

5 Strabo 17.1.53, Suet. Vesp. 4.3 (turnips); Philostr. V A 1.15 (fire and stones); Joseph. AJ 17.278–84,

BJ 2.60–65, Tac. Hist. 2.61 (rural bands with high aspirations); Tac. Ann. 4.27 (runaway soldiers

recruiting runaway slaves). Aldrete 2013 analyses the evidence for rioting in Rome. Shaw 2013

discusses social conflict during harvesting season. Morton 2012 examines the tension between

slave revolt and provincial rebellion in second-century BCE Sicily.
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Just how often did such forms of unrest occur? In an attempt to question

Rome’s success at bringing peace to the world, Thomas Pékary catalogued

all attested instances of such unrest between 31/30 BCE and 189/90 CE and

found a total of 138 separate events.6 It remains hard to know what to do

with this number. It is clear that these instances only represent the tip of an

iceberg.The evidence we have is incidental and in no way complete.The an-

cient historians of the period considered many of these events unworthy of

inclusion in theirworks;manywere also invested in silencing and trivialising

their occurrence.7 In hisHistories Tacitus dramatised the succession crisis of

68–69CEbynarrating seemingly unrelated instances of slave uprisings,mu-

tinies, provincial rebellions and civic discord in Achaea, Asia, Pontus, north-

ernAfrica andvariousparts ofGaul.8Didheknowofa similar rangeof events

for other years in the first century? And howmany other instances of unrest

in 68–69 were unknown to Tacitus, or neglected by him? Our inability to an-

swer these questions makes it impossible to meaningfully assess the inci-

dence of unrest in the empire, let alone compare it with other periods and

places. Yet contemporary authors do not appear to presume that their read-

erswould be surprised to learn about such events.On balance, it seems likely

that various forms of unrest – from banditry and urban protest to anti-Ro-

man uprisings and rebellious slaves and soldiers – were pervasive features

of the Roman world. Grasping their causes, unfolding and consequences is

important to our understanding of social and political life in the empire.9

Yet the surviving evidence makes these questions hard to answer. The

narrative sources for unrest are problematic onmore than one level. Besides

the issue of the unknown number of events which they overlooked or chose

6 Pékary 1989. For a similar inventory in the city of Rome between 200 BCE and 375 CE see Aldrete

2013: 425, counting 154 instances.

7 Cf. Cass. Dio 51.20.5. For the ideological and pragmatic background to the silencing see Woolf

1993, Gambash 2015: 124–43.

8 Pékary 1989: 140 gathers the relevant passages. Lavan 2017: 34 analyses Tacitus’s goals in featuring

these events.

9 Beyond analyses of individual revolts and regions, see Dyson 1971, 1975 and Gambash 2015 on

provincial revolts; Shaw 1984, Riess 2001 and Grünewald 2004 on banditry; MacMullen 1985 and

Flaig 1992 on usurpation; Kelly 2007, Aldrete 2013 andMagalhães de Oliveira 2012, 2020 on urban

protest; Urbainczyk 2008 andBradley 2011 on slave revolts;Thonemann 2013 onnon-state spaces.

A lot of these works focus on the west; for a survey of unrest from the Greek-speaking East see

Brélaz 2005.MacMullen 1966 and Shaw 2000 provide helpful, if more pointillistic overviews. On

resistance in forms other than unrest see,most recently, the contributions in Jolowicz and Elsner

2023.
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to suppress, there is the brusque brevity with which they treat those they do

mention. With the singular exception of the rebellion in Judaea between 66

and 73CE, few instances of unrest receivemore than a sentence or two.More

importantly, research on revolt and resistance in other periods and places

should make Roman historians suspicious of how the elite authors of these

texts recount these events. In 1381, Ricardian England witnessed a large-

scale peasant rebellion, attested by numerous contemporary authors of high

literature like Chaucer. Yet Stephen Justice has shown, by contrasting their

accounts with six enigmatic texts that originated among the rebels, that

Chaucer and his peers were simply incapable of comprehending the rebels’

motivations and strategies. Justice brilliantly reconstructs ‘a political culture

in the countryside that the lords and chroniclers and poets barely knew of

before the events of 1381 exploded it in their faces, and which, even then,

they could not know’ (1994: 5).

Ranajit Guha developed and systematised similar ideas in his work on

peasant revolts in British India (1983, 1999). His influential studies showed

that the authors of many accounts of peasant rebellion in India, from colo-

nial administrators to historians working in the twentieth century, pay no

heed to the worlds of the peasant rebels.While some deny the rebels’ actions

legitimacy by deploying the tropes of barbarism, immorality and criminal-

ity; others deny them rationality and even agency by resorting to notions of

spontaneity and attempting to explain their actions as quasi-automatic re-

sponses to external stimuli.10 For Guha all these authors, including liberal

and radical historians critical of British rule, partake in ‘the prose of counter-

insurgency’; in refusing to centre the consciousnessof the rebels, they all side

with colonialism against its potential and projected alternatives (1983: 58–9).

Taken together, these ideas have important consequences for attempts

to study unrest in the Roman empire. For one, we need to reckon with our

own language and its politics. ‘Unrest’ is our gloss on the Latin noun motus

(‘movement’, ‘disturbance’, ‘unrest’), which, together with a network of re-

lated words and imagery, appears as themost capacious of the various cate-

gories Roman authors used to gesture at the events that interest us, capable

of encompassing anything from the revolt of a provincial governor to incur-

sions from beyond the frontiers of the empire (Lavan 2017: 22–23).The term

is obviously characteristic of the ‘prose of counter-insurgency,’ ancient and

10Thompson 1971 articulates an analogous critique of then prevailing understandings of peasant

rebellions in eighteenth-century England.
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modern. It implies a static order, in which motion is a pathology. Its conno-

tations of agentless movement tend to deny the actions and events to which

it is applied a sense of purpose and direction. By understanding these ac-

tions and events solely with reference to an assumed order, the concept both

disavows and delegitimises whatever politics underpinned them. This calls

for some remarks on our choice of language and analytical lens.

Our choice of ‘unrest’ as a reference point seeks to harness the historical

blindness that results from its complicity in counter-insurgency.A term that

refuses to know has methodological potential for historians, who, in many

instances, simply cannot know and are careful not to presume.We take ‘un-

rest’ as emblematic of our epistemological starting point: a guarded scepti-

cism vis-à-vis the possibilities of knowledge about the frequency, patterns

and logics of collective action through which inhabitants of the Roman em-

pire sought to change the life circumstances inwhich they found themselves.

At the same time, we distance ourselves from the boundary-work that the

language of unrest tends to perform: reifying one set of people, actions, in-

stitutions into an order while externalising others. Patrick Lantschner has

shown that urban unrest in medieval cities should be understood as forms

of communication that were integral to the political system (2014). One can

see various forms of unrest, fromurban protest to provincial revolts, as sim-

ilarly essential to Roman rule. They provided Roman authorities an oppor-

tunity to intervene, showcasing Rome’s dreadful and redemptive qualities in

equal measure: both the spectacular and randomised violence that the Ro-

man state couldwield and the realisation of its one big promise, (the restora-

tion of) peace (Eberle 2018: 185–89).

Beyond refusing to treat the boundaries inherent in the language of un-

rest as meaningful for historical analysis, we also vehemently reject the way

in which this language denies the participants in unrest their status as his-

torical actors with complex beliefs and motivations. In fact, for all the scep-

ticism that animates this volume, we are not completely ignorant about the

kinds of politics that could and did inform instances of unrest in the Roman

empire.11 Indeed, the arguments of Justice andGuha give new importance to

the scanty, but by nomeans non-existent, evidence for the politics that char-

acterised unrest in the empire. Details that are usually viewed apart, in the

context of the individual instances of unrest in which they are attested, can

11 See, for instance, Magalhães de Oliveira 2012. Some of the ‘cultures of resistance’ in Kosmin and

Moyer 2022 also amount to precisely such politics.
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when assembled in a more synoptic, empire-wide perspective reveal some

recurring patterns.

For instance, ambitions of creating an alternative polity were pervasive.

Past polities, from Persian and Hellenistic empires to more locally specific

ones such as Israel, were readily invoked.12 The goal of creating a new and

better Rome also recurred andmight have intensified over time.13 In at least

one case, imperial subjects seem to have aspired to create something that for

all we know had not existed before: in the late second century BCE at least

some of Aristonikos’ followersmight have aspired to becomeHeliopolitai, the

members of a polity connected with the sun-god (Strabo 14.1.38). For all the

abstract hopes that may have animated instances of unrest in the empire,

many of them were also anchored in one of the most universal and visceral

experiences of well-being: foodstuffs and how they were obtained.The price

and production of bread and elite manipulations thereof were a continual

focal point for urban protest all throughout the empire.14 Increased agrar-

ian prosperity numbered among the promises of both revolting slaves and

rebellious provincial elites.15

Ultimately, of course, the politics of unrest could have highly particular,

often local, inflections. In his campaigns against Roman rule the Pontic king

Mithridates seems to have exploited stereotypes of Roman greed that had a

long history in the Greek East.16 In early first-century CE Ephesos a group of

silversmithsmanaged to rally a crowd around the looming threat to Artemis’

importance (Acts 19:23–32). In the late second-century CE Nile delta a group

of self-styled boukoloi (shepherds) drew on tales of pastoralist resistancewith

a longhistory in the region as they faced off against Roman legions under the

leadership of a priest named Isidoros.17The distinctly Jewish politics of the

three rebellions that engulfed Judaea and the Eastern Mediterranean in the

12 Joseph. AJ 17.278–84, BJ 2.60–65 (Persian); Diod. Sic. 34/35.2.24 (Hellenistic); Mildenberg 1984:

29–31 (Israel).

13 Eberle 2018: 196–99 gathers examples and evidence, from the Pseudo-Neros in the first-century

CE Greek East to the polities taking shape in third-century Gaul and Syria. For possible intensi-

fication in the second and third centuries CE see MacMullen 1985 and Flaig 1992.

14 For examples see Tac. Ann. 12.34, Suet. Claud. 18.2, Zos. 6.1.1–2 (Rome), IEph. 215 (Ephesos), Lib.

Or. 1.230, Amm.Marc. 14.7.2–6 with Magalhães de Oliveira 2022: 261–6 (Antiocheia).

15 Manganaro 1990, pl. 86 figs. 3–5 (slave rebels on Sicily); Schäfer 1981: 66 (provincial elites in Ju-

daea).

16 Erskine 1999 outlines the history,McGing 1986: 105–8 its Mithridatic inflection.

17 Cass.Dio 71.4,SHAMarc.21.For apossible cultural background seeRutherford2000;Blouin 2014:

ch. 9 provides a socio-environmental analysis of the events.

https://www.routledge.com/search?author=Julio%20Cesar%20Magalh%C3%A3es%20de%20Oliveira
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late first and early second centuries CE are the best documented and studied

in the empire.18

Discourses

While we think it is important and possible to make some progress in re-

cuperating the politics of unrest, the multiplicity of social worlds in which

they originated, and the imaginaries of resistance on which they drew, the

aims of this volume aremoremodest.19We focus on how people throughout

the empire conceptualised and explained unrest, of necessity concentrating

on the texts that have survived from antiquity, which weremostly written by

the literate social and political elite. These accounts of unrest in many ways

conform to Guha’s model of the ‘prose of counter-insurgency’.20

For instance, close readings have elucidated how Tacitus and his con-

temporaries could and did think about what historians today have come

to think of as provincial revolts.21 Unlike modern historians, they did not

compartmentalise these revolts in a distinct category that set them apart

fromall other forms of unrest. Terms like defectio, tumultus and rebellio readily

intermingled in how they understood these events. Rebellio is particularly

interesting since it shows the imperial elite ready to recognise provincial

unrest as forms of war, as attempts to fight back. The Roman elite also

thought about why some people might choose to fight back. In their imag-

ination the outrages and vices of Roman officials were common motives

and causes. Other widespread scripts included the unruly nature of some

provincial populations and the discord and lack of self-control that was

pervasive among them. As should be clear, these thought patterns readily

side with the empire against the participants in provincial revolts.They tend

to deny agency to imperial subjects. Revolts are quasi-automatic reflexes,

immediate reactions to the actions of Roman officials or manifestations of

18 McLaren and Goodman 2016, Rajak 2016, and Schwartz 2016 provide helpful entry points to the

vast bibliography.

19The papers collected in Courrier andMagalhães de Oliveira 2022 illustrate thismultiplicity beau-

tifully. For imaginaries of resistance see Goldhill 2023 and Padilla Peralta in this volume.

20 For the prose of counter-insurgency in a different ancient polity see Richardson 2010,who exam-

ines discourses of unrest in Assyrian official documents.

21The following sketch is based on the observations ofWoolf 2011: 33–44 and Lavan 2017.

https://www.routledge.com/search?author=Julio%20Cesar%20Magalh%C3%A3es%20de%20Oliveira
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essential qualities that are incompatible with the demands of Roman rule.

While these accounts do not systematically deny the politics of revolts, they

allow for at most a limited version thereof: re-bellio, fighting back, often

understood as fighting for freedom (libertas).

Yet there ismore to say about these narratives than just recognising their

instantiation of the ‘prose of counter-insurgency’. They also reveal concep-

tions of, and attitudes to, unrest that are historically and culturally contin-

gent. The first aim of this volume is to analyse these conceptions and at-

titudes as they are preserved in the written record of the Roman imperial

world. For this purposewe examine the operations bywhich ancient authors

sought tomake sense of, and respond to, instances of unrest. If ancient nar-

ratives are the imperfect lenses through which we can glimpse unrest in the

empire, this volume aims to study the structure and shape of the lens, rather

than the vista it may reveal.We are particularly interested in the operations

of categorisation, explanation and framing.

Categorisationmatters because the lexicon of unrest in any given language

constitutes an implicit typology.Themere act of labelling an instance of un-

rest as one thing rather than another is an act of sense-making, an attempt

to make the world legible by reducing its complexity and making it famil-

iar.22 Particular terms often carry with them assumptions about the people

undertaking these actions and their goals and motivations, as well as about

the nature of these events more generally: their origins, possible outcomes

and their relationship to the surrounding social world.

For example, Latin lacked a specific term for the disobedience of soldiers

(what today we term ‘mutiny’) but rather conflated it with the wider phe-

nomenonof civic disobedience (seditio). AsHansKopp shows in his contribu-

tion to this volume, this categorisationmeant that for ancient authors unrest

among soldiers was inextricably linked to understandings of unrest in the

republican city, with important implications for how they thought about the

potential legitimacy of such actions.More generally, the Latin vocabulary of

unrest, aswefind it in the republican period,was predicated on a distinction

between internal and external forms of unrest – with seditio and criminality

on the one hand and bellum and rebellio on the other.The invention of the cat-

egory of bellum civile, which forms the subject of CarstenHjort Lange’s paper

22 On legibility, see especially Scott 1998.
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in this volume, purposefully collapsed and blurred this distinction to great

rhetorical and historical effect.23

Themeaning of these categories and the realms of their application also

changed across time. The contributions of Myles Lavan and Bruno Pottier

trace a gradual shift in the usage of the term rebellio from its republican sense

of the renewal of war by a foreign people to amuchmore generic term for an

armed uprising, such that even the actions of a rival to imperial power could

be labelled rebellio. On the Greek side, Katell Berthelot outlines a shift in the

usageof stasis, fromthe classical sense of complete breakdown in thepolitical

community,withmanyparallels to the laterRomanconcept of bellumcivile, to

a statist termfor insurrectionagainst the establishedpower, likeLatin seditio.

Wemight, then, think of theGreek andLatin lexica of unrest as providing the

malleable but resilient building blocks around which discourses of unrest in

the Roman empire were structured.

One area in which ancient authors repeatedly went beyond these build-

ing blocks was in explanation, in positing causation for instances of unrest.

Whatever the value of ancient explanations of the origins and course of un-

rest in revealing the dynamics of unrest (often very limited), explanations

constitute a form of theorising about society. It is here, in the attempt to

link causes and effects that we can observe implicit ‘sociologies’ of unrest –

and thus also social order.Models invoking character – at times essentialis-

ing whole peoples, at times more focused on individuals – were remarkably

widespread. At the more essentialising end, the minimalist trope of repre-

sentingunrest as the eruptionof anunmotivated,quasi-natural force, innate

in some people or places, can be found not just in Tacitus but also amongRo-

man jurists.24 As Katell Berthelot’s contribution on Flavius Josephus shows,

the more elaborate (but not necessarily better informed) schema of under-

standing provincial revolts as reactions to the depredations of immoral gov-

ernors or their agents and/or enacted by an ethnic group rising organically to

secure its freedom, also provided important explanatory templates that ap-

pealed beyond the Latin-writing elites of the empire. Some civic elites in the

Greek East also developed their very own pathologising accounts of unrest

in the cities that they inhabited. These accounts, so Benjamin Gray demon-

23The idea of bellum civile has had such a resonance, both in antiquity and in the more recent past,

that the bibliography on the concept and its implications is vast. For recent studies of bellum civile

in ancient literature see Ginsberg 2016, Ginsberg and Krasne 2018, and Lowrie and Vinken 2022.

24 Bryen 2023 discusses the jurists’ notion ofmali homines in the provinces.
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strates, were inextricably intertwined with a new understanding of political

life: in a normative universe in which peaceful co-existence and mutual un-

derstanding were the hallmark of polis life, unrest could only be the result of

ethical failure and perversion.

The social and political elites of the empire were also able to think the

origins of unrest in ways that lay beyond these widespread tropes and their

moralising tendencies. As Lisa Pilar Eberle shows, Appian imagined that

people throughout the empirefielded armies against Roman legions because

a lack of landwas forcing them to do so.Myles Lavan notes CassiusDio’s ten-

dency to ascribe unrest to fiscal pressures. Bruno Pottier draws attention to

the fourth-century CE De Rebus Bellicis, an anonymous pamphlet addressed

to an unknown emperor, whose author located the origins of unrest in the

empire’s monetary and fiscal policy and how it inspired hatred of the po-

tentes. On Natalie Dohrmann’s analysis, the rabbis writing in the aftermath

of the three Jewish revolts had a culturally specific understanding of what

had brought about those revolts: potentially disruptive pressure points in

Jewish society such as sectarianism and idolatry, which they sought to keep

in check through their own legalist writings. In principle the rabbis were

not wrong – or so Dan-el Padilla Peralta argues in his reading of the Book of

Daniel as a playbook for cultural survival in the face of the epistemic violence

that imperial rule entailed. As Padilla Peralta suggests, the strategies he ex-

cavates provided the parameters, including explanations and justifications,

within which violent opposition to imperial rule could take place.

Framing is important because discourses of unrest and the explanatory

models that they invoked gained their persuasive force from their connec-

tions with larger, pre-existing modes of thought and knowledge. Different

cultures throughout the empire offered a number of different intellectual

paradigms – discourses in a narrow sense – through which unrest could be

comprehended.The chapters that follow reveal some of themost important,

includingpolitical thought, ethnography, jurisprudence and rhetoric.Histo-

riography – perhaps the most important frame for our encounter with an-

cient unrest – both drew on (and influenced) those other fields, and itself

provided resources for making sense of unrest. Ulriika Vihervalli’s account

of howwomenfigure in accounts of unrest in the historiographical tradition

highlights an often-overlooked aspect of the strategies of meaning-making

that this tradition invoked. Pottier’s suggestion that the moral sentiments

that the author of De Rebus Bellicis articulated in their explanation of unrest
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had some echoes in contemporary Christian writings adds yet another pos-

sible framework to the list.

Within the context of framing, the overarchingdivide betweenGreek and

Latin lexica and traditions, their mutual influences, and subtle differences

also need to bementioned. For example, Carsten Lange’s chapter in this vol-

ume shows how the Roman discourse on internal conflict in the late republic

was shaped by inherited Greek models and also how Greek historiography

of the imperial period was in turn influenced by Roman concepts of seditio

and bellum civile. Katell Berthelot reveals how Josephus, a Hellenised Jewish

aristocrat, narrated the JewishWar using long-established Greek terms and

concepts – polemos, stasis, lēsteia – but used them in novel ways, reflecting

his exposure to Roman norms, values and discourses on unrest.Myles Lavan

demonstrates howCassiusDio, aGreek-speakingRoman senator, innovated

within the Greek historiographical tradition in order to incorporate the Ro-

man concept of rebellio– the renewal of resistance by a defeated foreign peo-

ple – into the Greek lexicon of unrest.

Politics

Discourses of unrest are always political. The various examples we have

sketched vary in the legitimacy they accord to instances of unrest, artic-

ulate different understandings of its origins and causes, and in so doing,

also prescribe differing attitudes and responses. Hence, we do not see the

analysis of discourses of unrest as an end in itself. Instead, we aim to in-

terrogate their politics, both as structures and as they are articulated and

deployed in particular texts. We are particularly interested in the variety of

relationships and attitudes to unrest that they instantiate, in themultiplicity

of subject positions relative to the empire from which they emerge, and in

their connection to other, often more general, forms of politics. Regarding

attitudes to unrest, one can sketch a crude spectrum along which particular

narratives fall depending on whether they conceive of the unrest as normal

or pathological, inevitable or preventable, something that can be managed

or an existential threat – and hence participation in unrest as calling for

leniency or the harshest reprisals.
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To illustrate this dynamic we might return to Tacitus and the imperial

elite of the early empire.25The version of the ‘prose of counter-insurgency’

that this elite shared suggests that they felt remarkably unthreatened by

provincial revolts. These men could see such revolts as acts of war, often in

response to legitimate grievances. Arguably, this way of understanding re-

volts was predicated on a fatalistic account of their origins. For them revolts

were inevitable. All the attempts at explanation we have surveyed ultimately

harken back to well-known and unalterable character traits of human be-

ings, especially to their vices. As a result, these revolts could not threaten

Roman rule and its legitimacy.More particularly, this way of understanding

revolts also prescribed a particular (re)action – fighting back in turn to

establish, once again, the fragile peace that the emperor had promised the

world –while precluding others, including attempts at institutional reform.

It is striking that these are the precise forms of (re)action that we know this

elite took vis-à-vis provincial revolts at the time.

One apparent paradox in the distribution of attitudes to unrest that the

contributions to this volume reveal is that the most vituperative condemna-

tion of unrest and clearest rejection of its politics tends to emerge not from

the metropolitan elite but from the provinces, specifically from groups that

aspired to leading positions in local society there. As Katell Berthelot shows,

it is Josephus, not for example Tacitus,who systematically indicts the agents

of unrest in Judea as criminous murderers (sikarioi) and bandits (lēstai). It

is the rabbis, not Roman commentators, who seem most threatened by the

prospect of the renewal of unrest in the second and third centuries – or so

Natalie Dohrmann’s contribution would suggest. In the cities of the Greek

East, it is their fellow-citizens, not the Roman elite, who present challeng-

ing the status quo as a moral failure and a threat to the wellbeing of the po-

lis. In doing so, Benjamin Gray shows, they sought to close down the poli-

tics of rival interest groups by denigrating various aspects of their actions as

unrest not politics, thus breaking with a centuries-long tradition of Greek

political thought and practice. Gray’s analysis of this development together

with Berthelot on Josephus demonstrate how the concept of stasiswas trans-

formed as part of this process.

It is widely acknowledged that the Roman empire relied on the coopera-

tion of local elites. Demonstrably, this cooperation did not end with the col-

lection of taxes and the reference to and reinforcement of imperial ideology.

25 Again, the following sketch is based on the observations ofWoolf 2011: 33–44 and Lavan 2017.
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Basedon the contributions in this volume,we should imagine that local elites

throughout the empire harnessed and retooled local tradition to patrol, dele-

gitimise and suppress various forms of unrest in their respective commu-

nities. Dan-el Padilla Peralta’s analysis of the Book of Daniel is a salutary re-

minder that these same elites could also rework and textualise such tradition

in ways that created a place for them both within and beyond the purview of

imperial power, thus maintaining a space from which violent opposition to

the empire could unfold.

The contributions to this volume reveal the wide variety of subject posi-

tions from which narratives of unrest were produced. Yet the contributions

to this volume also highlight the infinitely larger number of discourses and

perspectives that our sources do not allow us to grasp. For instance, what

about individuals and communities that were neither Greek-speaking nor

Jewish? We might readily wonder how people in Gaul or among the semi-

Nomadic populations of North Africa made sense of unrest in their midst.

Moreover, as Ulriika Vihervalli’s examination of theways inwhich authors in

the Latin historiographical tradition portrayed the involvement of women in

instances of unrest, the surviving accounts of unrest are all male-authored.

Womenmightnotnecessarily have thoughtdifferently aboutunrest; still, the

fact that women rarely fought, combined with the existence of martial rape,

made their experience of warfare deeply gendered, which might have given

rise to additional and different ways of knowing unrest throughout the em-

pire.26 JamesCorke-Webster’s analysis of the emergence of a uniquelyChris-

tian lexicon for the violence (diogmos) that members of this group suffered

throughout the empire further increases the plausibility of such different

traditions.

Lastly, discourses of unrest tend to be embedded in larger politics that

are not directly related to the experience andmetabolisation of unrest itself.

At times, these connections with larger politics were the result of purposeful

decisions on the part of individual authors and groups; often, however, they

also reveal those articulating them as situated in their time and place and

participating in wider developments in the history of the empire.

Regarding individual authors and works, Lisa Pilar Eberle’s analysis of

Appian’s Romaika reveals his apologetic account of unrest to be connected

withmid-second-century efforts to level the empire’s geography of power: if

provincials had fought against Rome because circumstances in the past had

26 Onmartial rape see Gaca 2014.
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forced them to do so, therewas less need to keep reiterating their subject sta-

tus in the present. James Corke-Webster’s account of how Christian writers

understood the violence experiencedby their community argues that a grow-

ing conviction that the emperor’s virtues or failings were the ultimate deter-

minants of thewellbeing of his subjects led second- and third-centuryChris-

tians to re-imagine violence that their predecessors had ascribed to Jewish

and, at times, local Gentile agency as having been instigated by particular

emperors. Ulriika Vihervalli shows how Orosius, in an effort to mark the ar-

rival of a new era, manipulated the conventions of Latin historiography by

which the portrayal of female suffering in contexts of unrest signalled their

heightened severity and tragedy: since the arrival of Christ only anonymous

masses died in the context of unrest.

We may also note longer-term trends that reach beyond individual au-

thors and their works. Classical models provided important templates for

thinking about unrest, but it seems that the new imperial contexts of the

Hellenistic and Roman periods complicated inherited distinctions between

‘internal’ and ‘external’ conflict. Carsten Lange’s chapter sketches the early

stages of this process, noting for example how the regulation of the award

of triumphs began to police a distinction between wars that were external

and those that were not. He also illustrates how Polybius wrestled with the

question ofwhether third-century conflicts likeCarthage’sMercenaryRevolt

or the revolt of Falerii against Rome were internal or external in nature.The

chapters of Myles Lavan and Bruno Pottier follow the same thread through

the imperial period and into Late Antiquity, suggesting that ‘externalising’

models of explaining unrest in the provinces were gradually displaced by ‘in-

ternalising’ models. Instead of being conceived as arising in subject popu-

lations that were seen as discrete foreign peoples, unrest came to be seen

as arising from ‘within’ – as a form of criminality, the result of the (mis-

guided) ambitions of members of the lower classes, or the justified acts of

resistance against a tyrannical ruler. Arguably, this shift reflected wider de-

velopments, including the rise of jurisprudence as a prestigious tradition

of thought and knowledge, larger changes in the conception of the empire

among the metropolitan elite and the increasing frequency of (attempts at)

usurpation in the third and fourth centuries withwhich this elite now had to

contend.

But this impressionof broad trends overlapswith amorepunctuatedpic-

ture of idiosyncratic experimentation and the pointed redeployment of tra-

ditional models. The chapters in this volume reveal a number of texts with
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quite singular understandings of unrest. One might think of De Rebus Belli-

cis with its unusual focus on fiscal and monetary politics or Appian’s apolo-

getic account of centuries of military opposition to Roman rule.The history

of discourses of unrest in the empire remains tobewritten; the contributions

in this volume suggest that any such history would have to combine longer-

term trends with the start-and-stop of abortive developments. The present

volume, as it stands, expands our understanding of the varied politics that

pervaded the Roman empire. It foregrounds the intellectual labour at every

level of society thatwent into (re)making this imperial formation throughout

its long history.

The volume

The eleven chapters that follow present case studies in the discourse of

unrest. They variously focus on particular contexts of unrest (Lange on civil

war, Kopp on mutiny, Lavan and Pottier on provincial revolt), particular

authors or corpora (Berthelot on Josephus, Eberle on Appian, Gray on Greek

civic discourse), particular themes (Vihervalli on the gendering of unrest)

or particular subject positions (Padilla Peralta on local elites struggling

for epistemic survival, Corke-Webster on Christian accounts of violence

against Christians, Dohrmann on the early rabbis). They share a focus on

the discursive construction of unrest, its politics and its history. The order

of presentation is roughly chronological, to reveal the plural histories we

sketched above, while also illustrating the diversity of subject positions and

diverse politics towards unrest that can be found in the surviving material.

We open with Dan-el Padilla Peralta’s case study of how minoritarian

groups theorised strategies of accommodation and resistance in the late

Hellenistic period.He reads theBook ofDaniel, a composite text that acquired

its present form over a period from the fourth to the second centuries BCE,

as theorising the scope for accommodation and resistance in the face of

imperial domination. Daniel, he argues, tells its readers that minoritarian

cultural experts could parlay their expertise, particularly in divination, into

imperial recognition of the value of their culture (not to mention personal

success) – though thiswould often require them to trump the claims of other

minoritised communities.Daniel not only promises that this strategy offers

a way to resist the claims of the imperial culture and still survive, but also
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memorialises reasons forwhy forms of resistance beyond the cultural sphere

may be warranted. Read in this way, Daniel can thus be seen as expressing

a theory of the possibilities for ‘survivance’, for preserving and furthering

a minoritised community’s cultural commitments in the face of imperial

violence, developed in the context of the disintegration of the Hellenistic

communities and the rise of Rome.

Carsten Lange reconstructs the emergence in the republican period of

the concept of ‘civil war’, bellum civile. His chapter traces Roman responses

to a series of conflicts that were clearly internal in some sense, from the re-

volt of ‘allied’ Falerii ca 241 BCE to the civil wars of the first century BCE.

He argues that the Roman concept of bellum civilewas related to, but distinct

from, Greek ideas of conflict within the political community, both in privi-

legingcitizenship (asopposed toothermodesof commonality) as the essence

of the community that was being torn apart and in bearing with it a notion

of escalation from other, less destructive forms of internal conflict. Lange

argues that the particular concept of bellum civile emerged relatively late in

the history of efforts by Roman statesmen and writers to make distinctions

across a broad spectrum of internal and external conflict; he suggests it was

popularised by Sulla.

BenjaminGray examines how the citizens and communities of the Greek

East narrated the outbreak and settlement of civic conflicts in the Roman

period. He traces the emergence in this period of a rival new framework for

understanding civic order, how it breaks down andhow itmight be restored.

Where the classical model of political life saw struggles between antagonis-

tic interest groups (so long as they were contained within political institu-

tions) as the essence of politics, a competing newmodel privileged peaceful

co-existence, personal sympathy andmutual understanding – and re-imag-

ined certain forms of traditional political activism as a pathology.The chap-

ter provides a particularly clear illustration of how understandings of unrest

are bound up with understandings of a well-functioning society. Gray also

shows that the development of these new ideas was itself political, as a class

that prospered under Roman rule sought to shut down the politics of fellow

citizens who argued for different values, such as autonomy, democracy or

equality.

Katell Berthelot examines the account of the first Jewish revolt in Jose-

phus’ Jewish War, a narrative whose complexities have fed a vast literature

on the causes of the revolt. She shows that the narrative interweaves at least

three explanatorymodels that represent the war variously as a revolt against
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Rome, an insurrection against the legitimate order and a rebellion against

the God of Israel. She shows that these represent choices on Josephus’ part,

drawing on a repertoire of different ways of conceptualising unrest in order

to make the revolt legible to his intended audience and deflect responsibil-

ity for it onto a criminal minority. She also highlights the account’s complex

politics, reflecting Josephus interstitial position as a Jew under Roman dom-

ination but also amember of an aristocratic classwhose positionwas threat-

ened by instability.

Hans Kopp focuses attention on the phenomenonwe termmutiny, rang-

ingover theworksofLivy,Tacitus and the jurists.Unrest in thearmyprovides

a valuable case study in elite efforts to make sense of plebeian agency. Kopp

illustrates the presence in historiography and jurisprudence of two different

ways of understanding the course of mutinies, one of which sees such un-

rest as the co-ordinated action of a rational, self-organising community; the

other sees it as irrational, frenzied and chaotic. Kopp’s close reading of the

Latin historians, particularly Livy and Tacitus, also illustrates how these so-

phisticated texts sometimes problematise conventional distinctions, such as

that between the sedition of soldiers and defectio by allies, or between fren-

zied and coordinated action.

Lisa Pilar Eberle analyses a recurring feature of how Appian framed and

accounted for unrest in his Romaika: by pointing to the rebels’ aporia gēs, a

concept that readily conflates the dearth of a particular resource, land, with

the lack of alternative actions. As she shows, this explanatory model was

most likely unique to Appian and inextricably intertwined with his view of

human action and motivation more generally. Its intellectual roots might

lie in the rhetorical strategies of conciliatory political rhetoric as evidenced

in the Graeco-Roman historiographical tradition. Its traction in the Hadri-

anic empire most likely stemmed from its resonance with contemporary

attempts to level the imperial geography of power across Rome, Italy and the

provinces. If imperial subjects had opposed Roman rule because they could

not help it, they could also be treated as something other than subjects.

Arguably, Appian’s commitment to this view of the empire and ‘aporetic

unrest’ as explanation of unrest to match it was not only a political and

intellectual choice; it was also intertwined with his personal identity.

Myles Lavan investigates Roman accounts of the outbreak of violence in

the provinces in the light of a distinction between ‘externalising’ and ‘inter-

nalising’ models of unrest, depending on whether they conceive of unrest as

occurring outside orwithin a political community.Models of the former type
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tend to conflate unrest with warfare with foreign peoples; the latter tend to

see it as a form of criminality. Lavan argues that outbreaks of violence in the

provinces continued to be viewed through an externalising lens surprisingly

late in the imperial period. It is only in the later second century that we can

see the proliferation of internalising models that see unrest as the work of

criminous subjects, typically bandits (latrones). Lavan argues that this devel-

opment reflects broader changes in elite conceptions ofwhat the empirewas

and also the growing cultural power of the jurists. It is no coincidence that

the spread of externalising accounts of provincial revolt is roughly contem-

poraneouswith the extension of the activity of the jurists into public law and

their increasing involvement in administration.

BrunoPottier continues the history of howRomanhistoriansmade sense

of major outbreaks of violence in the provinces, finding further changes as

the nature of the empire evolved in Late Antiquity. Where historians of the

early empire had tended to understand such conflict as the work of peoples

who were ethnically distinct, imperfectly integrated into the empire and

motivated to recover their independence, he argues, late antique histo-

riography relies on a more varied but still highly schematic repertoire of

explanatory models. One mode continued to associate conflict with ethnic

difference, othering the populations of less urbanised areas.But a newmode

conceived of rebellion in the provinces as a pathology of imperial politics,

seeing it as the work of opportunists of low status who took advantage of

moments of disruption to seek to set themselves up as rivals to the Roman

state.A thirdmode similarly embedded provincial revolt in imperial politics,

but understood it as a legitimate defence of Republican principles against

the depredations of a tyrant. Pottier highlights the inadequacy of all three

models and explores the challenge this poses for historians who seek to

understand the dynamics of the events described.He also highlights a strik-

ing omission common to all three models, specifically their reluctance to

attribute to these rebellions to socio-economic causes, with a single notable

exception (the fourth-centuryDeRebus Bellicis, with its original and complex

analysis of fiscal and monetary policy as the ultimate cause of provincial

unrest) proving the rule.

JamesCorke-Webster analyses unrest involving early Christians as it was

understood by Christians themselves. From this perspective, phenomena

that local or imperial elites would have seen in terms of unrest or even

criminality appear as persecution (diogmos). But this perspective too needed

models to make sense of the outbreak and development of conflict, and
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those models were historically situated. In the earliest Christian texts,

Corke-Webster shows, the marginalisation and violence that Christians

suffer played out within a local frame: the wider Jewish community they

inhabited, sometimes mediated through local political authorities. Only

in the late second and third centuries do Christian texts begin to iden-

tify the emperors and the Roman state as agents of persecution. Corke-

Webster argues that this reflects the influence of imperial ideology of the

period,which encouragedprovincials to see theirwelfare as dependent upon

the emperor’s personal virtues: virtuous emperors brought their subjects

prosperity, inadequate emperors brought disaster. Corke-Webster traces a

further change in perspective in the fourth century,whereby an increasingly

self-confident Christian elite reimagined what previous generations had

seen as persecution by the state’s judicial apparatus as warfare (polemos)

between Christianity and the state, with Christianity imagined as acting at

the same level as the state, rather than being subject to it.

Ulriika Vihervalli examines the politics of narratives of unrest from a dif-

ferent and often neglected angle – that of gender. It is a reasonable assump-

tion thatwomenwere particularly vulnerable in times of unrest, but thatwas

not a preoccupation of ancient authors,nor is it Vihervalli’s concern here. In-

stead, she investigates the role of gender in the narratives of unrest we find

in ancient historians, specifically the early-imperial historians Livy and Tac-

itus and their late-antique, Christian successors Eusebius and Orosius. She

shows that the appearance of women in their narratives is selective, stylised

and deeply embedded in contemporary gender politics. One through-line is

the use of representations of female suffering to accentuate the pathos of re-

volt narratives, a trope that can be traced through the four authors, with the

single, notable exception of Orosius’ description of his own times, when the

absence of female suffering serves to illustrate the felicity of a new Chris-

tian era.More complex is the issue of female agency in the course of unrest.

Both Livy and Tacitus repeatedly trace the ultimate cause of unrest back to

women, or relations with women. By contrast, Eusebius’s narrative stands

out for the relative invisibility of female actors, suggesting that his under-

standing of historical causation had no place for female agency.

Natalie Dohrmann’s study of the early rabbis opens up another per-

spective on unrest that originated among a marginalised group within the

empire. She focuses on rabbinic discussion of culturally controversial topics

such as sectarianismandpriestly and prophetic authority.These discussions

are not overtly about unrest, yet she shows they were informed by profound
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anxiety about unrest, given the long-standing tradition in Jewish culture of

resistance to imperial powers. She reveals the components of a discourse

that aimed at preventing unrest bymarginalising potentially disruptive top-

ics.The chapter illustrates the potency of silence as a response to unrest and

shows that the strategy is not limited to hegemonic discourses. Dohrmann

is particularly acute on the complexity of the rabbis’ politics. Their anxiety

about the spectre of recurring unrest was not just a pragmatic survival

strategy aimed at preventing another destructive war, as it might have been

for Josephus and his aristocratic peers a century earlier, but also a reflection

of the rabbinic movement’s particular commitment to legalism as the basis

of their cultural authority.

The wide variety of events we loosely term unrest form the murky centre

around which this volume is structured. Our goal has been to highlight the

contestations over their origins, course and consequences as our sources

allow them to come into view. We have also foregrounded our own subject

positions as historians of the Roman world. As Ranajit Guha so percep-

tively established, the history of unrest does not end with the concrete

events themselves. Onlookers were also participants in insurgency and

unrest; observers, both contemporary and retrospective, have through

their understandings of such events continually perpetuated and occasion-

ally (re)shaped their historical import and consequences.27 Ultimately, of

course, this process extends to the present and to the ways in which his-

torians working today categorise, explain and frame the different forms

of collective action by which individuals sought to change the life circum-

stances in which they found themselves. By focusing on such participant-

observers, from antiquity to the present, and the different ways in which

they could and did understand unrest, this volume thus seeks to not only

reject but also undo some of the boundary work between empire and its

others that terms like resistance, rebellion and unrest are so often made to

perform.

27 Guha 1983: 48. Price 2001: 30–39 outlines some aspects of this dynamic in regard to the concept

of stasis and its application.
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2. Tell Me How I Conquered You:
Theorizing Accommodation and Unrest
in the Book of Daniel

Dan-el Padilla Peralta

Abstract:This contribution argues for reading the Book of Daniel as an exercise in

theory. Composed in a Mediterranean world of fractious territorial empires, Daniel

exemplifies one community’s turn to theorizing its own capacity for unrest and accom-

modation, in amanner analogous to what contemporaryNative/Indigenous theorists

have termed ‘survivance.’The conflicts of theHellenisticMediterranean created strong

incentives for the adoption of textualization as a strategy for survivance among sub-

jugated and/or minoritized communities; in the case of Judaeo-Palestinian talkbacks

to Hellenistic and Roman imperial expansion, this textualization took the form of fic-

tionally emplotted theories about ‘proper behaviour’ in the teeth of existential men-

ace. In the case of Daniel, such theory simultaneously justified conduct that ensured

the ability of the subjugated to remain true to their culturally specific knowledges and

looked ahead to the possibility of violent uprising – against empire itself, and against

other subjugated communities contending for their share of success and visibility un-

der oppressive conditions. This article works through four propositions that structure

Daniel’s exercise in theory: (1) the knowledge of subjugated Jews can serve the empire;

(2) Jews will die for the Law; (3) Jews can read the mind and the future of the impe-

rial order(s) that subjugate them; (4) the technologies of empire will prove to be their

salvation.Shadowing these fourpropositions,whichall act to conceptualize accommo-

dation to and upwardmobility within empire, is a threat: that Jewish experts will not

work to advance the aims of empire if their pre-eminence is not fully acknowledged.

I Backgrounds

The slice of cultural time that Hellenistic and Roman historians nowadays

designate as the ‘second century BCE’ saw decisive changes in the theo-

rization of unrest and accommodation, at least to the extent that changes
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in these concepts can be tracked in literary and para-literary media. These

changes responded to, and to varying degrees sought to render intelligible,

the disintegration of the Hellenistic kingdoms as the imperial Roman Re-

public become dominant over broad swathes of the Mediterranean. Faced

with hard choices, some communities caught in the vise grip of imperialism

did manage to survive the period’s ravages of violence: there were options

in the face of imperially fuelled calamity, as several ancient historians have

documented with reference to the classical and Hellenistic Greek Mediter-

ranean.1 Indeed numerous communities developed forms of resilience akin

to what contemporary Native/Indigenous theorists such as Gerald Vizenor

(Minnesota Chippewa) have termed survivance: techniques for the assertion

of ‘presence over absence, nihility, and victimry.’2 In general, tactics and

strategies of ‘resistance’ to hegemonic control have lately been the focus

of intensive study among ancient historians.3 This contribution applies

pressure to the coherence of ‘resistance’ as a category by tracking the devel-

opment of a theory (or set of theories) about accommodation to imperial

control, under the sign of anticipated unrest.With Anathea Portier-Young’s

reading as one inspiration, I will contend that theBook ofDaniel gives expres-

sion to such theory; that excavating this theory’s component parts yields

insight into the minoritarian politics of the Hellenistic Mediterranean;

and that Daniel’s formulation of theory should be understood as a form of

survivance.

This chapter structures its recovery of theory around two other contem-

porary historiographical projects, neither directly connected to the ancient

world.My title is an homage to José Rabasa’s pioneeringmonograph on pro-

cesses of ‘ethnosuicide’ in the colonial Mesoamericas, TellMeThe Story of How

I Conquered You (2011). A sparkling treatment of the epistemic dislocations of

the First Contact, this book attempts to recover the tactics of those commu-

nities that saw their knowledges corralled and exploited by the Spaniards.

Rabasa explores how Indigenous knowledge-brokers narrativized the sub-

jection of their cultural systems to Spanish imperial domination: even as

they responded to the command, ‘Tell me the story of how I conquered you’,

these Indigenous agents created and inhabited ‘elsewheres’, domains of ex-

1 See Mackil 2004 and the collection of essays in Fachard and Harris 2021.

2 I quote fromVizenor 2008: 1. SeeWilliams 2022 for an application of Vizenor’s concept toNative/

Indigenous classical reception.

3 Purely e.g.: Weitzman 2005 and Portier-Young 2011.
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perience and trauma and collective identity that remained closed off to their

European interlocutors.4Even as theMesoamerican scribes (the tlacuilo) rep-

resented their world to the missionaries that descended on central Amer-

ica in the wake of the conquest, they also projected, out into the space that

was demarcated by a new imperial dispensation, a complex interiority of In-

digenous experiences; but this interiority eluded the grasp of subjugators.5

In a minor key, my title also calls out another powerful intellectual catalyst,

the novelist and interpreter Valeria Luiselli’s Tell Me How It Ends: An Essay in

40 Questions (2017). Patterned after the questions that Luiselli asks Central

American childmigrants as they prepare to appear before a US judge for de-

portation proceedings, this essay documents with wrenching precision how

undocumented immigrants are compelled into habits of textualization by

bureaucratic regimes, such textualization often being their only chance at

survival.

I will not graft the findings of Rabasa or of Luiselli on to the Mediter-

ranean world of the second century BCE. The hope here is simply to place

their works in conversation with communities around the Hellenistic world

that responded to the epistemic ripple-effects of imperial expansion by

textualizing theories of resistance. During this era of cultural and polit-

ical upheavals, strategies for survivance often looked to textualization as

a technology for consolation and encouragement. Among the more tren-

chant examples is the book that was drafted and circulated by the Academic

Clitomachus to his peers in captivity after the capture and destruction of

Carthage. According to Cicero, the book consisted at least in part of a lecture

by his contemporary Carneades and was prepared consolandi causa (Tusc.

3.22.54). Nicholas Purcell is probably right to observe that ‘[t]he complicity

of men like Clitomachus … with the Roman rhetorical project constitutes a

more interesting and more repellent ethical problem for the historian than

4 See the definition of elsewheres set out at Rabasa 2011: 1–3; note especially the concept’s affin-

ity with and divergence fromDoris Sommer’s ‘rhetoric of particularism’: ‘the strategies minority

writers have developed to produce spaces that bar majority readers from entering’.

5Theaffective responsepromptedby the labour to create andcultivate this interiority is the focusof

Rabasa 2011: ch. 6,whichworks through Freud’s ‘Mourning andMelancholia’ but cautions against

‘universalizing our own provincial schemas andmodes of understanding affect’. For a repurpos-

ing of Freudian melancholy to describe minoritization and racialization in imperial Rome, see

Padilla Peralta 2024.
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the swagger of Scipio,Censorinus, or Cato’.6But themost obvious candidate

for a Rabasian reading, and not only because he seems to have been in the

grip of Stockholm Syndrome formuch of his life, is Polybius,whoseHistories

answer the imperative ‘tell me how I conquered you’ even as they report

and communicate an embodied worldview that would have been remained

inaccessible to Polybius’Hellenophile Roman friends – an elsewhere of differ-

ently configured social relations and in-group dynamics.7 To skip ahead for

a moment to the first century, one of Polybius’ historiographical successors

may have an even stronger claim to being recast in Rabasian terms: Diony-

sius of Halicarnassus, characterized recently by Matthew Fox ‘as a Greek

mediating a newly confident Augustan vision of Rome to a Greek audience

across the Mediterranean’, can with good sense be included in the roster

of Greek writers responsible for the creation of a ‘migrant literature’ in the

early Roman Empire.8 Reading between the lines of the Roman Antiquities

brings us closer to the structure of affect that is mapped in Rabasa’s work:

detectable are the ambition to tell the conquerors who they really were;

the production of a cultural elsewhere through the re-description of Roman

origins within Greek aetiological frameworks; and,more faintly, frustration

with Roman rule and its cultural and epistemic exactions.

But for this contribution, I focus instead on Daniel as a key to unlocking

the types of knowledge that were textualized within the crucible of Judaeo-

Palestinian talkbacks to Hellenistic and Roman imperial expansion. Promi-

nent among these types of knowledge is the capacity for generating a theory

of ‘proper behaviour’ in the face of imperial domination.This theory, in ad-

dition to outlining the kind of behaviour that would enable the subjugated

to remain true to their culturally specific knowledges under arbitrary and

capricious rulers, also created a discursive space for the justification of vi-

6 Purcell 1995: 146; for more on the content of this text, and the unlikelihood that it mounted a cri-

tique of Roman imperialism, see Ferrary 1988: 425–28. For the mediation and ventriloquism of

this collective suffering in Roman tragedy, see Tusc. 3.53 with Čulík-Baird 2020: 191.

7 OnRoman (in)attention to the social dynamics among theAchaeanhostages,note Polyb. 35.6 (the

request of the hostages to regain their old honours on release, rebuffed dismissively by Cato the

Elder) and Pausanias 7.10.11–12 (the varied experiences of the hostages, some of whom ran away

successfully).

8 Fox 2018: 180; onGreekmigrant literature see de Jonge 2022. In the background to Fox’s represen-

tation of Dionysius of Halicarnassus is Gabba 1991, which remains useful for situating the Greek

historian’s project, though I part ways with Gabba on the bright line he draws between the situ-

atedness of Dionysius and that of his predecessor Polybius; cf. Luraghi 2003 and Peirano 2010 for

approaches complementary to mine.
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olent unrest down the road. At a more abstract level, and with the hope of

testingandevaluating this claimbeyond the scopeofDaniel itself, this contri-

bution gestures to two additional premises. First, situations of unrestwithin

imperially subjugated communities give rise simultaneously to non-violent

and violent responses; the two are dialectically entangled. In and of itself,

this claim is not terribly surprising. What may be more surprising, and for

that reason in need of more sustained explanation, is the secondary claim

that non-violent responses do more than simply index the shape and direc-

tions of their violent complements; it is under the cover of non-violent, be-

cause seemingly accommodationist or survivalist, responses that theparam-

eters for violent resistance are developed and concretized.The clarion-call to

resist resistance as a default characterization of minoritized dialogues with

imperial power, and to thinkmore expansively about ‘the imaginary of resis-

tance’, should be heeded.9 I write with this exhortation in mind, engaging a

text that has been repeatedly foregrounded inmodern formulations of non-

violent resistance.10

To the extent possible, I seek to readDaniel separately from two texts that

take shape around and give expression to compatible cultural frictions and

ideological dilemmas: the First andSecondBooks ofMaccabees.While thena-

ture of Maccabean claims to power and legitimation as refracted through

these compositions has been well brought out in recent scholarship,11 I am

more interested inDaniel’s commitment to a pragmatics of restless subordi-

nation.My attention toDaniel has the additional benefit of generating some

insight, however indirect or slanting, on the afterlife of this Hellenistic tex-

tualization of unrest well into the Roman Empire. Daniel has a significant

if still relatively understudied literary reception history, beginning with the

appearance of the earliest fully extant commentary on abiblical author c. 200

CE.12

9 See Goldhill 2023, esp. 252–54 on imaginaries.

10 For Mahatma Gandhi’s regard for Daniel as ‘one of the greatest passive resisters that ever lived’

see Cook 2022: 535.

11 Hock et al. 2023 pursue an instructive comparison of Maccabean legitimation strategies with

those of the Koglwéogo in contemporary Burkina Faso.

12 For Hippolytus’s Commentary onDaniel see Bracht 2021.
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II Propositions

The Book of Daniel was composed in stages. The stories in its early chapters

likely came together in the fourth and third centuries, while themajor apoc-

alypses –unambiguously pointing in the direction ofHellenistic andRoman

power politics – likely originated in the second century. Several versions of

Daniel were probably floating around during or shortly after the rule of the

Seleucid king Antiochus IV Epiphanes (175–164), whose measures against

Jewish ritual observance ultimately triggered the revolt at the heart of 1Mac-

cabees.13Two features ofDaniel’s structure are noteworthy. First, its linguistic

patterning: chapters 1:1 to 2:4a and chapters 8–12 were originally composed

in late biblical Hebrew, while chapter 2:4b to the end of chapter 7 first circu-

lated in Aramaic. While Anathea Portier-Young sees this alternation in lan-

guages as an attempt ‘to underscore the change in situation and call an end

to cooperation and accommodation’ (2011: 228), Paul Kosmin understands

‘the sequence of languages,Hebrew-Aramaic-Hebrew, [as] trac[ing] the shift

from covenantal independence to imperial world empire and then to the es-

chatological reclaiming of that national autonomy …’ (2018: 140). This chap-

ter’s line on theory and survivance pairs well with either position. Second,

the stories of chapters 1–6 seemtohavebeen inmotion separately fromthose

of chapters 7–12.Their eventual braiding may have been initiated in a dias-

poric context but was probably brought to its definitive textual realization in

Jerusalem.14This locking together of different tales results not only in a text,

but in a theorization of unrest and/as resistance across the Book as a whole,

one that enjoys a curious afterlife. I will have more to say about this afterlife

in the conclusion.

As a textual assemblage, Daniel continues to excite and confound in

equal measure. Daniel’s medley of genres and characters enjoyed a lengthy

13 Inwhat follows, I quote from theNRSVHarperCollins English translation. TwoGreek versions of

Daniel have been transmitted in themanuscripts, the ‘OldGreek’ translation and the ‘Theodotion’,

named after the translator to which it is usually credited. The Masoretic text (MT) aligns consi-

derablymorewithTheodotion thanwithOG in chapters 4–6.Generally, see Collins 2001: 2–4 and

Segal 2016: 3–6 on the textual tradition of Daniel; and Olariub 2022 for the important and well-

substantiated claim thatTheodotion-Daniel revises the OG version. I will not concernmyself ex-

tensively with differences between the two Greek texts, though see n. 28 below. For the dating of

Daniel in relation to the Maccabean revolution see Bickerman 1979: 93–94.

14 For the identity and activity of the scribal class whose interests animateDaniel see Portier-Young

2011: 229–32.The ‘novelistic’ properties of chapters 1–6 receive attention inWills 1994.
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reception history already in antiquity, as the ongoing study and publication

of the Huqoq Mosaics has made abundantly clear.15 The book’s obvious

familiarity with and direct attention to the jostling for status and power in

the Hellenistic Mediterranean have placed it at the centre of contemporary

scholarly debates about the extent of Judean Hellenization. These debates

in turn orbit around a question given a memorably sharp expression by

Seth Schwartz: were Jews a Mediterranean society? To the list of markers

of Jewish Mediterraneanness that is supplied by Steven Weitzman in his

review of Schwartz’s book,16 one might add the fusion of exemplary past-

ness and apocalyptic futurity as a discourse for articulating the violence

of imperial subjection and for building up collective capacity to resist it.

Although this discourse’s lengthy pedigree cannot be elaborated here, one

of its more salient aspects is the general move in third- and second-century

Judaism away from prophetic and towards apocalyptic literature, which

is rather more plugged into mainstream Hellenism than some scholars

have been willing to concede.17 In any case, my narrow focus in these pages

will be on Daniel’s coupling of theory with textualization. At the core of

Daniel’s storytelling are four interrelated theories about the right forms of

accommodation and resistance to imperial domination.

1.Our knowledge can serve the empire: the subjugated can preserve their cul-

turally specific knowledge, accumulate new knowledge, and wield the hy-

bridized result in the service of their overlords. This is a theory about the

cognitive adaptability and plasticity of the subjugated. In the opening chap-

ter of Daniel, Israelites ‘of the royal family and of the nobility’ are brought

to the palace of Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, ‘to be taught the literature and

language of the Chaldeans’ (1:3–4).18Thosewho are funnelled to the court in-

cludeDaniel,Hananiah,Mishael,andAazariah,whoare renamedBelteshaz-

zar, Shadrach,Meshach, and Abednego – a renaming that, isomorphic with

15 On the new finds at the Huqoq Synagogue see Britt and Boustan 2021. For the critical study of

Daniel’s contents and themes see the essays in Collins and Flint 2001.

16 SeeWeitzman 2012 on Schwartz 2010.Note also the assessments ofHellenistic Judaism inGruen

1998 and Chrubasik 2017, the latter more intent on decoupling local priorities from Mediter-

ranean trends.

17 PaceMomigliano 1981: 338–39, for whom the apocalyptic strain is one of the forces that ‘remove[s]

Judaism from Hellenism’. I sidestep in this paper the archaeological evidence for Judea’s Hell-

enization: see Harrison 1994.

18 For orientation to the historical and intellectual background of the ‘Chaldeans’ in the context of

late Babylonian scholarship see Rochberg 2010: 3–18.
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other onomastically mediated processes of social death and rebirth in the

slaving worlds of the Hellenistic Mediterranean, carries over the theophoric

properties of the formernames across cultural and religiousgradients.These

four choose not to abide by the palace protocol for food and decline the royal

rations so as not to defile their bodies (1:8–16).Their reward from their God

is to have their knowledge–both the knowledge that they bringwith themas

observant Jews and the knowledge that they accumulate at the place – even

further enhanced, such that,when the kingorders themtobepresented, ‘[i]n

every matter of wisdom and understanding concerning which the king in-

quired of them, he found them ten times better than all the magicians and

enchanters in his whole kingdom’ (1:17–21).

This aptitude will be put to work in interpreting dreams, one of themore

famous of which I will scrutinize in a moment. For now, two historical sub-

texts to this section ofDanielmerit additional comment. First, hostage-tak-

ing as a form of talent requisition is attested in other settings for the second

century, one more reason for presuming that the final redaction of Daniel

took place during this period.To be sure, the thronging ofNear Eastern royal

courts with specialist interpreters is confirmed for earlier periods too; but

Daniel’s scene-setting is cut from a Hellenistic cloth, notably in its empha-

sis on dream interpretation.19Themachinery of mass enslavement, already

in place for several centuries but undergoing a significant escalation in the

period ofDaniel’s redaction,20 created incentives for captive representatives

of subordinated communities not only to show off their cognitive abilities

but tomake the case that these abilities rested on cultural commitments that

were worth safeguarding. Relevant here is the emergence inHellenistic Jew-

ish circles of a wisdom literature that stressed not only the intrinsic value of

its cultivation, but the reputational rewards that would accrue to its holders

even as they shuttled (or were trafficked) across the Mediterranean. In the

words of the Aramaic Levi Document, composed at some point between the

late thirdandearly secondcenturyBCE, ‘Toevery la[nd] andcountry towhich

he will go / he has a brother and a friend therein / He is [not a]s a stranger

in it / and he is not li[ke] a stranger therein … / [Since all of themwi]ll accord

19 van der Toorn 2002: 39–41.The prominence attached to oneiromancy inDaniel ‘seem[s] to depart

from the customs at the Assyrian and Babylonian courts’; this departure hasmuch to do with the

increasing weight attached to dream interpretation in the ancient Mediterranean from the 5th

century on. I return to dream interpretation under the third proposition below.

20 For notices on mass enslavements in the second-century Mediterranean see Volkmann 1990:

21–32 (Balkans), 47–49 (Iberian Peninsula), 51 (Gaul), 58–59 (Africa), and 65 (Asia Minor).
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him honour because of it / [s]ince all wish to learn from his wisdom’ (Aramaic

Levi Document 13:8–9).

Second, there is no question that, throughout the Hellenistic period,

religious knowledge-brokers derived tangible benefits from opportunisti-

cally leveraging their epistemic andworld-ordering practices.Michael Segal

(2016: 26) correctly notes that Daniel 1 ‘emphasizes the potential for Jews

to succeed as Jews in the Diaspora … [by] excelling in their training in the

foreign king’s court, while all the while maintaining the strict restrictions

which preserve their unique identity in this context’. The inter-articulation

of divinatory skill, racial-ethnic origins, and sociocultural identity was not

limited to Jewish dream-interpreters,21 although the transmission of Daniel

and other Hellenistic Jewish texts has ensured that we know more about

them, or at the very least their literary figuration, than other minoritar-

ian divinatory practitioners. However, other knowledge-brokers, and the

communities from which they hailed, did not enjoy this same success; their

failure was a necessary part of (imagined) Jewish excellence at accommodat-

ing empire. Maia Kotrosits has observed that Daniel offers ‘an improbable

and idealized picture of diasporic negotiation, in which the diasporic sub-

ject manages to ascend to the heart of colonial administrations while they

themselves stay steadfast and culturally intact, even as kings lose their

minds’ (2020: 59). Yet in at least one respect the picture is brutally realistic:

the prospect of one community’s knowledge-brokers trumping another

community’s expertise incited and fuelled inter-ethnic tensions, as ancient

readers of Daniel recognized.22 I revisit this dynamic under the next two

propositions.

2.Wewill die for theLaw, or at the very least convincingly performawilling-

ness to die for the Law. By the time that Josephus sat down to compose his

Jewish Antiquities in the first century CE, this was a well-established trope.

In an analysis of the most famous set scenes of ‘dying for the law’ in Jose-

phus, Steven Weitzman has remarked: ‘Although these performances sim-

ulated the spectacles of death that so entranced the Romans, they used the

histrionics of dying tomake possible a different kind of denouement, one in

which the performers are spared from actually having to die’ (2005: 155).Mu-

tatis mutandis, one can see a roughly similar logic at work already in Daniel,

21 For a Roman effort to grasp and represent this nexus see Cic. Div. 1.90–94 with Padilla Peralta

2018.

22 See Jer.Comm.Dan. 2:12–13 on Chaldaean envy of the Jews.
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which recreatesHellenistic royal courts as spaces for Jews tomanifest an un-

yielding determination to observe the Law, even at the cost of their lives –

except that these Jews actually survive. As Tessa Rajak has detailed with ref-

erence to 1 Maccabees, martyrdom is a Hellenizing discourse; so too is the

script of facing martyrdom and emerging triumphant (2001: ch. 6). Daniel

is staked to the fantasy that, when faced by the seemingly black-and-white

choice between capitulating to thedemands of empire or dying in resistance,

the subjugatedmay have his cake and eat it too.Martyrdom, andwith it eth-

nosuicide – to invoke a term of art in the Rabasian universe – is threatened;

but neither martyrdom nor ethnosuicide actually takes place.

Themost transparent instance of this occurs inDaniel 3, when Shadrach,

Meshach, and Abednego are menaced by King Nebuchadnezzar with being

‘thrown into a furnace of blazing fire’ if they do not worship the sixty-cubit-

tall golden statue that the king had erected on the plain of Dura. There will

be no deliverance from certain death: ‘who is the god that will deliver you out

of my hands?’ (3:15).The three stick to their refusal to worship the statue, are

promptly tossed into the furnace, and, a short time later, are spottedwalking

around in the flames, apparently untouched. Nebuchadnezzar orders them

free,marvels that they ‘yielded up their bodies rather than serve andworship

any god except their own God’, and issues a proclamation that anyone who

blasphemes their god ‘shall be torn limb from limb, and their houses laid in

ruins; for there is no other god who is able to deliver in this way’ (3:29). Not

only are Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego vindicated in their decision to

die for the Law; they live to be promoted. But the prohibition on any ‘blas-

phemy’ that is directed at their god is arguably evenmore revealing.

The text fantasizes that, as a consequence of successful defiance, the rug

will be pulled out from under other individuals and communities whose

worship of another divinity on a par with the Jewish god could thenceforth

be construed as blasphemous; in other words, that the power of empire

will be wielded not just to protect the communal ways of knowing to which

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego subscribe, but to inflict harm on the

agents of other systems of religious knowledge.23 In this light, the trope of

‘dying for the law’ veils the desire to see alternative knowledges perish so

that one’s culturally specific one might live. The wish for the epistemicide

23 I do not disagree with readings that take this decree as responding to the blasphemous behavior

of Antiochus IV, singled out explicitly at 7:4–25.
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of others is coded into its DNA.24 It is especially significant that the royal

decree is figured as a device for epistemicide in Daniel 3, since portions of

the text were almost certainly being fine-tuned as Antiochus IV handed

down some of his more notorious decrees.

3. We can read your mind and your future. This theme, a fixture of Daniel’s

content andmessaging, has been carefully picked over in recent scholarship.

‘Tell your servants the dream, and we will reveal the interpretation’, the

Chaldeans of the court promise Nebuchadnezzar inDaniel 2 after he reports

being troubled in his sleep. Except Nebuchadnezzar plays murderously coy:

he wants the wise men to tell him his dream and its interpretation; when

the Chaldeans plead with him to divulge the dream first, Nebuchadnezzar

accuses them of stalling for time and has them rounded up for execution. At

this stage, Daniel rises to the challenge. Having first asked his companions

Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah ‘to seek mercy from the God of heaven

concerning this mystery, so that Daniel and his companions with the rest

of the wise men of Babylon might not perish’, the eponymous hero has the

mystery of the dream and its interpretation disclosed to him ‘in a vision of

the night’ (2:17–19).

The dream is, famously, of a statue: luminous, colossal, terrifying. Its

head is made of gold, upper torso and arms out of silver, lower torso and

thighs of bronze, legs of iron, and its feet of iron and clay. As the dream

progresses, a stone appears and smashes the feet of clay and iron; then,

as the remainder of the statue collapses, its pieces are swept away. But the

stone morphs into a mountain, spanning the earth. Daniel’s interpretation

memorably casts the dream as an evocation of the translatio imperii: after

Nebuchadnezzar’s kingdom (gold), another will rise (silver), and then an-

other (bronze), to be followed by yet another ‘strong as iron’ that shall ‘crush

and shatter all these’ predecessors; but as a mixed kingdom, it will be fated

not to remain together ‘just as iron does not mix with clay’. It too will be

brought to heel by the one lasting kingdom, installed by the God of heaven

and therefore indestructible (2:31–45).25

24 OnMediterranean epistemicide see Padilla Peralta 2020; I return to this idea in the conclusion.

25The interpretations of the statue’smeanings, and of the cultural and historiographical backdrops

to them, are many and varied; Momigliano 1977–1982: 133–39 is an excellent guide. On the long

tail of the ‘Four Kingdoms’ motif, see now the essays in Perrin and Stuckenbruck 2021; note also

the remarks at Haubold 2022: 78.
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Impressed at Daniel’s knowledge of the dream and its significance,

Nebuchadnezzar prostrates himself before him, showers him with gifts,

and grants him and his close friends promotions: another successful en-

try in the annals of the advancement of the minoritized under imperial

domination. Components of this story find parallels and analogues in other

sectors and times of the ancient Near East and the classical and Hellenis-

tic Mediterranean: for testing oracles and dream-interpreters we might

compare the trial of dream interpretation in Daniel to Croesus’ test of the

oracle in Herodotus, or Tarquinius Superbus’ challenge to the augur Attus

Navius in the Roman annalistic tradition. Meanwhile, the four-kingdom

paradigm is hardly unique to Daniel, as the variations on the theme in the

Fourth Sibylline Oracle, the Babylonian Dynastic Prophecy, Aemilius Sura,26

and Pseudo-Daniel all attest. For present purposes, the most important

dimension of the episode in Daniel is that it marks dream-interpretation

as a practice through which the subjugated can reclaim agency over the

hegemon: not only by demonstrating their capacity to know the mind of the

conqueror, but by laying before him the impermanence of his hegemony.

This feat’s success is made conditional once again on besting other, rival

practitioners of knowledge; and it translates directly into material rewards.

Other dreams are felicitously interpreted in Daniel, with prosperity at-

tending the interpreter even when the message of the dream is bleak for the

king himself. Without the time to cycle through each one, I want simply to

advance one claim on the basis of Daniel 3.The inward turn of dream-inter-

pretation fastens on to the response of the subjugated and subaltern to one

material imposition of imperial exploitation, namely deracination; it theo-

rizes dream interpretation as one skill that can travel even when its holder

is displaced from home and hearth. I already noted with reference to the

first proposition that Daniel and his friends were removed from and sent to

the king’s court. This forced displacement leaves them with nothing except

the resources of their embodied knowledge, which they have somehow to

wield effectively. In the universe constructed by the text, dream-interpreters

from those communities at the end of the imperial spear may not be mas-

ters of their time and place, but they are masters of elsewheres: precincts of

validation and affirmation that are unlocked through dream interpretation.

These precincts are shaped by analogy to other commemorative landscapes,

26 On this figure (= FRHist 103) and his second-century CE date see Swain 1940; for his place in the

conceptual evolution of translatio imperii, Gotter 2019.



Tell Me How I Conquered You 45

chief among them the honorific spaces of the Hellenistic polis. As Kosmin

notes, ‘[t]he statue’s destruction’, far from belonging exclusively to a ‘a dis-

tinctly Jewish prophetic discourse and anti-idol polemic’, deserves to be lo-

cated ‘within thebroadcivic cultureof theHellenisticworld, [where]destroy-

ing the king’s statue was a widespread, public, and self-conscious idiom for

periodizing a community’s history’ (2018: 145, 147). Further confirmation of

Daniel’s taste for Hellenistic idiolects can be found in the dream’s visualiza-

tion of historical time as bodily, an idea tapped in theHistories of Polybius.27

Frommastery over the interpretation of the visions of others, it is only a

short step to the generation of mastery through one’s own visions, as chap-

ters 10–12ofDaniel conjure in stirring terms.Therepresentationof thatmas-

tery, which is held to be predicated on the manipulation not only of dream-

interpretation but of time itself, brings Daniel in line with other efforts un-

der way in the third and second centuries BCE to write back to paradigms

of Hellenistic temporality.28Daniel is granted a vision that sweeps from the

Achaemenid world of Cyrus the Great to the Hellenistic world in the maws

of Rome, to the ‘time of anguish’, and finally to deliverance.The text’s exem-

plification of Daniel as equally adept at navigating the universe of the Neo-

Babylonians and thenewdispensationof theAchaemenids,apparent already

in chapter 2’s effort to style Daniel as persisting through changes in impe-

rial regime, is predicated on a capacity to predict the future that allows no

space for fallibility.29 ‘But in that time’, the archangelGabriel confidently pro-

claims, ‘your people shall be delivered, everyone who is found written in the

book. Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to

everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt’ (12:1–2). The

clause ‘everyone who is found written in the book’30 brings me to the fourth

27 See, memorably, Polyb. 1.3.4 on the aggregation of the previously disjointed histories of the oik-

oumene into an ‘organic whole’ (somatoeides), to be read now with Davies 2020: 123–25.

28The relationship of the visions (or ‘beholdings’: Remington 2022 for a treatment of their sensorial

richness) in Dan. 7–12 to the internal chronology of the text and its historical background re-

mainsmuch debated: overview and fresh attempt at reinterpretation in Coşkun 2019. For indige-

nous rejoinders to Ptolemaic and Seleucid temporalities see Kosmin and Moyer 2021, especially

pp. 157–61 on theDemotic Chronicle.

29 Notably, the events forecast at 11.40–43 do not come to pass, one reason we can date the final

redaction ofDaniel to the period between 167 and 164 BCE; see Cook 2022: 520–21.

30 Compare רפֶסֵּֽבַּבוּ֥תכָּא֖צָמְנִּהַ־לכׇּ (MT); ὃς ἀν εὑρεθῆι ἐγγεγραμμένος ἐν τῶι βιβλίωι (OG); πᾶς ὁ εὐρεθεὶς

γεγραμμένος ἐν τῆι βίβλίωι (TH). For the importance of minor but revealing differences between

OG and TH see Olariub 2022.
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and final foundation of Daniel’s theorization of accommodation and/as un-

rest.

4.The technology of empirewill be our salvation. It is the book that emerges as

the technology best suited to deliverance, and most apt for weaponization.

The textualizationof Jewish communities throughout theMediterraneanhas

often been assumed to originate in a uniform commitment to the preserva-

tion and exegesis of the Torah. According to some accounts, this commit-

ment was scaled up in a dramatic way after the fall of the Second Temple,

with theMishnah and Talmud bearing witness to themulti-generational in-

vestment in the production of exegetical texts as a method for safeguard-

ing forms of cultural capital in the wake of collective devastation. Duncan

MacRaehasdexterously brought this cultural development into conversation

with the textualization of Roman theology during the late Republic, a histor-

ical conjuncture where one can see the interlacing of writing and systemati-

zation to highly transformative effect.31ButDaniel 12’smention of enrolment

in the book points in other directions. Why the scroll/book, exactly? Com-

mentators have been quick to point to obvious intertextual parallels (e.g.,

‘the book of life’ in Psalms, a concept appropriatedwith gusto in theNewTes-

tament and apocrypha), but the depiction of enrolment in the book brings

another set of possibilities tomind. Fiscality andmilitarism, two basic insti-

tutional aspects of the Hellenistic political and cultural universe, are foun-

dations for the futurity envisioned inDaniel.

Yet there is anotherway of taking this reference to enrolment in the book,

one more readily harmonized with Duncan MacRae’s arguments about the

significance of textualization.The theoretical heavy lifting ofDaniel’s closing

vision lies as much in its exaltation of the book as the guardian and vindica-

tor of the subjected as it does in its millenarian tincture. In aMediterranean

where books and bodies were frequently lost on land and at sea,32 the con-

viction in the durability of the book is arguably the most utopian feature of

Daniel. Is it sensible, then, to join Stefan Beyerle in speaking of Daniel as a

utopian text? In Beyerle’s view, which admittedly is not without its detrac-

tors, the text’s final apocalypse, culminating not only with the resurrection

of the dead but with an overhaul of human social organization, clinches its

identification as utopian. Addressing a different archive, but with her eye

31 MacRae 2016. For more on this systematization see Rüpke 2012.

32 Take Terence, for example: one version of his death had himdying at seawith 108 plays translated

fromMenander (Suet. Vita Ter. 5 with Richlin 2017: 170).
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on the second century, and in particular the insurrection of Aristonicus and

his ‘city of slaves’,’ Page duBois has encouraged ancient historians to attend

more carefully to the fear streaking through the Mediterranean world of

mass enslavement: that the boundary-line between free and slave could be

destabilized and scrubbed permanently, not just incidentally or temporarily

as dramatized on the New Comedy stage.33 On my reading, the processes

of textualization that ultimately give birth to Daniel are not only bulwarks

against culture loss and epistemicide. They are an education in how to

menace the conqueror, through reminders not only that his domination will

come to an end but that for its provisional duration he will have to depend

on the skills – prophetic as well as literary – of those he has subjugated. It is

the subjugated who will tell him how, and when, it all ends.

These, then, are Daniel’s four pillars for a theory about how productively

to conceptualize accommodation to and upwardmobility within an imperial

order as anunavoidably frictivedynamic. I have,of course,notpaid attention

to the full spectrum of possibilities for accommodation and/as unrest that

Daniel exhibits. For a concluding synopsis, I turn again to Anathea Portier-

Young:

… the writers of Daniel outlined for their audiences a program of nonviolent resistance to

the edict and persecution of Antiochus and the systems of hegemony and domination that

supported his rule. New revelation provided an apocalyptic frame for covenant theology

and offered hermeneutical keys for interpreting scripture in ways that anchored the writ-

ers’ self-understanding andunderstanding of history, current events, andGod’s future ac-

tion. Each of these in turn shaped a vision for resistance that included prayer, fasting, and

penitence, teaching and preaching, and covenant fidelity even in the face of death. They

presented their program for action through prediction and narrative modeling. (Portier-

Young 2011: 229)

Portier-Young’s ‘narrative modelling’ approximates my own understanding

of theory as a kind of exemplification, as a patterning notmerely of a histor-

ically contingent response to suffering but of a framework for abstraction.

Work on exemplarity in Roman culture has enriched my own grasp of the

cognitive affordances of the exemplar, and specifically its ability to organize

and direct models for right doing and right thinking. But I find equally en-

33 See duBois 2007. On Aristonicus’ revolt, note also Vavrinek 1975: 129 on its significance as ‘one

chapter in the history of the struggles of suppressed peoples for freedom and justice – regardless

of the fact that in the given historical conditions this fight was necessarily doomed beforehand to

failure’.
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ergizing the prospect of reading these pillars of resistance theory as proposi-

tional, in the sense newly put forward by Kaneesha Cherelle Parsard (2022):

Daniel is best approached as a historical document that bundles together a

number of theoretical propositions.

Much like the Josephan discursive strategies analyzed by Katell Berthelot

in this volume, the theory incubated inDaniel is ultimately inseparable from

the identitarian strivings of elites who within their own subordinated com-

munities sought to differentiate themselves from non-elites and rival elites

in the process of squaring up to hegemony’s demands.34 Accordingly, it is

not a subaltern theory; nor can it offer more than a faint glimpse into the

thought corridors of those who, bested by those in their own community

when it came to advertising their gifts to empire, had still to make a living

under domination somehow.35 And while I have specified four components

to Daniel’s theory of resistance, my reading cannot be the final word on the

text’s generativity. For one, the protagonist’s skill at dream interpretation,

which I parsed earlier as a signal of the potential displacement of alterna-

tive/non-Jewish knowledges, comes laced with a threat: that the subjugated

expertmight not justwithhold their timelywisdombut actively obstruct em-

pire’s capacity to sustain itself.Another, similarlymenacingprospect that re-

ceives airtime inDaniel is the conversion of the empire into a kind of carrier

vessel for the identities of the subjugated: the use of empire ‘as a host body

to enter and alter the world that came to colonize them’.36

III Futures

It is not out of the question that, at least for some readers, Daniel packed

a (darkly) comic punch. Comedy was a weapon in the Hellenistic Jewish di-

asporic arsenal, and certainly in the case of one narrative transmitted with

34 Cook 1995 explores the (elite) social status of those most involved in the production and textual-

ized dissemination of apocalyptic and millenarian literature. Note section I above, on the clear

specification of the noble background of Daniel and friends: a semaphore for Daniel’s elite-cen-

tred imaginary.

35The challenges of writing the history of subalterns in antiquity arewell brought out in Shaw 2021,

introducing a volume on the subject. The need for more ethically calibrated tools for recovering

the experiences of those doubly or triply marginalized in antiquity: see now Ahuvia 2023.

36 I am quoting fromWilner 2022: 114, referring to the anthropologist Franz Boas’ translation into

a carrier for the embodied knowledges of the Hamatsa.
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the Greek text ofDaniel – the story of Susannah and the Elders – the turn to

humor, not as a corrective but as a supplement to the communication of ‘se-

rious intent’, is hard to miss.37 Other communicative and affective registers

can be traced in Daniel. Rabasa discerns in folio 46r of the Codex Telleriano-

Remensis ‘a sweet melancholy that gives place to mania, to the exhilaration,

if not happiness, of crossing languages and forms of life’ (2011: 129). Seeing

as Daniel concludes with the promise of happiness to those who persevere

(12:12), it is not a stretch to assert an affective dimension to the construction

of its elsewhere through prophecy and apocalypse. This elsewhere did con-

tain a more sinister message for those agents of the hegemon who took the

trouble to query and parse it: violence no matter what, at least until the ar-

rival of the prophesied kingdom.On a second read,Daniel 10–12 speak to the

necessity and indeed unavoidability of such violence as God deemed fit for

ushering a new order into being.

The packaging ofmicro-narratives that extolled idealized aspects of Jew-

ish/Judean exceptionalism gives way in these chapters to visions that put

the blame for violence at the door of those who are too lawless to under-

stand (11:36, 12:10). Intriguingly, in the aftermath of the Second Temple’s de-

struction, prescriptions for how to live under empire become markedly less

prophetic and apocalyptic in tone, asNatalieDohrmann’s chapter in this vol-

ume shows for the tannaitic rabbis.Rule of law,not divinatory excellence,be-

comes the foundation uponwhich to base a substantially different paradigm

of survivance. Cleaved from the practice of individually vouchsafed revela-

tion, rabbinic lawwith its bundle of theories and exegeses emerges as a priv-

ileged protocol for averting ethnosuicide.

There were risks to not redacting theories of resistance and survivance

into textual form.Communities that ran out of time to textualize in the teeth

of hegemonic brutality do not often leave us with scrutable signs of the ab-

stracting labour to model their own futures. I end by holding up, if only for

a moment’s contemplation, these Mediterranean communities. Bearing in

mind that many were robbed of the time even to lay down basic templates,38

what urgently calls for additional study is the existence and identification of

37 I paraphrase and quote fromGruen 2002: ch. 5; see esp. pp. 170–74. Fontaine 2016 posits the Au-

gustan-era historian Nicolaus of Damascus as the original source for Theodotion’s Susannah; if

correct, the attribution lines up a text that circulated alongside Daniel with that generation of

Greek-speaking ‘migrant intellectuals’ that I referenced above (n. 8).On Jewish texts andhumour,

see now Emanuel 2020’s reading of Revelation.

38 Discussion of epistemicidal scenarios: Padilla Peralta 2020: 156–57.
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minoritized groups who opted against violent resistance, uneasily accom-

modationist striving, or hyper-textualizing separatism (the last exemplified

by the Qumranic community). On the assumption, fragile though it may be,

that such groups did in fact exist, where did their elsewheres find expres-

sion?
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3. The Roman Language of Civil War: From
Internal War and Stasis to BellumCivile

CarstenHjort Lange

Abstract:This article attempts to reconstruct Roman conceptual debates about differ-

ent kinds of unrest and (civil) war in the Republican period. By ‘joining the dots’ be-

tween the revolt of Falerii in the third century as told by Polybius, the destruction of

Fregellae in 125 BCE, the subsequent stasis/seditio at Rome and, finally, full-blown

bellumcivile, this articlewill trace the development of the language of internal unrest

down to the first civil war between Sulla andMarius. It seems likely that the origins of

the concept of bellum civile, a relatively late invention, can be traced back to debates

that started in the second century BCE, if not earlier.

This article reassembles what remains of a Roman conceptual debate about

different kinds of unrest – internal war and/or rebellion, civil strife, and civil

war – down to the first civil war between Sulla and Marius. This debate has

left traces, this articlewill show, inwhat remains of the contemporary aswell

as later Roman historiographical tradition. By joining the dots between the

revolt of Falerii in the third century BCE as told by Polybius, the destruction

of Fregellae in 125BCE, the subsequent stasis/seditio atRomeand,finally, full-

blown bellum civile, this article will trace the development of conceptualiza-

tions of internal unrest down to the first civil war between Sulla andMarius.

It offers a reinterpretation of the relationship between concepts such as re-

volt and/or rebellion – that is, challenges to the Roman order – and the an-

cient terms of emphylios polemos, stasis, seditio, and bellumcivile.Re-examining

the wars of rebellion and wars against the allies may also help us to under-

stand the long second century – from the outbreak of the Second PunicWar

in 218 BCE to the SocialWar in 91 BCE and Rome’s first civil war in 88 BCE –

as an ‘antebellum’ period to Rome’s first civil war.1

1 A central argument of Lange 2024.
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As theRomans of theMiddle andLateRepublic sought to understandun-

rest in contemporary history, they looked back on the conquest of Italy and

the Punic Wars.The Second Punic War had seen some of Rome’s subject-al-

lies rebel or defect fromRome (Fronda 2010). Although allied, these commu-

nities were not legally Roman citizens and consequently their rebellion was

not a ‘civil war’, a war between citizens of the same state. There were fur-

ther revolts during the second century BCE, but mainly outside Italy: rebel-

lions in Spain, theCorsican andSardinian rebellions of the 180s and 170s, the

fourth Macedonian War, the rebellion of the Achaean League, Aristonicus,

the Allobroges, the so-called Sicilian Servile Wars, Tolosa’s revolt in 109, and

Jugurtha.All thesewere former allies or subject territories that rebelled.2But

the destruction of Fregellae in 125 BCEwas a rupture.Nothingwould ever be

the same again in Italia. The Romans had destroyed an allied city in central

Italy. This was recognisably more internecine, domestic, and internal than

the revolts of earlier in the century. Fregellae was just as important to the

history of Rome’s civil wars as the crisis caused by the Gracchan attempts at

reform, although scholars tend to overlook it.3

Before embarking on this study, it is essential to insist at the outset that

themeaning and applicability of loaded terms like ‘civil war’must have been

as contestable in ancient times as today. Two examples will illustrate the

point. In 43 BCE the warmonger Cicero was trying hard to get the proconsul

M. Antonius (cos. 44) declared a hostis publicus. He was strenuously opposed

in this endeavour by L. Iulius Caesar (cos. 64), who insisted that the situation

was a tumultus not a bellum:4

ego semper illum appellavi hostem, cum alii adversarium, semper hoc bellum, cum alii tumultum.

I consistently called Antonius a public enemy [hostis], while others [L. Iulius Caesar] called

him an adversary [adversarius]; I consistently called this a war [bellum], while others called

it a public emergency [tumultus]. (Cic. Phil. 12.17)5

2 Maschek 2018: 83–90 on violence and war during the second century BCE.

3 However, see now Maschek 2018: esp. 22–23; cf. also 64–108. According to Maschek the sack of

Fregellae was the symptom of a new period of civil war (23).Whatever wemake of this, given the

Roman concept of civil war – encompassing both bellum and civile – the sack of Fregellae was not

a civil war; it was an ‘internal’ war.

4 Chapter 10 of the Res Gestae asserts that Lepidus had used the period of civilis tumultus to appro-

priate the title of Pontifex Maximus. Lavan 2017: 22 notes that tumultus has ‘a technical sense as

state of emergency short of war’.

5 Unless otherwise indicated, translations are taken from the Loeb Classical Library edition, with

minor changes.
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In a different context, the historian Florus, perhaps drawing from Livy, in-

sists that the civil war between Pompeius and Caesar was more than a civil

war:

adeo ut non recte tantum civile dicatur, ac ne sociale quidem, sed nec externum, sed potius commune

quoddam ex omnibus et plus quam bellum.

It cannot, therefore, justly be called merely a civil war, nor a war between allies, nor yet a

foreign war, but was rather a war with all these characteristics and something worse than

a war. (Flor. 2.13)

There was never only one narrative. It would be naive to think that the Ro-

mans (or Greeks) would have agreed on the definition of such a slippery con-

cept aswar, or even civil war.6Canwe still believe – in the spirit of positivism

– that compiling a list of examples will allow us to arrive at a correct defini-

tion of the concepts we are looking at? Hardly! Language has an unfortunate

tendency to obscure the extent to which the sources disagree.

Thucydides to Polybius

Beforewe can understand theRomandebates,we need to beginwith aGreek

conceptualization of internal unrest: the stasis at Corcyra as described by

Thucydides.Wemay prevaricate over whether this stasis was also a polemos.7

This raises the fundamental question of when a war is a war and how this

changes over time, to be explored later. But, even if one might in principle

claim that Corcyrawas not a polemos, it still remained a key conceptualmodel

for Roman understandings of their own experiences with stasis and bellum

civile. The notion of recurrence is fundamental and becomes a fundamental

6 See Lange and Vervaet 2019b; see now also the introduction to Ginsberg and Krasne 2018, König

2018.

7 See Lange 2017 for the argument that it was; contraMynott 2013: 212 n. 1.



58 Carsten Hjort Lange

element of the tradition.8Aswe learn fromThucydides’ account, stasis always

reappears:

οὕτως ὠμὴ <ἡ> στάσις προυχώρησε, καὶ ἔδοξε μᾶλλον, διότι ἐν τοῖς πρώτη ἐγένετο, ἐπεὶ

ὕστερόν γε καὶ πᾶν ὡς εἰπεῖν τὸἙλληνικὸν ἐκινήθη, διαφορῶν οὐσῶν ἑκασταχοῦ τοῖς τε τῶν

δήμων προστάταις τοὺς Ἀθηναίους ἐπάγεσθαι καὶ τοῖς ὀλίγοις τοὺς Λακεδαιμονίους. καὶ ἐν

μὲν εἰρήνῃ οὐκ ἂν ἐχόντων πρόφασιν οὐδ᾽ ἑτοίμων παρακαλεῖν αὐτούς, πολεμουμένων δὲ

καὶ ξυμμαχίας ἅμα ἑκατέροις τῇ τῶν ἐναντίων κακώσει καὶ σφίσιν αὐτοῖς ἐκ τοῦ αὐτοῦ προ-

σποιήσει ῥᾳδίως αἱ ἐπαγωγαὶ τοῖς νεωτερίζειν τι βουλομένοις ἐπορίζοντο.

Suchwas the savage progress of the civil strife (stasis), and it seemed all the worse because

it was the first of its kind, though later practically the whole Greekworld was in turmoil as

everywhere therewere rival efforts by the leaders of the populace to bring in the Athenians

and by the oligarchs to bring in the Spartans. In time of peace theywould have had neither

pretext nor inclination to ask for help; but when these states were at war any faction seek-

ing radical change readily found allies who could be brought in both to help damage their

opponents and to bolster their own position. (Thuc. 3.82.1, trans.Mynott 2013)

Thucydides continues: ‘Civil strife inflictedmany a terrible blowon the cities,

as always does and will happen while human nature remains what it is.’9The

passage ends with the famous description of polemos as a brutal teacher.The

concept of stasis was thus already closely associated with warfare in Thucy-

dides.10

Another Greek historian, Polybius, may offer us an invaluable glimpse

into the earliest stages of the development of Roman thinking on unrest

when he recalls the events of the First Punic War. It is unfortunately im-

possible to determine whether Polybius’ narrative transmits third-century

Roman understandings of these events or whether he is imposing a po-

tentially anachronistic second-century perspective, looking back on the

great war against Carthage. If the latter, it is not clear if the second-century

perspective is one informed by contemporary Roman debates or is a Greek

perspective on Roman developments. In attempting a history of Roman

8 See Armitage 2017a,Eckstein 1965 on internal war; on the recurrence of civil war, see Collier 2009:

139 (‘the most likely legacy of a civil war is further civil war’). Armitage 2017b: 1–18, esp. 2–5 is

correct in emphasising the idea of the universal return of civil war but is wrong that this is a

Roman invention (‘The Romans were the first to try to understand civil war through narrative’,

3). The honour surely must go to Thucydides. Armitage also perceives a fundamental difference

between stasis and bellum civile, but see now Lange 2017, Straumann 2017.

9Thuc. 3.82.2: καὶ ἐπέπεσε πολλὰ καὶ χαλεπὰ κατὰ στάσιν ταῖς πόλεσι, γιγνόμενα μὲν καὶ αἰεὶ ἐσό-

μενα, ἕως ἂν ἡ αὐτὴ φύσις ἀνθρώπων ᾖ.

10Thuc. 3.81.4–5; cf. 3.81–85; Lange 2017: 132 on warfare.
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debates about unrest and internal war, it is vital to remember just how little

contemporary evidence we have from the third and second centuries BCE.

I focus on Polybius’ account of the rebellion of the Falisci, and the

Carthaginian Mercenary Revolt with which he connects it (1.65–8). The

Falisci revolted in 241 BCE. A consular army was sent against them, and we

know from the Fasti Triumphales that both consuls were awarded triumphs

in 241 BCE.11 Livy would later term the conflict a rebellion (Per. 20). Polybius

describes it as emphylios polemos, internal (or civil) war:12

μετὰδὲ τὰςδιαλύσεις ταύτας ἴδιόν τι καὶπαραπλήσιονἀμφοτέροις συνέβηπαθεῖν. ἐξεδέξατο

γὰρ πόλεμος ἐμφύλιος Ῥωμαίους μὲν ὁ πρὸς τοὺς Φαλίσκους καλουμένους, ὃν ταχέως καὶ

συμφερόντως ἐπετέλεσαν, ἐν ὀλίγαις ἡμέραις ἐγκρατεῖς γενόμενοι τῆς πόλεως αὐτῶν.

Shortly after this treaty it so happened that both states found themselves placed in cir-

cumstances peculiarly similar. For at Rome there followed intestine war [‘civil war’ in the

Loeb translation of Paton, Walbank and Habicht] (πόλεμος ἐμφύλιος) against the Falisci,

but this they brought to a speedy and favourable conclusion, taking Falerii in a few days.

(Polyb. 1.65.1–2)

Polybius’ discusses the war against the Falisci in a digression on the Merce-

nary Revolt that Carthage suffered after the First Punic War (Hoyos 2007,

Walbank 1970: 130–50). Polybius describes the Mercenary Revolt (1.65–88)

as a stasis at 1.66.10, 1.67.2, and 1.67.5 – an internal war as well as an in-

ternal problem. Yet at 1.65.2 and 1.71.7, he terms it an emphylios polemos. Is

this merely an example of Polybius’ variatio, or might it have a deeper signif-

icance?

Jonathan Price (2011: 84) has stressed Thucydides’ impact on later Greek

historians. So powerful was Thucydides’ model of stasis that almost every

subsequent historian writing about stasis in Greek, and even some writing

in Latin (e.g. Sallust), adopted it and imitated it’; he adds that theywere even

constrained by it. It is undoubtedly true that Thucydides’ famous Corcyra

digression was a profound influence on Polybius’ narrative here. But we

should not overlook the differences either, particularly the use of emphylios

polemos,which seems to reach for a different tradition or traditions.13

11 Degrassi 1947: 76–77, 549; see further below for the question of rebellion and triumph.

12 Compare this with Polybius’ assessment of Roman warfare at 1.37, where he writes that the Ro-

mans use violent force for all purposes.

13 Dreyer 2016 rightly emphasizes that Polybius sees the Mercenary War as a stasis (‘ohne weiteres

in den Kontext einer Stasis’, 91). He also talks of an ‘erweiterte Anwendung des Stasisbegriffs’

(90). Dreyer is also right to emphasize that Polybius took these ideas fromThucydides and Cor-
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Indeed, Polybius may be reflecting a Roman tradition as well as a Greek

one.While the phrase bellum civile appears not yet to have been invented (as

we will see), the Romans of the third and second centuries may have known

other, analogous terms. Looking forward to Cicero, it is notable that he not

only uses the phrase bellum civile but also related phrases such as patriae bel-

lum (‘war against fatherland’), bellum civile ac domesticum (‘civil and domestic

war’), and bellum domesticum (‘domestic war’).14 Cicero of course uses these

phrases deliberately, rhetorically and selectively (see van der Blom 2019).

But might they at the same time reflect other, older Roman discussions

that predate the first civil war between Marius and Sulla? Potentially even

more significant is the phrase bellum intestinum (‘internal war’) – within the

polity of Rome – which appears several times in Livy (7.26.15; 41.25.1–6;

42.5.10; 42.13.8; 45.11.5; 42.40.7). It is entirely possible that Polybius, when

he described the conflict with the Falisci as polemos emphylioswas translating

a Latin term like bellum intestinum. This is not to suggest that Greek phrase

emphylios polemos, was not an established phrase in Greek, but rather that

Polybius used a familiar phrase to translate a Latin concept. Our under-

standing of its meaning is further complicated by the fact that emphylios

polemos later became the standard Greek translation for bellum civile for

Greek writers of the imperial period. The concept unsurprisingly evolved

over time.

Whatever we make of his terminology, Polybius’ account of the Merce-

nary War – and indeed that of Rome’s war against the Falisci – clearly con-

strued it as an internal war, a war amongst allies or mercenaries, internal to

the state and its territory.Moreover, his description of theMercenaryWar is

markedbynumerous episodesof extremesavagery andviolence, for example

the killing of Gisco and 700 prisoners by the rebels, that anticipate later nar-

ratives of the Roman civile wars.15 Polybius calls it the ‘TrucelessWar (1.65.6:

ἄσπονδον πόλεμον).The Roman concept of civil war was not as yet invented,

but Polybius’s description might still reflect second-century Roman debates

cyra,especially regardingviolence (92).Gibson2013 rightly askswhyPolybiusgives suchextensive

coverage to theMercenaryWar (161). He concludes that the MercenaryWar ‘is the moment when

Carthage wasmost threatened’ (178).While this view is correct, this paper aims to show that this

conclusion is not the whole answer.

14 patriae bellum: Cic. Cat. 1.23; bellum civile ac domesticum: Cic. Cat. 3.19; bellum domesticum: Cic. Cat.

2.1, 2.11,Har. resp. 49, Planc. 49.

15 Polyb. 1.80; cf. 1.88.7. For the difference between foreign – the First Punic War – and civil war:

1.71.5–7; cf. Hoyos 2007: xv, 160–72.
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about such internal wars (or even genuine third-century debates). Both con-

flicts were internalwars; though neither would strictly have been civilwars.16

Why, wemay ask, did Polybius include this digression? Surely because it re-

vealed a danger: the problem that fickle allies and internal struggles posed

for the emerging empire of Rome.The case of Carthage was an outstanding

historical example for Polybius’ narrative of Roman imperial expansion.The

MercenaryWar had almost brought about the ruin of Carthage,Rome’s great

enemy.At the same time both the stasis at Carthage and the emphylios polemos

at Romewere the product of external wars, in both cases the First PunicWar.

This again reflectsThucydides’ description of war as a brutal teacher.

Fregellae

The revolt of Fregellae, an allied city with the Latin right, in 125 BCE was a

pivotal moment. The city had remained loyal during the Second Punic War,

so the rebellion must have induced great shock in Rome (Osgood 2018: 58).

The city was destroyed by the praetor Lucius Opimius (cos 121 BCE; RE 18/1,

1939: 673–77).The destruction has been confirmed by archaeological excava-

tions byCoarelli andMonti.17Rome’s response resembles the solutions of 146

BCE, namely the destruction of Corinth and Carthage, followed later by the

destruction of Numantia in 133 BCE by Scipio Aemilianus Africanus. But it

also foreshadows the last generations of the RomanRepublic in its use of po-

litical violence (Maschek 2018: 23).

A brief look at a few accounts of the rebellion of Fregellae is revealing.

Livy emphasizes that Fregellae had defected (defecerant) fromRome (Per. 60).

Defectio implies conscious abandonment of allegiance, clearly indicating an

uprising. Valerius Maximus explains that no triumph was awarded because

Opimius had merely recuperated what belonged to the Roman people, thus

saying much the same (2.8.4, discussed further below). Cicero associates

Fregellae with seditiones and the war against the rebellious Socii:

16 Note the description of the defection of the once-loyal allied cities ofHippacritae andUtica to the

rebels: 1.82.8–10.

17 Coarelli and Monti 1998: 71–2; cf. Ad Her. 4.37; cf. Ad Her. 4.9.13, Livy Per. 60, Vell. Pat. 2.6.4, Val.

Max. 2.8.4, Asc. 17C, Obseq. 30, Amm.Marc. 25.9.10.
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multae inhac republica seditiones domesticae quaspraetermitto; bella cumsociis, Fregellanum,Mar-

sicum; quibus omnibus domesticis externisque bellis Capua non modo non obfuit sed opportunissi-

mam se nobis praebuit et ad bellum instruendum et ad exercitus ornandos et tectis ac sedibus suis

recipiendos.

[There have been] many domestic seditions within this state, which I will pass over; wars

with our allies, the Fregellan war, theMarsic war; in all which domestic and external wars

Capua has not only not been in the way but has offered itself to us most suitably for the

preparation of war, the equipping of the armies and the reception under their rooves and

in their homes. (Cic. Leg. Agr. 2.90)

Bella cum sociis, Fregellanum, andMarsicum are most fascinating for our pur-

poses; this was neither foreign nor a civil war but an internal war. All three

authors see a rebellion against Roman hegemony.

Perhaps surprisingly, L. Opimius did not get at triumph for his victory at

Fregellae.Themain evidence is Val.Max.2.8.4: he petitionedbutwas denied,

as the empire had not been expanded.This clearly had not been an issuewith

the Falisci in 241 BCE (see above). But it is paralleled by the case of Q. Fulvius

in 211 BCE after the victory over Capua. Capua, like Fregellae, had rebelled.

Valerius Maximus adds the case of Scipio and Spain, but this is a misunder-

standing, as that was down to Scipio’s lack of a legitimate imperium.18 Va-

lerius Maximus may be wrong on more than one count here. The Fregellae

crisis may in fact have resembled a civil war – that is an internal war or, per-

haps better, an emphylios polemos – in many of its dimensions, although the

Latin concept of bellum civile had not yet been invented.

One pressing question is why this community rebelled in the first place.

Most likely it involved the defeat of a proposal by the consul M. Fulvius

Flaccus to enfranchise all Italians in 125 BCE (Dart 2014: 53–61). He tried

again in 122 BCE together with Gaius Gracchus; alongside Gracchus, Flac-

cus was killed by L. Opimius in 121 BCE. Appian is the main evidence.19

Plutarch draws a clear connection between the rebellion and the policy of

Gaius Gracchus (C. Gracch. 3). He reports that Gaius Gracchus was accused

of encouraging the allies to revolt and being implicated in the rebellion at

Fregellae. Whether or not he was involved, there clearly was a fear in Rome

of rebellion by the allies. Cicero talks of L. Opimius having freed the state

18 Val. Max. 2.8.5, Lange 2016: esp. 32.

19 BCiv. 1.21, 1.34; cf.Val.Max. 9.5.1, suggesting that individuals could decide if theywantedRoman

citizenship.
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from the gravest perils.20 This is hardly the place for a renewed discussion

about the aims of the Italian allies, but the story is interesting in the wider

context of internal war.

Chronologically this period of internal war was also one of stasis/seditio.

L. Opimius himself later became famous after ordering the killing of the

supporters of Gaius Gracchus. One of his attendants, Quintus Antyllius,

was killed at an assembly on the Capitol at the start of the crisis (Plut. C.

Gracch. 13, App. B Civ. 1.25). L. Opimius used this as a pretext to justify his

own killings. Unknowingly anticipating many things to come, he presented

the dead body to the Senate as proof of the wrongdoing of the enemies

of the state.21 As in 133 BCE, the corpses of the dead were thrown into the

Tiber as an act of purification (Osgood 2018: 60). L. Opimius was tried and

exonerated, but later convicted for treason with Jugurtha in 109 BCE. He

died in exile in Dyrrachium, Greece; he was hardly welcome in Italy after

Fregellae (Kelly 2006: 76–81, 170–71).

In 121 BCE, in commemoration of his deed – and, perhaps at the same

time remembering his great internal victory over Fregellae (not least since he

had been denied a triumph) – L. Opimius built, on the order of the Senate,

what seems to be the first of many conspicuous stasis/civil war monuments

inRome: theTemple ofConcord, celebrating victory over theGracchi– fellow

Romans, but seditious and potential tyrants.22 Appian sums up:

καὶ τὴν πόλιν ἐπὶ τοῖς φόνοις ἐκάθαιρεν. ἡ δὲ βουλὴ καὶ νεὼνὉμονοίας αὐτὸν ἐν ἀγορᾷ προ-

σέταξεν ἐγεῖραι.

He [Opimius] performed a lustration of the city for the bloodshed, and the Senate ordered

him to build a temple to Concord in the forum. (App. BCiv. 1.26)

Fregellae (as well as the Gracchi) is in many ways best seen as the pivot be-

tween the Middle Republic and the external victories of 146 BCE on one side

and continuous problems with the socii and internal strife on the other. It

was a definingmoment in Roman policy towards allies, stasis in Italy and re-

lations with the socii; but it was also implicated in internal problems at Rome

itself that eventually precipitated civil war. All these developments were in-

20 Pis. 95, Planc. 70, echoed later by Young Caesar, 1 August 30 BCE: Arval Fasti (= EJ, p. 49).

21 On the display of severed heads, see Lange 2020.

22 Plut.C. Gracch. 17.6 for the famous dictum of discord building a temple to Concord; Cic. Sest. 140,

August.De civ. D. 3.25, Pina Polo 2017: 13–14, 19 on this as a monument to the tyrannicide.
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tertwined:Between 125 and 121BCE,L.Opimiusplayedapivotal role inprop-

agating newmethods of violence and war against allies and Romans alike.

From Fregellae to the Social War

I want to pose a question that may at first appear simple: was seditio the first

step towards civil war?23 Retrospectively this was undoubtedly the case, as

later historians claim with the benefit of hindsight. Tacitus, for example,

writes of theRomansbeing ‘ruinedoneafter anotherby the samepoverty and

lack of discipline; they were ready to rush into mutiny and dissension (sedi-

tiones et discordias), and finally into civil war (bella civilia)’ (Hist. 1.46). Isidore

of Seville is evenmore explicit: ‘civil war (civile bellum) happenswhen sedition

(seditio) arises between citizens and tumults are stirred’ (Etym. 18.1.3).24Many

of our sources claim after the event that stasis and seditio, including early in-

ternal wars and rebellions, developed into full-blown civil war. But did the

contemporaries – during the second century after the fall of Carthage and

later – realise that this was in fact what was (slowly) happening? Did the Ro-

mans think that their political struggles, including the use of political vio-

lence, would develop into stasis and/or emphylios polemos? Thucydides’ model

of stasis in the Corcyra narrative and Polybius’ description of the rebellion of

the Falisci would have been enough to show that this could potentially hap-

pen.

Modern narratives of stasis and seditio leading up to civil war can illu-

minate this question from an unexpected angle. Joanne Freeman (2018) has

studied physical violence in theUSCongress from 1830 to the outbreak of the

Civil War, shedding new light on the systemic breakdown over this period.

23 For the use of seditio and its interaction with bellum civile, see Cic.Off. 1.86, Varro,De Vita frg. 114

Riposati = Nonius 728 (Lindsey); cf. Tac.Hist. 1.2. Here we see interrelated phenomena and civil

war as a hybrid.

24 In Roman historiography this goes back to the descriptions of the struggle betweenRomulus and

Remus; cf. famously Livy 1.23.1:Et bellumutrimque summaope parabatur, civili simillimumbello, prope

inter parentes natosque, Troianam utramque prolem, cum Lavinium ab Troia, ab Lavinio Alba, ab Albano-

rum stirpe regum oriundi Romani essent (‘And both sides prepared for war with the greatest energy

– a civil war, to all intents and purposes, almost as if fathers were arrayed against sons; for both

were of Trojan ancestry, since Lavinium had been planted from Troy, Alba from Lavinium, and

from the line of the Alban kings had come the Romans.’).
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She records more than seventy violent incidents in the House and Senate or

innearby streets andduellinggrounds.Thisfiguredoesnot include instances

of bullying that never went beyond words, though the threat of violence had

enormous impact (Freeman 2018: 5–6). One flawed and ineffective attempt

at a solution was to ‘stop the words’: that is, to stop antislavery discussion in

Congress in order to avoid ‘Union-threatening dissonance’ (Freeman 2018:

114). Yet moving violence outside Congress achieved little, if anything. The

question wemust ask is whether one can have a functioning political system

andsystemicbreakdownat the same time.Thebuild-up to theAmericanCivil

War suggests that this is possible. But what about the Roman Late Republic

before civilwar? I have elsewhere suggested that civilwar as suchwasadevel-

opment from an incipient phase that began in 133 BCE (or perhaps 146 BCE),

emphasising the impact of continuouswarfare and of internal and civil wars

(Lange 2016: 21). Violence should be at the centre of our attention in looking

at this period. But one might also add an ideological dimension: was there,

as for Americans from the 1830s onward, a particular cause over which the

Romans fought (cf. Freeman 2018: 247)? The political process itself is at least

part of the answer and, I would suggest, even principally so. Politics is about

who gets what, when, and how; but the political process itself is always part

of the equation.

Given the growing tendency to critique received concepts such as op-

timates and populares,25 we need a new approach to factional politics.26

There are numerous alternative ways of conceptualizing alliances and fac-

tions within Roman society: partes; factio; networks of clientelae; alliance

formations; warring groups; and warlords and alternative states (Rich 2018,

Crawford 2008). I myself have added the concept of ‘dynasts’ to the discus-

sion, as used by Appian and Cassius Dio (Lange 2019). Yet we should always

remember that all these concepts were invented to describe the political

drama of the Late Republic, often in order to justify and/or understand

political violence, stasis, and bellum civile.These developments bears witness

to the collapse of the political system, almost as much as does the carnage

upon and beyond the battlefield.

25 Robb 2010,Mouritsen 2017: esp. 112–23; contraWiseman 2009: 5–32.

26 Steel 2013: esp. 236: ‘The simple binary model of optimates (best men) and populares is clearly in-

adequate to explain the position of Pompeius, Crassus and Caesar in 59 and again in 55, or the

motives of those men attacking them’; cf. Beard 2015: 342.
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Thenext phase in the struggle between Rome and its allies was the rebel-

lion and/orwar of the socii,which broke out in 91BC (Rosenberger 1992: 35–9,

Dart 2014).This was variously termed bellumMarsicum,27 bellum Italicum, and

bellum sociale. Florus insists that it was really a bellum civile (2.6.1; cf. Strabo

5.4.2), though strictly speaking it was not, since like the Falisci and Fregellae

the sociiwere not cives, but peregrini.This was, however, indubitably an inter-

nal war, a rebellion amongst allies. Velleius Paterculus explains:

Per omnis annos atque omnia bella duplici numero se militum equitumque fungi neque in eius civi-

tatis ius recipi, quae per eos in id ipsum pervenisset fastigium, per quod homines eiusdem et gentis et

sanguinis ut externos alienosque fastidire posset.

Every year and in every war they were furnishing a double number of men, both of cav-

alry and of infantry, and yet were not admitted to the rights of citizens in the state which,

through their efforts, had reached so high a position that it could look down uponmen of

the same race and blood as foreigners and aliens. (Vell. Pat. 2.15.2)

This nicely encapsulates the Roman debates, illustrating the problem of how

to explain an internal war – that is, something that should not happen.

Sulla

Fighting a civil war invariably necessitated numerous levels and strategies

of justification. A pioneer in these strategies was Sulla, who made innova-

tive use of autobiography, a genre that appears to have come to Rome only

around the turn of the first century BCE.28 A passage in Plutarch’s Moralia

which quotes fromSulla’s 22-bookmemoir (Devita sua), published shortly af-

ter his death, seems to suggest that Sulla played a major role in introducing

the novel concept of bellum civile into Late Republican politics and literature:

ὁ δὲ Σύλλας, ὅτε τῶν ἐμφυλίων πολέμων τὴν Ἰταλίαν καθήρας προσέμιξε τῇ Ῥώμῃ πρῶτον,

οὐδὲ μικρὸν ἐν τῇ νυκτὶ κατέδαρθεν, ὑπὸ γήθους καὶ χαρᾶς μεγάλης ὥσπερ πνεύματος ἀνα-

φερόμενος τὴν ψυχήν· καὶ ταῦτα περὶ αὑτοῦ γέγραφεν ἐν τοῖς ὑπομνήμασιν.

As he entered Rome for the first time after cleansing Italy of its civil wars, Sulla did not

sleep at all that night, borne up in his spirit by great joy and gladness, as by a wind; he has

27The official term: Fasti Cos. (Degrassi 1947): 55; cf. Fasti Venusini (Degrassi 1947): 254.

28 On Sulla’sDe vita sua, see in general Marasco 2011.
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written this about himself in his memoirs. (Plut.Mor. 786D–E = FRHist II.22 F26, trans.

Smith)

It is possible that Sulla himself coined the concept, which would be quite

characteristic of his unapologetic political methods and conduct. In trans-

lating Sulla’s concept into Greek, Plutarch would naturally have turned to

emphylios polemos. The nature and scale of the internal fighting in the years

88–82BCEandSulla’s recordof innovations (including theproscriptions and

dictatorship), all suggest that Plutarch’s emphylios polemoswas a direct trans-

lation of Sulla’s original. Yet Sulla’s original bellum civilemay itself have been

a Roman ‘translation’ of the Greek concept of emphylios polemos. The concept

itself was of course older than any Roman debates about internal war; but in

formulating it as bellum civile Sulla gave it a distinctly Roman context, that

of citizenship. Importantly, the evidence suggests that when Sulla settled on

the concept of bellum civile, his emphasis was on bellum. The enemy was un-

usual, but this was yet another victory in war for the great general.29 Indeed,

he may have described ‘saving the state’ as his crowning victory, even if this

hadmeant fighting fellow (former) Romans; but these, in Sulla’s narrative at

least, were the Romans that were to blame for the war.

Large Roman legionary armiesmay have convinced Sulla that a new con-

cept was needed – this was war, but what kind of war? – but it is vital to

emphasize that themain difference between, say, Polybius’ emphylios polemos

and Sulla’s bellum civile is not simply one of scale, despite the emphasis given

to this development. Crucially, the key difference is the emphasis on Roman

citizenship. On this view, the key question is who did most of the fighting.

At least in principle: times of crisis always required the deployment of all the

resources of the empire, including manpower.

29With the Senate declining a triumph to L. Opimius, Sulla may after all have thought it less prob-

lematic to put on stage a traditional foreign triumph. Nevertheless, Sulla shamelessly incorpo-

rated a public celebration of his civil war victory in his curule triumphoverMithridates; see Lange

and Vervaet 2019a.
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Looking back

Josiah Osgood (2018: 1–3) has recently reminded us just how entrenched the

notion of a ‘fall’ is in our understanding of the Late Republic. He suggests

a stimulating alternative conceptualization: the emergence of a world state

over the long century from 150 to 20CE.These twonarratives are however in-

terrelated.We can see a development from foreign war to internal war and,

later, to stasis and civil war. This development tracks Rome’s imperial posi-

tion; it reaches its apex with the onset of full-blown civil war, but it started

with conflicts against the allies (that is the revolts of the Falisci and then

Fregellae and later the war against the socii).

Looking at this development from external war through internal war to

civil war, Sallust’s description of 146 BCE as the great turning pointmay be a

good start in understanding the transition from Middle to Late Republic.30

Sallust is also an important point of reference for the adaptationGreek ideas

of civil strife to Latin moral vocabulary. He had clearly taken his lead from

Thucydides, and this influence ismost apparent when he emphasizes the re-

lationship between internecine strife and human nature:31

Nobis primae dissensiones vitio humani ingeni evenere, quod inquies atque indomitum semper in

certamine libertatis aut gloriae aut dominationis agit.

The earliest conflicts arose among us as a result of a defect of human nature, which rest-

lessly and without restraint always engages in a struggle for freedom or glory or power.

(Sall.Hist. 1.8)

This echoes the Thucydidean triad of fear, honour, and interest as the uni-

versal motives for civil war: ‘Fear being our principal motive, though honour

and interest afterwards came in’.32 Similar ideas occur in Sallust’s account of

the effects of the destruction of Carthage: ‘disharmony and greed, as well as

ambition and other evils typically arising fromsuccess increased very greatly

30 Sallust is not however stringent on the matter.The origin of the decline is multifaceted. It lay in

the army that Sulla brought fromAsia (Cat. 11.4–7); in the destruction of Carthage (Iug. 41.2); and

even in the foundation of the Republic and the confrontation between patricians and plebeians

(Hist. 1.9–10; see López Barja de Quiroga 2019). Cf. Diod. 34/35.33.5; 33.6, Vell. Pat. 2.1.1.

31 CompareThuc, 3.82.1–3.

32Thuc. 1.75.3: μάλιστα μὲν ὑπὸ δέους, ἔπειτα καὶ τιμῆς, ὕστερον καὶ ὠφελίας.
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after the destruction of Carthage’.33Asmentioned earlier, Sallust also clearly

associates seditio and bellum civile:

Postquam remoto metu Punico simultates exercere vacuom fuit, plurumae turbae, seditiones et ad

postremum bella civilia orta sunt.

After the fear of Carthage had been removed and the way was clear for pursuing rivalries,

there arose a great many riots, insurrections, and in the end, civil wars. (Sall.Hist. 1.12R)

Writing early in the imperial period, Velleius Paterculus too saw 146 BCE as

pivotal. His Book 2 begins with the destruction of Carthage, or perhaps bet-

ter, the removal of the fear of Carthage. The result was private luxuria. This

was not the end of a war, but rather the beginning of sanguis civilis (2.3.3),

with 133BCEand the killing of TiberiusGracchus being one of several further

turning points. For Velleius as with Sallust, the destruction of Carthage pre-

cipitated civil bloodshed, might prevailing over right, resort to arms rather

than the toga to resolve disputes, and fighting for the sake of profit. Velleius

continues:

Hunc L. Opimius consul, qui praetor Fregellas exciderat, persecutus armis unaque Fulvium Flac-

cum, consularemac triumphalemvirum, aeque prava cupientem, quemC.Gracchus in locumTiberii

fratris triumvirum nominaverat, eumque socium regalis adsumpserat potentiae, morte adfecit. Id

unum nefarie ab Opimio proditum, quod capitis non dicam Gracchi, sed civis Romani pretium se

daturum idque auro repensurum proposuit.

The consul, Lucius Opimius, who, as praetor, had destroyed Fregellae, hunted downGrac-

chus with armedmen and put him to death, slaying with him Fulvius Flaccus, amanwho,

though now entertaining the same distorted ambitions, had held the consulship and had

won a triumph.Gaius had named Flaccus triumvir in the place of his brother Tiberius and

hadmade himhis partner in his plans for assuming kingly power.The conduct of Opimius

was execrable in this one respect, that he had proposed a reward to be paid for the head,

I will not say of a Gracchus, but of a Roman citizen, and had promised to pay it in gold.

(Vell. Pat. 2.6.4–5)

L. Opimius here takes centre stage, but even so, it is notable that this de-

scription of Roman stasis clearly links the internal war against Fregellae and

the killing of Gracchus. Flaccus is duly mentioned as a symbol of ambition.

L. Opimius is criticized for putting a price on the head of his enemy, thus

again beginning a trend that would become highly characteristic of Roman

33 Sall.Hist. 1.10:At discordia et avaritia atque ambitio et cetera secundis rebus oriri suetamala postCarthagi-

nis excidiummaxume aucta sunt.
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civil war – the displaying of heads of Roman citizens on the Rostra.34When

Velleius comes to the war with the allies, he refers to it as Bellum Italicum

(2.15.1). The choice of phrase is striking, especially because Velleius claims

that all of Italy took up arma adversus Romanos (2.15.1). This is a description

of a rebellion, of an internal war.The Romans, Velleius writes, looked down

on people with the same gens and sanguis as themselves (2.15.2).The conflict

thatpits Italians againstRomans’ thus looks similar to that between optimates

and populares (2.3.2). The last part of the story of interest to us is of course

the struggle between Sulla and Marius, described as a factio (2.18.6). Rome

is taken by force and the proscriptions bring the Rostra to the centre of our

attention (2.19.1). Marius ends up in Africa amongst the ruins of Carthage

(2.19.4).This coda connects the threads of foreignwar, internal war, and civil

war. Sanguis civilis is thus the precursor to civil war; but it in turn was pre-

ceded by the defeat of Carthage and all its consequences.35 At 2.36.2 Sallust

himself is (finally) mentioned, the rival ofThucydides and assuredly Velleius’

inspiration here. It seems obvious that Velleius’ views on the period draw

on both historians, Latin and Greek. What we end up with is not Quellen-

forschung, but a Latin tradition focusing on the connection between foreign

war, civil strife, and civil war.

Writing in Greek and looking back from the second and third centuries

CE, both Appian and Cassius Dio trace a similarly long development, with a

notable escalation in 88 BCE.36 Appian distinguishes three phases of stasis at

Rome: atBCiv. 1.1–2hedistinguishesbetween the staseisof the earlyRepublic

on the one hand–which he,unlikeDio, believes to have been bloodless –and

the bloody internal disorders from the Gracchi onwards.Then at B Civ. 1.55,

Appianmarks the beginning of a newphase at 88BCE: civil war as such,with

the sack of Rome as a turning point which permanently changed the rules of

thegame.This turningpoint openedup thefinal phase in stasis atRome; from

thatpoint onward, the stasiarchs foughtoneanotherwithgreat armies in the

fashion ofwar, andwith the fatherland as their prize.CassiusDio appears to

have taken much the same view. Neither the term polemos emphylios nor the

term oikeios polemos appears in his extant work until 38.17.4. At 52.16.2, he

34 See Lange 2020; the conflict is described as a private feud (2.7.6).

35 Cowan 2019: 246, ‘whilst Velleius understood the conflicts in the Sullan period to be civil wars, he

nevertheless wished to reserve the expression bellum civile in order to demarcate ‘The Civil Wars’

(the wars of 49–29 BCE) clearly in his narrative.’

36 On Appian and Dio, seeWelch 2019,Madsen 2019.
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says that the discord arising after Rome’s world conquest was at first merely

stasis ‘at home and within the walls,’ but was then carried ‘into the legions,’

implying that 88 BCE was a turning point.37

Conclusion

TheGreek concepts of stasis and emphylios polemos are vital to understanding

later Roman developments. Yet the relationship is complicated by the fact

that Romans writing in Greek (mainly Appian and Cassius Dio) used these

terms both with a view to their meaning in the Greek historiographical tra-

dition and to translate theRoman concepts of seditio and bellumcivile.This in-

teraction of different traditionsmay even go back to Polybius, if his narrative

reflects Roman discussions about internal war during the period of expan-

sion and/or the early stages of the Late Republic. Where does this leave us?

Whatever we make of it all, it seems likely that the Roman concept of bellum

civile emerged out of politico-historical debates that began already during

the (long) second century BCE, and perhaps even earlier. We should conse-

quently not just talk of foreign versus civil war, but rather see a spectrum that

also includes seditio, stasis, and related concepts. How exactly these concepts

evolved over time is difficult to discern, chiefly because of the gaps in our ev-

idence, but it seems that interactions betweenGreek andLatin concepts, and

between Greek and Latin historiography, were fundamental to this develop-

ment.

Abbreviations

EJ = Ehrenberg and Jones, Documents illustrating the Reigns of Augustus and Tiberius

(2nd edn., Oxford, 1955)

FrHist. = Cornell, T.J. (ed.) (2013)TheFragments of the RomanHistorians, Vol. 1–3, Oxford.

37 Cass. Dio 52.16.2: ‘at first it was only at home and within our walls that we broke up into factions

and quarrelled, but afterwards we even carried this plague out into the legions’ (τὸ μὲν πρῶτον

οἴκοι καὶ ἐντὸς τοῦ τείχους κατὰ συστάσεις ἐστασιάσαμεν, ἔπειτα δὲ καὶ ἐς τὰ στρατόπεδα τὸ νό-

σημα τοῦτο προηγάγομεν).
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RE = Realencyclopädie der classischen Altertumswissenschaft
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4. Struggles to Define and Counter-Define
Unrest in the Cities of the Early Roman
East

Benjamin Gray

Abstract: This chapter analyses discourses of unrest in the Greek poleis in the early

stages of Roman rule (first century BC–first century AD). Like other chapters in the

volume, it traces evolutions in the discourse of unrest in response to Roman power and

associated social change. Traditional Greek discourse about stasis remained strongly

influential. Stasis and division had always been something to be feared for a polis.

Nonetheless, many traditional interpretations of it at least grudgingly accepted that

participants on each side were engaging (sometimes in wrong, perverted ways) in po-

litical activity; this meant that unity could be restored through political processes and

political institutions which incorporated all citizens. These tendencies endured in in-

teresting ways into the Roman period, but they also had to contend with alternative

ideas and practices, which treated any political unrest (but especially any with demo-

cratic aspirations) as a more fundamental challenge to peace, gentleness and civility,

requiring new, more ethical styles of resolution. Sometimes even previously routine

forms of political self-assertion or confrontation came under this rethought umbrella.

This chapter examines the complex interactionof thesedifferent conceptualisations, in-

cluding theways inwhich that interactionmirrored ideological developments atRome

and in other provinces. It is argued throughout that evolutions in discourses of politi-

cal disordermust be studied in tandemwith changing discourses of political order and

reconciliation.

TheGreek-speaking cities of the early Roman East are famous for their Clas-

sicism: their faithful allegiance to the cultural andpolitical traditionsofClas-

sical Greece, especially Athens.1 This was also an important dimension of

their approach to issues of internal difference, dissent and unrest. Citizens

and intellectuals were adept at manipulating concepts of strife (stasis), con-

1 See, for example, Swain 1996, Schmitz 1997, Kim 2010, Schmitz andWiater 2011.
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cord (homonoia) andpolitical life (politeia/τὸπολιτεύεσθαι) datingbackat least

to the fifth and fourth centuries BC, a period whose literature and philoso-

phy were central to the educational curriculum in this later period.They also

drew on the Hellenistic tradition of preserving and updating these concepts

and discourses.2

At the same time, as in other areas of their life, the citizens and intellec-

tuals of these cities were well capable of adapting, and even challenging and

replacing, Classical assumptions and discourses concerning civic order and

disorder.3 In this chapter, I trace both the preservation and the reworking of

earlier Greek paradigms, arguing for important innovations in the discourse

of internal unrest in the early Roman poleis. In part these innovations were

inspired by the model of the Roman political system and wider empire, but

they were also an endogenous response to the evolution of city life and its

entanglement with Rome.

My focus is on the transition from the Hellenistic to the Roman period

in the cities, roughly the first centuries BC and AD. I consider discourses

addressing (or imagining or conjuring into existence) all possible forms of

internal unrest: the full or partial breakdown of civic order, and its sustain-

ing relations, institutions and language.4 To put this in the terms used in the

rationale for this volume, my focus is not simply on vocabulary, but on the

different conceptual models used to characterise unrest and instability. By

their very nature, these conceptual models also characterised the mirroring

states of civic harmony and stability; it is necessary to study together the full

range of language and ideas about civic order and disorder. Another impor-

tant linkwith the rest of this volume is that constructions of order andunrest

were usually entwined with the issue of a city’s loyalty or disloyalty to Rome,

as will emerge frommany of the examples I discuss. Conceptualising inter-

nal civic order anddisorder thus automatically demanded a stance onhow to

conceptualise the Roman settlement in the East, and the wider Roman Em-

pire.

I first analyse some examples of apparent conservatism in the discourse

of unrest: signs of the survival of older conceptual models of civic unrest,

2 See Börm 2019, emphasising Hellenistic conservatism in the discourse about stasis.

3 Compare Schmitz andWiater 2011 for the early Roman Greeks’ wrestling with their past.

4 For more historical/sociological analysis of different kinds of unrest within cities, see Chaniotis

2008andBörm2016 and2019 (for the lateHellenistic/lateRepublicanperiod) andBrélaz 2005 and

2008 (for the Imperial period, in AsiaMinor); also (crossing theHellenistic and Imperial periods)

Thornton 1999 and 2001.
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most famously crystallised in Thucydides’ paradigmatic account of stasis at

Corcyra, as a matter of stasis between equal and alike citizens divided by

clashing interests and ideologies, democratic and aristocratic.5 I then argue

for contemporary deviation from this pattern, as some citizens and intel-

lectuals reconceptualised destabilising political activity as something more

viscerally objectionable than misplaced or perverted political zeal: as a fail-

ure to embrace a new civic order of sympathetic, relaxed coexistence under

paternalistic elite leadership, mirroring the wider Roman peace. Crucially,

these respectively politicising and depoliticising conceptual models of civic

order and unrest did not flourish sequentially: they were both vibrant well

into the Imperial period, a mutually sustaining pair of discourses, which

continued to shape each other.

At the end of this chapter, I analyse the wider implications for the con-

cerns of this volume of the entwining of these different discourses and con-

ceptual models in the cities of the Roman East.This is perhaps principally a

story of the flickering of independent or resistant thinking about the Roman

settlement in these cities, and the evolution of counter-discourses designed

to curtail open and vigorous debate. There were also, however, more para-

doxical consequences of these struggles to define and counter-defineunrest.

Though the two approaches I identify often remained polarised, they could

also be fused together, as in some rhetoric of Dio Chrysostom, to recast the

Greek democratic and civic tradition on more pluralist lines, with more ex-

plicit tolerance (gentle and forgiving) for outspoken dissent, though perhaps

not full-scale unrest. I conclude by analysing this unexpected development,

and whether it genuinely encouraged – or rather elegantly belittled – inde-

pendent thinking in the Greek cities.

Traditional stasis discourses in the Roman period

In themid-second century BC, it might still have been plausible to represent

Rome as simply the latest entrant into the competition betweenmultiple su-

perpowers (cities and kingdoms) which had long contributed to the polar-

5Thuc. 3.70–85; on this Classical (and Hellenistic) model, see (for example) Lintott 1982, Gehrke

1985, Loraux 2001, Azoulay 2014, Gray 2015, Börm 2019.
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isation of Greek poleis into stasis between supporters of rival claimants to

hegemony.This was changing by the later second and early first century BC,

becauseRome’s increasingmonopoly onpower in the easternMediterranean

led to profound changes in political and cultural dynamics,which influenced

the discourse of civic stasis and unrest in the complex ways explored later in

this article. Nonetheless, in a sign of the tenacity of traditional discourses,

thephilosopher-historianPosidonius representedpolitical conflict atAthens

in 88 BC, between supporters and opponents of KingMithridates of Pontus’

anti-Roman revolt, almost as an archetypal stasis between democrats (led by

a demagogue) and wealthy aristocrats.

Posidonius’ account is preserved in Athenaeus, who may have adapted

Posidonius’ text, although the language is not typical of Athenaeus himself

(fr. 253 Edelstein-Kidd =Ath.V, 211d-215d).6 In the preserved fragment,Posi-

donius recounts how the Peripatetic philosopher and teacher Athenion led

a democratic revolt in Athens, against Rome and in favour of Mithridates.

He presents Athenion’s coup as ostensibly aimed at restoring Athens’ demo-

cratic institutions,whichhad apparently been suspendedby theRomanSen-

ate after a period of conflict.7

As soon as he introduces Athenion,Posidonius draws on someold tropes,

very familiar from the Classical Athenian democracy, in order to launch his

vilificationofAthenionas ademagogue (fr.253, ll. 12–23).8Posidonius claims

that Athenion has illegitimately claimed Athenian citizenship: he is the son

of an Athenian citizen-father, but of an Egyptian slave-mother.This sugges-

tion of barbarian roots and illegitimate citizenship was a well-established

feature of Athenian democratic invective, including against alleged dema-

gogues, well attested in Classical Athenian oratory and comedy.9Moreover,

Posidonius adds an additional Classical intimation of compromised, oppor-

tunistic character, this time drawn from Classical philosophy: despite his

6 SeeKidd 1988–1999,Vol. 2 ii): 865; compareKidd 1997: 41 (‘this looks tome like straightPosidonius,

a quotation: the language is Posidonian and certainly not Athenaean’); compare K.Dowden in his

commentary on BNJ 87 F36.

7 For historical reconstructions, see Badian 1976: esp. 106–108, 112, Habicht 1997: ch. 13, Haake

2007: 271–3, Grieb 2008: 132–8, Börm 2019: 135–40.

8 Compare now Simonton 2022: 64–7.

9 Compare Kidd 1988–1999, Vol. 2 ii): 866, 1997: 42. For Athenian ethnic rhetoric of vilification and

exclusion, including against ‘demagogues’, compare Connor 1971: 169–71, Lape 2010: esp. chs. 2

and 5.
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professions to be a philosopher, Athenion has taken money for his lessons,

like the disreputable sophist of Plato’s caricature.10

Posidonius then representsAtheniongivinga speech characteristic of the

demagogue who exploits civic ideals and symbols to steer the dēmos towards

his own self-serving ends:

τί οὖν’ εἶπε ‘συμβουλεύω; μὴ ἀνέχεσθαι τῆς ἀναρχίας, ἣν ἡ Ῥωμαίων σύγκλητος ἐπισχεθῆναι

πεποίηκεν, ἕως <ἂν>αὐτὴ δοκιμάσῃπερὶ τοῦπῶς ἡμᾶςπολιτεύεσθαι δεῖ. καὶ μὴπεριίδωμεν

τὰ ἱερὰ κεκλῃμένα, αὐχμῶντα δὲ τὰ γυμνάσια, τὸ δὲ θέατρον ἀνεκκλησίαστον, ἄφωνα δὲ τὰ

δικαστήρια καὶ τὴν θεῶν χρησμοῖς καθωσιωμένην Πύκνα ἀφῃρημένην τοῦ δήμου. μὴ περι-

ίδωμεν δέ, ἄνδρες Ἀθηναῖοι, τὴν ἱερὰν τοῦ Ἰάκχου φωνὴν κατασεσιγασμένην καὶ τὸ σεμνὸν

ἀνάκτορον τοῖν θεοῖν κεκλῃμένον καὶ τῶν φιλοσόφων τὰς διατριβὰς ἀφώνους.’ πολλῶν οὖν

καὶ ἄλλων τοιούτων λεχθέντων ὑπὸ τοῦ οἰκότριβος, συλλαλήσαντες αὑτοῖς οἱ ὄχλοι καὶ συν-

δραμόντες εἰς τὸ θέατρον εἵλοντο τὸν Ἀθηνίωνα στρατηγὸν ἐπὶ τῶν ὅπλων. καὶ παρελθὼν ὁ

Περιπατητικὸς εἰς τὴν ὀρχήστραν, ‘ἴσα βαίνων Πυθοκλεῖ’ εὐχαρίστησέ τε τοῖς Ἀθηναίοις καὶ

ἔφηδιότι ‘νῦν ὑμεῖς ἑαυτῶνστρατηγεῖτε,προέστηκαδ’ ἐγώ.καὶ ἂνσυνεπισχύσητε, τοσοῦτον

δυνήσομαι ὅσον κοινῇ πάντες ὑμεῖς.’

What then,’ he said, ‘do I advise? Do not tolerate the anarchy which the Roman Senate has

caused to be drawn out until it reaches a decision about how we should conduct our civic

life. And let us not look on passively at our sanctuaries closed, our gymnasia abandoned,

the theatre without assemblies, the law-courts without a voice, and the Pnyx, blessedwith

oracles of the gods, taken away from the people. And let us not tolerate, men of Athens,

the sacred voice of Iacchus silenced, the holy temple of the two gods shut, and the schools

of the philosophers without a voice.’ After many other such things had been said by this

common slave, the masses burst into chatter and came running together into the theatre,

where they elected Athenion hoplite general. And the Peripatetic, having come onto the or-

chēstra, ‘walking like Pythocles’, thanked theAthenians and said: ‘Nowyouare in command

of yourselves, and I have taken on the leading position. And if you combine your strength,

I will be as powerful as all of you collectively.’ (Posidonius fr. 253, ll. 94–110)

Like a first-century reincarnation of the Cleon of hostile Classical polemic,

Posidonius’ Athenion uses rhetoric skilfully to stir the collective emotions

of the dēmos, including civic pride, but also shame at ‘anarchy’ and political

emasculation and hostility towards loosely defined enemies of the demo-

cratic system. Also like a stereotypical Classical demagogue, he exploits

and debases the persuasive and motivational power of Athens’ (normally

respectable) traditions and institutions. He relies on a distorted sense of

Athenian collective strength and freedom,which he presents as rooted in the

(supposedly now neglected) collective institutions of sanctuaries, gymnasia,

10 See, for example, Plat.Hp.maior 282b-283b.
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assembly, law-courts and philosophical schools. Athenion is also adept, like

the Classical stereotype, at channelling democratic institutions and voting

to suit his personal interests: his stirring rhetoric sees him elected hoplite

general. Athenion himself then rejoices in the blurring of the boundary

between his personal power and the collective power of the dēmos: he will

be able to take on the strength of the citizens combined. He thus begins to

anticipate his own transformation into a tyrant.

Posidonius sets this Classical demagogue of the first-century BC against

an opposing group whom he characterises in a way very familiar from

Classical representations of anti-democratic stasis factions (aristocratic or

oligarchic, depending on perspective). According to Posidonius, Athenion

attempts rigorously to root out (and expropriate the property of) the ‘right-

thinking’ (τοὺς εὖ φρονοῦντας) among the Athenians. Some try to flee the

city, only to be hunted down by Athenion’s supporters; they and their pur-

ported supporters face extra-judicial killing or corrupt legal proceedings,

like victims of a Classical or earlier Hellenistic demagogue or tyrant.11 Posi-

donius acknowledges that his language and outlook here are in keepingwith

Classical traditions of aristocratic political theory: he says that Athenion’s

opposition to these right-thinking citizens went against the precepts of

his own supposed philosophical inspirations as a Peripatetic, Aristotle and

Theophrastus (fr. 253, ll. 99–123). Aristotle himself had indeed used the same

expression (‘right-thinking’) in his Rhetoric to describe the perceptive few (as

opposed to the many) who have a superior ability to decide on appropriate

laws, of general application, and to make legal judgements.12

As well as attaching himself to the aristocratic tradition in political

theory, Posidonius here also perpetuates a historiographical tradition of

presenting the elite victims of stasis violence in a polis as distinguished

by good sense and virtue. Xenophon, for example, twice presents the pro-

Spartan Corinthians who fell victim in 392 BC to a massacre by their fel-

low citizens, seeking to avoid a return to the Spartan alliance, as ‘the best

11 Compare the political persecutions of Molpagoras of Cius, a ‘greedy demagogue’ (δημαγωγικὸς

καὶ πλεονέκτης), at Polyb. 15.21.1. Polybius goes on to use moral language to describe the opposi-

tion between ‘the worst’ and their opponents (προάγοντες ἀεὶ τοὺς χειρίστους καὶ κολάζοντες τοὺς

ἐναντιουμένους τούτοις, 15.21.4).

12 Arist.Rh. 1354a34–1354b1: πρῶτον μὲν ὅτι ἕνα λαβεῖν καὶ ὀλίγους ῥᾷον ἢ πολλοὺς εὖ φρονοῦντας καὶ

δυναμένους νομοθετεῖν καὶ δικάζειν.
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men’ (οἱ βέλτιστοι, Hell. 4.4.1, 4.4.3).13 Thucydides, for his part, was more

dispassionate than either Xenophon or Posidonius in his account of stasis at

Corcyra in the PeloponnesianWar, finding fault and hypocrisy on both sides.

He recognised the same way of talking about the anti-democratic faction,

but wasmore alert to its ideological workings. ForThucydides, the language

of ‘self-controlled aristocracy’ or ‘sound-minded aristocracy’ (ἀριστοκρατία

σώφρων) was the Corcyrean oligarchs’ cloak for their less noble motives,

mirroring the way democrats hid behind slogans of political equality.14

Standing within this tradition, Posidonius resolves this confrontation

between anti- and pro-Romans at Athens into quite a conventional stasis, in

which his own sympathies are clear, between an unruly dēmos striving for

absolute equality and democratic sovereignty under a demagogue and, on

the other side, their aristocratic opponents, distinguished by superior wis-

dom and prudence.This same traditional pattern for understanding unrest

clearly endured well into the Roman period. This is evident in the record of

(supposedly now resolved) unrest in the famous Lycian stadiasmos of c.AD46,

the still imperfectly understood monument celebrating the establishment

of Roman control and peace in Lycia under the Emperor Claudius.15 The

relevant part of the inscription on the monument is the following:

Τιβερίωι Κλαυδίωι Δρούσου [υἱ]ῶι Καίσαρι Σεβαστῶι Γερμανικῶι, ἀρχιερεῖ με[γ]ίστωι,

δ[η]μαρχικῆς ἐξου[σί]ας τὸ πέμπτον, [αὐ]το[κρατο]κράτορι τὸ ἑνδέκατον, πατρὶ πατρίδος,

ὑπάτω[ι] τὸ τέταρτον ἀποδεδειγμέν[ω], σωτῆρι τοῦ ἑαυτῶν ἔθνους Λύκιοι φιλορώμαιοι

καὶ φ̣ι̣λο̣κ[αί]σαρες πιστοὶ σύμμαχοι ἀπαλλαγ[έ]ν[τε]ς στάσεω̣ς καὶ ἀνομίας καὶ λῃσ̣[τ]ειῶ̣ν̣

[δι]ὰ̣ τ̣ὴ̣ν̣ θ̣ε̣ί̣α̣ν̣ αὐτ̣ο̣[ῦ] π̣ρόνοιαν, ἀπειλη[φ]ότες δὲ ὁμό[νοι]α̣ν κα̣ὶ τὴν ἴσην δ[ικαιοδ]οσίαν

καὶ τοὺς [π]α̣[τρίο]υ̣ς νόμους τῆς πολειτείας τοῖς ἐξ ἀρίστων ἐπιλελεγμένοις βουλευταῖς ἀπὸ

τοῦ ἀκρίτου πλ̣ή̣̣θ̣ο̣υ̣ς̣ π̣ι̣σ̣τ̣ε̣υ̣θ̣ε̣ί̣σ̣ης [- - -]

To Tiberius Claudius, son of Drusus, Caesar Augustus Germanicus, pontifex maximus, in

his fifth year of tribunician power, in his eleventh year as emperor, father of his country,

who has been appointed consul for the fourth time, the saviour of our community: the

Lycians, lovers of the Romans and the Caesars, faithful allies, after being released from

civil strife and lawlessness and plundering through his divine foresight, and having recov-

ered concord and equal legal justice and the ancestral laws, andwith our constitution now

13 For Xenophon’s representation of oligarchs and their opponents, compareHell. 7.3.4 (on Sikyon),

discussed further below.

14Thuc. 3.82.8: οἱ γὰρ ἐν ταῖς πόλεσι προστάντες μετὰ ὀνόματος ἑκάτεροι εὐπρεποῦς, πλήθους τε ἰσο-

νομίας πολιτικῆς καὶ ἀριστοκρατίας σώφρονος προτιμήσει, τὰ μὲν κοινὰ λόγῳ θεραπεύοντες ἆθλα

ἐποιοῦντο.

15 For historical interpretation, see especially Jones 2001,Thornton 2001, Şahin and Adak 2007.
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entrusted to councillors selected from the best citizens rather than the common people

lacking in judgement…. (SEG 51.1832, A, ll. 1–30, updated in accordance with Şahin and

Adak 2007)

There are some clear signs here of a changedworld,with a Romanmonopoly

on power determining local loyalty and identity (‘lovers of the Romans and

the Caesars’). There are also hints of the changed approaches to unrest ex-

plored further in the next section, especially in the reference to the demo-

cratic insurrection as ‘plundering’, which seems to relegate it below true po-

litical confrontation into more meaningless violence,16 though it is also true

that similar language had been used even in the Classical period to describe

exiled dissidents harrying their home city.17

The unquestioned acknowledgement of the absolute power of the em-

peror, grounded in a ‘foresight’ which is ‘divine’ and exists outside normal

politics, also heralds a new political world. Crucially, however, the local

Lycian elite are not presented here as exercising in miniature this new

type of power, unlike some of the local elite figures considered in my next

section. On the contrary, despite someminor innovations, the local political

conflict is represented very much as a traditional stasis between a virtuous

elite, true defenders of law, tradition and the common good, and unruly

democrats.The new post-stasis, Roman-backed councillors are presented as

drawn from ‘the best men’ (ἄριστοι), a classic description of oligarchs (com-

pare Xenophon’s βέλτιστοι, above). The democratic faction, by contrast, are

denied all legitimacy, in rhetoric very much in line with the Classical anti-

democratic tradition:18 not only are the democrats described as a plēthos,

little more than a mob, but the adjective ἄκριτον is added, perhaps to mean

‘countless’, ‘undistinguished’, but more probably to suggest they lack the

capacity for good judgement, including formal judgement in the law-courts

central to the text’s presentation of the conflict.19The victorious aristocrats

16 CompareThornton 2008 for analysis of this ambiguous invective; it could be a pejorative descrip-

tion of judicial or extra-judicial redistribution of property, now corrected through the re-estab-

lishment of ‘fair’ legal process, emphasised here.

17 CompareThuc. 3.85.2 (exiles from Corcyra settled on themainland and plundered their rivals on

the island, ἐλῄζοντο τοὺς ἐν τῇ νήσῳ) and 4.75 (on Samian exiles in the Samian peraea at Anaia,

described with different language of disruption, esp. τοὺς ἐν τῇ πόλει Σαμίους ἐς ταραχὴν καθί-

στασαν).

18Thornton 2001: 437–45 analyses the anti-democratic resonances of this part of the text.

19 Şahin and Adak 2007: 35 translate ‘die gesetzlose Volksmenge’ (compare Adak in that volume,

pp. 53–6, suggesting that civic, rather than federal, assemblies are implied, because the League
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thus represent themselves as restoring lawful government and justice to

Lycia, superseding the democrats’ ‘lawlessness’. Though there is no explicit

suggestion that the democrats were anti-Roman (Şahin and Adak 2007:

56), an association between Roman power and respectable aristocracy is

implied.

In both Posidonius’ text and the Lycian inscription, there is a paradoxical

symmetry between the two factions, despite all the fundamental differences

in the ways they are presented. In the development of traditional Greek

conceptual models of stasis, it had usually been outside observers, without a

clear commitment to one faction, who hadmost clearly represented the two

factions in a stasis engaging in symmetrical forms of political agitation:most

famously, the democrats and oligarchs at Thucydides’ Corcyra contribute

to social breakdown in mirroring ways.20 Nevertheless, even more partisan

analysts of stasis had also sometimes implied a certain symmetry between

two factions, their favoured one and its opponents: Xenophon, for example,

uses a genitive absolute whichmakes both his favoured aristocrats and their

democratic opponents in early fourth-century Sikyon subjects of the same

verb, στασιάζειν (‘to engage in stasis’).21This implies that, despite the moral

differences between ‘the best men’ and the dēmos, the two factions are still

somehow engaged in the same political game, with one following rules of

legitimacy and the other perverting ormisunderstanding (but not ignoring)

them.22

I would like to suggest that both Posidonius and the Lycians, unlike the

earlyRomanGreeks ofmynext section, reproduced this pattern.Theydid ev-

erything they could to vilify and delegitimise the respective democratic fac-

tions, helping to cast anti-Roman dissent in general as dubious. At the same

time, their rhetoric does imply, however grudgingly, an unexpected symme-

would not have criticised its own assemblies so bitterly); compare Petzl 2011: 52 (translating ‘die

urteilslose Masse’). For this meaning of akritos in a post-Classical text, compare Polyb. 3.19.9 (on

Demetrios of Pharos: ἀνὴρ θράσος μὲν καὶ τόλμαν κεκτημένος, ἀλόγιστον δὲ ταύτην καὶ τελέως

ἄκριτον); for an older example, seeThornton 2001: 439 onHom. Il.2, l. 246. SeeWalser 2011 on the

continued vitality of civic courts in theHellenistic period, clearly sustained in Lycia at the time of

this inscription.

20 See theparallel descriptionsof the two factions’ transgressions inThuc.3.82; compare theanalysis

of the shared basic motivations of different stasis factions (for gain and honour) in Arist. Pol. V.

21 Xen.Hell. 7.3.4: στασιασάντων γὰρ ἐν τῷ Σικυῶνι τῶν τε βελτίστων καὶ τοῦ δήμου.

22 On the paradoxes of symmetry and asymmetry between stasis factions, still somehow imagined

as part of one single organism, in Classical Greek representations, see Loraux 2005: chs. 1–3, 6,

8, analysed further and criticised in Azoulay 2014.
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try between the twoparties in these conflicts.Both sides engage in parallel in

the political game in its less idealistic sense, each seeking to win the power

struggle for its own interests (for example, through control of law and the

courts in Lycia). Posidonius betrays grudging respect for Athenion’s effec-

tiveness as a demagogue and power broker, like the grudging admiration of

the fifth-centuryOldOligarch for Athenian democrats,who have stitched up

Athenian politics in their own interests.

Yet the two factions in each of these two texts also engage in mirroring

wayswith themore respectable, even elevateddimensions of politics. In both

texts, the two factions are clearly composed of fellow citizens: the elite fac-

tion are simply ‘the best’ among a notionally equal group.Thedescriptions of

the elite citizens as the ‘right-thinking’ and ‘the best’ might seem to gesture

at moral excellence which transcends politics, as in the examples in my next

section,but they also evoke the vocabulary and sentiments of a long tradition

of aristocratic engagement with political institutions and process.This con-

nection is made explicit in the Lycian text: the role of ‘the best’ was precisely

to supply councillors to run political and legal institutions (the council, the

courts), in such a way as to defend clearly political values of concord, equal

justice and ancestral law.

The strange symmetry here is that the respective democratic factions are

also represented as engaging in these types of distinctively political activ-

ity, characterised by particular institutions and values: however mistaken

they are, the different democrats promote through speech and action a par-

ticular interpretation of shared values of autonomy, justice and the com-

mon good, which they tie closely to political institutions. Posidonius repre-

sentsAthenioncarryingout inan illegitimate anddeeplymisguidedwaypre-

cisely the types of activities which his ‘right-thinking’ citizens would know

how to carry out correctly and sincerely. He makes Athenion appeal in his

rhetoric to shared civic values of freedom, self-government and law, of in-

terest to all, which are rooted in the institutions of Pnyx, courts, education

and civic religion. For their part, the Lycians gomuch further in denying any

true political activity to thedemocrats,but their rhetoric still implies that the

democrats had succeeded in running their own (degenerate) versions of both

deliberative and judicial institutions, now safely superseded: they claim that

‘equal’ administration of justice and ‘ancestral’ laws have been restored and

the constitution entrusted to the best men, implying that inferior political

arrangements prevailed in the interim. That their cherished solution is the

restoration of good, ancestral civic law and institutions, equally binding on
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all citizens, is further testament to the fact that they conceive this episode

as very much a traditional stasis, in which all participants have continuously

oriented themselves around shared basic political structures and ideals and

can be seamlessly integrated into the reconstituted politeia. Once again, this

looks particularly significant when contrasted with the quite different em-

phasis in some of the projects of reconciliation and restoration in my next

section.

The tenacity of traditional civic conceptual models in Lycia might be

ascribed to its unusual history, as an independent koinon until this belated

provincialisation under Claudius. It is, however, in fact in keeping with

wider trends in Imperial Anatolia and beyond, even if the pattern was even

stronger in Lycia. Recent research has demonstrated the endurance of tra-

ditional civic politics, including relatively wide political participation and

vibrant assemblies.23 Our most detailed witnesses to local civic life around

AD 100, Plutarch and Dio Chrysostom, both innovate considerably in their

political thinking (see next sections). Yet their preserved writings are so

rich and varied that they engage with many varied conceptual models of

order and disorder.They certainly engage closely with these continuity-phe-

nomena and continuity-discourses, creating a picture of continued political

interaction (and sometimes confrontation) between politicised aristocrats

and self-conscious organised dēmos at city-level, even with Roman power

always looming over the scene. This is perhaps especially true of Dio’s rep-

resentation of his own relationship with the people of Prusa, in which he

emerges as a post-Classical philosophical mentor and effective operator

with the Romans, but also as a latter-day Pericles promoting civic projects

(including public building projects) and managing through political oratory

(with varying success) the changing mood of the dēmos, which at one point

sent him into exile.24

The dominance of elite voices in our evidence may, if anything, conceal

the extent of the survival of traditional civic spirit. If even some figures who

leaned towardsaristocratic ideas, like theLycians responsible for the inscrip-

tion, could perpetuate traditional conceptual models of participatory polit-

ical life and conflict, that makes it all the more probable that convinced Im-

perial-era democrats, whose words aremuch less well preserved,would also

23 Zuiderhoek 2008, 2009, Heller 2009, 2020, Fernoux 2011, Salmeri 2011, Brélaz 2013.

24 E.g. Dio Chrys. Or. 40.42–51, with Jones 1978: chs. 6 and 11, Swain 1996: 225–41, Ma 2000. Com-

pare Plut. Prae. ger. reip.with Roskam and van der Stockt 2011.
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have done so. They would have had even more incentive to resist pressures

towardsdepoliticised civility (comparemynext section) andpresent their ac-

tivities, as Posidonius’ Athenion does, in a long civic tradition, in their case

of democratic pride and agitation.25 This endurance of traditional concep-

tual models and practices throws into relief the simultaneous evolution of

quite different ideas of civic order and disorder, to which I now turn.

Alternative conceptualisations of civic (dis)order in the Roman

period

Other Greek citizens and intellectuals began in the Roman Empire to con-

ceptualise civic order more as a pre-political or apolitical state of civility

and calm coexistence, which they often regarded as underpinned by Roman

power and peace (and their local representatives). Viewed through this lens,

concerted dissent within a polis was less traditional political agitation than

disturbance of peace and civility. There are already hints of this changed

perspective in Polybius’ analysis of unrest in third-century BC Arcadian

Cynaetha. According to Polybius, the bitterness of the factional unrest

was a symptom of the Cynaethans’ neglect of traditional Arcadian music

and dance, which had normally served to soften harsh Arcadian character,

toughened by climate and topography. Indeed, these practices had helped

to make the Arcadians famous for ‘humanity’ (philanthrōpia) and ‘love of

foreigners’ (philoxenia) (4.17–21).

Polybius was elsewhere, perhaps especially in his Book VI, an advocate of

traditional categories and methods of political analysis, focussed on consti-

tutions, institutions andhard-headedpolitical values of justice and the com-

mon good. Yet in this particular discussion of Arcadian unrest, he implies

that civic cohesion and stability rely on deeper forms of sociability, human-

ity and sympathy, which exist beyond the narrowly political or institutional

plane. These are put at risk during periods of violent unrest. This outlook

has something in commonwithThucydides’ account of stasis (at Corcyra and

elsewhere) as the breakdown of human interaction in general, though Poly-

bius’ specific stress on gentle, sympathetic virtues, sustained by music, is a

25 CompareThornton 1999, 2001 (e.g. 445), 2008,Ma 2000.
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distinctive touch which foreshadows developments of the first centuries BC

and AD.

The most programmatic statement of these emerging new approaches

comes inDiodorus Siculus’ analysis of order and disorder in households and

cities in his account of the Second Sicilian SlaveWar:

Ὅτι οὐ μόνον κατὰ τὰς πολιτικὰς δυναστείας τοὺς ἐν ὑπεροχῇ ὄντας ἐπιεικῶς χρὴ προσφέ-

ρεσθαι τοῖς ταπεινοτέροις, ἀλλὰ καὶ κατὰ τοὺς ἰδιωτικοὺς βίους πρᾴως προσενεκτέον τοῖς

οἰκέταις τοὺς εὖ φρονοῦντας. ἡ γὰρ ὑπερηφανία καὶ βαρύτης ἐν μὲν ταῖς πόλεσιν ἀπεργά-

ζεται στάσεις ἐμφυλίους τῶν ἐλευθέρων, ἐν δὲ τοῖς κατὰ μέρος τῶν ἰδιωτῶν οἴκοις δούλων

ἐπιβουλὰς τοῖς δεσπόταις καὶ ἀποστάσεις φοβερὰς κοινῇ ταῖς πόλεσι κατασκευάζει. ὅσῳ

δ’ ἂν τὰ τῆς ἐξουσίας εἰς ὠμότητα καὶ παρανομίαν ἐκτρέπηται, τοσούτῳ μᾶλλον καὶ τὰ τῶν

ὑποτεταγμένων ἤθηπρὸς ἀπόνοιαν ἀποθηριοῦται·πᾶς γὰρ ὁ τῇ τύχῃ ταπεινὸς τοῦ μὲν καλοῦ

καὶ τῆς δόξης ἑκουσίως ἐκχωρεῖ τοῖς ὑπερέχουσι, τῆς δὲ καθηκούσης φιλανθρωπίας στερι-

σκόμενος πολέμιος γίνεται τῶν ἀνημέρως δεσποζόντων.

For not only in political regimes should those in power behave decently towards the more

humble, but also in private life the right-thinking should behave gently towards their

slaves. For arrogance and heavy-handedness produces in cities internecine staseis among

the free, and in private households plots of slaves against masters and terrible co-ordi-

nated rebellions against cities.Themore power inclines towards severity and lawlessness,

themore the characters of subjects aremade savage anddriven to desperation.For anyone

whose fortune is to be humble willingly submits to superiors in recognition of excellence

and reputation, but, when deprived of fitting humane treatment (philanthrōpia), becomes

hostile to those ruling in an ungentle manner. (Diod. Sic. 34/35.2.33)

Theanalogy of household and polis had often sustained thoroughly politicis-

ing conceptualisations of human society in Greek thought (Brock 2013: ch.

2). In this case, by contrast, Diodorus uses the parallel to paint a picture of

civic order far removed from the traditional political conception.The elite in

a polis rule well through kindness and humanity, rather than through atten-

tion to conventional political institutions and values. When they fail in this

duty, the poor respondwith savage hostility.This is not the politicised rage of

the democratic citizen,but a beast-like savagery resembling that of revolting

slaves in a household, who should more properly be, as Diodorus spells out

(ἐλευθέρων … δούλων), the antithesis of free citizens.

Even though Diodorus was here partly relying on Posidonius’ account of the

Second Sicilian Slave War, he adds his own moral tone and structure.26The

conceptual model of stasis is a world away from the traditional one evident

26 Morton 2018,Wozniczka 2018; compare Sacks 1990, Rathmann 2016.
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in Posidonius’ Athenion episode andmy other examples in the previous sec-

tion. Mass and elite are no longer clearly fellow citizens engaged in a com-

mon game of politics, as symmetrical factions. There is now a fundamental

asymmetry between a benevolent, paternalistic elite and needy, poorer citi-

zens, who require sympathy and guidance to prevent them from turning to

mindless violence.This alternative conceptualisation of conflict carriedwith

it a fundamentally different understanding of the relationships which hold

the polis together: what are now important are no longer so much political

relations based on debate, exchange and struggle mediated through shared

institutions, but rather ethical or social relations of peaceful coexistence, per-

sonal sympathy and mutual understanding, well summed up with the term

philanthrōpia (‘humanity’) which is central to Diodorus’ (like Polybius’) ap-

proach to stasis.27

In this particular case, Diodorus is tolerant towards popular unrest pro-

voked by elite severity. It is less clear, however, how tolerant he is of demo-

cratic demands andagitation in less extremeconditions: onhis picture,what

might earlier have been accepted as legitimate political dissent or jockeying

might easily be condemnedasdisregard for thenormsof civility andhumane

society. This different perspective was put into practice by the geographer

Strabo, inhis account of unrest at Tarsusduring the transition fromAntony’s

toOctavian’s dominance in AsiaMinor (14.5.14; Börm2019: 157). Strabo again

uses familiar anti-democratic tropes, already encountered in my previous

section, to discreditMarkAntony’s faction, led by a certainBoethos,whohad

come to power in Tarsus: he explicitly portrays Boethos’ power as based on

demagoguery.28

In the representation of the democratic faction alone, there are already

subtle hints of shifts in civic life, because the democrats’ shortcomings are

viscerally linked to (failings in) culture and paideia, which were evolving into

ever more central dimensions of citizenship.29 This ever closer entangle-

ment of citizenship and culture is vividly symbolised in the condemnation of

Boethos as ‘bad poet and bad citizen’ (κακοῦ μὲν ποιητοῦ κακοῦ δὲ πολίτου).

Scarcely less threatening to cultured civility is Boethos’ siphoning off of

oil from the gymnasium, which he is supposed to be running as the heart

27 See Gray 2013 for the crucial role of this concept in the evolution of new understandings of civic

order at this point.

28 See now Simonton 2022: 68–70.

29 For these wider trends in the Imperial Greek world: Swain 1996, Schmitz 1997.
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of politico-cultural life in Tarsus. After incurring a sentence of exile, the

members of Boethos’ faction exemplify their attachment to bad poetry by

inscribing scatological verse graffiti, and one even soils the house of the

philosopher Athenodoros (for whom, see below). The political dimensions

of this democratic dissent are thus played down by Strabo, in favour of an

emphasis on the intrusion of ignorance, boorishness and greed into an

evolving world of cultured civility, as those driven by the body and appetites

corrupt the practices and spaces of the life of mind and soul.

The most significant departure from earlier patterns is the way that

Strabo represents the opposition to the democrats. Strabo does not describe

opposition from a symmetrical aristocratic faction struggling for control of

the politeia fromwithin the city, though such a factionmaywell have existed.

Rather, Strabo puts all his emphasis on the intervention to restore order

by the expatriate Tarsian Stoic philosopher Athenodoros Cananites, who

returns fromRome,where he had been a respected teacher of Octavian.This

Athenodoros ‘uses the power given to him by Caesar’, rather than the puni-

tive power of regular civic law and courts, to exile Boethos’ faction (ἐχρήσατο

τῇ δοθείσῃ ὑπὸ τοῦ Καίσαρος ἐξουσίᾳ καὶ ἐξέβαλεν αὐτοὺς καταγνοὺς φυγήν).

He then presses ahead single-handedly with local reforms, despite contin-

ued opposition. He succeeds in doing so through condescending humour

and calm poise – personal attributes rather than institutional methods: he

revises and sanitises the inscribed graffiti, and makes light of the soiling of

his house. This is not to say that Athenodoros is ignorant of the Greek civic

tradition: Strabomakes him evoke, after the incident at his house, the tradi-

tional civic metaphor of stasis as sickness.30 Yet the dominant impression is

of an outsider who has absorbed but moved beyond Greek civic mores, and

returns out of consideration for his (former) compatriots.

Athenodoros thus partly fits the pattern identified by Gauthier and oth-

ers of a new role for many elite civic figures in the later Hellenistic and early

Imperial poleis, increasingly king-like andunconstrainedby traditional civic

checks and balances.31 Yet he is even more distant from his notional fellow

citizens,as a long-termexpatriate andRomancourtier. Indeed,Athenodoros

emerges from Strabo’s text as a figure standing well above the civic political

fray, an enlightened (philosophical) superior and representative of the new

30 Simonton 2022: 70, with Brock 2013: ch. 5.

31 See Gauthier 1985, with Fröhlich and Müller 2005, Mann and Scholz 2012 (including especially

Hamon 2012); Quaß 1993 offers a different but related picture.
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cosmopolitan (Stoic and Roman) world order, of which Strabo himself was a

zealous advocate.32 Indeed, as a doctrinal (Stoic) cosmopolitanwith personal

links to the Roman elite, Strabo’s Athenodoros is an ideal mediator to bring

to his home polis the blessings of the new Roman peace and order.

With regard to questions of dissent and unrest, Strabo’s implication is

not so much that the democratic supporters of Antony are playing the es-

tablished game of civic politics wrong, or perverting it through their cor-

rupt decisions, but rather that they have missed the point that the tradi-

tional political cut-and-thrust is no longer appropriate within the new Ro-

man cosmopolis. Strident assertion of factional interests, or even of tradi-

tional civic values, is now merely disruptive and destabilising; Tarsian and

other Greek citizens need to learn some of the post-political or supra-politi-

cal poiseof the expatriateAthenodoros.This requires themto turnaway from

energetic, boisterous political competition and embrace instead the gentle,

almost bourgeois virtues of contemplation and elegant self-control, exem-

plifiedbyAthenodoros.Toexpressdissent through traditional political chan-

nels is now, on this view, a category mistake which fails to recognise a new

social andmoral order, which goes beyond politics.

It is instructive to compare Strabo’s representation of this process of

civic conflict-resolution with preserved epigraphic examples of the same

phenomenon, which suggest similar tendencies. For the pre-Roman Hel-

lenistic world, inscriptions richly attest processes of civic conflict resolution

through the summoning of a group of (supposedly impartial) foreign judges

or arbitrators.33 In that earlier period, these judges and arbitrators almost

always worked in groups, to prevent any individual wielding decisive power.

For the later Hellenistic period, however, preserved inscriptions of this kind

are much rarer, which may in itself indicate a change in civic values and

practices of publicity and accountability.34 Those that survive attest lone

individuals effecting settlements after conflict, in the manner of Athen-

odoros of Tarsus, which confirms that a new style of conflict resolution

was a key part of the transitions noted by Gauthier and others (see above).

The individual entrusted with this unusually wide-ranging power could be,

like Athenodoros, an august home citizen. In later Hellenistic Mylasa, the

32 Compare Strabo 1.1.16–18, Engels 1999, Dueck, Lindsay and Pothecary 2005. On cosmopolitan

theory and the Roman Empire: Richter 2011: esp. ch. 4.

33 See recently Scafuro 2013,Magnetto 2016.

34 Compare Börm 2019: 271–2.
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elite citizen Ouliades acted as sole arbitrator and judge after acute disputes

relating to legal cases, probably concerning financial contracts and debts.

Some leading individuals had played similar roles in poleis in earlier Greek

history, though this kind of behaviour would earlier have been quick to

attract suspicions of tyranny or tyrannical ambitions.35

Ouliades’ unusual role is recorded in a section of the civic honorific de-

cree for him,whichmakes explicit the shift in valueswhich is the focus of this

section (I.Mylasa 101, ll. 38–9). Awell-established formula in epigraphic texts

concerning reconciliation was that the settlement was geared to enable citi-

zens to ‘conduct their political life’ (πολιτεύεσθαι) in concord (ὁμονοία).36The

decree for Ouliades literally depoliticises this formula, by adapting it to state

that Ouliades aimed to enable his fellow citizens to ‘conduct their shared life

together’ (τὴν μετ’ ἀλλήλων συναναστροφὴν ποιεῖσθαι) in concord (I.Mylasa

101, ll. 37–46).This removal of the expected reference to political life implies

that the recent discord was not, as in the standard pattern, an example of

political conflict which burst the bounds of the political game, for which the

required solutionwas the restoration of political institutions andnormal po-

litical activity. Rather, the unrest was perceived in this case to breach amore

diffuse form of social (and economic) coexistence and interaction (συνανα-

στροφή),37which Ouliades was able to revive.

Similar shifts in emphasis and values are revealed in a partly compara-

ble honorific decree from later Hellenistic Sagalassos, which also details the

resolution of acute civic conflict by a lone individual, in this case a foreigner:

Manesas, from nearby Termessos.38

τὴν ἐκεί̣[νων] εἰς τὰ ἡμέτερα πράγματα σπουδὴν καὶ φιλοτειμίαν ὑπερέθετο καὶ κατ’ ἰδίαν

ἑκάστωι τῶν συντετευχότων αὐτῶι ἡμετέρων χρησιμώτατον ἑαυτὸν παρεσχημένος, ἐξ ὧν

αὐτῶι συνφώνως ἐμαρτυρήθη ὑπὸ πάντων ἐπὶ τῆς βουλῆς, καὶ κοινῆι τοῖς δημοσίοις πράγ-

μασιν εὐνούστατον παρεσχημένος, καὶ τὰ νῦν φιλοτειμίας πολειτικῆς καὶ πολέμου χαλεπω-

τάτου περιέχοντος τὴν πόλιν ἡμῶν ἐπιγνοὺς τὴν καθ’ ἡμᾶς περίστασιν ἴδ̣ιον ἐλά̣σωμ̣α διαλα-

35 Compare Diodorus’ representation (drawing on earlier analyses) of Agathokles’ brokering role as

general and ‘protector of the peace’ between incumbent citizens and returned exiles at Syracuse

(19.5.5, δημαγωγήσας ποικίλως τὰ πλήθη στρατηγὸς κατεστάθη καὶ φύλαξ τῆς εἰρήνης, μέχρι ἂν

γνησίωςὁμονοήσωσινοἱ συνεληλυθότες εἰς τὴνπόλιν) as a stepping-stoneonhis route to tyrannical

power.

36 See IGXII 4 1 132 (Telos, later fourth century BC), ll. 4–5, 38–9, IGXII 6 1 95 (Samos, third century

BC), ll. 16–17, Tit. Cal. Test. XVI (Kalymna, third century BC), ll. 37–8.

37This was a newly prominent concept in the later Hellenistic world, which I explore in Gray 2022.

38 CompareWaelkens 2002: 316, Börm 2019: 272 n. 637.
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βὼν εἶναι τὸν πάντα χρόνον προσεκαρτέρησεν καὶ συνὼν ἡμεῖν καὶ πρὸς τὰ ἄριστα προτρε-

πόμενος καὶ συμβουλεύων σωτηρίως καὶ κακοῦ ἔχθραν οὐδεμίαν ἐκκλείνων αἰτιώτατος τῆς

καθ’ ἡμᾶς εἰρήνης καὶ ὁμονοίας ἐγένετο.

… he exceeded their enthusiasm and love of honour concerning our affairs, and in private

having made himself most useful to each of our citizens who has come across him, as a

result of which there was univocal testimony about him from all before the council, and in

public having conductedhimselfwith thegreatest goodwill towardsourpublic affairs; and

when he recognised the recent situation, with civic strife and most harsh war enveloping

our polis, treating our situation as a personal setback, he showed endurance throughout

thewhole time, and spending timewith us,urgingus towards the best, offering advice like

a saviour and not deviating from any hatred of evil, he wasmost responsible for the peace

and concord among us. (TAM III 1 7, ll. 1–15)

Manesas is again, like Athenodoros and Ouliades, an almost king-like figure

above politics. He does not pursue reconciliation through the traditional

Greek civic route of a combination of law, institutional mechanisms and

appeal to shared political values, especially justice and the common good

(Dössel 2003, Gray 2015: chs. 1–2). Rather, he relies on personal charisma,

sympathy and advice. According to the decree, he spent time among the

Sagalassians (συνὼν) and urged them towards the best things (πρὸς τὰ

ἄριστα προτρεπόμενος), driven by hatred of evil.These are activities and vo-

cabulary more readily associated with ethical and philosophical mentoring

than with the expectations and formulae of official civic decrees.39 Personal

emotion is also given unusual prominence, in a context where institutions

and standard civic values would normally be dominant: Manesas mourned

the discord as a personal setback for himself. There is also much language

here which is strongly in keeping with older norms, perhaps especially the

reference toManesas giving advice using a verb (συμβουλεύειν) very familiar

from traditional political contexts.40 However, the addition of the adverb

σωτηρίως (‘like a saviour’) is very striking: he was not somuch a civic adviser

as a charismatic ‘saviour’ standing outside political struggle.41

This changed conceptualisation of political interaction is also evident in the

handlingof the concept of philotimia.At the start of thedecree,Manesashim-

self is praised for philotimia in the sense of ‘love of honour’, a traditional civic

39 Compare Robert 1960: 213, 1967: 12 n. 1, on the migration of προτρέπεσθαι from fourth-century

ethical literature to later Hellenistic official decree language.

40 See already, for example, Herodotus 7.237 or IG II² 223, C, ll. 11–12.

41 Compare similar language in the second-century BC decree of Abdera for Teian envoys to Rome:

SIG3 656, ll. 17–19 (ἀρίστην ἅμακαὶ σωτήριον [πραγμάτω]ν ἀπορουμένων ἀεὶ προτιθέντες γνώμην).
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virtue, but interestingly this word is itself used later in the decree with the

different meaning of ‘political strife’ (with connotations of honour-driven

competition), to describe the conflict in Sagalassos itself. This suggests an

ambivalence about this central attribute of the traditional engaged, rival-

rous citizen: this kind of highly politicised behaviour can lead to unrest as

much as stability. The preferable end state, achieved with Manesas’ help, is

both homonoia, the traditional Greek concept of internal civic harmony, and

eirēnē, peace. As I have argued in another article, this apparent use of eirēnē

to refer to internal civic order is striking and significant: since the Pelopon-

nesianWar, the Greeks had almost alwaysmade a sharp distinction between

the internal homonoiawhich holds together a polis, a high level of integration

achieved through political debate and institutions, and, on the other hand,

the looser eirēnē orpeacewhichbinds togethermultiple different stateswhen

they are not at war. By blurring the distinction between these concepts, the

Sagalassians succeeded in reinforcing the impression that traditional civic

politics, based on the institutionalised political interaction of a highly en-

gaged and ambitious citizenry, was giving way to a different type of civic or-

der, based on looser and less politicised coexistence and mutual tolerance

(Gray 2017).

This new valuing of internal eirēnē also soon took on an institutionalised

form in Asia Minor, in a new magistracy adopted by many cities in the Im-

perial period: the office of eirēnarch (‘magistrate in charge of peace’), charged

with maintaining internal ‘peace’ in the city against any kind of disruption,

including internal insubordination by (for example) Christians (Brélaz 2005:

90–122; 2008: 197–204). The developments in ideas and institutions in the

Greek world were probably partly inspired by the rise to prominence of pax

(‘peace’) as a way of conceptualising internal order in Rome during the Civil

Wars, sometimes in combination with concordia (‘harmony’) and sometimes

as an alternative to it (Cornwell 2017: esp. chs. 1–2). A sharp distinction be-

tween internal ‘harmony’andexternal ‘peace’ certainly continued toappeal to

later city-states: the Stadttor of theHanseatic city-state of Lübeck proclaims

domi concordia, foris pax. In this period, however, both Greeks and Romans

were experimentingwith blurring the two,with important consequences for

conceptual models of unrest: to this way of thinking, any political assertive-

ness, even previously routine democratic activity, might potentially breach

the peace.

It speaks in favour of the interconnection of the Greek and Roman dis-

courses around this time that there is evidence for theRoman introduction to
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the easternMediterranean of their own variants of these newways of think-

ing about unrest, and solutions to it. In a letter to the Knidians, Augustus

represents his intervention as geared at resolving what he presents as a feud

between leading local families, though it was perhaps in reality not so differ-

ent frommanyHellenistic staseis (Börm2019: 222–6).Nocturnal domestic at-

tacks had threatened the ‘security’ of all (τὴν κοινὴν ἁπάντων ὑμῶνἀσφάλειαν

[ἀναι]ρούντων; I.Knidos I 34 (6 BC), ll. 34–5). Augustus thus depoliticises civic

order: even in the ‘free’ city of Knidos, order is now a matter of preserving

civic safety and security (asphaleia, not political homonoia or dēmokratia) from

random disturbances (presented as lacking any broader political basis).

I have concentrated in this section on the later Hellenistic and Augustan

periods, but these developments set the pattern formany conceptualisations

of unrest in the early Imperial Greek East, as already evident from the devel-

opment of the office of eirēnarch. For example, Dio Chrysostom often gives

the impression, as noted above, that the world of Pericles and Demosthenes

endures at civic level. However, at other times he suggests that civic order

is now principally a matter of genteel civility, more aesthetic or philosoph-

ical than political. For example, in his speech to the Alexandrians (Or. 32),

he presents the unruliness and ribaldry of the Alexandrian dēmos as a depar-

ture fromthe sober, cultivatedhabitswhich true educationandmusic can in-

stil.The truly desirable democracy is the one which is ‘reasonable and gentle

and trulymild’ (εὐγνώμων καὶ πρᾷος καὶ γαληνὸς ὄντως) andwilling to accept

good, frank advice from mentors like Dio, rather than arrogant, tyrannical

and beast-like (Or. 32.27; compare 32.7 on the quality of Dio’s advice). In this

ideal scenario, both leaders and dēmos aremild and considerate,which helps

to enable debate between them (compare my conclusion).42

Plutarch, for his part, explicitly disparages traditional styles of civic and

democratic rhetoric, especially those suited to arousing strong emotions and

decisive political action, in favour of the pursuit of calm, gentle civic order.

In a well-known passage of his Praecepta reipublicae gerendae, Plutarch argues

that magistrates rising in the assembly to incite the dēmos with heroic ex-

amples of Classical Athenian deeds and ideals are now out of step with the

times and conditions (814ac; see Kokkinia 2004 for the wider context). He

later makes clear he has in mind references to Greek military victories in

the name of collective liberty, naming Eurymedon, Plataea and Marathon.

This makes clear that his target is any contemporary Greek who uses Clas-

42 For much deeper analysis of this speech from this angle, see Dubreuil, forthcoming.
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sical Greek history in an aggressive manner to incite freedom from Roman

hegemony. It is probably also not coincidental that thesewere all democratic

military victories: any kind of assertive political intervention or dissent on

behalf of the dēmos is also now, for Plutarch, anachronistic.

Plutarch does think Classical Athens offers other positive models to

emulate, but, revealingly, these all involve, for him, a turning away from the

cut-and-thrust of political struggle and striving in favour of social peace

and civility: he mentions the Athenian amnesty of 403 BC, and also some

other famous Classical Athenian examples of decency, sensitivity to others’

feelings, or sympathy for the unfortunate.43 Plutarch’s desire is that con-

temporary polis citizens should focus on getting along with one another

as smoothly as possible, through the kind of gentle reflection and sympa-

thy familiar from other examples in this section, from Sagalassos to Dio’s

Alexandria. As at Strabo’s Tarsus, for Plutarch, almost any energetic political

self-assertion was now tantamount to boorish disturbing of the peace.

Indeed, Plutarch’s (and Dio’s) example brings out something implicit in my

examples from earlier in the Roman period, especially Strabo’s account of

Tarsus: it was not simply that outright unrest was being reconceptualised,

but this reconceptualisation dragged into the category of unrest previously

routine forms of political oratory, competition, and confrontation.

Coexistence, rivalry, and fusion of old and new discourses of

unrest

Plutarch’s example makes clear the vibrant and contested interaction be-

tween different conceptual models of order and disorder in the Greek poleis

of the early Roman Empire. There was no straightforward, progressive hol-

lowing out of Greek political and democratic traditions (de Ste. Croix 1981’s

‘death of Greek democracy’), including traditional ideas of stasis and ‘taking

a stand’. Rather, many continued to advocate, and enact, traditional civic

modes of political interaction and confrontation. To put this another way,

43 Plutarch mentions how the Classical Athenians fined Phrynichos for his tragedy on the fall of

Miletus, wore garlands when Cassander refounded Thebes, held an expiatory sacrifice after the

Argive skytalismos, and abstained from searching the house of a newly married man while inves-

tigating the Harpalos affair.
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two pictures of the Roman-era polis dominant in modern historiography

were true simultaneously. The old picture of the Roman-era polis as a de-

politicised town where politics had been diluted into festivals, associations

and gentility has considerable force; but so too does themore recent picture,

advanced by Heller, Fernoux and others, according to which the traditional

polis of vibrant assembly debate endured.44

In fact, I would like to suggest, these two cities were indissolubly linked

with each other. It must have been partly precisely the threat of those to

whom Plutarch alludes – those who continued to engage in traditional civic

politics and rhetoric to argue for autonomy, or even democracy and equality

–which provoked their opponents in civic elites, including Plutarch himself,

to seek new or adaptedways to delegitimise political agitation and assertion

as obsolete and damaging to the hard-wonRoman pax, including peace (and

resulting cultured civility) at civic level. Whereas Posidonius, for example,

used traditional conceptual models of stasis to attack radical appeals to the

Classical democratic past to justify anti-Roman and anti-elite dissent in the

new world, for Plutarch, as for Diodorus, Strabo and others before him, it

was not that these dissenterswere doing politicswrong, but that they should

not be doing politics at all. According to this (contested) way of thinking, it

was now genteel social and cultural interaction, in a spirit of peace, which

was demanded of good citizens.

The new conceptual models of unrest and stability which emerged must

have drawnmuch inspiration from Roman discourses of peace and security

(see previous section) and from developments in other provinces (studied

elsewhere in this volume). In particular, there are close links with the evo-

lution of Roman discourses, central to this volume, of unrest within the

empire as a matter of internal disturbance within an unequal political sys-

tem, perpetrated by insider miscreants who would not accept benevolence

from above. These new Greek approaches had in common with this wider

evolution the aspiration to conceptualise unrest as something clearly inter-

nal to a single political organism,but significantly different fromestablished

models of conflict between equal fellow citizens of a single citizen-state.

Yet it also made a significant difference that here the main older reference

points were distinctively Greek conceptual models of stasis and homonoia,

which gave the new Greek approaches their distinctive cast, especially their

preoccupation with transformation of citizenship in a cultured, gentle di-

44 See again, among recent work, Heller 2009, Fernoux 2011, Brélaz 2013.
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rection. As explored for the wider Roman world in this volume, the complex

Greek discourses of the period itself should make historians hesitate to

adopt too readily the language of ‘dissent’ or ‘revolt’ against an unequivocal

established ‘peace’ or orthodoxy; the conflicts and wider political field were

more dynamic and multipolar than that language implies, with concepts

of peace and order themselves deeply contested even long after Greece and

Asia Minor were free fromwar.

Mutual counter-definition was the dominant relationship between the

two conceptual models of civic order and disorder I have discussed, but they

could also be fused into a new hybrid. As already noted in this chapter, Dio

Chrysostom straddled older and newer approaches, moving between poli-

tics, ethics, philosophy and aesthetics, or betweenPericlean andSocratic cit-

izenship. At times he fused these different approaches. In his speech to the

council of Apameia on concordwith Prusa (Or. 41),Dio reflects on opposition

to him back in Prusa:

τὸ δὲ εἶναί τινας, ὡς ἂν ἐν δήμῳ, τῶν ἐνθάδε ἐμοὶ σχεδὸν μὴ σφόδρα ἡδομένους οὐκ ἂν θαυ-

μάσαιμι διὰ τὴν τῶν πόλεων φιλοτιμίαν. καίτοι ἐπίσταμαι σαφῶς οὐδὲ τοὺς ἐκεῖ πολίτας

ἅπαντας ἀρέσαι δυνάμενος, ἀλλ’ ἐνίους δι’ αὐτὸ τοῦτο ἀχθομένους ὅτι λίαν δοκῶ φιλόπολις

καὶ πρόθυμος. δεῖ δὲ τὸν ἐπιεικῆ καὶ μέτριον ἄνδρα καὶ ταύτην παρέχειν τὴν ἐξουσίαν τοῖς

ἑαυτοῦ πολίταις. τὸ γὰρ μηδένα ἐν πόλει μήτε ἀντιλέγειν ἑνὶ μήτε μέμφεσθαι κἂν ἅπαντα

φαίνηται ποιῶν καλῶς, οὐ δήμων ἐστὶν οὐδὲ ἐπιεικές, ἀλλὰ μᾶλλον φιλεῖ τὸ τοιοῦτον συμ-

βαίνειν τοῖς τυράννοις ἢ τοῖς εὐεργέταις. εἰ οὖν εἰσί τινες πρὸς ἐμὲ δυσκόλως διακείμενοι,

τούτοις μάλιστα πιστεύω.

I would not be surprised that there should be some of those here, as should be the case in a

democracy,whoarenot particularly pleasedwithme,onaccount of the rivalry between the

cities [Apameia and Prusa]. Indeed, I well know that I cannot even please all of the citizens

there [in Prusa], but rather some of them are troubled by the very fact that I seem to be too

polis-loving and enthusiastic. It is necessary for the decent and moderate man to extend

this power to his fellow citizens. For no-one in a polis to contradict or to blame someone,

even someone who is evidently acting virtuously in all respects, is not characteristic of

democracy or decent; such things tend to happen to tyrants rather than benefactors. If,

therefore, there are some who are hostile towards me, it is in them that I have the most

trust. (Dio Chrys.Or. 41.2–3)

According to Dio here, it is, in fact, a mark of decency (epieikeia) and mod-

eration to tolerate, or even encourage, dissent and criticism (if not full-scale

unrest), in the democratic tradition. This adds a new dimension to the new

ideas of civility in citizenship: a grace, magnanimity and trust towards po-

litical enemies which unexpectedly reintroduces the intense political debate
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associated with rival models of civic order and disorder. Especially since Dio

is here addressing the civic elite on the council of Apameia, there is more

than a hint of elite condescension and tolerance: perhaps the most effective

way to defuse serious dissent was, in fact, not to vilify it, but graciously to

tolerate it.

On the other hand, there is alsomore to this passage. In older Greek civic

discourse, it had often been very difficult to acknowledge disagreement and

divisionwithinone’s owncitizen-body, supposedlyunited inhomonoia, espe-

cially after a vote had been taken. For all their language of parrhēsia,Classical

Athenians rarely made explicit the existence of divisions within their dēmos,

let alone celebrating it.45Dio, by contrast, here has no difficulty in accepting,

and even embracing, the fissures in his own home polis; he even ‘trustsmost

of all’ those at odds with him (τούτοις μάλιστα πιστεύω).46 He also openly

states before the council of Apameia that there is inevitably continued vig-

orous opposition to him in that city, even after a vote has been taken to hon-

our him. Dio’s rhetoric here raises the tantalising possibility that the rise to

prominence of ‘bourgeois’ civility and decency also opened the door to re-

vised ideas of democracy in the Roman East, themselves more ‘bourgeois’ in

their new pluralism and intimations of proto-liberal tolerance and mutual

trust between political enemies. A fusion of the contrasting models I have

discussed in this chapter was, at least, conceivable: a fusion which calls into

question any simplistic argument, which this chapter might seem to invite,

for the incompatibility of civility and agonistic debate as bases of democracy.

In any case, complex evidence such as this for discourses about unrest, dis-

sent and stability in the Romano-Greek world make sense only as the prod-

uct of dynamic interaction betweendifferent conceptualmodels: still vibrant

older ones and transformative new ones, inspired by the new Roman world.
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5. Josephus’s Multilayered Discourse on the
Judean Revolt against Rome

Katell Berthelot

Abstract:This article argues that Josephus’s account of the Judean revolt in BJ reflects

his situation in Rome and his exposure to Roman norms, values and discourses on un-

rest. It analyses Josephus’s discourse from three perspectives, as the Judean historian

describes the war as (1) a conflict with or revolt against Rome (polemos, neōteris-

mos, apostasis), (2) a civil war (stasis), and (3) a rebellion against theGod of Israel.

These interwoven narratives reflect Josephus’s historiographical and theological per-

spectives but also some apologetic concerns – to defend not the Romans or the Flavian

dynasty, as scholars have sometimes argued, but rather the people of Judea (at least the

majority), a great part of its nobility and Josephusandhis historicalwork. Inaddition,

the interpretationof the revolt as awaragainstGod, closely connected to Josephus’s dis-

missal of the rebels’ religiousmotives and theological vision, probably aimed to defend

the Jewish religio against Romandiscourses thatmocked Jewish superstitio and cel-

ebrated the failure of the JewishGod, and to reassert the soundness of the Jewish faith in

the God of Israel. Yet while some aspects of Josephus’s discourse on the warmay reflect

a subaltern perspective (that of the Jews under Roman domination), others are con-

nected to his original socialmilieu and express the viewnot of a subaltern but rather of

an aristocratic leader who was once in a dominant position and understood unrest as

a threat to his station.

Thetopicof Josephus’sdiscourseonunrest in Judea shortlybeforeandduring

the 66–74 CE war against Rome, as expressed in his first work, the Jewish (or

Judean)War (henceforth BJ), is hardly new. Countless studies have been de-

voted to Josephus’s account of the Great Jewish Revolt, among which the re-

cent synthesis by SteveMason (2016), deserves specialmention. Several pub-

lications have attempted to reconstruct the causes of the revolt, the course of
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events and the rebels’ motivations,1 or to analyse BJ’s literary construction,

Josephus’s terminology, his rhetorical strategies and his own understanding

of thewar.2 In connectionwith Josephus’s rhetorical strategies, considerable

attention has also been paid to the apologetic dimension of his works, in-

cluding BJ.3

The present contribution owes a lot to these previous studies. It analy-

ses Josephus’s discourse on unrest in BJ from three perspectives, arguing

that the Judean historian describes the events as (1) a conflict with or revolt

against Rome (polemos, neōterismos4, apostasis5), (2) a civil war (stasis) (in a way

thatdoesnot exactly reflect theThucydideanuseof the term,asweshall see),6

and (3) a rebellion or a war against God. These categories aligned with the

cultural norms of Josephus’s Roman, Greek and Jewish audiences in various

ways,even though Josephus’s theological interpretationof the revolt remains

thoroughly Jewish (and may even be characterized as Deuteronomistic: the

disasters that befell the Jews were due to the people’s sins).7This article ar-

gues that viewing the Judeo-Roman war through the lenses of these three

1  See, e.g., Farmer 1956: 11–23, Goodman 1987, Goodman 1990, Berlin and Overman 2002,

Tomasino 2008, Popović 2011,Mason 2016, Giambrone 2021.

2  Lindner 1972, Bilde 1979, Rajak 1991, Krieger 1999, Lanfranchi 2000,Mader 2000, Sterling 2000,

Kelley 2004,Price 2007,Brighton2009,Wiater 2010,Price 2011,Vandenberghe2016,Sievers 2021.

On Josephus’s mastery of classical rhetoric, see Runnals 1997.

3  See, e.g.Nikiprowetzky 1971, Berthelot 2008.On Josephus’s apology for himself, see in particular

BJ 6.107.

4  On neōterismos / to neōterizon / hoi neōterizontoi / neōterizein in connection with rebellion against

Rome, see, e.g., BJ 1.4, 2.318, 2.332, 2.407, 2.410, 2.417, 2.494, 2.513, 2.593, 2.652, 3.108, 3.289,

3.445 (with aphestanai as a parallel), 3.447, 3.463, 4.114, 4.120, 4.133, 6.239, 6.343, 7.4, 7.447 (as a

risk); Sterling 2000, 147.

5  Or epanastasis (in BJ 3.3). On apostasis as revolt against Rome, see, e.g.,BJ 2.39 and 2.73 (unrest in

4 BCE, at the time of Varus), 2.238 (unrest caused by Judas the Galilean,who exhorted people not

to pay taxes to Rome, in 6 CE), 2.264, 2.333–34, 2.342, 2.347, 2.371, 2.385, 2.404, 2.412, 3.465, 4.4,

4.83, 5.183, 6.290 (with polemos as a parallel), 7.76–77 and 82–89 (revolts by Germans and Scythi-

ans), 7.113, 7.164, 7.257 (where apostasis seems to refer to the first phase of the war, designated as

polemos), 7.370; Krieger 1999: 209–10; Mason 2008: 28 n. 236. Another word used by Josephus in

connection with the revolt is kinēma (BJ 1.4), but it is rare and tends to designate the instability

before the revolt rather than the war itself (BJ 6.290).

6  On war against the Romans as polemos and civil war in Jerusalem as stasis, see BJ 1.27, also 1.10.

7  NicoleKelley (2004: 259) argues that ‘Josephus’s orations [hisownspeechat JotapataandEleazar’s ora-

tion atMasada] ought to be understood as a cosmopolitan expression of ideas that were equally at

home – and intentionally so – in Jewish andGreco-Roman philosophical thought’. On Josephus’s

primarily Roman audience in BJ, seeMason 2005.On Josephus’s theological interpretation of the

war, see,e.g.,Nikiprowetzky 1971,Lindner 1972,Bilde 1979,Rajak 1991,Spilsbury 2003,Price 2005,

Sievers 2021.
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categories allowed Josephus to develop a multilayered apologetic discourse.

From a sociological perspective, some aspects of this discoursemay reflect a

subalternperspective (that of the JewsunderRomandomination),but others

are connected to Josephus’s original socialmilieu and express the viewnot of

a subaltern but rather of an aristocratic leader who was once in a dominant

position and understood unrest as a threat to his station.

A revolt against Rome

Describing the 66–74 war as a revolt against Rome is not as uncontroversial

amongmodern scholars as onemay think at first glance.Mason, in particu-

lar, has put great emphasis on the conflict’s regional dimension and the role

played by tensions between the Judeans and other ethnic groups (Greeks,

Syrians, Samarians, etc.).8 Mason also insists that some of the decisions

taken by the Judeans were not necessarily anti-Roman. In his opinion, even

though the conflict ended up in an open war between the Judeans and the

Roman legions, it did not start this way, nor was it originally fuelled by anti-

Roman ideology.9

Leaving aside this debate about the real causes of the conflict, I wish to

focus on Josephus’s discourse and its rhetorical strategies. Josephus explic-

itly states that some people in Jerusalem could no longer stand Florus’s ad-

ministration of Judea (2.293–94), and that this led to the rejection of Roman

rule more generally. He tells how Eleazar, the son of the (former) high priest

Ananias, and thus a member of Jerusalem’s priestly elite, incited the inhabi-

tants to put an end to the sacrifices offered in the Temple for the well-being

of the emperor and the Roman people (2.409–10). Josephus duly acknowl-

edges that such a decision was tantamount to rebellion against Rome. He

also admits that those whom he describes as ‘moderate’ voluntarily joined

the rebellion after the Judeans’ victory at Bethoron against the Twelfth Ro-

8  The events in Caesarea under Felix (BJ 2.266–70), followed at the time of Florus by the massacre

of the Jewish population (2.457) and subsequentmassacres (byGreeks and Judeans) in other cities

(2.458–80), provide illuminating examples of such a dynamic.

9  See, e.g.,Mason 2016: 109, 200, 412, 449 (concerning the Zealots: ‘there is nothing in their name,

presumed tradition, or behaviour to suggest that these people were motivated by anti-imperial

grievances.They came into conflictwithRomeas a result of regional strife,whichpersuaded them

to arm themselves and look to God for protection’), 451–53 (on John of Gischala, with caution).
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man Legion, commanded by Cestius Gallus (2.541–55).10 In short, Josephus

writes quite openly about the desire of many Judeans to reject Roman rule.

Insofar as Josephus was writing BJ in the city of Rome, where he faced

hostility against Jews that was at least partly connected to the war, wemight

reasonably expect him to downplay the Jews’ rebelliousness. Such attempts

are in fact perceptible in his later works – namely, in Jewish Antiquities (e.g.,

AJ 1.6) and Life (Vit. 24–27),where he claims that the Jews hadno choice but to

wage war and were thus drawn into the war against their will. (In Vit. 17–23

he also presents himself as reluctant to get involved in the revolt, whereas in

BJ he does not mention reservations on his part at the outbreak of the war.)

In BJ, however, he clearly attributes to at least part of the people the desire

to get rid of Rome’s yoke and regain their freedom, even though he assesses

their project and their hopes as mad and deceptive.11The theme of the de-

sire for freedom and liberation from the Romans runs throughout the whole

work, from book 2 (§§ 259, 264, 443 and repeatedly in Agrippa II’s speech to

the Jerusalemites12) to Eleazar’s speech atMasada in book 7 (§§ 325–27, 334).

Moreover, Josephus connects Eleazar to Judas the Galilean and his ‘Fourth

Philosophy’ (7.253–55), which he already describes at the beginning of book

2 as focused on the issue of liberation from theRoman ‘masters’ and submis-

sion to God alone (2.118, 433).13

Myles Lavan has shown that the characterization of submission to Rome

as ‘enslavement’ and a longing for liberty are recurring themes in Tacitus’s

accounts of rebellions in various parts of the empire (2017: 27). Josephus’s in-

sistence on themotif of freedom and scorn for enslavement to Rome among

10  On the support given by numerousmembers of the Judean elite to the revolt, see Goodman 1987;

1990.

11  See, e.g., BJ 2.264: ‘And even when these [parts] had been put in order, just as in a body that is

diseased a different part again was becoming inflamed. For the enchanters (goētes) and bandit-

types (lēstrikoi) got together and were inciting many to rebellion (apostasis) and cajoling them to-

ward “freedom”, threatening death to those who submitted to the Roman imperium and saying

that they would remove by force those “who willingly chose slavery”’ (trans.Mason 2008: 214–15).

12  Lanfranchi 2000: 131 notes that there are eleven references to eleutheria in Agrippa II’s speech to

the rebels (BJ 2.345–401): see 2.346, 348–49, 355, 358, 361, 365, 368, 370, 373–74.This speech,which

aims to discourage the Judeans from revolting against Rome, contains many echoes of Roman

and pro-Roman discourses on Rome’s power andmanagement of empire. See Rajak 1991,Mason

2008 ad loc., Kaden 2011.

13  Judas and his partisans triggered the insurrection of 6 CE against Quirinius’s census and Roman

rule more widely. See also BJ 7.253–55, AJ 18.4–9, 23.
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the rebels may thus reflect both the insurgents’ aspirations and the Roman

perception of what caused people to revolt more generally.

Other aspects of Josephus’s discourse on the Judean revolt against Rome

have parallels from the pens of Roman authors,most notably in Tacitus’s de-

scriptions of other uprisings within the empire. As Lavan argued, the rebels’

speeches in Tacitus regularly refer to the vices of Roman rulers, especially

greed, cruelty and lust (2017: 27). Similarly, Josephus’s presentation of the

events leading to the revolt leaves no doubt as to the personal responsibility

of the Roman procurator Florus Gessius, as well as other Roman adminis-

trators before him, for the outburst in Jerusalem. In his famous speech in

book 2, Agrippa II exhorts the Judeans to differentiate between Roman rule

in general and themisbehaviour of bad governors, whomay be replaced and

do not embody the quintessential nature of Rome’s government (§§ 352–54).

Such passages in BJ are congruent with a Roman senatorial perspective on

the causes of unrest within the empire. Thus, even though Josephus is sup-

posed to embody the voice of a subaltern – a member of the conquered and

defeated people –he endorses a discourse on revolt that was fully at home in

a Roman elite context.

A striking feature of BJ is Josephus’s designation of the rebels, be they

Sicarii, Zealots or people associated with other groups:14 he encompasses all

of them under the appellation lēstai (brigands, robbers), even though some

passages of hiswork show that among the insurgents thereweremembers of

the nobility,whowere probablywealthy.15 Lēstai thus appears as a derogatory

appellation meant to present the rebels as despicable ‘gangsters’ motivated

by greed and to minimize the political (or political-religious) dimension of

their actions.16

14  See BJ 2.254 (Sicarii), 2.264, 2.441, 2.587 (John of Gischala), 2.653 (Sicarii), 3.450 (Jesus son of

Saphat), 4.97, 4.504 (Sicarii), 4.510 (Simon bar Giora’s men), etc.; Grünewald 2004: 94. Josephus

seems to use the lexical field of lēsteia to a greater extent than other authors; see Nickel 2018:

45–47. Note that the term lēstēs (listim) is also present in rabbinic literature; see Isaac 1984. On

banditry see also Shaw 1984, Isaac 1992, 66–67, Grünewald 2004.

15  In BJ 3.450, Josephus calls Jesus son of Saphat the head of a robbers’ band, but according to BJ

2.599 he was in fact the chief magistrate of Tiberias. The best example of Josephus’s strategy

of delegitimization is John of Gischala, his archenemy, whose nobility he tries to conceal; see

Grünewald 2004: 100–104.The fact that many leaders of the revolt (including himself, originally)

stemmed from the Judean elites was embarrassing to Josephus.

16  Rhoads 1976: 160–61, Grünewald 2004: 109, Vandenberghe 2016: 506–7. Against this scholarly

trend, Richard Horsley (1979, 39) argues that ‘much of Josephus’ use of the nomenclature of ban-

ditry evidently refers to actual bandits’, whomHorsley deems to be social bandits.
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According to Lavan, this strategy is absent from Tacitus’s writings: he

does not use the ‘language of latrocinium’ to speak about the provincials who

rebelled against Rome (2017: 30, 34). Yet in his study of bandits in the Roman

empire,Thomas Grünewald found examples of such a rhetoric of latrocinium

in connection with revolts against Rome (2004: ch. 2). The first case is that

of Viriatus in second-century BCE Spain, who successfully led Lusitanian

resistance against the Republic. Numerous Roman authors call him a latro

(because of his mountain origins and his practice of guerrilla warfare, often

associated with latrocinium), yet he enjoys a positive reputation in their writ-

ings, since they put the blame for the revolt on the original breach of trust

by the Roman praetor of the province of Hispania Ulterior, Galba.The second

example is Tacfarinas in Africa Proconsularis in 17–24 CE, whose image is

wholly negative, as he combined the crime of rebellion with that of deser-

tion.Even though these examples differ from the Judean revolt in significant

ways, they show that labelling insurgents as lēstaiwould not have been alien

to theRomanorGreekpro-Roman rhetoric Josephus is likely to have encoun-

tered in Rome.

Josephus’s adoption of a Roman perspective on unrest to speak of the

Judean revolt certainly enhanced the credibility of his historical work for his

Greco-Roman audience in Rome. It thus primarily served his purposes of

self-promotion and apology for himself and his work.

A civil war

Josephus’s use of lēstai to describe rebel leaders may have mimicked Roman

trends in yet another way, which draws our attention to the second dimen-

sion of the Judean conflict, that of civil war. Grünewald has shown that la-

bellingpolitical enemies as lēstaiwasnot uncommonat the endof theRepub-

lic and the beginning of the Principate (2004: ch. 4). This practice seems to

have vanished under Augustus but later Roman authors echoed the use of la-

tro and latrocinium in the period running fromCicero to Augustus. Josephus’s

characterization of John of Gischala, his personal enemy, as lēstēs fits in this

Roman tradition. In a chapter dedicated to lēstai in Josephus’sBJ,Grünewald

concludes that ‘Josephus deployed the term“bandit” entirely pejoratively and

described the rival politicians to whom he applied it using the same conven-

tional clichés as used by Roman writers’ (2004: 109).
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Josephus’s derogatory discourse on the rebels and their leaders again re-

flects a perspective that was consonantwith an upper-class Romanmilieu in

the case of the Sicarii. Marijn Vandenberghe has shown that the characteri-

zation of some groups as sikarioi (a Greek spelling of the Latin word sicarii,

which he translates as ‘skilled users of the sica-type dagger’) reflects Jose-

phus’s familiarity with Roman legal and rhetorical uses of the term.17 The

Lex Cornelia de sicariis et veneficiis was directed against killing, arson, illegal

carrying of weapons, bribery of magistrates and false testimony.18 An exam-

ple of references to the lex de sicariis in vituperative speeches is found in Ci-

cero’s Stoic Paradoxes, where Cicero addresses an imaginary character (to be

identifiedwith his enemyClodius)with ‘You caused amassacre in the forum,

youheld the templeswith armedbrigands, youburnt private persons’houses

and consecrated buildings’ (Parad. 30, trans. Rackham), and then cites three

clauses of the lex de sicariis.This list of crimes parallels Josephus’s statements

about the Sicarii in BJ.19 Vanderberghe further adds that the legal category

of ‘bandit’ could be ‘used as a weapon of accusation against political rivals if

the rhetorician could prove that the opponent used illegal means in political

conflicts. … Clodius accused Milo, for example, of being a ‘bandit and assas-

sin’ (latronem ac sicarium) who acted on Cicero’s orders (Cicero,Mil. 18)’ (2016:

484–85). Josephus’s use of sikarioi and his association of Sicarii with lēstai (as

in BJ 2.254, 2.653, 4.504, etc.) is thus congruent with Roman rhetorical prac-

tice. Moreover, his tendency to libel political enemies as sicarii and brigands

in order to cast the rebel leaders in a negative light contributed to establish-

ing his position in Rome as one who, despite his initial participation in the

revolt, had opposed these leaders (at least in the case of John).20

Asmentioned in the introduction, Josephus’s narrative is also the story of

a war within the war, a succession of inner conflicts in the Judean camp that

17  Vandenberghe 2016: quotation at 480. For the view that the term refers not to amore or less uni-

fied movement but to various groups that were not connected to one another, see also Mason

2008: 207–8 n. 1604, Brighton 2009: xiii, 141–50, which concludes that ‘the label sicarii was used

not primarily to describe a group of people but to marginalize and condemn certain types of be-

havior’ (150).

18  According to Vandenberghe (2016: 481–83), this law is known from Cicero’s speeches, Ulpian

(quoted in Collatio LegumMosaicarum et Romanarum 1.3.1) and theDigest (48.8.1).

19  See, e.g., BJ 2.254–57, 2.425–29 (in association with another group called lēstai), 4.398–409. See

also AJ 20.163–65.

20  See Grünewald 2004: 109.
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he describes as civil strife. He makes this point clear right from the outset,

in a crucial passage of the preface:

I shall faithfully recount the actions of both combatants; but inmy reflections on the events

I cannot conceal my private sentiments, nor refuse to give my personal sympathies scope

to bewail my country’s misfortunes. For, that it owed its ruin to civil strife (stasis oikeia; cf.

BJ 5.257), and that itwas the Jewish tyrants (tyrannoi) whodrewdownupon the holy temple

the unwilling hands of the Romans and the conflagration, is attested by Titus Caesar him-

self, who sacked the city; throughout the war he commiserated the populace who were at

the mercy of the revolutionaries (stasiastoi), and often of his own accord deferred the cap-

ture of the city and by protracting the siege gave the culprits time for repentance. Should,

however, any critic censureme for my strictures upon the tyrants (tyrannoi) or their bands

of marauders (to lēstrikon) or for my lamentations over my country’s misfortunes, I ask his

indulgence for a compassion which falls outside an historian’s province. (BJ 1.10, trans.

Thackeray)

The theme of civil war also appears at the very beginning of Josephus’s his-

torical narrative, when he first recalls the events that occurred during the

Hasmonean period (BJ 1.31, trans. Thackeray): ‘At the time when Antiochus,

surnamedEpiphanes,wasdisputingwithPtolemy VI the suzeraintyofSyria,

dissension (stasis) arose among the Jewish nobles (hoi dynatoi)’. According to

Josephus, both the crisis under Antiochus IV and the destruction of the Tem-

ple in 70 CE were thus linked to the same phenomenon, stasis among the

Judeans (Price 2011: 85).

From book 2 onward,BJ narrates how the leadership of Judea, composed

mainly of priestly families or clans and wealthy families associated with the

Herodian dynasty,21 was gradually overpowered by the neōterizontoi (some

of whom were also from a priestly background) and their followers. Already

under Albinus, a ‘revolutionary party’ (τῶν νεωτερίζειν βουλομένων, 2.274)

was active in Jerusalem, whose leaders Josephus describes as ‘chief-robbers’

(archilēstai) and tyrants (tyrannoi). Later on, new leaders, characterized by

Josephus as reckless, cruel and tyrannical, successively gained power and

control over the city or some of its parts: Menahem son (or rather descen-

dant) of Judas the Galilean, whose followers apparently formed the core

group of the Sicarii later found in Masada; Eleazar son of Simon (head of

the Zealots); John of Gischala (originally fromGalilee); and Simon bar Giora,

to name only the main actors. Books 4 to 6 of the JewishWar are replete with

21  In BJ 2.411, Josephus also includes among these elites ‘the notables among the Pharisees’.
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accounts of the atrocities committed by these men and their supporters, as

well as by other groups, such as the Adiabenians and the Idumeans.22

Josephus repeatedly refers to this state of affairs with the lexicon of sta-

sis, a term that already had a strongThucydidean connotation in his time.23

It brought to the minds of educated readers passages of the Peloponnesian

War, such as the description of the stasis in Corcyra (3.82–84).24 As Gottfried

Mader suggests, Josephus’s description of the atmosphere of systematic de-

ceit,betrayal and transgressionof the lawwithin the city echoesThucydides’s

account at 3.82.6–7 (2000: 90). He also notes that the typology of stasis in-

cludes ‘trust and oaths perverted (3.82.6–7), religion disregarded (3.82.8),

sacred space violated (3.70.4, 3.81.3–5)’, all elements that are present in Jose-

phus’s account of the rebels’ behaviour (2000: 132). Thucydides’s compari-

son of stasis to a plague that spreads through the social body has parallels

in Josephus as well (Price 2011: 86). Josephus’s use ofThucydidean references

and stasis terminology, which his educated Greco-Roman audience in Rome

would have readily identified, was certainly meant to strengthen his legiti-

macy as an historian.25

Josephus was no servile imitator of his Greek predecessor, however.

Jonathan Price has shown that his use of the word stasis differs from that of

Thucydides.While in BJ’s book 2 stasis refers to internal divisions and unrest

within Judean society, later on the lexical field of stasis (especially stasiastai –

‘agents of civil strife’ or ‘insurgents’ –which seems to be Josephus’s favourite

form26) is associated only with the factions that opposed the traditional

rulers of Judea, just as in AJ 4.11–56, the episode of Korah’s rebellion against

Moses, stasis characterizes Korah and his group, not Moses, Aaron and the

Israelites who remained faithful to them.27 In other words, stasis is used to

refer to the actions of the revolutionaries rather than to the conflict between

them and their rivals (Jerusalem’s nobility). In Josephus’s account of the

22  The process of stasis associated with the 66–74 war may be considered to start with Eleazar’s de-

cision to put an end to the sacrifices on behalf of the emperor and the Roman people in BJ 2.409,

but it takes on a newdimensionwith the arrival in Jerusalemof exterior groups.OnBJ 4.121–282,

see Mader 2000: ch. 3.

23  The influence of Thucydides’s work on BJ, in terms of both structure and writing style, is mas-

sive and has received extensive attention. See, e.g., Hadas-Lebel 1989: 245, Mader 2000, Se-

mentchenko 2010, Price 2011.

24  Feldman 1994: 50,Mader 2000: esp. 56, Sementchenko 2010, Price 2011.

25  Mader 2000, Price 2011: 84 (‘These imitations lend power and authority to Josephus’ account’).

26  Mason 2008: 11.

27  See AJ 4.12–13, 30, 32, 36, Sementchenko 2010, Price 2011.
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Judean civil war, it is thus not the dēmos that rejects the authority of the

traditional, aristocratic elite,28 but specific groups that inflict great harm on

a powerless people.29 The responsibility for stasis lies with the groups that

Josephus characterizes as ‘revolutionaries’ (neōterizontoi) or ‘robbers’ (lēstai).

Stasis thus comes to designate an insurrection against the established

power (leading to the destruction of the archives, the abolition of debt, the

liberation of slaves and measures against the wealthy). In most passages of

BJ, this power is that of the Judean elites who ruled the country before the

war,not Romanpower.30Thecivil warwithin thewar against Rome therefore

appears as a revolt against the Judean aristocracy, of which Josephus was a

prominent member.

It is thus unsurprising that we should find under Josephus’s pen ‘what

[Ranajit] Guha calls the “prose of counter-insurgency”’, which includes ‘not

just the obvious rhetorics of barbarism, criminality, and immorality, which

deny legitimacy to the rebels, but alsomore subtle tropes, such as spontane-

ity or hysteria, which deny them agency and rationality’ (Lavan 2017: 20,

quoting Guha 1999: 333). The leaders of the insurgents are tyrannoi, which

means that they establish a type of power that is marked by lawlessness.

Both the insurgents and their leaders are described as inhuman, ferocious

and impious. Moreover, Josephus depicts them as deprived of rationality.31

Josephus’s description of the rebels thus conforms to what modern authors

have identified as the norms of colonial discourse about subalterns’ efforts

to shake off imperial or colonial oppression.

Lavan emphasizes that ‘one of the most remarkable features of the Latin

discourse on revolt is the lack of strategies of delegitimisation’ (2017: 34).

Josephus’s BJ represents the opposite case: a consistent and systematic

28  See Gray’s chapter in this volume, which notes that ‘Posidonius thus here presents the unrest at

Athens in 88 BC very much like a Classical stasis, of the kind known fromThucydides, Xenophon

and Aristotle, fought between an unruly demos striving for absolute equality under a demagogue

and, on the other side, their aristocratic opponents, who insist on their superior virtue and self-

control’.

29  See, e.g., BJ 2.304, 2.449–50, 3.448, 3.454, 5.53, 5.566.

30  Rhoads 1976: 162; Sementchenko2010. In somecases, stasis andotherwords fromthe same lexical

field may refer to the insurrection against the Judean elites and the empire taken together, as in

BJ 2.418–19. See also 2.421 (with aphistēmi).

31  See, e.g.,BJ 2.265 (aponoia), 2.346 (elpis alogistos), 2.412 (alogos), 3.454 (aponoia), 3.479 (tolma, thrasos

and aponoia, in Titus’s exhortation to his troops), 4.147 (aponoia), 4.211 (alogos, in connection with

John), 4.261 (aponoia), 4.362 (aponoia), 4.571 (aponoia), 5.121 and 316 (aponoia, again attributed to

Titus), 5.424 (aponoia), 5.566 (aponoia), 6.39 (aponoia, again in one of Titus’s speeches).
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effort to delegitimize the rebels by labelling them as murderers (sicarii),

brigands (lēstai), seditious people (stasiastai) and rebels/revolutionaries (neō-

terizontoi),32 and by ascribing to them all kinds of crimes, impious acts and

irrational behaviour.

Moreover, Josephus’s description of Judean society as deeply unsettled

by stasis sharply differentiates his account of the Great Revolt from Tacitus’s

passages on provincial rebellions against Rome. Lavan has drawn attention

to the fact that ‘in each case [in Tacitus], a subject people rises in its entirety

against their Romanoppressors’ (2017: 29). Such a vision could not be further

from Josephus’s understanding of the Judean revolt. On the contrary, he re-

peatedly laments that kinship ties and ethnic solidarity have becomemean-

ingless, the rebels showingmore cruelty than theRomans themselves toward

other Jews.33The divisions and hatred among the Jewish people, which Jose-

phus views as a major sin (see section 3 below), represent a thread that runs

through the whole book.

Yet Josephus’s argument that the people (including part of the nobility,

of which he was himself a member) were forced to endure the rebels’ deci-

sion not to compromise, to continue the war until the ultimate catastrophe,

arouses suspicion.Hemay have exaggerated the divisions within the people

to downplay the responsibility of the majority in the eyes of his audience in

Rome.MartinGoodmannotes that it still would have been possible to escape

Jerusalem in the summer of 68, and even 69.34 Josephus’s rhetoric of cruelty

and madness on the rebels’ part thus plays an apologetic function again: in

this case, an apology for the ‘people’, and implicitly the nobles who remained

in Jerusalemandsufferedat thehandsof the ‘tyrants’butwereprobablymore

involved in the war than Josephus is willing to admit.35

Moreover, looking at the Great Revolt through the prism of civil war

could serve Josephus’s apologetic goals in yet another way, helping him to

reduce the gap between Jews and Romans by suggesting that Jews were no

32  Already in B.J. 1.4, Josephus uses the phrase to neōterizon, the ‘revolutionary’ faction or party; and

at the very end ofBJ (7.421) he still speaks of neōteropoiia to describe the seditious activities of Jews

in Alexandria.

33  See, e.g., BJ 2.466, 2.469–76, 2.581, 4.16, 4.134, 4.181–83, 6.4.

34  Goodman 1990: 42, referring to BJ 4.353, 5.421, 5.450.

35  Goodman 1990: 41–42. Mason 2016: 465, focusing on the refugees who had lost everything and

for whom surrender was an empty option, writes that perhaps ‘Jerusalem itself would have ca-

pitulated, had it not been for the large numbers of desperate men who fled to Jerusalem from

elsewhere and who could not surrender’.
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barbarian, irrational people. In 68–69, the Romans had experienced civil

war throughout the empire and within the city of Rome itself. In the latter

case too, the inhabitants had witnessed horrific scenes and acts of impiety,

culminating in the burning of the most holy temple of Jupiter Capitoli-

nus. Josephus’s detailed retelling of these events in book 4 (§§ 545–655,

esp. 647–53), after his account of the crucial turning point reached by the

stasis in Jerusalem, is certainly not coincidental but rather meant to suggest

a parallel. Mason aptly notes that

structure and language reveal that Josephus is doingmuchmore thanmerely supplying in-

formation.He is bringing the Judaean and Roman civil wars into direct conversation. Just

when Simon bar Giora reaches the height of his power,menacing Jerusalem fromoutside,

Josephusmakes the comparison: “Not only in Judaeawere there civil strife and internecine

war (στάσις ἦν καὶ πόλεμος ἐμφύλιος), but also in Italy” (4.545). After briefly covering the

murder of Galba in the forum,Otho’swarwith Vitellius,who “craved kingship” just as John

and Simon did (4.208, 390, 510), and Otho’s suicide in defeat (4.545–49), Josephus returns

to Simon’s entry into Jerusalem (4.556–84) and remarks, “around this time terrible suffer-

ings also enveloped Rome” (4.585). Just as John and Simon turn Jerusalem into a scene of

bloody conflict and pollute the temple, so Vitellius and his rough German soldiers “made

the whole of Rome into a military camp” (4.586). The switching back and forth, applying

similarly charged language to Jerusalem and Rome, encourages his Roman audience to

view both conflicts as species of the same genus.The Judaeans are not strange barbarians;

their leaders face the same problems as those of every polis, of Rome itself. Josephus im-

plicitly portrays himself as amanof the same cast as his cultured audiences.… In addition,

hepoints towhat every intelligent personknows tobe the real basis of theFlavian triumph,

the victory over Roman rivals. (Mason 2016: 417)36

In short, the designation of the war as a stasis in the sense of a civil war

between the Judean authorities and ‘revolutionary’ groups serves Josephus’s

apologetic efforts to defend the Jewish people, the Judean nobility who had

remained in Jerusalem until the end of the war and his own historical work

in the eyes of his Roman audience: the people, because he argues that the

responsibility for the revolt lay with the seditious groups that triggered

the stasis; the nobility, because he implicitly aligns its members both with

the Roman authorities against whom the stasiastai fought (for the latter

opposed Rome and Jerusalem’s nobility) and with the Roman elites who had

experienced the civil war in 68–69 CE; and himself, since by using stasis

36 See already Mason 2005: 97–99.
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language andThucydidean language and imagesmore widely he could hope

to increase his legitimacy as an historian.

A rebellion against God

As Klawans observes, ‘Although JewishWar is, primarily, a work of history …

Josephus’s account is liberally pepperedwith theological observations’ (2012:

187). Joseph Sievers similarly notes that ‘Josephus uses what we would call

religious categories, values, and experiences to explain what happened and

why it happened’ (2021: 196).AndPrice has demonstrated thatwe should take

Josephus’s theological thought about the war seriously (2005).

Wemustfirstmake adistinctionbetween Josephus’s personal theological

reflection on the revolt and theway he describes the rebels’ religiousmotiva-

tions,which,asMader argues,he tends to belittle andnot explain adequately

to his audience.37 Mader states that ‘one significant function of Josephus’

polemic against the Jewish insurgents is to counteract and downplay the re-

ligious substratumwhich gave the revolt its broad ideological cohesion’. Tak-

ing issue with the theological assumptions of the revolutionaries, Josephus

provides a rationalizing, psychological and moralistic account of their mo-

tivations (2000: 10–11, quotation at 10). Moreover, consistently describing

the rebels as impious – emphasizing that they transgressed the divine laws,

committed various sacrileges and polluted the sacred precinct – is also away

for Josephus to invalidate their beliefs.38Ultimately, he dismisses the rebels’

religious discourses and reasonings not only as expressions of wrong reli-

giosity (manifested in the inability to decipher signs and oracles properly as

at BJ 6.288–315) or wrong theology (such as John’s confidence in Jerusalem’s

invincibility in 6.98 or the ‘end of history’ interpretation of the Judean defeat

by Eleazar son of Jairus in book 7) but also to preserve the respectability and

37  These motivations have been interpreted by scholars in various ways, and even put in doubt;

but the coins minted during the revolt focus on ‘Holy Jerusalem’ and ‘the redemption/freedom

of Zion’, and display temple vessels and religious symbols such as the four species of Sukkot

(Meshorer 2001: 115–31). See, e.g., Hengel 1976: esp. 235–318, Rajak 2002a, Tomasino 2008,

McLaren 2011.

38  On the rebels’ transgressions and impiety, see, e.g., BJ 2.258, 2.413–14, 4.148, 4.242, 4.314–18,

5.401–2, 7.254–74.
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credibility of the Jewish religio (which, we must keep in mind, was mocked

and loathed by part of the Roman elite).39

Josephus’s account of the revolt dismisses the rebels’ theological claims

but conveys an alternative theological reading of the events. Civil strife is

a major sin, not merely a human, political and military disaster.40 More-

over, Josephus claims that the tragedy that befell Jerusalem was foretold

by prophecies. He recalls an oracle ‘that the city would be taken and the

sanctuary burnt to the ground by the right of war, whensoever it should be

visited by sedition (stasis) and native hands should be the first to defile God’s

sacred precincts’ (BJ 4.388, trans.Thackeray).Again, in a speech addressed to

John of Gischala and the besieged, he recalls how ancient prophets foretold

that Jerusalem ‘would be taken whensoever one should begin to slaughter

his own countrymen (homophylou phonou)’ and adds: ‘God it is then, God

Himself, who with the Romans is bringing the fire to purge His Temple and

exterminating a city so laden with pollutions’ (BJ 6.109–10, trans. Thack-

eray). In a similar vein, some rabbinic sources, which are admittedly later

than Josephus’s writings, refer to wanton hatred between Jews as a major

sin and the main cause of the defeat by Rome.41

Josephus’s theological interpretation of thewar andhis understanding of

divinewrath are, however,more complex than the above quotations suggest,

because in BJ civil war is both a sin and a punishment for previous offenses

committed by Israel. That the Judean people (or at least the Jerusalemites)

had sinned before stasis fully spread in Jerusalem comes to the fore in several

places in book 2.

First, JosephuspresentsEleazar sonofAnanias’s decision to interrupt the

daily sacrifices at the JerusalemTemple for thewell-beingof the emperor and

the Roman people not only as a clear political message of rebellion against

Rome but also as a major impiety (BJ 2.409–17, esp. 413–14). Eleazar’s aim

39  Tacitus refers to oracles and omens that occurred during the war and claims that Jews were un-

able to interpret them correctly, in a way that recalls Josephus’s statements in BJ 6.288–315 but is

much less sympathetic: Jews were both prone to superstition and unwilling to practice the pro-

pitiatory rites that would have been needed in such circumstances. See Tacitus,Hist. 5.13; Sueto-

nius, Vesp. 4.5; Tomasino 2008.

40  According to Tessa Rajak (2002b: 95), this is even ‘the ultimate sin’. It runs against the Mosaic

law’s logic, which is to create homonoia among Jews (Ap. 2.179, 283).

41  Tosefta,Menahot 13:22; Jerusalem Talmud, Yoma 1:1, 38c; Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 9b; Golden-

berg 1982: 523.On the similarities between Josephus’s understandingof the causes of theTemple’s

destruction and those found in rabbinic literature, see Price 2005: 109; Klawans 2010; Klawans

2012: 187; Sievers 2021: 196.
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was to reject offerings and sacrifices brought or fundedby foreigners (2.409),

but ‘the chief priests and the notables’ replied that

their ancestorshad furnished the shrinemostly fromthe foreigners,alwayswelcoming the

gifts from outside nations. And not only had they not prohibited the sacrifices of certain

people, for this is most impious, but they also [did not prohibit] them from dedicating the

votive offerings around the temple, which can be seen and remain in place for such a long

time. … Along with the danger, they [i.e., Eleazar and his partisans] had voted to condemn

the city for impiety – if among the Judeans alone an outsider could neither sacrifice nor

make obeisance. (BJ 2.412–14, trans.Mason 2008: 416–17)

Josephus was aware that accusations of misanthropy and atheism (or impi-

ety) were formulated against the Jews in his time (Schäfer 1997, Berthelot

2003). Therefore, he wanted to clearly condemn Eleazar’s decision, which,

beyond its political significance, could appear to Josephus’s audience as both

a mark of impiety and an indication of ‘hatred of foreigners’. Josephus even

characterizes Eleazar’s ‘reform’ as ‘a foreign cult’ (thrēskeia xenē, 2.414),mean-

ing that it ran against Judean customs and laws.

Eleazar’s initiative opened the way to a series of crimes that also qual-

ified as impious acts from Josephus’s perspective. Especially appalling was

the slaughter of theRomangarrison in JerusalemonaSabbath,despite oaths

sworn to the soldiers that they would be allowed to leave the city in peace if

they surrendered their weapons (BJ 2.450–56).The crime of Eleazar and his

followers was triple: they betrayed the word given to the Romans, they mur-

dered unarmed men, and they desecrated the Sabbath. As a consequence,

the people in Jerusalem understood ‘that the causes of the war were already

irremediable, and that the city had been defiled with such a great pollution

(miasma), as a result of which it was reasonable to expect some other-worldly

wrath,even if not the vengeance fromtheRomans’ (2.455, trans.Mason2008:

335–36).This divine wrathmanifested itself in the subsequent disasters that

afflicted the city, ultimately including the destruction of the sanctuary (see

also BJ 4.323). Josephus later adds that as a consequence of the temple’s pol-

lution,Godprevented thewar fromreaching an early conclusion (2.539).This

remark means that the stasis that developed in Jerusalem with the arrival of

John of Gischala, Simon bar Giora and others was already a consequence of

God’s punishment of his people. The idea that the stasis in Jerusalem was a

consequence of God’s rejection of the city and its inhabitants is also found

in a speech attributed to Vespasian’s generals, who argue that ‘divine prov-

idence has come to our aid by turning our adversaries against each other’

(BJ 4.366, trans. Thackeray). Even the insurgents themselves come close to
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formulating such an idea. At a later stage of the war, the rebels try to unite

their forces to resist theRomans but admit thatGodmay verywell deny them

‘lasting concord’ and thus be the driving force behind their divisions (5.278).

These passages reflect Josephus’s perception of the situation.

That Josephus repeatedly asserts that God sided with the Romans is well

known. Ultimately, he goes so far as to accuse the rebels of waging war not

only against theRomans but againstGodhimself. In book 5,he addresses the

besieged in the following terms:

Will you not turn your eyes and mark what place is that whence you issue to battle and

reflect howmighty anAlly youhave outraged?Will younot recall your fathers’ superhuman

exploits andwhatmighty wars this holy place has quelled for us in days of old? Formyself,

I shudder at recounting the works of God to unworthy ears; yet listen, that you may learn

that you are warring not against the Romans only, but also against God (ἀκούετε δ’ ὅμως,

ἵνα γνῶτε μὴ μόνονῬωμαίοις πολεμοῦντες ἀλλὰκαὶ τῷ θεῷ; see alsoBJ 6.4). (BJ 5.378, trans.

Thackeray)

This passage provides the third and final key to decipher Josephus’s vision

of the war: not only a revolt against Rome and an episode of civil strife, but a

war against theGod of Israel.As in the case of stasis, thiswar iswaged by only

a portion of the Judeans, not the people as a whole (whereas the revolt was,

originally at least, supportedbyat least a vastmajority of the Judeans, includ-

ing Josephus himself in BJ’s version). Yet all Jews suffer the consequences of

the rebellion against God (see also AJ 20.166).

Price has argued that ‘Josephus was not immune from the traumatic

question which afflicted all Jews after 70 CE: why did God let it happen?’

(2005: 110). This statement raises an additional question: namely, is it ap-

propriate to see Josephus’s theological discourse as an apology for the God

of Israel? Per Bilde has answered this question negatively, emphasizing the

difference between Josephus’s BJ and 4 Ezra, a work that focuses entirely on

the issue of theodicy (Bilde 1979). As amatter of fact, nowhere does Josephus

raise doubts about God’s justice. Nevertheless, his theological explanation

of the war has an apologetic dimension. Yet what he aimed to defend by so

strongly putting the responsibility for the war on the ‘revolutionaries’ was

not God or divine justice but the very possibility of keeping faith in the God

of Israel – in other words, the legitimacy of the Jews’ religio.
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Conclusion

Josephus’s account of the Judean revolt in BJ reflects his situation in Rome

and his exposure to Greco-Roman norms, values and discourses on unrest.

To a large extent he embraced aRoman elite perspective on the events,which

did not necessarily conflict with that of the Judean rebels themselves, as the

theme of liberation and freedom, for example, shows.

Yet Josephus’s work cannot be reduced to the story of the uprising of a

provincial people against the empire, because it is interwovenwith two other

narrative strands, with their own respective terminologies and discursive

strategies, which describe the events as the result of civil strife (stasis) on the

one hand and a revolt against the God of Israel on the other. The discourse

about stasis would have resonated deeply with educated readers or listeners

familiar withThucydides, as well as with a Roman aristocratic audience who

had vividmemories of the 68–69 CE civil war in Rome. Itmust also have res-

onated with Jewish concerns about Israel’s unity and the deleterious conse-

quences of division. Envisioning the war as a revolt against God was, on the

other hand,meaningful mainly for a Jewish audience.

These interwoven narratives about the Judean revolt – operating on dif-

ferent levels and with different categories of discourse – reflect Josephus’s

historiographical and theological perspectives but also some apologetic con-

cerns. His work is not an apology for the Romans or the Flavian dynasty, as

scholars have sometimes argued, but rather a defence of the people of Judea

(at least the majority), of a great part of the nobility and of Josephus him-

self (his person and his historical work). Moreover, I have argued that the

interpretation of the revolt as a war against God, which goes hand in hand

with Josephus’s dismissal of the rebels’ religious motives and theological vi-

sion, also aimed to defend the Jewish religio against Roman discourses that

mocked Jewish superstitio and celebrated the failure of the JewishGod, and to

reassert the soundness of the Jewish faith in the God of Israel.

Ultimately, analysis of Josephus’s multi-layered discourse on the Judean

war shows that even though he was a representative of a people that had

been defeated and crushed by Rome, his perspective was not so much that

of a subaltern as that of a member of an aristocratic elite which had faced

a revolt that aimed to destabilize and appropriate its power. His labelling

of the insurgents as bandits, assassins and revolutionaries characterized by

madness, cruelty and impiety betrays his privileged position in Judean soci-

ety on the eve of the revolt. A final remark may illustrate this point: In Taci-
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tus’s works, the rebel leaders often speak of their peoples’ desire for freedom

and liberation from theRomangovernors’ brutality,whereas in Josephus’sBJ

such arguments are expressed first and foremost in the speech attributed to

Agrippa II, who was Rome’s ally (BJ 2.345–401). In Agrippa’s discourse, the

validity of these arguments is both acknowledged and undermined. Jose-

phus thus simultaneously echoes and silences the subaltern’s voice, a posi-

tion that is best explained by his social status both before the war, as amem-

ber of an aristocratic elite that had much to lose in the conflict with Rome,

and after the Judean defeat, as a privileged protégé of the imperial house.42
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6. Narrating Mutiny: Towards a Discursive
History of Military Unrest

Hans Kopp

Abstract: Although the idea of the legions as a perfectly functioning fighting force has

had a long-lasting influence on modern images of the Roman army, scholarship on

the Roman military has long recognized the frequency and significance of mutinies

and other forms of military unrest. However, as with other forms of revolt, the sources

formutinies in the Romanworld rarely allow for the straightforward reconstruction of

these events beyond their basic outlines.The motives and intentions of those involved,

as well as the details of their organization, were always open to imaginative recon-

struction or outright invention on the part of the ancient historiographers.This paper

argues that by focusing on the textual record of Roman accounts of mutinies, we can

move towards a more comprehensive understanding of both the literary traditions in

which narratives of military revolt were embedded and the peculiar cultural presence

ofmutiny in the Romanworld, building on recentmoves to study the Roman discourse

on revolt in its own right.

Despite popular and persistent images of the Roman army as amachine-like

fighting force, mutiny was a recurring feature within the Roman legions,

particularly during the Republican period.1 As Jon E. Lendon reminds us,

1There is no scholarly consensus on the applicability of the concept ofmutiny to the ancient world.

Carney 2015 rightly emphasizes the difference between conditions in Greek (classical and Mace-

donian) and Roman armies. Only for the latter, she argues, canmutiny be reasonably applied be-

cause the ‘idea ofmutiny assumes two things’ thatwere lacking inGreek andMacedonian armies,

namely, ‘very considerable and consistent emphasis on unquestioning obedience to orders, even

in non-combat situations, and a clear distinction between the rights and behavior’ of the citizen

aspolitical subject and soldier (37).Part of the confusion certainly stems fromthe term’s contested

nature. As Dwyer 2017: 15 (see also Rose 1982: 561–65) points out, ‘[a]lthough it is a punishable of-

fence in any military, there is no consensus over what precisely constitutes a mutiny. It is often

an emotive term,which can be used or substituted strategically, both by soldiers and authorities.’

The single most distinguishing feature of mutiny as opposed to other forms of disobedience in
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‘a close look at the record of the Roman army, a litany of mutinies, rebel-

lions, and individual and mass disobedience, can easily raise doubts as to

whether the army of the Romans was, by the standards of modern armies,

very well disciplined at all’.2 Given the historical record’s general tendency

to downplay or even altogether ignore mutiny,3 we appear to know a sur-

prising amount about Roman mutinies. Yet it is still unclear what kind of

history of Roman mutinies we can confidently write given the complicated

and frequently limited nature of the available sources. This is a character-

istic that mutiny shares with other, possibly all, forms of riotous revolts in

the ancient world.4 Mutinies, like any revolt in history, ‘are both narratives

and events’, and as narrated events, they only live on if someonewrites them

down and preserves their memory.5 Accounts of mutinies, as narrative con-

structs, not only served specific political and historiographical agendas, but

were also open to imaginative reconstruction and outright manipulation.6

In this paper, I build on the reflections of Myles Lavan and others, argu-

ing that despite the severely limited possibilities for writing reliable social

histories of revolt in the Roman world,7 there is something to be gained by

studying accounts of Romanmutinies through the lens of discursive history.

Rather than focusing on a single aspect, author, or event, I will outline two

the military sphere is its collective nature: a single individual may be disobedient or guilty of mis-

conduct, but only the coordinated action of a group of individuals can be mutiny (Dwyer 2017:

16–17). Physical violencewas not necessarily part ofmutiny in the Roman understanding because

every act of insubordination on the part of a crowd against a Romanmagistrate’s commands was

seditio, the termmost commonly used to label military revolts (see below, pp. 128–29), regardless

of whether it involved physical violence (Mommsen 1899: 562–63).

2 Lendon 2005: 170. See alsoMacMullen 1984: 454, Lee 2020: 100.Thereweremost likelymanymore

mutinies than we are aware of; see Hinard 1990: 151,Wolff 2012: 109.

3 Rose 1982: 562–64, Frykman, Anderson, and van Voss 2013: 3, Dwyer 2017: 16. For Rome, see Hi-

nard 1990: 151, Pagán 2005: 415.

4 Kelly 2007: 151–56, Lavan 2017. On the specific character of the sources for military unrest, see

Kaegi 1981: 4–5.

5 Quotation fromBrummett 1998: 94.What Turner and Clark 2017: 5 argue for accounts ofmilitary

defeats also applies to mutinies: we know about them ‘not (or not only) because of some Roman

desire to keep track of the past, but because someone, for some reason, wanted them remem-

bered’.

6 See Goodyear 1972: 196–97, Fulkerson 2006: 172, 2013: 165–66 (both on Tacitus). Schauer (2016:

170–71) emphasizes that, while ancient authors were unable to change the basic facts of military

events, such asmutinies,due to their public nature, theywere able to use their literary techniques

to work out and strengthen certain aspects while weakening or completely ignoring others (such

as moods, circumstances,motives of those involved, inner logic of events, etc.).

7 Kelly 2007,Woolf 2011, Lavan 2017; see also the introduction to this volume.
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distinct ways in which accounts of mutinies can be productively analysed

using a textual record of military unrest: first, by analysing the terminol-

ogy used in Livy’s account of a mutiny among the Roman legions encamped

in southern Italy in 342 BCE, I will discuss how close lexical analysis can

shed a light on the conceptual diversity (and fluidity) of the Roman notion of

mutiny; second, Iwill focus on specific tropes andbroader narrative patterns

as parts of Roman narratives of military unrest, paying particular attention

to, on the one hand, the idea of an independently acting soldiery and, on the

other, to the trope of ‘murmuring’ and the ‘soundscapes of mutiny’ depicted

in Roman accounts of military unrest.

Terminology: Livy’s account of the mutiny of 342 BCE

Analysing the lexemes used to describe and explain such revolts is one obvi-

ous starting point for studying Roman mutiny narratives and their discur-

sive contexts.8 Although seditio is the termmost commonly used to describe

what we would call a mutiny, Roman authors had a plethora of terms that

could be used to describe military unrest, each with its own set of connota-

tions.9Livy’s account (7.38–42) of themutinyof theRoman forces atCapua in

342 BCE is a particularly good illustration, for it is distinguished by a consid-

erable lexical variety of terms denoting ‘revolt’. Livy – whose sources, while

disagreeingonmost details of the story,only agreed that somekindof ‘revolt’

(seditio) hadoccurred (7.42.7)–appears tohavegone togreat lengths,not only

in his narrative, but also in his terminology, to determine exactly what kind

of unrest had occurred in 342 BCE. According to Livy’s ‘mainstream’ version

of the story,10 following the victory over the Samnites, the Roman soldiers

stationed at Capuamutinied, enticed by the amenities of the fertile Campa-

nian countryside. Instead of returning to Rome, where they were forced to

cultivate infertile soil and suffered economic hardships such as usury, they

desired to own their own good land, just as the Campanians did. After their

plans were revealed, the soldiers marched on Rome, and it was only through

8 On the significance of the labels attached to revolts, see Firnhaber-Baker 2017: 8.

9 On the Latin vocabulary for military disobedience, see Brice 2015b: 105 n. 6.

10 For other accounts of the 342 BCE mutiny, see Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 15.3.1–15 (on the first half of

themutiny), App. Sam. 1.1–2, Frontin. Str. 1.9.1, Zonar. 7.25.9; see also [Aur. Vict.]De vir. Ill. 29.3.
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the intervention of the dictatorM.Valerius Corvus,who confronted themu-

tineers outside the city gates, that outright civil war was avoided and legal

reforms enacted,which temporarily settled the dispute. Scholars have ques-

tioned the historicity of the entire event,11 but for the purposes of this chap-

ter, Iwill set aside this question,aswell as the relatedproblemof thehistorio-

graphical traditions onwhich Livy’s report was ultimately based.12 Instead, I

will focusonLivy’s terminology indescribing themutinybecausehis account

can serve as an example of how Roman authors used various terms from the

lexical field of ‘unrest’ to describe and conceptualizemutiny in various ways.

Mutiny as seditio

Given the prevalence of seditio as the Latin term for what we would call a

mutiny, it is not surprising that Livy refers to the events of 342 BCE as a sedi-

tio (7.38.10, 7.39.4, 7.42.7). If Livy’s remark that the only thing earlier authors

agreed onwas that there had been some form of seditio (7.42.7) can be under-

stood in thisway, thiswas possibly also howhis sources referred to the event.

It may be significant that Livy never qualifies this particular seditio as specif-

ically military (seditio militum or militaris), as he and later authors do in case

of othermutinies.13This corresponds to howRoman authors understood the

relationship betweenmilitary and civil seditio at the time.Cicero (Rep. 6.1) de-

fines seditio as the state of affairs when citizens in discord quite literally drift

away fromeach other (eaque dissensio civium, quod seorsumeunt alii ad alios, sedi-

tio dicitur). Seditiowas also a broad term that encompassed both civilian and

military forms of unrest. Valerius Maximus, writing during Tiberius’ reign

and thus shortly after Livy, recognizes two types of seditio, one of civilian, one

of military character (seditionis tam togatae quam etiam armatae, 9.7.1). Some

seditiones occur in foro, others in castris (9.7mil. Rom. 1), but both can be cate-

gorized as unrest from within the populus Romanus. Referring to the mutiny

of 342BCEas a seditio thusfitswellwith the overall logic andpurpose of Livy’s

story, as the main narrative purpose of the extended account of this mutiny

11 See Oakley 1998: 363–64.

12 On the historiographical tradition of the mutiny, see Poma 1990 (with the comments byW. Kier-

dorf, pp. 205–6); Scardigli 1996.

13 E.g. Livy 22.33.7, 28.38.14, Tac.Hist. 4.46 (seditiomilitaris), Livy 29.19.4, 32.3.2, Curt. 10.4.3 (seditio

militum).
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is to explain the origins of the important legislative reforms thatwere carried

out in Rome as an immediate result of the soldiers’ revolt. Livy also refers to

the first and second plebeian secessions as seditiones (2.32.1, 3.50.1), and by

referring to themutiny of 342 as seditio, he connects this instance of military

unrest to the tradition of plebeian struggle for economic relief and political

participation.This particular civilian-political framing of the soldiers’ revolt

recurs evenmore pronouncedly in connection with another term, secessio.

Mutiny as secessio

Livy refers to the events of 342BCEas a secessio four times, three times explic-

itly (7.40.2, 7.41.2, 7.41.3), and once in a historical comparison (7.40.11). Re-

ferring to a revolt by Roman soldiers as secessio inevitably connects the event

to other instances of plebeian secessiones in the early days of the Republic, and

thus to the broader theme of the so-called Struggle of the Orders.This is not

only implied by Livy’s terminology, but also stated explicitly in the narrative.

Whereas Livy, in an authorial comment, looks forward to his own present

and compares the 342 BCEmutiny to the civil wars he hadwitnessed (7.40.1),

Valerius Corvus, in his speech to the mutineers, directs the reader back in

time. Corvus compares the mutiny to two previous plebeian revolts, the se-

cessio to the SacredMountain in 494 and to the Aventine in 449 BCE (7.40.11).

Usury, cancellation of debts, and the Struggle of the Orders are among the

dominant themes of Livy’s Book 7, and they also serve as the backdrop to the

mutiny of 342 BCE.14Calling thismutiny a seditio and a secessio relates the sol-

diers’ revolt to earlier outbursts of plebeian discontent and thus into larger

patterns of early Roman societal development. Thus, the mutiny at Capua,

framed as a secessio of the plebs, appears in Livy’s account as the culmination

of the fundamental political conflict that shapes his historical narrative in

the early books.15 This may also explain why Livy views this mutiny with a

degree of sympathy: it was unrest and may have involved serious threats to

the authority of Romanmagistrates, but it was notwholly condemnable and,

14 Oakley 1993: 20, 1998: 365, Humm 2015: 355–56.

15 Cf.Raaflaub 2005: 190,Hölkeskamp2011: 108.Based onLivy’s note that after the end of the revolt,

the populus enacted a law ne cui militum fraudi secessio esset (7.41.3; cf. 3.54.5, 3.54.14, App. Sam. 1),

Daube (1972: 147) argues that secessio reflects the original terminology of the law passed in 342

BCE. On the authenticity of Livy’s note, see Oakley 1998: ad loc., Hölkeskamp 2011: 102.
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to some extent, it was justifiable, as it could be understood as being part of

the long tradition of iustae seditiones, ‘justified’ or ‘righteous revolts’, in Ro-

man history.16

Mutiny as defectio

The labels seditio and secessio are hardly surprising for the 342 BCE mutiny.

However, near the end of his account, Livy refers to the mutiny as a defec-

tio (7.42.2).This is a striking and hardly self-explanatory choice, as the term

was only very rarely used to describe unrest among Roman citizens (Hoben

1978: 23). At least in Republican Latin, ‘defectio and seditio were mutually ex-

clusive: seditiowas the act of citizens; defectio that of allies and subjects’ (Lavan

2017: 23). Only during the imperial period could the term be used to describe

the actions of Roman soldiers who defected or otherwise assisted Rome’s

foreign enemies.17 Livy himself is keen to maintain the ‘Republican’ distinc-

tion between the two types of revolt elsewhere in his narrative. In the con-

text of his report about the mutiny in Scipio’s army at Sucro in 206 BCE,

he explicitly distinguishes between seditio in the Roman camp and defectio of

Roman allies, even explicitly contrasting both concepts (seditionem civilem …

defectionem sociorum, 28.31.4; cf. 28.24.4 for the mutiny as civilis furor). Up to

that point, there does not appear to be any confusion regarding how to clas-

sify the events in the camp at Sucro. However, Livy had already referred to

the mutiny as a seditio and a defectio at the beginning of his account (seditio-

nis defectionisque, 28.24.10),without providing any explanation for this choice

of terms. Later, when he relates the Roman deliberations on how to punish

the mutineers, it is argued that the mutiny, which is otherwise referred to

as seditio throughout, was a defectio rather than a simple soldiers’ revolt (de-

fectio magis quam seditio, 28.26.2). Only in Scipio’s subsequent speech does

the reader learn why this mutiny could have been a defectio. In what appears

to be an addition by our sources, inspired primarily by Polybius’ account,18

Scipio accuses the mutineers of conspiring with Rome’s former Spanish al-

16 On thenotion of iustae seditiones in lateRepublicanRome, seeCic.Deor. 2.199,Osthoff 1952: 105–9.

17 Lavan 2017: 23. On defectio, see generally Hoben 1978: 21–25.

18 In Polybius’ account, Scipio accuses the mutineers of apostasis (11.28.11) and of having ‘defected’

from their fatherland (ἀποστάτας γενομένους τῆς πατρίδος, 11.28.6), apostasis being the Greek

equivalent to Latin defectio (Hoben 1978: 23–24).
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lies who had defected in order to exacerbate the soldiers’ guilt (28.27.13; cf.

28.19.2, 28.25.11–12).19Overall, then, the traditional distinction between the

two types of revolt is apparent in Livy’s account, even thoughwe can also de-

tect traces of a usage that tends to conflate the two, if desired, for narrative

purposes.

It is thus all the more striking that Livy refers to the military seditio of

342 BCE as a defectio at 7.42.2, employing a term that undermines his oth-

erwise cautiously sympathetic treatment of the mutiny.Whereas seditio and

especially secessio conceptually linked themutiny tomemories of (at least par-

tially) justified resistance of the Roman plebs, defectio had no such connota-

tions and was a purely condemnatory term. Apart from the not entirely im-

plausible possibility of different historiographical traditions,20 one reason

for Livy’s surprising choice couldbe that anymilitary seditiowasmuch ‘closer’

(also in a literal sense) to defectiones than were civilian seditiones. Mutinies

were, by definition, both internal and external. Even if a mutiny occurred

far fromRome, it was still internal because Roman citizens were involved; in

Livy’s words, amutiny is a seditio civilis in castris (28.31.4), and historiography

frequently explains the outbreak of revolt in the army by referring to civil-

ian influences (e.g. Tac. Ann. 1.31.4, Cass. Dio fr. 100 and 57.5.4). At the same

time,mutinies occurred on the outskirts of the expandingRoman empire, in

close contactwith (and sometimesunder the influenceof) foreignpeople and

Rome’s external enemies. As Scipio’s accusations against the mutinous sol-

diers in his army in 206 BCE demonstrate, rebel soldiers were easily accused

of conspiringwith Rome’s enemies,whether thiswas true or not, and thus of

transforming seditio into somethingevenworse:defectio.Themutineersof 342

BCE not only revolted but, according to Livy, initially even lost their memo-

ria patriae while attempting to settle the fertile lands around Capua them-

selves (7.38.5–7). The proximity of foreign luxuries had enticed them into

revolt, transforming their internal dissatisfaction with Rome’s political and

economic conditions into a desire to defect from Rome and establish them-

selves as a separate community.21Given the conciliatory ending of Livy’s ac-

19 Chrissanthos 1997: 181. It must be noted that both Roman citizens and socii were involved in the

mutiny (28.24.13, 28.32.6), which may have contributed to Livy’s terminological ambiguity.

20 Daube 1972: 147 argues that secessio reflects a contemporary ‘conciliatory’perspective on thepoliti-

cal revolt (shared to someextent by Livy),whereas defectio stems froma later,morehostile attitude

towards the mutiny.

21This theme is even more prominent in Dionysius’ account, as the mutineers there consider rav-

agingRomanterritoryandsupportingRome’s enemies fromthestart (Ant.Rom. 15.3.9).Dionysius
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count, it remains difficult to explain why defectio, rather than the more pla-

catory seditio or secessio, appears at the very end of it, in conjunction with an

enumeration of the important political and legal reforms that were the long-

term result of the mutiny.

Mutiny as coniuratio

Livy refers to themutiny of 342 BCEas a ‘conspiracy’ (coniuratio) or to the par-

ticipants as ‘conspirators’ (coniurati) at several points (7.38.8, 7.39.6, 7.41.5,

7.41.8, 7.42.3, 7.42.4). When compared to the other terms used in his nar-

rative, coniuratio is by far the most evocative and emotive, suggesting, to a

late-first century BCE audience in particular, images of secret gatherings

at night, shady characters involved in dubious and morally outrageous ac-

tivities, and the ultimate threat directed against the res publica.The Baccha-

nalian affair of 186 BCE and the Catilinarian conspiracy of 63 BCE leap to

mind for the modern, and presumably also for the contemporary, reader of

Livy’s narrative. However, it is critical not to over-emphasise this negative

image of coniuratio. The term’s etymology simply referred to the act of tak-

ing a collective (rather than individual) oath in order to pursue a common

goal.22 In a military context, it was particularly used to denote the oath of

allegiance sworn by soldiers during times of crisis, as Livy writes of the pre-

viously voluntary, now mandatory oath sworn by all recruits (he uses coniu-

rare) before the battle of Cannae in 216 BCE (22.38.4). When we read about

soldiers who ‘conspire’ to mutiny and separate themselves from the main

body of the troops in ancient texts, the double nature of coniuratio becomes

especially evident, as both semantic layers of the term are simultaneously

present.On the onehand, themutinying soldiers followed awell-established

model of achieving battlefield cohesion and ensuring loyalty among them-

selves (Rawlings 2007: 51). On the other hand, they also ‘conspired’ against

the res publica and its authorities, transforming their capacity for cohesion

into a threat to public order. Although, as Habinek emphasizes, the term co-

niuratio is in essence ‘ethically neutral, with the potential of being applied to

accordingly terms the revolt not only a ‘conspiracy’ (15.3.10, 15.3.12, 15.3.13), but also an apostasis

(15.3.14).

22 On the range of meanings of coniuratio, see Hoben 1978: 6–17, Habinek 1998: 76–78, Pagán 2005:

10–14.
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good or bad swearings together’ (1998: 77), in Livy, with very few exceptions,

coniuratio tends to denote ‘plots hatched to subvert the legitimate or estab-

lished authority’ (Nousek 2010: 161 n. 17). This interpretation of the term is

undoubtedly present in his account of the 342 BCE mutiny. By referring to

it as a coniuratio, Livy emphasizes the gravity of the situation and the threats

posed by the soldiers against the res publica. In Roman reports on political

andmilitary betrayals, the next step after a coniuratio is often defectio (Hoben

1978: 21). Livy’s repeated emphasis on the soldiers’ ‘conspiracy’ thus termi-

nologically prepares him to refer to the mutiny as a defectio towards the end

of his account.

To sum up this section, Livy’s account, far from confronting us with a

clear-cut definition of what a mutiny exactly is, thus highlights the inherent

conceptual fluidity andambiguity of soldierly revolt and theRomannotionof

seditio.This should perhaps be attributed less to a striking ‘perplexity’ of the

historian and his ‘lexical uncertainty’ in handling the events (‘la perplessità

di Livio … incertezza lessicale’, Poma 1990: 156) than to a deliberate attempt

on his side to highlight the various possible ways of understanding and pre-

senting a mutiny within a Roman cultural and historical context. A mutiny

was in a way everything at once: a dangerous conspiracy, civil unrest, social

upheaval, a condemnable insurrection threatening the very foundations of

Romanorder, and at the same time a formof ‘justified revolt’ rooted in a gen-

uinely Roman tradition of seeing rebellion as the trigger of societal and legal

evolution. As such, it was a serious challenge for an elite perspective wishing

to come to terms with the phenomenon of soldierly revolt, be it far-back in

time or of more recent character. This perplexing complexity of the Roman

idea and cultural presence of mutiny is mirrored in lexical usage, as Livy’s

account of the 342 BCEmutiny amply demonstrates.

Narrative models

The example of Livy’s account of the 342 BCEmutiny demonstrates how Ro-

man authors could conceptualizemutiny in various ways and link the events

described with broader discourses through lexical variation and specifica-

tion. Yet lexemes ‘are only the smallest building blocks of the Latin discourse

on revolt. There is a higher order of patterning at the level of whole narra-

tives’ (Lavan2017: 24).Historiographical accounts ofmutiny contain a variety
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of patterns of explanation and conceptualization as well as narrative tropes

that help to bring out specific features within their presentation of military

unrest.These different narrative devices cut across the straightforward pre-

sentation of events in our (primarily historiographical) sources, which is re-

inforced by the fact that much of ancient writing about revolts was a highly

intertextual affair, with different models of explanation handed down from

one generation of historians to the next.23 In what follows, I will sketch the

outline of two particularmodels that are prominent in historiographical dis-

course: themodel ofmutiny as the action of an independent soldiery and the

narrative trope of mutiny as a sonic phenomenon.

The independent soldiery

Simon Hornblower has developed the concept of an independent soldiery

with regard toGreekarmies,noting ‘their tendency to slideback intopolitical

habits at short notice’, by acting as voting bodies andby exerting ‘democratic’

pressure from below on their commanders (2007: 32 and 37, 2011). Horn-

blower considers such behaviour to be markedly ‘un-Roman’ (2007: 32). It is

thus all themore striking that such collective behaviour is a common feature

of Romanmutiny narratives.Mutinying soldiers were capable of ‘united and

purposeful action to achieve their ends’, they ‘elected their own officers’,

and they had a council and commissars, thereby establishing ‘rudimentary

political organization’; this, admittedly, is not an ancient historian’s charac-

terization ofmilitary unrest, but Geoffrey Parker’s description of the regular

course of mutinies in the Spanish army of Flanders in the 16th century (1973:

40).24However, Roman authors also depict mutinying soldiers deliberating,

voting, and imitating regular procedure and rituals, in short: establishing

themselves as an independent, self-organizing community, if only for a

short time. This not only reflects certain historical features of the Roman

army, as scholarship has long pointed out,25 but is also part of a broader

discourse onwhat has recently been termed ‘plebeian agency’ (Logghe 2017).

23 See Lavan 2017: 32 on intertextuality in revolt narratives.

24 On this topic, see also Sherer 2017: 121–24 (‘the soldiers demonstrated a surprising ability to or-

ganize themselves’, 121).

25 MacMullen 1984: 455, Rowe 2002: 155–57, Taylor 2018: 150–51; on the imperial period, see also

Faure 2007.
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Despite the plebs’ limited ability to exert political influence on a formal level,

the Roman elites were concerned about their informal potential to do so

(Knopf 2019).These concerns were expressed, inter alia, in historiographical

narratives of soldiers in mutinies acting independently and, according to

the participants’ assumed logic, rationally. Mutinies occurred, according to

this model’s (mostly implicit) explanatory reasoning, not only because of

significant immediate grievances, but also because Roman soldiers were

accustomed to being part of a ‘political culture that was participatory rather

than passive’ (Rowe 2002: 155–56), and thus could easily switch into self-

organizing modes.

Assemblies and other forms of participatory behaviour are common in

Livy, both during mutinies and in other, related circumstances.26The rebel

soldiers of 342 BCE, having gathered in great number on the outskirts of

Rome almost like a regular army, exchange sententiae on how to proceed

(7.39.9); Livy also describes their reasoning as deliberatio (7.39.11; cf. 7.38.5:

consilia), implying a certain logic and structure to their debate. Even the

mutineers of 206 BCE, who are initially depicted as an undisciplined gang

acting solely from libido and licentia (28.24.9), are shown to have some regard

for order. Livy emphasizes how they attempted to maintain the appearance

of regular command structures (Taylor 2018: 151). They chose two common

soldiers as their commanding officers, for which Livy uses the striking

delatum omnium consensu imperium est (28.24.13), a phrase hardly expected

in the context of mutinies but rather evocative of earlier periods of Roman

political harmony (3.34.5) or concerns (for Livy, contemporary ones) about

unity and concordia (Instinsky 1940, Lobur 2008: ch. 1). This phrase connects

the mutineers’ actions to other instances of soldiers taking matters into

their hands, particularly elections of officers.27

In each case, extreme circumstances – whether the loss of regular lead-

ership following a defeat or the overturning of regular command structures

during mutinies – necessitate the same response: independent action on

the part of the soldiery that imitated regular procedures. This is even more

26This theme was not invented by Livy; it was already present in Caesar. Commenting upon the

mutiny (secessio) of the soldiers at besieged Corfinium in 49 BCE (BCiv. 1.20), see Grillo 2020: 130:

‘the mutinous soldiers maintain a well-organized and well-defined structure to communicate

with various parties within the town.The first effect of their secessio is that they find intermedi-

aries and confer successfully and in an orderly manner.They function like separate states within

the walls …’.

27 Livy 22.14.15 (with 14.1), 22.53.3, 25.37.5–6.
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prominent in Appian’s version of the 206 BCE mutiny (Hisp. 7.34). The

mutineers, he reports, ‘defected’ (ἀφίσταντο) from Marcius (Scipio’s oth-

erwise unknown temporary replacement) and ‘set up camp by themselves’

(ἐφ’ ἑαυτῶν ἐστρατοπέδευον);28 they then ‘appointed generals and company

commanders from their own number’ (ἀπὸ σφῶν ἑλόμενοι), ‘put everything

else in order on their own authority, before arraying themselves on parade

and exchanging oaths with each other’ (ἐφ᾽ ἑαυτῶν ἐτάσσοντο καὶ συνώμνυον

ἀλλήλοις, trans. McGing). Despite Appian’s apparent hostility towards the

mutineers (Leidl 1996: 268), it has been argued that his version of themutiny

reflects the ‘unbroken and rich tradition of self-government peculiar to

the Roman army’ (MacMullen 1984: 455). This is undoubtedly true, but Ap-

pian’s account also comes at the end of a long historiographical tradition.29

The independent soldiery model was most likely not part of the ‘original’

Polybian version of the mutiny and was imposed later, probably by Livy,

who was heavily influenced by his own experiences as an eyewitness to the

dangerously independent soldiery of the civil war period and projected this

experience into earlier material.30

Appian’s use of the model suggests that it remained relevant even in the

imperial period. Following the reorganization of Roman politics after the

civilwarsof the lateRepublic and the establishmentof amonarchical system,

elite fears of an independently acting populace evidently lost some of their

force. One might think that imperial historiography, written when the pro-

fessional volunteer army had replaced the Republican militia and mutinies

28Themutineers’ separation fromthemain camp is reportedonly byAppian.Leidl 1996: 273 suspects

that the mutineers’ takeover of the camp, reported in detail by Livy (28.24.10–14) and implied in

Polybius (11.29.6),was further elaborated by Appian in a story of actual physical secession; cf. also

Richardson 2000: ad loc. Appianmay have been inspired by actual events closer to his own times.

In a letter toCato fromCilicia (late 51/early 50BCE),Cicero reports thatfive cohortswere in ‘a kind

of mutiny’ and had encamped ‘without a legate, a military tribune, in fact even without a single

centurion’ apart from themain body of the army (seditione quadam exercitus esset dissipatus, quinque

cohortes sine legato, sine tribunomilitum, denique edamsine centurioneullo apudPhilomeliumconsedissent,

Fam. 15.4.2).

29 On the differences between the three main accounts of the mutiny (Polybius, Livy, and Ap-

pian), especially regarding the presentation of the soldiers and theirmotives, see Fulkerson 2013:

170–74.

30 Chrissanthos 1997: 174. Polybius’ general disinterest in the soldiers and their complaints in his

account (Chrissanthos 1997: 173) makes it seem unlikely that he would have spent much time de-

picting their actions and modes of behaviour. Cf., however, Taylor 2015: 151 n. 17, who suspects

that ‘the basic vision of mutineers self-organizing’ had already been part of the now lost parts of

Polybius’ account.
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were far less frequent thanduring theRepublic (Lee 2020: 101–2),wouldhave

had no place for an independent soldiery. It is thus all the more remark-

able that, as several scholars have noted, traces of this pattern of narrating

and explainingmilitary unrest can be found even in imperial historiography,

most notably in Tacitus’ accounts of the Pannonian (1.16–30) and German

(1.31–49)mutinies of 14 CE in the Annals (Rowe 2002: 162–63, 172, Bhatt 2016:

167). What I am interested in here is not the historical reality of these mu-

tinies, nor the (disputed) question of whether it can be reconstructed at all

on the basis of Tacitus’ vivid and highly imaginative account (Goodyear 1972:

196–97, Fulkerson 2006: 172), but rather whether Tacitus’ narrative of these

mutinies contains traces of the narrative pattern of explanation as outlined

above.

The concept of the independent soldiery, it should be noted, is far from

being the dominant theme of Tacitus’ accounts of the 14 CE mutinies. As

one commentator observed, Tacitus ‘emphasizes disorder, rebellion, and

violence and contrasts this with discipline, rational effort, and calmness’

(Williams 1997: 57). However, there are times when, beneath this super-

structure, a secondary narrative pattern emerges, one that resembles the

model outlined above. Just as in the other narratives analysed thus far, the

mutinous soldiers are depicted as inverting regular modes of participation

and communication in the legions.The institution of the military assembly,

the contio, is especially important in this context, as Tacitus emphasizes

from the start. Percennius, the instigator of the Pannonian mutiny, spoke

to the other ministri seditionis in an assembly of the soldiers that resembled

a contio (velut contionabundus, 1.17.1) after inciting the soldiers’ rage and ‘as-

sembled’ (congregare, 1.16.3) the ‘worst’ of them.31 Although under normal

circumstances, the military contio, like its civilian counterpart, could only

be summoned by the commander-in-chief, the event was not entirely one-

sided. Rather, while it was primarily a listening assembly, it also provided

a forum for the communication of grievances and negotiation within the

forces.32

The mutineers appropriate this institution and create a ‘topsy-turvy

world’ (Breebaart 1987: 64) under the leadership of the ‘pseudo-politician’

Percennius (Fulkerson 2013: 170), calling an assembly to air their grievances

31 On contionabundus, see Goodyear 1972: ad loc., Rosenblitt 2019: 137.

32 On the military contio as an instrument of communication between soldiers and commanders,

see Chrissanthos 2004: 359–62.
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and to draft their demands. In another imitation of regular procedures, the

soldiers construct a common assembly space and erect a raised platform, a

tribunal, fromwhich the commanderswould normally speak in a regular con-

tio (1.18.2 with Pina Polo 1995: 213). Tacitus’ use of the term velut emphasizes

that the mutineers’ assembly was a mirage, a travesty of order. However, as

in Livy’s or Appian’s accounts of mutinies, the collective action and spirit

of self-organization that were also part of the mutiny are revealed.33 This

becomes even clearer when we compare Tacitus’ account to a source almost

contemporary to the events. In Velleius Paterculus’ account of the mutiny

(2.125.1–3), the soldiers are depicted as having no organizational or rational

capacity and are driven solely by frenzy and their desire for anarchy. In

contrast, Tacitus not only gives ample space to articulating the soldiers’

grievances, which is noteworthy in and of itself (Breebaart 1987: 64–65,

Fulkerson 2013: 165), but also sketches their actions as a kind of ordered

chaos. Given that themajority of the colourful details in Tacitus’ account are

most likely his own invention and not based on an earlier source (Goodyear

1972: 196–97), this distinction is striking and emphasizes the importance of

this theme for how he wanted the mutiny to be understood.34

These themes are elaboratedupon in the subsequent narrative of theGer-

man mutiny. Tacitus writes that the soldiers attacked their centurions in a

‘sudden frenzy’ (repente lymphati), killing some and throwing their corpses

into the river (1.32.1). He then confronts the reader with the paradoxical fact

that the mutiny’s violence leads directly to ‘the creation of its own society’

(Bloomer 1997: 179) in what is undoubtedly ‘one of the most salient passages

from Tacitus’ work with reference to military psychology’ (Breebaart 1987:

67). Tacitus suggests that amidst all the frenzy and bloodshed, there was still

some kind of order – or at least the outward semblance of order and ratio-

nality:

No tribune,no campprefectwielded authority any further: watches, pickets, and anything

elsewhich their immediate need indicated,were assigned by themen themselves (ipsi par-

tiebantur). To anyone making a deeper diagnosis of the soldiers’ spirits (militares animos

altius coniectantibus), a principal symptom of the extent and irremediability of their distur-

33 Cf. O’Gorman 2000: 39: ‘The construction of a tribunal mirrors the collection of the three stan-

dards, but also, as an organised project, manifests the unity of the mutineers, countering de-

scriptions of them as a disorderly mass.’

34 As Rowe (2002: 162) notes, comparing both accounts from ‘a disinterested perspective, the same

mutinies appear remarkable for their orderliness. Soldiers deliberated in assemblies,mademod-

erate demands, and demonstrated a keen grasp of the political system to which they belonged.’
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bance (praecipuum indicium magni atque inplacabilis motus) was the fact that they were nei-

ther scattered in disarray nor under the influence of aminority but flared up together and

fell silent together – with such uniformity and consistency that you would have believed

them to be directed (tanta aequalitate et constantia, ut regi crederes). (Tac. Ann. 1.32.3, trans.

Woodman)

The passage is similar to other accounts of the collective action of mutinous

soldiers, such as Livy’s (or later Appian’s) version of the 206 BCE mutiny.35

As O’Gorman notes, the issue of unity and resolve is especially prominent at

the beginning of Tacitus’ account of the German mutiny (2000: 34–35). Tac-

itus emphasizes that the soldiers in Lower Germany did not require some-

one like Percennius to rouse them andmake them aware of their grievances;

rather, they voiced their demands collectively from the start (multa seditionis

oravocesque, 1.31.5).The result of their organizedbehaviour is that themutiny,

rather than looking likedisorderly chaos,has theoutwardappearanceof con-

trol and rationality. Tacitus contrasts an ordinary reader’s (superficial) as-

sumption about the mutiny’s characteristics with an expert’s deeper under-

standing (altius coniectantibus), drawing his readers’ attention to the event’s

inherent paradox: the outwards signs that might lead one to believe that the

mutiny was an act of order and structure, he argues, were in fact the indicia

for the utterly disturbed state of the troops (motus). Moving away from well-

worn tropes about the soldiers’ depravity or inability to act in unison,36 Taci-

tus summarizes and condenses the ambiguity that had already been present

in earlier mutiny narratives but had not been made explicit: chaotic frenzy

and coordinated action were not mutually exclusive ways of understanding

mutiny, but only two ways of looking at it. The account reveals the unique

character of mutiny as a collective insurgency against authority that, in or-

der to succeed, must rely on the same modes of collective organization that

regular authority relies on.

Tacitus’ direct address to his readers, who were most likely members

of the Roman elite of senatorial and, to a lesser extent, equestrian rank,37

35 Cf. also Livy’s description of the mutiny of 342 BCE, where the soldiers, rather than being in-

structed by a dux, decide to march into Rome (suo magis inde impetu quam consilio duci, 7.39.16); or

his account of the first plebeian secession, where the soldiers sine ullo duce decide to encamp on

the SacredMountain (2.32.4). On lack of leadership as a characteristic of plebeian revolt in Livy’s

first pentad, see Vasaly 2015: 102–3.

36 Breebaart 1987: 67. For an overview of literary topoi about mutinies, see Fulkerson 2013: 162–65.

On Tacitus’ views on crowd behaviour, soldierly and civilian, see Kajanto 1970, Breebaart 1987.

37 On the (presumed) audience of Tacitean historiography, see Marincola 2009: 12–13.
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is perhaps the most remarkable aspect of this passage. He at least hints at

the predispositions and expectations of a contemporary audience on the

causes and course of military revolts by alluding to their attitude towards

the mutiny. When Roman authors wrote about the minute details of mu-

tinies, events that had often occurred far away or long ago, they had to fill

the (mostly inevitable) gaps in their knowledge in order to produce vivid,

coherent, and professionally acceptable literary narratives.38 They drew on

shared ideas about collective behaviour to fill these gaps; but because they

were literary men, their presuppositions about unrest and its motives were

also shaped to a large extent by literary models and traditions (Woolf 2011:

34–35). Tacitus is apparently alluding to widespread beliefs that, due to

crowds’ innate inability to act in coordination, any uprising from below is

necessarily chaotic and uncoordinated, unless some leader lends them his

voice, a credo that can also be found in Tacitus’ own works (Kajanto 1970:

707). If ‘elements of structure, of order, appear in such amovement,without

being brought about by identifiable individuals, this is at least a θαυμάσιον’

(Breebaart 1987: 67), or so Tacitus’ audience would have been inclined to

speculate.

One may wonder whom Tacitus was addressing with crederes and which

particular audience he may have had in mind with this astute analysis of

the military psyche. As Greg Woolf has remarked, ‘Tacitus’ own reconstruc-

tions of revolts and their causes can be taken to reflect the kind of explana-

tion formed bymembers of the imperial ruling classeswhen they considered

individual revolts.’39 Tacitus’ striking remark about the paradoxical outward

appearance of mutiny could be interpreted as addressing a readership com-

prised of those in administrative control of the empire who had only a cur-

sory interest in animimilitares, as opposed to the scholarly-minded (like Tac-

itus),who, inThucydidean fashion (1.22.4), try to ‘look through the surface of

things’ for a better understanding. If, as Woolf further argues, ‘discussions

of revolts by historians like Sallust, Tacitus, Arrian and Dio must have re-

38 On the temporal and geographical distances between writing about revolts and the events them-

selves, see Lavan 2017: 35. On Roman and modern historians’ sometimes contradictory task of

providing plausible, convincing accounts of events about which they can know very little, see Pa-

gán 2004: 3–4.

39Woolf 2011: 35. See also Kelly 2007: 155–56.As Fulkerson 2013: 166 notes, given theway our sources

operate with literary manipulation and allusions, ‘we should not necessarily expect to discover

how individual mutinies occurred or were quelled in the Roman army, only how historians (and

their audiences) expected these events to occur’.



Narrating Mutiny 139

flected and shaped their own service in the provinces, and the experience of

their peers and readers’,40 one could reasonably conclude that Tacitus’ re-

mark about different interpretations of the mutinies of 14 CE was likewise a

cautionary tale about soldiers’ psychology aimed at those who were likely to

face soldierly disobedience in one form or another during their own tenure

in the provinces.41

‘Soundscapes of mutiny’

A second noteworthy narrative feature of Roman accounts of mutiny is

what I would like to call the sonic quality of soldierly revolt, or – to borrow

an expression coined primarily for the naval mutinies of the early modern

period – the ‘soundscapes of mutiny’.42 The various components of these

‘soundscapes’, from hardly audible murmurs to articulate complaints, ac-

company the early stages of military revolt in particular, a specific phase

within the development of rebellion that has been termed ‘expression of

grievances’ in order to distinguish it from outright, often violent revolt,

the last stage within such a chains of events.43 Scholarship on mutinies

in the modern era has stressed that the sonic backdrop of ‘murmuring’

was an ever-present ‘technique of dissent and warning of mutiny’ that, if

mentioned in official accounts, ‘always evoked the spectre of dissent and

mutiny’.44 ‘Murmuring’ in particular helped to communicate grievances and

hostilities to officers and was thus a potential way to signal, and perhaps

40Woolf 2011: 43. Cassius Dio’s notable interest inmutinies andmilitary unrest was likely consider-

ably influenced by the events of his own times as well, perhaps even by personal experience; see

de Blois 1997: 2663, 2666.Mutinies andmilitary discipline in general are also an important theme

in Appian; see Leidl 1996: 264–65.

41 On Tacitus’ interest in the psychology of mutiny, see Kajanto 1970: 705, Breebaart 1987: 63. On

Roman authors’ interest in the relationship betweenmutiny,military leadership, and crowd psy-

chology, seeHardie 2010. Fulkerson 2013: 185 understands the evolution of Romanmutiny narra-

tives as part of ‘a broader shift in the empire towards interest in the soldiery in its own right, and

as a locus of power’.

42The phrase ‘soundscapes of mutiny’ is borrowed from Buchan 2017.

43 On ‘expression of grievances’ as a regular phenomenon of military unrest in antiquity, see Brice

2015a: 72–73.

44 Maddison 2014: 131. See also Frykman, Anderson, and van Ross 2013: 11 on ‘a broad definition of

mutiny that includes all forms of collective resistance …, frommuttering and murmuring all the

way to bloody massacre’.
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ultimately avoid, mutiny.45 These ‘soundscapes’, however, were as much a

feature of the written discourse about revolt in its own right as they were

an element of the actual genesis of rebellion. References to ‘murmurs’ and

related forms of inarticulate complaints served a specific purpose in the

eyes of thosewriting about dissent and revolt: ‘themurmuring trope allowed

elite writers to acknowledge the fact of dissent without actually engaging

with its content by representing underclass speech as excessively embodied

and thus apolitical’ (Mazzaferro 2018: 7). Informing readers aboutmutinous

soldiers’ discontented ‘grumbling’ and ‘shouting’ occupies a middle ground

between simply ignoring their grievances and concerns and fully engaging

with the content (and thus potentially the justification) of the causes of

seditio. The extent to which authors gave mutineers a voice was one of the

literary tools they used to significantly influence the evaluation and percep-

tion of incidents and thus shape theirmeaning for contemporary and future

audiences.46

Thepresence of this narrative trope ismarked in Latin literature by a cor-

responding vocabulary, in particular the terms fremitus/fremere – ‘murmur-

ing’, but also ‘clamour’ – and vociferatio/vociferare – ‘hue and cry’ or simply

loud shouting of various kinds. The latter term in particular highlights the

sonic quality of mutiny in Roman accounts. What makes it particularly im-

portant and noteworthy from our present perspective is that it was a term of

historiography and legal writing alike.As such, it was particularly associated

with traditionalRoman formsof ‘popular justice’ (Lintott 1999: 6–10).Accord-

ing to Ulpian’s On the Edict, which was likely based on Labeo’s commentary

from the Augustan period, vociferatio is an integral feature of ‘public defama-

tion’ (convicium): a group of people gathered in front of a person’s house and

raised an abusive clamour. Ulpian claims that in order to be a convicium in a

legal sense, this verbal abuse must be performed in public gatherings (in co-

etu) andwith loud shouting (vociferatio) (Dig. 47.10.15.11).However, it has been

argued that the convicium should not only be understood as a formof ‘defam-

atory popular justice’ bordering on mob violence, but also as a regulated ex-

trajudicial practice for resolvingdisputes thatwas intended as ameans of re-

solving existing quarrels between individuals, by forcing the opposing side

to change its behaviour or by strengthening one’s own position (Seelentag

45 Mazzaferro 2018: 17 (‘a kind of early warning sign for underclass political innovation’). On ‘mur-

muring’ as a distinct preliminary stage and feature of mutiny, see also Buchan 2017.

46 On ‘vocalization’ in Romanmutiny narratives, seeWorley 2018.
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2017).Vociferatiowas thus inextricably linked with Roman traditions for con-

flict resolution that relied on the social pressure exerted by the public vocali-

sation of complaints and accusations andwasmostly independent of formal

legal procedures.

Aside from the term’s legal use, there was also a historiographical tradi-

tion of vociferatio. Particularly in Livy, vociferatio frequently refers to the loud

shouting and the desperate outcries of those who have been wronged and,

in the absence of other means of obtaining justice, appeal to the support of

assembled crowds and bystanders. Vociferatio thus becomes the sonic mark

of popular resistance, mostly inarticulate, but nonetheless powerful. Livy

presents vociferatio as the next step after discontented ‘murmuring’ (fremi-

tus/fremere), delineating the sonic panorama of mutiny as an escalation of

public vocal utterances.47 One episode from the first pentad is particularly

illuminating: according to Livy, during the campaign against the Aequi in

414 BCE, a mutiny (seditio, 4.50.2; cf. 4.51.5) broke out in the Roman camp

due to the conduct of the soldiers’ commander. The soldiers were already

irritated (in castris maiorem indignationem, 4.50.1) because they felt cheated

out of their spoils.They first ‘murmured openly’ (fremitus aperte esset, 4.50.2)

after learning that the consular tribune M. Postumius Regillensis had pub-

licly threatened them in Romewith harsh treatment ‘if they don’t keep quiet’

(nisi quieverint, 4.49.11), and then broke out in ‘loud cries’ (clamor, 4.50.2) and

‘strife’ (iurgium) after a quaestor tried to arrest a ‘bawling soldier’ (vociferantem

… militem, 4.50.2).48 In response, Postumius himself appeared in the camp

and imposed harsh penalties, sentencing several soldiers to death.Those he

had sentenced cried out, and a crowd of enraged bystanders gathered after

hearing their cries (ad vociferationem eorum … concursu facto, 4.50.4). Postu-

mius was eventually stoned by his soldiers, and the matter was delegated

to Rome (4.50.6–8). The prominence of vociferatio and other terms for vocal

utterances in this scene is noteworthy, beginning with Postumius’ demand

that the soldiers should be ‘quiet’, and ending with the loud vociferatio of the

47 Livy 7.12.14, 22.43.3, 24.21.2; cf. 3.45.4–5, 8.32.9–33.2, 29.9.4, Curt. 9.7.9, Cass. Dio fr. 36.7. On

‘murmuring’ and the ‘voice of the people’ in Livy’s first pentad, see Vasaly 2015: 101–4. On the

various ‘soundscapes’ of Roman warfare, see now Diemke 2022: 585–98.

48Within the narrative sequence of Livy’s account, the soldiers’ unrest in the camp is referred to as

seditio (focalized through the quaestor, 4.50.2) even before it becomes violent, which corresponds

to the Roman concept of seditio, which did not always include physical violence (see n. 1 above).

According to Livy, both thewords and deeds of soldiers could be regarded as seditiosus, ‘mutinous’

(45.37.2, though the text is not secure at this point).
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condemned which led to the tribune’s death. Livy’s attention to the sonic

quality of military unrest not only adds to the story’s vividness, but also

demonstrates an understanding of the dual nature of ‘murmuring’ as, on

the one hand, a warning sign of mutiny in its early stages and, on the other,

a dialogic instrument for communication within the hierarchical order of

the troops.

Historiography was not, however, the only site of discourse about mili-

tary unrest, as the use of the term vociferatio in connection with mutiny in

quite a different literary genre suggests. Given the near complete absence

of references to mutinies in imperial documents,49 another obvious place to

look for traces of the discourse onmutiny is the writings of Roman jurists,50

in whose domain mutiny fell as one of the most serious (military) crimes.51

However, there is notmuch on this subject in the surviving corpus of Roman

jurisprudence. The 49th book of the Digest of Justinian contains two provi-

sions for military offences labelled seditio, both originally drafted in the first

half of the third century CE by the jurist HerenniusModestinus in the fourth

book of hisDepoenis, amonograph on criminal law.52Even ifModestinus’ in-

terest in seditiowas limited, itwaspart of abroader trend in jurisprudence.As

SaraPhangnotes, the emphasis of jurists likeArriusMenander andModesti-

nus ‘onobedience is, likeother suchprescriptions,anaristocratic response to

the coups and civil wars that had broken out afresh in these jurists’ lifetimes’

(2008: 139).Thefirst statement notes that thosewho ‘stir up’ a ‘wild’ or ‘severe’

mutiny shall be sentenced to death (qui seditionem atrocem militum concitavit,

capite punitur,Dig. 49.16.3.19).53The second states that if a seditio occurred in

49 A fascinating exception is suggested by the editors of the SCdeCn. Pisone Patre (20 CE),who argue

(Eck,Caballos and,Fernández 1996: 168) that in the senatorial praise of Tiberius, the claim that the

emperor had ‘buried’ the ‘evils of civil war’ (virtutibusq(ue) Ti(beri) Caesaris Aug(usti) | omnibus civilis

belli sepultismalis, ll. 46–47) refers to the quelling of themutinies of 14 CE: ‘Gerade diese dramatis-

chen Ereignisse, die erst wenige Jahre zurücklagen, mußten jedem im Senat noch gegenwärtig

sein.’They are followed by Griffin 1997: 256, Fishwick 2007: 298, and (cautiously) Cooley 2023: 179,

ad loc.Thiswould have been an intriguing case of official discourse glossingmutiny as civil war, a

thematic link that is also crucial in Tacitus’ account of themutinies (Ash 2019).However,Malloch

2004: 201 n. 15 argues that the ‘meaning may simply be that Tiberius maintained by his virtutes

the stability established by Augustus at the end of the civil wars’.

50 On the relationship betweenhistoriographical and juridicalmodels anddiscourses onunrest, see

Myles Lavan’s paper in this volume.

51 On Romanmilitary law, see generally Mommsen 1899: 27–34, Jung 1982, Campbell 1984: 300–14.

52 OnModestinus, see Liebs 1997: 195–201 (§ 427), onDe poenis p. 197.

53 Cf. 49.16.16.1 (Paulus 5 sent.):Miles turbator pacis capite punitur, Campbell 1984: 310.
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an environmentwhere there had already been ‘loud shouting’ or ‘minor accu-

sations’, those responsible would be punished by a reduction in rank (si intra

vociferationemaut levemquerellamseditiomota est, tuncgradumilitiaedeicitur,Dig.

49.16.3.20).The precisemeaning of both statements and their relationship is

not wholly clear, however. It is left vague, for instance, what is meant by sedi-

tio atrox, ‘wild’ or ‘severe’ mutiny. Is it only defined by the fact that it is not

of the type mentioned next, a seditio that arose in the midst of tumultuous

circumstances? Or did it include the use of physical violence, which, as pre-

viously stated,54was not necessarily part of the Roman concept of seditio but

wasoneof the features that coulddefineanoffence as atrox, ‘aggravated’ (Dig.

47.10.7.8, 47.10.9pr), in a legal context? Finally, if the second statement can

be understood in the way proposed here, it is remarkable that it was appar-

ently understood as a mitigating circumstance if soldiers were carried away

to mutiny in an already heated atmosphere.55

Be that as it may, the presence of the term vociferatio in a juridical con-

text which highlights either the different grades of severity of a mutiny or,

as has been argued here, mitigating circumstances, is in any case notewor-

thy. It is also possible, perhaps even likely, that the occurrence of vociferatio as

a mitigating factor in Modestinus’ statement was no mere coincidence.The

414 BCEmutiny, like other instances of plebeian revolt in Livy’s first pentad,

demonstrates that ‘many of the people’s most passionate reactions are pre-

sented as justified responses to extreme provocation’ (Vasaly 2015: 99). The

story of themutiny against Postumius was apparently remembered as a pop-

ularis tale about one of many iustae seditiones in Roman history (Ogilvie 1965:

54 See n. 1 above. Livy (32.3.2) describes the mutiny among the Roman soldiers in northern Greece

in 199 BCE as an atrox seditio yet says nothing about any violence; its ‘dangerous’ character likely

resulted from the great number of those involved.

55There is some (implicit) disagreement about how to interpret the phrase, si intra vociferationemaut

levem querellam seditio mota est. Some understand both vociferatio and levis querella as defining the

type of seditio the regulation concerns, and thus as a less severe form of it than the seditio atrox

mentioned in the preceding statement. In this sense the regulation is translated inWatson 1998:

‘If the disorder stirred up was confined to a noisy argument or a trivial complaint’; cf. Campbell

1984: 310 (‘but if the uproar … stopped short at “abuse” and “minor complaints”’), Phang 2008: 139

(‘a lesser degree of insubordination [a vociferatio or levis querella]’). However, this seems to con-

tradict the sense of the Latin phrase: mota est surely denotes not the extent but the origin of the

seditio, and vociferatio and levis querella define the circumstances ‘in which’ (as intra clearly marks)

this less punishable military revolt could have originated (see for this sense also Jung 1982: 996).

On the phrase seditio mota denoting the outbreak of unrest, see, e.g. Livy 4.16.3, 4.50.2, SHA Alex.

Sev. 53.3; cf. Curt. 10.4.3.
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609); by the time of the early principate, Postumius’ ‘thoughtless’ disregard

for his soldiers and subsequent death had already achieved exemplary sta-

tus (Val. Max. 9.8.3).The story was also remembered in the high empire as a

warning about what could happen in a seditio if the soldiers were treated un-

justly anddisrespectfully (Flor. 1.17.2).Thus,by the timeofModestinus, itwas

widely available as an exemplum of justified soldierly discontent that demon-

strated the potential consequenceswhen commanderswere unresponsive to

the sonic early warning signs of mutiny.

The Severan jurists by and large took some interest in the concerns of

the common soldiers, as well as the circumstances and motives of their

offences.They attempted to add structure and predictability to the arbitrari-

ness ofmilitary jurisdiction by defining and structuring offences (Jung 1982:

1011–12). Modestinus’ distinction between seditiones arising from different

circumstances could have been part of a larger trend towards systemati-

sation. He appears to have drawn inspiration not only from civilian legal

practices such as vociferatio in the convicium, but also from exemplary his-

toriographical discourses on justified soldiery discontent and its various

manifestations. Despite their interest in matters of obedience and military

discipline, the early third-century jurists were not military experts; rather,

they were intellectuals, comparable to rhetorically skilled philosophers (de

Blois 2001: 142). It is not surprising, then, that when they wrote about mili-

tary discipline, they frequently drew on the seemingly limitless reservoir of

exemplary tales from early Roman history (Phang 2008: 134–36). Although

the jurists’ references to earlier exemplamostly served to illustrate the harsh

discipline of the ‘good old days’ (Phang 2008: 136), the choice of vociferatio

as a mitigating factor for seditiones also evoked an exemplary tradition that

treated mutinies as unavoidable and even necessary expressions of soldiers’

grievances in certain circumstances. In some ways, this corresponds to re-

cent scholarship’s tendency to understand mutinies not only as outrageous

and abnormal outbursts of organized violence, but also as an intensified

form of otherwise accepted practices of communication and negotiation

within armed forces.56

56 See generally Dwyer 2017: esp. ch. 1; for Roman antiquity, see Lee 2019: 278–79, 2020: 100.



Narrating Mutiny 145

Conclusion: Romanmutinies between event, narrative, and

discourse

This analysis of Roman discourses on mutiny was not meant to suggest that

military unrestwasprimarily a textual phenomenon.Nevertheless,mutinies

were much more to the Romans than mere events. They were something

that was talked about, the object of remembrance, debate, and rhetorical

appropriation, and thus a fitting object for the type of discursive analysis

attempted in this paper. Mutinies were, as one modern historian succinctly

describes, ‘un sujet de préoccupation’ (Hinard 1990: 152) for not onlymodern

historians but also the Romans themselves.This preoccupation, it should be

noted, manifested itself in literary production as well as in specific cultural

and political practices. Mutinies, it can be argued, thus had a far greater

presence in Roman politics and culture than their location on the empire’s

outskirts might suggest. However, we know almost exclusively about this

peculiar presence from literary, primarily historiographical, sources, texts

that were governed by their own literary and ideological agendas. As the

final section of the chapter has demonstrated, even the seemingly technical

discourse of jurisprudence was influenced to some extent by explanatory

models for military unrest borrowed from historiographical traditions. To

return to a quote with which I began, mutinies are always and inevitably

‘both narratives and events’ (Brummett 1998: 94) in any society that keeps a

record of its own past. In the case of the Romans, even more than in other

periods of history, we know much about the narratives but very little about

theminute details of events. If we want to fully understandwhy the Romans

were so surprisingly ‘preoccupied’ with mutiny, we must study the Roman

discourse(s) on mutiny in as comprehensive a way as possible, paying close

attention to the various discourses in which accounts of mutinies and their

afterlives were embedded. To be sure, a much larger project is required to

accomplish this,57but the preceding analysis of several approaches toRoman

accounts of mutiny as discursive history should have already indicated the

potential of focusing on the textual record of mutinies. Far from being a

mere supplement to a social history of military unrest, such an approach is

a field of study in its own right.

57The author of this paper is working on a comprehensive study ofmutiny discourses in the Roman

world, for which this chapter is a preliminary foundation.
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7. Aporetic Unrest: Reimagining
Materialism and Empire in Appian

Lisa Pilar Eberle

Abstract:This paper re-envisions the place of materialism in Appian’s historiograph-

ical project in theRomaika.The often fragmentarily preserved books inwhichAppian

recounted Rome’s military confrontations with the various people that made up the

empire in his own day contain a model of unrest – ‘aporetic unrest’ – that has a dis-

tinctly material dimension: on several occasions Appian suggests that people became

bandits and pirates (lēistai and peiratai) and engaged in rebellion and civil strife

(apostasis and stasis) because they were at a loss (aporia), a predicament thatmore

often than not seems to have been connected with a lack of land (aporia gēs).While

clearly related to various intellectual traditions, this figure of thought in its unadul-

terated consistency seems to be unique to Appian’s writing. It constituted a vital aspect

of his historiographical project andwas also deeply imbricated in his personal identity

and imperialpolitics.Thesuggestion thatpeoplehadonlyopposedRomebecausea lack

of land had somehow forced them to do so opened the door for re-thinking how impe-

rial subjects should be treated and for re-conceptualizing imperial rulemore generally,

not least to move beyond the conqueror-conquered divide. Related developments can

also be traced in various actions and artefacts associated with the emperor Hadrian,

many of which Antoninus Pius, his successor, during whose reign Appian most likely

composed the Romaika, quicklymoved to undo. Ultimately, then, the lens of ‘aporetic

unrest’ provides a precious window into the multiplicity of empires (and the histories

that they required) that might have existed at any one point throughout the Roman

empire’s long life.

…he gets to the bottom of thematerial basis of things in these civil wars. (Marx to Engels,

27 February 1861;Marx-Engels-Werke 30.160)

Fewmen (or women) have been as enthusiastic in their praise of Appian and

his work as Karl Marx, who spent several wintry London evenings reading



152 Lisa Pilar Eberle

parts of Appian’s Romaika in the original Greek.1 In fact, for a long time an-

cient historians did not even think about Appian as an author in his own

right.Thematerialism thatMarx identified, near-uniquewithin theGraeco-

Roman tradition, is largely considered a problem of Quellenforschung: not

Appian, an Alexandrian-born member of Rome’s second-century CE impe-

rial elite,but someearlier,possibly republican,andmost likelyRomanauthor

is assumed to have been its author.2 In the 1980s, as ancient historians finally

began giving Appian credit as a historical thinker, any notion ofmaterialism

quickly disappeared from view.3 As Gregory Bucher put it, Appian did not

‘concern himself with politics, social problems, or other mechanisms of the

decay’; instead, the author of the Romaika has emerged as amonarchist with

tendencies to credit the divine (ho theos) for the events he was recounting.4

This paper reclaims materialism for Appian – in relation to how he ex-

plained different forms of unrest throughout theRomaika. To do so, I explore

the parts of his work that are not concerned with late republican history: the

often fragmentarily preserved books inwhichAppian recountedRome’smil-

itary confrontations with the various people that made up the empire in his

own day.5There, I contend, Appian articulated a model of unrest – ‘aporetic

unrest’ – that has a distinctly material dimension: on several occasions Ap-

pian suggests that people becamebandits andpirates (lēistai and peiratai) and

engaged in rebellion and civil strife (apostasis and stasis) because they were at

a loss (aporia), a predicament that more often than not seems to have been

connected with a lack of land (aporia gēs).

‘Aporetic unrest’ is not simply a recurring figure of thought in the Ro-

maika.While clearly related to various intellectual traditions, this idea in its

unadulterated consistency seems tobeunique toAppian’swriting.As it turns

out, it is deeply imbricated in both his imperial politics and personal iden-

1 Bonnell 2015discusses the intellectual context of this reading,Famerie 1990 its impact onAppian’s

reception.

2 Schwartz, RE s.v. ‘Appianus 2’ remains central. Iconic, if now generally rejected, are Gabba 1956,

1958. Goukowsky 2008: cciv-ccxxxi outlines the (un)certainties of the debate.

3 On Appian’s life: Gowing 1992: 9–18, Brodersen 1993: 352–54, Goukowsky 1998, Brodersen 2015,

Goukowsky 2021.OnAppian as a historian: Goldman 1988,Gowing 1992,Hose 1994,Bucher 2000,

2005, 2007, Goukowsky 2001a, Pitcher 2016, Welch 2019. See also the contributions in ANRW II

34(1),published in 1993,and inWelch2015aswell as thevarious commentarieson individual books

by Goukowsky. His fading materialism: Gowing 1992: 9–10,McGing 1993: 512–14.

4 Bucher 2000: 436, 442–48; compare also Goldman 1988: 24–49,Gowing 1992: 297, Brodersen 1993:

355–56, Hose 1994: 258–66, 348–50,Welch 2019.

5 For other takes on Appian’s materialism beyond the CivilWars see Kühne 1969, Cuff 1983.
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tity. Appian’s materialism as embodied in ‘aporetic unrest’ thus is verymuch

his own–onmore than one level. It should be considered a vital aspect of his

historiographical project and a deeply original contribution within the dis-

cursive history of unrest in the ancient world. From the perspective of this

volume, then, not just materialism but also enthusiasm may be restored to

Appian and his work.

Aporetic Unrest in Appian

‘Aporetic unrest’ – the idea that people engaged in different forms of unrest

because they were at a loss (aporia) for some reason connected to a lack of

land (aporia gēs) – is neither straightforward nor obvious, its presentation by

Appian both elliptical and allusive. As such ‘aporetic unrest’ deserves some

explication.The account of the efflorescence of piracy after the First Mithri-

datic war in 88 BCE constitutes the most elaborate and rich articulation of

the notion in the preserved parts of the Romaika. The passage in question

provides a helpful starting point for outlining its various dimensions:6

WhenMithridates first went towarwith the Romans and subdued the province of Asia, he

thought that he should not hold the province long, and accordingly plundered it in all sorts

ofways, as I havementioned above, and sent out pirates on the sea.…Having enjoyed large

gains, the pirates did not desist whenMithridates was defeated,made peace, and retired.

For having lost both livelihood (bios) and fatherland (patris) by reason of thewar andhaving

fallen into extreme aporia, they harvested the sea instead of the land, at first with pinnaces

and hemiolii, thenwith two-bank and three-bank ships, sailing in squadrons under pirate

chiefs, who were like generals of an army. … Perhaps this evil had its beginning among

the men of the Crags of Cilicia, but thither also men of Syrian, Cyprian, Pamphylian, and

Pontic origin and those of almost all theEasternnationshad congregated,who,onaccount

6Mithr. 92.416–22:Μιθριδάτης ὅτεπρῶτονῬωμαίοις ἐπολέμει καὶ τῆςἈσίας ἐκράτει,ἡγούμενος οὐκ

ἐς πολὺ καθέξειν τῆς Ἀσίας, τά τε ἄλλα, ὥς μοι προείρηται, πάντα ἐλυμαίνετο, καὶ ἐς τὴν θάλασσαν

πειρατὰς καθῆκεν … γευσάμενοι δὲ κερδῶν μεγάλων, οὐδ᾽ ἡττωμένου καὶ σπενδομένου τοῦ Μιθρι-

δάτου καὶ ἀναχωροῦντος ἔτι ἐπαύοντο: οἱ γὰρ βίου καὶ πατρίδων διὰ τὸν πόλεμον ἀφῃρημένοι, καὶ

ἐς ἀπορίαν ἐμπεσόντες ἀθρόαν, ἀντὶ τῆς γῆς ἐκαρποῦντο τὴν θάλασσαν, μυοπάρωσι πρῶτον καὶ

ἡμιολίαις, εἶτα δικρότοις καὶ τριήρεσι κατὰ μέρη περιπλέοντες, ἡγουμένων λῃστάρχων οἷα πολέ-

μου στρατηγῶν.… ἀρξαμένου μὲν ἴσως τοῦ κακοῦ παρὰ τῶν Τραχεωτῶν Κιλίκων, συνεπιλαβόντων

δὲ Σύρων τε καὶ Κυπρίων καὶ Παμφύλων καὶ τῶν Ποντικῶν καὶ σχεδὸν ἁπάντων τῶν ἑῴων ἐθνῶν οἳ

πολλοῦ καὶ χρονίου σφίσιν ὄντος τοῦ Μιθριδατείου πολέμου δρᾶν τι μᾶλλον ἢ πάσχειν αἱρούμενοι

τὴν θάλασσαν ἀντὶ τῆς γῆς ἐπελέγοντο.
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of the long continuance of theMithridatic war, preferred to dowrong rather than to suffer

it, and for this purpose chose the sea instead of the land. (Mithr. 92.416–22)

Appian’s account is multi-layered and complex. He attributes the rise of

piracy to Mithridates’ strategic calculations – the Pontic king did not think

that he was going to hold Asia for long, so he decided to plunder it using

piracy – while also suggesting that people turned to piracy because of hu-

man psychology in the context of war: due to the length of the war with

Mithridates people preferred to partake in the war and reap its benefits to

potentially becoming its victims, and so they joined the pirates. However,

when it comes to explaining the persistence of piracy after the war, Appian

ties all the different strands of his account together in one sentence: by be-

coming pirates people lost their fatherland (patris) and livelihood (bios); this

meant ‘extreme aporia’, which in turn led the pirates to continue ‘harvesting

the sea’.

Elusive though Appian’s account may be, the passage allows us to begin

outlining ‘aporetic unrest’ as explanatory model. I have left aporia untrans-

lated, and purposefully so. It seems to me that here the word does not mean

poverty or destitution, as it is often translated.7 After all, in the sentence be-

fore talking about the pirates’ aporia, Appian had just described their kerda,

their gains and profits. Instead, in this passage aporia seems to refer to the

lack or loss of a specific resource: landed possessions. Appian’s memorable

image that the pirateswere nowharvesting the sea andnot the land supports

this idea. So, when Appian stated that these men had lost their bios, he was

thinking of oneway ofmaking a living: by cultivating land in a place that was

their patris. A set of complex circumstances, including the strategic calcula-

tions of kings and various aspects of humanpsychology, hadmade them lose

this land; these circumstances gave rise to aporia – they were at a loss – and

this aporia in turn forced them to continue engaging in piracy: it put them

in a position where they could not help but ‘harvest the sea’. Arguably, then,

Appian’s use of aporiahere also resonateswith its use in theGreek philosoph-

ical tradition,where it refers toa seemingly insoluble impasse,an intellectual

place fromwhich there was no way out.8

Appian’s narrative presentation,both in this passage and elsewhere, sup-

ports this suggestion. In the preserved parts of his work, we only have one

7 Veh 1987: 394 (‘Not’), Goukowsky 2001b: 93 (‘dénuement’), McGing 2019: 329 (‘poverty’).

8 On aporia in the Greek philosophical tradition see now Karamanolis and Politis 2018.
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passage in which Appian speaks of aporia gēs: Hisp. 42.171. In all other in-

stances of ‘aporetic unrest’ we can infer from context that a lack of land was

the issue, but Appian did not explicitly qualify the aporia as being related

to land. Arguably, this presentation encouraged his audience to understand

aporia bothmaterially and philosophically.Aporia could and had to be both: a

lack of land and a situation from which there was no way out. More specifi-

cally, it was both at the same time. Lack of land was a situation from which

there was no way out. Somehow lack of land forced people to be unrestful;

they could not help it, there was no (other) way out.

The Iberikē, Appian’s account of theRoman conquest of the Iberian Penin-

sula, contains several instances of this intertwining of aporia, land, and un-

rest. Appian saw revolts on the Iberian peninsula in the 170s BCE as the re-

sult of aporia gēs, the sole instance of the actual phrase preserved in his en-

tire work.9 He also had Servius Sulpicius Galba feign sympathy with some

Lusitanian rebels in the early 150s BCE: thesemen had only become bandits,

they had only taken up arms, they had only broken their oaths because of

their aporia; so really, Galba stated, it was the wretchedness of their land,

which had forced them to take up arms against Rome.10 At the end of the

Lusitanian war Appian showed Quintus Servilius Caepio dealing with de-

feated rebels: Caepio settled them on enough land ‘so that they would not

take to banditry because of aporia’.11 In the fourth and final passage Appian

attributed an instance of Iberian banditry to aporia and showed the Roman

general TitusDidius remedy the situation by giving the (former) bandits new

plots of land.12

In all these four cases Appian and/or his Roman protagonists posit a

causal connection between various forms of unrest – banditry, rebellion,

and warfare – and aporia (gēs). The passage concerning Sulpicius Galba is

particularly revealing because there, in direct speech, we find the explicit

mention of necessity – anankazein is the verb that he uses – to describe the

exigency of lack of land: it forced people to engage in banditry and warfare.

9Hisp. 42.171: πολλοὶ τῶν Ἰβήρων γῆς ἀποροῦντες ἀπέστησαν ἀπὸ Ῥωμαίων.

10Hisp. 75.321: καὶ ὑπεκρίνετο αὐτοῖς καὶ συνάχθεσθαι ὡς δι᾽ ἀπορίαν λῃστεύουσί τε καὶ πολεμοῦσι

καὶ παρεσπονδηκόσιν· Τὸ γὰρ λυπρόγεων, ἔφη, καὶ πενιχρὸν ὑμᾶς ἐς λῃστείαν ἄγει· δώσω δ’ ἐγὼ

πενομένοις φίλοις γῆν ἀγαθὴν καὶ ἐν ἀφθόνοις συνοικιῶ, διελὼν ἐς τρία.

11Hisp. 75.321: ὁ δὲ ὅπλα τε αὐτοὺς ἀφείλετο ἅπαντα, καὶ γῆν ἔδωκεν ἱκανήν, ἵνα μὴ λῃστεύοιεν ἐξ

ἀπορίας.

12Hisp. 100.433–34: ἐλῄστευονδ᾽ ἐξ ἀπορίας οὗτοι…ἔφητοῖς ἐπιφανέσιναὐτῶν ἐθέλειν τὴνΚολενδέων

χώραν αὐτοῖς προσορίσαι πενομένοις·
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This idea constitutes amore concrete formulation of the dynamic I sketched

in my analysis of ‘aporetic unrest’ in the case of first-century BCE piracy. As

such, this passage might be taken to confirm my suggestion that the aporia

in ‘aporetic unrest’ combined both material and philosophical dimensions.

In the Libykē, Appian’s account of Romanwarfare inNorth Africa,we find

further instances of aporia operating as a causal force in relation to unrest.

At the end of the First Punic War the Carthaginians took to plundering

merchant ships that were sailing past their coast. According to Appian, this

form of banditry arose because they were running out of supplies; it arose,

he claimed, because of their aporia.13While this passage does not concern a

lack of land, a second passage quite likely does. Appian suggested that Gaius

Gracchus’ attempt to resettle Carthage resulted from civil strife (stasis) in

Rome,which in turn had been the result of aporia.14Thephrasing is short and

elusive.The context of land-distributions in North Africa, however,makes it

likely that here too Appian was thinking of aporia in relation to land.

I have not been able to find further instances of ‘aporetic unrest’ in the

remaining parts of the Romaika. While three books might seem a meagre

sample in a work that might have contained twenty-four books in total, it

seems worth remembering the fragmentary state of the Romaika’s preserva-

tion.15Apart fromthefive extant books on civil strife in late republicanRome,

only six books on separate regions of the empire are preserved in more than

mere fragments. The absence of ‘aporetic unrest’ from Appian’s account of

the demise of the republic is indeed significant, and I will discuss (and try

to explain) this absence in the final section of the paper. For now, I would

highlight three justifications for concluding that Appian was invested in the

idea.

One, Appian presented aporia as a powerful causal force throughout the

Romaika.16 Examples range from the mundane and purely material to the

dramatic and psychologically complex. They include ethnographic obser-

13 Pun. 5.21: ἐμπόρους δ᾽, ὅσοι παρέπλεον, ἐλῄστευον ἐξ ἀπορίας.

14 Pun. 136.644: Γαΐου Γράκχου δημαρχοῦντος ἐν Ῥώμῃ καὶ στάσεων οὐσῶν ἐξ ἀπορίας.

15 Goukowsky 2020: 12 provides an overview.

16 ex aporias: Hisp. 75.321, 82.355, 100.434, Pun. 5.21, 94.442, Mithr. 99.456, BCiv. 2.13.93, 4.9.65,

4.14.107, 4.16.123, 5.12.113, 5.14.142; hyp’ aporias: Samn. 4.18, Hisp. 16.60, Pun. 28.116, Syr. 35.183,

Mithr. 88.398, 99.495, Fragm. 19.3, B Civ. 1.6.49, 3.14.97, 5.14.140; di’ aporian: Hisp. 59.249, Hann.

18.78, Pun. 39.161, BCiv. 5.8.67; other constructions attributing causal force to aporia: App. Hisp.

79.339, Hann. 17.77, Pun. 37.155, 108.509, Ill. 17.50, Mithr. 54.217, 92.417, 96.444, 97.451, BCiv.

3.12.58, 4.13.103.
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vations about Celtic peoples and their habit of eating herbs when no other

food was available as well as the legendary moment when the Samnites

made the Romans pass under the yoke; the Romans agreed to these terms,

Appian writes, hup’ aporias – because they saw no other way out (Celt. 1.9,

Sam. 4.18).He also used aporia to explain the surrender of infamous enemies

of Rome, including Hannibal and Mithridates.17 Crucially, Appian had re-

course to aporia when explaining his own decision to entrust his fate to the

mantic skills of his Arab guide when fleeing the Jewish Diaspora Revolt in

115–117 BCE: there was simply nothing else that he could do (Fragm. 19.3.5).

Arguably, then, throughout the Romaika Appian familiarized his audience

with the idea that aporia was a powerful explanation for human behaviour,

thus making the instances in which it he claimed that it caused unrest less

surprising andmore comprehensible.

Two, Appian acknowledged that alternative explanations of unrest were

possible and explicitly argued against them. On his telling, Pompey settled

the defeated pirates in various parts of Cilicia because he was convinced

that they had not resorted to piracy because of some innate wickedness

(mochthēria); it was lack of livelihood, aporia biou, that had led them to do

so.18 Beyond the twofold verbal echo of Appian’s own explanation for post-

Mithridatic piracy – aporia and bios – this passage is also striking because it

mentions a readily available and widespread explanation for piracy: moral

depravity on the part of the pirates.Here Appian invokes Pompey’s authority

and actions to counter the idea. He also seems to have tailored his narrative

to counter a second well-known explanation for piratical behaviour. In

conceding that the origins of this piracy might have lain in Cilicia while also

insisting that in the context of the Mithridatic war many people from all

over the eastern Mediterranean had joined these Cilician pirates, he seems

to have sought to counter explanations of piracy that were ethnically and

geographically based.19

17 Hannibal: Pun. 37.155, 37.157, 39.161; Mithridates:Mithr. 97.451, 99.455, 99.456; Sextus Pompeius:

BCiv. 5.14.140, 5.14.142; Caesar: BCiv. 2.13.93; Romans: Pun. 94.442.

18Hisp. 96.444: τοὺς δὲ πειρατὰς οἳ μάλιστα ἐδόκουν οὐχ ὑπὸ μοχθηρίας ἀλλ᾿ ἀπορίᾳ βίου διὰ τὸν

πόλεμον ἐπὶ ταῦτα ἐλθεῖν, ἐς Μαλλὸν καὶ Ἄδανα καὶ Ἐπιφάνειαν, ἢ εἴ τι ἄλλο πόλισμα ἔρημον ἢ

ὀλιγάνθρωπον ἦν τῆσδε τῆς τραχείας Κιλικίας, συνῴκιζε·

19Mithr. 92.422. For accounts that put the responsibility for piracy in the eastern Mediterranean

squarely onto Rome—a take that Appian seems to largely ignore—see Goukowsky 2001b: 226 n.

872.
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Three, as Appian presents it, he was not the only person to explain un-

rest with reference to aporia in both itsmaterial and philosophical sense; Ro-

man generals did so too, both in their words and in their actions. Just con-

sider Pompey in the aftermath of his defeat of the pirates. Not only did he

(re)articulate Appian’s own account of the origins of piracy after the Mithri-

datic Wars; his decision to settle the pirates also constituted the only effec-

tivemeansof preventing the recurrenceof such actions in the future that this

account prescribed. In the Iberikē Servius Sulpicius Galba, Quintus Servilius

Caepio andTitusDidius also referred to aporia (gēs) –both in theirwords and

in their actions.

The case of Galba, who only feigned agreement with this mode of

explanation, is particularly illuminating. Infamous for his slaughter of

Lusitanians to whom he had promised land, Galba is portrayed in a thor-

oughly negative light. Upon Galba’s first appearance in the book his military

successes are attributed to luck, and hismilitary inexperience is highlighted

(Hisp. 58.244–45). As he exits the narrative Appian dwells on his greed, the

wealth it led him to amass, and how this wealth allowed him to escape the

charges brought against him for his brutal treatment of the Lusitanians

(Hisp. 60.254–55). While Appian concedes that Galba’s treatment of the

Lusitanians amounted to repaying treachery with treachery, he also states

that in so doing Galba behaved like a barbarian and that such behaviour

was ‘unworthy of Rome’.20 Along more pragmatic lines, Appian suggested

that Galba’s slaughter of the Lusitanians lay at the origins of Rome’s drawn-

out and traumatic conflict with Viriatus (Hisp. 61–62). In short, Roman

commanders not only endorsed and acted in line with ‘aporetic unrest’; in

Appian’s narrative it was also unbecoming and unwise for them to not do so.

As persuasive asAppianmight have tried tomake ‘aporetic unrest’ appear

within the confines of his work, it is worth remembering that this way of ex-

plaining unrest was rather unusual in the context of what we know about

Roman imperial elites and their thoughts onwhy people took to plundering,

piracy and rebellion. In his recent analysis of Tacitean thinking on the ori-

gins of unrest Myles Lavan has identified two patterns.21 On one level, Taci-

tus invoked prejudice based on class, geography, and race to portray people

20Hisp. 60.253: οὐκ ἀξίως δὲ Ῥωμαίων μιμούμενος βαρβάρους; compare Hisp. 61.256, where Appian

speaks of Galba’s behavior as ‘lawlessness’ (paranomēsis).

21 Lavan 2017: 24–32, discussing also one passage from Suetonius.Woolf 2011: 36–41 focuses on the

secondmodel.
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as essentially and unavoidably unrestful. At the same time, he also cast their

actions as the predictable response to morally corrupt Roman officials.

As should be clear, ‘aporetic unrest’ refrains from essentializing people.

As the case of post-Mithridatic piracy illustrates, ‘aporetic unrest’ is not

about people without land in general; instead, it concerns people who have

happened to lose attachment to land. More generally, ‘aporetic unrest’ im-

plies a belief that people can be made restful: by settling them on land. As

for corrupt Roman officials, one of the distinguishing features of ‘aporetic

unrest’ is its refusal to even raise the question of blame at all. Arguably,

the elliptical shorthand of aporia gēs seems designed to sidestep the matter

altogether.

Tacitus’s thinking on unrest has been taken as representative of a wider

senatorial and/or imperial elite in the late first and early second centuries

CE (Woolf 2011: 34, Lavan 2017: 35–36). Most likely, Appian, an equestrian by

the end of his life, only started work on the Romaika in the 150s CE.22Where,

then, does ‘aporetic unrest’ stand in the intellectual and political landscape

of the empire? Representative of a tradition of explaining unrest that Tacitus

had ignored? A complete innovation at the hands of Appian? A sign of chang-

ing times and/or different elites in the middle of the second century CE? As

I hope to show, all these options have something to recommend themselves,

though none of them fully captures the complex intervention in the discur-

sive structures of imperial society that ‘aporetic unrest’ constituted. In the

following section I situate ‘aporetic unrest’ in the context of Graeco-Roman

thought more broadly to argue that the idea shows affinity but also persis-

tent non-identity with at least three well-established ways of thinking about

unrest (and other things) in this world. Doing so also allows me to further

parse the intellectual operations that ‘aporetic unrest’ entailed.

Aporetic Unrest beyond Appian?

The historiographical and encomiastic writings of Posidonios of Apamea, a

leading Stoic philosopher in the first half of the first century BCE, have been

22 Bucher 2000: 415–29. Goukowsky 2021: 209–17 sees the possibility for amore drawn-out compo-

sition process.
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posited as a possible source for several books andpassages inwhich ‘aporetic

unrest’ appears.23There is no suggestion that Appianmindlessly copiedPosi-

donios’s writings. Such a view would go against current understandings of

howAppiandealtwithhis sources (Goukowsky2001b: xcvii-ciii). In addition,

at least two instancesof ‘aporetic unrest’ inAppian lie beyond the chronologi-

cal remit of Posidonios’sworks (Pun. 5.21, third century BCE;Hisp. 42.171, 179

BCE).The real question, then, is if Appian found ‘aporetic unrest’ as a figure

of thought in the first-century BCE author and then deployed it for his own

purposes throughout theRomaika.Due to the state of preservationofPosido-

nios’s writings – only fragments, and few of them direct quotations – there

is no way to arrive at a definitive answer to this question. However, the one

fragment that we have in which Posidonios does seem to mobilize aporia to

explain unrest would suggest that if ‘aporetic unrest’was in anyway inspired

byPosidonios’sworks, itmight have been inspiredby elements of it thatwere

not exclusively Posidonian.

Whydid somany slaves onSicily take to banditry just before they revolted

in 135 BCE?Their masters were not giving them enough food or clothing, so

they had to provide for their livelihood (zēn porizein) through banditry (lēis-

teia). While scholars have long attributed this account of the run-up to the

First Sicilian SlaveWar to Posidonios, it should be noted that we only have it

preserved in the Byzantine excerpts of the works of Diodoros, another, later

first-centuryBCEauthor (BNJ 87 F 108a2 =Diod.Sic. 34/35.2.2).24 In this case

there are indeed good reasons to think that Diodoros and his Byzantine ex-

cerptors followed Posidonios quite closely.25 That being said, regardless of

who the author of that passage was, the idea as such is not original.The sug-

gestion that people took to plunder by land or sea because they lacked food

and supplies is well attested elsewhere in the Greek historiographical tra-

dition.26 Arguably, ‘aporetic unrest’ is closely related to this idea, but also

23 Posidonios as (a source for Appian) in general: Schwartz, RE s.v. ‘Appianus 2’, Capelle 1932, Hahn

1982: 267. Posidonios as a source for theMithridatikē: Strasburger 1982: 42–44, 50–52,Goukowsky

2001b: cxvii-cxxv. And for the Iberikē: García Quintela 1991: 95–96, Gómez Espelosín 1993: 420,

Richardson 2000: 5, Baray 2015: 253–56.

24 Pfuntner 2014 discusses the Byzantine context of Diodoros’s excerptors.

25 Cf. KenDowden’s commentary on BNJ 87 F 108 f. For Diodoran reworkings of the revolt narrative

as a whole see Morton 2018, Wozniczka 2018; Sacks 1994 discusses Diodoros’s treatment of his

sources in general.

26Thuc. 1.11 (land), Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 36.37.4–5 (sea). Appian’s account of Carthaginian plunder-

ing after the First PunicWar (Pun. 5.21) also invokes this idea.
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differs from it in meaningful ways. It limits the kind of resource at issue,

just land, and extends the events that may be explained: not just economic

crime, but also (apo)stasis, rebellion, and civic unrest. In fact, in the Iberikē

Appian has Sulpicius Galba enact this extension at a narrative and syntactic

level: aporia led the Lusitanians ‘to become brigands, make war, and break

treaties’.27

A similar tension between affinity and divergence may be observed as

regards the relationship between ‘aporetic unrest’ and another well-estab-

lished idea in the Graeco-Romanworld: the suggestion that people had been

forced to become unrestful.This idea is best attested in direct speech in his-

toriographical narrative. The Athenians’ appeal to ‘necessary nature’ (physis

anankaia) to justify their highhanded treatment of the Melians in the fifth

book of Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War might be the best known and most

unconventional illustration of this idea.28 For amore typical examplewemay

turn to the Roman Antiquities of Dionysios of Halikarnassos and Coriolanus’s

invective against the plebeians contained therein. When imagining what

peoplemight say in defence of the plebeians and their secession, Coriolanus

invokes notions of necessity and force; in so doing, he uses not only the

widespread anankē (necessity) but also aporia (impasse).29 Given the close

affinity between historiography and rhetoric, not least in relation to inventio

and the fictive speeches of historical actors (Woodman 1988, Marincola

2007), it seems likely that talk of aporia, also in amore abstract, lessmaterial

sense, was an establishedmove in conciliatory political rhetoric.

Appian’s invocation of this apologetic strategy not just in speeches but in

his own narrative reminds us that the Romaika, just like any historiograph-

ical work in the Graeco-Roman tradition, was a rhetorical enterprise con-

nected to a distinct political goal (on the nature of which I will have more to

say in the following section).30 At the same time, we may note that Appian

was not alone in considering this way of thinking not just an argument fit-

ting for conciliatory oratory but also an instance of compelling social analy-

sis. Aeneas Tacticus, the third-century BCE expert on military matters, rec-

27Hisp. 59.249–50: καὶ ὑπεκρίνετο αὐτοῖς καὶ συνάχθεσθαι ὡς δι᾽ ἀπορίαν λῃστεύουσί τε καὶ πολεμο-

ῦσι καὶ παρεσπονδηκόσιν.

28Thuc. 5.105. On anankē in Thucydides, especially as it relates to the famous passage at 1.23.6, see

Ostwald 1988.

29 Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 7.22.1. Other, more conventional, examples include Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom.

36.37.4–5 and App. Pun. 50.215–52.228.

30 For Appian as rhetor and sophist see Goukowsky 2001b: lix.
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ommended that during the siege of a city the civic leaders should take care

that noman currently experiencing poverty, the pressure of some agreement

or any other kind of difficulty (allēn tina aporian, Aen. Tact. 5.1–2) should be

appointed gatekeeper; suchmenmight readily join or themselves incite a re-

volt, he claimed. I have not been able to find an analogous appeal to aporia in

the context of provincial unrest beyond Appian, and so again ‘aporetic un-

rest’may have widened the explananda of an established figure of thought –

now from the civic to the imperial. At the same time, ‘aporetic unrest’, in its

striking focus on land, also reshaped the nature of the explanation.

What about land, then? Land occupied a powerful role in the social imag-

inary of Graeco-Romanwriters. At the broadest level wemay regard this as a

formof class bias.The authors ofGraeco-Roman literaturewere allmembers

of a socioeconomic elite whose status depended on landed property. Unsur-

prisingly, then, for this elite lack of land was a cause for concern (both for

themselves and as it pertained to others) and thus could be imagined as a

powerful social force. Graeco-Romanmigration narratives and their regular

invocation of the insufficiency of land as prime motivator are a good illus-

tration of this dynamic.31 As for unrest, the best example I have been able to

find comes from Strabo.

This late first-century BCE author suggests that the sterility of land, the

fact that people lack all resources except for strongholds (aporia tōn allōn, ery-

matōn d’euporia), made people keen to revolt, which explains why the em-

peror and the ample military resources at his disposal had to control such

regions.32 As should be clear, this is not ‘aporetic unrest’ as we find it in Ap-

pian. Strabo’s ultimate interest lies in geographic and environmental mat-

ters. At the same time, the passage in question also shows a distinct paral-

lel with ‘aporetic unrest’ in that it posits a material background for a form

of unrest that it describes as political (aphēniazein, apeithein). The means by

which the two authors accomplish that transition fromeconomics to politics

are different, though. If Strabo leverages the environment – the ready sup-

ply of strongholds and lack of all other resources –Appian arguably draws on

the philosophical sense of aporia and the conventions of conciliatory political

rhetoric. Aporia gēswas an aporia after all, and as such, it could alsomotivate

unrest.

31 E.g. Pl. Leg. 4.707e, 5.740, Livy 39.54.1–10.

32 Strabo 17.3.25: αὕτηδ᾽ ἐστὶν ἡβάρβαροςκαὶπλησιόχωρος τοῖςμήπωκεχειρωμένοις ἔθνεσιν ἢλυπρὰ

καὶ δυσγεώργητος, ὥσθ᾽ ὑπὸ ἀπορίας τῶν ἄλλων ἐρυμάτων δ᾽ εὐπορίας ἀφηνιάζειν καὶ ἀπειθεῖν.
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The picture of repeated affinity and divergence between ‘aporetic un-

rest’ and other, often wide-spread patterns of thought and argument in the

Graeco-Romanworld helps to further nuance our understanding of ‘aporetic

unrest’ in Appian. On one level, it increases the likelihood that ‘aporetic un-

rest’ was indeed Appian’s creation – a problem, of course, in which certainty

is out of the question. At the same time, it also helps us understand how

Appian (and possibly others) could have hoped that what might have been

a novel idea in certain respects would also persuade: because it evoked and

combined several figures of thought that were widely shared among the

empire’s socioeconomic elite. What remains to be understood, then, is why

Appian wanted ‘aporetic unrest’ to be persuasive. Why did he articulate

this highly unusual account of unrest? Why was he so invested in the idea

that unrest might result from aporia (gēs)? To explore these questions, I now

situate his person and his work in the changing imperial politics of the

second century CE.

Aporetic Unrest, Appian, and Hadrian

Upon his accession in 117 BCEHadrian scaled back the empire’s extent. Tra-

jan’s initial success beyond the Danube and the Euphrates turned out to be

precarious at best, and since 115 BCE the Jewish Diaspora Revolt had spread

insecurity andunrest throughout theEasternMediterranean. In this context

the new emperor chose to focus on the people and places that were already

subject toRoman rule rather than on those thatmight become subject to that

rule. In sodoing,Hadrian seems tohave recoveredAugustus as amodel–Au-

gustus the administrator, theman of the breviarium totius imperii, inwhich he

summarized the conditions of the empire at the end of his life and recom-

mended that the empire be kept within its current bounds; his successors

should steward the resources that were there rather than seek to add new

ones.33

As Josiah Osgood (2015) has argued, Appian’s Romaika displays the same

conservative imperial mindset.34 Appian’s original plan for the Romaika

included a final book that would set out the size of the army, the revenues

33 Suet. Aug. 101.4, Tac. Ann. 1.9.5, Osgood 2015: 28–33.

34 Goukowsky 2001a: 176–79 also locates Appian’s project in a Hadrianic context.
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from each people over whom the Romans ruled, expenses on the navy and

similar matters.35 The affinity with Augustus’s breviarium are obvious. At

a more profound level, the rather unusual structure of the Romaika – its

unique arrangement of books kat ’ethnos, according to peoples that Rome

had conquered – might also have had its origins in Hadrian’s imperial pol-

itics. Arguably, this structure constituted the historiographic realization

of ‘empire-as-collection’ that Augustus’s breviarium embodied and Hadrian

demonstrably revived.36

A second layer of affinities between Hadrian’s empire and Appian’s Ro-

maika can be added. While inspired by Augustus’s mandate to survey and

look after the empire’s existing resources, Hadrian also articulated an inno-

vative vision of the empire that broke with centuries-long tradition. Augus-

tus had claimed to be the restitutor rei publicae, Trajan the restorer of Italia;

Hadrian, by contrast, extended his imperial care-work to the entire world:

hewas the restitutor orbis terrarum (Seelentag 2011: 306–11). In a series of coins

he showed himself extending a hand to raise up personifications of various

parts of the empire, including provinces, cities, and Italy (Zahrnt 2007).The

inclusionof Italiaenparwith theprovinces is strikingandseems tohavegone

against a long tradition of thought and action that assimilated the Italian

peninsula to Rome and the imperial center (Cooley 2016, Carlà-Uhink 2017,

164–74). Arguably,Hadrian had also taken steps towards governing Italy like

a province when he appointed four legati Augusti pro praetore to oversee its

different regions (Eck [1991] 1995). The fact that Antoninus Pius no longer

featured Italia in the same coin series as the provinces and also abolished

the legati Augusti pro praetore adds further weight to the idea that these were

iconographic and institutional expressions of an innovative and rather con-

troversial idea.37

In his Romaika Appian also presented the peoples of Italy on a par with

those living in the provinces. Just as the Greeks and theThracians were sub-

ject (hupekoos) to Rome, sowere the Italians (Praef. 3.10). Just like therewas an

35 Praef. 15.61: ἡ δὲ τελευταία καὶ τὴν στρατιὰν αὐτῶν, ὅσην ἔχουσιν, ἢ πρόσοδον, ἣν καρποῦνται καθ’

ἕκαστον ἔθνος, ἢ εἴ τι προσαναλίσκουσιν εἰς τὰς ἐπινείους φρουρὰς ὅσα τε τοιουτότροπα ἄλλα ἐπι-

δείξει.

36 On the structuremore generally see Brodersen 1990; Bucher 2000: 454 discusses the oddity of the

structure within the Graeco-Roman historiographical tradition.

37 Eck [1991] 1995: 325 n. 45 and Seelentag 2011: 312–13 discuss the changes introduced by Antoninus

Pius.
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Iberikē and a Libykē, there was an Italikē.38The Samnites, just like other great

foes of Rome, received a separate book. Arguably, ‘aporetic unrest’ itself can

also be seen as intimately connected with the visions of the empire that we

see on Hadrian’s coins. On several levels this figure of thought provided the

empire with the kind of history that fit and justified the emperor’s claims to

restore not just the res publica or Italia but the entire orbis terrarum, including

those people who had fought against Roman rule – at times repeatedly, in

conflicts recurring across decades and centuries.

‘Aporetic unrest’ as explanatory model suggests that unrest, not least

when it took the form of military opposition to Roman rule, was nothing

to worry about. Such unrest was bound to happen because, well, aporia was

a powerful motivator of human action. At the same time, aporia also led

people to do the unexpected: powerful generals surrendering, mighty cities

caving, Appian trusting Arab mantic skills. When unrest did happen, then,

it was an aberration from the norm and not the expression of an underlying

pathology. Above all else, it did not constitute an expression of opposition

to Roman rule – something that might chronically weaken or threaten the

empire, something that had to bemet with exceeding force. ‘Aporetic unrest’

negated politics, not to delegitimize, but to de-escalate.

Within the context of the Romaika ‘aporetic unrest’ also soothed anxiety

at another level. ForAppian thehallmark of theRomanempirewas its euporia

(Praef. 10.41,Hann. 132.628, B Civ. 1.1.11). Any behaviour that had its origins

in aporia could only lose out against Rome’s richness in resources. For Appian

the only thing that could topple empires was civil war – because it destroyed

their resources (Praef. 10.42).Here we can begin to understandwhy ‘aporetic

unrest’ made no appearance in how Appian narrated late republican history

in the five books of his Civil Wars. This was the one instance of unrest that

could potentially threaten the empire; consequently, the quietist model of

‘aporetic unrest’ had no place in explaining it.

‘Aporetic unrest’ also constituted an apologetic account of unrest. At first

glance themodel elided the question of blame and responsibility altogether.

By means of the short-cut ‘through aporia’, it papered over the thorny prob-

lem of how this aporia had come about.Themodel’s focus seems to have lain

on enjoining on Roman commanders a distinct course of action: rather than

punishingunrestful people, they shouldgive them land.Notonlywas this the

logically correct thing to do to prevent future recurrences of unrest. From a

38 For the title Italikē see Ital. frgm. 5.
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moral perspective it was also the only course open to such commanders; for

how could they justify punitive action against people that had been forced

into rebellion?

In the Romaika Appian also makes explicit arguments against the harsh

punishment of defeated enemies. In the aftermath of the battle of Zama in

202 BCE Appian has Hasdrubal spell out the lessons that he himself sought

to convey in his account of Sulpicius Galba and the massacre of the Lusita-

nians that I discussed above. In his effort to convince Scipio Africanus to re-

frain from destroying Carthage Hasdrubal suggested that Carthage had in

fact been forced to enter the war, and that the aporia that could result from

harsh punishment may push Carthaginians to commit new transgressions,

to be unrestful again (Pun. 50.215–52.228; for aporia see 52.226). Aporia here

might well imply the lack of land that would result from a destruction of the

city.

Hasdrubal’s speech–especially thepassage concerning aporia–is replete

with well-known keywords in Appian’s historiographical thought: euboulia,

eutychia, and atychia.39 Quite likely, an inextricable connection between apo-

ria and unrest should also be counted among the key aspects of his thought.

As I have tried to show, this aspect was also intertwined with the imperial

politics of the first half of the second century CE. By enjoining the lenient

treatment of unrestful peoples, by making land-distributions to them the

only strategically and ethically correct response to their behaviour,by recom-

mendingwhatHadrianmighthave called restitutio as theonly possible course

of action, ‘aporetic unrest’ as explanatory model made Hadrian’s view of the

empire inescapable – a necessary consequence of any correct assessment of

Rome’s past conquests.

Of course, Appian knew that Roman commanders had not always fol-

lowed the course of action that ‘aporetic unrest’ enjoined. As István Hahn

noted long ago, Appian thought that the self-restraint that had once been

part of Roman nature (physis) had become a matter of personal choice and

excellence by the second century BCE (Hahn and Nemeth 1993: 383–95). Ap-

pian’s account of the destruction of Carthage is telling.The narrative is filled

with pathos and horror; the account of the whole war a tragic narrative, very

different from the dry accounts of Polybios and Diodoros: even his Roman

commanders consider the plan to destroy the city monstruous.40 Appian’s

39 Cf. App. Praef. 7, 11–12, Goldman 1988: 6–17, 24–49.

40 Pun. 81.381, 128.610–130.620 with Goukowsky 2001c: xix-xxiii.
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description of how Scipio Aemilianus, the destroyer of Carthage, wreaked

havoc on Numantia and its inhabitants is similarly revealing – not least be-

cause at the end of the passage Appian explicitly connected the destruction

of the two cities (Hisp. 97.422–23, 98.424–27). After describing in great de-

tail the dehumanizing effects of Scipio’s siege on the Numantians, includ-

ing the abandonment of personal hygiene, cannibalism, and suicide, he also

lists various possible explanations for Scipio’s behaviour: Was the destroyer

of Carthage andNumantia vengeful? A pragmatist, considering such actions

useful to Rome? Or committed to gaining great glory by great atrocity? Ap-

pianknew that people inhistory and inhis ownday could rationalize thehor-

rifying actions that the destruction of Carthage and Numantia entailed. In

his presentation, however, he distanced himself from them – also at a nar-

rative level, when he refrained from committing to a particular version of

Scipio’s motivations.

It is tempting to imagine what Appian made of the Jewish Diaspora Re-

volt that temporarily uprooted his own life in Alexandria – of its origins,

Hadrian’s response, and its connection to the Bar Kochba uprising that oc-

curred less than fifteen years later. In a fragment of the Syriakē we learn that

Appian could see Jerusalem’s history as a series of repeated destructions at

the hands of Roman commanders: first Pompey, then Vespasian and now, in

his own time, Hadrian – these Roman commanders had all destroyed what

for the Jewswas ‘the holiest city’ (Syr. 50.252–53). Appian could also describe

Trajanas trying to ‘exterminate’ (exollusthai) the Jewish genos (BCiv.2.90.380).

There is, then, at least the possibility that he saw Jewish unrest in his ownday

as confirmation of the inextricable link between unrest and aporia, but not

without an added twist that spelt out the implications of ‘aporetic unrest’ for

questions of responsibility and blame. By not following the injunctions of

‘aporetic unrest’, by themselves causing aporia, Roman commanders them-

selves risked becoming the cause of further unrest – yet another illustration

of the dynamic that Appian highlightedwith Sulpicius Galba and the Lusita-

nians in the Iberikē.

While committed to a vision of the empire that we can best trace through

some of Hadrian’s actions, Appian most likely composed the Romaika un-

der Antoninus Pius, Hadrian’s successor.41 As mentioned above, Antoninus

seems to have undone some of the Hadrianic efforts to level the difference

between Italia and the provinces. On his coins Antoninus showed people be-

41 See n. 22 above.
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yond Italy paying taxes, an act that contemporaries could interpret as a sign

of subjection andenslavement (Eberle 2021: 77–87).Andwhile his famousna-

tiones relief in Romedid not depict Rome’s subject as defeated enemies, hints

of the triumphs celebrated over them pervade the monument.42 It remains

impossible to know if Appian himself thought that he was living through

changing times, if he saw himself as advocating for a view of the empire that

was under siege. If my speculation about his take on the various Jewish re-

volts is anything to go by, it seems at least likely that he did not subscribe to

an idealized view of the Hadrianic empire that was now coming undone.He

probably understood that symbolic claims and lived reality were two rather

different things.

Furthermore,wemaynote that Appian’s commitment to ‘aporetic unrest’

and the vision of the empire and imperial rule with which it was connected

might not have been a matter of intellectual choice alone; for the Alexan-

drian-born author, who described himself as Aigyptios in the preface to his

work, this commitment might also have been bound up with the personal,

with his own presentation of himself and his identity.43 Some of his contem-

poraries might have considered ‘the Egyptians’ a defeated people, one of the

many ethnē over which Roman commanders had triumphed. Appian, how-

ever,maywell have seen themas one of themany equipollent parts of aworld

empire, all equally worthy of imperial care-work and attention. As a result, a

member of the imperial elite, possibly a priest of Venus and Rome and advo-

catus fisci, insisted not on his Romanitas but proudly advertised his Egyptian

identity instead.This interplay of the personal, the political, and the histori-

ographical is striking indeed. Maybe this interplay also explains why I have

not been able to find echoes of ‘aporetic unrest’ in works postdating the Ro-

maika.

Just like the account of the agrarian background to the Gracchan crisis

in the first book of the Civil Wars, ‘aporetic unrest’ can claim a certain mea-

sure of uniqueness within the preserved parts of the ancient intellectual

landscape. However, the materialisms that these two aspects of Appian’s

work embody would appear to be quite different. If the former dwelt on the

economic and demographic background to a specific instance of unrest,

the latter uses two words – aporia (gēs) – to both insist on the material

42 Osgood 2015: 35–39, who places the emphasis on continuity, not rupture with Hadrianic thought

and practice.

43 Brodersen 1993: 354discussesAppian’s investment inEgypt in relation to the structureofhiswork.
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background to potentially any form of unrest while also obfuscating its

details. Quite likely, this was not the kind of materialism that Marx would

have appreciated. That being said, ‘aporetic unrest’ does share a certain

universalizing quality with the social sciences aswe know them today: aporia

(gēs) was an undiscriminating force thatmight cause anyone to be unrestful;

before aporia (gēs) all people were created equal. It should not come as a

surprise, then, that for Appian this figure of thought provided the basis for

imagining an empire in which people beyond the emperor did not have to

become equal (i.e. Roman) but were simply considered to be equal (and not

Roman). Somewhere between utopia and a path not taken, ‘aporetic unrest’

should thus also inspire some enthusiasm as a precious window into the

multiplicity of empires (and the histories that they required) that may have

existed at any one point in Roman history.
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8. FromWar to Criminality: The Roman
Discourse of Provincial Revolt

Myles Lavan

Abstract: This chapter sketches a history of how the Roman elite conceptualised

provincial revolt from the later republic to the early third century CE. It illustrates

the persistence of an ‘externalising’ perspective that conceives of unrest as occurring

outside the political community. This perspective was associated with a republican

conception of empire that drew a sharp distinction between the Roman people and

foreign peoples they ruled. The chapter begins with what might seem evidence to the

contrary: two famous juristic definitions that limit the term ‘enemy’ to foreign peoples

with whom the Roman state is at war, labelling all other armed groups ‘bandits’.

These definitions have led many scholars to conclude that the Roman elite delegit-

imised provincial revolt by classifying it as criminality not war. I argue that this is

to misunderstand the original function of these definitions, the concerns of the jurists

who formulated them and the cultural authority of their theorisations. The rest of the

chapter highlights the persistence of an externalising perspective that equates unrest

withwar through theworks of Cicero, Tacitus andCassiusDio, among others.Only in

the later second century do we begin to see the more systematic construction of unrest

as criminality. I argue that this change was associated with developments in the field

of jurisprudence: both the extension of its scope to criminal and administrative law

and the growing influence of jurists in imperial administration.

‘Enemies’ (hostes) are those who have publicly declared war on us or on whomwe have pu-

blicly declared war; others are ‘bandits’ (latrones) or ‘brigands’ (praedones). (Sextus Pompo-

nius 2 adMuc. apudDig. 50.16.118)

‘Enemies’ (hostes) are those on whom the Roman people has publicly declared war, or who

themselves have declaredwar on the Roman people; others are termed ‘bandits’(latrunculi)

or ‘brigands’ (praedones). (Ulpian 1 Inst. apudDig. 49.15.24)

The first text above, attributed to the Antonine jurist Sextus Pomponius,

appears in a section of Justinian’s Digest devoted to ‘the meaning of terms’,

where it provides the authoritative definition for the term ‘enemy’. Pom-
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ponius’ definition was repeated almost verbatim by the great Severan jurist

Ulpian in a passage quoted elsewhere in the Digest. These juristic pro-

nouncements might seem to be doing ideological work familiar to modern

readers.The restrictive definitions of ‘enemy’ appear to anticipate the prac-

tices of modern states that seek to delegitimise violent collective action by

subordinated populations by representing it as forms of criminality, often

‘terrorism’. The definitions of Pomponius and Ulpian have often been taken

to prove that the Roman state elite used the category of banditry to similar

effect, delegitimising armed resistance by subject populations as a form of

criminality (e.g. Riess 2001: 14, 50–1, Grünewald 2004: 16–17, 40).

The first goal of this paper is to argue that this conventional view

risks misrepresenting metropolitan Roman discourse about unrest in the

provinces in the late republic and early empire. It rests on amisunderstand-

ing of the context inwhich the quoted definitionswere originally formulated

and of the position of jurisprudence in elite culture. It also has the effect of

obscuring the fact that most elite texts of the late republic and early empire

in fact assimilate provincial revolts to the domain of warfare, not that of

criminality.

The second goal is to suggest that this tendency to assimilate provincial

revolts to warfare rather than banditry or criminality gives expression to a

particular conception of empire thatwemight term ‘republican empire’.This

conception imposes a fundamental, binary divide on the population of the

empire; the divide is usually articulated in terms of Roman citizenship, dis-

tinguishing ‘citizens’ (cives) from ‘allies’ (socii). This binary is reproduced in

the sphere of unrest.The citizen population is the domain of criminous sedi-

tio or civil war, while large-scale unrest in the subject population is some-

thing different: revolt (defectio), rebellion (rebellio), or simplywar (bellum).1 In-

deed, one of the most striking features of this conception of empire is that

it sees a sharper boundary between citizens and subjects than between sub-

jects and non-subjects – to the extent that the latter two groups are often

conflated into an undifferentiated category of foreign peoples (nationes ex-

terae etc) and the domain of war.

Finally, Iwill argue that it is this tendency to ‘externalise’provincial revolt,

rather than any delegitimisation of provincial revolts as banditry, that is the

most salient ideological operation in the Roman discourse of unrest of this

1 On seditio by citizens and soldiers, see Kopp in this volume. All translations are my own, unless

stated otherwise.
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period. The homogeneity of the Roman citizen population was of course a

construct. So too was the alterity of Rome’s non-citizen subjects.We should

understand the many Roman narratives of whole peoples rising organically

in resistance to Rome as the expression of a particular conception of empire,

rather than reading them straight as a description of events. In the few cases

wherewehavemoregranular evidence for theunfoldingofprovincial revolts,

wefindmore selectiveparticipationandmore complex linesof alliance,often

reaching across the putatively decisive citizen-alien divide.2

Like other papers in this volume, this paper seeks to illustrate what can

be gained by focusing on revolt narratives as narratives, rather than on the

events they purport to describe. Whatever these narratives may or may not

tell us about unrest in the provinces of the Roman empire, they reveal a lot

about how the imperial elite conceived of the empire as a state and political

community.

Pomponius and Ulpian on non-state violence

Threemisconceptions have elevated the definitions of hostes quoted above to

a status they do not deserve. The first concerns their original context and

function. The doctrine represented by Pomponius and Ulpian, which may

well be considerably older than Pomponius,was not developed in the context

of criminal or public law, as onemight at first suppose. It emerged rather in

the context of private law and served to address problematic uncertainties in

the sphere of status and property.

Pomponius’ definition was stripped of its context when it was excerpted

in theDigest, but it is attributed to Book 2 of his 39–book commentary onQ.

Mucius Scaevola.We know that the subject of Book 2 was wills (Lenel 1889: ii

60). The less than obvious connection between a definition of ‘enemies’ and

the law of inheritance lies in the effect of captivity on personal status and

2 Provincial revolts often involved Roman citizens of local descent: Arminius in the German revolt

of 9 CE (Vell. Pat. 2.118.2), Iulius Florus and Iulius Sacrovir in the Gallic revolt of 21 CE (Tac. Ann.

4.40.1), Iulius Civilis, Iulius Classicus, Iulius Tutor and Iulius Sabinus in the Batavian revolt of

69–70 CE (Tac.Hist. 4.13–14, 4.55). Narrative accounts occasionally hint at the complicity of Ro-

man administrators or other colonial elements, including the suggestion that Roman governors

were complicit in the Gallic revolt of 21 CE (Tac. Ann. 4.18.1, 4.28.2). See further Lavan 2017: 29.
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hence family relations and property. By the Roman construction of the ius

gentium, a person who was captured in war became a slave. This applied to

Roman citizens as much as to foreign peoples. But the legal effects of the

capture and enslavement of a Roman citizen were complex, because the sta-

tus of the captive was considered to be in suspense until it was eventually

determined by the event of death in captivity (in which case most matters

were regulated as if the captive had died at themoment of capture) or return

to the Roman state (in which case the captive could recover his former sta-

tus andmost of his former rights by the right of postliminium).This gave rise

to a complex body of law and jurisprudence on the effects of captivitas and

postliminium on family relations, property and inheritance.3This must have

been the larger context for Pomponius’ definition.The question it addressed

waswhat kinds of capturewould be recognised as effecting enslavement and

hence triggering the ramifying effects of captivitas.

The connection with enslavement is even clearer in the case of Ulpian’s

definition. Unlike that of Pomponius, Ulpian’s is quoted as part of a longer

passage.Themuch-excerpted definition continues: ‘Therefore, a personwho

is captured by bandits (latrones) is not the bandits’ slave; … after capture by

the enemy, however as, say, by the Germans and the Parthians, he is the slave

of the enemy.’4Thecontext appears to have been a discussion of enslavement

by capture as an institution of the ius gentium (Lenel 1889: ii 927).

By restricting the definition of hostes to polities with which a formal state

of war existed, the jurists ensured that capture by any other armed group,

whether internal or external,would not affect the captive’s legal status in Ro-

man law and hence their rights over persons or property. Anna Tarwacka has

shown that that this doctrine can be traced back to the time of Plautus, at

least for the case of capture by pirates (2022: 43–46). It bears noting that the

first legal theorisation of war was motivated by Roman society’s need to cir-

cumscribe the consequences of its commitment to the legitimacy of the use

of violence to make free persons chattel. In any case, it should be clear that

the juristic distinction between hostes and latrones was originally developed

3 On captivitas and postliminium (‘perhaps the subtlest part of Roman legal science’, Watson 1993:

1361), see Buckland 1908: 291–317.

4Dig. 49.15.24. Ulpianus 1 inst.: et ideo qui a latronibus captus est, servus latronum non est, nec postlim-

inium illi necessarium est: ab hostibus autem captus, ut puta a Germanis et Parthis, et servus est hostium et

postliminio statum pristinum recuperat.
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to manage complications affecting the transmission of property and status,

not to regulate how the Roman state dealt with collective violence.

The second misconception concerns the scope of jurisprudence as a dis-

cipline.The relatively narrow, private-law concern that motivated these two

definitions is entirely in keeping with the trajectory of jurisprudence. For

most of the classical period – from Scaevola through to the reign of Hadrian

– the work of the jurists focused almost exclusively on private law. Discus-

sion ofwhatUlpian calls ‘public law’, includingwhatwewould termcriminal

and administrative law, was an innovation of the Antonine period.This can

be seen in the sudden proliferation of treatises on the public (i.e. criminal)

courts, on penalties and on the duties of magistrates (Sirks 2015: 349–50).

When a series of jurists beganwriting about the duties of a governor (De offi-

cio proconsulis) – Venuleius Saturninus in the 160s, Paul, Ulpian and Aemilius

Macer in the 210s – and others wrote treatisesDe iudiciis publicis (Marcianus,

Macer, Paul),De poenis (Venuleius Saturninus, Modestinus and Paul) and De

cognitionibus (Callistratus), they were colonising new territory for the science

of the law.5Pomponiuswaswriting at thebeginningof this periodof expand-

ing horizons, but he was not one of the pioneers. His attested works focus

exclusively on the traditional domain of private law (Mommsen and Kruger

1963: 943–5).

The thirdmisconception concerns the cultural status and influence of the

jurists, particularly in the early imperial period. It is fairly obvious that gen-

res such as poetry or historiography represent relatively autonomous cul-

tural practices that stood at somedistance from the everyday practice of gov-

ernment – even when they were composed bymen who commanded armies

and governed provinces. The writings of the jurists may seem much more

closely enmeshed in government. Yet they too should be seen as the product

of a cultural practice with a degree of autonomy. Jurisprudence of the early

and high classical period was – not unlike historiography – a project pur-

sued alongside the rigours of a political career by a few leading senators and

equestrians.Thewriting of treatises on the lawwas somewhat removed from

the everyday practice of law in the courts, where litigants were usually rep-

resented by advocates who were trained in rhetoric, not legal science (men

like Cicero, Pliny and Tacitus); magistrates and judges might come from ei-

ther group – or neither (Crook 1995: 40–1, 68). It was only in the late sec-

ond century,when imperial patronage began to favour trained jurists for the

5 See dell’Oro 1960 on the genreDe officio proconsulis.
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equestrian cursus, that we might expect the jurists’ theorisations to perme-

ate public discourse more broadly.

In short, to take the definitions of hostes as a statement of how the Ro-

man state elite categorised collective violence in the late republic and early

empirewouldbe tomisunderstand theoriginal functionof thesedefinitions,

the concerns of the juristswho formulated themand the cultural authority of

their theorisations. As I will show,numerous other texts show thatmembers

of the imperial elite routinely framed provincial revolts in terms of warfare

rather than criminality, long into the imperial period.

Cicero

Cicero inherited a republican conception of empire that divided the world

into Roman citizens (cives), allies (socii) and enemies (hostes), where ‘allies’

was a vague and capacious term for all Rome’s non-citizen dependents, en-

compassing both conquered populations and loyal allies, both the provinces

and nominally autonomous states.6This structuring of the world can be ob-

served, for example, in the text transmitted to us as Cicero’s first letter to his

brother Quintus (Qfr. 1.1). Purporting to be a private letter advising Quin-

tus on his governorship of the province of Asia, it was clearly intended for

circulation and amounts to a treatise on the duties of a provincial gover-

nor. The letter describes Quintus as governing two fundamentally different

kinds of subject, Roman citizens (cives, provinciales viri or homines, ‘men in

the provinces’) and non-citizens (socii orGraeci), while the enemy (hostes) lurk

vaguely in the background.7

This ternary scheme entailed a corresponding taxonomy of unrest. The

Roman citizen body was the domain of seditio (sedition), encompassing both

mutinies by citizens at war and disturbance or disobedience by citizens in

the city, and civil war (bellum civile).8 Revolts by subject populations consti-

tuted defectio (‘defection’ or ‘desertion’) or rebellio (literally, a renewal of war).9

Conflictwith foreignpowerswas bellum (‘war’).Again,Cicero’s letter toQuin-

6 See e.g. Leg.Man. 48, Prov. cons. 12 with Lavan 2013: 37–49.

7 Lavan 2013: 43–4, 55.

8 See, in this volume, Kopp on seditio and Lange on bellum civile.

9 See e.g. Pis. 84,Qfr. 1.5.
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tus provides an illustration,when he remarks reassuringly on the absence of

threats at the present: ‘We do not, I think, have to fear any attack by the en-

emy (insidias hostium), … any revolt by the allies (defectionem sociorum) … or any

sedition by the army (seditionem exercitus)’.10

A further characteristic of this republican viewof theRomanorder is that

the most salient distinction is that between Roman citizens and everyone

else. This can be seen from the fact that the citizen-ally-enemy triad coex-

ists with a simpler dyad that divides the world into Roman citizens (or nos or

nostri) and foreign peoples (exterae nationes), a binary schema that assimilates

thenon-citizen inhabitants ofRome’s provinces tohostile powers beyond the

frontiers.11

Thethree domains of unrest too are often collapsed to a simple dyad, con-

trasting conflict within the citizen body (bellum civile or seditio) with bellum

with foreign peoples – regardless of whether or not they had been subject to

Rome.12 A good example is Cicero’s description of unrest among the Allobro-

ges, the largestGallic people in theprovinceofTransalpineGaul.Catiline and

his allies were accused of trying to incite the Allobroges to revolt in 63 BCE

and there seems to have been an actual revolt two years later. Cicero refers

to the prospective revolt of 63 BCE variously as tumultus (a vague term for an

emergency) and bellum (Cat. 3.4, 3.22). The actual revolt of 61 he refers to as

the ‘war of the Allobroges’ (bellum Allobrogum, Prov. Cons. 32).

The early empire

Onemight have expected some change in the conceptualisationof revolt over

Augustus’ long reign, given the regime’s emphasis on pax.13 Yet it is striking

that there is not a single appearance of latrocinium or its cognates in Augus-

10Qfr. 1.1.5; Cicero does, it bears noting,mention banditry later in the letter when he praises Quin-

tus for his work in suppressing latrocinia (Qfr. 1.1.25) but this seems to denote a form of small-

scale criminality distinct from the large-scale revolt envisaged earlier (defectio sociorum, ibid. 5).

11 See e.g.Div Caec. 18, 1Verr. 2, 2Verr. 5.127.

12 See e.g. Leg. Agr. 2.90

13 Gruen 1985 surveys the rhetoric of peace, while also stressing continuities with republican dis-

course.
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tus’ own Res Gestae, which instead foregrounds the language of war.14 Partic-

ularly striking is the text’s second sentence:

Bella terra etmari civilia externaque toto in orbe terrarum saepe gessi, victorque omnibus veniampe-

tentibus civibuspeperci.Externasgentes, quibus tuto ignosci potuit, conservare quamexcideremalui.

Iwagedmanywars,on landand sea, civil and foreign,across thewholeworld.Victorious, I

granted pardon to all citizenswho begged it.As for foreign peoples, thosewho could safely

be forgiven I preferred to preserve rather than destroy. (Res Gestae 1.3)

The latter two sentences give expression to the familiar republican vision

of a world divided into Roman citizen (cives) and foreign peoples (externae

gentes), with the latter category conflating populations both within and out-

side Rome’s provinces.The first sentence similarly recognises just two types

of conflict, civil and foreign.The latter category implicitly encompasses the

many revolts that were suppressed under his reign, such as those in Iberia

and Pannonia.

It is certainly the case that justifications for wars of conquest written in

the Augustan period sometimes resort to the trope of denigrating their vic-

timsaspeoples irredeemablyprone to ‘banditry’, implicitly justifyingwars of

aggression as necessary to safeguard peace and prosperity. Perhaps the best

example is Strabo’s account of the Alpine Salassi, a powerful and prosperous

people who had rivalled Rome for control of traffic over the Alps and were

conquered and enslaved in 25 BCE.15 But this habit of labelling some rivals

to Roman power as bandits is not the same as systematically delegitimising

revolt as banditry.

The concept of latrocinium seems to have been particularly prominent in

imperial ideologyduring the reignofTiberius. It is striking that bothVelleius

Paterculus and Suetonius associate him with claims to have protected the

world frombanditry: ‘TheAugustanPeacepreserves every cornerof theworld

secure from the fear of banditry (latrocinia)’ wrote Velleius, during his reign

(2.126.3). Suetonius records that ‘he gave special attention to protecting the

peace from robbery and banditry (latrocinia) and the lawlessness of sedition

(seditionumque licentia)’ (Suet. Tib. 37.1). There is also Tacitus’ famous anec-

dote that Tiberius was furious when the Numidian rebel Tacfarinas sought

to make peace with Rome, denouncing him as a bandit (desertor et praedo, la-

tro), not a hostis. (Tac. Ann. 3.73.2).

14The closest to an exception is the reference to piracy:mare pacaui a praedonibus (1.25).

15 Strabo 4.6.7 with Clavel-Lévêque 1978 and Riess 2001: 14, 51.
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These passages suggest that Tiberius placed particular emphasis on

the threat posed by banditry and his measures to suppress it, as part of a

wider rhetoric of securitas.16 But there is no evidence that this was bound

up with new strategies to delegitimise unrest in the provinces. Thomas

Grunewald has argued convincingly that the dismissal of Tacfarinas as latro

is sufficiently determined by his low status – as a commoner, barbarian and

crucially deserter – and should not be seen as part of a systematic effort

to delegitimate revolt in general (Grünewald 2004: 48–53). Moreover, it is

surely significant that the Tiberian historian Velleius Paterculus explic-

itly describes the two major provincial revolts of his reign – both that of

Tacfarinas and the Gallic revolt of 21 CE – as wars:

Quantae molis bellum principe Galliarum ciente Sacroviro Floroque Iulio mira celeritate ac virtute

compressit … ! Magni etiam terroris bellum Africum et cotidiano auctu maius auspiciis consiliisque

eius brevi sepultum est.

How huge was the war instigated by the leaders of the Gauls, Iulius Sacrovir and Iulius

Florus,which [Tiberius] suppressedwith astonishing speed and courage.Even the African

War, a source of terror andgrowingdaybyday,was quickly put to rest throughhis auspices

and plans. (Vell. Pat. 2.129.3–4)

Tacitus’ later account of the Florus-Sacrovir revolt represents it as (excep-

tionally) blurring the divide between external and internal conflict (Tac.Ann.

4.40–47 with Lavan 2017: 30–2). But the perspective in Velleius’ contempo-

rary account is unambiguously externalising.

The most substantial provincial revolt of the first century CE, the unrest

in Judea from 66 to 70 CE, conforms to the pattern. The Flavians famously

celebrated the eventual suppression of Jewish resistance as victory in a great

waragainst a foreignpeople,as canbeobserved in the spectacular triumphof

71 CE and the numerous coins assimilating the defeated Jews to conquered

barbarians of the late Republic.17 Even for Tacitus, writing in the early sec-

ondcentury, thiswas the ‘JewishWar’ (bellumIudaicum: Tac.Hist. 1.10.3,2.4.3,

4.51.2).His excursus on the origins of the revolt notes themoment ‘war broke

out’ (bellum ortum, Tac.Hist. 5.10.1). Suetonius refers to it variously as rebel-

lion (rebellio) andadisturbance (motus) (Suet.Vesp.4.5). It is to the Jewish Jose-

phus, not Roman accounts, that we must look to find the rebels, or at least a

factionwithin them,delegitimised as ‘bandits’ (lēstai) and criminals, asKatell

16 Michéle Lowrie is working on a history of securitas in the early principate.

17 Triumph: Jos. BJ 7.119–157. Coins: Cody 2003.
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Berthelot shows in her contribution to this volume.She links these strategies

of delegitimisation to the particular threat the revolt had posed to the Jewish

aristocratic elite to which he belonged.

Tacitus

Tacitus’ historical works, which look back at the events of the first century

CE from the early decades of the second, continue to set provincial revolt in a

recognisably republican frame.Theproem to hisHistories does famously the-

matise a blurring of the boundary between civil and foreign conflict as it sur-

veys its subject matter, promising ‘wars, three civil, more foreign and often

combined’ (trina bella civilia, plura externa ac plerumque permixta, Hist. 1.2.1).

This appears to be an allusion to the Batavian Revolt of 69–70 which is nar-

rated in Books 4 and 5 (Damon 2003: 84). The idea recurs in a further fore-

shadowing of the revolt in Book 2, when Tacitus records that Vitellius sent

Batavian auxiliaries back to the Rhine, where they would later mutiny: ‘for

the Fates were preparing the beginning of a war at once internal and foreign’

(interno simul externoque bello, Hist. 2.69.1). The vision is realised in the early

stages of Tacitus’ narrative of the revolt,when an armyof rebel Batavians and

Germans swelled by the mutinous Batavian auxiliaries besieges two Roman

legions in the camp at Vetera: ‘on one side the standards of veteran cohorts;

on theother, images ofwildbeasts brought out fromforests andgroves,how-

ever each people was accustomed to enter battle – these astounded the be-

sieged by combining the appearance of civil and foreignwar (mixta belli civilis

externique facie) (Hist. 4.22.2).

But this interest in how provincial revolt might blur the boundary be-

tween civil and foreign conflict seems to be specific to the Batavian revolt

in particular. Ellen O’Gorman has shown that the narrative of the Batavian

revolt has a special place in the Histories, a work that is a profound med-

itation on civil war (O’Gorman 1995). The Batavian revolt of Books 4 and 5

can be read as revisiting the civil wars narrated in the preceding books, rais-

ing troubling questions about the possibility of closure (O’Gorman 1995: 117,

124–9). Several features of the revolt may have made it particularly apposite

for this purpose, not least the identity of its leader –not just a Roman citizen

and a Iulius, but even having the cognomen Civilis – and the involvement of

mutinous cohorts. (In the passage just quoted, it is the juxtaposition of Ro-
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man and barbaric standards that gives the attacking force its extraordinary,

boundary-destabilising aspect.) These distinctive features give the Batavian

revolt a thematic importance in theHistories.

Yet it is striking that there are noparallels to the notion of blurred bound-

aries in Tacitus’ account of the Jewish revolt, when he turns to its final stages

in Book 5 (5.1–13). By contrast, the Jews are marked as indisputably foreign,

indeed barbarous.Nor is there any real development of the theme of blurred

boundaries in thenumerous accounts of provincial revolts in the laterAnnals.

Those instead manifest themselves as variations on a small number of nar-

rative types that are clearly externalising in their perspective. One presents

revolt as a natural feature of unruly landscapes and their populations and

hence needing no further explanation (Lavan 2017: 26). Another narrates re-

volts as the work of a foreign people rising organically against Rome out of

outrage at Roman injustice and/or a desire for freedom (Lavan 2017: 27–30).

The account of the Florus-Sacrovir revolt in Gaul in 21 CE (noted ear-

lier in the context of the reign of Tiberius) is the single notable exception

in the Annals. It seems to conflate the model of rebellion by a subject peo-

ple with themes of debt, destitution, immorality and criminality that are fa-

miliar from narratives of domestic conflict in Rome but notably absent from

Tacitus’ other accounts of revolt in the provinces. The rebels include ‘all the

fiercestmen and thosewhohad the greatest need to dowrong (peccandi neces-

situdo) due to destitution (egestas) and fear born of past crimes (flagitia)’ (Tac.

Ann. 3.40.2).This is language and ideas normally confined to accounts of rev-

olution and sedition within the citizen body. I have argued that the idiosyn-

crasies of this narrative probably reflect Tacitus’ particular interest in a later

Gallic revolt, that led by Gaius Iulius Vindex in 68,whichmust have featured

in the lost final books of the Annals (Lavan 2017: 30–2). If I am right, Tacitus’

account of that revolt may have problematised distinctions between domes-

tic and foreign conflicts in ways that paralleled his account of the Batavian

Revolt in the Histories. But that is speculation. What is clear is the consis-

tently externalising perspective of the vast majority of Tacitus’ revolt narra-

tives across his works.

In that respect, it is worth returning to the figure of Iulius Civilis, the

instigator of the Batavian Revolt in Tacitus’ account. Tacitus prefaces his ac-

count ofCivilis’s role in fomenting revolt by tracinghis hostility toRomeback

to his trial for alleged complicity in the revolt of Vindex in 68:
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IuliusPaulus et IuliusCivilis regia stirpemulto ceterosanteibant.PaulumFonteiusCapito falso rebel-

lionis crimine interfecit; iniectaeCivili catenae,missusqueadNeronemetaGalbaabsolutus subVitel-

lio rursus discrimen adiit, flagitante supplicium eius exercitu: inde causae irarum spesque ex malis

nostris.

Iulius Paulus and Iulius Civilis were by far the most eminent [among the Batavians], be-

ing of royal blood. Paulus was executed by Fonteius Capito on a false charge of rebellion.

Civilis was thrown in chains, sent to Nero and acquitted by Galba. Yet he found himself

in jeopardy again under Vitellius, when the army demanded he be punished.This was the

cause of his anger and why he saw opportunity in our misfortune. (Tac.Hist. 4.13.1)

Though Vindex is not mentioned by name, the context – a rebellio that hap-

pened underNero and towardswhichGalba showed leniency–strongly sug-

gests that hiswas the revolt in question (Chilver 1979 ad loc.). Tacitus suggests

that Civilis’ compatriot Iulius Paulus was falsely accused of complicity, but

nonetheless convicted and executed. The implication is that Civilis himself

was also falsely accused,but–unlikePaulus–sent toRome for the emperor’s

judgement. It is not clearwhyPauluswas executedon the spot,but thegover-

nor perhaps claimed that the urgency of the situation demanded immediate

action.18

In his excellent survey of the legal underpinnings of Roman responses to

threats to internal order, Benjamin Kelly cites this passage as a rare descrip-

tion of a judicial response to a provincial revolt: ‘Presumably, those guilty of

rebelling against Roman rule in a province could have been brought before

the relevant provincial governor and (at least from the late Republic) charged

with maiestas or vis. Reports of such judicial responses to provincial revolts

are, however, exceedingly rare.…The few examples of such reports include…

Tac.Hist. 4.13’ (Kelly 2016: 381–2 and n. 44). One would indeed expect Paulus

and Civilis, both Roman citizens, to have been tried under Roman law. In-

deed, the fact that Civilis was sent to Rome is precisely what one would ex-

pect in such a trial, since provincial governors did not have the authority to

execute Roman citizens.

What draws my attention is a single incongruous detail: the charge was

rebellio. This does not seem to have been a term with meaning under the

laws under which Paulus and Civilis must have been charged. One would

rather expect the crimen to have been seditio,maiestas or some other crime of

a Roman citizen against the state. By contrast, Tacitus’s reference to rebellio

18 See e.g. Ulpian atDig. 28.3.6.9 on extra-judicial killing in emergencies.
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has an estranging effect, representing the two Iulii as Batavian rebels rather

than seditious citizens. The choice perfectly illustrates Tacitus’ tendency,

even with the Batavian revolt, to set provincial revolt in an externalising

frame.

Cassius Dio

Cassius Dio’s Roman History provides another, somewhat later, senatorial

perspective on the history of unrest in the provinces, this time mediated

through the Greek historiographical tradition. Dio’s accounts of provincial

revolts tend to be quite short, but they display a consistency of structure

and vocabulary that is entirely consistent with what recent scholarship has

revealed about the importance of authorial design in shaping his sprawling

narrative.19

Dio often forgoes explanation, presenting provincial revolts as a quasi-

natural occurrence that requires no investigation of cause and effect. One

particularly characteristic pattern is to record that a particular people or

peoples ‘made war again’, vel sim. For example, in 54 BCE, during Caesar’s

campaigns in Gaul, the Treveri ‘began war against [the Romans] once more’

(ἐξεπολεμώθησαν αὖθις αὐτοῖς, 40(40).11.2). In 22 BCE, ‘the Cantabri and the

Astures made war again’ (ἐπολέμησαν αὖθις, 54(54).5.1). In Africa in 42 CE,

the Mauri ‘made war again’ (αὖθις … πολεμήσαντες, 60(60).9.1). In 79 CE,

‘war had again broken out in Britain’ (πολέμου αὖθις… γενομένου, 66(66).20.1

[Xiph]).20

The phrasing is distinctive to Dio.The collocation of polemein (wage war)

or cognate verb with the adverb authis (again) recurs numerous times across

his work, almost always in the context of revolt.21By contrast, it appears only

once each in Herodotus, Polybius, Dionysius Halicarnassus and Appian –

and never in the context of revolt.22This seems to be Dio’s gloss on the Latin

19 See especially Hose 1994: ch. 6, Kemezis 2014: ch. 3, Fromentin et al. 2016 and Lange andMadsen

2016 (and subsequent volumes in the same series).

20This passage survives only in Xiphilinus’ paraphrase, but the parallels suggest the distinctive

phrase is Dio’s.

21 See also 40.26.1, 42.10.3, 42.47.4, 46.24.2, 48.1.2, 48.24.7.

22 Hdt. 5.120, Polyb. 1.6.7, Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 3.9.3, App.Hisp. 297.
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verb rebellare (literally, ‘wage war again’), so common in Latin revolt narra-

tives, where it often plays a similar role in substituting for explanation, rep-

resenting conquest as always provisional and rebellion as a natural feature

of an imperial state. As such, Dio’s language seems to perpetuate republican

conceptions of provincial revolt, presenting subject peoples as rising organ-

ically and spontaneously against Roman rule.

A second pattern is different, and more idiosyncratic. A notable cluster

of Dio’s notices of provincial revolt focus on the fiscal burden of Roman rule.

Unrest in Egypt in 48 BCE occurs because ‘the Egyptians were oppressed

by the exaction of money’ (ταῖς τῶν χρημάτων ἐσπράξεσι βαρυνόμενοι,

43(43).34.44) In 6 CE, the Pannonians revolted after having been ‘oppressed

by levies of money’ (ἐσφοραῖς τῶν χρημάτων … βαρυνόμενοι, 55(55).29.9).

Britons and Gauls revolt in 68 CE because they were ‘oppressed by levies’

(βαρυνόμενοι ταῖς εἰσφοραῖς, 63(63).22.1a [Zon]).23 Vindex’s revolt relies on

Gauls ‘who had suffered much by the numerous forced levies of money’

(πολλὰ πεπονθότας τε ἐν ταῖς συχναῖς ἐσπράξεσι τῶν χρημάτων, 63(63).22.11

[Xiph.]). Across 86 and 87 CE ‘many of the peoples tributary to the Romans

revolted when contributions of money were forcibly extorted from them’

(χρήματα βιαίως πρασσόμενοι, 67(67).4.6–7 [Zon].) Across a span of three

decades of his work,we find a systematic attention to theweight of taxation,

as opposed to for example sexual violence, the levying of troops, or the cen-

sus – all of which feature prominently in comparable narratives in Tacitus.

And the explanations are couched in a distinctive shorthand, characterised

above all by the verb barunesthai.24

This apparently innovative pattern of explanation, which stresses the

burden of taxation and its capacity to spark unrest, is in many ways more

interesting than the first, which its familiar republican tropes. Its materi-

alism bears comparison with the similarly distinctive analyses of Appian

and the anonymous fourth-century De rebus bellicis, discussed respectively

by Lisa Eberle and Bruno Pottier in their chapters. It is also just one facet of

Dio’s broader and equally unusual interest in taxation and its effects.25The

23 Again it seems possible to detect Dio’s distinctive ideas and language in the paraphrases of Zon-

aras and Xiphilinus in this and the next two examples.

24The works of Herodotus, Thucydides, Polybius, Dionysius and Appian together offer only a sin-

gle parallel for the collocation of barunesthaiwith chrēmata or eisphora: Polyb. 5.94.9, and that not

related to revolt.

25 See for example the fiscal proposals in the speech of Maecenas (52.27–30, with Burden-Strevens

2023: 374–6).
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focus on taxation might seem to construct revolt as arising within a state,

and in that regard to be ‘internalising’ in the sense of this paper. Yet it is

striking that Dio, like Cicero and Tacitus before him, continues to present

even these revolts as the work of foreign peoples acting as a whole, rather

than criminous individuals. Notably absent from these narratives is the lan-

guage of immorality and criminality, not to mention the particular concept

of banditry.

The rise of the jurists

The texts I have discussed so far illustrate the longevity of republican per-

spectives on unrest in the provinces, and their externalising frames. But

there were other ways of framing the phenomenon which may have be-

come increasingly prominent during the mid-second century CE. It is

plausible that men who were trained in the juristic tradition saw things

differently than other members of the office-holding elite, such as Tacitus

or Dio. It is also plausible that their perspective became more influential as

their numbers increased and they became more prominent in the imperial

administration, thanks to imperial patronage.

Ulpian’s handbookDe officio proconsulis is a notable example of the coloni-

sation of the domain of public administration by jurisprudence in the Anto-

nine andSeveranperiods that I discussed earlier.Ulpian’s guidance to gover-

nors includes an exhortation to rid their provinces of ‘evilmen’ (malihomines):

Congruit bono et gravi praesidi curare, ut pacata atque quieta provincia sit quam regit. quod non

difficile optinebit, si sollicite agat, ut malis hominibus provincia careat eosque conquirat: nam et sac-

rilegos latrones plagiarios fures conquirere debet et prout quisque deliquerit, in eum animadvertere,

receptoresque eorum coercere, sine quibus latro diutius latere non potest.

It befits a good and responsible governor to see that the province he rules is peaceful and

orderly. This he will achieve without difficulty, if he works conscientiously at ridding the

provinceofwickedmenandat seeking themout to that end.Forhe isduty-bound to search

out blasphemers, robbers, hijackers, and thieves and to punish themeach according to the

evil he has done and to jail those who harbor them, without whose help a robber cannot

lie hidden for too long. (Ulpianus 7 De off. procons. apud Dig. 1.18.13.pr, trans. D. N. Mac-

Cormick)
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We also know from Ulpian that imperial mandata, the instructions given to

governors when they left for their province, had by this period begun to in-

clude a directive to purge one’s province of ‘evil men’ (mali homines):26

nam et in mandatis principum est, ut curet is, qui provinciae praeest, malis hominibus provinciam

purgare.

For it is to be found in the imperial warrants of appointment that hewho has charge of the

province shall attend to cleansing the province of evil men. (Paulus 13 Ad Sab. apud Dig.

1.18.3, trans. D. N.MacCormick)

We cannot date the introduction of this language into imperial mandata,

since Ulpian is the only evidence for it. Yet it seems plausible that it was a

relatively recent development and reflected the growing influence of jurists

like Ulpian himself. Both these texts construct provincial territory as a space

uniformly subject to law,where unrest is thework ofwicked criminals.There

seems no opening here for rebellion by a foreign people.

It is probably not a coincidence that the language of latrocinium begins

to featuremore prominently in official discourse in the latter half of the sec-

ond century.Anhonorific inscription forM.ValeriusMaximianus, an eques-

trian who had pursued a career in the emperor’s service and was raised to

the Senate byMarcus Aurelius, includes a reference to a special appointment

‘to expel the band of Brisean bandits (latrones) on the borders of Macedonia

andThrace’ (AE 1956, 124, from Diana Veteranorum, Numidia). Under Com-

modus, the governor of Pannonia Inferior oversaw the construction of forts

along theDanube and commissioned inscriptions advertising the emperor’s

efforts to repel crossings by bandits (latrunculorumtransitus).27Herewedo see

unrest in the provinces constructed as the actions of criminal latrones, not

foreign peoples. Both these texts represent provincial governors as deliver-

ing on an imperial commitment to the suppression of latrocinium that would

seem to parallel or at least anticipate the later instructions to hunt downmali

homines.

The rise of internalising perspectives on provincial unrest continued into

Late Antiquity, as BrunoPottier illustrates in the next chapter in this volume.

Pottier observes new tendencies to narrate provincial revolts as the work of

opportunists of low status who take advantage of moments of crisis to set

themselves up as rivals to the Roman state, or alternatively as a legitimate

26 Onmandata, see Corcoran 2014: 176. On the ‘evil men’, see Bryen 2023, especially 67–8.

27 See RIU 5 1127–36.
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defence of republican principles against the depredations of a tyrant. Both

patterns of explanation tend to integrate provincial revolt into the ‘internal’

politics of the empire.ButPottier also illustrates theparallel persistence,well

into late Antiquity, of the old, republican association of provincial revoltwith

ethnic difference.

Conclusion

This paper has sought to illustrate the longevity of externalising perspectives

in Roman discourse on unrest in the provinces. Not just Cicero, but Taci-

tus and even Cassius Dio seem to conceive of much of the population of the

empire as somehow ‘foreign’ – more like populations beyond the limits of

the provinces than like the Roman citizen body. It followed that the decisive

boundary between ‘internal’ and ‘external’ conflict laywell within the territo-

rial limits of Roman control – and not at them, as somemight expect.

It may well be that perspectives on unrest began to change in the later

second century, following the expansion of the scope of jurisprudence from

private to public law and the concomitant increase in the presence of jurists

in the imperial bureaucracy.New, internalising accounts that constructed all

agents of unrest as individualised, criminal subjects may have come to rival

the old republican tendency to distinguish between seditio by citizens and de-

fectio/rebellio by subject peoples. But change was slow and never complete.

Finally, it is worth noting that juristic discourse, despite its general ten-

dency to set unrest in an internalising frame, could still externalise some

forms of unrest. The jurists’ use of latrocinium is particularly revealing. Al-

though in principle crimes were the same everywhere, in practice the jurists

tend to use seditio of unrest in urban contexts and latrocinium of unrest in

rural contexts. Insofar as seditio remained the master term for unrest in the

citizen body, this use of latrocinium implicitly excluded non-urban popula-

tions from the civic sphere. Here too the discourse on unrest can be seen to

reveal underlying conceptions of political community.
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9. Usurpers, Bandits and Barbarians:
Narratives of Provincial Unrest in the
Fourth Century

Bruno Pottier

Abstract:Understandings of provincial unrest evolved in the fourth centuryADowing

to changing political conditions after the Antonine Constitution of 212 and the third

century crisis. Ancient historians distinguished two types of revolts. Some were sup-

posed tohaveanethnic character, involvingpeopleswhowerenot fully integrated, often

dwelling inmountains.Theywere paradoxically viewed as barbarians inside the Em-

pire, maintaining a way of life characterized by predation against their neighbours.

At the same time, contemporary authors had growing concern about the danger of sep-

aratist tendencies in some parts of the Empire. This period was also characterized by

the democratization of aspirations to imperial power even to men of low status. As a

consequence, in the fourth century usurpers were frequently disparaged by being la-

belled tyranni and bandits (latrones) and accused of recruiting criminals, always

eager for res novae, for their ambitious projects. Studying provincial revolts in the

fourth century therefore requires us to decode how theywere related by ancient histori-

ans and to highlight the stereotyped explanations used to delegitimize them, either as

usurpations or as bandit uprisings. Circumstantial detail often allows us to offermore

complex explanations.This chapter will focus on three fourth-century historianswrit-

ing inLatin orGreek:AureliusVictor,AmmianusMarcellinusandEunapius ofSardis.

Especial attention will be given to the rebellion of Firmus inMauretania Caesariensis

and the numerous Isaurian uprisings in south-easternAnatolia, both inmountainous

and peripheral regions. The De Rebus Bellicis, which gives a particularly original

interpretation of revolt and banditry, will also be discussed.

In the early Empire, provincial revolts were generally interpreted as rebel-

lions of peopleswhowere not fully integrated intoRomanitas andwho sought

to recover their independence. Tacitus sometimes employs a more complex

interpretative pattern by adducing specific causes, such as abuses commit-

ted by theRoman administration (Lavan 2017).Understandings of provincial

unrest evolved in the third and the fourth century owing to changing polit-
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ical conditions. In particular, the diffusion of citizenship after the Antonine

Constitution of 212 induced ancient historians to distinguish three types of

revolts.

Some revolts were still seen as having an ethnic character, involving

peoples who were not fully integrated, often dwelling in mountains. They

were paradoxically viewed as barbarians inside the Empire, maintaining a

way of life characterized by predation against their neighbours. By contrast,

other provincial revolts could be interpreted as defending the principle of

Roman libertas against a tyrant, especially if they were evacuated of any eth-

nic flavour. The proclamation of a usurper as the rightful rival to an alleged

tyrant epitomizes the Roman character of this type of revolt. The African

revolt against MaximinusThrax in 238, which was recognized by the Roman

Senate, provides the model of this legitimate form of revolt. At the same

time, contemporary authors were clearly shocked by the multiplication of

usurpations on a provincial or regional scale during the crisis of the third

century, such as the so-called Gallic Empire between 260 and 274 and the

complex adventure of Palmyra.These events elicited growing concern about

the danger of separatist tendencies in some parts of the Empire.This period

was also characterized by the democratization of aspirations to imperial

power even to men of low status. As a consequence, in the fourth century

usurpers were frequently disparaged by being labelled tyranni and bandits

(latrones).1Theywere also accused of recruiting bandits and criminals, always

eager for res novae, for their ambitious projects.2

Studying provincial revolts in the fourth century therefore requires us

to decode how they were related by ancient historians and to highlight the

stereotypedexplanationsused todelegitimize them,either asusurpationsor

as bandit uprisings.Circumstantial detail often allows us to offermore com-

plex explanations.This chapter will focus on three fourth-century historians

writing in Latin or Greek: Aurelius Victor, Ammianus Marcellinus and Eu-

napius of Sardis. An anonymous petition of the fourth century, the De Rebus

Bellicis, which gives a particularly original interpretation of revolt and ban-

ditry, will also be discussed. Especial attention will be given to the rebellion

of Firmus in Mauretania Caesariensis between 370 and 374 and the numer-

1 MacMullen 1963, Barnes 1996, Neri 1997. Carausius was the first usurper to be labelled as a latro

and a pirate: Pan. Lat. 8(5).6.12.

2 Eunapius of Sardis states that Nepotianus, a member of the Constantinian dynasty, recruited

bandits to take over the city of Rome in 350: Zos. 2.43.2.
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ous Isaurian uprisings in south-eastern Anatolia, particularly in the work of

Ammianus. Mauretania and Isauria were mountainous and peripheral re-

gions whose inhabitants were accused of a strong tendency to banditry. It is

however necessary to differentiate punctuated revolts from occasional ban-

ditry.

Provincial unrest in the historical work of Aurelius Victor

The historian Aurelius Victor, who wrote an epitome of Roman history in

360, is a good example of the tendency of late antique historians to empha-

size the role of ambitious leaders, aspiring to become kings or emperors, in

their presentation of provincial revolts. Aurelius Victor had a special inter-

est in the third century crisis. He denounced the democratization of adfec-

tio regni in this period, even to ignobiles without knowledge of liberal arts,

like Maximinus Thrax in 235. He also denounced the subjection of the Ori-

ent to latronesunderGallienus,obviously alluding toPalmyrene leaders (Caes.

24.9–10, 33.3).The historical literary genre of the epitome gained a new im-

portance in the fourth century and responded to the need of civil servants

of lower status to have some knowledge of Roman history. However, abbre-

viation produced greatly simplified descriptions of provincial unrest, as can

be illustrated by three case studies: the supposed usurpation of Calocerus in

Cyprus, the Jewish revolt of 351–352 and the Gallic Bagaudae of the third cen-

tury.

Aurelius Victor reports that Calocerus,master of herds of camels belong-

ing to the imperial res privata (magister pecoris camelorum), decided in 326,dur-

ing the reign of Constantine, to seize the island of Cyprus specie regni.3This

could either refer to an attempt at usurpation or, less plausibly, to the estab-

lishment of a kingdom in Cyprus.4 Constantine condemned Calocerus to be

executed servili aut more latronum, by being burnt alive or crucified – punish-

3 Aur.Vict.Caes. 41.11–12:Quorumcumnatu grandior, incertumqua causa, patris iudicio occidisset, repente

Calocerus magister pecoris camelorum Cyprum insulam specie regni demens capessiverat. Quo excruciato,

ut fas erat, servili aut latronummore, condenda urbe formandisque religionibus ingentem animumavocavit,

simul novando militiae ordine. Aurelius Victor referred to the murder of Crispus by his father Con-

stantine in 326. Cf. PLRE I, Calocaerus: 177, Salomon 1984.

4 Aurelius Victor often used the term regnum for imperial power: Caes. 27.6, 29.4, 33.9, 36.2, 37.6,

39.48, 41.16.
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ment Aurelius Victor deemed justified.Magistri of imperial herds were often

of servile status.They were frequently accused of cattle rustling like latrones,

illustrative of their supposedly low morality.5 To Aurelius Victor, Calocerus

epitomized the democratization of adfectatio regni to persons of low status,

which was seen as a form of madness.6He probably had very little informa-

tion aboutCalocerus,but this didnot prevent him fromattributing clearmo-

tivations to him. By contrast, Orosius, Hieronymus of Strido and the Anony-

musValesianus aremuchmoreguarded,merely associatingCaloceruswith res

novae.7This ambiguous term can signify a usurpation but also any other kind

of unrest as seditio or rebellio.These two texts also depart fromAurelius Victor

in dating the events to 334 or 335,which probably reveals an error onAurelius

Victor’s part. Caloceruswas probably executed byDalmatius, half-brother of

Constantine, in 334–335, and not by his homonymous son who became Cae-

sar later (PLRE I, FlaviusDalmatius 6: 240–41).TheByzantinehistorianTheo-

phanes mentions Calocerus as a would-be usurper and his execution by be-

ing burnt alive, events which he dates to 332–333 (43B, AM 5825). It is very

unlikely that Calocerus, probably a freedman, aspired to become emperor,

since all the usurpers known from the fourth century were generals or high-

level civil servants, or that he intended to restore the Hellenistic kingdom of

Cyprus, by this time long-abolished.8Hewas probably involved in some kind

of social unrest with popular support. It may have been connected with the

earthquakewhichdevastatedCyprus in 331–332 anda food crisis in Syria and

Cilicia between 331 and 333 (Theophanes 43A-43B, Jer.Chron. a. 333). Aurelius

Victor limited himself to ascribing the revolt to the ambitions of its leader,

which were particularly shocking given his low social status. No further ex-

planation was needed.

Aurelius Victor states that Jews of Palestine launched a seditio in 351 or

352 with the aim, stigmatized as criminal, of making one of them, Patricius,

5 For example, in the inscription of Saepinum in southern Italy in 168 under Marcus Aurelius (CIL

IX, 2438).

6 A law of 392 (CTh 1.29.8) condemned the habitual insania of the latrones.

7 Jer.Chron., a. 334:Calocerus inCypro res novasmolitus opprimitur; Oros. 7.28.30:Calocaerumquendam

in Cypro adspirantem novis rebus oppressit. Tricennalibus suis Dalmatium Caesarem legit; Anon. Vales.

6.35: Calocaerum quendam in Cypro aspirantem novis rebus suppressit. Damatium, filium fratris sui Dal-

matii, Caesarem fecit.

8 Salomon 1984.However,Calocerus is defined as anusurper inmost historicalworks on the fourth

century, for example by Elton (2006: 337) inTheCambridge Companion to Constantine. His failure is

explained by the lack of support from the army. No usurper is securely attested under Constan-

tine.
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a sort of king. Exactly the same vocabulary is used as for Calocerus (in regni

speciem).9 Aurelius Victor does not suggest that this was amessianic attempt

to restore the Jewishkingdom.It is however thefirst Jewish rebellionattested

since that of Bar Kochba under Hadrian. Aurelius Victor seems to have sup-

posed that this was an ethnic rebellion with obvious separatist aims. He is

however the only source to mention Patricius and an attempt to restore a

Jewish kingdom, as usurpation is particularly unlikely in this case. Hierony-

mus of Stridon,whowrote his Chronicle around 379, onlymentions themur-

der of some Roman soldiers and the subsequent massacre of thousands of

people and the destruction by fire of three cities (Diocaesarea, Tiberiade and

Diospolis), by the Caesar Gallus,who had been put in charge of the Orient by

Constantius II in May 351.10 Hieronymus is clearly critical of the severity of

the repression. Later sources limit the unrest to Diocaesarea, thereby less-

ening its importance.The Byzantine historianTheophanes is the only source

to record that the Jewish rebels killed many pagan Greeks and Samaritans.11

Talmudic sources suggest social discontent among textile workers in some

cities of Judea. They also show that most of the rabbinic elites supported

the general sent by Gallus to suppress this unrest, Ursicinus. An attempt to

restore a Jewish kingdom is therefore unlikely. The most likely explanation

is that there were some serious riots in Judea in 351–352 that were limited

to three cities and had complex social and religious motivations.12 Aurelius

Victor may have been responding to rumours attributing some role in these

events to a man named Patricius. Despite writing relatively soon after these

events, Aurelius Victor seems to have exaggerated them to accord with the

traditional depiction of the Jewish people as being permanently opposed to

the Empire and aspiring to an independent kingdom.13His account also fits

9 Aur. Vict.Caes. 42.11: Et interea Iudaeorum seditio, qui Patricium nefarie in regni speciem sustulerant, op-

pressa. On this revolt see Geiger 1979, Stemberger 2000: 161–84.

10 Jer. Chron. a. 352: Gallus Judaeos qui interfectis per noctemmilitibus arma ad rebellandum invaserant op-

pressit caesis multis hominummilibus usque ad innoxiam aetatem et civitates eorumDiocaesariam Tiberi-

adem et Diospolim plurimaque oppida igni tradidit.

11 Sozom.Hist. eccl. 4.7, SocratesHist. eccl. 2.33,Theophanes AM 5843. Ammianus does notmention

this revolt.

12 Geiger 1979, Stemberger 2000: 162 and Bijovski 2007 play down the importance of this revolt,

arguing that several urban riots were artificially connected by late antique historians, especially

Aurelius Victor.

13 Aurelius Victor might have dramatized these events to place Patricius in parallel with the occi-

dental usurper Magnentius in Gaul in 350–353 under the same emperor Constantius II. Aurelius

Victor mentions this usurper in a previous section of his work: Caes. 42.8–10.
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his favourite interpretative scheme, ascribing provincial to ambitious lead-

ers characterized by their madness. He could have explained this revolt as a

reaction to the cruelty of the Caesar Gallus, which he elsewhere denounces,

but he preferred to dismiss it as a purely ethnic rebellion,needing no specific

explanation (Caes. 42.12).

This pattern also explains Aurelius Victor’s treatment of a long-de-

bated problem earlier in the third century, the Bagaudae uprising in Gaul in

285–286. Eutropius, who dedicated his own Epitome to the emperor Valens

circa 370, presents it as a peasant revolt. Gallic rusticani, gathered in a factio,

took two leaders (duces), Amandus and Aelianus, and called themselves

Bagaudae. Eutropius elected to describe these events using a deliberately

vague and neutral term, tumultus, which could denote either a revolt or a

military mobilization of Gallic peasants.14 According to Aurelius Victor, by

contrast, it was Amandus and Aelianus who gathered a force of agrestes and

bandits and began plundering the countryside and attacking cities. They

were called Bagaudae by the inhabitants (incolae) of Gaul15. Unlike Eutropius,

Aurelius Victor denounces their actions as criminal. It was therefore for

him not a peasant revolt, but rather the expression of the ambitions of two

leaders, who recruited bandits and desperate agrestes for their personal

projects.16 He seemed to have interpreted these events as having some

parallels with the Gallic usurpers of the Rhine region during the period

260–274.

The rhetorMamertinus gave amore complex, though still ambiguous, in-

terpretation of these events in a Latin panegyric dedicated to the emperor

Maximian in the year 289. He attributes the revolt to the madness of some

Gallicpeasants andshepherdswhowanted tobecomesoldiers inorder towin

social status and prestige. Mamertinus praises Maximian for his clemency

towards them. He clearly shows that Bagaudae were at the outset peasants

14 Eutr. 9.20.3: Ita rerumRomanarumpotitus, cum tumultum rusticani inGallia concitassent et factioni suae

Bacaudarumnomen imponerent, duces autemhaberent Amandum et Aelianum, ad subigendos eosMaximi-

anumHerculiumCaesaremmisit qui levibus proeliis agrestes domuit et pacemGalliae reformavit.

15 Aur. Vict. Caes. 39.18–20: Namque, ubi comperit Carini discessu Aelianum Amandumque per Galliam,

excita manu agrestium ac latronum, quos Bagaudas incolae vocant, populatis late agris, plerasque ur-

bium tentare, statimMaximianum, fidumamicitia, quanquam semiagrestem,militiae tamen atque ingenio

bonum, imperatorem iubet.

16 RaymondVanDamfollowed the interpretationofAureliusVictor,even statingwithout clearproof

that Aelianus and Amandus were two landowners. See Van Dam 1985: 26–27, Pottier 2011: 439 n.

46.
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whoorganized themselves to defendGaul against barbarian invaders, even if

they later got out of control.17Thisaccount ismore credible than that of Aure-

lius Victor and should be preferred.Mamertinus suggested that this strange

episode was best forgotten, implying that it could not be assigned to any fa-

miliar category of disorder.18Ancientwriters often assumed that itwas inap-

propriate to describe these shameful events in detail,whichmakes the study

of these revolts more difficult. A later panegyric in 307 even presented the

events of 285–286 as a rebellion of all Gaul, implicitly involving both cities

and countryside, prompted by the damage done to the region in the past

by barbarians or usurpers (iniuriae priorum temporum). Maximian’s challenge

was to convince the Gauls that they could benefit from submitting to the

renovated Empire.19Aurelius Victor’s interpretation should therefore be dis-

carded, since he again resorts to over-simplification, blaming revolt on am-

bitious leaders.

The revolt of Firmus in Mauretania Caesariensis

Between 370 and 372, Firmus, born to a prominent local tribal family, insti-

gated a revolt in Mauretania Caesariensis and gained control of most of the

province.Hewas defeated in 374 by the generalTheodosius the Elder, sent by

the emperor Valentinian, who forced him to commit suicide.20The ancient

sources offer various interpretations of his aims, presenting him either as a

barbarian king or a Roman usurper, and of the nature of his revolt.

African Catholic authors, like Augustine of Hippo and his friend Orosius

in the beginning of thefifth century, accused Firmus of being a rex barbarus.21

Their purpose was polemical, since Firmus supported the Donatist Church.

Augustine states that the Donatists in Mauretania Caesariensis were even

denounced as Firmiani, as if had they participated in his revolt (Ep. 87.10).

17 Chauvot 1998: 28–31, Pottier 2011: 453.

18 Pan. Lat. 10(2).4.1–4: cummilitaris habitus ignari agricolae appetiverunt, cumarator peditem, cumpastor

equitem.

19 Pan. Lat. 6(7).8.3:Hic est qui in ipso ortu numinis sui Gallias priorum temporum iniuriis efferatas rei pub-

licae ad obsequium reddidit, sibi ipsas ad salutem.

20 For the dating, Drijvers 2007: 143.

21 August.C. Ep. Parm. 1.10.16: regem barbarum Firmum; Oros. 7.33.5: Interea in Africae partibus Firmus

sese excitatisMaurorum gentibus regem constituens AfricamMauretaniamque vastavit.
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An abbreviated Roman imperial history of the beginning of fifth century

states rather ambiguously that Firmus intended to reinstate the kingdom

of Mauretania, which had been absorbed into the Empire in 40 AD.22 This

explanation presumed that Moorish tribes had a permanent tendency to

revolt against Roman power. However, these accounts may over-emphasize

the role of Firmus in these events.The senator Symmachus,whowas present

in Africa in 373–374 as proconsul Africae, merely notes that Mauretania had

suffered from a rebellio barbarica and does not even mention Firmus (Ep.

1.64).

Two other accounts explicitly describe Firmus as a usurper. An African

document of the early fifth century, the passio of the martyr Salsa of the

coastal Mauretanian city of Tipasa, represents that saint as having pre-

vented Firmus from taking his city in a long siege. Firmus is denounced

in this text as an hostis publicus and would-be usurper whose pretensions

were ridiculous because he was a gentilis of tribal origin.23 He relies on the

aid of bandits (praedones) and barbarian kings. Thus, even contemporary

African catholic sources give contradictory interpretations of Firmus’ po-

litical aims, revealing divergence in local memory barely thirty years after

the events. Eunapius of Sardis, a Greek historian who wrote at the end of

fourth century, also presents Firmus as a usurper. According to Eunapius,

the Africans, unable to endure the heavy burden of taxes imposed by the em-

peror Valentinian and the avarice of his generals in Mauretania, presented

Firmus with a purple cloak and the imperial title.24 Eunapius thus supposed

that all Africa, and not only Mauretania, supported Firmus, which would

give him more legitimacy. Eunapius, being of eastern origin, obviously had

limited knowledge of these events.

The most detailed account of the revolt is to be found in Book 29 of Am-

mianus Marcellinus’s history, although his main focus was the suppression

of the revolt by Theodosius the Elder. Ammianus’ account is ambiguous. He

presents the revolt as a barbarian uprising of tribes poorly integrated into

romanitas, but he also provides some details that hint at a usurpation. Am-

22 EpitomedeCaesaribus, 45.7:Huius temporeFirmusapudMauritaniamregnuminvadens exstinguitur.The

same formulation is used to report the usurpation of Procopius in Orient in 365, who is however

described as a tyrannus (46, 4). The Epitome characterizes therefore Firmus either as a king or a

usurper.

23 Passio Sanctae Salsae 13: vellet (…) sibi imperii dominatum contra ius fasque degener vindicare gentilis;

dated by Piredda 2002: 37–42.

24 Zos. 4.16.3. For the date of the works of Eunapius, see Liebeschuetz 2003.
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mianus traces the revolt to a kind of inheritance dispute triggered by the

death of a tribal leader, Nubel, who is described as a potentissimus regulus of

the nationesMauricae (29.5.2). He was himself a member of the Jubaleni tribe,

whose name recalls a former king of Mauretania before its annexation in 40

AD (29.5.44). Firmus, one of the sons of Nubel, killed his brother Sammac.

Ammianus seems to have been influenced by the Sallustian account of the

revolt of the Numidian king Jugurtha in 118–105 BC, which similarly origi-

nated from internal strife in a royal family after the death of a Roman client

king (Drijvers 2007: 148).That revolt too posed a significant challenge to the

Roman state. SoAmmianus implicitly represents Firmus as having beenmo-

tivatedby adesire to inherit his father’s position as some sort of client king in

Mauretania. Ammianus implied that Firmus was not unjustified inmurder-

ing his brother.Themagister officiorumRemigius prevented the emperor from

hearing Firmus’ arguments at the behest of his son, the countRomanus,who

commanded the Roman army in Africa. Sammac was one of his clients. In

Ammianus’ account, Firmusmakes a personal decision to rebel from the em-

pire (ab imperii dicione descivit) because he was afraid of being executed with-

out fair trial.25 Surprisingly, Ammianus seems to lend the revolt some legiti-

macy by relating it to one of his favourite themes, the corruption of the cen-

tral administration. Valentinian is presented as a princeps clausus, taking bad

decisions because members of his court feed him false information about

events in distant provinces.

Ammianus presents this revolt as a generic case of tribal rebellion, even if

henever suggests that Firmuswanted to becomeking,which is therefore un-

likely.He interprets it as a real bellum, asCaesarea, the provincial capital,was

burnedandplundered.26Firmusquickly gained the support of some tribes of

Mauretania Caesariensis, which Ammianus assumed were always eager for

dissensio.27This revolt did not require any further explanation because Am-

25 Amm.Marc. 29.5.2–3: Nubel velut regulus per nationes Mauricas potentissimus vita digrediens, et legiti-

mos et natos e concubinis reliquit filios, e quibus Zammac comiti nomine Romano acceptus, latenter a fratre

Firmo peremptus discordias excitavit et bella. Quae cum ad obruendam defensionem suam agitari advert-

eret Maurus, ultimorummetu iam trepidans, ne amendatis, quae praetendebat, ut perniciosus et contumax

condemnatus occideretur, ab imperii dicione descivit.

26 Amm.Marc. 29.5.18, 42. Augustine of Hippo (C. Ep. Petil. 2.83.184) also mentions a bellum of Fir-

mus.

27 Amm.Marc. 30.7.10: Africam deinde malo repentino perturbatam discriminibus magnis exemit, cum vo-

races militarium fastus ferre nequiens Firmus, ad omnes dissensionum motus perflabiles gentes Mauricas

concitasset.
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mianus assumes that these tribes had no proper political aims besides their

inclination to plunder, explained by their poverty and mountainous terri-

tory.28TheMusones tribe was supposedly devoted to murder and rapinae and

joined Firmus merely to enjoy freedom to loot (29.5.27). Ammianus reports

that Theodosius the Elder accused Firmus of being a bandit (latro, 29.5.46).

Hedeployed the common literary topos, already illustratedbyAureliusVictor,

of suggesting that an ambitious leader could easily gather bandits for a re-

bellion.29Ammianusmay also have been inspired by the account of the revolt

of Tacfarinas under Tiberius in Tacitus,whose history he aimed to continue.

Tacitus presented Tacfarinas as a Roman deserter who had rallied bandits

and then barbarian tribes against Roman rule in Africa (Ann. 2.52, 3.20–21,

3.73–74, 4.24–25). Tacitus reduced a revolt with complex socio-economical

causes to the ambitions of an outsider.The revolt of Firmus similarly allowed

Ammianus to illustrate a general principle: trivial events could accidentally

cause serious problems for the Empire.

Ammianus probably insisted on the barbarian character of the revolt

of Firmus in order to exalt the commander who supressed it, Theodosius

the Elder. Ammianus was writing between 390 and 395 during the reign of

Theodosius’ son, the emperor Theodosius.30 His narrative has panegyrical

tones. Ammianus compares Theodosius the Elder with famous republican

and imperial generals such as Fabius Cunctator and Corbulo.31 As we have

seen, he probably drew on the Sallustian account of the revolt of Jugurtha.

He probably relied on a relatio of these campaigns sent by Theodosius the

Elder to the imperial court (Sabbah 1978: 206–7, 238). Elsewhere in his work,

Ammianus remarks on the difficulties and dangers of writing contemporary

history (26.1.1). To enhance the prestige ofTheodosius the Elder, Ammianus

mentions his victories over tribes outside the Roman Empire such as the

28 Ammianus repeatedly remarks that the mountainous landscape of Mauretania preventedTheo-

dosius from repressing the crimes committed by these tribes.

29 Ammianus (21.10.6) praised Aurelius Victor and probably knew his work well.

30 His entire work was published in 390 or 391 according to Matthews 1989: 24–27.

31 Amm.Marc.29.5.4, 32.However,Ammianusalso somewhat oddly comparesTheodosius toLusius

Quietus, a general of Trajan who was, like Firmus, born in a tribe of Mauretania. This might be

a paradoxical valorization of Firmus. Ammianus may have intended to show his readers that he

refused to be boundby the conventions of panegyric. For Ammianus as an allusive historian,Kelly

2008.
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Ethiopians and Isaflenses, who were supposedly led by a king.32 Ammianus

seems to have transformed the revolt of Firmus into another external war,

as if Theodosius had subjugated unconquered tribes.This presentation also

legitimized the extreme measures used in repressing the rebels by imply-

ing that this was the only solution because, like the Lernaean Hydra, they

constantly gained new life.33

Ammianus’ suggestion that the tribes of Mauretania were permanently

inclined to banditry and rebellion must be criticized. No revolt or period of

massive banditry is attested in Mauretania Caesariensis between the expe-

dition of Maximian Herculius in 297–298 and the rebellion of Firmus. The

latter cannot have originated from a dispute over the inheritance of Nubel,

as if he was a king of a client kingdom.No kings were indeed allowed within

Roman territory.34Only principes and praefecti gentis are attested in Maureta-

nia Caesariensis in the fourth century (Leveau 1973). Moreover, Ammianus’

Nubel is probably to be identified with Flavius Nuvel, a former praepositus of

a regularmilitary unit, the equites armigeri iuniores,whowas the son of a comes

perfectissimuswith a Roman name, Saturninus (CIL VIII 9255, ILCV 1822). He

was therefore part of the Roman administration. The notion of an alliance

between an African rebel and kings of theMauri was just a literary topos de-

signed to accentuate the threat posed to the Roman order.35 Ammianus, by

giving the title of regulus to Nubel, gave a misleading interpretation of what

32 Amm.Marc. 29.5.13 (Ethiopians), 29.5.46 (Igmazen as king of Isaflenses).Claudian (Gild. 1.249–58,

351–57) stated that the Ethiopians supported Gildo, the count of Africa and brother of Firmus,

during his revolt in 397–398; compare Modéran 1989: 827.

33 Some soldiers andmunicipal councillorswho joined Firmuswere burned alive or had their hands

cut off (Amm.Marc. 29.5.22; 43), probably by application of a law of Constantine of 323 condemn-

ing those who participated in the plundering of barbarians to be burnt alive (CTh 7.1.1). Drijvers

(2007: 154) supposed that Ammianus was implicitly denouncing the cruelty ofTheodosius by de-

scribing in detail the sufferings of the deserters and accomplices of Firmus, despite the explicit

praise elsewhere.This interpretation seems uncertain.

34 An inscription of the middle of the third century records the defeat of four kings of the Bavari in

Mauretania Caesariensis (AE 1907, 159). Another inscription of same period and regionmentions

three kings without ethnic characterization (AE 2003, 2024). They may have come from outside

the Empire. If they had been settled inside for a long time, these tribes may have given meaning

to their rebellion by giving themselves kings. These titles could also have been invented by the

generals who vanquished them to enhance their personal prestige.

35 It recalls the alliance of Jugurtha with the Moorish king Bocchus under the Republic. Gildo,

brother of Firmus, was also accused of having allied with kings of Moorish tribes during his re-

bellion in 397–398 (Claud.Cons. Stil. I.248–58, 351–57).
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can only have been informal influence over some tribes of Mauretania.36He

implied a loss of imperial control over Mauretania, which is contradicted by

other sources, and some kind of separatist project on Firmus’s part.37

However, Ammianus was a conscientious historian and his account in-

cludes some details that reveal the Roman character of Firmus’ revolt. Am-

mianus states that Firmus wore a red cloak (sagus puniceus)38 and had been

crownedwith a necklace (torquis), as a substitute for diadem,by a tribune of a

Roman regular unit.39Theuse of a torquis as diadem recalls the usurpation of

the Caesar Julian in Gaul in 360 as narrated by Ammianus himself (20.4.18).

However, Ammianus refers to Firmus only with the vague terms rebellis and

perduellis, qualifyinghimsimply as an enemyof the State, andnever calls him

a tyrannus, the unequivocal term for a usurper.40The sagus puniceus was not

a purple cloak, an exclusive part of the imperial regalia, and could befit a Ro-

mangeneral.The torquis couldhavebeengiven toFirmus as a reward formili-

tary valour and not as a diadem. It is therefore very unlikely that Firmus took

the title of emperor. All known usurpers of the fourth century were generals

or high-level civil servants. Moreover, Firmus three times attempted to ne-

gotiate withTheodosius with real hopes of being forgiven,whichwould have

been impossible if he was either a usurper or a king (Amm.Marc. 29.5.8, 11,

15–16). In fact, the only reason Ammianus compares the revolt of Firmus to a

usurpation was to emphasize his importance. It also permitted him to high-

light one of his favourite themes, the danger of revolts or usurpation caused

by the influence of bad court advisers, like the magister officiorum Remigius.

In that sense, it was for him not dissimilar to the usurpation of Silvanus in

Gaul in 355.41

36 For the use of the term regulus in fourth century, Fanning 2010.

37This was notably the interpretation of Kotula 1970.

38 Amm. Marc. 29.5.48: Paulo ante vesperam visus est Firmus, equo celsiori insidens, sago puniceo porrec-

tius panso milites clamoribus magnis hortari, ut dedant Theodosium oportune, truculentum eum adpellans

et dirum et suppliciorum saevum repertorem, si discriminibus eximi vellent, quae perferebant. 

39 Amm.Marc. 29.5.20:EtConstantianorumpeditumpartemTigavias venire iusserat cum tribunis, e quibus

unus torquem pro diademate capiti inposuit Firmi.

40 Amm.Marc. 29.5.36, 52, 55 (perduellis), 29.5.20 (rebellis). Theodosius the Elder denounces Firmus

as a latro (29.5.46) but Ammianus does not use himself this stigmatizing term. He qualifies two

usurpers, Julian (21.13.16) and Procopius (26.9.10), as rebelles. However, he also clearly described

Procopius as usurpator (26.7.12), which was not the case for Firmus.

41 Amm. Marc. 15.5. The long narrative of the revolt of Firmus also suggests a parallel with the

oriental usurpation of Procopius in 365 against Valens, the brother of Valentinian (Amm. Marc.

26.5–10).
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In fact, Ammianus’ narrative contains numerous clues showing that the

revolt of Firmus was a provincial and military revolt, supported by local

elites. Ammianus mentions that Firmus’ recruits included a Roman officer

charged with the administration of Mauretanian tribes (praefectus gentis),

a leading decurion (primatis) and his son, and two regular military units.42

Firmus seems to have had some influence on the soldiers of Theodosius the

Elder even at the end of his military campaign.43He seems to have occupied

Icosium without besieging or damaging it, unlike the case in Caesarea, the

provincial capital,whichwas burned (Amm.Marc. 29.5.16). Augustine states

that the city of Rusucurru opened its gates to Firmus (Ep. 87.10). On the

other hand, the support he enjoyed from Mauretanian tribes was limited

and he never attempted to engage Theodosius the Elder in open battle. The

only tribes whose support Ammianusmentions are theMazices andMusones,

and they soon submitted toTheodosius and abandonedFirmus (Amm.Marc.

29.5.17, 25–27).

Ammianus himself even offered an alternative explanation of this revolt,

but in a later chapter of hiswork. In the conclusion to his account of the reign

of Valentinian, Ammianus explains the rebellion of Firmus as a reaction to

the greed and cruelty of military officers, particularly Romanus the count of

Africa, which Valentinian had failed to control (30.7.10). In this context, it

was less necessary to eulogize Theodosius the Elder. This later account im-

plies that Firmus had a large base of popular support in Africa. Moreover,

Ammianus devotes a long section of Book 28 of his work to the persecution

of local elites of Leptis Magna in Libya between 365 and 370 by the count Ro-

manus,whom they accused of corruption.Ammianus accused his father, the

magister officiorum Remigius, of having protected Romanus in this case as he

did later against Firmus (28.6.8–29). Ammianus therefore offers two differ-

ent explanations of the rebellionof Firmus: anuprisingof barbarianMoorish

tribes in a distant province and a legitimate revolt against the corruption of

local and military administration. This inconsistency allowed him to insist

on what were for him twomajor weaknesses of the Empire.

Eunapius of Sardis was therefore mistaken in stating that Firmus was a

usurper. However, he gives the same explanation of his revolt as Ammianus

in his second account, at approximately the same date. The Africans were

42 Amm. Marc. 29.5.24 (tribune of a cohort of mounted archers, a princeps and a praefectus gentis of

the tribe of theMazices), 29.5.43 (decurions), 29.5.20, 22 (military units).

43 Some of these soldiers deserted during a battle against Firmus: Amm.Marc. 29.5.48–49.
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unable to endure the heavy burden of taxes imposed by the emperor Valen-

tinian and the avarice of his generals inMauretania.44This explanation gives

the revolt a Roman character as a defence of libertas against the tyrannical

rule of an emperor. Eunapius probably had in mind the usurpation of Gor-

dianus inAfricaProconsularis against the cruelty andgreedof emperorMax-

iminusThrax in 238, which he had summarized in very similar terms at the

beginning of his work.45That usurpation in 238was supported by African lo-

cal elites and the city of Carthage, andwas legitimized by the Roman Senate.

This shows that in the fourth century, a provincial rebellion could only have a

positive reading if itwas interpreted as a rightful usurpationwith republican

tones against the abuse committed by a tyrant and lacked any ethnic speci-

ficity. This suggests that Firmus’ revolt was in reality a provincial rebellion

supported some local elites and soldiers, and not an uprising of tribes never

fully integrated into Romanitas.

Banditry and revolt in Isauria

The inhabitants of Isauria in the Taurusmountains in the south-east Anato-

lia caused much trouble between the third and fifth centuries.46 Cilicia had

beenwell known for banditry andpiracy in thefirst centuryBC.Tacitusmen-

tions two revolts in this region,both involving the tribe of theCietae. In 36AD,

this tribe attempted to secede from the Empire to reject the newly imposed

Roman fiscal system.The second revolt in 52 AD involved a siege of the city

of Anemurium.Tacitus described theCietae as barbarians, but not as bandits

(latrones).47Hetherefore explained this revolt by theweak integration into the

Empire of these mountain populations. However, no further uprisings are

known until those, not very well documented, of the bandit leaders Trebel-

lianusbetween260and268andLydiusduring the reignofProbus.Itwasonly

from354 that the Isaurians caused seriousproblems to theEmpire.Threedif-

ferent sourceswritten at the endof the fourth century or the beginningof the

44 Zos. 4.16.3. For the date of Eunapius’ historical work, see Liebeschuetz 2003.

45 Zos. 1.13–14.Hdn.7.10–24provides adetailednarrative of theusurpationof 238,whichwasprob-

ably read by Eunapius.

46 On Isaurians in this period, see Shaw 1990, Lenski 1999, Pottier 2005.

47 Tac. Ann. 6.41, 12.55.1; see Lavan 2017: 26.
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fifth –Eunapius of Sardis, AmmianusMarcellinus and theHistoria Augusta–

give different accounts of these Isaurian troubles.These events were usually

explained by a traditional scheme linking residence in themountains, a pas-

toral economy, poverty and banditry and also by a supposed ethnic propen-

sity to banditry. However, these authors occasional suggest a more complex

and original understanding of these troubles.Their character should also be

questioned, as it is often difficult to differentiate massive banditry from re-

volt with political aims.

AmmianusMarcellinus,himself anative of Syria,devotesmuchattention

to the Isaurian troubles from the beginning of the preserved part of his his-

tory.He states that, after infrequent and secret raids for the purpose of plun-

der (latrocinia), the Isaurians launched a real bellum in 354 by besieging the

capital city of the province, Seleucia; though it was defended by no less than

three legions, theRomansdid not dare to confront them in apitched battle.48

For Ammianus, the year 354 represented a decisive change as latent banditry

gave way to full scale revolt against the empire. A geographical work of the

middle of the fourth century also remarks that the Isaurians had recently es-

calated frommere banditry to open hostility towards the Empire.49 Yet Am-

mianus also emphasized the Isaurians’ rebellious spirit and thereby made

the bellum of 354 seem less exceptional.The Isaurians have anunstable dispo-

sition and oscillate between staying at peace and launching numerous raids

forno reason.Thesebandits (latrones) periodically launchuprisings (mota) be-

cause of their rebellious (perduellis) spirit (14.2.1).He also assimilated them to

wild beasts and to snakes which emerge from their lairs in spring to plunder

the countryside (14.2.2, 19.13.1). Their raids were comparable to natural dis-

asters inflicted on the Empire by Fortune or the Furies (28.2.11).He therefore

does not really differentiate the bellum of 354 fromother raids of lesser extent

in 359 and 368 that he mentions.They were probably launched by individual

Isaurian leaders without mobilization of the entire region.50 In fact, Ammi-

anus could not envisage a definitive solution to the problem. Only energetic

leaders, such as the count and governor of Isauria in 359, Lauricius (19.13.2),

and the vicarius Asiae in 368, Musonius (27.9.6), could prevent their expedi-

48 Amm.Marc. 14.2.1–20.Hedidnothoweveruse the terms seditioor rebellio todescribe these events.

49 Expositio totius mundi et gentium 45: iterum autem de Cilicia est et Isauria, quae viros fortes habere dicitur,

et latrocinia aliquando facere conati sunt, magis vero et adversarii Romanorum esse voleurunt.

50 Amm.Marc. 14.2.1 (perduellis), 19.13 (raids of 359), 27.9.7 (raids of 368).
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tions, and only temporarily.51Themain import for Ammianus is to illustrate

the weakness of the Empire, which even has to fight on an internal front.

Ammianus was, however, a conscientious historian. As for the rebellion

of Firmus, he gives some clues which make it possible to better understand

the distinctive nature of the bellum of 354.He states that Isaurianswere exas-

perated by the execution of some of their consortes at Iconium by condemna-

tion ad bestias, contrary to custom (praeter morem) – which would have been

an unprecedented outrage.This passage provides crucial details.The Isauri-

ans were probably outraged because the culprits were protected from such

punishments by a privileged status. They probably belonged to the munic-

ipal elite.52 However, Ammianus undermines his own explanation by stat-

ing that this was just a pretext for their natural savagery.53Moreover, Ammi-

anus made no attempt to connect these executions with the cruelty of Cae-

sar Gallus, who ruled the Orient at this time. Yet he had strongly denounced

Gallus’ illegitimate execution of members of the civic elite of Antioch in 354

in a chapter which precedes the narrative of the Isaurian revolt (14.1). Thus,

as in Firmus’ case, Ammianus refused to attribute this unrest to the cruelty

of provincial administration and imperial rule in the fourth century, even

though this is one of the main themes of his history. For Ammianus, only

senators andmunicipal elites of civilized areas could be sympathetic victims

of state violence.He seems not to have considered injustice towards persons

in peripheral regions as sufficient grounds for revolt. In a parallel segment of

his work, Ammianus links the rebellion in 365–369 of the Austoriani, a Libyan

tribe on the desert fringes, to a desire to avenge the burning alive of one of

their countrymen, who had been accused of being a spy. However, he de-

scribes the Austoriani, like the Isaurians, as wild beasts aroused bymadness.

51 Lauricius garrisoned a fortified post previously occupied by latrones (ILS 740). An epitaph of Mu-

sonius, quoted by Eunapius (frg. 45), compared him to Homeric heroes.

52 Matthews 1989: 363 supported this interpretation.On the contrary, Shaw 1990: 246 andHopwood

1999: 184 supposed that a treaty with the Empire was signed before 354 which gave a partial au-

tonomy to Isauria. However, this treaty is not attested and it is rather unlikely that an emperor

would have given such autonomy to a region within the Empire.The treaty of 368 mentioned by

Ammianus (27.9.7) was probably limited to certain Isaurian leaders inmountainous area and did

not concern the whole of Isauria.

53 Amm.Marc. 14.2.1–2: ex latrociniis occultis et raris, alente inpunitate adulescentem in peius audaciam ad

bella gravia proruperunt.
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He thereby implies that vengeancewas only a pretext for this tribe to resume

their periodic raids against Libyan cities.54

Ammianus gives other clues as to the nature of Isaurian uprisings. He

states that the citizens of the city of Germanicopolis in Isauria played a role

in the ratification in 368 of a truce between the Empire and some Isaurian

chieftains who had to give hostages. He implies that the Isaurians listened

to their sententiae. They were not just intermediaries between the Isaurians

and the Empire. Ammianus even describes them as signiferi, standard bear-

ers, of the rebellion, as if they played a leading role in the bellum of 354.55 In

other words, banditry and revolt in Isauria did not just involve some village

leaders in the highest mountains but also local cities and some of their elite.

Yet Ammianus, though he recounts military events with precision, fails to

name a single Isaurian leader or to specify which parts of Isauria was in-

volved in each uprising, showing even less interest than for the revolt of Fir-

mus, though he was himself from nearby Syria.56

Ammianus gives some other socio-economic context to these uprisings.

He twice remarks that the Isaurianswere reduced to desperation by a famine

at the time of the bellum of 354 (14.2.2, 13–14). He also explains the truce of

368 by noting that the Roman army had blockaded some strongholds in the

mountains and thereby condemned their inhabitants to hunger (27.9.7).

There is evidence that there was indeed a famine in Cappadocia, near

Isauria, in 368.57 The bellum of 354 could therefore be interpreted as a con-

certed reaction, involving local city elites, to a serious food shortage. The

populations of this remote rural region could not have benefitted from food

distributions, since they were reserved for the cities. Ammianus denounces

the Caesar Gallus for executing several municipal councillors of Antioch in

354 to satisfy the plebs of this city who had accused them of exacerbating the

54 Amm.Marc. 28.6.4:Huius necem ulcisci, ut propinqui damnatique iniuste causantes, ferarum similes ra-

bie concitarum exsiluere sedibus suis. Ammianus (27.9.1–7) notably groups together the uprisings of

Isaurians in 368 and those of the Austoriani to put them in parallel. Hementions cases of massive

banditry in Gaul and Syria in 369 in a later chapter (28.2.10–14) to give a similar impression.

55 Amm.Marc. 27.9.7:Ubi cum is nec quiescendi nec inveniendi ad victumutilia copia laxaretur, per indutias

pacem sibi tribui poposcerunt, Germanicopolitanis auctoribus, quorumapud eos ut signiferaemanus semper

valuere sententiae, obsidibusque datis (ut imperatum est), immobiles diumansere, nihil audentes hostile.

56 As remarked by Matthews 1989: 365. For example, Ioh. Mal. 13.38 (Dindorf 345.8–11) mentions

Balbinus, an Isaurian leader who was executed under the reign ofTheodosius. He therefore gave

audacious leaders a larger role in Isaurian banditry than did Ammianus.

57 According to Gregory of Nazianzus and his friend Basil of Caesarea, the Cappadocian famine of

368 was particularly serious (Basil. Ep. 27.31; Greg. Nyss.Or. 43.34–35). See Holman 1999.
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famine by their speculations. He also let the consularis SyriaeTheophilus be

lynched by the plebs (14.7.2–6). The populations of nearby rural districts did

not have the same possibility of influencing emperors or high-level officials

as the urban plebs. It is likely that the food shortage of 354 gave birth to

a growing feeling of unity among the Isaurians, who may have gathered

around natural elites such as the municipal councillors.There was therefore

a real provincial revolt against the rule of the Caesar Gallus in 354 in Isauria.

Eunapius of Sardis, who lived in Asia Minor, was very concerned about

the Isaurian menace. Indeed, the Isaurians launched long-distance raids

into Cappadocia and Syria in 403–406, approximately when Eunapius was

writing his history.58Yet he showed surprisingly little interest in the Isaurian

uprisings of the fourth century, which were recorded by Ammianus for the

years 354, 359 and 368. Eunapius only mentions a revolt in 377 which was not

reported by Ammianus and involved sieges of cities of Lycia and Pamphylia.

In this passage, however, he refers to the Isaurians as Solymes, Pisidians or

Cilicians of the mountains (Zos. 4.20.1–2). This suggests that many acts of

banditry or revolts committed by inhabitants of othermountainous districts

in Asia Minor were attributed falsely to the Isaurians, owing to their bad

reputation. For example, the rhetorician Himerios mentions operations in

the 340s against bandits in Pisidia, a distinct region west of Isauria.59

In fact, Eunapius develops the theme of banditry in Isauria in a different

way to Ammianus. Eunapius preferred to develop at length a fictional anec-

dote related to the deeds of some Isaurians in the third century rather than

relating the fourth century uprisings in detail. He focuses on the actions of

the Isaurian bandit leader Lydios who is supposed to have taken the city of

Cremna in Pisidia under the reign of emperor Probus (276–282) and fiercely

defended the city against Roman forces which besieged it.However, his cru-

elty caused him to be betrayed by one of his men, which indicates that Eu-

napius did not see himas a rightful ruler but as a kind of tyrant.60 In fact,Eu-

napius used these events as a pretext to introduce a traditional bandit story,

inspiredbypopularGreeknovels, forwhichEunapiushadaparticular appre-

58 Zos. 5.15.4–16; 5.25.2; Eunap. frgm. 84.

59 Himer.Or. 25.10, describing the actions of the proconsul and former vicarius of Asia, Skylakios.

60 Zos. 1.69. Lydios is not otherwise known.His name denotes a non-Isaurian origin. It is probably

not possible to identify him with Palfuerius, an Isaurian bandit leader who was submitted by

Probus and was mentioned at SHA Prob. 16.4–17.1.
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ciation,61 like Herodian, a Greek historian of the first part of third century.62

These stories introduced a moral discourse about the righteous ruler, which

disparaged new leaders from regions not fully integrated into civilization.

Eunapius also reuses the theme, familiar from the history of Aurelius Victor,

of the ambitious leader who recruits bandits as followers.However, Stephen

Mitchell has used using archaeological and epigraphical data to show that

Eunapiusmisrepresented an actual rebellion of the city of Cremna in Pisidia

in 278, probably due to fiscal pressures, by attributing the unrest to a wan-

dering gang of bandits from distant Isauria.63 Eunapius preferred to use the

scheme of the bandit leader rather than narrate the unthinkable rebellion of

cities, like the Roman colony of Cremna and perhaps Germanicopolis in the

fourth century. Unlike Ammianus, Eunapius explained Isaurian banditry by

thepersonal ambitions of someof their leaders,whohadnodifficulties gath-

ering followers in this poor andmountainous region.

Surprisingly, the Roman senatorial author of theHistoria Augusta, a Latin

collection of imperial biographies written in the beginning of the fifth cen-

tury, offers amore comprehensive analysis of unrest in Isauria.64He invents

an Isaurian rebellion against the tyrannical and cruel emperor Gallienus be-

tween 260 and 268, probably to give his interpretation of the Isaurian up-

risings of the fourth century.The Isaurians give themselves an emperor, Tre-

bellianus,with the sole purpose of protecting themselves fromGallienus.The

author of theHistoria Augusta dismissed those who devalued Trebellianus as

an archipirata by saying that he minted coins and built a palatium for himself

in Isauria. Even if his aspirations were ridiculous, they testified to his Ro-

man identity. Trebellianuswas not intrinsically different from the numerous

other usurpers who challenged Gallienus.The author of the Historia Augusta

therefore challenged conventional interpretations of the Isaurians. He also

insistedon thepersonal roleof ambitious leaders,asEunapiusdid.AfterGal-

lienus sent a general who killed Trebellianus, the Isaurians, fearing strong

reprisals, decided to secede. They were from this point considered barbar-

61 He develops the story of the bandit Charietto rallying to the Caesar Julian in Gaul in 358

(Zos. 3.7.1–7). He states that the emperor Theodosius himself, with some soldiers, went to var-

ious inns to investigate crimes committed by barbarian bandits in Macedonia in 391 (Zos. 4.48).

This is very doubtful.

62 See for example the story of the deserter Maternus in the reign of Commodus: Hdn. 1.30–33.

63 Mitchell 1999; see also Zimmerman 1996.

64 For the date, see Rohrbacher 2016: 165–66, Savino 2017: 148–49.
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ians and an internal limes was created to separate them from the Empire.65

Theauthorof theHistoriaAugusta implied that apolicy of clemency couldhave

prevented this failure (SHA Tyr. Trig. 26.1–6). Trebellianus is probably a fic-

tion.66 His narrative is therefore an allusion to the Isaurian problem of the

fourth century, perhaps specifically the bellum of 354. The tyrant Gallienus

could stand for Constantius II and his Caesar Gallus, in charge of the east in

354. The author of the Historia Augusta considered the Isaurian problem in-

soluble, a viewmore relevant to the period after 354.The sole way to prevent

uprisings by the Isaurians was to deport them in the Cilician plains and set-

tle army veterans in their mountains, as the good emperors Claudius II and

Probus are supposed to have done (SHA Tyr. Trig. 26.7,Prob. 16.5–6). Ancient

historians were generally inclined to give simplified analyses of banditry, at-

tributing it to a distinct, barbarian ethnic identity as Ammianus does, or to

the role of ambitious leaders as Eunapius and the author of the Historia Au-

gusta do. However, historians like Ammianus and the author of the Historia

Augusta leave enough clues to informmore complex interpretations and per-

mit us to understand these uprisings as provincial revolts.

A socio-economic interpretation of banditry in the anonymousDe

Rebus Bellicis

An anonymous proposal for reforms addressed to an unknown fourth-cen-

tury emperor, the De Rebus bellicis, offers a more original and complex anal-

ysis of provincial unrest. The fiscal and monetary policy of Constantine is

condemned as having favoured the wealthy potentes, the only ones who could

possess gold. The humblest (tenuiores) were also violently oppressed by tax-

ation officials. The afflicta paupertas, heated by odium, began to commit rob-

beries (latrocinia) in the countryside,mainly directed at the beautiful houses

of the potentes, causing destruction in both halves of the Empire. Many pau-

peres then became professional criminals and supported tyranniwhowere in

65 A distinct limes sector is not attested in Isauria in the fourth and fifth centuries. However, the

governors of Isauria gained increased military power with the title of count from the reign of

Constantius II.

66 He is not recorded in another source.His name seems to be derived from the supposed author of

this biography, Trebellius Pollio, which highlights his Roman identity.
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turn supressed by the emperor towhomthe treatisewasdedicated.67Though

the language is vague, it suggests that the pauperes created those usurpers.

The author of this treatise thus offered a social, economic and alsomoral

explanation of provincial unrest which it saw as endemic since the reign of

Constantine. Banditry is identified as a low-level rebellion with a distinct

aim: social vengeance against potentes who had no respect for laws or pietas.

Banditry is not related to any ethnic identity or particular geographic set-

ting, but only to poverty.68The anonymous author seems to have linked ban-

ditry and usurpation in order to accentuate the political threat to the ad-

dressee of his treatise and thereby convince him of the need to implement

the proposed reforms. It was with the same purpose that he exaggerated his

analysis by suggesting that most pauperes became bandits and supporters

of usurpers. He drew on the common topos, illustrated by Ammianus in his

treatment of the revolt of Firmus, that usurpers could easilymobilize bandits

who were by nature always eager to support res novae. However, in his case,

the bandits are supposed to have proper political aims: odium of the potentes

and the state.This author also seems to draw on one of the main models for

explaining internal Roman strife, Sallust’s account of the Catilinarian con-

spiracy. This supposed that, during a period characterized by the elite cor-

ruption, ambitious leaders could gather criminals and people eager for res

novae to foment a revolution (Sall.Cat. 5.10–13). In theDeRebus Bellicis, how-

ever, these people were morally justified. The corruption and avaritia of the

elites excused the impietas of the pauperes.

This petition was probably sent in 368 or 369 to Valentinian or his brother

Valens who ruled the eastern part of the Empire.69 Its author, seeking em-

ployment in the administration, was probably inspired by the numerous

67 Anon. de rebus bell. 2.1.4–6: Constantini temporibus profusa largitio aurum pro aere, quod antea magni

pretii habebatur, vilibus commerciis assignavit; sed huius avaritiae origo hinc creditur emanasse.… Ex hac

auri copia privatae potentium repletae domus in perniciem pauperum clariores effectae, tenuioribus videlicet

violentia oppressit. Sed afflicta paupertas, in varios scelerum conatus accensa, nullam reverentiam iuris aut

pietatis affectum prae oculis habens, vindictam suam malis artibus commendavit. Nam saepe gravissimis

damnis affecit imperia populando agros, quietem latrociniis persequendo, inflammando odia; et per gradus

criminum fovit tyrannos, quos ad gloriam virtutis tuae produxit magis quam succendit audacia.

68 CassiusDio (75.1–2) already linkedbanditry andpoverty in the third century.He states that,when

Septimius Severus ended the recruitment of Italians in the Praetorian cohorts, they were forced

to become bandits or gladiators to earn a living.However, the interpretations of the author of the

De Rebus Bellicis are unique in ancient literature because of their complexity.

69 According to Mazzarino 1951: 73–74 and Giardina 1989: xxxvii-lii, the treatise was addressed

to Constantius II between 353 and 360. Another interpretation more convincingly defended by
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laws enacted by these emperors to prevent the oppression of the rustici by

the potentes, especially the creation or reformation of the function of defensor

plebis.70Thenext chapter of thework proposesmeasures against the habitual

corruption of provincial governors. Thus, social unrest dating back to the

reign of Constantine is only supposed to have acquired political significance

relatively recently. The author may have been thinking of the usurpation of

Procopius and Marcellus in 365 against Valens, which Ammianus Marcelli-

nus claimed was supported by criminals and persons of low status (26.7,

26.10.3), or of Firmus himself, who was sometimes assimilated to a usurper

as already seen. However, the author of the De Rebus Bellicismight not have

had a particular tyrannus in mind. He may just have been warning the em-

peror of a risk of future usurpations if the socio-economic problems were

not solved.Hemay also have been inspired by the usurpation ofMagnentius

in 350 against the emperor Constans at Augustodonum in Gaul. According

to Eunapius, Magnentius was supported by the inhabitants of this city but

also by the peasants of the countryside.71 The De Rebus Bellicis shows that

administrative officials of the fourth century could propose more complex

interpretations of provincial unrest than those of contemporary historians,

who were more bound to traditional topoi, or the simplifying schemes of

panegyrics. Its criticisms of the impietas of potentes are surprisingly close

to those developed by some Christian writers, such as Salvian of Marseille,

writing in the middle of the fifth century.72

Conclusions

In general, provincial uprisings were only recorded by ancient historians if

their intensity was sufficient to assimilate them to full-fledged wars (bella),

Thompson 1952 proposes a redaction between 366 and 369 under Valentinian. For Cameron 1979,

the pamphlet was sent to Valens between 368 and 369.

70 Between 364 and 373 Valentinian profoundly transformed the office of the defensor civitatis which

had existed at least since Constantine (CTh 1.29.1–5).

71 Zos. 2.42.4.Magnentius accused Constans of being a tyrant in front of his troops (2.47).

72 According to Salvian, the fiscal tyranny of the municipal elites over pauperes explained whymany

of them joined the Bagaudae (Gub. 5.24). However, Salvian refused to describe them as latrones.

The author of theDeRebus Bellicis, who deplored Constantine’s confiscation of temple properties,

was himself a pagan.
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characterized by the assault of cities, or if they could provide colourful

anecdotes involving strange and ridiculous usurpers or bandit leaders.

These anecdotes allowed them to highlight by contrast the qualities of good

emperors or generals, such as Theodosius the Elder, who suppressed the

revolt of Firmus.

Two schemes of interpretation were used to demean the rebels as crim-

inals. Many uprisings were condemned, especially by Ammianus Marcelli-

nus, as ethnic banditry, the work of internal barbarians such as Isaurian and

Mauretanian tribes. No further explanation was needed. They were indeed

inevitable.Other narratives of provincial unrest emphasized the role of lead-

ers motivated by desire to become kings of newly created states or usurpers

because of their audacia and ambitions. This implied a democratization of

the imperial office, such that evenmen of the lowest status could aspire to it.

This was perceived as a growing threat to the stability of the Empire and was

often explainedby theweakness of the ruling emperor.Yet someusurpations

could be valorized as a defence of Roman libertas against abuses committed

by emperors who were regarded as tyrants, if they had no particular ethnic

identity and if some elements of the social elite were involved. As the legiti-

macy of any usurpation was always opened to debate, as Eunapius suggests

for Firmus and the Historia Augusta for Trebellianus, some clemency had to

be shown towards these rebels.

Ammianus in particular rarely attributed rebellions to the wrongdoings

of provincial administration, as Tacitus often did, because he did notwant to

legitimize them. AsMyles Lavan has noted, Tacitus rarely dismissed provin-

cial rebels as mere bandits (2017: 24, 30). On the contrary, even if Ammianus

gave some hints of a deeper comprehension of the nature of provincial un-

rest, he preferred to offer simpler explanations more in line with his con-

ception of the weakness of an Empire that was threatened by internal and

external barbarians.He thus chose to givemore attention to these uprisings

than other contemporary historians but without offering anymore complex

an analysis of their causes.The contrast with Tacitus, whose historical work

he aimed to continue, could probably be explained by the fact that Tacitus

was more confident in the resilience of the Empire against internal dissent

(Woolf 2011: 43,Lavan2017: 34).Ammianus’narratives of provincial uprisings

must therefore be challenged and deconstructed.73The use of these stereo-

73Themethodology defined by Kelly 2008 for the study of the historical work of Ammianus should

therefore be applied to these events.
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types exemplifies the difficulty late antique historians had in recognizing the

existence of provincial revolts possibly supported by cities and their elites in

an Empire which was supposed to be ever more integrated. It also exempli-

fies their reluctance to attribute these rebellions to socio-economic causes,

as theDe Rebus Bellicis did exceptionally.
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10. Towards a Discursive History of
Christian Persecution

James Corke-Webster

Abstract:This chapter begins to excavate the evolution of literary accounts of Chris-

tian persecution in the first three centuries. It treats the texts of the New Testament,

the apologetic writings of Justin and Tertullian, and the historiographical narratives

of Eusebius and Lactantius, focusing on the imagined agency of persecution, and the

conceptual frameworks and related lexicons employed. It explores the increasing focus

on the figure of the emperor, as well as the varying use of judicial and martial mod-

els. And it suggests that these evolutions were due less to changing historical circum-

stances, andmore towider social shifts in the culture of imperial societyand the literary

oeuvre of early Christianity.

InMervynLeRoy’s 1951filmQuoVadis, theplot centreson theRomanemperor

Nero’s brutal persecution of Christians. In one prolonged scene, the camera

flicks from the huddledmass of Christians singing on the floor of the Colos-

seum as lions are released around them, to Peter Ustinov’s deranged Nero

becoming increasingly agitated as he watches from the stands. This block-

buster’s melodramatic imagination typifies – indeed, helped create – the

now classic image of the persecution of Christians under the Roman empire,

whether it be the setting, the period, or the means of execution.

The film’s title comes from words spoken in the apocryphal Acts of Peter

by the resurrected Jesus to Peter as he flees Nero’s Rome. That is rather ap-

propriate, since, the film’s historical authenticity is, like that of Christian

apocrypha, problematic. There is no good evidence for Neronian execution

of Christians either in the Colosseum or by throwing them to lions.The best

ancient sources note that ‘Nero had offered his Gardens for the spectacle,

and gave an exhibition in his Circus’ (Tac. Ann. 15.44.9) and that ‘they were

covered with wild beasts’ skins and torn to death by dogs; or they were fas-

tened on crosses, and,when daylight failedwere burned to serve as lamps by
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night’ (Tac. Ann. 15.44.8).1 In fact, the entire historicity of Nero’s persecution

has been recently questioned.2

The film’s inaccuracy prompts a further question, however, namely

whence this traditional picture arose? In cinematographic terms, this is

easy to answer. Quo Vadis, like much of Hollywood’s so-called ‘swords and

sandals’ genre, was inspired by a late nineteenth-century painting, Jean-

Léon Gérôme’s The Christian Martyrs’ Last Prayer (Fig. 1).3 The debt is most

obvious in the arena scene from the film highlighted in Figure 2, since it has

clearly been constructed to echo the painting’s frame – the three-pronged

nature of the turning point in a kind of Colosseum/Circus Maximus hybrid,

for example, or the relative positioning of lions and Christians.4 In literary

terms, we can trace the influence on Henryk Sienkiewicz’s 1895 novel Quo

Vadis, the film’s source material, of Frederic Farrar’s 1891Darkness andDawn,

or Scenes in the Days of Nero: AHistoric Tale (Malik 2020: 3, 184).

LeRoy’s debt to Gérôme, and Sienkiewicz’s to Farrar, are two small links

in a mimetic chain that has constructed an image of Christian persecution

very different from its reality.5 In this chapter, I piece together some of the

earliest elements of that chain, via writings produced in the first three cen-

turies after the supposed events.6 I treat in turn the texts of the New Testa-

1 Translations from Jackson 1937.

2 Shaw 2015 (critiqued in Jones 2017, with response in Shaw 2018; further critique in Van Der Lans

and Bremmer 2017, Cook 2020), anticipated in brief inMoss 2013: 138–39. See toomore radically

but with a similar result Carrier 2014.

3Wyke 1997, and more recently Rich 2019 on the material practice of Hollywood research depart-

ments that facilitated such inspiration, though Rich discusses only the influence on Quo Vadis of

another of Gérôme’s paintings, Pollice Verso. Both authors also identifymultiple other fascinating

stimuli.

4 Discussed, thoughwithout detail, inWyke 1997: 122–23.There aremultiple such parallels; an ear-

lier still (2.16.44) preserves Gérôme’s image of one lion emerged and the heads of two further

large cats coming through the trapdoor.The film’s depiction of Christians praying and its stylisa-

tion of Peter also echo the painting. Gérôme himself knew the setting should be the Circus, but

elements ofwhat he painted resemble theColosseum; see viewingnotes at https://art.thewalters.

org/detail/36782/the-christian-martyrs-last-prayer/ – though these in fact err due to ignorance

of Tacitus.

5Quo Vadis itself stood (and stands) in a self-referential Hollywood mimetic chain; see Rich 2019:

166–70, andmore generally Tashiro 1996: 19.

6This is a prolegomenon to awider research project.These ‘links’ should not be conceived as linear;

multiple such ties couldbedrawnbetween theextant texts,andplentymorewith thosenot extant.

Themost glaring omissions here are Christianmartyr acta and passiones, whichmobilise by turns

the imagery of both cosmic warfare and judicial state – though not often imperial – agency (for

affirmation of the former but a different take on the latter, see Middleton 2012: 169–70). These

https://art.thewalters.org/detail/36782/the-christian-martyrs-last-prayer/
https://art.thewalters.org/detail/36782/the-christian-martyrs-last-prayer/
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Fig. 1: Oil painting by Jean-Léon Gérôme entitledTheChristianMartyrs’ Last Prayer (1863–1883).

TheWalters ArtMuseum, Baltimore

Fig. 2: Still from the motion pictureQuo Vadis showing Christians awaiting their death in the arena.

Mervyn LeRoy andMann 1951: 2.16.47
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ment (products of the second half of the first and earliest part of the second

centuries), the apologetic writings of Justin and Tertullian (dated to the end

of the second and start of the third centuries) and the historiographical nar-

ratives of Eusebius and Lactantius (written in the late third and early fourth

centuries).7Though each discursive ‘layer’ is necessarily varied, being made

up of multiple authors writing in their own distinctive circumstances, and

necessitating caution about being overly schematic, nevertheless it is possi-

ble, I suggest, to trace a clear literary development in the presentation of the

persecution of Christians. I focus here on two elements –first, the imagined

agency of persecution, and second the conceptual frameworks and related

lexicons employed.

For the first, I am interested in the central conception that it was Ro-

man emperorswhopersecutedChristians, usingNero as a convenient focus.

Nero is only the most famous of the many emperors often treated as hav-

ing targeted Christians. Over the last century scholars have become increas-

ingly cautious about attributing the Christian persecution to direct impe-

rial agency, Neronian, or otherwise.8 I argue here that in fact emperors only

gradually became the main focus of Christian discourse about persecution

in the first three centuries. So while they are almost entirely absent in the

New Testament – with the debatable exception of Revelation – emperors as

individuals become the prime focus in the apologetic writings of the late-

second and early-third centuries, while the attitudes of successive emperors

as a whole are a key structural principle to fourth-century imperial histori-

ography.

For the second, I argue that while the majority of the New Testament

presents persecution within a judicial context, Revelation introduced to the

canon an alternative overarching framework,namely that of cosmicwarfare.

These two conceptual models weremobilised in different ways and in differ-

ent combinations in later Christian writings.The apologists in both content

and form take the former to its natural conclusion (though the latter is not

entirely absent, in Tertullian in particular). But the latter became important

again in thehistoricalwritings of bothEusebius andLactantius.These evolu-

are omitted here in part for reasons of space, but also those of dating.The texts selected allow us

to isolate three ‘moments’ in early Christian literary history.The martyr acta, on the other hand,

cannot be easily fixed even by century; see for example,Moss 2010,Muehlberger 2022.

7 I am not investigating the attitudes to empire evidenced in these texts, a bigger and more well-

trodden topic.

8 For an introduction, see Corke-Webster 2020.
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tions, I argue, were due less to changing historical circumstances, andmore

towider social shifts in the culture of imperial society and the literary oeuvre

of early Christianity.

Prophecy and the Canon

I begin with a brief survey of the origins of the idea of Christian persecution

in the texts that would ultimately make up the New Testament canon – the

four Gospels, Acts, the Pauline, Pseudo-Pauline and assorted other letters,

and the book of Revelation. In these texts, I suggest, the greatest weight is

placed on Jewish agency. When we do encounter Gentile antagonism – in

general in later texts of the canon – it is almost exclusively at the level of

the local elites who ran the cities of the eastern empire. The Romans, when

they do appear, do so more often as figures in fact offering protection. The

emperor himself is a distant figure, barely in focus, except arguably in the

contested case of Revelation. Moreover, the suffering of the earliest followers

of Christ, both actual and anticipated, is described and imagined via two

modes of discourse – the judicial and themartial. Via both aspects – agency

and model – the New Testament establishes the baseline for the literary

treatment of the persecution of Christians.

In the earliest gospel, that ofMark, Jesuswarnshis followers to anticipate

trouble.After predicting the destruction of the JerusalemTemple (Mark 13:2),

he foreshadows the events that will precede ‘the end’ (Mark 13:7).9 Included is

a prediction of the disciples’ suffering:

As for yourselves, beware; for they will hand you over to councils (παραδώσουσιν ὑμᾶς εἰς

συνέδρια); and you will be beaten in synagogues (εἰς συναγωγὰς δαρήσεσθε); and you will

stand before governors and kings (ἐπὶ ἡγεμόνων καὶ βασιλέων σταθήσεσθε) because ofme,

as a testimony to them. … When they bring you to trial and hand you over (καὶ ὅταν ἄγω-

σιν ὑμᾶς παραδιδόντες), do not worry beforehand about what you are to say; but say what-

ever is given you at that time, for it is not you who speak, but the Holy Spirit. Brother will

betray brother to death, and a father his child, and children will rise against parents and

have them put to death; and you will be hated by all (ἔσεσθε μισούμενοι ὑπὸ πάντων) be-

cause of my name. But the one who endures to the end will be saved. (Mark 13:9–13)

9 Translations of all New Testament texts from the NRSV.
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This represents the Ur-text for Christian expectations of suffering (part of a

generic belief that salvation requires suffering and death; e.g.Mark 8:35).10

It reflects a parochial provincial perspective. The ‘councils’ are synedria, lo-

cal Jewish courts that echoed the Jerusalem Sanhedrin (Hooker 2001: 309).

The ‘governors’ are Roman magistrates, and the ‘kings’ likely Roman client

kings.11This passage seems designed to echo the supposed experience of Je-

sus, and possibly John the Baptist too; paradidōmi is used throughoutMark’s

passion narrative, and Jesus appears in sequence before the Sanhedrin and

the governor Pilate, as John appears before Herod Antipas).12While there is

a sense of universal antagonism, then, the primary focus seems to be Jewish

agency.13

The other synoptic gospels repeat this prediction.Matthew includes it in

the same context: ‘Then they will hand you over to be tortured (παραδώσου-

σιν ὑμᾶς εἰς θλῖψιν) and will put you to death (καὶ ἀποκτενοῦσιν ὑμᾶς), and

you will be hated by all nations (ἔσεσθε μισούμενοι ὑπὸ πάντων τῶν ἐθνῶν)

because of my name’ (Matthew 24:9). This is simultaneously more explicit

about the expected result, and vaguer on those responsible,with nomention

of judges or executioners.14 Matthew also reuses verses 9, 11, and 12 of the

Markan material in Jesus’ instructions to the disciples about their impend-

ing mission (Matthew 10:17–23). Here the context again is clearly local, and

Jewish.The verses gloss the initial instruction to ‘go rather to the lost sheep

of the house of Israel’ (Matthew 10:5). And this section closes: ‘When they

persecute (διώκωσιν) you in one town, flee to the next; for truly I tell you,

you will not have gone through all the towns of Israel before the Son of Man

10There is a huge bibliography here. In fact, suffering and death represent the essence of Christian

identity in Mark; see most recently Middleton 2014. On suffering and early Christian identity

more broadly see Perkins 1995.

11 By the time the gospels were likely written, the Jewish ethnarchs were no longer a feature of the

political landscape. But they were in the historical context in which the gospels are set, andMark

uses this language for one of them,Herod Antipas, calling him ‘KingHerod (ὁ βασιλεὺςἩρῴδης)’

(Mark 6:14).This prediction of the disciples likely deliberately echoes Jesus’ experience; seeMidd-

leton 2006: 154; I am also grateful to Ben Kolbeck for discussion of this point.

12 Hooker 2001: 309–10, citing Lightfoot 1950: 51–52. Hooker also notes prophetic echoes from the

Hebrew Bible here, further confirming the Jewish frame of reference; see e.g. Micah 7:6, 4 Ezra

6:25 and 7:27.

13 Hengel 1985: 28 and van Kooten 2014: 439–45 suggest that Nero is intended by a subsequent ref-

erence in the same chapter to ‘the desolating sacrilege’ (Mark 13:14).This is based upon linguistic

similaritieswith otherNewTestament texts, includingRevelation, and is dismissedbyMalik 2020:

65 as part of her wider argument; see further on pp. 234–35 below.

14 Filson 1971: 253 on the universal referents of this phrase.
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comes’ (Matthew 10:23). That is not to say that Matthew envisages nothing

beyond that Jewish context; his gospel ends with the so-called ‘Great Com-

mission’,when Jesus directs his disciples ‘Go therefore andmake disciples of

all nations (πάντα τὰ ἔθνη)’ (Matthew 28:19).15 But suffering is not discussed

at that point, nor is there the same degree of contextual detail.16 Even more

so than inMark, then, the anticipated suffering of Christians seems to occur

overwhelmingly in a provincial Jewish setting.17

Matthewalso here employedwhatwould become themost common term

for persecution in Greek, the verb diōkō and its cognate forms.This classical

term was well-familiar from the earliest Greek texts, regularly mobilised in

diverse contexts,andmeaningby turns topursue,drive orprosecute,applied

to people, animals, plants, objects, winds, and even arguments (Liddell and

Scott 1883: 380).Mark had used the noun diogmos only in the abstract. In the

parable of the sower, the seed sown on rocky ground corresponds to those

who ‘when trouble or persecution (θλίψεως ἢ διωγμοῦ) arises on account of

the word, immediately fall away’ (Mark 4:17; see too 10:30 and cf. Matthew

13:21).Matthewuses itmore frequently, and his usage again usually points to

suffering at the hands of Jewish agents.At the endof theBeatitudesMatthew

says ‘Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you (ὀνειδίσω-

σιν ὑμᾶς καὶ διώξωσιν) … for in the same way they persecuted (ἐδίωξαν) the

prophets who were before you’ (Matthew 5:11–12; see too 5:44). Even clearer,

the evangelist rails against Jewish leaders – ‘Woe to you, scribes and Phar-

ises, hypocrites’ (Matthew 23:29) – refers to the earlier deaths of the prophets,

and continues ‘I send you prophets, sages, and scribes, some of whom you

will kill and crucify (ἀποκτενεῖτε καὶ σταυρώσετε), and some you will flog

(μαστιγώσετε) in your synagogues and pursue (διώξετε) from town to town’

(Matthew 23:34).The language of the earlier prediction is thus repeated here

in a clear Jewish context, connecting the persecution of the disciples to that

of the Jewish prophets.

It is Luke who introduces diōkō into Mark’s original prediction: ‘they

will arrest you and persecute you (ἐπιβαλοῦσιν ἐφ’ ὑμᾶς τὰς χεῖρας αὐτῶν

καὶ διώξουσιν); they will hand you over to synagogues and prisons (παρα-

15With thanks to Sarah Parkhouse.

16 Nor, given the existence of the Jewish diaspora, would a universal mission in and of itself neces-

sitate suffering from Gentile agents, let alone emperors.

17This is not to ignore theological explanations ofMatthew’s focus on Israel,merely to note that one

consequence is that it contributes to the absence of the person of the emperor in the anticipation

of persecution.
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διδόντες εἰς τὰς συναγωγὰς καὶ φυλακάς), and you will be brought before

kings and governors (ἀπαγομένους ἐπὶ βασιλεῖς καὶ ἡγεμόνας) because of my

name’ (Luke 21:12). This is the only time Luke uses diōkō in this context (and

only once otherwise; Luke 17:23). Like Matthew, though, Luke repeats the

sentiment elsewhere too, when Jesus teaches: ‘When they bring you before

the synagogues, the rulers, and the authorities (εἰσφέρωσιν ὑμᾶς ἐπὶ τὰς

συναγωγὰς καὶ τὰς ἀρχὰς καὶ τὰς ἐξουσίας)’ (Luke 12:11). Luke, the latest of the

gospels, is known for its more elite, urban, Hellenistic framing. Here, in the

language of ἐξουσία, the author may have the structures of Roman power

in view.18 But his focus is on the scale of those he calls the archai – the local

rulers of the Greek east of the Roman empire – as we will see more clearly in

the treatment of Acts below.

In John’s gospel we do not find repetition of these exact sayings. But we

do find a comparison between the experience of Jesus and that foreseen for

the disciples using the same language: ‘If they persecuted me, they will per-

secute you (εἰ ἐμὲ ἐδίωξαν, καὶ ὑμᾶς διώξουσιν)’ (John 15:20; see too 17:14). He

summarises: ‘I have said these things to you to keep you from stumbling.

Theywill put youout of the synagogues (ἀποσυναγώγους)’ (John 16:1–2).When

speaking elsewhere of Jesus’ experience, John says that ‘the Ioudaioi started

persecuting (ἐδίωκον) Jesus’ (John 5:16).19 John therefore presents a consistent

picture of persecution due to Jewish agency.20

In Luke’s sequel to his gospel, the Acts of the Apostles, Jesus’ prophecies

come to fruition. In describing the ensuing events Luke works to system-

atically exculpate the Romans, which means again highlighting the agency

of the Jews.21 Initial resistance to the apostles arises in Acts from the same

Jewish authorities that targeted Jesus. Peter and John are first to suffer; ‘the

priests, the captainof the temple,and theSadducees…arrested them(ἐπέβα-

λοναὐτοῖς τὰς χεῖρας) andput them in custody (ἔθεντο εἰς τήρησιν)’ (Acts 4:1–3;

an interrogation follows at 4:5–22). The experience is explicitly tied by Luke

to that of Jesus (Acts 4:23–30). Events repeat later (Acts 5:17–42); this time

the apostles are ‘flogged (δείραντες)’ (Acts 5:40). The supposed first martyr,

18 It is interesting in this regard that Luke-Acts, one of the latest texts in the canon, has been read

alongside the apologists, as in e.g. Nasrallah 2010.

19 Sanders and Mastin 1968: 163 suggest reading the imperfect as conative – i.e. that the Jews tried

to persecute Jesus, but without success on this occasion.

20 Sanders andMastin 1968: 343 assume Jewish agency in John 15:20.

21 Oft-noted; see e.g.Williams 1964: 224: ‘Luke loses no opportunity of stressing the friendliness of

the authorities to St. Paul or the Gospel’ and then at 250: ‘a certain anti-Jewish tendency in Luke’.
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Stephen, is stoned to death by Jewish actors (Acts 7:58–9) after ‘[t]hey stirred

up the people as well as the elders and the scribes; then they suddenly con-

fronted him, seized him, and brought him before the council (ἐπιστάντες

συνήρπασαν αὐτὸν καὶ ἤγαγον εἰς τὸ συνέδριον)’ (Acts 6:12), a sequence that

directly echoes Jesus’ predictions. This again explicitly references the treat-

ment of the prophets (Acts 7:9; 7:35–39; 7:51–53),22where the verb diōkō recurs:

‘Which of the prophets did your ancestors not persecute? (τίνα τῶνπροφητῶν

οὐκ ἐδίωξαν οἱ πατέρες ὑμῶν)’ (Acts 7:52).

Stephen’s death is usually considered the narrative hinge in Acts, serving

to introduce Paul – on whom the book will subsequently focus – who is

present as a bystander. Luke narrates how ‘That day a severe persecution

(διωγμὸς μέγας) began against the church in Jerusalem’ (Acts 8:1; see too 11:19,

using τῆς θλίψεως). We read ‘Saul was ravaging (ἐλυμαίνετο)23 the church

by entering house after house; dragging off (σύρων) both men and women,

he committed them to prison (παρεδίδου εἰς φυλακήν)’ (Acts 8:3; see too the

accounts of Paul’s own conversion at 9:4–5; 22:4; 22:7–8; 26:11; 26:14–15),

where themention of prison echoes Luke’s adaptation of the original saying,

discussed above. We read too how Paul was ‘breathing threats and murder

(ἀπειλῆς καὶ φόνου) against the disciples of the Lord’ (Acts 9:1) and attempts

to ‘bring them bound (δεδεμένους ἀγάγῃ) to Jerusalem’ (Acts 9:2; see too

9:21–22).24Here again, then, Luke focuses exclusively on Jewish agency.

Luke’s focus then shifts to Paul’s own experience, but he too suffers in

a Jewish context. First, in Damascus, ‘the Jews plotted to kill him (συνε-

βουλεύσαντο οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι ἀνελεῖν αὐτόν)’ (Acts 9:23); then again in Jerusalem

(Acts 9:29–30; see too 20:3). In Pisidian Antioch, ‘the Jews incited the devout

women of high standing and the leading men of the city, and stirred up

persecution (ἐπήγειραν διωγμὸν) against Paul and Barnabas, and drove

them out (ἐξέβαλον αὐτοὺς) of their region’ (Acts 13:50; echoing Luke 9:5).

Next, ‘[t]he same thing occurred in Iconium … the unbelieving Jews stirred

up (ἐπήγειραν) the Gentiles and poisoned their minds (ἐκάκωσαν τὰς ψυχὰς)

against the brothers’ (Acts 14:1–2). Luke then tells how ‘an attempt was made

(ἐγένετο ὁρμὴ) by both Gentiles and Jews, with their rulers (τοῖς ἄρχουσιν

αὐτῶν), to maltreat them and to stone them (ὑβρίσαι καὶ λιθοβολῆσαι α-

22 It may also have been assimilated to the evangelists’ accounts of Jesus; seeWilliams 1964: 111–12.

23Williams 1964: 114 notes the animalistic connotations of this term.

24Williams 1964: 125 notes in ‘the man who made havoc (ὁ πορθήσας)’ (Acts 9:21) a possible Lukan

echoing of Paul’s language in Gal. 1:13 and 1:23.
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ὐτούς)’ (Acts 14:5). That the punishment was stoning suggests that for Luke

this was an internal Jewish affair. History repeats itself in Lystra: ‘Jews came

there from Antioch and Iconium andwon over the crowds.Then they stoned

(λιθάσαντες) Paul and dragged (ἔσυρον) him out of the city’ (Acts 14:19).

Throughout the first half of Acts, then, the author clearly envisages Jews as

the prime driving force behind persecution, even when they work with or

through Gentile actors.25

In Acts’ second half, Paul increasingly interacts with Gentiles and thus

comes onto the radar of the magistrates of Greek cities of the eastern

provinces.26 But Luke still systematically shifts attention back to Jewish

agents. Often the authorities’ interest is catalysed by Jewish agitation. So,

for example, the Jews in Thessalonica mobilise a crowd that declares to the

local authorities – ‘τοὺς πολιτάρχας’ (Acts 17:6) – that ‘[t]hey [Paul, Silas, and

their ilk] are all acting contrary to the decrees of the emperor (τῶν δογμάτων

Καίσαρος)’ (Acts 17:7). In response, ‘after they had taken bail from Jason and

the others, they let them go’ (Acts 17:9). At this first mention of the emperor,

then, Luke minimises conflict. And at the end of Acts, when the Jews hatch a

secret plot to kill Paul (Acts 23:12–14), the Romans are used as pawns, since

the plotters suggest that the Jewish authorities call for the Roman tribune

whohas Paul ‘to bring himdown to you, on the pretext that youwant tomake

a more thorough examination (ὡς μέλλοντας διαγινώσκειν ἀκριβέστερον) of

his case. And we are ready to do away with him before he arrives’ (Acts 23:15;

see too 23:20–21; 23:30).

In fact,Romeserves almost as aguarantor of protection forChristians. In

Philippi, when Paul and Silas are seized and taken ‘into the marketplace be-

fore the authorities (ἐπὶ τοὺς ἄρχοντας)’ (Acts 16:19), ‘themagistrates (οἱ στρα-

τηγοὶ) had them stripped of their clothing and ordered them to be beaten

with rods (ῥαβδίζειν),27 and after ‘a severe flogging (πληγὰς), they threw them

into prison (ἔβαλον εἰς φυλακήν)’ (Acts 16:22–23). But when the next morn-

ing these magistrates order their release (Acts 16:35), Paul accuses them of

beating Roman citizens without trial (Acts 16:37), and Luke reports that ‘they

25Theclient kingHerodAgrippa Imakes abrief cameopersecutory appearancewhenhe ‘laid violent

hands (ἐπέβαλεν…τὰςχεῖραςκακῶσαί) uponsomewhobelonged to the church.Hehad James, the

brother of John,killedwith the sword (ἀνεῖλεν…μαχαίρῃ). After he saw that it pleased the Jews,he

proceeded to arrest (προσέθετο συλλαβεῖν) Peter also’ (Acts 12:1–3; see too 12:11). Here again Luke

is sure to attribute even royal actions to the Jews more generally.

26 For an introduction to these, see Roselaar 2016.

27The authorities here would likely be duoviri or quattuorviri and aediles; seeWilliams 1964: 194.
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were afraid (ἐφοβήθησαν) … so they came and apologized (παρεκάλεσαν) to

them’ (Acts 16:38–39). In Ephesus, fear of Roman retribution dissipates brew-

ing discontent amongst Paul’s opponents (Acts 19:23–41).When amilitary of-

ficer arrests Paul in Jerusalem, Luke presents it as protection from a Jewish-

inspired mob (Acts 21:27–36). And again, after learning that Paul is a Roman

citizen, even this officer is worried about having bound and almost flogged

him (Acts 22:29). At Acts’ denouement, when the Jewish authorities are argu-

ing about Paul, a Roman tribune arrests him ‘fearing that they would tear

Paul to pieces (μὴ διασπασθῇ ὁ Παῦλος ὑπ’ αὐτῶν)’ (Acts 23:10). And when he

sends Paul on to the governor, the accompanying note says that ‘This man

was seized by the Jews andwas about to be killed by them (συλλημφθέντα ὑπὸ

τῶν Ἰουδαίων καὶ μέλλοντα ἀναιρεῖσθαι ὑπ’ αὐτῶν), but when I had learned

that he was a Roman citizen, I came with the guard and rescued (ἐξειλάμην)

him’ (Acts 23:27).

Whengovernors finally appear on the stage ofActs this picture continues.

The first, Gallio (of Achaia), simply refuses to hear the Jewish case against

Paul (Acts 18:12–17). When Paul is eventually arraigned before the governors

Felix and Festus, both are notably passive. In the former case, the Jews are

the driving agents (Acts 24.1; 24.9); Felix delays (Acts 24.22), then leaves Paul

in prison ‘since hewanted to grant the Jews a favour’ (Acts 24:27; see too 25:9).

When Festus replaces Felix, again, the Jews push for sentencing (Acts 25:1–3;

25:7) but Festus demurs (Acts 25: 4–5).This same dynamic prompts the most

famous appearance of the emperor in Acts. When Festus attempts to pass

Paul over to internal Jewish judicial procedure in Jerusalem,Paul replies ‘I am

appealing to the emperor’s tribunal (τοῦ βήματος Καίσαρός); this is where I

should be tried … I appeal to the emperor (Καίσαρα)’ (Acts 25:10–11).The em-

peror appears only then in the vaguest of senses,as the core symbol ofRome’s

role as a guarantor of justice – in other words, in the role entirely integral to

the conception of the ‘emperor’ from its origins.28

When we shift attention to the New Testament epistles, the emperor

barely features in the repeated references to the present and future suf-

ferings of Christians. When Paul is explicit about agency, he always has

the Jews in his sights. He speaks of himself as ‘formerly a blasphemer, a

persecutor (διώκτην), and a man of violence’ (1 Tim. 1:13) – diōktēs is found

neither in non-Christian writings nor elsewhere in the New Testament.

28 On the emperor as ‘ever-present protector’, illustrated by Lucius’ (abortive) appeal to the emperor

in Apuleius’Golden Ass, see Millar 1981: 66.
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Of his own experiences, he recalls how ‘Five times I have received from the

Jews the forty lashesminus one (τεσσεράκοντα παρὰ μίαν).Three times Iwas

beatenwith rods (ἐρραβδίσθην).Once I received a stoning (ἐλιθάσθην)’ (2Cor.

11:24–25). Elsewhere he speaks of ‘the Jews, who killed both the Lord Jesus

and the prophets, and drove us out (ἐκδιωξάντων)’ (1Thess. 2:15). Andwhenhe

asks, ‘why am I still being persecuted (τί ἔτι διώκομαι) if I am still preaching

circumcision?’ (Gal. 5:11), he implies that the persecution is perpetrated by

those who would have no need to do so if he were advocating this symbol of

Jewish identity.

OftenPaul doesnot explicitly assign agency,as, for example,whenhedis-

cusses the apostles’ missionary experience: ‘We are afflicted (θλιβόμενοι) in

every way, but not crushed; perplexed (ἀπορούμενοι), but not driven to de-

spair; persecuted (διωκόμενοι),butnot forsaken; struckdown (καταβαλλόμε-

νοι), but not destroyed’ (2 Cor. 4:8–9; cf. 1 Cor. 4:12; 2 Cor. 6:4–9, 12:10; 1Thess.

1:6, 3:5; 2Thess. 1:4; Gal. 6:12; Rom. 8:35–6, 12:14, 16:3–4; Phil. 1:7; Phlm. 1:13).29

But Jewish agency is often implied, because Paul uses the same language for

his own pre-conversion persecution (1 Cor. 15:9; Gal. 1:13; 1:23; Phil. 3.6; see

too 1 Thess. 4.13 which echoes the language used of Stephen at Acts 7.60).30

That he uses the same language while mobilising a Hebrew Bible metaphor

is telling: ‘But just as at that time the child who was born according to the

flesh persecuted (ἐδίωκεν) the child whowas born according to the Spirit, so

it is now also’ (Gal. 4:28–29). Since Paul explicitly associated the mother of

the former child with ‘the present Jerusalem’ (Gal. 4:25), persecution seems

to be attributed primarily again to Jewish agents (see too e.g. Rom. 8:35; cit-

ing Ps. 44:22).Where Paul does clearly envisageGentile persecution, as in his

comment to theThessalonians, ‘For you, brothers and sisters, became imita-

tors of the churches of God in Christ Jesus that are in Judea, for you suffered

(ἐπάθετε) the same things from your own compatriots as they did from the

Jews’ (1 Thess. 2:16; see too 1.6; 3.3–4),31 the framework remains local rather

than imperial.

In the Pseudo-Pauline epistles, the unknown authors followed Paul’s us-

age. When the author of 2 Timothy predicts that ‘all who want to live a godly

29There is a huge bibliography on these passages; see recently e.g.Middleton 2009.

30 On the last see Donfried 1985: 349 and Bruce 1990.Gal. 1.13 and 1:23 also use ‘was trying to destroy

(ἐπόρθουν) it’ and ‘tried to destroy (ἐπόρθει)’ respectively; see above n. 19.

31 Barclay 1993: 514 (though I would demur from his ready explanation of the causes of that antago-

nism being intra-religious tension).
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life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted (διωχθήσονται)’ (2 Tim. 3:12), it comes

immediately after ‘Paul’ speaks of ‘my persecutions, and my suffering (το-

ῖς διωγμοῖς, τοῖς παθήμασιν) the things that happened tome in Antioch, Ico-

nium, and Lystra…What persecutions I endured (οἵους διωγμοὺς ὑπήνεγκα)’

(2 Tim. 3:11). That list of locations makes clear that the author has in mind

Paul’s experiences as described in Acts (Acts 13:50; 14:1–2; 14:5; 14:19), where

agencywas firmly placed on the Jews. In the same text ‘Paul’ says that he ‘was

rescued from the lion’s mouth (ἐκ στόματος λέοντος)’ (2 Tim. 4:17). Later au-

thors interpreted this to be about Nero,32 but this is not present in the orig-

inal text; rather the reference is inherited, being both a generic metaphor

common for antagonists (see e.g. Ps. 7.3, which in the LXX also calls the lat-

ter ‘mypursuers (τῶν διωκόντων)’) and a specific reference toGod closing ‘the

lions’ mouths (τὰ στόματα τῶν λεόντων)’ (Dan. 6:22; cf. 1 Macc. 2:60; Bassler

2011: 120).

Finally,we turnour attention toRevelation.Here again,anticipatedChris-

tian suffering is at the heart of the letter. So, the author’s message to the

church in Smyrna reads.

I know your affliction and your poverty (τὴν θλῖψιν καὶ τὴν πτωχείαν), even though you are

rich. I know the slander on the part of thosewho say that they are Jews and are not, but are

a synagogue of Satan (τῶν λεγόντων Ἰουδαίους εἶναι ἑαυτούς, καὶ οὐκ εἰσὶν ἀλλὰ συναγωγὴ

τοῦ Σατανᾶ). Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Beware, the devil is about to throw

some of you into prison so that you may be tested (μέλλει βάλλειν ὁ διάβολος ἐξ ὑμῶν εἰς

φυλακὴν ἵνα πειρασθῆτε), and for ten days youwill have affliction (θλῖψιν). Be faithful until

death, and I will give you the crown of life. Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the

Spirit is saying to the churches. Whoever conquers (ὁ νικῶν) will not be harmed by the

second death. (Rev. 2:9–11)

This passage again connects present and anticipated suffering with Jewish

agency. But this is also, as in Paul, given a cosmic dimension here, since Jew-

ish and Satanic agency are elided.What is more, the passage ends with mil-

itary language (the verb nikaō is characteristic of Revelation) signalling that a

cosmicmartial framework is overlaid above the anticipatedmundane incar-

ceration (Middleton 2006: 161–63).

In addition to Jewish agency, however, traditional interpretations sug-

gest that Rome, its emperors, and Nero specifically, are all also blamed for

32 OnEusebius’ imaginative reuse of this passage,which depended on earliermartyr narratives, see

below on p. 254.
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Christian suffering here.33 The crux is the sequence of ‘beasts’. The first

beast, ‘like a leopard, its feet were like a bear’s, and itsmouthwas like a lion’s

mouth’ (Rev. 13:2), had Satan’s ‘power and his throne and great authority’,

and a death-blow on its head, now apparently healed; ‘In amazement the

whole earth followed the beast’ (Rev. 13:3). It ‘was allowed tomake war on the

saints and to conquer them (ποιῆσαι πόλεμον μετὰ τῶν ἁγίων καὶ νικῆσαι

αὐτούς)’ (Rev. 13:7).This is usually read as a cipher for Roman imperial power,

and a prediction of persecution from an (apocalyptically-returned) Roman

emperor, usually seen as Nero.34This beast recurs later, ‘full of blasphemous

names’ (Rev. 17:3), with ‘seven heads and ten horns’, and bearing a woman.

This is glossed as referring to seven mountains and seven kings, and since

the woman is explicitly called ‘the great city that rules over the kings of the

earth’ (Rev. 17:18), this is again read as Rome (with her seven hills) and the

Julio-Claudian and (possibly) Flavian emperors.35 The author then speaks

of how ‘they will make war (πολεμήσουσιν) on the Lamb, and the Lamb will

conquer them (νικήσει)’ (Rev. 17:14).This apocalyptic language is certainly the

nearest we find to an association between Christian suffering and imperial

– and specifically Neronian – agency in the New Testament.

It is not entirely clear, however, that Revelation had either Nero, or even

Roman emperors, in view. First, Shushma Malik has comprehensively

demonstrated that the Antichrist-Nero tradition was created in late antiq-

uity.36 The tyrannical reputation of Nero was neither so systematic in the

first century, nor so prevalent in the east where Revelation was composed,

33The non-Pauline epistles contain only very general references to persecution, repeating biblical

language, and with no obvious agents in view; e.g. ‘Yet if any of you suffers (πασχέτω – from

previous verse) as a Christian, do not consider it a disgrace, but glorify God because you bear this

name’ (1 Pet. 4:16).

34 E.g.Caird 1984: 162 suggesting that thefirstmonster’s appearance from the sea echoes the annual

maritime arrival of the proconsul of Ephesus; the association with Nero is at 164. For a recent

statement of this traditional view, with bibliography see Middleton 2012: 165–66.

35 E.g. Caird 1984: 211–62, highlighting the presence of temples to the goddess Roma in the first

three cities to whom Revelation was addressed; see too 216–19. At 36–38 Caird links the author’s

statement that Satan resides inPergamumto the construction there of thefirst imperial cult tem-

ple to Roma and Augustus (Rev. 2.12.13). And at 137–38 the reference to the bodies of the martyrs

lying ‘in the streets of the great city’ (Rev. 11.8) is taken to refer toRome. In all these examples there

is nothing explicitly imperial.

36 Malik 2020, refuting an assumption repeated from Bousset 1895 to Van Kooten 2007 (a biblio-

graphic survey at 17–28 notes examples of earlier scepticism). Revelation was the prime biblical

text used for this re-imagining,with 2Thess. 2:3,Daniel, and 1 John (and thenon-canonicalSibylline

Oracles and Ascension of Isaiah).
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as to be useful as an easily recognised reference.37 The details used to tie

the first beast to Nero – in particular the mortal wound, and the sequence

of seven kings with one returning as the eighth – do not unproblematically

point toNero.And in fact, a clear linkwasmade only in the late third century,

by Victorinus of Pettau.38

Second, the imagery and numbering are dependent on Daniel (7:2–7),

creating one beast out of the four there described (Caird 1984: 162). Such

language need not therefore necessarily refer to Rome and its emperor,

but could simply be a generic symbol of worldly rule.39 The number seven,

for example, might not refer to Rome’s hills, since such imagery was more

widespread in ancient Canaanite and Jewish tradition.40Moreover, the im-

agery of seven heads and ten horns was applied not just to the first beast but

to Revelation’s original dragon (Rev. 12:3). The author then calls the dragon

‘that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan’ (Rev. 12:8), a partic-

ipant in the cosmic war in heaven.41 He also speaks of Christian suffering

as part of this battle with Satan: ‘they have conquered (ἐνίκησαν) him by

the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony (τὸν λόγον τῆς

μαρτυρίας αὐτῶν)’ (Rev. 12:11).42This is also the only time that Revelation uses

cognates of diōkō: ‘when the dragon saw that he had been thrown down to

the earth, he pursued (ἐδίωξεν) the woman who had given birth to the male

child’ (Rev. 12:13). In addition, Revelation is less concretely historical even

than other apocalyptic texts employing similar language, problematising

whether a definitive identification was intended (Malik 2020: 50–51, 78).

37 Malik 2020: 28–50.

38 Malik 2020: 65–78; among the extensive earlier literature see in particular Minear 1953. Further,

the number 666, often used to link the beast to Nero, is in fact the number of the secondmonster

(Rev. 13:11–18; at 18), the other descriptors of which do not fit Nero.

39 Malik 2020: 72 and 74; Caird 1984: 164 appears to hedge his bets (contra 218): ‘It is thus misleading

to say that the monster is Rome, for it is bothmore and less: more because Rome is only its latest

embodiment; and less, because Rome is also, even among all the corruptions of idolatry, “God’s

agent of punishment, for retribution on the offender” (Rom. xiii.4)’; see too later at 214 on Rev.

17:1–6.

40 E.g. 1 Enoch 60:88; 6:13; 7:32–33; 7:54. Caird 1984: 150 and 161; see too at 218 on the symbolic power

of seven for this author.

41 See too Caird 1984: 159 on how the ‘water like a river’ (Rev. 13:15) that comes from the serpent’s

mouth must refer to Christian-Jewish conflict. Caird subsequently attributes the dragon’s later

move ‘to make war on the rest of her children’ (Rev. 12:17) to state persecution, without evidence

or discussion.

42 Caird 1984: 220 affirming the view that this must refer to persecution.
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Third, the actual persecution is predicated of the ten kings ‘who have not

yet received a kingdom, but they are to receive authority as kings for one

hour, together with the beast’ (Rev. 17:12).These ten kings echo the ten horns

of Daniel, which represented ten Seleucid kings that preceded Antiochus

VI Epiphanes. They have no obvious direct point of reference in the Roman

world (Caird 1984: 163, 219–20). Since we also read that ‘the ten horns that

you saw, they and the beast will hate the whore’, it is difficult to draw simple

equations with Rome and its emperors.

With the possible exception of Revelation, then, the figure of the emperor

does not appear in the literary landscape of the New Testament as the fig-

ure responsible for persecution. Andwhile his governors do feature, they are

the instruments rather than the agents of persecution; the latter role is over-

whelmingly takenby the Jews, sometimes as provokers ofGentile agents.Ro-

man agents more often appear as symbols of protection. So while the lan-

guage of Revelationmight have brought Rome and the emperors to mind for

some readers, and indeed it is possible that this was intended, that would

represent an outlier in the New Testament.

This survey alsodemonstrates that there are twobroad conceptual frame-

works for understanding persecution at work in the New Testament. Be-

cause much of the canon’s interest – catalysed, among other things, by the

prophetic traditionof theHebrewBible–was inpublicwitness, thefirst, and

most important, was judicial. But we also see an alternative martial frame-

work come to fruition in Revelation.43This warfare was cosmic – the natural

end point of cosmic imagery in the gospels –with Christians’ suffering con-

ceived as part the ongoing battle between God and Satan.The boundary be-

tween these judicial and martial frameworks is porous, since Satan was the

ultimate ‘accuser’ (the literalmeaning of satan inHebrew) andwas habitually

depicted as theprosecutor of theheavenly lawcourt in theHebrewBible, rab-

binic writings, and New Testament (e.g. Caird 1984: 154–56).These two con-

ceptual models, and their philological matrices, establish the groundwork

for subsequent treatment of Christian persecution.

43 On this cosmic dimension, see especially Middleton 2006, on its basis in the New Testament at

135–71 (with Middleton 2014). The language of cosmic contest and martial language is certainly

found in Paul (e.g.Eph. 6:10–17; 1Thess. 5:8) but oftenmetaphorically,without explicit connection

to imagined this-worldly sufferingofChristians (seedebate at 143).Danielic imagery is also found

there,butnot inamartial nexus,andwithout clear imperial referent (as suggestedbyBarclay 1993:

529 n. 60without evidence). I respectfully demur fromMiddleton’s position thatMark’s language

(for example ἐπιτιμᾶ-) is martial.
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Justice and Apology

As part of his predictions of their future suffering in the synoptic gospels,

Jesus reassures the disciples: ‘When they bring you to trial and hand you

over, do not worry beforehand about what you are to say (τί λαλήσητε); but

say whatever is given you at that time, for it is not you who speak, but the

Holy Spirit’ (Mark 13:11). Matthew also uses the verb laleō (Matthew 10:19) but

Lukemakes an important change: ‘do notworry about how you are to defend

yourselves (ἀπολογήσησθε) or what you are to say’ (Luke 12:11). In his use of

apologeomai, Luke introduces more formal judicial language appropriate to

his Hellenistic urban context. His vision of formal Christian ‘defence’ came

to fruition in the writings of the second and third century apologists. Most

important among this umbrella of diverse Christian writers, and anchoring

their eastern and western traditions respectively, were Justin, writing in

Rome in the mid-second century, and Tertullian, writing in Carthage in the

early third.

Both Justin and Tertullian wrote Apologies (in Justin’s case two survive),

‘defences’ of Christians against their apparent mistreatment by the popu-

lace and Roman authorities alike, that may or may not have envisaged the

latter as their real-life audience.44 Both are conscious of their debts to texts

of the New Testament.45 Justin says that ‘only the things which we say and

whichwe learnt fromChrist and the prophets who came before him are true’

(1 Apol. 23.1).46 An entire section of the First Apology consists of summary and

discussion of Jesus’ teaching, including direct citation of the gospels (1 Apol.

14.4–17.4).When Justin speaks of ‘the powerful word which his apostles, go-

ing out from Jerusalem, proclaimed everywhere, though death had been de-

creedagainst thosewho taughtor simply confessed thenameofChristwhich

we everywhere both embrace and teach’ (1 Apol. 45.5) we are hearing echoes

of Jesus’ own warnings. Tertullian, writing in Latin, knew both the evolving

44 I consider here only Tertullian’sApology and Justin’s so-calledFirstApology for reasons of space.The

relationship between Justin’s two apologetic texts is fraught; for a good summary of the problem

and possible solutions, see Parvis 2008: 57. I eschew here the much-masticated question of their

audience; put simply, I consider an internal Christian audience more likely; see especially Young

1999 and Cameron 2002.

45 I have argued elsewhere that the idea of suffering ‘for the Christian name’, found throughout the

apologists, is alsodependenton theNewTestament; seeCorke-Webster 2017: 404.Nasrallah2010:

138 n. 57 also nods to this.

46 Greek text and translation taken fromMinns and Parvis 2009.
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canon, and Justin. He too makes repeated references to ‘this more modern

literature of ours (nostrum hanc novitiolam paraturam)’ (Apol. 47.9; see too 31.1

and 37.1). Again, when he says that ‘the school is in fact hated for the name

of its founder’ (Apol. 3.6), we see his debts to New Testament texts.

Both apologists are thus familiar with the depiction of the persecution of

Christians in theNewTestament.And they adopt its judicial framework.But

theyput emperors front and centre.This is clear fromboth formand content.

Justin’s First Apology resembles a petition and appeals for justice ‘To the em-

peror Titus Aelius Hadrian Antoninus Pius Augustus Caesar, and to Veris-

simus his son, philosopher, and to Lucius, the son of Caesar by nature and

of Pius by adoption, lover of learning’ (1 Apol. 1.1).47This imperial focus runs

like a vein through the text; his choice of scriptural proof-text, for example, is

determined by his imperial addressees, namely Psalm 2 from the Septuagint:

‘And now, O kings (βασιλεῖς); understand, be instructed all judges (οἱ κρίνο-

ντες) of the earth’ (1 Apol. 40.16; Nasrallah 2010: 143).

More than this, however, Justin envisages these emperors as directly in-

volved in the judicial processes against Christians, both preventing and per-

petrating violence.The former builds on the sense in theNewTestament that

Rome and its actors could serve as a source of protection for Christians. So,

for example, he suggests that an imperial investigation will inevitably pro-

duce ‘a verdict (τὴν … ψῆφον) which would actually be against yourselves’ (1

Apol.2.3–4; see too 5.1; 8.5; 31.5; 68.1–2).Andheappends anapparent rescript

of Hadrian to the end of the First Apology that tends to limit the persecution

of Christians (1 Apol. 68.5–10; via which he claims imperial precedent to sup-

port his petition).48

But his imperial addressees are also explicitly spoken of as persecutors

themselves.Again,buildingonbut expanding theNewTestamentprecedent,

he follows the passage discussed above about the apostles’ mission with a

message to his imperial addressees: ‘But even if you read these words with

hostile intent (ὡς ἐχθροὶ), you can do nothing further, as we said before, than

kill, which bears no harm to us (1 Apol. 45.6).The reader thus moves directly

from apostolic precedent to imperial persecution. Justin also uses the lexi-

47There is some disagreement over which emperors were originally included, but the debate is not

important for our purposes; seeMinns and Parvis 2009: 34–41. Some have removed Lucius,most

recently Marcovich 1994.

48 On its likely inauthenticity see Nesselhauf 1976 (still largely ignored by more recent commenta-

tors).
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con of the New Testament, but of emperors. For example, when he speaks of

his addressees’ failure to persecute ‘heretics’ such as Simon, Meander, and

Marcion, he states: ‘after the ascension of Christ to heaven the demons were

putting up certain people who asserted that they were gods, who were not

only not persecuted (ἐδιώχθησαν) by you, but were even deemed worthy of

honours’ (1 Apol. 26.1; see too 26.7).

We find the same focus on imperial agency in Tertullian’s Apology. This

was addressed not to emperors but to their appointees, ‘the magistrates of

the Roman Empire (Romani imperii antistites)’ (Apol. 1.1; passim).49 But the em-

perors’ imagined responsibility for persecution still shines through. Tertul-

lian speaks of magistrates ‘not allowed openly to investigate’ (Apol. 1.1; see

too 1.7), thus indirectly putting emperors – the only higher authority – in his

crosshairs. Later, he explicitly calls them out:

You, sir, then, who fancy we care nothing for Caesar’s safety, look into the words of God,

into our books (litterasnostras),whichwedonot hide,andwhichmany a chance throws into

the hands of outsiders. Learn from them, that the precept is given us (to the point of over-

flow of kindness) to pray to God even for our enemies (inimicis), to beseech his blessings

for our persecutors (persecutoribus nostris).Who aremore the enemies and the persecutors

of Christians (inimici et persecutoresChristianorum) than those against whosemajestywe are

accused of treason? But here it is explicitly named and in plain terms. ‘Pray,’ he says, ‘for

kings, and for princes and powers (pro regibus et pro principibus et potestatibus), that all things

may be tranquil for you.’ (Apol. 31.1–2, see too 37.1)

Here Tertullian jumps from Christians persecuted because of perceived

slights against emperors to emperors themselves being persecutors. Equally

important, we can see Tertullian, like Justin, working to tie this imperial

agency to precedents found in ‘our books’, referencing a Pauline passage

(1 Tim. 2.2) which in its original context had nothing to do with persecu-

tion. Here we see the apologetic switch in persecutory agency in action, as

Tertullian appropriates a New Testament passage in service of painting the

emperors as persecutions.

Tertullian, in fact, goes beyond Justin because he explicitly names and

shames individual emperors as persecutors.Nero is hisfirst candidate: ‘Con-

sult your histories.There youwill find thatNerowas the first to ragewith the

imperial sword (Caesariano gladio ferocisse) against this school in the very hour

of its rise in Rome’ (Apol. 5.3; see too 5.8). As the opening clause shows, Ter-

tullian was riffing off the binary schema of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ emperors found

49 Latin text and translation from Glover and Rendall 1931.
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in earlier Graeco-Roman historiography. In this he was dependant on an-

other apologist,Melito of Sardis, who wrote an Apology addressed toMarcus

Aurelius, extant only in fragments (Eus. Hist. eccl. 4.13.8, 4.26.1, 4.26.5–11).

Melito wrote that ‘Nero andDomitian alone of all …desired to bring our doc-

trine into ill repute’ (apudHist. eccl. 4.26.9).50 Both were suggesting that only

Rome’s imperial tyrants had persecuted Christians (Apol. 5.4) while better

emperors had not (Apol. 5.5; see too 5.6–8). This further solidifies for Ter-

tullian’s readers the link between persecution and imperial agency: ‘Such are

ever our persecutors (insecutores) –men unjust, impious, foul’ (Apol. 5.4).We

see the jump from the New Testament conceptual framework to that of the

apologists clearest when Tertullian says: ‘His disciples, also, were scattered

through the world, in obedience to the precept of God their teacher; they

suffered much from Jewish persecution (a Iudaeis insequentibus) … finally, at

Rome, through the cruelty ofNero (perNeronis saevitiam), they sowed the seed

of Christian blood’ (Apol. 21.25). It is this latter imperial agency that forms

these apologists’ almost exclusive focus.

Moreover, Tertullian also ‘imperialised’ the second persecutory idiom of

the New Testament, cosmic warfare. He used military language of the cos-

mic contest of which Christianswere part akin to that ofRevelation (e.g.Apol.

27.4; Scorp. 4.4). But he also called out his gubernatorial addresses because

‘youwagewar (debellatis)’ (Apol.29.5) againstChristians.Andhedeclared ‘[l]et

the Emperor, as a last test,make war on heaven (caelumdenique debellet imper-

ator), carry heaven captive in his triumph, set a guard on heaven, lay taxes on

heaven. He cannot’ (Apol. 30.2). In line with the schema of good/bad emper-

ors, he challenges the reader: ‘fromamong somany emperors down to today,

men wise in things divine and human, pick me out one who warred against

the Christians (edite aliquemdebellatoremChristianorum)’ (Apol. 5.5).This inter-

wove imperial agency into both models of New Testament persecution.

The apologists’ picture of the agency behind Christian suffering thus

had a different focus from that they inherited from the New Testament.

Emperors take centre-stage – not just as sources of protection, as was

implicit in the New Testament, but of persecution itself. That reflects, I

suggest, not a change in the nature of historical persecution but a discursive

shift, one catalysed by the judicial zeitgeist of the Antonine period.51 Recent

50 Translations from Lawlor and Oulton 1927; Greek text from Bardy 1952–58.

51The former point is controversial (and goes against the consensus established by de Ste Croix

1963 and Barnes 1968), and I simply state rather than prove it here. I refer the interested reader
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innovativework has explored this already.MaudGleason (1999), in a typically

pioneering piece, noted the obsession with the Roman courtroom shared

by Christian authors and their non-Christian contemporaries; Brent Shaw

(2003) demonstrated the degree to which this permeated into the early

Christian (sub)consciousness. Laura Nasrallah’s work has argued that the

apologists’ writings must be read alongside the discursive andmonumental

landscapes of their world (2010). For Justin, that manifests in his focus on

the nexus between justice, piety and philosophy, all ideals foregrounded in

the ideological programmes of the Antonine emperors he addressed (Nas-

rallah 2010: 119–68). Similarly, Ari Bryen (2012) has suggested that Justin’s

quotation of legal precedents can be seen as part of a wider development

of such provincial agency in the metaphorical arena of the courtroom.

Such precedent-gathering was one aspect of a wider provincial attempt to

harness state mechanisms to their advantage (which necessarily involved

accepting and working with those mechanisms, e.g. Bryen 2014).52 Most

recently – and most pertinently – Carly Daniel-Hughes and Maia Kotrosits

(2020) have persuasively argued that Tertullian’s depictions of Christian-

state interactions are not representations of his Carthaginian reality but one

more manifestation of a broader tendency for contemporary provincials to

fantasise about Roman judicial power. But it seems tome that the very focus

on the emperors’ role in the provincial experience of justice – or perhaps

better, the assumption that suffering and punishment under the empire are

ultimately traceable to the emperor – is itself also a product of this context.

The idea that all provincials had a link to the emperor goes back to Au-

gustus and the foundation of the imperial system – we have already seen

it implicit in the New Testament, as it can be found throughout all impe-

rial literature (cf. Ando 2000: e.g. 336–405). But it was with the Nerva-An-

tonine dynasty that, with the Republican façade entirely stripped away, the

idea that the experience of the empire’s denizens was directly dependent on

the character of the man resident in the Palatine reached its zenith.The An-

tonine emperors encouraged this association via an increased focus on char-

acter in their ideological programmes.53 It is no coincidence that the glut

to Corke-Webster 2023 – a prolegomenon to a fuller future study of the Christian experience of

persecution–whichemphasises the continuityof agencybehindpersecution throughout thefirst

three centuries (delation from an eclectic mix of community agents united not by inter-religious

antagonism but by their intimacy with Christians).

52 I have profited here greatly from conversations with Ben Kolbeck; see further Kolbeck 2022.

53 See e.g. on character and coinage Noreña 2011.
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of texts that judged first-century emperors on their character (most famil-

iar now via the Tacitus-Suetonius-Pliny triptych) began to be produced in

the early second century. Suffering provincials in this period were implic-

itly encouraged, I suggest, to look to the emperor’s character as both ulti-

mate cause of and potential source of relief for their experience. Since by

far themost commonmeans of interaction with the Roman imperial project

in this (relatively non-martial) period was via the Roman judicial system,54

and emperors themselves prioritised this in their ideological programmes,55

it is entirely predictable that provincial musings upon their judicial experi-

ences should increasingly focus on the emperors as individuals.The promi-

nence of the nexus between emperors and justice in this period is perhaps

best demonstrated by the unprecedented centrality of a building dedicated

to justice – the Basilica Ulpia – in Trajan’s Forum, where the emperor’s per-

son was symbolically ever-present.56The apologists’ discursive escalation of

the canonical predictions of suffering onto the imperial scale was thus part

of a wider tendency prompted by changing imperial ideology.

War and Historiography

Justin demonstrates an occasional interest in the just retribution imperial

persecutors could expect.57We read, for example,

And if you will take no heed of our praying and putting everything in the open we will

not be harmed at all; but rather we believe and have been convinced that each of you will

pay penalties in eternal fire according to the worth of his actions; and in proportion to the

capabilities which he received from God an account will be required, as Christ indicated,

saying ‘TowhomGodgavemore,more alsowill be requiredof him’ [referencingLuke 12:48].

54 See on petitions especially Connolly 2010 and Kelly 2011.

55 Noreña 2011: 60 on the dominance of aequitas on coinage; see discussion in Kolbeck 2022: 57–58,

71–78.

56The basilica’s significance is highlighted by Nasrallah 2010: 154–61, building on Packer 1997 and

2001.

57 Tertullian also touches on the deaths of emperors, but only in the context of apotheosis (Apol.

13.8).
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Consider what happened to each of the kings that have been.They died just like everybody

else. (1 Apol. 17.4–18.1, see too 21.3–6, 45.6 and 55.7)58

Justin here sowed a seed that flowered in the early fourth century. Most fa-

mously, inOn theDeaths of the Persecutors (Demort. pers.), the Latin writer Lac-

tantius systematically describes in graphic detail the gruesome ends of those

emperorshe consideredpersecutors–Nero,Domitian,Decius,Valerian,Au-

relian,Diocletian,Maximian,Galerius, andMaximinus Daia.59His contem-

porary in Greek, Eusebius of Caesarea, displays a similar but less system-

atic delight in the downfalls of persecutors in his Ecclesiastical History. It is to

these two fourth-century writers,60 their big-picture historiographical per-

spectives, and their distinctive inheritance of the canonical and apologetic

tradition, we now turn.61

Both Eusebius and Lactantius knew the developing canon (Eusebius lists

the four gospels, Acts, the letters of Paul and one apiece for John and Peter,

as well as Revelation, at Hist. eccl. 3.25.1–2; Lactantius employs few quota-

tions, in linewithhis generalmethodology–seeDiv. inst. 4.5.3,but knewand

was influenced by Revelation in particular).62 Eusebius knew two Apologies by

Justin (e.g.Hist. eccl. 4.18.1–2), and had access to a Greek translation of Ter-

tullian’sApologyofdubiousaccuracy (e.g.Hist. eccl.2.2.4).63Lactantius speaks

of Tertullian with respect, though laments his complex Latin (e.g. Div. inst.

58 Cf. tooTertullian’s gloating at the prospect of emperors brought lowandpersecutingmagistrates’

punished posthumously (De spect. 30.3).

59The deaths of the tetrarchs Severus, Constantius, and Maxentius are also related, but none are

described as persecutors, and their deaths are accordingly recorded as happening ‘gently (leniter)’

(Demort. pers. 26.11) and quietly while asleep (Demort. pers. 24.8), in the first two instances, while

Lactantius records Maxentius’ drowning without further comment (Demort. pers. 44.9). Transla-

tions and Latin text from Creed 1984.

60 Eusebius’ (self-made) claim to the title is obvious; on the long-running debate over the genre of

Lactantius’On the Deaths of the Persecutors, see most recently Castro Hernández 2017 who labels it

‘una narrativa histórica con finalidad apologética’ (at 40), words that would equally well fit Euse-

bius’ Ecclesiastical History.

61 For Eusebius’ biography see Corke-Webster 2019: 1–53; for the dating and editions of the Ecclesi-

astical History (between 313/4 and 326), Corke-Webster 2019: 57–62. For Lactantius’ biography see

Bowen and Garnsey 2003: 1–6; for the dating of On the Deaths of the Persecutors (between 313/4 and

316),Winkelmann 2003: 11–12.

62 For Eusebius, see Carriker 2003: 232–24; for Lactantius, Ogilvie 1978: 96–108. On Lactantius’ use

ofRevelation seeCreed 1984: 82 (mentioningDemort. pers.2.6–discussedbelow–Div. inst. 7.14–20

and 24–26, as well as Epit. 66–67).

63 For Eusebius, see further Carriker 2003: 220–23 on Justin and 261–62 on Tertullian.
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5.1.23–27; 5.4.3; 7.1.26), and knew the Apology and perhaps also To Scapula.64

Both writers’ treatment of persecution was, I argue, built upon, but devel-

oped in new directions, an inheritance from both sources.

Nero can again serve as our example. In Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History,

we first meet him in Book 2 as the appointer of Festus, before whom Paul

appeared in Caesarea and by whom he was sent to Rome. Eusebius quotes:

‘I was delivered out of themouth of the lion’ (Hist. eccl. 2.22.3; quoting 2 Tim.

4.17, and see too Rev. 13.2). As we saw above, this had no imperial connota-

tion. But Eusebius gave it one: ‘giving this name, it seems, to Nero, on ac-

count of his cruel nature (διὰ τὸ ὠμόθυμον)’ (Hist. eccl. 2.22.4). He then links

Paul’s actual martyrdom to the emperor, using exactly the type of canonical

predictionwe considered above: ‘this also he foretells still more clearly in the

same writing, when he says: “For I am already being offered, and the time of

my departure is come”’ (Hist. eccl. 2.22.5; quoting 2 Tim. 4.18).

This use of Paul lays the groundwork for Eusebius’ subsequent treatment

ofNero’s persecution.Chapter 25 is entitled ‘Concerning thepersecutionun-

der Nero (Περὶ τοῦ κατὰΝέρωνα διωγμοῦ) duringwhich Paul and Peter were

adorned with martyrdoms at Rome on account of piety’.65 Eusebius refers

to Nero’s other crimes – ‘he plunged into vile habits’ (Hist. eccl. 2.25.1) – but

refers readers to non-Christian historiography for details: ‘many have given

us the facts about him in most accurate accounts’ (Hist. eccl. 2.25.2). He thus

highlights that Graeco-Roman schema of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ emperors to which

he was indebted.He goes on tomake clear that Nero is being introduced not

just forwhat he did but because he introduces a pattern: ‘hewas the first em-

peror (πρῶτος αὐτοκρατόρων) to be proclaimed as the foe of piety towards

the Deity’ (Hist. eccl. 2.25.3). He acknowledges his apologetic predecessors

here: ‘it is theRomanTertullianwhomentions this’ (Hist. eccl. 2.25.4). Lactan-

tius shares thedebt; he too callsNero ‘first persecutor (primusomniumpersecu-

tus) of the servants of God’ (Demort. pers. 2.6; see too 2.8), and later describes

him as ‘so evil a beast (tammalae bestiae)’ (Demort. pers. 2.7). In bothwe there-

fore find the New Testament tradition of prophetic suffering and the apolo-

gists’ model of imperial injustice. But what is latent in Tertullian’s reference

64 See Ogilvie 1978: 90–92 (though not positing close or extensive dependence), and more recently

Freund 2015 and Colot 2015. Lactantius also knew Minucius Felix’s Octavius, which made use of

Tertullian; see Ogilvie 1978: 92–95. Creed 1984: xxxix n. 133 also finds precedent for Lactantius’

delight in the suffering of Christians’ enemies in Tertullian’sOn Spectacles and Revelation.

65 My translation; the Neronian attribution is elided in the translation in Lawlor and Oulton 1927:

59.
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toNero as the first persecutor has become a fully realised schema–Eusebius

speaks of twelve antagonistic Roman emperors; Lactantius of nine.66

In part, this was because the genres in which they wrote necessitated a

longer chronological interest. But it was also due to their particular literary-

political projects. I have argued elsewhere that Eusebius used the schema of

good and bad emperors as one of the struts on which to build his work.67 By

suggesting that mistreatment of Christians was part and parcel of tyranny,

as made famous in the Roman literary imagination by Nero and Domitian,

and that Rome’s best emperors, the Nerva-Antonine dynasty, had protected

Christians, Eusebius worked to tarnish the image of the recent tetrarchs,

whose legacy was still in flux.68 Lactantius’ project was not dissimilar.69 Ini-

tial treatment of the persecutions of Nero and Domitian in chapters 2 and 3

is a prolegomenon to the tetrarchic persecutions that occupy chapters 7 to 51.

Indeed,his stated focus is the recent sufferings of his addresseeDonatus due

to ‘the wicked and bloodthirsty commands of the tyrants (tyrannorum nefaria

et cruenta imperia)’ (Demort. pers. 1.3), but he says hewill treat ‘from the begin-

ning, since the Church’s foundation,whowere its persecutors (qui fuerint per-

secutores)’ (De mort. pers. 1.8). Both projects were thus concerned to mobilise

the first three centuries as rhetorical tools to speak about the fourth.70

Eusebius and Lactantius also appropriate the non-judicial model of per-

secution from the New Testament, namely warfare.71 When Eusebius first

describes Nero’s persecution, he says in martial language that the emperor

‘armed (ὡπλίζετο) himself even against piety towards theGodof the universe’

(Hist. eccl. 2.25.1); he subsequently describes Nero as ‘the foe (πολέμιος) of

66This is noted for Lactantius by Baynes 1955: 351.

67 Corke-Webster 2019: 249–79; on Nero at 252–56, and the tetrarchic ‘pay off ’ at 266–71. See too

DeVore 2013: 115–16.

68 On the evolution of the topos of the tyrant, see Dunkle 1967, 1971, andmore recently Kalyvas 2007.

69 I accept, with themajority of scholars, Lactantius’ authorship. For bibliography seeWinkelmann

2003: 11 n. 36 andmore recentlyGordon 2010 (refutingRossi 1961 andDeDecker 1984 specifically).

My own take onOn the Deaths of the Persecutors can be found in Corke-Webster 2022.

70 Almost all scholarship that has considered these texts together has focused on issues of source

criticism and reliability. Meinking 2013 briefly considers their interests and purposes (though

limited to Book 8 of Eusebius’ History) with a focus on divine anger, arguing that their intellec-

tual worlds were built on different foundations (philosophical, for Eusebius, in line with Greek

tradition; rhetorical, for Lactantius, in line with Latin tradition).

71 Harrison 1936: 83noted theappearanceof thenexusbetweenpersecutionandwarfare inEusebius

(aswell as the interesting use of eirēnē for the period after persecution inHegesippus,apudEuseb.

Hist. eccl. 3.20.6, 3.32.6). Moss 2013: 220–22, linking it to internal attacks on heretics – certainly

present, but not Eusebius’ only referents for such language, as demonstrated here.
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piety towards theDeity’ (Hist. eccl.2.25.3).Both termsare associated above all

with soldiers andwar (Liddell andScott 1883: 1062–63, 1239).He built here on

Tertullian’s comment thatNero ‘was the first to ragewith the imperial sword’

(Apol. 5.3) but made the language more explicitly martial. Indeed, Eusebius

made war a key conceptual and structural model for his entire project. This

is most obvious in the so-called second preface of the History, at its central

point:

Other writers, indeed, of historical narratives would have transmitted in writing, to the

exclusion of all else, victories won in war (πολέμων νίκας) and conquests over enemies

(τρόπαια κατ’ ἐχθρῶν), the prowess of generals (στρατηγῶν τε ἀριστείας) and brave deeds

of warriors (ὁπλιτῶν ἀνδραγαθία) defiled with blood of myriads whom they slew for the

sake of children and fatherland and other possessions; but our narrative of God’s com-

monwealthwill inscribe on everlastingmonuments the record ofmost peaceful wars (τοὺς

… εἰρηνικωτάτους πολέμους) fought for the very peace of the soul, and of thosewho therein

contended valiantly (ἀνδρισαμένους) for truth rather than fatherland, for religion rather

than their dearest: it will proclaim for everlasting remembrance the steadfastness of the

champions of religion, their deeds of bravery and much endurance, the conquests (τρό-

παιά), too, over devils, and victories (νίκας) won over invisible adversaries (ἀοράτων ἀντι-

πάλων), and the crowns (τοὺς … στεφάνους) gained when all was done. (Hist. eccl. 5.pr.3–4,

see too 1.1.2, 8.4.2)

David DeVore has demonstrated howEusebius foregrounded both the phys-

ical violence in martyrdom tales and the scale of their suffering to present

Christian experience as a war.72 He argues that Eusebius sought to empha-

sise the metaphysical theatre of this war.This is certainly present; Eusebius

built here on the cosmic precedent that went back to Revelation. But he was

also very deliberately, I suggest, picking up Tertullian’s use of warfare lan-

guage to speak of imperial treatment of Christians.73This was part of a con-

scious attempt to shift attention from the courtroom to the battlefield, one

72 DeVore 2013: 128–33.

73We perhaps find another example at Hist. eccl. 8.13.9. The Greek reads ‘Τὰ μὲν οὖν πρὸ τοῦ καθ’

ἡμῶν πολέμου τῆς Ῥωμαίων ἡγεμονίας’. Lawlor and Oulton 1927: 270 translate this: ‘Now as con-

cerns the state of the Roman government before the war against us’. But it could also be trans-

lated: ‘Now as concerns the state of things before the war of the Roman government against us’.

This is discussed by DeVore 2013: 116[n720]. I note in addition that Τὰ … τῆς Ῥωμαίων ἡγεμονίας

meaning ‘the state of the Roman government’ does not occur elsewhere in the Eusebian corpus

(though see Euseb.martyr. Pal. 3.7 [SR] for ‘τὰ κοινὰ τῆς Ῥωμαίων ἡγεμονίας’).
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element of Eusebius’ attempt tomute the charismatic but unstable power of

martyrs.74

Lactantius alsomobilised the concept and language of warfare.75He says

of Nero that he ‘leapt into action to overturn (ad excidendum) the heavenly

temple and to abolish righteousness (delendamque iustitiam)’ (De mort. pers.

2.6).Excidobears the lexical connotations of siegewarfare.Suchmilitary lan-

guage recurs throughout.The opening crows that Christianity has ‘all its op-

ponents (adversariis) removed’ (Demort. pers. 1.2; see too 5.1 and 43.1).Though

adversarius need not exclusively refer to enemies in war, it was increasingly

used by imperial historians in that sense,76 and Lactantius’ own meaning is

clear from a parallel application describing Licinius’ battle with Maximinus

Daia: ‘the Licinians launched an attack and penetrated the lines of their op-

ponents (adversarios)’ (Demort. pers. 47.1).Elsewhere Lactantius describesGa-

lerius as making God ‘his enemy (infestum)’ (Demort. pers. 20.5), a term again

most familiar from military contexts (and again, Lactantius’ only other use

concerns theCarpi, atDemort. pers. 9.2).77 In a direct appeal to thework’s ad-

dressee, Donatus, Lactantius explicitly merges imperial aggression and cos-

mic warfare:

Nine times you were subjected to various torments and agonies; nine times you defeated

the adversary (adversarium… vicisti) by gloriously bearingwitness; in nine battles you over-

came the devil with his minions (proeliis diabolum cum satellitibus suis debellasti); with nine

victories you triumphed (victoriis… triumphasti) over this worldwith its terrors.Howpleas-

ingwas the spectacle toGod,whenHesawyouvictoriously bringingunder the yokeof your

chariot not gleaming white horses or enormous elephants, but rather the very men who

celebrate the triumphs (ipsos potissimum triumpatores)! This is the true triumph, when the

masters are mastered (Hic est verus triumphus, cum dominatores dominantur).They were con-

quered and subdued (Victi… ac subiugati sunt) by your virtue when, despising their wrong-

ful command (nefanda iussione), you routed all the terrifying apparatus of their tyrannical

power (omnes apparatus ac terriculas tyrannicae potestatis… profligasti) by your steadfast faith

and strength ofmind.…This it is to be a disciple ofGod, a soldier of Christ such that no en-

emy can ensnare you (militem Christi, quem nullus hostis expugnet), no pain conquer (vincat)

74 On Eusebius’ consistent shift away from dialogue in martyr narratives, see DeVore 2013: 108–9

and 114; and Corke-Webster 2019: 179–81, with more on his ambivalence towards martyrs at

175–211.

75 Baynes 1955: 349noted the importanceofRevelation forLactantius: ‘under the stressof theGalerian

persecution Apocalyptic was reborn’.

76 Lewis and Short 1969: 49.

77 Lewis and Short 1969: 945.The overall metaphor is perhaps also apparent in Lactantius’ focus on

the eventual deaths of the persecuting emperors.
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or torture afflict you. In the end, after those nine most glorious fights (pugnas) in which

the devil was overcome (diabolus victus est) by you, he did not dare to pit himself (congredi)

against you further; he had found out that he could not conquer you in battle (proeliis …

superare). (Demort. pers. 16.5–10)

In fact, this martial schema underpins the entire work. Lactantius writes at

its conclusion: ‘Let us then celebrate the triumph (triumphum) ofGodwith ex-

ultation. Let us throng the victory (victoriam) of the Lord with praises, let us

celebrate it with prayers day and night, let us celebrate it so thatHemay con-

firm for ever (in saeculum) the peace (pacem) which He granted to His people

after ten years’ (De mort. pers. 52.4). A martial lexicon and conceptual model

are fundamental to both Eusebius’ and Lactantius’ projects.

This shiftwas inpart demandedby thenewmodeof discoursewithwhich

these Christians were experimenting. David DeVore has demonstrated how

Eusebius was here participating in the ‘traditional game of historiographi-

cal one-upmanship’ (DeVore 2013: 105–40, quote from 106). His use of this

conceptual model provides his work with the conflict theme, pre-battle

panorama, set-piece speeches, bloody battle scenes, and triumphal monu-

ments required by the genre of historiography. But beyond this, the very use

of this mode of discourse – the invention of Christian historiography – is

indicative of a wider shift, namely that Christianity was emerging onto, and

beginning to see itself acting at, the level of state affairs. Genuine imperial

interest in Christians, at the level of policy if not more generally, came only

with Valerian’s measures in the late third century, and crystallised in the

tetrarchic ‘Great Persecution’ (see above n. 8). Both Lactantius and Eusebius

wrote after and in response to these events; two consequences, I suggest,

were a shift in their conception of the relation between Christians and

Rome’s representatives, and a corresponding desire to write grand narra-

tives. It is also pertinent that both authors grew up in the second half of the

third century, the age of the so-called ‘soldier emperors’. Military imagery

had always, of course, been a key dimension of imperial ideology. But in the

balancewith the other key aspects of the imperial image – in particular, civic

and religious – the military dimension became of almost overwhelming

importance in this period – certainly in comparison with the civic focus of

the Antonines.78These fourth century historians, then, taking, combining,

and upscaling the lexica of both the prophetic and cosmic persecution of the

78 See especially now on the changing image of the emperor Hekster 2023.
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New Testament, and the imperial, courtroom focus of the apologists, forged

a new conceptual model of Christian suffering – as a clash of states.79

Conclusion

In the final scenes ofQuoVadis, Nero dies a humiliating and cowardly death,

assisted in suicide by his freedwoman and mistress Acte, his power and au-

thority drained away.Themorality ofHollywooddemands the villain’s come-

uppance – Lactantius would have approved. We have come full circle. The

cinema of the mid-twentieth century represents a popular and enduring vi-

sion of Christian suffering under the Roman empire. Its imagery has be-

come so commonplace as to appear inevitable. But close study of its discur-

sive history reminds us that it represents a complex that evolved slowly, over

time, and in dialogue with both context and genre. Sinking a series of ex-

ploratory trenches into texts from successive centuries reveals the continu-

ities and discontinuities in the evolution of Christian thought.

The centrality, and the expectation, of suffering is one of the – if not the

– core message of early Christianities. We find it laced throughout those

texts that became the New Testament canon. Since the latter encompasses

an eclecticism of genres, authors, and dates, it unsurprisingly speaks in di-

verse voices. But taken as a whole, it established twin conceptual models for

the expectation and experience of violence – judicial and martial. The for-

mer was primarily local in scope; the latter cosmic. That reflects Christian-

ity’s historical status in the first and early second centuries as a provincial

cult still intimately connected to Judaism and its inheritance of cosmic im-

agery from the Hebrew Bible.

Later authors inherited and experimented with these models. The apol-

ogists, writing between the mid-second and early third centuries, took the

judicial impetus and transferred it to the imperial stage. Here emperors ap-

pear front and centre as those primarily responsible for persecution. This

was a shift of both focus and form, since the apologists employed the discur-

79 It is interesting, in this regard, that Shushma Malik traces the emergence of the association be-

tweenNero and the Antichrist to the same historicalmoment, in Commodian (mid-third century

or later), Victorinus of Pettau (late third century), and Lactantius himself (early fourth). SeeMalik

2020: 81–82.
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sive judicial mechanisms of empire – petitions and rescripts. This rhetori-

cal move was a response to evolving imperial ideology and the provincial re-

actions that provoked. In the early fourth century, Christian authors began

to experiment with a different form of discourse – historiography. Heirs to

both the canon and apologetic, they catalysed a newpicture of Christian suf-

fering under Rome as catalysed by the clash between warring states. In that

theywere influencedbothby the literary expectationsof thegenre,andby the

historical circumstances inwhich theywrote,whenChristianity had erupted

onto the landscape of government. As Christianity grew, and Christian self-

conceptions evolved, emperors in turn underwent a literarymetamorphosis

– from having either no role in the drama of persecution or an ill-defined

one as potential protectors, through being the prime agents of persecution

in judicial settings, to finally being its drivers in fully-fledged war.

In their Introduction to this volume, Lisa Eberle and Myles Lavan speak

of their desire to bothmap the lexicon of unrest, the conceptualmodels used

to understand it, and the wider discourses in which both were employed,

as well as to explore and explain their evolution.80 Christian discussion of

their experience of suffering – encompassing both prediction and memory

– provides an apposite case study for such a venture. Nevertheless, astute

readersmayhave noticed that the lexicon familiar frommany of the volume’s

other papers is not repeated here. In fact, however, it was perfectly possible

for contemporary actors to view the early Christians in such terms – it was

simply not the framing Christian self-conceptions privileged.

This is easily demonstrated. In Minucius Felix’s Octavius, the imagined

critic of Christianity accuses Christians of being ‘a gang … of discredited

and proscribed desperadoes (deploratae, inlicitae ac desperatae factionis)’ (Oct.

8.3) and ‘a rabble of profane conspirators (plebem profanae coniurationis)’ (Oct.

8.4).81 Celsus seems to have described Jesus as ‘the author of their sedition

(αὐτοῖς τῆς στάσεως ἀρχηγέτης)’ (Origen, C. Cels. 8.14; see too 3.14–15), re-

sponsible for the ‘rebellious utterance (στάσεως … φωνὴν)’ (C. Cels. 8.2; see

too 3.5; 8.17) that aman cannot serve twomasters.82Christians are thus said

to ‘suffer from thedisease of sedition (τῇ στάσει συννοσοῦντες)’ (C.Cels. 8.49),

80 See this pp. 15–19 above.

81 Translation and Latin text from Glover 1931. Huebner 2019 suggests that the earliest surviving

account of a trial of Christians presents them arraigned on a charge of coniuratio; this has been

contested on both historical and papyrological grounds by Dolganov and Rebillard 2021.

82 Translation from Chadwick 1953; Greek text from Borret 1967–69.
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andCelsus speaks of ‘the common law’ (C.Cels. 1.1) which ‘the associations of

the Christians violate’. Porphyry speaks of Christianity leading to ‘barbarian

recklessness (τὸ βάρβαρον… τόλμημα)’ and ‘contrary to the law (παρανόμως)’

(apud Euseb. Hist. eccl. 6.19.7).83 Any swift and violent response to groups

described in this language – those, in sum, responsible for social unrest –

would to the Roman authorities, and tomost inhabitants of the empire, have

seemed unremarkable.84

This chasm in perspective – sometimes expressed as the difference be-

tween prosecution and persecution – is well known.85Why the difference?

It is not that those other perspectives are elite, and that of Christians not,

because the authors of our texts are also ‘elite’ – not least because they were

literate enough to produce such sophisticatedwritings.An alternative expla-

nation might be that these Christian texts express an ‘outsider’ perspective.

That is true to the extent that they were members of a minority group who

suffered via the state apparatus. But such a view relies upon ungainly and

outdated conceptions of the relationship between ‘Christianity’ and ‘Rome’

in binary, antagonistic terms. Numerous Christians were ‘brought into’ the

imperial project, and were as invested in its stability as those that executed

them. And that is to say nothing of the inherent complexity of identity that

means that individuals can display different attitudes at different times and

in different situations.86

What we are in fact seeing is simply, in my view, one ‘subaltern’ perspec-

tive among the plethora of those developed by the multiplicity of groups liv-

ing, thriving, struggling, and dying under the Roman empire.The difference

in the case of the Christians is that their perspective has determined the his-

torical narrative, in the case of their persecution as elsewhere. It is for that

reason that thefine-graineddetails of exactly how that perspective evolved in

literary terms are so important.The limited study offered here should there-

fore serve first and foremost as a reminder that a full account of how the

memory of Christian persecution evolved remains to be written.

83 RomanconceptionsofChristianity arewell-troddenground; seemost famouslyBenko 1980, 1984,

Wilken 2003.

84 For a detailed account of themost famous judicial treatment of Christians, that of Pliny in Bithy-

nia-Pontus, which suggests that Pliny was motivated by concerns of social unrest, see Corke-

Webster 2017. On wider considerations of Christianity as a coniuratio, see Nagy 2002.

85 Most recently in Middleton 2021.

86 See especially Rebillard 2012.
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11. Violent Histories: Women and Unrest
from Roman to Late Roman
Historiography

Ulriika Vihervalli

Abstract:This chapter examines gendered unrest inRomanhistoriography,with a fo-

cus onnarrative histories. It identifies dominantmodels of howwomenwere portrayed

in narratives of unrest, firstly surveying Livy and Tacitus, who offered women roles in

the formsof instigation,mitigation,andsuffering,placingwomen into thebackground

of unrest with occasional standout moments. The reception and vitality of these mod-

els is then examined in the first two major Christian histories, Eusebius of Caesarea’s

Historia ecclesiastica andOrosius of Braga’sHistoriae adversus paganos. Both

authorsmanipulated thedominanthistoriographicalmodels of genderedunrest to em-

phasise different aspects of civic upheaval in their own accounts of a more Christian

past. Eusebius downplayed any historic intervention by women at such events while

still conceptualising unrest through female suffering. Orosius conversely made much

use of Livian and Tacitean ideas, but his insistence on a new bloodless Christian era

led to an implausible separation of unrest and women’s suffering. These different ap-

proaches suggest that gendered unrest was a powerful rhetorical device for Roman and

late Roman historians, reflected in its perseverance in records of unrest and its flexibil-

ity to centre different aspects of unrest.

Roman society was susceptible to gendered violence. Situations of societal

unrest were no exception.1 Most often unrest took the form of politically

or religiously motivated conflict, leading to succession crises, usurpation

attempts, riots, revolts, persecutions, sieges, sacks, and other violent phe-

nomena that undermined stability aroundwomenwho relied on patriarchal

structures for protection. Sources that record women’s involvement in

episodes of unrest are largely disinterested in the female experience. At the

same time, male-authored narrative histories present a substantial archive

1 For ancient Rome, seeWitzke 2016; for the late Roman period, see Vihervalli and Leonard 2023.
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of roles that women might have played in such contexts. For instance, the

involvement of elite women is better detailed than that of non-elite women.

However, whether high or lowborn, women carried a gendered role in the

rhetoric of unrest embedded in Roman and late Roman historiography.

While evidence for upheaval and disaster in Roman historiography is

considerable, an understanding of how far societal unrest exacerbated hos-

tile environments for women is still being developed.2 Similarly, gendered

perspectives on violence in the Roman world have attracted limited discus-

sion.3 Inevitably, a focus on female roles in the rhetoric of unrest in Roman

historiography will distort the character of gendered violence at this time:

Serena Witzke has critiqued Roman mytho-histories for depicting ‘public,

ideological, and unrealistic violence that was far removed from the violence

that was most likely to be suffered by actual women in Rome’ (2016: 254). A

study on civic upheaval will contribute to the problemwherein domestic and

private violence remains unrecorded and out of sight.4Historical narratives

of unrest, therefore, simultaneously provide examples of women participat-

ing in unrest and the dangers this created for them, while also showcasing

how discourses of unrest had gendered dimensions that authors used to

portray a certain interpretation of the past and present. These two forces

must be balanced to examine historical female vulnerability in unrest as well

as the rhetorical endurance and value of such a topos. Given the concerns of

this volume, this contribution focuses on the latter.

Tumultuous events formed the building blocks of works written in the

ancient historiographical tradition.These gave visibility to female participa-

tion, yet the men writing in that tradition utilised instances of such partici-

pation to highlight different understandings of events. To examine themany

roles that women played in episodes of unrest, and the rhetorical ends to

which women were used in such accounts, this study examines the works of

four historians: Livy, Tacitus, Eusebius, and Orosius. In the first part, I sur-

vey the foundational works of Livy and Tacitus for the roles they gavewomen

2 Important work has been done in related areas, especially in shifting the androcentric views of

ancient warfare to include women – see Gaca 2011, 2016. Cam Grey has shared a methodological

approach for violence with historians of gender and women, advocating that we must ‘read into

the silences and gaps of… texts, to focus uponwhat authors do not say asmuch as uponwhat they

do’ (2013: 216).

3 Ando 1996, Cameron 2002, Gaddis 2005, Drake 2006, Cameron 2008, Stanton and Stroumsa

2008, Sizgorich 2009, Drake 2011, Shaw 2011, Kahlos 2013, Hahn 2014.

4 For domestic violence, see Dossey 2008, Hillner 2013.
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in narratives of unrest. Both Livy and Tacitus outlined risks and opportu-

nities that unrest created for women, firmly linking unrest with gendered

violence in particular.

Crucially, these ways of figuring women in narratives of unrest were

not set in stone; they could be negotiated and modified.The first two major

Christian histories – by Eusebius and Orosius respectively – show shifts

in how female vulnerability and suffering was utilised. Eusebius of Cae-

sarea’s Historia ecclesiastica, written in the early fourth century CE, shunned

away from examples of exceptional female intervention and instigation, but

still centred female suffering (Part 2). Orosius of Braga’s Historiae adversus

paganos,written in the early fifth century CE, attempted a return to classical

historiography but pushed for a new bloodless image of genderless unrest

(Part 3). Both, therefore, made use of and rejected earlier models, as in-

formed by Christian priorities, demonstrating the flexibility and endurance

of gender as a rhetorical lens through which unrest could be characterised.

These genderedmodels of unrest at different points in history set the bound-

aries against which more historically informed female experiences must be

examined.

Classical Models of Female Unrest

Ancient authors who boldly took on the task of history-writing did not lack

examples of tumultuous times. In recording these, Livy’s Ab urbe condita

and Tacitus’s Historiae and Annales placed women in various and at times

exceptional roles during male-led unrest.5 It is now well understood that

the women implicated by unrest in foundational Roman historiography

functioned as moral exempla for men to measure themselves against, which

has rightfully attracted critique of women’s limited lot as tropes instead

of fully actualised people.6 Women had important yet subjugated roles in

how unrest was understood and perceived, showing up to deliver evocative

5 Livy’s and Tacitus’s lexicon of unrest has been examined elsewhere in this volume in greater de-

tail. For Livy’s lexicon of unrest, see contributions of Hjort Lange and Kopp in this volume. For

Tacitus, see those of Berthelot and Lavan.

6 Smethurst described Livy’s women as ‘puppets’ in Smethurst 1950: 80. See objections to this in

Stevenson 2011: 188–89.
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speeches to men caught up in political or military upheaval, either goading

them on or begging them to stop, and perhaps teaching the (male) reader a

moral lesson or two that was made more impactful when coming from the

weaker sex.

The examples fromLivy’s account of Rome’s early history arewell known:

the rape of the Sabines has women stage an emotional intervention between

their husbands and fathers,while the killing of Verginia in theRomanForum

byher fathermakes up another dramaticmoment.7Where civic upheaval oc-

curred, Livian women could be starring figures in conflicts that were never-

theless led bymen–more instances of this will be examined inwhat follows.

Usually such cameos were reserved solely for elite women, while the lower

class women who populate Livy’s history were of lesser importance, becom-

ing ‘passive and inarticulate’ (Smethurst 1950: 81). The occasional stand-out

women in Livy’s writingwere nevertheless intrinsically interlinkedwith his-

torical change (Claassen 1998, Stevenson 2011). Indeed, women gave narra-

tives of unrest a moralistic dimension, evoking pity or pinpointing blame.

Tacitus likewise balanced the inclusion of women in male-driven ac-

counts of upheaval. In an important study on Tacitean women, Anthony

Marshall argued that no woman in Tacitus’s historical works is included at

random but rather women’s inclusion bears heavy narrative significance in

each case (1984: 170). When writing of more recent events, Tacitus placed

imperial women firmly at the heart of the chaotic reigns of first century em-

perors.8Galleria, thewife of Emperor Vitellius, Tacitus tells us, intervened in

the political chaos of 69 CE, protecting the senator Trachalus when alliances

shifted after the suicide of Otho (Hist. 2.60). In another episode, Sulpicia

Praetextata, the wife of Crassus Frugi, went to the senate with her children

to demand justice for her late husband,who had been executed underNero’s

tumultuous reign (Hist. 4.42). This display of matronly loyalty and mater-

nity, in the words of Marshall, ‘becomes tragic’, as Sulpicia’s interference

did not result in punishment for the accused Aquilius Regulus (1984, 182).

Such examples place female participation in male-driven upheaval, while

underlining women’s limited ability to off-set these larger events. Livy’s

and Tacitus’s purposeful deployment of female characters for their own

7 For Livy’s women, see Smethurst 1950, Moore 1993, Brown 1995, Claassen 1998, Joshel 2002,

Stevenson 2011.

8 For the women in Tacitus’ Histories and Annals, see Rutland 1978, Marshall 1984, Santoro L’Hoir

1994, Foubert 2010.
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narrative ends is thus well established. What has received less attention,

however, are the precise ways in which these women figured in narratives

of unrest. In what follows, I suggest that three different functions can be

identified: instigation,mitigation, and victimisation.

Thefirst dominantmodel is that of instigation. InLivy,TarquiniusSuper-

bus’s rape of Lucretia resulted in a rebellion against him. After the assault,

Lucretia’s dyingwords before committing suicidewere a demand that she be

avenged,bringing about the endofRomankings.9Livy vividly describesBru-

tus and his companionsmarching onRome after Lucretia’s call to arms,with

citizens flocking the streets in confusion and awe – the king’s attempts to

quell thismotus failed (1.59–60). While it was Tarquinius’s abuse of Lucretia

that had led to thismotus, she emerged from her plight to demand male ac-

tion and usurpation of power. Tacitus’s examples of women stirring unrest

are less historically impactful, but he too shows women encouraging men

to act in certain ways. The wicked Calvia Crispinilla goaded Clodius Macer

into rebellion in Africa in the late 60s (ad instigandum in arma; Hist. 1.73). In

Britain, the queen Boudica beseeched her people to rise up against Roman

rule (Ann. 14.35), thus spearheadingoneof themost famous revolts in the em-

pire (defectio; Ann. 14.30). Women could also instigate unrest less directly by

angering others, as did Queen Cartimandua whose private affairs led to her

subjects revolting against her (defectio; Hist. 3.45). Women were more able to

instigate unrest if theywielded political power, as Boudica andCartimandua

did, or if they had significant connections, as Lucretia and Calvia Crispinilla

did. In these ways Livy and Tacitus placed morally outstanding and morally

deplorable women alike, both Roman and non-Roman, as instigators of un-

rest. For them, the woman’s character indicated whether the cause had been

just or not.10

A second model has women trying to mitigate the dangers of unrest. In

Livy, the Sabine women intervening on behalf of their new husbands pre-

vented further conflict (1.13).11 Tacitus offered short anecdotes of women at-

tempting tominimise the damage caused bymale-led tensions: He credited

Agrippina the Elder for preventingmutiny (seditione) amongst soldiers stuck

at the Rhine frontier. Rather than being presented in a positive light, how-

9 Livy, 1.58: ‘uos’ inquit ‘uideritis, quid illi debeatur.’ For Lucretia, see Donaldson 1982, Joshel 2002.

10 Importantly, Tacitus places Boudica in a positive light to undermine themoral failures of Roman

men. See Gillespie 2015.

11 See Brown 1995 for discussion.
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ever, Agrippina’s intervention signalled the failure of men in charge of the

situation.12 Such female mitigation could also occur post-conflict, as when

Eppopina hid her husband Julius Sabinus after his botched revolt in 69 CE,

which led him to fake his own death – here she is an insigne … exemplum for

hiding her husband (Hist. 4.67), underlining that a woman’s duty was to en-

dure the consequences of male actions.

Finally, a third dominant rhetorical model centres upon female suffer-

ing, portrayed both through individual fates and in formulaic phrases evok-

ing nameless groups of women. At different points in their respective nar-

ratives, Livy and Tacitus honed in on the victimisation of individual women.

Verginia’s death at the hands of her father is a good illustration of this phe-

nomenon in Livy’s myth-historical account of Rome’s origins. In Tacitus, we

mightpoint tohisportrayal ofVitia,motherofRufusGeminus–afterher son

was executed for treason, she was killed for mourning him.13 Tacitus plainly

explained that ‘evenwomenwere not exempt fromdanger’ (Ann. 6.10), an as-

tute reminder that endof conflict bynomeansmeant that implicatedwomen

were now safe. He added: ‘Where [women] could not be accused of grasping

at political power, their tears were made a crime’. Tacitus thus underlined

that female experiences of unrest were without exception centred around

suffering.The peril that unrest posed for women is pervasive in these histo-

ries, fully acknowledged and utilised by the authors. Societal unrest placed

women inunsafe situations, andwomenmitigated suchhostilitieswith little

control of the situation themselves, often in extremely tense political situa-

tions. The increased vulnerability of women was used to underline the un-

predictability and danger of unrest.

Much more frequently, however, both authors charted unrest through

the suffering of mass female groups.This model is fundamentally formulaic

yet disturbing – such are Livy’s feminae et pueri who cry out in Nesactium in

177 BCE when the city’s men start killing their own rather than surrender

(41.11.4–6). Elsewhere Livy linkedwomen’s cries and laments to bodily harm,

with the anguish of the children in their care adding to a gendered experi-

ence (38.22.8). Tacitus likewise strengthened crises with women’s despair,

12 Tac. Ann. 1.69: conpressam amuliere seditionem, cui nomen principis obsistere non quiuerit. Tacitus’ de-

piction of Agrippina has been studied in McHugh 2012 and Gillespie 2020; for the mutiny, see

Malloch 2004.

13 For the risk of women being executed after the downfall of theirmale relations, see Vihervalli and

Leonard 2023.
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as with the great fire of Rome that Nero was rumoured to have started,

with ‘the wailings of terror-stricken women’ filling the air (Ann. 15.38). Such

suffering female masses may be widespread in ancient historiographical

writings, but this should not lead us to regard themas devoid ofmeaning.As

Caryn A. Reeder has argued in relation to this topos in the works of Tacitus’s

contemporary Josephus, ‘the rhetoric of suffering women and children is

empowered by the actual experiences of women and children’ (2013: 176).

Mass groups of women suffering psychological or physical harm due to

crises resonated with Roman readers because they reflected the unrest with

which they were familiar. As such, female suffering was an effective way to

describe societal disruptions, evoking severity and the uncontrolled, chaotic

nature of unrest.

However, this final rhetorical model was not only made up of passive

or bewailing victims. Women are also shown as defending themselves,

although this did not curb violence. In Livy, the women of Veii threw rocks

at invaders (alongside slaves), although these efforts too ended in their

helpless cries (5.21.10–11). In Tacitus, the women of Cremona intervened in

the violent chaos of their city with fatal results (Hist. 3.32). Caitlin Gillespie

has recently studied this kind of collective female action during political

or public crises in Tacitus. Gillespie argues that incidents of female groups

claiming space in patriarchal spaces made their voices heard, seeking to

evoke pity from male audiences, lamenting the upheavals taking place, and

in some cases even echoing funerary rituals (2023: 104).Thedisplay of female

despair helped authors emphasise the chaotic and brutal nature of male ag-

gressions. Furthermore, whether in war or in peace, such female groups

looked on as men concluded their disruptive affairs, as they did in Tacitus’s

narration of Vitellius resigning his powers in 69 CE, with women as part of

the crowd,mutely observing as yet another perilous episode concluded.14

In sum, wemay conclude that the presence of women in accounts of un-

rest served several rhetorical objectives.Womenmadeup the fabric of unrest

before, during, and after violent upheaval, and their presence provided a

contrast tomale agency and dominance.Womenmight be compelled to pick

up rocks from time to time, but most often their inclusion was framed by

their physical and emotional suffering, which allowed authors to emphasise

the treacherous, fickle, and often violent nature of unrest. Notably, whether

14 Tac.Hist. 3.68: in sua contioneVitellius, inter suosmilites, prospectantibus etiam feminis, pauca et praesenti

maestitiae congruentia locutus. For the scene, see Galtier 2010.
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awickedwoman instigated unrest, an implicatedwoman sought tomitigate

unrest, a good woman was tragically harmed in unrest, or nameless mass

groups of womenwere abused, the women involvedwere worse off, whether

the incident was their doing or not (and it rarely was). These dominant

models show that, for Livy and Tacitus, female experiences of unrest held

rhetorical power through which unrest was conceptualised. This gendered

perspective added to a sense of suffering and tragedy, as well as painting

unrest as reckless and dangerous. In these situations, individual women

could gain heightened importance, but most women became depicted as

namelessmasses.Thesemodels of gendered unrest were not, however, fixed

– rather gendered understandings of unrest continued to evolve, not least

in the earliest works of Christian historiography, which I examine in this

paper’s remaining two parts.

Female Suffering in Eusebius

Eusebius of Caesarea, credited as the inventor of church history, wrote his

Historia ecclesiastica between c. 311 and 325 CE.15 Eusebius’s ten-book history

spanned from the dawn ofman to Eusebius’s own agewhenChristianity had

triumphed under Constantine. The work’s genre and Eusebius’s authorial

decisions have all been scrutinised but his approach to history-writing was,

for better or worse, original (DeVore 2013, Grafton 2020). He had witnessed

Christian persecution in theEastern provinces and also viewed theChristian

past as one of upheaval: he recorded ‘countless’ Jewish revolts (2.6), Roman

military campaigns, and earlier persecutions in his work.16 Set against this

pervasive unrest, Eusebius focused in particular on female suffering, with

female instigation and mitigation being generally absent. The Christian in-

fluence that informed Eusebius’s writing also put a new spin on female suf-

fering, as unrest was now most notably centred around the experiences of

female martyrs.

15 For the competing theories on the composition of Euseb. Hist. eccl., see Corke-Webster 2019:

57–65.

16 See also the revolt of Judas the Galilean in Euseb.Hist. eccl. 1.5; the revolt during Passover in 2.19;

the Jewish revolts in Egypt in 4.2, 4.5.
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Eusebius’s shift in focus becomes apparent in his account of events be-

fore Christ, which feature hardly any women. Eusebius did not allow indi-

vidual women to intervene in narratives of unrest, neither to instigate them

nor to prevent or mitigate their consequences. He disregarded the heroines

of the Roman past, and thus we find no Lucretia or Verginia here. Interested

in the history of the church, the women whomade it into his narrative were

involved in the life of Christ and his disciples.17Theone exception to this pat-

tern comes from his account of the siege of Jerusalem in 70 CE, which in-

cludes gruesome details of starving and dead women in the city (3.6). In a

harrowing anecdote, a famine-struck woman called Mary eats her own son,

and upon being discovered she demands: ‘Wretched child, for what do I pro-

tect you in war, famine, and rebellion (stasis)? Even if we live among them as

slaves to the Romans, famine anticipates slavery, and the rioters (hoi stasias-

tai) are worse than both’.18Mary’s inclusion in thework echoes thewomen in

Livy and Tacitus who could enter a crisis to deliver a moralising speech con-

demning the events around them–Boudica’s oration toher troops is perhaps

the most notable example.

However, Mary’s story was not Eusebius’s original work, but taken di-

rectly fromtheaccountof Josephus,whoutilised storiesofwomen’s suffering

to interpret the horrors of war.19Using female experiences in this way added

to the pitiful and desperate depiction of the upheaval at hand – here, a hor-

rific siege that left countless dead. Eusebius quoted Josephus at great length

for this siege, showing that he wished to show the full breadth ofmisery and

devastation. In this,Mary was instrumental – but also coincidental.

As noted by Elizabeth Clark, Eusebius’s inclusion of women reflects

the sources that he used rather than his own enthusiasm for women’s

experiences – nearly all accounts involving women come from the many

citations that he put into the history from other authors and are not his

original contributions (1992: 256–7). Indeed, we cannot find another story

likeMary’s, where a woman caught up in unrest emerges to reflect on it.The

17 Herod the Great’s mother and wife (1.6, 1.8); Salome and Herodias (1.8, 1.11); Nero’s mother and

wife (2.25). For Nero in Euseb.Hist. eccl., see Corke-Webster 2019: 252–56.The first womanmen-

tioned in the work is Cleopatra (Hist. eccl. 1.5) to note her andMark Antony’s deaths.

18 Euseb.Hist. eccl. 3.6: ‘βρέφος,’ εἶπεν, ‘ἄθλιον, ἐν πολέμῳ καὶ λιμῷ καὶ στάσει, τίνι σε τηρῶ; τὰ μὲν

παρὰ Ῥωμαίοις δουλεία κἂν ζήσωμεν ἐπ᾿ αὐτούς, φθάνει δὲ καὶ δουλείαν ὁ λιμός, οἱ στασιασταὶ δὲ

ἀμφοτέρων χαλεπώτεροι’ (trans. Deferrari 1953: 151).

19 Joseph. BJ 6.193–213. See Reeder 2013; and for Eusebius’s use of Josephus, see Carriker 2003:

157–61.
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only other individual women involved with urban upheavals that Eusebius

recorded were martyrs, and unlike Mary’s fate in Jerusalem, for Eusebius

their suffering had not been pitiful.

Christian women endured significant episodes of unrest in the form of

persecutions. Eusebius’s depictions of early martyrdom scenes in Lyon in

177 CE (5.1) and in Alexandria c. 245–251 CE (6.41) foreground the torture of

women, whose bravery was all the more laudable due to their weaker sex.20

The anecdotes are brutal: a woman called Quinta was dragged ‘through the

entire city over the rough pavement’, getting flogged, with her feet bound,

before the mob stoned her to death (6.41.4, transl. Deferrari 1969: 71). As

with Mary, Eusebius was quoting someone else when including the story of

Quinta – in this case,Dionysius of Alexandria.Quinta did not, however, seek

to reflect the horrors of unrest, nor was she to be bewailed as an unfortunate

outcome of civic upheaval. Women like Quinta were admirable examples

of Christian piety, and her suffering only amplified her heavenly victory. In

this way, Eusebius radically reinterpreted the suffering of (certain) women

in violent episodes, as did martyrologies more widely: a violent death paved

the way to heaven. The rhetoric of female suffering could, therefore, carry

a positive message for Christian audiences in the exceptional context of

martyrdom.

Beyond this specific context, Eusebius’s gendered models of unrest

cleaved quite closely to Livy and Tacitus. Eusebius, drawing again on Jose-

phus on Jewish revolts in Syria, wrote of the dead, naked bodies of women

and children to showcase the horrors of revolts and uprisings (2.26). Quot-

ing from earlier sources in this way, Eusebius reaffirmed that unrest and

female suffering had historically gone hand in hand. This assertion comes

to the fore especially towards the end of his history when he recorded the

events of the early fourth century that he himself had witnessed. Here he

heavily relied on gendered unrest to conceptualise the tyranny theworld had

suffered prior to the ascension of Constantine.

In Books 8 to 10, Eusebius used his own knowledge and experience to

cover the end of the tetrarchy and the civil wars fought by Constantine be-

tween 306 and 324 CE.This had been a violent and restless time throughout

the Roman Empire, andmany had been implicated and harmed – especially,

it seems, women. Indeed, nearly every woman included in these final three

20 For female martyrs inHist. eccl., see Hall 1993: 10–15.
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books is impacted or victimised by religious or political violence.21The vic-

timisation of women was central to Eusebius’s representation of recent un-

rest, interwoven into his depiction of tyranny in a way that finds echoes in

the works of Livy and Tacitus.

These accounts of female suffering centre around Constantine’s rivals

Maxentius and Maximinus Daia. Maxentius’s time in Rome between 308

and 312 is the most elaborate, featuring the mindless killing of citizens

during an oppressive regime: ‘[Maxentius] used to separate lawfully wed-

ded wives from their husbands, insult them most disgracefully, and send

them back again to their husbands.’22Maximinus Daia, on the other hand,

sexually abused women and virgins in the Eastern provinces, while some

women chose death over sexual violation (8.14).23Here, political upheaval is

articulated through gendered violence targeted at mass groups of women

– a familiar model that clearly remained as vibrant and timely in the early

fourth century as before andwas themodel Eusebiusmost relied on.He also

gave somemore detailed examples that bear comparison to Livy and Tacitus:

one cannot help but think of Lucretia when Eusebius records the unnamed

wife of a prefect killing herself in order to avoid sexual abuse at the hands of

Maxentius, thus evoking self-inflicted female deaths when tyrants took sex-

ual interest in them – this woman, however, ended her life before violation

like a good Christian.24The scale of unjust unrest, therefore, was measured

through female experience, but the women concerned had become far more

nameless and, ultimately, abstract than their pagan predecessors.

For Eusebius, women continued to characterise unrest, but they had

morphed into an indistinct mass of sufferers rather than being individuals

in their own right – unless a female martyr was in question, in which case

Eusebius was able to interpret her suffering in a positive light. Beyond the

context of martyrdom, however, unrest was even more male than it had

21 Euseb.Hist. eccl. 8.9, 8.12, 9.5 include femalemartyrs in the East.The onlywoman in Books 8 to 10

not physically abused or threatened with violence is Constantine’s half-sister Constantia (10.8),

noted for her marriage to Licinius. However, Constantine was now waging war against Licinius,

once more drawing Constantia into male-led unrest.

22 Euseb. Hist. eccl. 8.14: διαζευγνύς γέ τοι τῶν ἀνδρῶν τὰς κατὰ νόμον γαμετάς, ταύταις ἐνυβρίζων

ἀτιμότατα, τοῖς ἀνδράσιν αὖθις ἀπέπεμπεν, translated in Deferrari 1969: 193–94. Maxentius is al-

so accused of cutting up pregnant women for magic, and Eusebius also included accusations of

Licinius raping the wives of senators in his later work on Constantine, in Euseb. Vit. Const. 1.55.

23 One Christian woman whom Maximinus especially desired was exiled for her refusal of him

(8.14).

24This story is repeated in Euseb. Vit. Const. 1.34.
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been, but its severity could still be evaluated through female pain. In this

way, women complete the picture of unrest amongst Jews, early Christians,

and the people of Eusebius’s own day. The civic unrest of the early fourth

century, in particular, was conceptualised through the sexual and physical

abuse of women – this was the wont of tyrants, and Eusebius used these

rhetorical models to emphasise the brutality of regimes. Gendered mod-

els, then, both shifted and endured, linking unrest with violence against

women. This literary tradition could, however, present a problem (and an

opportunity) for a historian like Orosius who wished to present a more

favourable vision of the past.

Orosius’s Bloodless Unrest

Around 418 CE, the Hispanic presbyter Orosius of Braga composed a uni-

versal history from the creation Adam up to the fifth century.25This was the

first major Christian history written since Eusebius.26His Historiae adversus

paganos were written in seven books, in which Orosius sought to counteract

the instability of his time by arguing that historically the world had had it

worse – since the arrival of Christ,worldmatters had improved, as signalled

by the prosperity and peace of Augustus’s reign.27 Despite this novel inter-

pretation, Orosius drew on earlier Roman historians to ‘return to the grand

tradition of classical historiography,’28 which allows us to question how

Orosius repeated earlier gendered models of unrest, and how women were

centred in these, especially after Eusebius had utilised women as a more

anonymous group upon whom unrest was inflicted upon. Crucially, Orosius

wished to show that the fifth century was more divinely favoured than the

25The term ‘universal’ ismisleadinghere,as discussed inVanNuffelen2012: 170–76.For anoverview

of Orosius, see also Zecchini 2003: 319–29.

26 As argued by VanNuffelen 2020, chronicleswere themodus operandi in the fourth century, despite

the publication of Euseb.Hist. eccl. Before Orosius wrote his work, themost notable contribution

to a Christian narrative history was the 401/2 CE translation of Eusebius into Latin by Rufinus of

Aquileia, who added two books of his own to continue the work; see Humphries 2008.

27This central thesis is argued at 3.8.3–7 and 6.20.4–7.

28 Zecchini 2003: 321. For Orosius’s use and engagement of classical historiography, see Van Nuffe-

len 2012: 76–92.
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pagan past, and arguably, this complicated his deployment of gendered

models of unrest.

Orosius’s lexicon of unrest echoes that of earlier historiography: motus

and seditio are the most common, designating mutinies, urban riots, civil

wars, and revolts by subjugated peoples; rebellio and defectio also occur, while

the piracy that Pompey sought to combat is labelled as latrocinium.29Orosius

mademuch use of Roman history-writing, but he was not a blind follower of

earlierwriters, as his interpretation of heavenly intent and the place of Rome

withinadivineplan cannotbe reconciledwith the viewsofLivy andTacitus.30

Nevertheless, as Orosius accounted for historic unrest, he added his own in-

terpretation of the models we have examined: instigation, mitigation, and

suffering.

When Orosius recounted historic upheaval, he readily recorded Livy’s

famed women: the Sabine women, Lucretia, and Verginia are all included,

albeit in abbreviated form – the Sabine women do not step in to prevent

bloodshed; nor does Lucretia deliver her dyingwords.31Theexceptional roles

these women played in their contexts of unrest is lost, both as instigators

and mitigators – their fame may have preceded them, but Orosius never-

theless minimised their roles in unrest. Orosius did upon occasion add his

own remarks to such women, as when he discussed the Gracchi who were

infamous for impias seditiones (5.10.10) – and, like Livy, Orosius credited one

of the family, Sempronia, with instigating her husband’s death; however,

the account differs as Livy noted Sempronia was not charged for this (Per.

59), whereas Orosius recorded that she was. This may be Orosius’s attempt

to demonstrate the wickedness of the past, thus adding to Livy’s version

the immorality of such pagan women. Indeed, Orosius was fascinated by

the motif of violent women, especially when non-Roman, detailing their

brutal natures (van Nuffelen 2012: 127–28) – for instance, he recorded the

suicides of Gallic women who started with their own children before killing

themselves (5.16.21). Overall, we find much more female presence in the

turbulent past here than in Eusebius,with some indication of women acting

as instigators and mitigators of unrest, even if in abridged forms. Orosius

29motus at 2.19.4, 3.2.10, 3.16.1, 3.23.44, 5.9.5, 6.6.7, 6.11.15, 6.12.1, 6.21.23; seditio at 4.6.32, 4.8.4,

5.8.1–2, 5.9.1–3, 5.10.10, 5.12.3–4, 5.17.2, 5.17.10, 6.22.2, 7.5.6–8, 7.6.14, 7.12.7, 7.23.5, 7.28.25,

7.29.6; defectio at 5.18.8, 5.22.9–10, 7.17.7; rebellio at 7.9.2; latrocinium at 6.18.19.

30Walter 2020: 211–12.

31 For Sabine women, see 2.4.2–5; for Lucretia 2.4.12, where her rape is mentioned – Orosius says

nothing of her suicide or call to arms; Verginia receives the longest treatment at 2.13.6.
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further seems to have added a fourth gendered model of unrest: the savage

and violent woman who lacked self-control, both as woman and, in most

cases, as a barbarian.

Book 7, the final book of Orosius’s work, covers history from the birth of

Christ to 416/7. This four-hundred-year period is an overwhelming itemi-

sation of unrest: usurpations, revolts, civil wars, and mutinies mark all

corners of the empire. Much of this was taken from an earlier chronicle by

Jerome, but Orosius also made much use of Tacitus. Amidst all this unrest,

womenare largely absent,32despiteOrosius having recordedmanyof the key

women in Livy’s history. Some echoes of female vulnerability during unrest

are discernible, however, as when Orosius noted the deaths of Elagabalus

and hismother in amilitary uprising in Rome (tumultu…militari, 7.18.5).The

role of women in conflict is notedwhenConstantine’s wife Fausta sidedwith

her husband against her father Maximian (7.28.10), and when Constantine

waged civil war against his half-sister’s husband (7.28.19) and later ordered

her son to be executed (7.28.26). Whereas Eusebius had been keen to show

Constantine as a pious ruler, Orosius wasmore forthright about the consid-

erable upheaval that this era of civil war and consolidation of power caused,

especially for implicated elite women.

However, Orosius’s recording of unrest hinged upon his insistence that,

ever since the reigns of Theodosius I in the East and Honorius in the West,

conflict in the Roman world had been resolved without bloodshed: ‘almost

all of these [recent conflicts], right down to the present day, have ended with

the fruit of a clear-cut and holy victory, and with very little, or no, shedding

of blood.’33 This perspective required Orosius to consider the slaughter of

10,000 Gothic soldiers as ‘little’ – and, indeed, numerous political players

continue to perish violently as his history draws to a close (7.35.19). Far-

fetched as this claim therefore was, it nevertheless meant that Orosius did

not use gendered models of female suffering as crutches for his conceptu-

32 Orosius records several bad emperors having sexual liaisons with female relatives: Caligula

(7.5.9),Nero (7.7.2 and 7.7.9),Caracalla (7.18.2).Otherwomenof note areHelena of Adiabenewho

provided grain to the people of Jerusalem (7.6.12),Hadrian’s unnamedwife (Vibia Sabina, 7.13.3),

Severus Alexander’smotherMamea for her Christian studies (7.18.7 and 7.19.2), Queen Zenobia’s

wars with Aurelian (17.23.4), Constantius Chlorus’s marriage toTheodora (7.25.5), Constantine’s

mother Helena (7.25.16), and Constantine’s half-sister Eutropia (7.29.11).

33 Oros. 7.35.9: et tamen omnia paene usque in hodiernum diem et quidem cum fructu simplicis sanctaeque

uictoriae uel nullo uel minimo sanguine quieuerunt, trans. Fear 2010: 389. Orosius also makes similar

arguments at 7.34.8, 7.35.5, 7.37.14.
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alisation of unrest – and this is precisely how he proceeded, by writing out

women altogether in the civic upheavals from Theodosius I onwards, with

the exception of two: an unnamed elderly virgin and Galla Placidia, both

discussed below, who Orosius included to showcase that unrest no longer

harmed women.

Orosius’s version of imperial history thus discarded the most enduring

topos of gendered unrest: female suffering. This is especially striking as he

used this model frequently to describe unrest in the more distant past.34 Af-

ter the coming of Christ, however, Orosius describes unrest only in gender-

less terms, referring to the deaths and abuse of a populus or of accolae (7.8.10,

7.12.8). Women are no longer singled out in these broader descriptions of

unrest –Orosius did not use the model of female suffering for the Christian

era that he had previously used to underline the vivacity, brutality, or the un-

just or chaotic nature of unrest. This omission of generic female suffering

(and the limited number of instances of individual female suffering) in the

final book of his Historiae supported the work’s central thesis that the new

Christian era was more blessed than earlier times – emphasising the brutal

abuse of women did not fit into this motif and as such was written out.The

closest Orosius comes to any such ‘women and children’ topos is when Ga-

lerius defeated Narseus’s army in 298 CE, for which Orosius drew on Jerome

to note the capture of Persian women and children – but Orosius gave this

detail only a brief acknowledgement, with the lack of sympathy he was li-

able to show these foreigners (7.25.11). The omission of gendered unrest is

made even more obvious by accounts of martyrdoms. Where Eusebius had

given disturbing details of torture for several female martyrs, Orosius gave

none, even as he listed the ten persecutions Christians had faced. Persecu-

tionswerenot bloodless in his versionof the past, but theywere genderless.35

This should not be regarded as editorial brevity from Orosius, but as a con-

scious effort to gloss over and decentre genderedmodels of unrest.

However, women making dramatic appearances still held narrative

power, as is shown by the single female-centred anecdote of Book 7: when

34 Orosius has many examples of gendered suffering in Books 1 to 6, most from military contexts,

but the most evocative of these is the slaughter of children and subsequent suicide by Gallic

women after their men had been defeated by Romans who now refused to spare the women of

rape (5.16.13–21; cf. 6.21.17).

35 For Orosius’s persecutions, see Walter 2020: 220–24. This genderless language is seen in 7.15.4

(multique sanctorummartyrio coronati sunt), and similarly at 7.17.4 (plurimique sanctorum per diuersas

prouincias martyrio coronati sunt).
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a Gothic soldier ran into an elderly virgin amidst the sack of Rome in Au-

gust of 410 (7.39.3–10). The virgin warned the soldier against plundering

church goods, appearing as a moral exemplum that could easily be plucked

from classical historiographies, with Christian gloss. The soldier was so

impressed by the woman’s piety that he and a whole troop of Gothic soldiers

helped her carry the holy vessels to St Peter’s Basilica, in a holy procession

orchestrated by the Gothic leader Alaric himself (for alternative, less flat-

tering versions of the encounter, see Vihervalli 2022). Orosius thus knew

how dramatic heroines could still embellish unrest, and how this gendered

perspective could provide a moral analysis of the men involved. This time

women implicated by unrest luckily both lived to tell the tale and retained

their bodily inviolability – an intentional juxtaposition with past models of

unrest.

It is perhaps fitting, then, to end this survey with the last woman

recorded in Orosius’s history: the imperial princess Galla Placidia (7.40.2,

7.43.2, 7). Abducted by Alaric and forcefully married to Gothic ruler Athaulf,

her experience is treated by Orosius as a harmonious and opportune devel-

opment. Athaulf is painted as a ruler who ‘strove to avoid war, and … strove

to love peace’, and in this the intelligent and skilled Galla Placidia helped her

husband, advising him in good rulership – an ideal match by all accounts

(7.43.7). Yet we would be remiss to believe this depiction of their marriage:

Galla Placidia had been abducted by Alaric’s men and forcibly married. Her

lack of consent underlines that unrest curbed female freedom from lowest

to highest social orders and placed women in grave danger (cf. Leonard

2019).This is ignored by Orosius, in an attempt to removewomen’s suffering

from his account of an improved Christian era. Orosius’s insistence on Galla

Placidia’s good fortune laboriously attempted to reject the humiliation that

her abduction constituted for imperial power. Instead, he depicted an era in

which, finally, unrest was no longer tied to female misfortunes – if only that

were plausible.

Orosiusmanipulated genderedmodels of unrest by defying the expecta-

tions of female suffering that the historiographical tradition had set up. As

such, the unrest in the post-Augustan erawas largely gender-neutral, and in

thepost-Theodosian era supposedly free of bloodshedand completely void of

female suffering.This is a remarkably different way of depicting unrest from

the tradition in which Orosius situated his work. By avoiding the pervasive

model of women’s suffering for his own time, Orosius was able to commu-

nicate his vision of amore brutal Roman past and amore peaceful Christian
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present,demonstrating,yet again, that genderwas apowerful rhetorical tool

for making sense of unrest in the Roman world.

Conclusions

Roman and late Roman historians gave episodes of unrest gendered dimen-

sions, using these to make different judgements of unfolding events. While

all authors depicted unrest as overwhelminglymale in its instigation andde-

velopment, their pictures of unrest were textured by background and sec-

ondary female participation.This female presence illuminated the nature of

unrest: how intense, reckless,unwise,unpredictable,or cruel it hadbeen.We

finddominantmodels that placewomenas instigators,mitigators,or suffer-

ers, and of these three the last was themost enduring and all encompassing.

Thesemodels were evoked across centuries, shifting focus onto different

aspects of unrest, reflecting authorial intent and priorities. Livy and Taci-

tus relished dramatic female interventions by mytho-historical and histor-

ical women, depicting their actions sympathetically if the woman was re-

spectable, or as offensive, if the woman was immoral. Most of all, women’s

presence in unrest could be used to convey the scale of disaster and horror,

with masses of violated, killed, or bewailing women reflecting the extent of

societal breakdown in a culture of gendered violence.

Christian authors continued these models in different ways: Eusebius

had no space for standout heroines but included abused women to convey

the civic unrest of the early fourth century, which he sought to condemn in

an effort to demarcate the winning and losing sides. Female martyrs also

gained amore central position, with their horrific suffering as a part of mob

violence depicted as divinely guided and desirable. Even so, the depiction of

these women’s experiences is not comparable to the prominence of individ-

ual women in episodes of unrest in classical historiography. Orosius, on the

other hand, shows authorial manipulation of gendered unrest most clearly

of all writers examined here: he denied that female suffering took place in

his own time by writing out women in episodes of unrest, despite recording

this for the more distant Roman past, while the two women he included

in episodes of recent unrest, as luck would have it, overturned the topos by

having a pleasant experience.
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Gendered unrest was a powerful device throughwhich upheaval could be

perceived, measured, and conceptualised in Roman and late Roman histo-

riography. The different uses reveal authorial intent and priorities. Women

may well have been secondary tomale-led aggressions and strife, but unrest

was incomplete without their presence and subsequent suffering – at least

until Orosius wished to argue for a world free of this. Gendered depictions

of unrest emphasise that authors knew well that women lived in hostile en-

vironmentswhere abuse or assault was always a possibility, and especially so

when chaos erupted.Authors could use genderedunrest to conceptualise the

upheaval according to their own interests, placing female models into their

narratives. Though they lurked in the background, therefore, the women in

Romanhistoriography show that unrestwasnot an exclusivelymasculine ex-

ercise –without them, its depiction remained incomplete.
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12. RomanWar, Rabbinic Law, and
Provincial Sovereigntism

Natalie B. Dohrmann

Abstract:This essay traces the smouldering aftermath of unrest against Rome on one

provincial population: the tannaitic rabbis. It reflects on themeaningandmotivations

behind the rabbinic resistance to civil strife, connecting it to their commitment to the

rule of law. In this essay I explore how law is not only anathema to social unrest, but

both anchors and animates a rabbinicmachinery thatworks actively to prevent it.The

rabbis pursue a number of avenues to short-circuit the traditional catalysts of Jewish

unrest/rebellion, and a selection of culturally volatile topics, seen together, create a net-

work inwhich the rabbis’ own stated aims can come to pass. In suppressing unrest, the

rabbisarenot onlydefending themselvesbodily fromRomanintervention (though they

do that too) but also creating inner Jewish conditions necessary for the establishment

of their audacious nomos. The essay concludes by defining as ‘sovereigntist’ a form of

provincial politics baked into both the tannaitic and imperial endeavors.

The appointment of just judges is to be effective in restoring Israel and resettling them on

their land, and in preventing them being felled by the sword. (SifreDeuteronomy § 144)

One well-known origin myth for the rabbinic movement begins atop the

walls of a besieged Jerusalem sometime in the early part of the Jewish war

against Rome. There we find Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai trying in vain

to quell the resistance of his compatriots in the face of Vespasian’s seige;

Yohanan and Vespasian, in this telling, share in common a desire to save

the temple from Jewish zealots, whose savage impiety threatens to activate

overwhelming Roman force. Having failed to bring the rebels to reason,

Yohanan arranges to escape the city, masquerading as a dead man. His stu-

dents manage to deposit before the Roman general his coffin, from which

the sage arises. Vespasian, recognizing Yohanan as an ally, immediately

grants him favors: ‘I ask nothing of you’ the sage replies, ‘save Yavneh,where

I might go and teach my disciples and there establish a house of prayer and

perform all the commandments’ (Avot de Rabbi Natan A, chapter 4). ‘Go’
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says Vespasian, but before he can return to the work of crushing the revolt,

Yohanan ben Zakkai interprets biblical prooftexts to augur Vespasian’s

ascension to emperor.

The metaphorics of the tale could not be more heavy-handed: Judaism is

raised from the dead by the hands of a great scholar and his disciples, to

thrive in a peaceful vineyard far from the devastated landscape of Jerusalem

and the burning embers of the temple – protected by an empire better left

unprovoked. The rabbinic ideal imagined here is a collective of philosopher

pietists who won’t cause any trouble – indeed their founding patron is

Vespasian himself!

It is a myth of course (and a late one), a literary set piece familiar

from Josephus’s almost identical exhumation from the well at Jotapata,

complete with his recognition as a friend by Vespasian, his prophecy of Ves-

pasian’s emperorship, and his securing of favored prisoner status (Joseph.

BJ 3.340–92). Nonetheless, this late antique tale has served, mutatis mutan-

dis, as a paradigm for understanding the rabbinic orientation toward the

Roman empire (Neusner 1962: 112–22). From this ‘Yavneh’ emerges a set of

rabbinic scholarly works exploring divine law and lore that, according to the

standard reading, will translate the Jew from member of doomed polity to

successful subject citizenwho has traded a holy land for a holy text, obdurate

nationalism for obedience to Torah’s law, so long as it doesn’t get in Rome’s

way.This imagined Jew can thrive more or less unbothered by the empire.

Given the brutality with which the Romans put down a series of high-

profile Jewish rebellions in the late first and second centuries, such retreat

seems reasonable. Seth Schwartz, most poignantly, paints a picture of the

ferocity, dislocation, enslavement, loss of land, and death, that striate the

major Jewish uprisings in 66–73, 115–117, and 132–135 CE. Schwartz reads

the peaceful and extensive Romanization of the eastern cities of the Galilee

in the second and third centuries as evidence of the traumatized exhaustion

of the Jewish populace. The rabbis, whose first works are dated to the turn

of the third century, arose in this scenario not to fight with fists but to resist

the obliteration of Judaism, and redefine and reanimate the religion for a

new era.

This is likely to be an uninviting start to an essay on unrest in the rabbinic

imagination. Indeed the rabbis do notmerely keep their heads down regard-

ing empire, but invest heavily in the prevention of future unrest. This essay

is interested in the meaning of this effort.
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TheRule of Law

The central achievement of the early rabbis (the tannaim) was the Mishnah

– a legal document produced in the late second and early third century CE.

In the Mishnah we encounter a form of Judaism, grown from seeds of older

Torah theology and a tradition of communal god-given law but represent-

ing something new altogether in scope, depth, and focus (see e.g., Halbertal

2013, Schwartz 2020, Rosen Zvi 2017). The Mishnah and the other tannaitic

sources perform and communicate a legalism that, for the rabbis, eclipses

other formsof religiosity andreligiousexpertise andsets thedivine lawat the

center of a reorientationof Jewish life andpractice (Dohrmann2013). Its con-

cern is not limited to the sort of pragmatic legal topics that might have been

the expected purview of a provincial ethnic judge – status, family, contract,

and tort law, say. On the contrary, while it includes plenty of law that could

offer practical guidance for judges/courts, the Mishnah also covers swaths

of law that were off limits according to the empire such as criminal law, or

obviated by history such as laws governing the long-destroyed temple and

sacrificial cult, or law so arcane, or private as to be functionally useless to

any imaginable court situation.

Because it had no mechanism for enforcement, and because the rabbis

were few and lacked institutional authority, the tannaitic corpus has often

been treated as a sort of religious literature (contra which Schwartz 2016).

And yet, a host of genres better suited to moral exhortation, theological and

philosophical reflection, or identity formation abound in the rabbis’ ambit.

If rabbinic halakhah was meant to communicate such content, and not to

act ‘as law’, then why do they write so very much very technical law?Why do

they set legal expertise above all other formsof religious expertise? Law is not

only the form in which rabbinic thought happened to be cast, but is a choice

that – even divorced from the particulars of its content – carries with it its

own conceptual logics and imperatives that have been too easily subsumed

to ideas of religion (Dohrmann 2015). Just as a recipe demands one read it

with one eye to the kitchen and to eating, so being essentially legal, the tan-

naitic corpus asks one to inhabit law’s inherent conceptions of and claims to

jurisdiction.Of interest for the present purposes,moreover, it is to be under-

scored that law is concerned with the stuff of the everyday, and it structures,

furnishes, and inhabits a functioning polity; the rule of law stands, in short,

opposed essentially to the state of war – be it against Rome or, as this essay

argues, between Jews.The law requires a baseline of social and political sta-
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bility (Baumgarten 2017). With this in mind, in this essay I’d like to explore

how law is not only anathema to social unrest of all sorts, but both anchors

and catalyzes a rabbinic machinery that works actively to prevent it.

The standard narrative found in traditional Jewish jurisprudential

sources tells us that the proper working of the law is what creates peace

(Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 28; see also Flatto 2020); indeed, this is the

explicit promise of the covenant at Sinai. However, this narrative shows

little interest in the conditions preparatory to the institution of law.1 In war-

torn landscapes that have lost all civic and institutional rudders, such as

that inhabited by the tannaim, the creation of stability is an indispensable

imperative that must precede and accompany the establishment of the rule

of law. Creating an environment that will support the success of such an un-

dertaking requires the most delicate cultural negotiations, to wit: building

faith in institutions, managing disruptive narratives of the past, soothing

sectarian difference, and, in several culturally specific ways, turning down

the heat on existing sociocultural triggers to unrest.

My thinking here is inspired by contemporary studies on how to prevent

the recurrence of disorder and foster the establishment of the rule of law

in the aftermath of violence. When civil wars, brutal dictators, foreign im-

perial assault, or other disruptions cease, how does a people (re)build a just

society out of the wreckage? Modern theorists and policy makers study this

question in relationship to global trouble spots such asRwanda,Kosovo,East

Timor, and Afghanistan. The material is modern, statist, and in a hundred

other ways anachronistic, and yet it offers a new way to think about a series

of apparently loosely connected rabbinic innovations and priorities as cohe-

sive extensions of the legal program, grounded in a specific Roman context.

This literature sees the rule of law as the most durable bulwark against fu-

ture social breakdown. (Not coincidentally, the Roman Empire similarly im-

bricates Pax Romana with legal justice.2) However, in work such as that of

Jane Stromseth and Pablo de Greiff, and in reports such as theWorld Bank’s

World Development Reports on Conflict, Security, and Development,3what

stands out to me is precisely their focus on the conditions necessary for the

establishment of rule of law in the first place. These works uniformly insist

1This is not to say that there is none. See for example the midrashic treatment of Exodus 18, in

Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael,Nezikin 1.

2 On which more below, also Ando 2000, 2017, Lavan 2017.

3 E.g.,World Bank 2011, Stromseth,Wippman, and Brooks 2006, de Greiff and Cronin 2002.
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that this requires broad cultural investment ‘outside the legal frame’ (Walzer

2015: xxiv) – prior and adjacent to law – as vital buttresses to the writing of a

constitution and court-based application of justice.

Theorists of the rule of law draw our attention to a fragile interstitial

space: the gap between war/unrest and the institution of justice. Recogniz-

ing the rabbinic landscape as such a space adds to our understanding of a

range of rabbinic gestures that do not seem, on first blush, to be directly tied

to the legal project. By looking at a selection of culturally volatile topics and

how the rabbis attempt to manage them, I will draw attention to a network

whose shared effect is to create the conditions in which their own stated

aims – the establishment of the rule of divine law – can come to pass. The

rabbinic treatment of topics as disparate (and often nonlegal) as bathhouse

culture, authorship, eschatology, dialogue, heresiology, and the temple may

be seen as strategies sharing in common the effect of preventing material

resistance. Underscoring the political coherence of this material, in which

the primacy of legal logic serves to create communal stability and prevent

unrest despite anti-Roman sentiment, pushes beyond the typical treatment

of resistance. Rather than stopping at questions merely of culture, or some

terminal notion of legitimation, identity, or self-fashioning, I posit that

even peace-keeping is in itself a political goal that contains seeds of unrest.

It is a mostly tacit presumption in the field that the rabbis were able to

thrive in part because of the Pax Romana in the East in the centuries follow-

ing the end of the Bar Kokhbah revolt, and that the rabbis resisted less the

material extractions and humiliations of submission to foreign power than

the competition and seductions of rival modes of belonging, being, and be-

lief, extending from the Roman empire and Christianity to rival Jews.

The proximate threat of imperial violence that subtended the provincial

life of Jews in the early centuries of the Common Era ought not overshadow

the Jewish legacy of rebellion and agita so prevalent in the same centuries.

A Jewish commitment to unrest itself – even and especially when deployed

in defense of threatened Jewish ideals and beliefs, property, and institutions

– did not vanished overnight from Jewish self-understanding, even with the

rise of the accomodationist rabbis. The number of avenues the rabbis used

to short-circuit traditional catalysts of Jewish conflict suggest the perduring

potency of the pugnacious Jew in the Jewish imagination. And further that,

in suppressingunrest, the rabbiswere not defending themselves bodily from

Roman intervention as such (though they did that too), but were creating in-

ner Jewish conditions for the establishment of the rabbis’ rule of law.Though
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the enmesheddynamics of peacekeepingand justice echo imperial strategies

(Bryen 2021), the rabbinic work, I suggest, is not operating with an eye to-

ward the imperial center: rather it is an internally focused operation tomake

a common cultural ground fromwhich their objectives can be achieved.

Accommodation and Resistance

The biblical covenant outlined in the Pentateuch is predicated on the exis-

tence of an autonomous nation, with its own laws and mores: observing

those laws brings peace, the failure to do so causesmilitary defeat. Leviticus

makes the stakes of law for sovereignty clear:

if you will not obey me (God) and do not observe all these commandments (v.14) … I will

set my face against you and you shall be struck down by your enemies; your foes shall rule

over you (v. 17) … ‘I will bring the sword against your cities, I will send pestilence among

you, and you shall be delivered into enemy hands’. (v. 25) (Leviticus 26, vv. 14–25)

Failure to keep the law brings on assault by and submission to foreign

powers. However, the perilous geopolitical reality of Judea and Israel meant

that Jews were subject to imperial dominators throughout their history. As

a simple biblical economy of sin and punishment was often unsatisfactorily

explanatory, the covenant was theologized to keep pace. Since the time of

the Babylonian Exile and then Persia, Judaism has found ways to massage a

covenantal tradition that is ostensibly built on national sovereignty (primar-

ily as monarchy) into a system that could function more or less comfortably

under imperial domination. In this way rabbinic thought represents an

extension of a long tradition of Jewish accommodation to external powers.

TheSecondTemple cult andpriestly aristocracy, for example,spentnearly

their entire history working with and under imperial rule from the Persian

throughHasmonean and Roman eras: think of the success of the Oniads un-

der thePtolemies, the comfortable social positionofBenSira, theHerodians,

and,most vocally, Josephus (especially as he ventriloquizes through Agrippa

II at BJ 2.345–-402). For each, working easily with empires was the way to
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thrive, finding internal theological rationale for realpolitik pragmatism.4We

should not be surprised that the rabbis claim Ezra – a pious and ethnically

proud political and legal leader whowas on the payroll of the Persian admin-

istration – as a prominent forbearer.Though the rabbis are certainly heirs to

this Jewish legacy of getting alongwith empires, to see rabbinic accommoda-

tion as unremarkable is to underestimate not only the brutal lived reality of

Judea as the soil fromwhich the early rabbis grew (Eck 1999), but to presume

without evidence that Judaism’s rebellious side, one both ideal and real,went

quietly moribund as well.

Josephus spends a great deal of time describing the heedless bravery of

the Jewish fighter, noting the ‘national characteristics: boldness, dash … the

refusal to acknowledge defeat’ – traits he contrasts with the ‘disciplined and

serried ranks’ of the Romans (BJ 6.17, trans. Williamson).This dash is made

manifest in battle-scene depictions of outsized Jewish courage that proffer a

more positive version of Tacitus’s derisive remark that the Jews ‘think noth-

ing of facing death’ (Hist. 5.5). Indeed, in choosing to end theWar with the

scene at Masada, Josephus expresses indisputable pride in Jewish mettle. A

Roman perception of Jewish fearlessness in war is not confined to Tacitus,

andmay have reverberated in the Jewish psyche aswell. Tens of thousands of

Jews were enslaved in the aftermath of the war, and many would have lived

in or passed through Rome. Indeed,many rabbis too travelled to Rome (e.g.

Sifre Deuteronomy § 43). Beyond the still standing arch of Titus and its im-

ages of handsome Jewish rebels beingmarched in triumph, the CircusMax-

imus contained a second arch reporting that Titus ‘tamed the Jewish people

and destroyed the city of Jerusalem, [a thing] either sought in vain by all gen-

erals, kings, and peoples, before him or untried entirely’ (Granino 2017, as

treated in Barron 2021).The two arches were unmissable in the city, and the

colosseum and TemplumPacis were yet othermonuments to the scale of the

Judean rebellion. Regardless of its exaggeration and its function in Flavian

legitimation5, even the now-tamed and humiliated Jew could well have been

4 I have not listed Alexandrian Jewish sources here since they are in Greek so less clearly in the

rabbinic literary ambit, but they obviously exhibit a parallel exegetical tradition, deftly theorizing

a Judaismmore or less comfortably subservient to foreign rule.

5 On the arch inscription, see Barron 2021; cf. Goodman 2007. On Jewish martial savagery: Cass.

Dio 68.31 (of the Jewish revolt in Cyrene): ‘Theywould eat the flesh of their victims,make belts for

themselves of their entrails, anoint themselves with their blood andwear their skins for clothing;

many they sawed in two, from the head downwards.’
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flattered by this attention. Romans in short may not have been the only ones

for whom this Judean reputation for ruthlessly fighting was significant.

Josephus does not deign to grant meaningful ideologies to the Jewish

rebels of his history, but through his scorn we can clearly discern religiously

animated actors, using a discourse of freedom, zeal, and commitment to

divine sovereignty, ideas often run through with some forms of messianic

eschatology (e.g. Joseph. BJ 2.118; 2.517–18, 2.254–62, AJ 18.23). Many of the

rebel groups hailed from the same Galilean hills where the rabbis lived and

worked some generations later. A Judaism that sanctions shedding blood for

the God of Israel appears throughout Jewish history: its exemplars run from

biblical Moses, Joshua, Phineas, and David to the Maccabees, the Sicarii

and Zealots, through those joining the Bar Kokhbah uprising, and several

local skirmishers along the way. While the rabbis may have been a model

minority, Jews in the aggregate were not.

Recurrent eruptions of violence cannot be explained solely by ad hoc ex-

ternal provocation. If we take seriously not only the martial glory of the bib-

lical epic, but the frequency of Jewish unrest in the centuries leading up to

the earliest rabbinic literature (the Mishnah ca 200 CE) and in concentrated

form in the generations before and in which the rabbinic movement was

birthed,wemight see an impulse tofight for one’s beliefs to be deeply consis-

tentwith Jewish cultural expectations and ideals.Despite the extremis of the

past three revolts, history tells us that such national personality traits rarely

disappear completely (Isaacs 1990: 80–89; cf. Sizgorich 2009). Imagine try-

ing to convince the Spartans that they are a nation of poets or the Scythi-

ans that they are heirs of Ghandi, or my Irish relatives that they’re not the

sort of people who’d throw a punch if slighted. This to say that even if we

grant that the quiet of the late second and early third centuries was a prod-

uct of national depletion, armed resistance was still part of Judean self-un-

derstanding, andmanaging this tradition to prevent its recurrencemaywell

have required concerted effort. There is plenty of evidence suggesting that

the rabbis attempted just that.6 The process was not linear, nor does every

bit of the evidence work in the same direction, but there is no denying that

the preponderance of the legal-cultural project is focused on, indeed is pred-

6 GregWoolf (2011: 32)writes: ‘Rebelsmight be expected to emerge from thosewho subscribed least

to the ideologies formed at the centre of empire, and among those peoples who participated least

in civic and imperial culture and cult. Regions at the geographical margins of empire … Judaea.’

The rabbis seem in this regard a counter-example.
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icated on, the successful taming of the fighting Jew, past present and future.

Without peace there can be no rule of law.

Deescalation and Cultural Inoculation

The early rabbis prepared a many-fronted bulwark against both the reality

and the spectre of recurrent violence.7 The symbolic and conceptual land-

scape drawn by the rabbis in a range of extra-legal arenas seems bound by a

shared aversion to creating martial conflict, an investment in the reinscrip-

tion both of potent cultural symbols and historical memory. The tannaim

imagine a big tent of Jewish belonging, write galvanizing patriots and pa-

triotism out of history, and prioritize the this-worldly regime of law.Things

that threaten to catalyze action against empire are defanged, recast, or side-

lined altogether.

A wide array of rabbinic positionsmay be seen collectively to do the work

of inoculating the culture against unrest. The phenomena that I will touch

on below have not however to my knowledge been read collectively as logi-

cal extensions of, or in service of, the legal project per se. Rather they have

been studied individually in a range of contexts – theology, history, philol-

ogy and exegesis, Christian polemic, philosophical thought, rhetoric, and

post-colonial studies. Stepping back and seeing them all together allows us

to appreciate their collective effect of creating the preconditions necessary

for the establishment of the rabbis’ capacious new legal regime in the after-

math of bloody violence.8 If we take seriously that the Mishnah envisions a

Jewish polity built on divine law, then we can see how they also would have

needed to create the social stability necessary for its success.Theywouldhave

7 See Bryen 2021 on the pervasive and mercurial nature of Roman violence against provincials in

the first centuries CE and attempts to control it from the center by means of increasing imperial

nomicization. He writes: ‘One of the results of the reaction to the processes of domination and

exploitation that took place in the republic and into thefirst centurywas the eventual juridification

of theprovincial landscape…’ (65).Thephenomenon I amchronicling is anattempt tomanage that

same violence from below, using law too, though in a markedly different way.

8 Jerusalem Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 4.8.2 tells why the time in which one blows the shofar as part

of the ritual for Rosh ha-Shanah was formally moved from early morning service to later in the

day: since once in the past the Romans mistook the morning blast as a call to war and came and

attacked and killed several Jews.
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been motivated to neutralize things that had in the past, and threatened in

the present and future, to cause Jews to raise arms – against each other no

less than against external enemies. I have chosen religiously potent exem-

plars, and not economic ones (such as taxation, status, or the annexation

of land), because, as John Collins notes: economic factors, however impor-

tant ‘were not always the factors that directly motivated rebels … the prob-

lems thatmotivated rebels to actwere cultural and symbolic’, things, in other

words, ‘profoundly integrated with ethnic identity’ (Collins 2016: 201; note

thoughHonigman 2014, Andrade 2010). Aligning these topoi, each of course

with its own discrete sources, concepts, and scholarly literature, allows one

to discern among them a coherence as interdependent stabilizing gestures.

The contemporary literature cited above, which maps the best way to

build a just polity in the aftermath of war or imperialist domination, all

begins from a base line prerequisite of instilling faith in legal institutions,

and much can and has been said about how the rabbis align with those

priorities. The halakhah sells its justice as divine, capacious, and unbiased.

It minimizes the legal import of social hierarchy (no honestiores or humiliores;

Hayes 2021); similarly access to justice does not rely on heredity, assuming,

naturally, that you are Jewish, and male (Libson 2021; compare Connolly

2010). The material regularly underscores the wisdom, learning, and moral

purity of the rabbinic judge and jurist and the fairness andmoderation of its

punitive regimes, it polemicizes against corruption and bribery, and other

more or less expected commitments to justice ‘shielded from power’ (Flatto

2020: 110) and backed by a program of paideia and an embedded notion of

divine sanction. All standard issue. Still, as the modern literature on non-

recurrence of violence and the rule of law underscores, all this is necessary

but insufficient if the culture is inclined to fall back into habits, ideologies,

and narratives that result in violence. In the examples below we find the

tannaimworking tomold the culture in ways that prevent the ascendance of

incendiary habits, narratives, and ideologies.

Sectarianism and individual authority

Given the rampant factionalism and sectarianism of the previous centuries,

from Pharisees and Sadducees, to the Dead Sea collective, to the murderous

militias devouring each other in the besieged Jerusalem with which we

opened, it is notable that the rabbinic nomos chooses not to prioritize one
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Jewish group over another. ‘Do not split yourself into several factions, but

rather be one faction’, says one tannaitic commentary (Sifre Deuteronomy

§ 96). Rhetorically at least, all of Israel is the law’s imagined constituency.

‘Themajor goal of the… rabbis seems to have been not the expulsion of those

with whom they disagreed but the cessation of sectarianism’, writes Shaye

Cohen (1984: 27), and the tannaim, ‘for the first time, “agreed to disagree”’

(1984: 30).9 Formally, tannaitic resistance to internal schism manifests in

discourse that is dialogical and polyvocal. Competing positions are com-

monly left side by side. The decentralized sprawling interconnection of the

laws combined with what Vered Noam described in a recent lecture as a

‘tendency to lenience’ and flexibility (especially as compared to Qumran’s

sectarian law), all serve to minimize rigid legal dogmatism, rhetorically,

formally, and institutionally.10

Form and content again converge on the topic of individual power,which

the rabbis take pains to undermine. Tannaitic literature is unauthored.

Authority, both literary and social, is depicted as dispersed, and, outside of

the disciple circles accrued to individual rabbis, the meritocratic collective

has almost no ex-officio hierarchical stemma.11 Additionally, though the

law/Torah is presumed to have been given by God, the rabbis assert that its

interpretation and application now rests in human hands.12 Vesting legal

authoritywith the rabbinicmajority diminishes the sway of any one of them,

further softening the risk of schism.

Prophetic authority poses another threat to institutional authority.

Charismatics, many making prophetic claims, are known to have electri-

fied and divided the Judean populace in the prerabbinic era, most recently

9 See though Goodman 2011. Even the most exclusionary rhetorics of heresy may have served to

define a broad nation of Israel, papering over difference as much as reifying it, see Ophir and

Rosen-Zvi 2018,Goodman2003: 128. It is important to note that divisions andhierarchies existed

within themovement and between themovement and its ‘others’—whichmakes evenmore stark

the general obfuscation of such conflicts and hierarchies on the rhetorical level.

10Though far from lax, tens of studies might be adduced here demonstrating cases in which the

rabbis softened laws so as to adjust to communal or political obstacles.

11 Hezser 1997.On theway anonymitymay engage empire in a differentway see Portier-Young 2011.

On individual power and the rule of law, see Flatto 2020: 93, and 145–48 on resistance to the indi-

vidual power of judges.

12 lo’ ba-shamayin hi’ (it is not in heaven) (Dt 30:12), most famously depicted in Babylonian Talmud,

BavaMetsia 59a-b.
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surrounding Bar Kokhbah.13 Josephus describes many such characters,

in addition to whom we can count Jesus of Nazareth, Qumran’s Teacher

of Righteousness, John the Baptist, and other messianic and prophetic

claimants. The rabbis are singularly resistant to authority claims based on

revelation unmediated through Torah – the rabbis of course are its brokers,

themselves encircled by a rigorous culture of moderating paideia. Even

the Ur-prophet himself, Moses, is met with deep ambivalence in tannaitic

sources, and aggadic texts cleverly stamp out the possibility of extra-rab-

binic prophetic authority claims going forward using a range of strategies.14

This too is consistent with legalism: not only do prophets claim unmediated

and often antinomian authority, but ‘one of law’s usual functions’, writes

Robert Cover, ‘is to hold off the Messiah’ (1992: 194).

An adjacent concept, the eschaton with its next-worldly justice, is simi-

larly incompatible with the rabbis’ immanentist legal now. The early rabbis

hold the world-to-come, like the messiah, at a safe distance; both ideas

appear in tannaitic sources but drained of political urgency. In general,

apocalyptic traditions that enjoyed wide circulation in the Second Temple

era, are attenuated by the tannaim, where not expunged altogether. Bib-

lical Enoch, a major figure in prerabbinic apocalyptic Judaism (Reed and

Reeves 2018), for example, is notably absent from the tannaitic imagination.

Epistemological regimes similarly commit to the realm of the this-worldly:

esoteric and other-worldly gnosis is sidelined (cf.Mishnah, Avot 3.1). Escha-

tology (with its own implicit antinomianism) falls to law’s countervening

temporality (Dohrmann 2016).

Of course each of these rabbinic stances has multiple functions and eti-

ologies. We know, for example, that early ‘Christians’ (Jesus followers) em-

braced Jewish eschatological traditions, and part of the rabbinic retreat from

this form of thought may well have had to do with the defining of cultural

boundaries in reaction to the emergent Christian movement (Reed 2023).

But it is also true that (1) legal regimes do not coexist easily with either mes-

sianism or eschatology, and (2) that these ideas, especially the former, drove

13Whether ornotShimonBenKosibah (a.k.a.BarKokhbah)was a charismatic leader or ‘an irascible

ineffective micromanager,’ he bore the mythic mantle of messiah. Schwartz 2016: 246–48.

14 For anelegant excursus on this topic, seeMekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael,Pisha 1.AlsoMekilta de-Rabbi

Ishmael, Amalek 2 and 3; Sifre Numbers 157. Another form of the cooptation andmanagement of

revelation by the rabbinic legal project appears inMishnah,Avot 3.2.Moses cuts a different,more

heroic figure in a range of SecondTemple sources, from Jubilees, to Artapanus, even amulets such

as Pap.Colon. XXII/1 32. See also Najman 2003, Furstenberg 2012.
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Jews into the carnage of the Bar Kohkbah revolt. In other words, fear of un-

rest is at least as plausible an explanation for the rabbis’ ‘soft’ messianism

as is nascent Christianity. All to acknowledge that while topics as complex as

heresy, prophecy, and apocalypticism are deeply embedded in a range of cul-

tural and historical discourses, one shared effect of their rabbinic packaging

is that their political immanence is dulled. The rabbis are not looking for a

fight.

History and Time

Charting successful transitions between violent past regimes and more sta-

ble and just future onesmeans being attentive to theways thememory of the

past may impede progress. ‘Persuading stakeholders to work collaboratively

requires signals of a real breakwith thepast…aswell asmechanisms to“lock-

in” these changes’ (The World Bank 2011: 13). Analogous to the ways that the

Roman civil wars permitted Augustus’s dramatic construction of an empire-

cum-republic, the late second-century caesura following a century and half

of intermittent conflict between Rome and the Jews offered a special oppor-

tunity to recraft the past.15Theway that past was remembered (or forgotten)

would have important repercussions for the rabbinic present. We find that

both history and the idea of time are manipulated by the earliest rabbis in

ways that serve their legal agenda.Thegenre of law itself is an effective buffer

against history in that laws cover general situations and ideal cases, and as

such are formally disengaged from the specificity of any particular political

moment or memory. In other words, the nomistic temporality of the Mish-

nah operates in a time-space that lies just outside of – and so to an extent

is disengaged from – the potentially destabilizing realia of the present. The

paradigmatic nowhere of the legal code is also manifest in the nonlegal ma-

terial.The content of the tannaitic (nonlegal) aggadah is similarlymarked by

a lack of historical specificity, blurring not only the Roman present but also

the Second Temple past. Reliable historical detail is desperately rare in the

corpus – to the extent that names, years, events and places do exist, they are

diffused through didactic, folk, and typological habits, sapping the past of

its perhaps triggering specificity and altering collective memories.

15 Indeed, on the rabbinic retreat from history there is a sea of ink, most thoughtfully in a recent

essay by Reed 2023; also Tropper 2004.
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But formal impediments tohistoricalmemorywereonlypart of the equa-

tion. Another element of the management of the past is the elision of depic-

tions of gloriouspast battles–and their opportunities formemorialization–

both fromtheSecondTemple era,and even thebiblical past.This cannothave

been an easy feat.During theRomanera, the Jews fought several full-fledged

wars and participated in an unknown number of smaller skirmishes. Ma-

jor literary foddermight have beenmined concerning the dramatic counter-

imperial victories of the Maccabees (whose success was not unconnected to

themachinations in the East by an ambitious Roman republic). Yet the Has-

moneansmoulder in thewingsof the tannaitic imagination.Themore recent

dramatic successes and noble failures of heroic Judeans in the revolts of 66

and 132 are rendered similarly quiescent in the tannaitic corpus.16

While the SecondTemple pastmight beusefully ignored, the rabbismake

theBible the center of their literaryworld; and in theBiblemilitary glory is an

apparently inescapable theme; military victory a premier indicator of divine

favor (Wright 2020). Yet the early rabbis deftly defuse the themes of both ex-

ternal war and stasis.They build extensive exegetical traditions around bib-

lical heroes but even then they are rarely figured as martial – celebrated in-

stead as rabbi-like pietists and scholars. David is perhaps the most obvious

example: the mighty collector of foreskins and slayer of Goliath in the Bible,

he emerges inmidrash as Psalmist and student of Torah.17 Israelite victories

led by Israelite generals largely disappear from sight. Beyond God as war-

rior, military heroes such as Joab have only bit parts in early midrash. Sifre

Deuteronomy§ 357,another example,describesMosesgazingover all the re-

gions of the land of Israel, each, according the passage, ‘inhabited in peace’,

but destined in the future to be overthrown by enemies. Amazingly the suc-

cessful conquest of the Canaanites by Israelite armies does not merit men-

tion. I could go on.The reappearance ofmuch of this history in later rabbinic

works argues for its likely conscious suppression by these early formative,

and more fragile generations.18These retellings materially alter, or attempt

16 See Noam 2018, D. R. Schwartz 2008, Gafni 2019.

17 In a cognate gesture, the tannaim radically curtail the Jewish library, censoring or simply remov-

ing from view all Jewish and non-Jewish literatures except the Bible, further blunting the survival

of Second Temple traditions that may have, among other things, celebrated or inspired unrest.

18 Noam 2018. Much has been written about the rabbinic erasure of the Second Temple past by the

rabbis (see esp. Reed 2023) and it makes sense that the centrality of unrest to that story is a key

factor.
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to do so, the Jewish past, rendering rabbinic space one at its origin ‘inhabited

by peace’.

Temple and Priesthood

The rabbis’ insertion of their own authority into the workings of the tem-

ple cult has been explored by many, commonly focusing on rabbinic claims

to legitimacy and the denigration of what is presumed to be a rival author-

ity posed by the remnant of the priesthood.19The rabbis do certainly assert

their meritocratic legal expertise above that of the hereditary priests; how-

ever to say this is solely meant to write themselves a Second Temple past or

to quiet rival authorities as an end in itself feels incomplete. If I might bor-

row a thought David Flatto applied to Josephus’s polemic against monarchy:

at issue is the threat of the priest to the concept of the law, not the denigra-

tion of priests to the benefit of the rabbi (2020: 87).There evidence suggests

that the rabbis may be, again, pushing down a potential center of discord.

Certain priests in the past were themselves opponents of the imperial status

quo, from theHasmoneans to theDead Sea sect leadership, aswell as several

prominent leaders of the war in 66 CE, Josephus ironically among them (e.g.

BJ 2.562–64). Aaron, by contrast, the tannaitic paragon of the high priest, is

repeatedly celebrated as a peace keeper by the rabbis.20More significant, the

Jerusalem temple itself was a lightning rod for sectarianism and violence in

the Second Temple era.The tannaim, however, do not populate it with Mac-

cabean guerrillas or Hellenized Hasmoneans, fill it with rioting pilgrims or

surround itwithRomancenturions.21TheMishnah’s temple is politically bor-

ing real estate, a sanctified space showing little trace of its actual history as a

stage onwhich Jews ofmany ilks, in ink and in body, dramatically negotiated

empire, law, and identity.

19 Mishnah, Yoma 1 and passim, Cohn 2013; cf. Joseph. Ap. 2.187.

20 Mishnah, Avot 1.12, Sifra,Millu‘im 1.2 (Weiss ed., 45d), Tosefta, Sanhedrin 1.2–3.

21 Cf. Joseph. BJ 2.10–13, 2.411, Joseph. AJ 17.23 for a just a very few examples. See also Noam 2018,

Weitzman 1999, Chilton 1992,McClelland 1989.
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Idolatry

My last example is idolatry. Idols peppered the Roman cities that the rabbis

plied (Schwartz 2001a), from pagan temples to pleasure palaces, and no one

needs to be persuaded that idolatry was a line in the sand for Jews. It was

often depicted as the rallying cry for upheaval not only in the biblical narra-

tives but throughout SecondTemple (andRoman) sources aswell.22TheMac-

cabean revolt is famously sparked when Seleucid forces insist Jews worship

an idol:

a Jew came forward in the sight of all to offer sacrifice on the altar in Modein, according

to the king’s command.  When Mattathias saw it, he burned with zeal and his heart was

stirred. He gave vent to righteous anger; he ran and killed him on the altar. At the same

time he killed the king’s officer who was forcing them to sacrifice, and he tore down the

altar. Thus he burned with zeal for the law, just as Phineas did against Zimri son of Salu.

(1Macc 2:23–26)

And so begins the Maccabean rebellion. Phineas is the Bible’s poster boy for

religious zeal, having slain fornicating idolators in Numbers 25 by impaling

them in flagrante before the altar. His fiery righteousness earns his family

the priesthood, and for this he becomes the chosen forefather of the Has-

moneans themselves, who not coincidentally claim (usurp) the hereditary

high priesthood on the power of their Phineas-like zeal. In the tannaitic

midrash on Phineas however, his vigilante piety is met with some qualms:

not only is the act of the idolators broken down into a legally legible set

of transgressions – Phineas is thus not a man driven by rage but rather

an agent of just punishment – but Phineas’s agency is erased behind the

assertion a miracle of animating the violent execution of the fornicators –

divine agency in otherwords (SifreNumbers 131,Mack 2013,Halbertal 2013).

No self-help here except through the halakhah.

Another well-known example of the prohibition of idolatry sparking and

justifying unrest comes from Josephus:

Now the king [Herod] had put up a golden eagle over the great gate of the temple, which

these learned men exhorted them to cut down; and told them, that if there should arise

any danger, it was a glorious thing to die for the laws of their country; because the soul

22 From the manifesto in Deuteronomy 12, to such high-profile examples as Phineas and the

Moabites (Num 25), folk traditions of Abraham in the house of idolatry (Jubilees 11), the threat

of Caligula’s image in the temple (Joseph. AJ 18.262–309, Tac.Hist. 5.9; cf.Hist. 5.5); and see the

sources in Furstenberg 2010.
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was immortal, and that an eternal enjoyment of happiness did await such as died on that

account; while the mean-spirited, and those that were not wise enough to show a right

love of their souls, preferred a death by a disease, to that which is the result of a virtuous

behavior. (Joseph. BJ 1.648– 50)

Offended by the eagle icon, several Jews in Jerusalem of Herod’s time fol-

lowed some Second Temple ‘learnedmen’, ‘most skillful in the laws’, into the

fray.23 Though these sages are in many ways forerunners of the rabbis, the

tannaim eschew their bellicose methods of confronting idols in their own

cities. Indeed, though their treatment of idolatry is extensive, the rabbis

measurably lower the heat surrounding idolatry by domesticating plastic

images of gods. Yair Furstenberg comprehensively catalogs the apparently

counterintuitive strategies the rabbis used to allow Jews to coexist with idols

and idolators, despite not only the Bible’s clear stance, but even rabbinic

demands that one must give up one’s life before engaging in idolatry.24

The rabbis define what counts as an idol or as idol worship so narrowly

and flexibly as to render prohibitions against them difficult to transgress.

Many excellent studies have been devoted to these sophisticated legal and

rhetorical feints. The easing of the category allows even the most pious Jew

to participate in a few significant, if circumscribed, parts of urban life, from

marketplace to bath house, despite the profusion of pagan idols (Halbertal

1993, Schwartz 2001b, Furstenberg 2010, Gvaryahu 2021). The imperial cult

wouldhave beenbeyond the pale however, and so tooholding localmunicipal

office.25 Laws concerning idols walk a line between drawing clear communal

lines and avoiding incitement.

There is no doubt that minimizing the threat of idolatry would have in

theory removed Jewish incentives to act out against the state and so incite

23 ‘There were twomen of learning in the city [Jerusalem,] whowere thought themost skillful in the

laws of their country and were on that account had in very great esteem all over the nation; they

were, the one Judas, the son of Sepphoris, and the otherMatthias, the son ofMargalus.Therewas

a great concourse of the young men to these men when they expounded the laws, and there got

together everydayakindof anarmyof suchasweregrowingup tobemen’ (Joseph.BJ 1.648).These

learned sages are mustering an army; no tanna, to put it mildly, musters an army; cf. Joseph. AJ

4.309–10.

24 E.g., Tosefta, Shabbat 16.14; cf. Sifre Numbers 111; In some ways this writes large the approach

found in Simcha Gross’s (2018) notion of the Babylonian Talmud’s ‘anti-martyr act’. Cf. Kahana

2012.

25 Schwartz in an email correspondence notes that ‘Tertullian at least considers the problems of be-

ing a Christian decurio or legionary, theMishnah never does, presumably because it wanted these

options to be unthinkable.’
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Roman wrath. But this is not all it does: we see now that this pacifying out-

comealso serves the rabbis’ ownends and in its own terms. If Jews are incited

to smash idols everywhere, and the city is a place of ongoing strife, rabbinic

law becomes moot.26

Conclusion

Provincialization

The survival of Judaism, according to Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai, wanted

only three things – prayer, teaching, and the performance of ‘all the com-

mandments’ – each ofwhichwas presumed to fall outside of Rome’s political

concern. Laws however are not anodyne, they claim subjects and presume

authority. To what extent, then, were ‘all of the commandments’ meant to

be unobjectionable to Rome? Jewish history makes clear that rabbinic law

operated, such that it did, at the mercy of foreign law. And so the tannaim

worked unobtrusively in the Roman landscapes of the second- and third-

century Galilee to develop and interpret a divine law code, arbitrating cases

when the occasion allowed, but nomore (Lapin 2012, Furstenberg 2021).This

historical reality, compoundedby thepost-Roman legacy of thehalakhah,of-

ten lulls us into treating their wholly novel legal system as a largely academic

operation.27 Yet by making law and legalism the predominant modalities of

Judaism, the rabbis claim implicitly that they are playing (or at a minimum

are asserting their right to play) on the field of power.

And yet the rule of law demands peace. Political theorists of late twen-

tieth- and twenty-first- century conflict zones sharpen certain elements

helpful for the analysis of antiquity by drawing attention to the fragility and

volatility of post-war landscapes. This helps us recognize a new salience for

actual Jewish rebellion in the early rabbinic work of ‘reconstruction.’28 In

26Though it is dangerous to use later evidence to make claims for what precedes, I do think the

trend in theYerushalmi andbeyond to increasingly soften theprohibitions against idolatrymight

suggest that the tannaimmark an early, and novel, foray in that direction.

27 Particular laws receive scholarly attention, but less so the claims of the system as a whole in dis-

tinctly legal terms distinct from the history of halakhah.

28 In his insistence on the significance Rome’s devastation of the Jews for the history of post-war

Judaism, I am also indebted to the work of Seth Schwartz; cf. Schwartz 2016: esp. at 234–38.
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addition, this scholarship frames the Mishnah’s vast Jewish nomosphere in

a war-riven world as a very particular form of Romanization animated by a

logic and demands of its own.29 This is to say that while rabbinic legalism

certainly borrows Roman vocabularies and logics, the legal world the rab-

bis construct has a strong internal coherence that energizes all corners of

the corpus, legal and nonlegal. Since legal regimes require social stability,

rabbinic quiescence and pacifism then may not simply describe the prag-

matic survival strategy of a small group of bookish religious conservatives.

Nuanced by the tacit demands of a legal code, unrest threatens the rabbis

uniquely.

It may seem that the rabbinic work of quelling unrest is more a Roman

story than a Jewish one. The Romans, after all, are still in charge. The rab-

bis imbibe Roman provincial ideology: they think, in part at least, in Roman

terms and categories—evenfiguringRome as Israel’s estranged twin (Berth-

elot 2016)—and in thisway become, for all practical purposes,model citizens

of the empire (Ando 2000,Woolf 2009, Lapin 2012, Dohrmann 2013). So this

rabbinic suppression of ideas they deem destabilizing not only reechoes a

Roman paradigm by which law and peace are part of the same breath, but

serves imperial ends. Rabbi Hanina says:

pray for the welfare of the government, for were it not for the fear it inspires, every man

would swallow his neighbour alive. (Mishnah, Avot 3.2)

Yet one misreads the material if one does not take seriously some measure

of rage and protest. If Pablo de Greiff and Ciaran Cronin are right, more-

over, successful state building under these conditions demands some sort of

reckoning with the violence of the past (de Greiff and Cronin 2002). Can we

find truth and reconciliation in our rabbinic imaginary? Only in small doses.

Theology steps in in many cases to rationalize suffering and Roman dom-

ination as the just will of the God of Israel, though this thinking does not

always satisfy. The Mishnah peevishly permits the murder of a non-Jewish

Roman, for example, and the payment to him of only half damages in cer-

tain tort cases (Tosefta, ‘Avodah Zarah 8(9): 4–5; Mishnah, Bava Kamma 4.3).

In the lore, foreign kings are subjected to gruesomely poetic deaths.30These

29We ought not take for granted that the community would center law in religious identity; we see

nothing like it in the the parallel emergence of Christianity.

30 Mekilta de Rabbi Ishmael, Shirata; Babylonian Talmud,Gittin 56b.More on rabbinic anti-Roman-

ness see Rosen-Zvi 2017.
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andmany other cultural steam valves nest within an oral tradition inaccessi-

ble to the Romans. I have argued in this essay that what keeps this anger and

pain from erupting into civic disruption is the foundational priority of law

– rabbinic law not Roman. Even if parts of the rabbinic legal corpus develop in

ways that adjust to Roman grants of autonomy and mimic legal categories

in ways that may allow for enfranchisement in some legal venues,31 others

emphatically do not. Given its scope, it is clear that tannaitic law cannot be

fully comprehended as opportunistic, mimetic, or careerist vis-à-vis Rome.

The question is how to read the law in a way that encompasses that which

exceeds the bounds of pragmatism.

We find in the tannaitic corpus one provincial workshop where the Ro-

man imperial experiment is played out in the voice of the provincials them-

selves. This evidence insists that provincial history not be monolithic, and

recalls Calgacus’s cry that the after-effects of Roman devastation need to be

carefully disentangled from the underside of the Pax Romana.32

Rabbinic Sovereigntism

Empires extract: dignity, resources, power. The Mishnah represents a the-

oretical reappropriation in slow motion, facing off against the Jewish past

and the Roman present alike. In contemplating the ways that rabbinic re-

sistance to unrest apparently partners in the Roman spread of peace in the

provinces, I want to close by asking, counterintuitively, how rabbinic peace-

keeping might in itself be a facet of a different form of unrest – a provincial

mindset hard to see from theRoman center. ‘Cultural resistance’,writes Seth

Schwartz, may in theory be ‘politicized at the first sign of a crack in Roman

power’.33 Schwartz asks us to find hard edge beneath an apparently harmless

and inward-looking cultural enterprise. About the apparent folly of anyone

rebelling against Rome,GregWoolfwrites: ‘it is difficult for us to understand

the incidence of provincial uprisings, unless at least some of the rebels had

31 For exemplary case studies along these lines see Furstenberg 2021, Hezser 2021, Malka 2019,

Malka and Paz 2019, Hayes 2019.

32 Lavan 2017; also Ando 2017 on the claims implicit in the Roman ideas of peace.

33 Schwartz 2020: 410. In this I am playing with a sort of provincial echo of Lavan’s sense that the

Roman peace enfolds within itself a threat, an action, and a promise as much as a state of being

(Lavan 2017: 105). Might this be a way to think about the work of internal pacification exerted by

the rabbis?
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a very different assessment of the situation’.34 If they are themselves rebels,

the rabbis seem to be playing a long game indeed, but not so long that is it

eschatological, and not so misty as to be merely utopian. The tannaim may

representmore think tank, in other words, than department of theology and

philosophy.

Despite lackingpower, recentworkofNaiweld andFlatto argues, the rab-

bis nonetheless circumscribe what I will label a distinctly Jewish ‘sovereign-

tism’: ‘a political model in which the sovereign de facto was a judicial insti-

tution’.35 I’d like to extend these theoretical observations, once again taking

my inspiration from modern political theory. Sovereigntist declarations in

medieval and early modern thought describe less facts of power than claims

to it; they do not happen in a vacuum but always arise in dialogue with some

other competing authority.36 According to Alles and Badie, such claims are

by nature dialectical and inevitably impact the stronger as well as theweaker

claimant. Sovereigntist discourse demands ‘emancipation fromwhat is per-

ceived as an external or illegitimate authority’ (2016: 6), and that demand,

even when unfulfilled, becomes a political fact on the ground.

The term sovereigntism is primarily at home in modern contexts where

subordinatedpopulations assert their rights to variousdegrees of self-deter-

mination. I amdrawn to it as a descriptive tool for the tannaim for a number

of reasons. One, it centers the political demands of law qua law. Secondly,

sovereigntism is a framework for reading the complex political interplay be-

tween the dominant and the subordinate, and it refuses a zero-sum assess-

ment of power. Indeed, theorists insist that even (and in our case especially)

when not realized, sovereigntist claims, such asQuebec’s, have an impact on

the real political landscape of Canada no less than Quebec (Alles and Badie

2016: 7). In defining the Mishnah as sovereigntist, we are seeing it as a legal

and cultural stance taken against encroaching imperial power that is politi-

cal and dialectical ab ovo. The same theorists note the double-edged aims of

all sovereigntist claims, embodying ‘a principle of order and conservatism

34Woolf 2014: 44. See in this the important essay by Kahana 2012.

35 Andhere each is charting the ascendanceof the court indistinction tomonarchyorpriestly theoc-

racy, in other words they are making internalist jurisprudential arguments. Naiweld 2021: 412,

and Flatto 2020 for a look at later Jewish engagement with the idea.

36 It is a concept originating in the struggle betweenwesternEuropeanmonarchs andpapal author-

ity. Alles and Badie 2016: 6, 8.
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as well as a principle of contestation’.37 As a descriptor of the aims of the

Mishnah, the language of sovereigntism acknowledges the inextricably im-

perially-embedded nature of tannaitic legalism,without discounting the politi-

cal potential of the subaltern.The rabbinic claim to sovereignty that is implicit in

the halakhic project is in someways always-already enmeshed in, and, I sug-

gest, is unimaginable without, the imperial status quo (and vice versa).This

dialectical approach may even nuance standard perspectives on the politics

of the Romanized provincial more broadly.
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