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PREFACE

This thesis is the last effort ofmy graduate studies. As such, it is a
testimonial

to the lavish generosity of my teachers over the years.

The members of my dissertation committee warmly encouraged me to pursue

my studies of Tacitus; they helped me to get started, but this was the least of

what they offered me. For it was they who introduced me to the classic thinkers

who first taught Tacitus to recognize what man can be, though he lived in an age

of somewhat limited human possibilities. Some familiarity with the masters of

Tacitus'

youth was very helpful in my own youthful investigation. It was also

due to the members ofmy committee that I was acquainted with Machiavelli and

Montesquieu, those two latter-day admirers of the grave Roman. From the work
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of both of these men I drew inspiration to study Rome, and through Machiavelli,

I became acquainted with "il
Tacitismo,"

the sixteenth-century humanist move

ment of exuberant commentaries on the writings of Tacitus. I am bold to claim to

be, in my own small way, its last surviving heir.

Father Fortin was the chairman of my dissertation committee. The gentle

power of his mind has charmed me and illumined my studies far more than he

could ever know. I have gained access to certain high thoughts and an almost for

gotten tradition only through his efforts: Doceas iter et sacra et omnia pandas

[Aeneis vi. 109). Professor David Lowenthal was also a member of the commit

tee. Whatever grace this work possesses owes much to his careful advice. From

him I learned to read our greatest English poet, and this was not without advan

tage in reading Tacitus, perhaps as much a poet as an historian. In his classes on

De
I'

esprit des lois and under his benevolent guidance it first dawned on me, as

Tacitus says, quod est difficillimum ex sapientia, modum (Agr. 4.3). I am not

able to express adequately what I owe to Professor Christopher Bruell. He is my

teacher (// mio maestro) in the most emphatic sense. I have learned more from

him each year, because of what he taught me the year before, and I count it the

highest good fortune that I have been able to study with him for a time. In him

again burns that ardent love of the truth which moved the best of the disciples of

Socrates:

Pauci, quos aequus amavit

Juppiter aut ardens evexit ad aethera virtus

potuere (Aeneis vi. 129- 131).

To all these three men I may say what Vergil's shipwrecked soldier said to his

royal benefactor (uter magnis exemplis nee meae fortunae, sed vestrae aptis):

Di tibi, si qua pios respectant numina, si quid

usquam justitia est et mens sibi conscia recti,

praemia digna ferant. Quae te tarn laeta tulerunt saecula?

Qui tanti talem genuere parentes?

In freta dum fluvii current, dum montibus umbrae

lustrabunt convexa, polus dum sidera pascet,

semper honos nomenque tuum laudesque manebunt

quae me cumque vocant terrae (Aeneis 1.603- I0)-

Professor Donald Carlyle was also a member of the committee. He introduced

me to the problem of modern tyranny in the USSR and graciously consented to

read the manuscript of this essay on ancient tyranny. I owe a great debt to Miss

Hazel Girvin, who taught me Latin as a child and first led me to that great classi

cal tradition she knows and loves so well: Pia votes et Phoebo digna locuta

(Aeneis vi.662). I also wish to thank Professor Carnes Lord who read the manu

script with characteristic thoughtfulness and made several suggestions which re

sulted in considerable improvement. Michael Cull saw to it that I received a

number of useful books which would have been unavailable to me had it not been
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for his kindness. The members of the staff of Bapst Library at Boston College re

ceived my persistent importunities with courtesy and considerable resourceful

ness, lohn Waggoner carefully and enthusiastically proofread the final type

script. I am grateful to all of them.

Unless otherwise noted, all references to the Annales are to the newly revised

edition of Erich Koestermann (Leipzig: Teubner, 1971). Clarity and ease of ref

erence suggested that we refer to the Annales by numbers alone. We have used

the following formula. Books of that work are indicated by capital roman numer

als, chapter and passage by arabic numerals (for example, vi.51.3 for Annales,

Book VI, chapter 51, passage 3). We also used Koestermann \s editions of the

other works, the Historiae (Leipzig: Teubner, 1969), and the Opuscula (Leipzig:

Teubner, 1970). The abbreviations we have used for these works are as follows:

Dial, for Dialogus de Oratoribus, Agr. forAgricola, and Hist, for Historiae. In

the Dialogus and Agricola we used two arabic numerals to indicate chapter and

passage; in the Historiae, which is divided in the same manner as the Annales,

we used the same system of roman and arabic numerals that we had used in that

work to designate book, chapter, and passage. The only difference is that cita

tions from the Historiae are preceded by the abbreviation Hist.
,
while the cita

tions from the Annales are designated by the numbers alone. We always had the

notes of Henry Furneaux at hand, The Annals ofTacitus. 2 vols. ,
2d ed. (Oxford:

Clarendon, 1896). We profited tremendously from the brilliant critical, philolog

ical, and explanatory commentary of Emile lacob, Qiuvres de Tacite, 2 vols. , 2d

ed. (Paris: Hachette, 1885). It was immensely helpful in reading the sometimes

difficult, but always beautiful Latin. Detailed study of important words was made

more systematic by the Lexicon Taciteum of Gerber and Greef, 2 vols. (Leipzig:

Teubner, 1877, 1903).

All translations appearing in the text from Tacitus or any other work not writ

ten in English are our own, except where otherwise indicated.

INTRODUCTION

wieland I agree that
Tacitus'

principal aim is to punish tyrants but if he de

nounces them it is not to their slaves, whose revolt would only bring a change of tyr

anny; he denounces them to the justice of ages and to mankind. And the latter ought to

have had enough trouble and experience, that its reason should henceforth acquire the

rule heretofore solely enjoyed by its passions.

napoleon That is what all our philosophers say; but that supremacy of reason 1

look for all about and find it nowhere.

wieland Sire, it is not long since Tacitus began to have so many readers. That

hankering for him is a clear progress of the human mind, for for centuries, he was shut

out of academies as well as from courts. The slaves of taste were quite as much afraid

of him as the servants of despotism. It is only since Racine named him le plus grand

peintre de Tantiquite, that your universities and our own have thought this judgment
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might be true. YourMajesty says that in reading Tacitus, you see nothing but assas

sins, informers, and scoundrels; but, sire, that is exactly what the Roman Empire was,

governed by those monsters fallen under
Tacitus'

pen. The genius ofLivy travelled the

world with the legions of the Republic. The genius ofTacitus must almost always have

been applied to the study of the prison-records ofRome, for there only could he find all

the history of the Empire. It is even only in prison-records that historians can become

acquainted with those unhappy times, amongst all nations, when princes and their peo

ple, opposed in views and principles, live trembling before each other. Then, the

slightest pretext gives rise to criminal trials, and death appears to be inflicted by centu

rions and executioners oftener than by time and nature. Sire, Suetonius and Dion

Cassius relate a much greater number of crimes than Tacitus, in a style void of energy,

while nothing is more terrible than
Tacitus'

pen. However his genius is as impartial as

it is inexorable. Whenever he can see any good, even in the monstrous reign of

Tiberius, he looks it out, takes hold of it, and shows it off in the bold relief he gives to

everything. He can even find praise for that imbecile Claudius, who was really so only

by nature and by his dissipation. That impartiality the most important quality of

justice Tacitus exercises on the most opposite subjects, on the Republic as well as

the Empire; on citizens as well as on princes. By the stamp of his genius one would be

lieve he could love only the Republic . One could confirm that opinion by his words on

Brutus, Cassius, and Cordus, so deeply engraven in the memory of our youth; but

when he speaks of the emperors who had so happily reconciled what was thought could

not be reconciled, the Empire and liberty, one feels that the art of governing appears to

him the most beautiful discovery on earth.

Conversation of the poet Wieland with the Emperor
Napoleon.1

Why Read Tacitus?

Short of civil war we sometimes think the worst thing that can happen to a so

ciety from a political point of view is to lose its liberty and become subject to an

absolute monarch. How much worse is this fate if it is suffered by those who

were educated to rule themselves in a free country. But there are times when the

republican constitutional order has completely broken down, and the establish

ment of absolute monarchy is the only alternative to anarchy. The Principate of

Rome that was established by Caesar Augustus on the ruins of the Roman Re

public was such a case. Too often its rulers were tyrants. The standards by which

one wisely judges the behavior of rulers and subjects under such circumstances

are different from those applied to happier
regimes.1

The standards are different

I. Memoirs of the Prince de Talleyrand, trans. Raphael de Beaufort, 5
vols. (New York: Put

nam's, 1891; reprint ed., AMS, 1973), 1:332-33.

1 . Voegelin made the following objection to the argument of
Strauss'

On Tyranny. The classical

concept of tyranny is too narrow because "it does not cover the phenomenon known as Caesarism:

when calling a given regime tyrannical we imply that
'constitutional'

government is a viable alterna

tive to it; but Caesarism emerges only after the final
breakdown of the republican constitutional order;

hence Caesarism or 'post-constitutional cannot be understood as a subdivision of tyranny m the

classical sense of
tyranny."

Strauss replies, "There is no reason to quarrel with the view that genuine
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and more complicated. Here, even though the regime may be just, justice is aus

tere, accepted as a harsh necessity, for the alternative to such a regime is a worse

regime. Virtue under such conditions is severely circumscribed, for he who

seeks immortal glory through excellence appears as a rival to the prince. The link

between virtue and glory is then necessarily severed. Cornelius Tacitus surpasses

all writers who have ever attempted to describe such conditions. He goes

further he elaborates a teaching of how one can live best, faced with such ne

cessities. His formula is that of neither desperate and vain rebellion, nor abject

servility, but of dignified acceptance of evils that are beyond changing, and a

prudent disposition that knows when and how to work quietly for improvements

only if they are
possible.2

Someone might ask, how is this a matter of interest to

us, citizens of liberal democracies?

The hazards and stratagems of monarchical or tyrannical rule are a too much

neglected field of study in modern political science, perhaps because the liberal

democracies where it flourishes are founded with the explicit intent of abolishing

such rule forever. But it can no longer be confidently maintained that liberal de

mocracy is fated to be triumphant everywhere on earth and forever. Therefore, in

the interest of familiarizing ourselves with the full range of political phenomena,
it is necessary again to expose ourselves to the arts whereby the political commu

nity is kept subjugated to the will of one man, and to learn the hazards of such

rule. It may not be merely an incidental benefit if our practical commitment to

liberal democracy is thereby strengthened.

Before turning to
Tacitus'

study, we would like briefly to indicate the judg
ment of power-politics made by the philosophic founders of our kind of govern

ment. For it is because of the success of their project that the problem of political

ambition is now neglected as
"solved"

once and for all. But they did not neglect

it. In fact, it was the firm basis on which they erected their stupendous structure.

Montesquieu wrote, in a once celebrated passage ofDe T esprit des lois, that, "It

is an eternal experience that every man who has power tends to abuse it; he goes

on until he finds limits."3
From history and introspection Montesquieu had

learned what to expect of men in high places which are without external limits.

Caesarism is not tyranny, but this does not justify the conclusion that Caesarism is incomprehensible

on the basis of classical political philosophy: Caesarism is still a subdivision of absolute monarchy as

the classics understood it. If in a given situation 'the republican constitutional
order'

has completely
broken down, and there is no reasonable prospect of its restoration within all the foreseeable future,
the establishment of permanent absolute rule cannot be justly blamed; therefore it is fundamentally
different from the establishment of tyranny. Just blame could attach only to the manner in which that

permanent absolute rule that is truly necessary is established and exercised; as Voegelin emphasizes

there are tyrannical as well as royal
Caesars."

Leo Strauss. On Tyranny, revised and enlarged ed.

(New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1963) pp. 190-91.

2. See
Tacitus'

praise of Manius Lepidus, "Is it permitted to pursue a course between stubborn

defiance and servile obedience, free equally of ambition and
dangers?"

iv.20.3.

3- Montesquieu, De
I'

esprit des lois, xi.4, in CEuvres Completes, vol. 2. ed. Roger Caillois,
Bibliotheque de la Pleiade (Paris: Gallimard, 1951 ), p. 395.
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He doubted the efficacy of internal ones, or passed over them in silence as too

rare to merit consideration or be depended on politically. Montesquieu's original

solution to the problem posed by political ambition was the famous separation of

powers. Governmental power is divided into three distinct functions and they are

distributed to different men so independent as to check and control each other and

prevent the consolidation of power by any one man or faction. The abuses of

one-man rule become impossible and its excesses
unnecessary.4

Liberty under

stood, above all, as security was to be secured thereby. Such constitutions were

established throughout the Western World after Montesquieu. They were all

marked by an unwillingness to trust the rulers. The widespread maxim that rule

of men was to be replaced by rule of law indicated that it was the superior artifice

of the constitutional law that was trusted to thwart and make impossible the con

solidation of power by the men who
ruled.5

The new governments had as their object to procure liberty and defend natural

rights for the people. Accordingly, a democratic morality grew up within
them.6

Under the new dispensation, the ambitious men the founders had circumvented

came to see themselves as the people's servants, rather than as rulers claiming

power in their own right. The conditions under which power could be attained

came to define ambition for most political men. To gain power men had to defer

to the people, whose will was expressed in the democratic law. As a result, it was

more emphatically than before an era of the rule of law. The ambitious struggle

for power that earlier governments had to contend with was replaced with admin

istration of constitutional powers in the name of the
people.7

We aimed to have a

government "of the people, by the people, and for the
people."

Personal ambi

tion such as the founders had feared seemed unthinkable during those years. The

4. "So that one cannot abuse power it is necessary that, by the disposition of things, power arrest

power. A constitution can be [made] such that no one will be constrained to do the things which the

law does not require, and to not do the things which the law permits
him."

Ibid.

5. Madison elaborated the principles of this "new science of in his defense of the Con

stitution in the Federalist Papers. "But the great security against a gradual concentration of the sev

eral powers in the same department consists in giving those who administer
each department the nec

essary constitutional means and personal motives to resist the encroachments of the others.

Ambition must be made to counteract Federalist 51 ,
The Federalist, intro. Edward Earle,

The Modern Library (New York: Random House, n.d.). For the consequence of these doctrines, see

Marshall: "The government of the United States has been emphatically termed a government of laws,

and not of men. It will certainly cease to deserve this
high appellation, if the laws furnish no remedy

for the violation of a vested legal Marbury v. Madison 1 Cranch (1803).

6. What Madison said of the Bill of Rights could, with equal truth, be said of the
Constitution as

a whole. "The political truths declared in that solemn manner acquire by degrees the character of fun

damental maxims of free Government, and as they become incorporated
with the National sentiment,

counteract the impulses of interest and From a letter to Jefferson. October 17. 1788. quoted

in Marvin Meyers, The Mind of the Founder
(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill. 1973), p. 207.

7. "When Stanley Baldwin said that what took him into politics was an 'ideal of he was

claiming a motive that a Roman audience
would not have found plausible. Roman politicians sought

power, position, and This contrast, while not exhaustive, remains substantially
true for the

late Republic, which is what Miss Levick is speaking of. Barbara Levick. Tiberius the Politician

(London: Thames & Hudson, 1976), p. 7-
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Supreme Court's view that here, "all officers of the government, from the highest

to the lowest, are creatures of the
law,"8

was widely held to be true. A Congres

sional committee has recently observed that, "Our nation owes its strength, its

stability, and its endurance to this
principle."

It may now be remarked that the Watergate hearings have at least served to re

mind everyone in this country of the possibility that a very high officer of the

government need not regard himself merely as a creature of the democratic law.

Despite the principles of the Constitution and two hundred years of democratic

practice, ambition remains a potent force in a certain kind of man, however it

may be disguised. The government of laws has also provided a way to eliminate

the power-seeker whose ambition is unmasked. Impeachment proceedings were

initiated against President Nixon in 1974. The abuse of governmental power for

"personal political was the core of the charge against him. Our sys

tem of law and morals is hostile to nothing so much as personal ambition. Such

ambition is so pernicious as to undermine our democratic
faith.9

The President resigned before he was tried. His conviction looked certain. Yet

despite this reminder of the underlying passion which can survive in political

men, there has not been any widespread return to the premodern thinkers who

made that passion and its various artifices and subterfuges a direct subject of

study. The only exception I know to the prevalent indifference among us to the

complex nature of political men is found in an early speech of perhaps our most

thoughtful statesman, Abraham Lincoln. But Lincoln's warning stands alone

among the writings of the advocates of democracy.

Lincoln vividly identifies a certain kind of man as the threat we always face in

spite of our law and morals. He asserts that the history of the world- bears witness

that "men of ambition and
talents"

have always existed, and that they will con

tinue to spring up among us, despite the artifices of the Constitution. "And, when

they do, they will naturally seek the gratification of their ruling passion, as others

have done before
them."

He denies that such men would be satisfied to hold

office under an established government: "Such [as would be so satisfied] belong
not to the family of the lion or the tribe of the

eagle."

Men like Alexander, Cae-

8. In 1882, the Supreme Court expressed the reigning dogma which to so great an extent was a

truthful expression of the practice of those times: "No man in this country is so high that he is above

the law. No officer of the law may set that law at defiance with impunity. All officers of the govern

ment, from the highest to the lowest are creatures of the law, and are bound to obey it. It is the only
supreme power in our system of government, and every man who by accepting office participates in

its functions is only the more strongly bound to submit to that supremacy, and to observe the limita

tions upon the exercise of the authority which it
gives.'

U.S. v. Lee, 106 U.S. 196. 220 (i.XX;),

quoted in House Judiciary Committee Report 93-1305. Impeachment Proceedings of Richard M.

Nixon. President of the U.S., August 20, 1974.

9. "The faithful administration of each of these [executive] agencies is vital to the protection of

the rights of citizens and to the maintenance of their confidence in the integrity of their government.
The committee finds clear and convincing evidence that Richard M. Nixon knowingly disregarded

laws and regulation of these agencies and sought to have them serve his personal political ob|ec-
tives."

Ibid., p. 177.
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sar, Napoleon, who are emphatically seekers of fame, seek to do something new

and are not content merely to maintain institutions established by others. Lin

coln's insight into the passion characteristic of the toughest, most demanding
political men parallels Machiavelli's. He is well aware that such a one, if given

opportunity, will not be hindered by constitutional law or morality. He will

somehow present a supreme political challenge to the people. Lincoln admon

ishes his citizen-audience that they must be "united with each other, attached to

the government and laws, and generally intelligent to successfully frustrate his

designs."10
If the people are to be fully prepared to meet this challenge, they

must understand the nature of their adversary, his passion for distinction, and the

arts by which he consolidates and maintains power. Lincoln only hints at these

arts. We characteristically fear political ambition, but can we say we have ade

quately understood it? We think that no one has given so vivid a portrait of those

passions and that art as Cornelius Tacitus in his account of the reign of the First

Citizen Tiberius and the other tyrants of the Julio-Claudian dynasty. Although

we would not claim that Tiberius was of the "family of the
lion,"

yet he was

sufficiently ambitious, adept, and cunning that one can learn a great deal from his

nature and his policies. And there is, above all, the advantage that they are de

scribed and interpreted by the mind of the inimitable Tacitus.

Someone might ask what use it is to study such an old work on tyranny if we

want to learn about tyranny in the modern world, for the problem continues to

exist, despite the liberal democracies. Hasn't the phenomenon changed funda

mentally? We believe that there is something to this objection. In a word, the En

lightenment has changed politics here, too. Modern philosophy has endowed re

cent tyrants with a technology not at the disposal of their predecessors, for it has

sponsored the conquest of nature. More fundamentally, modern philosophy

has transformed some varieties of modern politics by arousing previously un

dreamed-of hopes for the transformation of the human condition. The direct con

nection between these Utopian hopes and the more unlimited brutality of a certain

type of modern tyranny is apparent in the terror of the Jacobins who tried to es

tablish their version of Rousseau's social contract in revolutionary France, or the

brutal collectivizations and expropriations practiced in our own times by commu

nists who believe with Marx that evil will end in man and complete unity will be

achieved as soon as private property is done away with in one last terrific civil

war."

Philosophy in the ancient world tended to discourage such extravagant

hopes. There is, accordingly, a difference.

io. Abraham Lincoln, "The Perpetuation of Our Political
Institutions.'

Address Before the

Springfield Young Men's Lyceum, 1838, in The Political Thought ofAbraham Lincoln, ed. Richard

Current, The American Heritage Series (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1976), pp. 18-19.

11. Hippolyte Taine, Les Origines de la France contemporaine, 6 vols.. 12th ed. (Pans: Ha-

chette 1892)
469- 1 19. Compare the reflections of the distinguished contemporary philosopher,

Leszek Kolakowski, in his article. "Marxist Roots of
Stalinism."

"It is not Stalin's invention that the

whole theory of communism may be summed up in the single phrase 'abolition of private property';

or that there can no longer be any wage labor
when there is no longer any capital; or that the

state has
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Yet one should not let the difference blind one to the considerable similarities

that exist between tyrannical regimes ancient and modern. However Robespierre

or Stalin formulated the rationale for their rule, they ruled, and it was their aim to

be unaccountable to anyone. Aristotle's distinction between good regimes that

rule in the interest of the citizens or the common good, and those which are per

verted and rule in the interest of the rulers is still the place to start if one wants to

evaluate a regime. Some qualifications may then have to be introduced for the

modern ideological governments, based on the fact that there are those who gen

uinely believe that the revolutionary ideal to which they are devoted is good,

while closer examination may show that it is based on a mere hollow hope for

human nature. Ultimately, to judge the worth of a government is a very compli

cated thing. To do so adequately one must have deep experience of human nature

as it is, and an ability to distinguish its true needs from its mere desires. The best

student of government is the one who brings to it the deepest understanding of

the human heart.

It is on this basis that we make our claim that precisely the modern student of

tyranny stands to learn from Tacitus. Tacitus studies the problem as a problem,

tout court. He sees tyranny clearly as a problem, as a defective regime. He ana

lyzes the political weaknesses or degeneracy that make tyranny possible, he stud

ies the effect of absolute power on a variety of types of human being, ranging

from the very worst (post-adolescent Nero), to a very high type (Seneca). He

does not neglect to study its effect on a mediocre or middling nature (Tiberius),

in full awareness that this is exactly what he is doing. Tacitus does not confine

himself to the study of rulers. He shows how good and bad men are affected by
the temptations and opportunities provided by such rule. He vividly describes the

to have centralized rule over all means of production; or that national hostilities are bound to disap
pear together with class antagonism. All these ideas, as we know, are clearly stated in the Communist

Manifesto. Taken together they do not simply suggest but actually imply that once the factories and

the land are state-owned and this is what was to happen in Russia the society is basically liber

ated; Lenin's, Trotsky's, and Stalin's claim was precisely that. The point is that Marx really, consis

tently believed that human society would not be
'liberated'

without achieving unity. And, except for

despotism, there is no other technique known to produce a unity of society; no other way of sup

pressing the tension between civil and political society but by the suppression of civil society; no

other means to remove the conflicts between the individual and 'the but the destruction of the

individual; no other road toward
'higher,' 'positive'

freedom as opposed to
'negative.' 'bourgeois'

freedom but the liquidation of the latter. And if it were true that the whole of human history is to be

conceived in class terms that all values, all political and legal institutions, ideas, moral norms, reli

gious and philosophical beliefs, artistic creativity, etc.. are 'nothing
else'

but instruments in the ser

vice of
'real'

class interests (and there are many fragments to this effect in Marx's writings) then it

is true that the new society should start with breaking violently the cultural continuity with the old

one. . My suspicion is that Utopias (meaning visions of a perfectly unified society) are not simply
impracticable but become counter-productive as soon as we try to create them with institutional

means; and this is because institutionalized unity and freedom are opposed to each other, and a soci

ety that is deprived of freedom can be unified only in the sense that the expression of conflicts is

stifled, not conflicts themselves, consequently, it is not unified at
all."

Robert Tucker, ed., Stalinism,
Essays in Historical Interpretation (New York: Norton, 1977), pp. 296-97.
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sycophants and flatterers, no less than the dissidents and the martyrs. He shows

the effect of political helplessness in the desperate resistance of the brave as well

as the acquiescence of the meek. Political terror is analyzed as to its causes and

insofar as it affects the political men and the ordinary subjects in their lives.

These are not things that change. The human heart remains the cause and object

of all these effects. The same situations continue to arise in all times when the po

litical community is subjected to perverse or destructive rule.

Let us take an example to show what we mean by saying we can learn about

present causes or necessities at work in tyranny from Tacitus. Let us consider the

causes leading to the rule by terror of Stalin and that of Tiberius. At the outset it

must be said that Stalin is a Communist and that Tiberius is a Roman aristocrat.

This accounts for a certain difference Stalin attempts a dynamic Utopian mod

ern program to industrialize and communize Russia; Tiberius merely maintains

Roman domination in the Empire. But after we take note of this difference, the

similarities of the two reigns are more than striking. The necessities at work in

both men's attempt to hold and consolidate power are brutal. Stalin was a lesser

man who succeeded a political leader of acknowledged ability, Lenin. "Lenin's

mode of rule was hardly to be duplicated, since Lenin's immense power over his

lieutenants flowed from their recognition of his political genius and their awe

before his great deeds which had been crowned with almost unhoped-for suc

cesses."12

Stalin intrigued and removed his rivals after Lenin's strokes and

death. But his problem remained even after the main competitors, Trotsky,

Kamenev, and Zinoviev, had been removed from positions of influence. His

power was not absolute, and his nature was not such that he could ever expect to

dominate and secure the opposition as had Lenin. "He saw among his own adher

ents men whose resistance could not easily be broken, and for whose removal it

was difficult to find any political excuse . . He put these two thoughts together

and found a logical solution the assassination of
Kirov."13

By concealing his

own responsibility for the crime, Stalin constructed a pretext for accusing of par

ticipation all he suspected of independence. Thousands of such men party

members were tortured to confess and sentenced by abject, sycophantic

courts, hypocritically indifferent to their innocence. Through terror, Stalin made

all political men in the Soviet Union crawl before him. His caprice was law, not

only in politics, but in the arts, in science, and in philosophy. Stalin through in

humanity of an unlimited scope became as absolute as Lenin had been by force

of his intellect.

Tacitus describes a similar development in the reign of Tiberius, who also

followed an absolute ruler whose accomplishments were the source of great

prestige. The early chapters of the Annales analyse the deeds through which

12. Myron Rush, Political Succession in the USSR (New York: Columbia University. 1965), p.

10.

13. Robert Conquest, The Great Terror, Stalin's
Purge of the Thirties,

revised ed. (New York:

Collier, 1973), p. 54-
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Augustus came to hold supreme power at Rome. The sources of
Augustus'

au

thority were the perseverance, guile, and ruthless energy with which he had pur

sued all rivals to bring a decisive end to the civil wars that had consumed the Ro

mans for a century. But Augustus was a no less consummate politician in peace

than unrelenting enemy in war. Through lavish bribery of soldiers, people, prov

inces he brought peace to the long-troubled Empire. Surviving nobles were culti

vated and given a share of the honors of the new order. Augustus disarmed criti

cism by a modest life-style without pomp. He made a show of consulting the

Senate. Through all this manipulation he preserved a trust in his own grandeur of

soul (magnitudini. in. 56. 2), and the security of his arrangements for the succes

sion, to preserve the peace and maintain his supremacy.

Tiberius inherited the world as it had been settled in the stupendous accom

plishment of Augustus. He too had suppressed seditions, and obtained triumphs

over Rome's enemies; but he lacked
Augustus'

character, was widely perceived

as a lesser man, and was even hated and feared for his arrogance and cruelty be

fore he ruled (1.4.3-4). This made an enormous difference in how he could rule.

While Augustus trusted his prestige, and manipulated others, Tiberius was

feared by them and feared them in turn. Where Augustus honored the nobles and

trusted they would hold him in awe, Tiberius trembled before them (see esp.

1. 13), and in fear turned to the vague law of treason (lex majestatis) to frighten

them indiscriminately into compliance with his sovereignty. Like Stalin, he

solved the problem of his own inadequacy by terrorizing his subjects. Though

the Tiberian terror is limited to the political class, its effects on politics are much

the same as those we know as Stalinism; hypocrisy, abject flattery, delation, ser

vile courts are the results of this policy in both ancient and modern times.

We believe that one need only read Tacitus to appreciate the cogency and

scope of his accomplishment. In a time when most discussion of tyranny has cen

tered on Hitler and Stalin, we believe that the wide range of
Tacitus'

study, the

variety of tyrants, their minions, and opponents cannot but help clarify the situa

tion of men in dark times and lead to a rediscovery of the permanent aspects of

the problem.

CHAPTER I:
TACITUS'

MANNER OF WRITING

1 . The Problem ofWriting in a Tyranny Which Is Hostile to Virtue

Today in the West it is commonly held that history should be an objective or

neutral record of past events. In
Tacitus'

time good historians thought differ

ently. Rome was then ruled by a succession of tyrants, and such historians re

garded it as their civic duty to keep alive examples of noble speeches and deeds,

though their rulers labored to subjugate and degrade all public men and
extin-
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guish even the memory of what a good and great man is.
'
It was the most urgent

task of good historians to supply an education in political excellence in an age

where it was difficult to acquire such an education by actual participation in pub

lic
affairs.2

Conversely, they frankly and outspokenly denounced servility, adu

lation and crime. This was looked upon with great disfavor by the authorities.

You will find those [in power] who may think evil deeds [they see described in

the histories] are charged to them because of a similarity of character \morum\. Nay,

even glory and virtue [virtus] have enemies since they censure their opposites from too

close a contrast
(iv.33.6).3

Accordingly, such historians were persecuted and their writings, "containing

memorials of the most illustrious (clarissimorum ingeniorum. Ag.

2), were entrusted to the hangmen to be burned in the forum. Tacitus regards

these persecutions not as isolated acts of madness but as part of a deliberate and

comprehensive policy on the part of certain emperors to extirpate everything per

taining to virtue from their courts and indeed from all public significance. Here

he speaks of the intent of a typical persecution of historians under Domitian:

Doubtlessly, they thought that in that fire the voice of the Roman people, and the

manly independence [libertatem] of the Senate and the conscience [inner sense of good

and bad, conscientiam] of the human race would perish, since moreover the teachers

of wisdom [sapientiae professorihus] were driven out, and every liberal art [bona arte]

was practiced lonly] in exile, so that nothing noble [honestum] was to be met with any

where (Ag. 2).

History was of great importance as the
"conscience"

of an age "hostile to the vir

tues"

(Ag. 1.4). Tacitus admired the courage of those who dared to brave those

dangers. He reveals the seriousness with which he took their task in the follow

ing praise of Cremutius Cordus, a historian who was killed under Tiberius for

praising Brutus and calling Cassius "the last of the
Romans"

(iv.34.1). Though

his books were burned, copies were hidden and later published.

1. See Cremutius
Cordus'

defense ot freedom of judgment in a trial held under Tiberius. "I am

said to have praised Brutus and Cassius, whose deeds, though many have narrated, no
one has called

to memory without honor. Titus Livy, magnificent among the first for eloquence and
trustworthiness

[fidei], celebrated Gnaeus Pompey with such praises that Augustus used to call him the Pompeian;

nor did this stand in the way of their friendship. . . This Cassius himself, this Brutus, he never calls

assassins [latrones] and parricides, which words are now imposed, but often names them as remark

able [insignes] men. The writings of Asinius Pollio hand down an outstanding [egregiam] memory of

the same; Messala Corvinus extolled Cassius as his general, and both flourished thoroughly with

riches and honors. What else did Caesar the dictator respond to the book of Marcus Cicero in which

he equalled Cato with the heaven, than in answering oration as though before
judges'.'"

iv.34.

2. There was "ignorance of the republic as a foreign
thing"

[ut alienue]. Hist. 1. 1 . 1 .

3. Emile Jacob explains this passage in his commentary as follows. "The objects ot a dreaded

comparison appear too close. One does not blush at the picture of ancient
glories or virtues; they per

tain to aues that one does not feel obliged to imitate; they represent
the .deal. On the contrary, recent

virtues whose reality is not contested wound the vice
against which they protest: the

accusation comes

too close; one understands it too Emile Jacob, CEuvres de Tacite. 1:313.
n. 10.
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For this reason it is permitted to laugh to scorn [irridere] the stupidity \socordiam\ of

those who believe that the memory of even the following age is able to be annihilated

with present power. For on the contrary, when geniuses [ingeniis] are punished, their

authority increases . . (iv. 35.5-7).

Yet Tacitus was not so rash as to publish under Domitian. He exercised great

caution in his public career under that suspicious
tyrant."

Therefore he lived on

to see the good emperors, Nerva and Trajan. This meant for him above all the

opportunity to write in comparative safety, for, at last, under these emperors, it

was "permitted to think [sentire] what you please, and to say what you
think"

(Hist. 1. 1.4). Yet Tacitus was deeply affected by his awareness of the character

of the Principate as revealed by the persecutions of the earlier emperors. The new

freedom of thought appeared precarious to him. A tyrant would one day come

again and the persecutions would be
renewed.5

He regarded times like those in

which he was able to write as a mere respite from the recurring and massive dan

ger of persecution of decent writers and their writings. This respite he calls "a

rare blessing of the
times"

(rara temporum felicitate, Hist. 1.1.4), and therefore

he continued to be actuated by sober fear, if not for himself, at least for his writ

ings. We accordingly expect to find in these writings a mixture of candor and

caution. Candor was permitted under Trajan, who was a friend of virtue, but

Tacitus wanted his work to survive for posterity and he doubted that they would

always be so lucky. His praises of virtue and his own political teaching are there

fore presented in a reserved manner.

At least one student, Traiano Boccalini, author of the politic
seventeenth-

century commentary on the first six books of the Annales, has seen that Tacitus

responded to this danger. He claims that history is for Tacitus, in fact, a kind of

disguise in which to present unobtrusively a teaching about politics and human

nature in those times with their residual hostility to virtue. For Boccalini, history
is but the surface of a work which repays close study with insight into the deepest

political and moral problems. Tacitus is the worthy heir of Plato and Aristotle:

But considering the prudence ofCornelius Tacitus, in undertaking this laborious enter

prise: if he had wished to openly [scopertamente] treat such rules of politics, he would

not have been able to do it by carrying so copious and so noble a delight to him who

studies it and contemplates it. Furthermore he would have entered into a sea already

happily navigated by more illustrious pens, or very difficult to practice, especially in

the seasons of his century. Therefore he resolved to hide a treasure of such great price

with studied artifice, enclosing it under the key of the present history, set down with

the title ofAnnales, and making such secret nooks as in a jewel casket, that it would

not be easy for any inexperienced [imperita] hand to open the most concealed things

4. See our Chapter V on the virtuous man in a tyranny for an elaboration of
Tacitus'

view ot this

moral dilemma.

5. A character in the Historiae asks the Senate on Nero's death, "Do you think Nero the last of

the tyrants? Those who were survivors of Tiberius and of Gaius had believed the same thing while

meanwhile one more execrable [intestabilior] and crueler
arose."

Hist. 4.42.5-6.
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[arcana] and those most jealously guarded And although a work results of more

laborious application, nonetheless, with much more noble profit and with singular de

light, studious ]studiosi] minds fish up his pearls He wove into his histories so

many and such worthy counsels ]auvertimenti] that one might say to him . . how

greatly does he penetrate the insides \viscere\ of human
nature.6

We will try to understand just what Boccalini thought had been hidden as we

consider Tacitus own statements of his intention in writing.

2.
Tacitus'

Intent

It is worthwhile on beginning the study of an author to see what one can learn

about the author's own intent in writing. In this way we learn what to expect, and

as it were, allow him to guide us to discover the questions we can most fruitfully
put to him. If, accordingly, we turn to the beginning of the Historiae. we are led

to believe that Tacitus intended to write a kind of catalogue of horrors that oc

curred during those years. "The work I am undertaking is rich [opimum] in catas

trophes, dreadful [atrox] with battles, discordant with seditions and [full of] cru

elty even in peace
itself"

(Hist. 1.2. i). It seems to be especially the hostility of

the regime to virtue that arouses his interest: "The cruelty in the city was more

dreadful [atrocius]: nobility, riches, honors, whether refused or accepted led to

an accusation, and there was most certain ruin on account of (Hist.

1.2.3). Tacitus is not, however, a mere pessimist: his open-minded realism com

prehends virtue, although it was precarious and rare. "However the century was

not so sterile in virtues that it did not also produce good (Hist. 1.3. 1 ).

We find a more severe account of his subject in the Annales: "We collect cruel

orders, continual accusations, treacherous friendships, danger of the innocent

and the same causes of ruin, unmindful of the similarity of these things and
their

propensity to cause
satiety"

(iv.33.3). At first impression, then, the theme of

Tacitus seems to be the largely dreadful effect of the Principate on Roman
morals

and the rare but splendid resistance to
it.7

He seems in a way to be a kind of
first-

century Solzhenitsyn who takes responsibility that "everything will be
told."8

Yet he is more discriminating than Solzhenitsyn, for it is actual active
virtue that

6. Traiano Boccalini, La bilancia politico: Osservazioni sopra gli Annali di Comelio Tacito

(Venice, 1674). p. iii.

7.
"

The rewards of the accusers were no less hateful than their crimes, since some who at

tained priesthoods and consulates regarded them as spoils, and others [who obtained]
imperial procu-

ratorships and posts of influence with the prince drove and overturned everything,
impelled by hate

and terror. Slaves were corrupted against their masters, freedmen
against their patrons, and they who

lacked an enemy died through
friends. [Yet] mothers went with

their sons into voluntary exile wives

followed their husbands in banishment, relations were daring, sons-in-law constant, the faith of

slaves was unyielding even
against torture: [in] the last necessities of outstanding men, necessity

,t-

self was bravely [fortiter] endured, and their
ends were equal to the

praised deaths of the ancients.

H'S's
'

Aleksandr I. Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag
Archipelago. ,9,8-,956:An

Experiment in Literary

Invcsngaiion. 2 vols., trans.
Thomas P. Whitney (New York: Harper & Row, ,974). .:x..
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he seems to care about from the start, and the regime is judged from the stand

point of its attitude toward and effect on individual virtue.

This formulation does not, however, sufficiently do justice to
Tacitus'

politi

cal orientation. He had the capacity and the opportunity to revive old standards

of frankness in the evaluation of the characters of the emperors and their favor

ites. For him it was possible to write the history ofRome's government on a wide

scale as had not been successfully or safely done for a century:

But the successes or misfortunes of the old Roman people have been recorded by

illustrious writers, and fitting geniuses [decora ingenia] were not lacking to tell the

times of Augustus, until they were discouraged by growing adulation. The affairs of

Tiberius, Gaius, Claudius, and Nero while they flourished were falsified from fear

and after they had died were distorted from recent hatreds (i. i .2).

Power in the hands of small men corrupts, and it especially corrupts other small

men who wish to make their way in the world. The noble indifference to seeking

success through accommodating the truth to the rulers became rare. Tyranny had

an insidious effect on the writing of history. Tacitus explains that this provided

no inconsiderable motive for his own undertaking.

Therefore the counsel occurred to me to hand down a few things concerning Augustus

and before, then the Principate of Tiberius and the others, without anger and partiality

[sine ira et studio] from the causes of which I hold myself far off (1. 1 .3).

Tacitus claims to hold himself "far
off"

from the
"causes"

of anger and parti

ality. These causes are most significantly in the character of the historian. The

man who writes history while his fears and hopes make him dependent upon the

ruler cannot be trusted to be an impartial judge of his character or that of his other

courtiers. Here Tacitus is not merely stating his intent to present the facts without

distorting them or making a pre-modern confession of the present ideal of histori

cal accuracy. He really has a larger concern with judging and evaluating charac

ter, especially that of political leaders. This is borne out by all we have already

shown about what Tacitus thought was at stake, above all, in the persecutions.

Still, the notion that the historian is a judge of character is only implicit in this

passage. We are not surprised that its full implications have been
missed.9

For

this was then also the most controversial concern of history, and this passage, at

the opening of the Annales, is the most conspicuous. As we said earlier, we find

in
Tacitus'

manner of writing a mixture of candor and caution. The deepest polit

ical concern of his history, which could cause him trouble with future tyrannical

rulers, is only adumbrated on the first page, but openly avowed deep within the

work. It is in Books III and IV that he becomes more frank about what he is do

ing. Almost casually near the end of Book III, he makes an important statement

explaining his choice of subject matter.

9. E.g. Jacob. QLuvres de Tacite, 1:6, n. 5.
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I have by no means undertaken to relate political opinions ]sententias] unless they
were remarkable on account of nobility [per honestum] or noteworthy for dishonor-

ableness. because I consider it the chief task ]munus] of annals ]annalium] that virtues

[virtutes] should not be silent, and that depraved speeches and deeds should have fear

of posterity and disgrace (in.65. 1 ).

It is now generally conceded that, as this passage makes clear, Tacitus takes

"a moral view of the function of history."10 He is not satisfied to merely inform

us what a certain person did and said at a certain time. His purpose extends to

refining our taste and forming our judgment. We are to become healthy, thought

ful, decent human beings from the study of his work. This function was once ac

cepted, as we can see from the following remark of Gaston Boissier.

In reading our present-day historians, we dream confusedly of melodrama, whilst

those of antiquity rather recall to us the serene comportment and the majesty of ancient

tragedy Thanks to the striking beauty of the scenes which ancient history de

scribes, its solicitude for simplicity, for harmony, for fine proportions, for perfection

of form, the part it devotes to morality, the care it exerts to depict exceptional beings

as little as possible, and, though magnifying its great figures, leaving them that com

mon basis of humanity which lets them remain in fellowship with us . in all these el

ements we find an explanation ofwhy it has proved so admirable an instrument of edu

cation. Since the Renaissance it has reared the entire youth of the civilized world

when ancient history has disappeared from our schools, there will be something

lacking to
them."

We have singled out judgment of character and the formation of moral taste as

if these were the main qualities of
Tacitus'

work. This is not entirely misleading,

for they are the qualities that are most conspicuous on first reading, and these

qualities are intended by Tacitus to strike the reader and to move him. After all,

"the chief
task"

of history, as he said, is meting out praise and blame. If this were

all that were to be found in Tacitus, one would be justified in regarding him as an

edifying writer, perhaps a
satirist,12

and relegating him to the schoolroom. The

view that Tacitus is mainly a moralist cannot, however, account for the profound

influence he has had in Europe since the Renaissance as a teacher of political

men in the principles of politics.

10. S. A. Cook, F. E. Adcock, M. P. Charlesworth. eds., The Cambridge Ancient History, io

vols. (New York: Macmillan, 1934), 10:872. Cf Gaston Boissier, Tacitus, and Other Roman Stud

ies, trans. W. G. Hutchinson (New York: Putnam's, 1906). pp. 145ft'. Syme, the most illustrious re

cent interpreter of Tacitus, though aware of these passages, ignores them in his simply factual ac

count of the period. Ronald Syme, Tacitus, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon. 1958).

I I. Boissier, Tacitus, pp. 85-86.

12. "In one sense, not the Annals alone, but all the works of Tacitus are satire; for satire, in the

various forms which it took under Persius, Petronius, Martial, Juvenal, was the chief literary force of

the ase, and a writer out of harmony with the times of which he writes had a whole armory of
sharp-

edged maxims ready to his
hand."

Henry Furneaux. ed.. The Annals ofTacitus, 1:36-37-
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Far be it from us to deny that for Tacitus the basis of politics is morality and

the character of noble men. This is amply shown on every page of his work, as

one can easily see beginning with the passage from Book III we have quoted. But

there is another side of Tacitus which must not be ignored by one who would un

derstand his intent. He has been much admired by writers who are not noted for

their devotion to morality. Machiavelli and his followers are chief among
them.13

They tend to ignore or subordinate the moral intent to the political in

sights. We will later try to show that these two sides are part of a profound

whole, but for now, we only wish to make it clear that there is another side of

Tacitus. This is the Tacitus who sees deeply into the amoral motives and deceit

ful policies of political men. For this reason he was a favorite authority of the

modern
"realist"

school which repudiated the Classical orientation by "what

ought to
be"

for the "way things
are."

Such men did not think that Tacitus al

lowed his devotion to morality to deform or limit his understanding of politics to

mere edification. First we appeal to the judgment of the philosopher Hume, him

self a capable historian:

Tacitus is . the greatest and most penetrating genius perhaps of all antiquity, and so

free from credulity that he even lies under the contrary imputation of atheism and

profaneness.14

Francis Bacon, a strong admirer of the diabolical Machiavelli, compared Tacitus

favorably to Plato and Aristotle as a realist.

It is worth noting too, that many writings of lesser renown are more serviceable. The

ethics of Plato and Aristotle are much admired; but the pages of Tacitus breathe a

livelier and truer observation of morals and institutions.15

Justus Lipsius called him a "hard and prudent writer . . who did not write but

for the powerful, for those who are at the summit of the state and for those who

assist them with their counsels and their
advice."16

So widespread was this appreciation of the amoral penetration of Tacitus that

when Machiavelli was put on the Index in 1564, Tacitus became a substitute for

him in broad circles of humanist political thinkers in Italy and
France.'7

"To

13. Tacitus is treated as an authority in politics by Machiavelli in his Discorsi sopra la prima

decadi Tito Livio, 111. 19; cf. 1.29, and m.6. Niccolo Machiavelli, Tutte le opere, ed. Francesco Flora
and Carlo Cordie (Verona: Mondadori, 1949).

14- David Hume, An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Charles W. Hendel, Li

brary of Liberal Arts (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1955), p. 131.

15. Francis Bacon, TheMasculine Birth ofTime, or The Great Instauration of The Dominion of
Man over The Universe, trans, and ed. Benjamin Farrington, The Philosophy of Francis Bacon.
Phoenix Books (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1964), pp. 71-72.

16. Quoted in Philip Butler, Classicisme et baroque dans I a'uvre de Racine (Paris: Nizet, 1959),
p. 174. See also Laistner, a modern classicist, who speaks of the "uncompromising, indeed brutal re-

alism"of his method. M. L. W. Laistner, The Greater Roman Historians, Sather Classical Lectures,
vol. 21 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1947), p. 127.

17. See Giuseppi Toffanin, Machiavelli e "il
Tacitismo"

(Padua, 1921).
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conserve machiavellianism without Machiavelli, one thought (says Benedetto

Croce) of an expedient worthy of those Jesuitical times, which was to dissimu

late Machiavelli under the mask of Tacitus and his prince under the figure of
Tiberius."18

The commentaries on Tacitus written by these Machiavellians are

known as
"Tacitism."

Philip Butler characterizes the movement as follows.

Tacitism is . one of the essential aspects of the political theory of the sixteenth cen

tury and it has produced a considerable literature . It is distinguished from machia

vellianism in its method of exposition rather than in its practical results. It claims to be

at first and above all, a knowledge of a historical reality that one deplores, but of which

one is compelled to take account and to draw out the consequences. It insists with re

morse on the abyss which separates that which is from that which ought to be. One ad

mires the Latin historian for having pitilessly unmasked human wickedness and one

machiavellizes with a
sigh.19

In fact, the concern of Tacitus comprehends both intents. The
"moralists"

and

the
"realists"

have both detached something present in the outlook of Tacitus. He

did have a moral intent in writing, but his purpose is not exhausted by praise and
blame.20

It was also his intent to provide precisely that training in political pru

dence that the Tacitists found in him later and so admired. One wonders whether

it is so easy to detach prudence from morality as some of them
thought.21

For

now, let it suffice to adduce an important statement of his intent that is found in

Book IV and completes the revelations made in Book I and Book III:

18. Butler, Classicisme et baroque, p. 171.

19. Ibid., p. 176.

20. He knew the limitations of a predominantly edifying work, for he knew Livy. Here we ap

peal to the judgment of Lipsius: "From the reading of Livy I have risen always excited [commotior]

but not always better or more instructed toward the misfortunes of
life."

Justus Lipsius, ed., C. C.

Tacili opera quae exstant (Antwerp, 1648), p. 4. This was also the judgment of Tacitus, I suspect,

for who but Livy could he have in mind in iv.32, and esp. iv.33.3 [oblectionis]?

21 . Gordon seems to have seen both sides of Tacitus:
"

. After long acquaintance with business

and men, he applied himself to collect observations and to convey the fruits of his knowledge to pos

terity, under the agreeable dress of a history. For this task he was excellently qualified: no man had

seen more, scarce any man had ever thought so much, or conveyed his thoughts with greater force

and vivacity; a powerful orator, who abounds in great sentiments and description; yet a man of con

summate integrity, who, though he frequently agitates the passions, never misleads them: a masterly

historian, who draws events from their first sources; and explains them with a redundancy of images,

and a frugality of words: a profound politician who takes off every disguise, and penetrates every

artifice: an upright patriot, zealous for public liberty and the welfare of his country, and a declared en

emy to tyrants and to the instruments of tyranny; a lover of humankind; a man of virtue, who adored

liberty and truth, and everywhere adorns and recommends them; who
abhors falsehood and iniquity;

despises little arts, exposes bad ones; and shows, upon all occasions, by the fate and fall of great

wicked men, by the anxiety of their souls, by the
precariousness of their power, by the uncertainty or

suddenness of their fate, what a poor price greatness obtained is for goodness lost; and how infinitely

persecuted virtue is preferable to smiling and triumphant Thomas Gordon, The Works

of Tacitus. Containing the Annals to Which Are Prefixed Political Discourses Upon That Author, 2

vols. (London: Thomas Woodward and John Peele, 1728), 1:10-11.
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. It may be useful to collect and hand down these occurrences since few distinguish

the virtuous courses [honesta] from the worse, the useful from the harmful by pru

dence [prudentia], while many are taught by the fortunes [eventis] of others (iv.33.2).

We do not think it would be an exaggeration to say that
Tacitus'

work is a

kind of training in prudence, for prudence is the choice of effective and decent

means to noble
ends.22

Tacitus writes with precisely these considerations in

mind. While Tacitus shares with Classical political philosophy this concern with

virtuous political action, he parts with that tradition in actually emphasizing the

harsh or indecent climate in which the prudent man must act
nobly.23

This is, we

believe, the significance of his illusionless refusal to write Utopian treatises, and

his preference for history. But Tacitus does not therefore abandon moderation

and an orientation by a prudence whose ends are moral. He rather maintains mo

rality while emphasizing the difficulties and dangers to which it is exposed. In a

limited way, he anticipates Machiavelli's break with Classical political philoso

phy. He seems to say, Machiavelli is right to this extent: the orientation of poli

tics by moral ends is rarely realized in the course of history. But this strengthens

him in his devotion to character and capable goodness. Tacitus agrees not with

Machiavelli, but with Plato, in seeing education of the individual as the deepest

response to the political problem that good men seldom
rule.24

He shares with

Aristotle the thought that one must study actual regimes no less than the best re

gimes.25

Tacitus is a realistic moralist. He anticipates Machiavelli's turn to the

veritd effettuale della cosa in Chapter XV of the Prince, yet at the same time he

fails to make Machiavelli's decisive break with the evaluation of political affairs

developed by traditional philosophy.

22. ". . . Prudence as well as moral virtue determines the complete performance of man's proper

function: virtue causes the aim to be correct, prudence causes the things that lead to this (aim to be
correct)."

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1 14436-9.

23. A character in the Dialogus expresses a parallel dissatisfaction with a merely
"scientific"

ac

count of the acquisition of the art of oratory. "Although there is practice present in the arts them

selves, no one is able to grasp so many varied and hidden matters unless he brings practice [medita-

tio] to the science, natural ability to the practice, and the experience of eloquence to the natural

ability."

Dial. 33.

24. '"Yet, my good Adeimantus, I said, 'these are not, as one might think, many great com

mands we are imposing on them, but they are all slight if, as the saying goes, they guard the one

great or, rather than great, sufficient
thing.'

'What's
that?'

he said.

'Their education and I said. 'If by being well educated they become sensible men, they'll

easily see to all this and everything else we are now leaving out that the possession ofwomen, mar

riage, and procreation of children must as far as possible be arranged according to the proverb that

friends have all things in
common'"

Plato, The Republic, trans, with notes and an interpretive essay

by Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 1968), 423d-424a.

25. "In many cases it is not possible to get hold of the best constitution perhaps, so that the good

law-giver and he who is truly political should not forget [not only] the best simply but also that which

is best according to the circumstances. . For it is not only necessary to contemplate what is best,
but also what is possible, and likewise what is simpler and more common to all.

"

Aristotle, Poli

tics, i288b24-39.
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3.
Tacitus'

Rhetoric

There is something imposing and magnificent in the gravity of
Tacitus'

style,

which cannot but produce a sober mood in the reader, even on first acquaintance.

The tone of his eloquence is set by a morality which looks on the omnipresence

of vice, sees all its startling power and variety but always retains its dignity,

reflects, and keeps its distance. Nothing surprises him, no human artifice is be

yond his comprehension. He looks with equanimity on the just and the unjust and

judges them in pithy
epigrams.26

The heart of the eloquence of Tacitus is a won

derful moderation which moves and cannot but form the taste of his readers to a

sort of thoughtful sadness. In his solemnity is conveyed the love of virtue and the

acceptance of its limited power. The grandeur of this rhetoric is well character

ized by Emile Jacob, an intelligent French classicist, in a comment on Pliny's re

mark that
Tacitus'

oratorical delivery was oepvov (august).

[This reflection] corresponds well to the idea that one forms of Tacitus, severe without

a doubt, and naturally majestic, full of grave thoughts and measured in words; in all

things going to the basis and to the principles, and imposing itself with all the authority

that attaches to the eternal maxims of the truth and of justice; very similar, although

with more imagination and more art, to that of Thucydides, for the force and profun

dity of the reflection, for the austere beauty of the reasoning and finally for that type of

empire which a soul exercises over us that we sense to be moved although it still re

mains master of its emotion and seems to fear to yield to its enthusiasms
[elans].21

Besides the solemnity of his moral tone, men have remarked his conciseness.

He seems to delight in embedding the deepest reflections in the fewest words so

one is constantly led to reflect upon
them.28

Though many have remarked this

pithiness, only Thomas Gordon, the English political commentator, has ex

plained how it was linked to a deeper educational intent.

Besides the grandeur and dignity of his phrase, he is remarkable for a surpassing brev

ity: but let his words be ever so few, his thought and matter are always abundant. His

expression is like the dress of Poppaea Sabina, described by himself; "part of the face

was veiled so it should not satiate the onlooking, or because thus it was
becoming."

He

starts the idea and leaves the imagination to pursue it: the sample he gives you is so

fine, that you are presently curious to see the whole piece, and then you have your

26. "First hopes of tyrannizing are difficult; once you have entered in, partisanships [studia] and

ministers are (iv.7). "By the agreement of all [Galba] was capable of empire except that he

ruled"

(Hist. 1.49). "By fate, powerful influences [potentiae]
are rarely eternal, whether [because) ei

ther satiety takes those when they have given all things, or these when nothing is any longer left

which they might

desire"

(m.30.7). "The best of mortals, of course, desire the loftiest things
[altis-

sima]. [All] other things are immediately present
for princes. One ought insatiably to prepare a favor

able memory of himself;
for by contempt of reputation, the virtues are

despised."

iv.38.

27. Jacob, CEuvres de Tacite, p. xviii.

28 Nietzsche said that Tacitus aimed at immortality through a "boiling
down"

(Einkochen) of his

thoughts. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Wanderer and His Shadow, Aphorism 144.
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share in the merit of the discovery; a compliment which some able writers have forgot

to pay their
readers.29

The brevity of his rhetoric, no less than the gravity of the sentiments those

"maxims of the eternal truth and
justice"

is part of the underlying educational

aim in the Annales. Education for Tacitus is more than making the reader read; it

encourages him to think for himself. Some of the complexity, multifacetedness,

and disguise of the souls of political men is mirrored in the complexity of his

style.30

The apparent difficulty of his work has the political intent of discoura

ging on first reading all but those who are fit for learning to think. Tacitus viewed

the highest education as something possible only for a natural elite who were ca

pable of completing the hints and motives he indicated from their own active

observation of men and affairs. For such men, as Gordon saw, his work is a

treasure-house of psychological and moral insight:

Neither were his works intended for the populace; but for such as governed states, or

such as attended to the conduct of governors; nor were the style and Latin ever so

plain, would they ever be understood by such as do not. As Plutarch came to under

stand the Roman's tongue by understanding their affairs, Tacitus is to be known by

knowing human nature and the elements and mechanism of
government.31

Tacitus shared with Plato, Dante, and Shakespeare that rare combination of

philosophy and poetry that characterizes the highest genius and is required for the

deepest education. Hippolyte Taine recognized this "divine
gift"

and expressed it

better than anyone:

Tacitus is a poet. This type of imagination is a sort of philosophic genius which

clarifies by sudden illumination and penetrates into the truth as deeply as reason itself

. It is the power to create or to reproduce beings as true and as living as those we can

see and touch . There are harsh colors and striking traits and a violence of the truth

in Tacitus which cause one to understand not merely the human soul in general, but

that multiple, tortuous, profound, complicated, infinite thing, which is an individual
soul.32

Jacob has remarked an order in the book which is not entirely governed by chro

nology, and he compares it to a drama:

The movement of the account is that of a drama. Open each of these books where the

facts unfold with an apparent uniformity, year by year according to the consecrated us

age: how the climaxes prepare themselves, group themselves, are cleared up, so as to

29. Gordon, Works ofTacitus, p. 16.

30. Bayle remarks, "His Annals and his History are something admirable, and one of the greatest
efforts of the human spirit; whether one considers the singularity of the style, or one is interested in

the beauty of the thoughts, and in that happy pencil with which he knew how to paint the disguises

and the artifices of the political men, and the weakness of the
passions."

Pierre Bayle, Dictionaire

Historique et Critique (Amsterdam: P. Brunei, 1740), s.v.
"Tacite."

31. Gordon, Works ofTacitus, p. 16.

32. Hippolyte Taine, Essai sur Tite Live, 4th ed. (Paris: Hachette, 1882), pp. 347-48.
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put in relief a determined object, a tragic catastrophe, or an epoch in the life of the

prince or of the
people.33

We too have noticed these sections, and think that they have an intent. They are

like little essays on different political and ethical problems. They will furnish a

determinate object for study.

4. Methodology

Let is be clear that we have no intention of going
"behind"

the account of

Tacitus to discover how he wrote history or what sources he
followed.34

We are

interested in using Tacitus as a teacher of political wisdom, and not as a
"source"

for rewriting history ourselves; not to mention the fact that one could not begin to

use him as a
"source"

without beginning by understanding him as he understood

himself.35
We believe that Tacitus is a man of higher capacities than his Tiberius

or any of his characters, and are accordingly willing to credit his interpretation of

their power-hungry deeds, speeches, and even thoughts. We have no doubt that

in general he understood political men better than they understood themselves.

Thus, on occasion he may attribute to them motives and passions by which they
were governed, but of which they were only partially conscious. Someone may

ask, how could he know their hearts? Is he a god? But we think a sufficient an

swer is that he was a man of extraordinary capacities who knew himself better

than lesser men could ever hope to know themselves. By self-knowledge he

could judge other men's aspirations and motives which were beneath his and

comprehended in his greater humanity. Furthermore, he was a great historian

33. Jacob, Qzuvres de Tacite, p. xxviii.

34. In his masterful review of Syme's book, Professor Momigliano exhibits the same reluctance,

and appeals to a well established tradition of Tacitus scholarship in support of his position. "One

could be of various opinions concerning
Tacitus'

authority as a researcher and a discoverer of new

facts, but actually this is a subordinate problem. If Syme raises to the central position of his investiga

tion the question of the value ot Tacitus as a researcher, he appears to me in this way to obscure the

picture and to impose on Tacitus the stamp of a twentieth century historian or even of Syme him

self. Tacitus does not belong to those historians who represent a new method of research directed

against their predecessors, like Thucydides and Polybius. . . He also does not belong to the class of

historians like Titus Livy and Dionysius Halicarnassus, regarding whom it is important for us to

figure out how they have collected their materials. The question, 'where
did Livy get his knowledge

about
Romulus?'

has a completely different scope than the question, 'where did Tacitus get his

knowledge about
Tiberius?'

Basically the Tacitus studies since the Renaissance have clearly recog

nized this situation. Tacitus was never viewed as a researcher, but as an interpreter of historical

events.'

Arnaldo Momigliano, Terzo contributo alia storia degli studi classici e del
mondo antico, 2

vols. (Rome: Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 1966), 2:742. I am grateful to my friend. Professor

Donald Maletz, who translated this passage for me.

35. Ronald Syme, the doyen of modern Tacitus studies, reached the following conclusion after

an extensive investigation of the other sources. "Is the
Tacitean Tiberius largely and mainly the cre

ation of the author? That thesis has been argued with eloquence and ingenuity, and sometimes with

obstinacy. Certain reasons tell powerfully against it. Suetonius and Dio are in general concord with

Tacitus. They can rank as
independent authorities. There is no clear sign that Suetonius used Tacitus.

Yet the biographer, though casual and incoherent,
reflects the same diagnosis ofTiberiusduplicity,

with hidden vices (especially cruelty) gradually breaking Syme, Tacitus, 1:420-21.
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who took infinite pains to know the whole of the life of the men he judged; so,

while at any moment he may show us only the overt deed or speech, he was

aware of the rank and tendencies of its author over the period of his whole life.

This is most obvious in the numerous instances of his judgment of a whole life

which he shows us in his obituary notices, above all in that of
Augustus.36

In

thus giving to
Tacitus'

judgments, expressed in his own name, a higher status

than facts, we are aware that we go against the common tendency of his modern

interpreters. But, to say nothing of the interpreters themselves, we do not think

they have been sufficiently impressed by the difference in rank between a Tacitus

and a Tiberius, for instance.

It has been said that, "It is safer to understand the low in the light of the high

than the high in the light of the low. In doing the latter one necessarily distorts

the high, whereas in doing the former, one does not deprive the low of the free

dom to reveal itself fully as what it
is."37

In light of this methodological princi

ple, we are more interested in the thought and interpretations of deeds and

thoughts provided by Tacitus than in the deeds and thoughts themselves. We

learn better what to think of what was thought and done by others, in light of the

thought of a supremely thoughtful man, than we could from the naked actions of

the less thoughtful political men, taken without his
interpretations.'8

In follow

ing this principle we reverse the priorities of most modern criticism of Tacitus,

and appeal to an older tradition where his aphorisms and judments were revered

as "golden
sentences."

We are not unaware that in this methodological procedure

we may claim so illustrious a predecessor as the philosopher,
Vico.39

There are a few modern scholars who have paid some attention to this dimen

sion of
Tacitus'

work, but none in any extended or systematic fashion. They
have been helpful in orienting our studies. The best of them is Alain Michel,

36. 1.9-10.

37. Leo Strauss, Spinoza's Critique ofReligion, trans. E. Sinclair (New York: Schocken, 1965),

p. 2.

38. Consider the defense of the poet Wieland who was charged by Napoleon with having mixed

"history with "Men's ideas, sometimes, are worth more than their actions, and good nov

els are more valuable than mankind. Compare, sire, the century of Louis XIV, with Telemaque,
where are found the best lessons for sovereigns and for the people. My Diogenes is virtuous though

living in a
cask."

Memoirs of the Prince de Talleyrand, p. 327.

39. Tacitus was paired with Plato and Bacon in comprehensive wisdom by Vico: "Up to that

time, Vico had admitted two only above all other learned men: Plato and Tacitus; for with an incom

parable metaphysical mind, Tacitus contemplates man as he is, Plato as he should be. And as Plato

with his universal knowledge explores the parts of nobility which constitute the man of intellectual

wisdom, so Tacitus descends into all the counsels of utility whereby, among the irregular chances of

malice and fortune, the man of practical wisdom brings things to a good issue. . From this it fol

lows that the wise man should be formed both ot esoteric wisdom such as Plato's and of common wis

dom such as that of Tacitus. Vico now proposed to have these three [including Bacon]
unique-

authors ever before him in meditation and writing, and so he went on elaborating his works of dis
covery."

The Autobiography of Giambattista Vico, trans. Max Fisch and Thomas Bergin (Ithaca:

Cornell University, 1944), pp. 138-39.
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whose book Tacite et le destin de T
Empire"0

has the virtue of situating Tacitus

in the Stoic tradition of rather transpolitical opposition to the Empire. This book,

however, does not pay close enough attention to
Tacitus'

own intent. The politi

cal judgment behind the design and the practical intent to educate through exam

ples escape Michel. He has not adequately taken into consideration that the fol

lowing words govern the design of the whole of the history: "I have resolved not

to relate political opinions unless they were distinguished for integrity or notable

for infamy: this I consider to be the chief task of annals, that virtues should not

be silent and that by the dread of future infamy and the censures of posterity men

should be deterred from depraved speeches and
deeds"

(in.65.1). The criticism

of Michel applies a fortiori to Sir Ronald Syme, the chief of the modern histori

ans who have written extensively on Tacitus. His book gives scrupulous atten

tion to individual events and almost none at all to
Tacitus'

design or his teach

ing.4'

In recent times it has become fashionable in certain quarters to accept
Tacitus'

presentation in matters of detail, but to doubt his overall judgment:
"

by a

most subtle art of influencing his reader by all sorts of innuendo and indirect

hints, he managed to blacken the character of the early emperors and has given

an entirely distorted picture of the whole
period."42

We believe that this charge

results largely from neglect of the political causes behind acts of the political

men, above all their fear of one another. It seems to be the result of an uncon

scious modern prejudice that no one could be so bad as these emperors and espe

cially Tiberius are in
Tacitus'

accounts. Such a prejudice results from modern

political philosophy, which seemed to have conquered the effects of the passions

by the constitutional arrangements of liberal democracy. Yet it used to be consid

ered that Tacitus shows the political and psychological effects of a bad regime.

Without expecting to, his modern critics might learn something about the alter

native to liberal democracy if they paid more attention to his account. That they

do not results from another prejudice derived from modern philosophy, their so

phisticated assumption that the social or economic or other than political causes

are more relevant than the political for explaining. "His only explanation of the

evils of his time and of the preceding periods is the depravity of character of the

actors on the political scene, the lust for power on the part of the emperor and the

servility of the majority of their prominent
contemporaries."43

This fact, that

Tacitus is a quintessentially political historian, was once considered his great

merit, his mastery of the human
soul. In the Emile, Rousseau therefore refused to

use him in the education of the young:

40. Alain Michel, Tacite et le destin de 1'Empire (Paris: Arthaud, 1966).

41 . Svme. Tacitus.

42. Kurt von Fritz, "Tacitus, Agricola, Domitian,
and the Problem of the

Principate,"

Classical

Philology 52 (April 1957). P- 94-

43. Ibid.
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Tacitus is a book for old men; youths are not ready to understand him. One must leam

to see the first desires of the heart ofman in human actions before seeking to sound its

depths. One must know well how to read the deeds before reading the
maxims.44

It seems to us that in modern times the prejudice which vitiates those readings

of Tacitus has been called into doubt by the rise of totalitarian tyranny and the

world wars. Modern philosophy has not succeeded once for all in conquering the

political passions in the heart of man. Tyranny remains a possibility coeval with

political society. Therefore it seems most relevant to make an unbiased turn to an

author who wrote prior to the prejudice of modern philosophy, and who is noted

for laying bare the pressures of tyranny on the tyrant whatever his intent, and

its baneful effect on the subjects however ill-disposed to servility they may

have been at the outset. In this way we are enabled to correct our somewhat paro

chial outlook and to prepare ourselves for the full scope of possibilities that could

conceivably face us.

CHAPTER II:

TACITUS'

ASSESSMENT OF THE ROMAN REPUBLIC

I. Tacitus Prefaces

Four of
Tacitus'

five works are devoted to themes of civic life in the Roman

Empire. The other one concerns the life and manners of the uncivilized German

tribes who dwelt on its north-eastern border. At the beginning of each of his "Ro
man"

works, Tacitus alludes to a contrast between the old Roman republican

constitution and the new monarchy that had reestablished order and preserved the

empire when the Republic failed. It was an official claim of the new government

that no significant change had taken place when power was transferred from the

defeated republican armies of the Senate and People to Octavian: "The names of

the magistrates were the
same"

(1.3.7). This claim Tacitus silently rejects at the

opening of the Annales, in his most comprehensive statement on the essential po

litical vicissitudes the city of Rome had suffered since it was established.

The city Rome was ruled by kings at the beginning. Lucius Brutus founded liberty and

the consulate. Dictatorships were created on occasion. The legal authority [potestas]

of the decemviri did not last beyond two years, nor did the consular authority [ius] of

the military tribunes last long. The tyranny ]dominatio] ofCinna was not long, nor was

that of Sulla. The usurped power [potentia] of Pompey and Crassus quickly yielded to

Caesar; the arms ofLepidus and Antony yielded to Augustus, who received everything
under his sovereignty ]imperium] under the name of First Citizen [principis], [every

thing] which was exhausted by the civil wars (1. 1 . 1
).'

44. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile ou de
/'

Education (Paris: Garnier-Flammarion. 1966), p. 311.

1 . The title which Tacitus attributes to the emperors is Princeps, which we consistently translate

as First Citizen. This was the unofficial name which Augustus had often taken consistent with the



Tacitus'

Teaching and the Decline ofLiberty at Rome 81

This is a brief constitutional history of Rome. Tacitus distinguishes three distinct

periods, characterized by three different types of constitution. The ancient kings

ruled Rome in the beginning (753-510 B.C.). For most of her long history.

Rome was a republic, which had liberty as its principle and which chose her own

annual chief magistrates, the consuls. The other titles of authority mentioned

were exceptional grants of power made during difficult times when the regular

republican order was inadequate for various reasons. Liberty and the consulate

were, however, quintessential to the republican constitution for almost four hun

dred years, from 510 B.C. when Lucius Brutus led the nobles to drive out the

kings, until, with the growth of Rome's empire and the corruption of morals,

certain individual citizens became too strong for the laws and established a series

of short-lived military tyrannies during the civil wars of the first century B.C. The

tyrants and usurpers mentioned in the passage are all from this period, and their

success is the consequence of the failure of the Republic. A new type of govern

ment was established by Augustus, the victor of the civil wars. That government,

called the Principate, had lasted from the Battle of Actium, in 31 B.C. right on

through
Tacitus'

own time, over a century later. The character of the Principate

will be an important theme of our next chapter. For now suffice it to say that

though Augustus was careful not to offend the sensibilities of his subjects ("The

names of the magistrates were the same"), his power rested in the last analysis on

the support of the legions. Perhaps Tacitus does not call it a tyranny because

most men accepted with resignation, at least, if not gladly, the cessation of the

terrible drawn-out civil wars (nullo adversantc, 1.2. 1).

Tacitus contrasts the new order with the old, but he does it cautiously. For

he wrote under the new order, which only intermittently permitted freedom of

speech. He refers to the changed atmosphere indirectly by contrasting the truth

fulness of the brilliant writers who recorded both the successes and misfortunes

of the old Roman people, with the swelling adulation that corrupted historians

who wrote after the Principate was established. Noble geniuses were deterred

from writing because of this new necessity to flatter. Those who spoke too freely
came to be punished, their work burned (iv.35). More generally, as he subse

quently states, "The constitution of the city was changed Everyone attended

to the orders of the First Citizen, with equality stripped
off"

(1.4. 1). It seems, at

least, that Tacitus regrets the passing of the old constitution.

The beginnings of the Historiae, the Agricola, and the Dialogus de Oratori

bus confirm the impression given by the opening of the Annales, in presenting

fiction that the republic had been restored. It is not to be confused with the republican title Princeps

Senatus. S. A. Cook et al.. ed. The Cambridge Ancient History, 10:612, n. I. We will follow Tacitus

in his use of this title which was less invidious to Roman ears than Imperator. That title was. strictly

speaking, a military honor given by the soldiers to their general on the field of victory. The Roman

rulers bore that title as well, but would have been ordinarily addressed as Princeps. Compare Syme's

translation of the title to denote the tranquil order of the Principate: "No more violence and usurpa

tion. The years of tribulation are buried and forgotten: the First Citizen now governs through prestige,

and by an authority which Senate and People have
delegated."

Syme, Tacitus, 1:431.
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the loss of liberty as a great misfortune. They are, if anything, more outspoken

than the Annales. According to the Agricola, the Republic provided a more fa

vorable climate for virtues to arise in, and they were more highly regarded then

than in
Tacitus'

time. This could suggest that a very strong case indeed might be

made for the Republic. The question opening the Dialogus is why the noble art

of forensic eloquence has declined so much in the Empire that even the name of

orator is reserved for those famous speakers of the old free Republic. Tacitus ap

peals to a republican taste at the outset of his work. This suggests the importance

of evaluating the quality of life in the Empire in comparison with that in the Re

public. That the Republic might furnish an adequate standard seems entirely

comprehensible at the outset. For had the Republic not brought forth heroes in

every age, whose glorious deeds are still the wonder of the
world?2

Such, at

least, had been the judgment of the great republican historian, Livy. As republi

can liberty was coming to an end he wrote:

Unless love of the task I have undertaken deceives me, there was never anywhere a

greater republic, nor one more holy [sanctior], nor one richer in good examples. Ava

rice and luxuries never came so late into any city, nor was there anywhere such honor

so long for poverty and frugality
'

Livy sought to forget the widespread misfortunes and prevalent vices of the new

Empire of Augustus, in the admiring study of the past; he sought to fill his mind

with "those ancient pristine
matters,"

for, "in these times we are neither able

to endure our vices nor their
remedies."

Tacitus too presupposes this nostalgic identification of virtue with the republi

can past, but in his hands it undergoes an enormous refinement. Tacitus opens

his
"Roman"

works with what one might call a muted patriotic appeal to what

was best in the old Roman political tradition. But let us not overlook that this ap

peal is found at the beginning. One should not mistake the beginning for the end,

2. The viewpoint on the Republic that inspires Livy has been beautifully and forcefully restated

in modern times by two men above all: Professor Allan Bloom, and Montesquieu. In Bloom's essay,

"The Morality of the Pagan
Hero,"

we find these words: "Rome is great by its senatorial class, and

that class is really unique a relatively large group of men who are sufficiently obedient to the laws

to avoid both anarchy and the rule of a single man; who sacrifice ordinary weakness and self-

indulgence to a strict military discipline, the rewards of which are only honors; and who alone can be

trusted to conclude on the issues of war and peace. And this is not for a day, but has endured for hun

dreds of years. Among them, it seems possible for single individuals to work wonders; Roman his

tory is not the history of huge, impersonal movements, but that of great
individuals.'

Allan Bloom,

with Harry V. Jaffa, Shakespeare's Politics (New York: Basic Books, 1964). p. 80.

In De
I'

esprit des lois, Montesquieu twice turns aside from his primarily political point of view to

pay tribute to the extraordinary accomplishments of the (Roman) heroes. "The majority of ancient

peoples lived in governments which have virtue as their principle; and as long as it was in force one

did there such things as we see no longer today, and which astound our little
souls"

(iv.4). And again,

"One is never able to abandon the Romans: thus even today in their capital one leaves the new palaces

to go seek ruins; it is thus that the eye which has rested on the enameling of the pastures, loves to see

the crags and the xi.13.

3. Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, praef.
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or the statement of a problem for an answer to that problem. An investigation of
Tacitus'

assessment of Roman republicanism should lead us to the deeper princi

ples on the basis of which he understands political life in general.

2. The Roman Republic

If we turn to
Tacitus'

explicit remarks on the republican constitution we are at

first shocked by their reserve. We never find Tacitus referring to the constitution

of Rome as
"well-constituted,"

as he calls Sparta (Dial. 40.2-3). During its

early years (510-367 B.C.), the Roman Republic suffered from a continuous

struggle between her two classes, the nobles or patricians, and the plebeians. Un

like Sparta and Crete (in. 26), Rome had no single thoughtful legislator to settle

those contentions. Rome's constitution was the product of haphazard compro

mises, and it was, as one might expect, defective. The nobles held all power at

first. During the earliest period (510-450 B.C.), the plebeians rioted often and

demanded their own magistrates to protect them from the arbitrary sentencings of

the regular magistrates, who were then chosen from the patricians alone (111.

27.1). The culmination of this struggle was the adoption of a written code, the

Laws of the Twelve Tables (451-449 B.C.), which Tacitus calls the "last of equi

table
law"

(111.27. ') He seems to approve the demands of the people in this early

period. Rome's first republican constitution was unfair to them. Subsequently,

the plebeians demanded admission into all the magistracies of the city. During
the period between 450 and 367 B.C. Rome was only free of sedition when en

gaged in wars with foreign enemies. The reasonable demands of the people hav

ing been met, they then proceeded to rival the nobility in selfishness and rapac

ity. "The laws after [the Laws of the Twelve Tables] were more often carried

by force on account of the dissension of the orders, in order to open the way to

unpermitted honors, or to banish outstanding men, or on account of other de

praved (in. 27. 1). By the Sexto-Licinian Law of 367 B.C., the people

gained the right to be elected even to the consulate. Thereafter we do not hear of

serious discords for over two hundred
years''

until the age of the Gracchi, begin

ning in 133 B.C. when seditions worsened into the civil wars that finally con

sumed the Republic. Yet Tacitus does not speak of the Republic as having been

4 I have found two exceptions that show that the commonwealth was not altogether settled even

in these times Envy and ambition still smoldered. In 302-301 B.C. there were tumults roused by the

tribunes on behalf of the chief plebeians. The result was that they too were admitted into the priest

hoods that had been previously reserved to the patricians (Livy x.6-9). In the epitome of Book XI of

Livy we find these words: "After a long continued sedition on account of debts, the commons secede

to the Janiculum; they arc brought back by Hortensius, dictator (286 B.C.). The concession made

by the Senate was that the ordinances passed by the Comitia Tributa, in which the patricians had little

influence, should bind the whole Roman people ("('/ plebescita omnes Quirites tenerent"). Perhaps

these are the last because there is no other right left for the plebeians to demand after this. Yet one

could hardly argue from these cases to an underlying sentiment of harmony and trust between patri

cians and plebeians until that time or afterward. Though rights were equalized, inequalities remained,

and with them, passions.
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"well-constituted"

even during the interval when there were hardly any domestic

seditions. Perhaps this was not the only defect of Rome's constitution.

We may be able to understand
Tacitus'

reluctance to praise Rome if we look

at her policy during those years when sedition at home was
"sleeping."5

For it

was then that Rome began to practice on a grand scale the imperialism she had

pursued earlier within narrower
limits.6

A very rough sketch of Roman expan

sion during this period follows. From 342 to 275 B.C., Rome engaged in the con

quest of the obstinate and freedom-loving Samnites, and in the unification of

Italy under her hegemony. Florus tells us that this hardy people provided the

material for twenty-four Roman triumphs! She then successfully disputed with

Carthage the dominion of Sicily by land as well as by sea a new element for

the Romans (264-241 B.C.). Subsequently, Hannibal was defeated by the daring
and genius of Scipio

Africanus;7
Rome's superiority to Carthage was, above all,

the superiority of her
institutions,8

which was demonstrated in a savage war of

nearly twenty years (217-201 B.C.). After that the Romans extended their em

pire into Spain and North Africa. King Philip ofMacedon lost the hegemony of a

then decadent Greece to the Romans after a brief war (200-197 B.C.), and the

defeat of King Antiochus of Syria (191 -190 B.C.) opened to them the vast riches

of Asia Minor. In the accomplishment of this marvel of subduing the Mediterra

nean world, many heroic deeds were performed. Indeed Tacitus himself is not

entirely unmoved by the record of them laid up in the histories. He even seems to

deprecate the politics of his own times by comparison.

No one ought to compare our annals with the writings of those who describe the old

affairs of the Roman people. They used to describe with unlimited scope huge wars,

besiegings of cities, and defeated and captured kings (iv.32. 1 ).

Tacitus succumbs to the fascination of the vast designs and conquests of the

Roman Republic. He is not unmoved by their heroes. He too must have loved his

5. Machiavelli refers to them in this manner in Discorsi 1.37.

6. The claim that Rome's expansion beyond Latium was only possible because the struggle be

tween the orders was concluded is widely accepted among Roman historians. Amaldo Momigliano

points out that it had already been observed by Walter Moyle. a seventeenth century follower of

Machiavelli and Harrington, in his "Essay upon the Constitution of the Roman
Government."

"He

[Moyle] sees the essential point that the end of the struggle between patricians and plebeians opened

up the period of Roman hegemony in Italy.
"

Momigliano, "Polybius between the English and the
Turks."

The Seventh J. L. Myres Memorial Lecture (Oxford: Holywell. 1975?), p. 9.
7. B. H. Liddell Hart, A Greater than Napoleon, Scipio Africanus (Boston: Little. Brown,

1927), pp. 164-90.

8. Polybius is our authority for this: "Insofar as the Carthaginian constitution had been strong and
flourished before that of the Romans, by so much had the Carthaginian constitution passed its prime
then [in the time of the Second Punic War]. Rome then was especially at its prime in regard to the or

dering of its constitution. For this reason the people [at Carthage] had already taken the largest power
in the deliberations, but among the Romans the Senate was at its prime. Therefore, since among the

former the many deliberated, among the latter, the best men, the deliberation of the Romans was in
full vigor concerning the public deeds. For this reason, even though they made false steps with their
whole [forces], by deliberating nobly, in the end they conquered the Carthaginians in the

war."

Histo
ries \i. 51.$-%.
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Livy.9
But it is one thing to be fascinated, and another to single out for imitation

and praise. Tacitus emphatically does not do the latter. We suggest that the rea

son for this is that he saw all too clearly the consequences of the policy of
large-

scale imperialism to recommend it. The strains Rome's empire put upon her Re

publican constitution directly caused the loss of her liberty not to mention its

consequences for the freedom-loving peoples who lost their liberty to them.

Tacitus knew Cicero's Verrine orations (Dial. 37.6), which paint a very ugly

picture of what Roman rule could be. In this respect, nonimperial Sparta and

Crete were
"well-constituted"

whereas Rome was not. Tacitus speaks of the con

sequences of Rome's expansion in connection with a sober reflection on human

nature:

The inveterate desire for power, which was long ago inborn in mortals, matured and

broke forth with the greatness of the empire. For in moderate circumstances equality

was easily preserved. But when, with the world subdued and rival cities and kings cut

down, there was room to desire secure wealth, then contentions blazed up, at first be

tween the Senators and the plebeians. Sometimes disruptive tribunes, sometimes the

consuls prevailed, and in the city and in the forum there were attempts at civil wars.

Thereafter Caius Marius from the lowest plebeian stock and Lucius Sylla, cruellest of

the nobles, turned liberty, conquered by arms, into tyranny. After them came Pompey,

more disguised but no better, and never afterwards was anything sought except the

principate (Hist. 11.38. 1).

This "moral
history"

of the Republic helps us to understand why Roman im

perialism at last destroyed the city. There are two main causes. First, the desire

for private wealth emerged in the citizens when empire on a large scale made

it possible to gratify desire. This undermined self-abnegating patriotism in the

mass of men. In the early republic, men tended to be more devoted to the city in

proportion to the prevalence of poverty and simplicity which provided a chance

neither to gain nor to use wealth. Secondly, the need for garrisoning the far-flung

Rome's military superiority to the Hellenistic world is isolated as the crucial factor in her victory

during these days in a passage that supports what we leam from Polybius: "When one abandons the

contrasts between Semitism and Hellenism, one sees easily that Hannibal was the last and the greatest

of the Hellenistic mercenary leaders [condottieri] . . These had conquered or lost kingdoms with the

forces of their armies alone, armies that were almost always mercenary, sustained by their strategic

genius, but never [sustained] by a state that was entirely engaged in their contest, even when they

possessed such a state. . Rome made war against Hannibal as indeed, already against Pyrrus. not

with her armies but with herself altogether; the comradeship and the alternation of the generals, as the

regular succession of the levies, shows this civic nature of the army the first, but not the only element

of the resistance. That she made war w ith all the state against armies torn from the civic life [vita

statale] is the reason of the superiority of Rome over Hannibal, over Antiochus III of Syria, and de

spite the appearances over Macedon itself and over Greece. Despite the personal disparities, the

political ineptitude of Hannibal calls to mind its origin in this isolation of the armies in the face of the

state which was regularly characteristic of the Hellenistic world. And also in this respect one confirms

that the victory of Rome over Carthage cannot be divided from that which is her true and fundamental

victory, the victory over the Hellenistic political
orders."

Arnaldo Momigliano, "Hannibale Polit
ico,"

in Quinto contributo alia storia degli studi classici e del mondo antico, 2 vols. (Rome: Edizioni

di Storia e Letteratura, 1975), 1:344-45.

9. iv 34.3.
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empire and maintaining armies abroad for long periods provided opportunities

and power, first to factions, then to individuals to corrupt the armies and then to

oppress their fellow citizens with the armies meant for subjects and enemies.

These opportunities had not been available to ambitious citizens at the earlier

stage when the struggle between the orders was confined to the
city.10

The loss

of patriotism on a wide scale in the citizens, but above all in the soldiers and the

leaders, prepared the way for the breakdown of republicanism. But the opportu

nities for usurping power were the decisive cause of the fall of the Republic, for

in the early times as well there had been individuals (Spurius Maelius, Manlius

Capitolinus)"
who aspired to tyranny, but they could not prevail because of the

lack of resources. "In moderate circumstances equality was easily
preserved."

The conspiracy of Catiline, which lacked a great army, failed to overthrow lib

erty in the last days of the Republic, as had earlier attempts of individuals in the

fifth and fourth centuries. The Senate and the citizens under the dauntless Cicero

were a match for that disaffected faction. It was instead, above all, the military

establishment needed for the Empire that made the conquest of liberty possible.

Disloyal ambitious captains could corrupt the armies in protracted commands

and then lead them against their fatherland. From the time ofMarius, the Roman

armies were recruited from pauper adventurers who fought, not as loyal citizens

of the republic, but to make their fortunes. They would fight for their benefactor

even against the city. Marius, Sylla, Pompey, Caesar, Antony, Lepidus, and

Octavian were all in command of such desperate rapacious armies, and Rome

was subjugated to satisfy one after the other until Octavian won a decisive vic

tory over his last rival and ended Roman liberty for
good.12

The terrible atmosphere of these days, and the consequences of the civil wars

for the already corrupt civic life are described by Tacitus with some vividness in
the Dialogus. There they are presented as the fuel that fed the flame of the stu

pendous and sanguinary eloquence of those days:

As long as our city was lost, as long as it wasted itself in factions and dissensions and

discords, as long as there was no peace in the forum, no harmony in the Senate, no

moderation in sentencing, no reverence of superiors, no moderation of the magistrates,

doubtless it [the ruined city] gave birth to a stronger eloquence (Dial. 40.4).

When one considers the turbulence of the declining years of the Republic, after

corruption had become rampant, the order established by the Empire looked

10. Coriolanus could seem to be an exception. But when he led a hostile army against Rome he
was overcome by pity and the patriotic prayers of his mother and wife before he sacked the city He
was more moral than Caesar and the others. The evaporation of patriotism is the sine qua non for the
emergence of these ambitious generals who inflicted such sufferings on the city For the story of

Coriolanus, see Livy 11.33-40.

n. Livy iv. 13-16; vi.11-18.

12. 1.2. The character of those terrible vicissitudes may be conjectured from these words that ap
pear in a speech of Tiberius: "By foreign victories we learned to consume the wods of others by vic
tories in the civil wars, we learned to consume our

own."

(111.54.3).
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good, even if liberty was thereafter precarious or nonexistent. In the Republic,

with its greater liberty, great ambitious men were free to ruin their fellow citi

zens. A character in the Dialogus remarks that in that period license flourished,

"which fools call
liberty"

(Dial. 40.2):

The orators of these times [the Empire] have obtained what is proper to be attributed to

them in a composed, prosperous and quiet commonwealth. Nevertheless they seemed

to attain more for themselves in that time of turbulence and license [the declining Re

public], when all was in confusion and lacking one moderator. Then each orator

seemed to know as much as he was able to persuade the erring populace. From this

cause came continual laws and the name popularis. from this cause came the public

addresses of magistrates almost spending the night at the rostrum, from this cause

came the accusations of powerful defendants and hatreds hereditary in entire families,

from this cause came the quarrels of the nobles and the continual contests of the Senate

against the plebeians (Dial. 36.2-3).

How vividly Tacitus paints the consequences of the breakdown of political virtue

at Rome! The rule of one man backed by the force of the legions alone could im

pose peace and order on these selfish hearts. We repeat: the Empire destroyed the

Republic by undermining political virtue and the favorable circumstances neces

sary for that precarious morality to flourish. Rome's expansion was the cause of

her ruin.

Let us consider the problem more deeply. Tacitus provides a remarkably

tough and unromantic picture of human nature. It is true, he once mentions an

age of innocence at the beginning (in. 26). But that soon gives way to an age of

ambition and force, rule by the strong. Man is thereafter constituted by an "invet

erate desire for Left unchecked, that desire produces anarchy. There

fore, in some places men have succumbed to the dominion of a king. In others

they have submitted to the rule of laws. Civil society is better than the continued

oppression of the weak by the strong. But if we consider the remarks Tacitus

makes about those laws, we see why no civil society is deserving of his unre

served praise. In the case of Rome, he says only that, "In moderate circum

stances, equality was easily
preserved."

This implies a judgment on the so-called
"virtue"

which some writers tell us flourished at early Rome. Tacitus regards that
"virtue"

frugality, simplicity, patriotism as a mere concomitant of equality.

It is the product of circumstances, a common feeling of weakness or fear of being
dominated by foreign enemies or enemies at home. This political virtue has lim

its. Thus when opportunities arose in the early years (510-367 B.C.), both the

nobles and the plebeians tried to oppress each other. Though political virtue has

limits, it is a real force permitting the early Republic to exist. The loss of this

type of virtue makes for quite a difference between earlier Rome (510- 146 B.C.)

and the corrupt Rome of the civil wars (133-31 B.C.). The absence of praise of

political virtue from
Tacitus'

work as a whole seems to point to a sober separa

tion of political virtue from a rarer true virtue. Tacitus concentrates on redi

recting Roman admiration from the early Republic, where true virtue is admired
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less than political virtue, to the true virtue which can exist even in the Empire.

We do not deny that true virtue existed in the Republic consider Camillus or

Scipio Africanus we merely wish to point out that it is not
that which is gener

ally admired by those who admire the early Republic. Or if they admire that too,

they do not separate it sufficiently from a general admiration of the regime. In

deed, where Tacitus praises an actual political regime, it is not early Rome but

Sparta to which his judgment inclines. We will try to indicate his reasons.

3. The Republican Alternative and Its Limits

What is most important for discovering
Tacitus'

hierarchy of human types and

governments is least visible. One can only recover his thought by pondering on

the noble men he singled out for praise, for he is far more sparing in his praise of

regimes and cities. As we intend to show
later,13

what distinguishes Marcus

Lepidus, Seneca, Thrasea Paetus, and Agricola is the fact that they, with a rare

and noble greatness, practiced virtue for its own sake, not for what it might ac

quire. They were self-sufficient enough to be indifferent to the fact that honor

among the powerful could not attend their goodness in those degraded times of

the Empire. The gentleman who loves virtue above all other good things is the

highest type for Tacitus, insofar as he considers political life and its possibili

ties.14

It is important at the outset to draw a sharp distinction between true virtue or

perfect gentlemanship, and political or vulgar virtue. From this distinction fol

low important implications for
Tacitus'

critique of the Roman Republic, and in

deed all actual politics. Those men are truly virtuous who esteem virtue itself to

be the noblest thing and tend to do what is noble from a love of nobility rather

than from fear of shame or love of the wealth, empire, or even honor that virtue

may
bring.15

Other men, competent and apparently good, but not perfect
gentle-

13. Chapter V.

14. Transpolitical alternativespoetry and philosophy are only considered in the Annales as

they are practiced by active political gentlemen. We reserve until our sixth chapter Tacitus consider

ation of the possibility of a noble withdrawal from political life. In order to examine this question we
will be obliged to leave the horizon of the Annales and study the Dialogus de Oratoribus where the
question of the best life is raised in a more comprehensive way that contrasts transpolitical with
drawal in philosophic poetry with the version of the philosophic life practiced by the thoughtful active
orator.

15. Aristotle's discussion of the magnanimous man reveals that the most virtuous men tend to be
unmoved by the desire for honor. "Most especially the great-souled man is concerned with honors
and dishonors, and he is but moderately pleased in the case of the greatest honors and offered by seri
ous men, since he receives but what is his own or less. For no honor would be worthy of perfect vir
tue. However he will receive them since they do not have anything better to offer him

"

(Eth Nic
1 12435-10). In the time Tacitus writes about, an indifference to public honor became almost a pre
requisite of virtuous conduct, so corrupt and depraved were the Senate and the imperial court where
all political honors in those days were perverted and travestied. We examine this in Chapter V in the
cases of Seneca and Thrasea.
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men, desire virtue as a means to the other
goods.16

These latter who possess

mere political virtue are corruptible in a way that gentlemen are not. We have

drawn this interpretation from the following passages: Hist. 11.38. 1, Agr. 1.1,

and vi. 22. 2, especially when compared with the entire lives of Seneca, Thrasea,

and Agricola, all gentlemen. Given the opportunity, men of political virtue will

be powerfully tempted to prefer the merely external good things such as wealth,

honor even with a tyrant tyranny, and empire to justice. They will prostitute

their virtue to acquire what is not noble or just. Such men are far more common

than the noble type Tacitus admires.

It is just such men who are better off controlled and disciplined by good laws

which minimize temptation. The case for
"virtuous"

republicanism rests on this

basis. Good laws honor virtue and civil spirit. They hold up for admiration ex

emplars of noble devotion to the common good. They educate and shame men,

who would otherwise seek their own selfish goods, to relish treating one another

justly. Yet one cannot speak of true virtue in a context where the good behavior

of the citizens is so radically dependent upon the constitution. For when the con

stitution deteriorates, so do they. On the other hand, the men Tacitus admires in

the Empire are good despite the incentive to base success provided by the inferior

political order of his time.

Despite this critique, the establishment of an aristocratic republic devoted to

political virtue was the masterpiece of the legislator's art. Hereditary monarchies

were disparaged because the good king is too much a matter of chance, and the

virtue that is practiced "under the master's
eye"

is less independent than that that

is enjoined by the laws. Democracy is rule by the
uneducated,17

and the many

tend to be so preoccupied with winning the battle against harsh necessity as to

have less concern with what is noble. Rule by those whose education taught them

to cherish virtue was most likely to be found in well-governed aristocratic repub

lics. The laws of the aristocratic republics of Crete and Sparta were thought to

have provided for this political virtue more than any other actual cities. Tacitus

praises them above Rome twice in his extant
works.18

16. There is a passage in the Eudemian Ethics that seems to well express the distinction at which

Tacitus hints in various places. "A man is a gentleman [noble and good man] because among the

good things those which are noble belong to him for their own sakes, and because he is capable of

practicing the noble things on their own account. The virtues are noble and the deeds that arise from

virtue. There is a certain political habit such as the Spartans possess and other such men. This is the

following habit [hexis]. They are such as to think that they ought to have virtue, but on account of the

things by nature good. For this reason they are good men, for what is by nature good is good for

them. They do not however have perfect gentlemanship [nobleness and goodness]. The noble things

do not belong to them for themselves, nor do they choose the noble and good things. He who

thinks he ought to possess the virtues on account of the external goods practices what is noble by acci

dent. Gentlemanship is then perfect (Eth. Eud. I248b34~49ai8).

17. Dial. 40.2-3. Here the democracies of Rhodes and Athens are most disparaged. Monarchy
is a sort of mean, not so bad as democracy, not so good as the aristocratic republic.

18. Dial. 40.2-3; in. 26. In both of these passages the preference for Sparta over early Rome is

implicit. In the Dialogue, Maternus chooses Sparta as an example of a
"well-constituted"

city when
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These cities were small but self-sufficient, foreigners were excluded, meals

were taken in common, and private property was strictly regulated to
prevent av

arice, vanity, and selfish desires from existing in tension with justice and over

whelming the devotion to the common good. They were aristocratic because ed

ucation of this type was only effective with the few and it was thought that only if

those few set the tone of the society would virtue be honored. Above all, it is im

portant to see that these cities, though organized to preserve freedom and ci

vic order of a high type, refused to
expand.19

They were too small to engage

in imperialistic ventures and they feared that if they admitted more people to

strengthen the armies the well-trained citizens would lose control and freedom

would be lost along with the constitution, education, and the laws. The popula

tion policy is perhaps the crucial difference between these aristocratic republics

and
Rome.20

For hundreds of years, while she remained small and poor, and

confined her ambitions to regions immediately surrounding her in the Pelo-

ponnese, Sparta preserved her liberty and her laws. This is the Sparta Tacitus

praises, not, it is true, as a virtuous city, but as
"well-constituted,"

and posses

sing the "severest discipline and severest
laws."21

No doubt, there was true virtue at Sparta as well, but this is not produced by

any actual constitution and is hardly dependent on laws for its being, at Sparta or

anywhere else, in the way political virtue emphatically is.
Tacitus'

praise of

Sparta refers to her encouragement of political virtue. The relation of Sparta to

true virtue is problematic as it is in all actual cities. A general remark Tacitus

makes elsewhere applies as well to Sparta. "Great and noble virtue only occa

sionally has conquered and surpasses the vice common to small and great cities

alike, ignorance of what is right [recti] and
envy."22

One has only to think of

the treatment the Spartans accorded to
Brasidas,2'

their only outstanding com

mander in the Peloponnesian War, to see how true this is. This is not in the least

meant to suggest that the Spartans did not think that they were cultivating true

virtue when they taught patriotism and courage. It is Tacitus who suggests that

his critique of corrupt Rome would have made it natural for him to contrast the corruption of the city
in its decline with its pristine simplicity and soundness. The fact that he does not, suggests that he

shares
Tacitus'

view (m.26-27) that early Rome was not
"well-constituted."

In the Annales, where
Tacitus speaks in his own name, contrast the praise of the laws of Sparta and Crete, each of which

had a single law-giver, with the haphazard origins of the laws of Rome (111.26. 3).

19. Polybius, Histories, vi.50.

20. Consider Hist. 11.38: "Equality was easily preserved in moderate
circumstances."

But what
changed these circumstances above all was Rome's policy of admitting numerous foreigners to swell
her conquering armies. The disorder of the large population was the price paid for the ability to ex

pand. This was also the view ofMachiavelli; see his comparison between Rome and Sparta Discorsi
1.6.

21. Dial. 40.2-3.

22. Agr. 1 . 1 . For a discussion of the problematic argument on the basis of which the cities act
see Aristotle Politics 128433^34.

23. "He [Brasidas] sent word to Sparta and bid them to send out another army in addition
The Spartans did not comply, partly because of the envy of the chief men. and partly since they
wished to get back the men from the island and end the

war."

Thucydides, iv 108.
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they did not devote themselves to true virtue; but his reserve is qualified by a

judgment that this may be the highest that can be expected from any actual city.

It is certainly the best that has hitherto been accomplished. He is in fundamental

agreement with Plato, who elaborated a best regime devoted to the cultivation of

true virtue, but made it clear that this regime radically differs from actual cities

and is not a likely possibility. Aristotle's best regime also is meant to make the

cultivation of true virtue the public purpose of politics. It is less radically dif

ferent than Plato's from the political practice of the cities. But Aristotle also

makes it clear that the object of his best regime is quite different from that of even

the best governed actual
cities.24

It is not impossible for it to come into being,

but certain conditions would have to be fulfilled which are
difficult25

and hence

a matter of chance. Aristotle's best regime, as well as Plato's, is an object of

prayer, rather than a reality. The limited nature of
Tacitus'

praise of Sparta pre

serves this outlook that even the best actual cities fall short of what is truly best.

He prays for what is truly
best,26

no less than Plato or Aristotle, and yet is no

more sanguine than they about its possibility.

4.
Tacitus'

Assessment of the Doctrine of the Mixed Constitution

There was an important history of the Roman Republic which had become a

respected part of the tradition by
Tacitus'

time. This was
Polybius'

history of

Rome's growth during the Punic Wars (264-201 B.C.) and their aftermath, until

the final destruction of Carthage (146 B.C.). Polybius, a leader from the Achaean

League, detained at Rome as a hostage, became the friend of Scipio Africanus,

the younger, and had written during this period at the height of Roman prosper

ity. The sixth book of his Historiae contains a theoretical discussion of the com

parative weaknesses and strengths of various constitutions. The three unmixed

forms monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy are shown to be precarious,

since rulers having absolute power are easily corrupted. There is a cycle of cor

ruptions and revolutions. A king is chosen for his virtue. Power passes from this

good king to his heirs who are corrupted by power and deservedly overthrown by
the oppressed nobles. Under the influence of power these nobles then degenerate

and become mere oligarchs, provoking a democratic revolt. Subsequently the

democrats become a mob, unwilling to rule by law. In the all-prevailing license a

strong man comes to power and the cycle is renewed.

Polybius thought he had observed that the most stable constitutions were those

which forestalled the corruption of even good men by refusing to give complete

power to any one man or
faction.27

The mixed constitution he described is

24. Aristotle, Pol. 133355-10.

25. Ibid., 1325533-40.

26. Dial 41.4.

27. Cicero followed Polybius in Book II of his dialogue, De Republica, in treating Rome as a

mixed constitution. The chief speaker. Scipio Africanus. the younger, identifies the mixed constitu

tion as better than all the simpler forms (De Rep. 1.69). In Book II Scipio describes the genesis and
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different from Aristotle's polity which attempted to calm
the struggle of rich and

poor by giving power to a large agrarian middle
class.28

In these best constitu

tions of Polybius, power was shared by being divided between the factions of the

rich and the poor. Each faction was given an institution the assembly, the

Senate in some sense dependent on the other, and capable of resisting attempts

at oppression by its rival. The balance was further strengthened by the establish

ment of an intermediary monarchic power to check excesses in either of the two

factions. Thus the mixed constitution was to include a stable balance of monar

chy, aristocracy and democracy. It resembles the constitutions of Sparta, Crete,

and Carthage which Aristotle singles out as the best actual constitutions of his

time, and then
criticizes.29

The two
"noblest"

such constitutions known to

Polybius were those of Sparta before the Peloponnesian War, and the Rome of

his own time. They differed mainly in that Sparta's was devised to preserve her

own freedom and territory, while Rome's made her capable of expanding. Un-

development of that mixed constitution at Rome, apparently drawing on a lost section of
Polybius'

Histories for his facts (De Rep. 11.27). Polybius had also taught that the Roman constitution was the

product of chance and necessity rather than a prudent legislator (Hist, vi.io). However, this same

teaching is manipulated adroitly by Scipio to show a dimension of politics that had not been seen 5y
the all-too-political Polyhius. Scipio's true inspiration is Plato, and it is the Platonic teaching that

there is a limit to the justice and rationality that is to he found in actual politics that he truly wishes to

develop. Plato had shown this 5y devising an imaginary city that was organized according to reason

and then indicating to the careful reader the reasons why such a city is highly unlikely to come into

heing (De Rep. 11.21). Scipio, whose teaching has the same intent, uses a different method (adapted

to Rome). He pretends that Rome is the ideal city, "attributing to reason what was done by chance or
necessity"

(De Rep. 11.22). On the surface he idealizes or beautifies Rome, but he indicates for the

careful reader the limitations of his argument (see especially De Rep.
11.57- 59). Cicero's true view

of the character of the early Roman Republic is not this idealized view, but much closer to the view

presented by Tacitus (see especially De Rep. 1.62 and Ann. 111 27.1-2). Because the description in

Book II of the origin and development of the constitution of the "best
city"

is really devoted to a sub

ordinate argument the limits of reason in politics Cicero must complete that description with a

discussion of the principles of justice and their proper place in civic life. Much of this discussion, to

which Books III and IV were devoted, is now lost. The intentions of the idealization of Rome may be

surmised. Cicero wished to show that philosophy is not subversive, and thus to make a home for it

among educated Romans. The Republica is a masterpiece in his ongoing campaign against the politi

cal irresponsibility of Epicureanism. This is the first and greatest intent. But there may have been a

more timely inspiration. The De Republica was begun in 54 B.C., during an interval in Rome's en
demic civil wars. Is it too much to suspect that Cicero had the further intent of adorning the cause of
the Republic? Perhaps he wished to persuade men to devote themselves to the regime while there was
still a chance that it might be saved. This would account for the fact that, while sharing

Tacitus'

view

of the defects of the Republic, he is not so outspoken about them. He feared that what would come af
ter the Republic would 5e worse. By

Tacitus'

time the Republic was irrecoverably lost.
Cicero then is closer to Plato than Polybius in his understanding of politics. Perhaps it would not

be an exaggeration to say, that consequently, he is closer to Tacitus. We reserve for our last chapter a
more complete treatment of

Tacitus'

understanding ofCicero's theoretical position. For the essentials
of this interpretation ofCicero's De Republica, I am happy to express my indebtedness to my teacher,
Father Ernest Fortin (cf. "The Patristic Sense of

Community,"

Augustinian Studies 4 (1973) pp
194-95).

28. Aristotle, Pol. I295bi-96a2i.
29. Ibid., I269a29-73b26.
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like Tacitus, Polybius seems to regard this difference as a mere matter of arbi

trary choice, concerning which he makes no prudential
judgment.30

He writes:

For guarding their own [country] securely and watching over their freedom, the legis

lation of Lycurgos is self-sufficient and for those who embrace this end. it must be

agreed that there neither is nor has been any constitution or discipline preferable to that

of Lycurgos. But if someone longs for more, and holds that it is nobler [kallion] and

more august [semnoteron] than that to rule many, and to conquer and be a despot over

many, and have all look up and turn to him, for this one must agree that the Spartan

constitution is deficient and the constitution of the Romans is superior and better con

stituted for gaining power (Hist, vi.50).

We have already seen that precisely this difference between the two constitu

tions leads Tacitus to prefer
"well-constituted"

Sparta to Rome. Polybius seems

to accept the
"natural"

acquisitiveness of men much more uncritically. Probably
connected to this is the fact that I have not been able to find in

Polybius'

extant

works a critique, express or implied, of political virtue such as we find in Taci

tus. Since he does not seem to regard it as conventional and thereby precarious,

he does not make a theoretical point of condemning expansionist republics like

Rome whose policy and success will undermine political virtue. Sparta and

Rome are just two different choices for him. Yet he is aware of the consequences

of world empire, if not empire simply. He does predict the corruption and down

fall of Rome:

Whenever a constitution has pushed its way through many and great dangers and after

wards reaches superiority and sovereignty without any more battles ]aderiton], it is

clear that as happiness settles in it more, lives become more extravagant and men more

contentious than necessary about offices and other charges. As these things proceed,

the desire of office, and the shame of losing reputation, as well as the boastfulness of

the lives and extravagance will be the beginning of a change for the worse (Hist.

vi. 57).

Polybius continues in saying corruption of morals at Rome will result in mob

rule, the worst of all governments. This is a transformation that even the most

perfectly balanced mixed regime will undergo as a result of its expansion. Per

haps because he lived among the irrevocably expansionist Romans, Polybius did

not draw the conclusion that expansion beyond a certain point is not good for

even the most well-tempered mixed constitution. Perhaps he believed that to try

to prevent expansion was so much against natural desires as to be impractical;

certainly it was too late at Rome in
Polybius'

time, and perhaps impossible there

at any time. Even Sparta had not chosen to resist the opportunity to expand pro

vided by the defeat of Athens at Aegospotami. The empire she built then was her

ruin (Hist. vi.49-50), and this despite the admirable and ancient discipline of

Lycurgos, which had until then preserved the city orderly and free, though small,

for over four hundred years.

30. Polybius, Histories vi.50.



94 Interpretation

Tacitus refers to Polybius in an important theoretical passage, and though the

passage is concise and difficult, I believe he indicates fundamental agreement

with
Polybius'

analysis of the mixed character of the old Roman constitution.

The passage is concerned with the object of writing history. Tacitus shifts the

emphasis in this object rather than really disagreeing with Polybius in the
precise-

analysis of the balance of powers in the Roman constitution. Polybius admires

the Roman constitution as it is (in Hist. vi. io, he calls it the "noblest constitution

of my time"). He makes no distinction between political and true virtue. Thus

there is a tendency in Polybius to cultivate a taste that accepts the goals and char

acter of ordinary political men uncritically. Tacitus does not dispute the analysis

of the Roman constitution as mixed, though he seems to be less willing to praise

it. The objective of his history is to produce an admiration for what is truly admi

rable in human character, an admiration that is all too rarely found among the

people at large (cf. Agr. i.i).
Tacitus'

critique of
Polybius'

history is not as

much that it is wrong about the constitution, but that it is conventional in its stan

dards of judgment. It is not a truly classical work. Tacitus claims to guide men in

an unconventional or thoughtful ability to distinguish the noble and the base, the

useful and the harmful. He intends not only to inform about what happened, but

to form judgment and taste. History as Tacitus conceives it is a school for perfect

gentlemen. The following is his most comprehensive statement on the purpose of

history. Here he seems to be separating himself from Polybius.

Either the people or the chief men, or individuals rule all nations and cities. The form

of the republic which is chosen Irom these and united is easier to be praised than to

come about, and if it comes about it is by no means able to be of long duration. There

fore, as once, when the plebeians were strong or the Senators prevailed, the nature of

the commons had to be known, and by what means it could be moderately contained;

and as those who best and most thoroughly understood the characters of the Senate and

the nobles were believed experienced in the times and wise, thus since the constitution

has been changed and there is no other Roman state than the commands of one man, it

is useful to gather and hand down these things. This is because few men distinguish the

noble things from the worse by prudence, and the useful from the harmful, but many
are taught by the results that have happened to others (iv.33. 1-2).

The passage is quite concise. We understand its sense as follows. For the most
part nations and cities are ruled by a part of the citizens. Rule by the people is de

mocracy, rule by the chiefmen aristocracy or oligarchy, rule by one man monar
chy or tyranny. The "form of the republic which is chosen from these and

united"

or the mixed constitution is difficult to bring into being. It has been praised

highly in the traditional works of political philosophy. Here Tacitus may have in
mind Aristotle, but from what follows it seems most clear that he thinks of

Polybius and perhaps Cicero. The latter two had identified the Roman republic as
a mixed constitution and praised it highly as stable. Tacitus presupposes this

identification of Rome with a mixed constitution in all that lollows. Indeed, from
what has been said earlier about the Republic, we do not see how he could do
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otherwise. The people and the nobles both had a share in the government, ruling

through the assemblies and the Senate respectively. However, Tacitus does not

follow Cicero or Polybius in emphasizing the stability or security of Rome's

mixed constitution. We have seen already how little he is willing to credit that

myth, which was, no doubt, ennobling and useful as long as the Republic lasted.

Strictly speaking, a perfectly balanced mixed constitution is "by no means able to

be of long
duration."

Tacitus illustrates this contention with reference to Roman

history. Rather than perfect balance, Tacitus sees an underlying sharing of power

which was somewhat fluid, with nobles predominating at some times under cer

tain circumstances, and people predominating at others. Rather than relying on

an institutional
"settlement"

of the political problem, Tacitus indicates its fluid

character, even in the mixed constitution. In the mixed constitution no less than

in the rule by a part, there is always need for moderate leadership. For Tacitus

this is the universal necessity for maintenance of rule and justice in all politics.

While aware that no regime is eternal, Polybius tended to emphasize the

longest lasting ones. He intended above all to teach future constitution makers to

avoid the defects of the pure rule of some part, whether nobles, king, or com

mons, by giving a share of the constitution to all three. The power of artifice and

constitution-making tended to be magnified in
Polybius'

somewhat optimistic

work.31

In Tacitus we find the reverse. He is impressed by the prevalence of fac

tional rule or rule by a part of the community. In effect this means he is im

pressed by the ubiquitous power of unreason and injustice. The mixed constitu

tion, which he implies deserves praise, is nevertheless rare and precarious. It is

"easier to be praised than to come about, and if it comes about, it is by no means

able to be long
lasting."

There is seldom any respite for long-suffering humanity

from oppression by corrupt and insolent rules. The best that can be hoped for is

that it will be possible for wise and benevolent men to lead the dominant part of

the community to exercise rule in a moderate way. If most rule is but rule of a

faction, it is necessary to "know its
nature"

and to know "by what means it could

be moderately
contained."

For moderation in the pursuit of their own good is the

most that can be hoped for from most men. One who had discerned this sobering

truth will not then ordinarily admire governments, but will be more concerned

with the extraordinary men who arise under all governments and yet who are al

ways more or less limited in the exercise of their understanding and benevolence

by the prevalence of folly and injustice. Such men are rare: "Few men distin

guish the noble things from the worse by
prudence."

It seems that Tacitus writes

history especially for those of us in the second rank, who are not prudent by na

ture, but who can learn from the results of
others'

deeds. Since Tacitus is prudent

by nature he exhibits to us the deeds of men in such a way as to form our judg-

3 1 . See Professor Thomas Pangle's illuminating account of
Polyhius'

role in the development of

Montesquieu's teaching on the halance of powers in the
constitutional doctrine he developed which is

at the hasis of modern liberal democracy: Montesquieu's Philosophy ofLiberalism, A Commentary

on the Spirit of Ihe Laws (Chicago: University of Chicago. 1973). pp. 120-22.
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ment so we too can contribute to just, moderate, and effective government in a

world that is always difficult.

It necessarily follows from this sobering outlook that Tacitus does not teach

his readers to despair, even in the dark times of the Empire. They are not entirely

different from all other times.
Tacitus'

partial debunking of the much-admired

Roman Republic serves the important function of revealing the exposed and pre

carious condition of true virtue always and everywhere. There is an eternal dis

proportion between the goals of society and the goal of true virtue. If we might

speculate on
Tacitus'

understanding of the causes of this disproportion, we

would suggest the following. The man of true virtue longs for happiness or self-

sufficiency for himself and justice in his relations with his fellow men. Because

of the greatness of his mind, he tends to attain this politically through benefiting
others. Since most men are not so well endowed, and since they mistake what is

truly good, their innate quest for self-sufficiency leads them to tend to sacrifice

others, even their fellow citizens, to their longing for self-sufficiency or happi

ness. Under certain circumstances such as the Roman Republic, there was a

greater incentive to use men of true virtue to help the society acquire the goods

and honor most men equate with self-sufficiency. Even so, the goal of the Repub

lic was not fostering virtue but the well-being of its members; virtue was only a

means to this end, not the goal itself. Therefore,
Tacitus'

ideal cannot be the Re

public. As politics uses virtue for its ends, virtue uses politics for its ends. For

this reason, Tacitus is more favorable to the Republic than the Empire, since at

least it was possible for virtuous men to participate actively in republican poli

tics. Now we turn to the character of the Principate to see how the situation of the

virtuous became worse, even if not entirely different when the regime changed.

In a sense, we may say that this chapter has enabled us to separate
Tacitus'

true

standard of evaluation of politics from a false one virtue from the Republic.


