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INVENTING THE INDIVIDUAL

‘[Inventing the Individual] is a magnificent work of intellectual, psychological and spiritual history. It is hard to decide which is more remarkable: the breadth of learning displayed on almost every page, the infectious enthusiasm that suffuses the whole book, the riveting originality of the central argument or the emotional power and force with which it is deployed. Siedentop takes us on a 2,000-year journey that starts with the almost inconceivably remote city states of the ancient world and ends with the Renaissance. In the course of this journey, he explodes many (perhaps even most) of the preconceptions that run through the public culture of our day – and that I took for granted before reading this book. Inventing the Individual is not an exercise in dry-as-dust antiquarianism, still less in pop-historical fun and games. Siedentop’s aim has a breathtaking grandeur about it: to persuade us to ask ourselves who we are and where we are going by showing us where we have come from’ David Marquand, New Statesman

‘Extraordinarily wide-ranging, scholarly and beautifully written … filled with insight … Siedentop has achieved something quite extraordinary. In this learned, subtle, enjoyable and digestible work he has offered back to us a proper version of ourselves. He has explained us to ourselves … magisterial, timeless yet timely’ Douglas Murray, Spectator

‘Thoroughly interesting and fundamentally convincing … given the range of the material and the audacity of his argument, the account is admirably nuanced … formidable … Inventing the Individual is written with effortless lucidity’ Jeffrey Collins, The Times Literary Supplement

‘Inventing the Individual … seeks answers to the question, “Is it mere coincidence that liberal secularism developed in the Christian West?” Siedentop argues convincingly that it is not and offers an engaging and timely synthesis reaching back to the Classical world to explain why … If there is just one book you read this summer, make it this brave, brilliant and beautifully written defence of the western tradition’ Paul Lay, History Today

‘Erudite and elegantly-written … There is much that is intriguing in this audacious argument’ Jeremy Jennings, Standpoint

‘Intellectual history at its best’ Nick Spencer, Theos Think Tank

‘As Larry Siedentop’s erudite and provocative cultural history shows, inhabitants of the pre-Christian world did not think of themselves as “individuals” in the way we understand the world today … Inventing the Individual spans 2,000 years of history, but it has a 21st century message … Siedentop has made an original contribution to this intriguing historical debate – and proved that he at least is not afraid to stand out from the crowd’ Andrew Lynch, Sunday Business Post
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Prologue: What is the West About?

Does it still make sense to talk about ‘the West’? People who live in the nations once described as part of Christendom – what many would now call the post-Christian world – seem to have lost their moral bearings. We no longer have a persuasive story to tell ourselves about our origins and development. There is little narrative sweep in our view of things. For better or worse, things have just happened to us.

Some may welcome this condition, seeing it as liberation from historical myths such as the biblical story of human sin and redemption or a belief in progress ‘guaranteed’ by the development of science. Others will argue that a more inclusive narrative about globalization has made anything like a Western narrative not only obsolete but also morally dubious.

I cannot agree. If we look at the West against a global background, the striking thing about our situation is that we are in a competition of beliefs, whether we like it or not.

The development of Islamic fundamentalism – and the terrorist movements it sometimes inspires – is the most obvious example. A view of the world in which religious law excludes a secular sphere and in which the subordination of women compromises belief in human equality is incompatible with moral intuitions widespread in the West. And that is only one example. The transmuting of Marxist socialism into quasi-capitalism in the world’s largest country, China, provides another. In China the governing ideology has become a crass form of utilitarianism, enshrining majority interests even at the expense of justice or human liberty. That, too, offends some of our deepest intuitions.

But do these intuitions mean that the West can still be defined in terms of shared beliefs? It can offer beliefs usually described as ‘liberal’. But here we immediately encounter a problem. For in the eyes of Islamic fundamentalists, and indeed in the eyes of not a few in the West, liberalism has come to stand for ‘non-belief’ – for indifference and permissiveness, if not for decadence. Why is that? And is the charge justified?

This book is an attempt to find out. Its argument rests on two assumptions. The first is that if we are to understand the relationship between beliefs and social institutions – that is, to understand ourselves – then we have to take a very long view. Deep moral changes, changes in belief, can take centuries to begin to modify social institutions. It is folly to expect popular habits and attitudes to change overnight.

The second assumption is that beliefs are nonetheless of primary importance, an assumption once far more widely held than it is today. In the nineteenth century there was a prolonged contest between ‘idealist’ and ‘materialist’ views of historical change, with the latter holding that social order rests not so much on shared beliefs but on technology, economic interdependence and an advanced social division of labour. Even the declining appeal of Marxism in the later twentieth century did not discredit that view. Rather, in a strange afterlife, Marxism infiltrated liberal thinking, creating a further temptation to downgrade the role of beliefs. That temptation became all the greater because of the unprecedented prosperity enjoyed by the West after the Second World War. We have come to worship at the shrine of economic growth.

This book, by contrast, will take moral beliefs as seriously as possible, by looking at a series of ‘moments’ when changed beliefs began to impact on social relations over a period of nearly two millennia. That is not to say that beliefs have been the only cause at work. The story of Western development is not simple or unilinear. No cause has been uniquely powerful at all times. Nonetheless, it seems to me that moral beliefs have given a clear overall ‘direction’ to Western history.

So I tell a story about how the ‘individual’ became the organizing social role in the West – that is, how the ‘civil society’ which we take for granted emerged, with its characteristic distinction between public and private spheres and its emphasis on the role of conscience and choice. It is a story about the slow, uneven and difficult steps which have led to individual moral agency being publicly acknowledged and protected, with equality before the law and enforceable ‘basic’ rights.

A fundamental change in moral belief shaped the world we live in. But this is not to say that those who introduced or promoted that change foresaw or desired its eventual social consequences. My story is, in part, about the unintended consequences of that change of belief. Tracing those consequences is an important part of the story of Western liberalism.

Today many people in the West describe themselves as Christians, without regularly going to church or having even a rudimentary knowledge of Christian doctrine. Is this just hypocrisy or ignorance? Perhaps not. It may suggest that people have a sense that the liberal secular world they live in – and for the most part endorse – is a world shaped by Christian beliefs. If so, by describing themselves in that way, they are paying tribute to the origins of their moral intuitions.

Is it mere coincidence that liberal secularism developed in the Christian West? This book is an attempt to answer that question. Telling a story about the development of a concept over two millennia is, to say the least, not fashionable. Understandably, historians have become nervous of anything like teleological argument, surveying the damage done by historicist theories of ‘progress’ put forward in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. I have tried to avoid that danger.

Nor is that the only danger. The division of intellectual labour and the sheer accumulation of knowledge today pose a great risk for anyone trying to pick a way through such a long period. Specialists are bound to have reservations, noticing omissions and distortions, if not outright mistakes. But must we abandon the attempt to identify and follow longer threads in historical development? In my view, that would be too high a price to pay.

Inevitably, this book is a work of interpretation rather than of primary scholarship. It draws on sources which I have found to be the most penetrating and original, selected from the myriad of sources available. The process of selection has, I am sure, left many valuable sources aside. Nonetheless, there are a number of historians, living and dead, whose writings strike me as both towering achievements and crucial aids in pursuing answers to the questions I explore. I am greatly indebted to their example. They are the real heroes of this book: Fustel de Coulanges, François Guizot, Brian Tierney, Harold Berman and Peter Brown. If this book does nothing more than draw their writings to the attention of a wider readership, it will have achieved something. Yet my hope is that this book may also contribute to a better understanding of that liberal tradition which is at the core of Western identity.

A lifetime of reading, conversation and argument has shaped the pages that follow. Some of the most important friendships which have influenced me are now, alas, matters of memory: friendships with Paul Fried, Myron Gilmore, John Plamenatz, Isaiah Berlin and John Burrow. Burrow read the larger part of the manuscript before his death, providing, as always, comments that were penetrating, helpful and witty. Others who have read and commented on virtually the whole manuscript include Guglielmo Verdirame, Henry Mayr-Harting, Diarmaid MacCulloch and Edward Skidelsky. Their comments and criticisms have been invaluable. To Guglielmo and to Henry Newman I owe a special debt – for innumerable evenings when conversation ranged over all the issues of our time. Their generosity and loyalty helped to make this book possible.

Finally, I want to salute Ruth Dry, at Keble College, Oxford, whose patience in the face of the successive revisions of the manuscript has been remarkably good-humoured.

LAS

Keble College, Oxford,

August 2013
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THE WORLD OF ANTIQUITY








1

The Ancient Family

If we in the West are to understand the world we have created, we must first of all understand another world very remote from our own – remote, not in space, but in time.

The distant past often lives on in surprising ways. Let us take the practice of a man who carries his bride over the threshold of their new home. Who would suppose that this amiable custom is the survival of beliefs that underpinned a society utterly different from our own? It was in many ways a repugnant society. It was a society in which the worship of ancestors, the family as a cult and primogeniture created radically unequal social identities, not just between men and women but also between the first-born son and other male offspring.

So to understand a custom that in its origins was not amiable but stern and obligatory, we must put our preconceptions to one side. We must imagine ourselves into a world where action was governed by norms reflecting exclusively the claims of the family, its memories, rituals and roles, rather than the claims of the individual conscience. We must imagine ourselves into a world of humans or persons who were not ‘individuals’ as we would understand them now.

Since the sixteenth century and the advent of the nation-state, people in the West have come to understand ‘society’ to mean an association of individuals. Until recently that understanding was accompanied by a sense of difference, a sense that other cultures had a different basis of organization, whether that was caste, clan or tribe. But in recent decades the Western impact on the rest of the world through capitalism, the spread of democracy and the language of human rights has weakened such a sense of difference. Globalization has made it easier to project an individualized model of society – one that privileges individual preferences and rational choice – onto the whole world.

We have become victims of our own success. For we are in danger of taking this primacy of the individual as something ‘obvious’ or ‘inevitable’, something guaranteed by things outside ourselves rather than by historical convictions and struggles. Of course, every human has his or her own body and mind. But does this establish that human equality is decreed by nature rather than culture?

Nature, in the form of genetic endowment, is a necessary, but not a sufficient condition. A legal foundation for equality, in the form of fundamental rights for every person, is also required. In order to see this, it is important to understand how far the Western world has moved away from its origins, as well as how and why. We need to follow the steps between then and now. It will not always be easy. Widespread complacency about the victory of an individualized model of society reflects a worrying decline in historical understanding. For example, to regard Aristotle’s definition of slaves as ‘living tools’, or the presumption in antiquity that women could not be fully rational agents, merely as ‘mistakes’ – symptoms of an underdeveloped sense of justice – scarcely advances comprehension of the past. After all, radical social inequality was far easier to sustain and more plausible in societies where literacy was so restricted.

It is commonplace to locate Western cultural origins in Greece, Rome and Judaeo-Christianity. Which of these sources should be considered the most important? The question has received different answers at different periods. In the middle ages, Christianity was seen as the crucial source, a view that the sixteenth-century Reformation preserved. The eighteenth-century Enlightenment saw things differently, however. In their attack on ‘superstition’ and clerical privileges, Enlightenment thinkers sought to minimize the moral and intellectual distance between modern Europe and Graeco-Roman antiquity. They did this by maximizing the gap between the ‘dark’ middle ages and the ‘light’ of their own age. For them, natural science and rational enquiry had replaced Christian belief as the agency of human progress. The liberation of the individual from feudal social hierarchies – as well as the liberation of the human mind from self-serving clerical dogmas – represented the birth of modernity.

So the millennium between the fall of the Western Roman empire and the Renaissance became an unfortunate interlude, a regression in humanity. Gibbon’s famous history of Roman decline and fall invited modern Europeans to share in elegant mourning for antiquity, mixing sadness with the fun of anti-clerical mockery. As for the moral import of Christian beliefs, it often received short shrift. Gibbon’s comment about a late Roman matron who gave her daughter to Christ because she was determined to be ‘the mother-in-law’ of God says it all. For Gibbon and many of his contemporaries, the modern era of individual emancipation was a return to the freer, secular spirit of antiquity – a view that remains widespread, even if it is now largely purged of virulent anti-clericalism.

But just how free and secular were ancient Greece and Rome? In order to answer that question, we have to probe the religious and moral beliefs that originally gave rise to the institutions of the ancient city-state, the polis. For those beliefs shaped a distinctive conception of society, a conception of society that was not seriously challenged until the first century AD.

Once we look closely at the beliefs and practices which shaped Greece and Rome in their infancy, and which survived in large part at their apogee, we find ourselves drawn back to an utterly remote moral world – to an Indo-European world that antedated even the polytheism we normally associate with Greece and Rome. We find ourselves entering a mind-set that generated a conception of society in which the family was everything. It was not only (in our terms) a civil but also a religious institution, with the paterfamilias acting not only as the family’s magistrate but also as its high priest.

To recapture that world – to see and feel what acting in it was like – requires an extraordinary imaginative leap. The writer who has best succeeded in making that leap into the minds of the peoples settling Greece and the Italian peninsula several millennia ago was a French historian, Fustel de Coulanges. His book The Ancient City (1864), one of the most remarkable books of the nineteenth century, reveals how prehistoric religious beliefs shaped first the domestic and then the public institutions of Greece and Rome. It exposes the nature of the ancient family. ‘The study of the ancient rules of private law enables us to obtain a glimpse, beyond the times that are called historic, of a succession of centuries during which the family was the sole form of society.’1

Working backwards from the earliest Greek and Roman law codes, Fustel de Coulanges explores a world in which ancestor worship created a domestic religion. His book remains by far ‘the most influential of modern works on the ancient city’.2 Yet Fustel himself distrusted much modern writing about antiquity, apparently considering that terms like ‘rationality’ and ‘private property’ can introduce anachronism and prevent us from entering minds and institutions so different from our own. ‘If we desire to understand antiquity, our first rule should be to support ourselves upon the evidence that comes from the ancients.’3 It is that determination that gives Fustel’s work its great value.

Fustel draws not only on the first law codes, but also on the earliest historians, philosophers and playwrights in order to recapture the meaning of the beliefs that shaped the ancient family and city. He may at times exaggerate the symmetry and reach of those beliefs, when tracing the emergence of the Greek and Roman polis from a prehistoric society of families. Other causes were at work. The reality was at times more messy than Fustel suggests. For the way humans understand themselves never captures the whole truth. It selects, simplifies and at times distorts. Nonetheless, Fustel’s ability to trace the roots of institutions from language itself and early law is remarkable. Thus, his account remains close to the understanding which ancient thinkers – not least Aristotle – had of their own social development.4 Their beliefs about themselves were Fustel’s central concern. They will also be ours.

For Fustel, at its origin the ancient family was both the focus and the medium of religious belief. It was an instrument of immortality, at once a metaphysic and a cult. The practices of the ancient family met the needs of self-conscious creatures seeking to overcome the fact of death. Around the family hearth – with the father tending its sacred fire, offering sacrifices, libations and incantations learned from his father – members of the family achieved union with their ancestors and prepared their future. The fire on the family hearth could not be allowed to die out, for it was deemed to be alive. Its flickering, immaterial flame did not just represent the family’s ancestors. It was their ancestors, who were thought to live underground and who had to be provided with food and drink, if they were not to become malevolent spirits. Tending the fire therefore became an overarching obligation. The eldest son would succeed his father as custodian of the rites of the family hearth, that is, as its high priest. And his eldest son would follow him.

The circle established by religious belief was exclusively domestic. Gods could not be shared. Only deceased males related by blood could be worshipped as family gods. And it was believed that dead ancestors would only accept offerings from members of the family. Strangers were therefore excluded from the worship of the dead, for fear of gross impropriety or sacrilege. ‘The ancient Greek language has a very significant word to designate a family. It is … a word which signifies, literally, that which is near a hearth. A family was a group of persons whom religion permitted to invoke the same sacred fire, and to offer the funeral repast to the same ancestors.’5 If the hearth was not properly protected and tended, the ancestors (‘gods of the interior’) who ‘rested’ beneath it would become dissatisfied and wandering, as demons making trouble for the living rather than as gods.

These beliefs in the sacred fire and divine ancestors, revealed by study of the roots of the Greek and Latin languages (which Fustel supplemented with other Indo-European sources such as the Vedas), should not be dismissed as mere anthropological curiosities. For practices established by these beliefs survived, even if modified, into historical times as the domestic practices of Greece and Rome. Indeed, they established the framework of everyday life until the advent of Christianity.


In the house of every Greek and Roman was an altar; on this altar there had always to be a small quantity of ashes, and a few lighted coals. It was a sacred obligation for the master of every house to keep the fire up night and day. Woe to the house where it was extinguished. Every evening they covered the coal with ashes to prevent them from being entirely consumed. In the morning the first care was to revive this fire with a few twigs. The fire ceased to glow upon the altar only when the entire family had perished; an extinguished hearth, an extinguished family, were synonymous expressions among the ancients.6

 

The absolute authority of the eldest male, keeper of the sacred fire and preserver of the family cult, later found expression as paterfamilias. His authority was a direct consequence of religious belief. And for any son to remain single was deemed to be a dereliction of duty, because it was a threat to the immortality of the family.

Other domestic practices in Greece and Rome – the subordinate role of women, the nature of marriage, property rights and inheritance rules – were also direct consequences of religious belief. Let us take the role of women first. Women could participate in the worship of the dead only through their father or husband. For descent was traced exclusively through the male line. But even then religion governed the definition of relationships so entirely that an adopted son, once he was admitted to the family worship, shared its ancestors, while a son who abandoned the family worship ceased altogether to be a relation, becoming unknown.

If we return to the example of a bride being carried across the threshold of her new home, we can now begin to understand the origins of the practice. In a world where the family was the only social institution, and the family worship the source of personal identity, the move from one family to another was a truly momentous step for a young woman, a step that changed her identity completely. So what had to happen for a marriage to take place? First, the daughter had to be separated for ever from her own family, in a formal ceremony before its sacred fire. But in renouncing her family worship, she lost all identity. She became, temporarily, a non-person. That is why her future husband had to carry her across the threshold of his family house. Only when she had been received into the worship of her new family, in another solemn ceremony before their sacred fire, did she acquire a new identity – an identity that enabled her to enter and leave the house of her own accord. Now, once again, she had ancestors and a future.

Clearly, the family – past, present and future – was the basic unit of social reality. It was necessarily the building block of any larger social units. Nothing could legitimately violate its domain. Fustel argues that this reflected a prehistoric period when the family, more or less extended, was the only social institution, long before the growth of cities and governments. Beating the bounds of the family domain was understood as establishing not just a physical but also a moral frontier. Outside that frontier were strangers and enemies. Nor were these two sharply distinguished. Initially at least, those outside the family circle were not deemed to share any attributes with those within. No common humanity was acknowledged, an attitude confirmed by the practice of enslavement.

There was an intimate connection between these beliefs about the nature of the family and the origin of the idea of property rights. The family hearth or altar, and with it the divine ancestors or gods of the family, provided the focus of a sedentary life, of a fixed relationship with the soil.


There are three things which, from the most ancient times, we find founded and solidly established in these Greek and Roman societies: the domestic religion; the family; and the right of property – three things which had in the beginning a manifest relation, and which appear to have been inseparable. The idea of private property existed in the religion itself. Every family had its hearth and its ancestors. These gods could be adored only by this family, and protected it alone. They were its property.7

 

The boundaries of the family property were also the boundaries of a sacred domain. Just as two sacred fires and the gods they embodied could not be merged, even through intermarriage, so family enclosures had to remain distinct.

This primitive belief survived in practices centuries later, when the Greeks and Romans first built cities. For while urban houses had to be much closer together, they could not be contiguous or joined – some space, however slight, had to separate them. ‘At Rome the law fixed two feet and a half as the width of the free space, which was always to separate two houses, and this space was consecrated to “the god of the enclosure”.’8 No doubt the building of tenements later compromised this prohibition. But it shaped Roman property law at the outset.

Today when we see other humans, we see them first of all as individuals with rights, rather than family members, each with an assigned status. That is, we now see humans as rational agents whose ability to reason and choose makes it right to attribute to them an underlying equality of status, a moral equality. We are even inclined to see this moral equality as a fact of perception rather than a social valuation, so ingrained is our assumption that rational agency demands equal concern and respect.

Yet as we can already see it was not always so. In recapturing the prehistoric religious beliefs and practices that gave rise to the Greek and Roman city, the roots of their domestic institutions, we find ourselves entering a world of, so to speak, small family churches. No one was allowed to worship at more than one hearth or sacrifice to more than one series of divine ancestors – for each series constituted a perpetual divinity, joining past, present and future family members and protecting them exclusively. To be involved in sacrifices at more than one sacred hearth would have been seen as monstrous, an impiety likely to bring disaster to both families.

As each family had its own gods, from whom it sought protection and to whom it offered sacrifices, separation from the family worship involved losing all personal identity. That is why Fustel de Coulanges was right to insist that the ancient family was founded, not on birth, affection or physical force, but rather on religion. Powerful religious beliefs that antedated belief in the gods surrounding Zeus or Jupiter shaped the domestic institutions of the Greeks and Romans. These beliefs reflected a period when there were only families, more or less extended – that is, a period before the creation of cities.

Larger associations did, however, gradually develop. And the emergence of polytheism was a symptom of the development of such associations. If, originally, the only unit of lasting human association was the family, and the basis of that association was religious belief, then certain conditions had to be satisfied before wider associations became possible. Before cities could emerge, new associations of families had to develop – first the gens or extended family, then clans (called phratries in Greek and curiae in Latin), and finally tribes. Fustel did not claim that there was always a tie of family within these larger associations. But when they were formed, their beliefs obliged them to find a common divinity. Each extension of human association required the establishment of a new worship, recognition of a divinity superior to the domestic divinities.

Vestiges of these intermediate associations long survived amid the institutions of the Greek and Roman city. In so far as each step forward in human association required an extension of religious belief – the acknowledgement of shared divinities – the original model of the domestic religion continued to impose itself. Its tenacity still strikes ancient historians.9

Evidently we are a long way from the Enlightenment’s vision of a free, secular spirit dominating antiquity, a world untrammelled by religious authority or priesthood. Driven by anti-clerical convictions, these eighteenth-century thinkers failed to notice something important about the Graeco-Roman world. They failed to notice that the ancient family began as a veritable church. It was a church which constrained its members to an extent that can scarcely be exaggerated. The father, representing all his ancestors, was himself a god in preparation. His wife counted only as part of her husband, having ancestors and descendants only through him. The authority of the father as priest and magistrate initially extended even to the right to repudiate or kill his wife as well as his children. Celibacy and adultery were accounted serious crimes, for they threatened, in different ways, the family worship.

Yet the father exercised his authority on the basis of beliefs shared by the family. His was not an arbitrary power. The overwhelming imperative was to preserve the family worship, and so to prevent his ancestors, untended, being cast into oblivion. This restriction of affection to the family circle gave it an extraordinary intensity. Charity, concern for humans as such, was not deemed a virtue, and would probably have been unintelligible. But fulfilling obligations attached to a role in the family was everything. ‘The sense of duty, natural affection, the religious idea – all these were confounded, were considered as one, and were expressed by the same word.’10 That word was piety (pietas).

Nor should we suppose that the claims of family piety were much weakened in later, historical times, when families were joined in larger associations. Observing those claims continued, for example, to shape the daily routine of the Roman citizen. ‘Morning and evening he invokes his fire … and his ancestors; in leaving and entering his house, he addresses a prayer to them,’ Fustel notices. ‘Every meal is a religious act, which he shares with his domestic divinities; birth, initiation, the taking of the toga, marriage, and the anniversaries of all these events, are the solemn acts of his worship.’11

Virgil’s great epic, the Aeneid, written when the Roman republic was giving way to the empire, is a testament to the claims of piety in circumstances of distress. Bernini’s statue of Aeneas, Anchises and Ascanius – kept today at the Villa Borghese in Rome – embodies those claims. It shows Aeneas, after the fall of Troy, carrying away his father Anchises and the household gods, while his son Ascanius carries the household fire. Father and son are carrying away what mattered most to them. It is a powerful visual representation of the idea of piety.

On close inspection, then, the domestic institutions of the Greeks and Romans – institutions that provided the foundation for their public law and political institutions – were shaped by beliefs about the claims of sacred ancestors. Nowhere is this clearer than in the idea of property rights that resulted. In the earliest Greek and Roman law, the sale of property was virtually forbidden. And even in later, historical ages such a sale was surrounded by prohibitions and penalties. The reason is clear. Family property was integral to the family worship. ‘Religion required that the hearth should be fixed to the soil, so that the tomb should neither be destroyed nor displaced. Suppress the right of property and the sacred fire would be without a fixed place, the families would become confounded and the dead would be abandoned and without worship.’12 It followed that property belonged not to an individual man, but to the family. The eldest male possessed the land as a trust. The rule of succession made this clear. For property followed the same rule as family worship. It devolved upon the eldest son, or, in the absence of male children, it went to the nearest male relative. Daughters could not inherit. In Athens if the deceased had only a daughter, she was required to marry the heir – even if the heir or she was already married!

The disposal of property was not a matter of contract or individual choice. In the earliest period the Greeks and Romans understood property primarily as a means of perpetuating the family worship. In Athens, the will or right of testament was unknown until Solon’s time (sixth century BC), and his innovations only permitted it for the childless. It later made headway only against very strong religious scruples. Fustel de Coulanges has no difficulty finding examples of the survival of such scruples even in Athens’ greatest period. Plato, in his Laws, treats contemptuously the wish of a man on his deathbed to dispose of his property as he pleases: ‘Thou who art only a pilgrim here below, does it belong to thee to decide such affairs? Thou art the master neither of thy property nor of thyself; thou and thy estate, all these things, belong to thy family; that is to say, to thy ancestors and to thy posterity.’13

It is tempting for a moment to adopt the idiom of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment and call these beliefs ‘prejudices’. These prejudices founded a hierarchical conception of society in antiquity, and they long survived the earliest, undiluted forms of ancestor worship. It is true that many legal arrangements founded on these prejudices were modified in historical times: the disposal of property was made easier and paternal authority came to be somewhat restricted. Changes occurred which prepared the ground for a moral revolution.

Yet the Greeks and Romans continued to understand ‘society’ as an association of families, each with its own cult – and not as an association of individuals. Hence justice within the family remained basically a matter for the paterfamilias, not for the city. Paternal authority deriving from the domestic religion entailed the subordination of women.


The Greek laws and those of Rome are to the same effect. As a girl, she is under her father’s control; if her father dies, she is governed by her brothers; married, she is under the guardianship of her husband; if the husband dies, she does not return to her own family, for she has renounced that forever by the sacred marriage; the widow remains subject to the guardianship of her husband’s agnates – that is to say, of her own sons, if she has any, or, in default of sons, of the nearest kindred.14



Thus, the inviolability of the domestic sphere and the exclusive character of family worship were intimately joined together. They established a moral boundary that the ancient city, as it developed, was obliged to respect. The domain of legislation stopped at the property of the family. Interfering with property was interfering with a domestic religion, that is, with the most sacred obligations. The treatment of debtors confirms this. For while a debtor lost control of his own labour, his property could not be touched.

We are now in a better position to understand the chief consequence of Greek and Roman religious beliefs for the ordering of their society and government. It is a consequence which even Fustel does not identify clearly enough. In order to understand it, we must abandon the modern distinction between public and private spheres, the distinction that underpins our notions of civil society and individual liberty.

For the Greeks and Romans, the crucial distinction was not between the public and private spheres. It was between the public and domestic spheres. And the domestic sphere was understood as the sphere of the family, rather than as that of individuals endowed with rights. The domestic sphere was a sphere of inequality. Inequality of roles was fundamental to the worship of the ancient family. Little wonder, then, that when the ancient city was created citizenship was available only to the paterfamilias and, later, his sons. Women, slaves and the foreign-born (who had no hearth or worship of their own, no recognized ancestors) were categorically excluded. Family piety ruled them out. Piety raised a barrier that could not be scaled.

There was an intensity of feeling within the ancient family unknown to us. But this intensity came at the price of moral transparency – of what we could call the claims of humanity.








2

The Ancient City

We have explored a pre-historic world in which the family was everything, a world in which obligation, gods and priesthood were exclusively domestic. How do we get from such a world to the world of cities and historical memory in Greece and Italy? How did the range of human association increase, gradually giving birth to political institutions, to the polis or city-state – indeed, to the very idea of politics?

It is important to find out, because the city-state later gave rise to a tradition of political discourse – usually called classical republicanism – which is still influential. It is a tradition that has at times been invoked to condemn such basic institutions of the modern world as the nation-state, the market and representative government. This was particularly the case during the second half of the eighteenth century. Perhaps inspired by the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, leading French revolutionaries began to invoke the ‘virtue’ of ancient citizens – their single-minded concern with res publica or the public weal – in an attempt to remould European society and government. The rhetoric of Robespierre, for example, suggested that ancient citizenship provided the test of ‘true’ liberty. For him, ancient liberty became the most authentic liberty.

This claim ought to give us pause. We have already discovered an ancient world which was by no means secular. We have discovered that the family and its worship of sacred ancestors – veritable small churches – were the building blocks of ancient society. If that society did not sustain anything like the role of the individual, with equality before the law and individual rights, how can its political institutions be identified with liberty? What kind of liberty is being spoken of, when such a claim is made? Did the development of the ancient city lead, after all, to the destruction of the family as a cult and the emergence of individual rights? Did ancient citizenship mark the advent of secularism? And if not, what was the meaning of ancient liberty?

To answer these questions, we must look more closely at the transition from a world of families to a world of cities – moving from the third and second millennia to the first millennium BC.

Although the family which shaped pre-Greek and Roman institutions was our point of departure, it would be a mistake to conceive of that family in modern terms, as anything like a modern nuclear family. The very religious beliefs which helped to constitute that family led to its rapid expansion in size. Younger sons and their offspring remained attached to the family hearth and its sacred fire. Moreover, as the number of subordinate families grew in successive generations, the patriarchal family (or gens) acquired dependants. Some became permanently attached to the family by being admitted to an inferior role – resembling that of women – in the family worship. There might also be slaves, with no religious connection, attached to the family.

How did such patriarchal families or gentes eventually form larger associations? They did so in the only way known to them. That is, they came to acknowledge a shared ancestor and founded a common worship. An altar was raised to a divinity or ‘hero’ held in common. A ceremonial meal – comparable to the ‘sacred’ repast of the household – was then established. These wider associations required their own priesthood, assembly and rites. For a new religious identity sustained the phratry or curia, what we might call a clan. When these new associations, in turn, increased in size and proximity, they came to establish a still wider association, called a tribe. The tribe too required its sacred altar and a god. That god was also generally ‘a man deified, a hero’.

The ancient city came into being when several tribes became associated, by founding a common worship, a worship that supplemented rather than replaced the pre-existing worships of gens, phratry or curia and tribe. Here Fustel de Coulanges’s account has come in for criticism. He may well have exaggerated the coherence attending the founding of cities. Were they always founded by clans having familial origins? Probably not.1 Yet, as we have seen, Fustel did not claim that there was always a tie of family within these larger associations. Nor does his argument exclude the likelihood that incorporation in a polis changed the role of associations. And one fact remains. In terms of their formal organization, both Greece and Rome built civic institutions around the claims of such subsidiary groups. They catered for the claims of phratries or curias as well as tribes, giving each a formal role. The city that emerged was thus a confederation of cults, an association superimposed on other associations, all modelled on the family and its worship. The ancient city was not an association of individuals.

Religious ideas expanded with the increased scale of association. Fustel does not argue that religious progress brought about social progress in any simple way, but he does emphasize the intimate connection between the two. Thus, as the scale of association increased, the gods of nature or polytheism became more important – for these were gods who could more easily be shared, gods less exclusively domestic than ancestors, gods associated with the forces of nature rather than with divine ancestors. These were gods who represented the sea, the wind, fertility, light, love, hunting, with familiar names such as Apollo, Neptune, Venus, Diana and Jupiter. The building of civic temples to these gods offered physical evidence of the enlargement of religious ideas. Still, the gods of each city remained exclusive, so that while two cities might both adore ‘Jupiter’, he had different attributes in each city.

Particularism was the rule. Even after a city was founded, it was inconceivable for the city not to respect the divine ancestors, the sacred rites and magistracies of the different groups that had attended its foundation. For the souls of the dead were deemed to live on under the ground of the cities they had helped to create. The statesman Solon, who in the sixth century BC endowed Athens with laws, was given the following advice by the oracle of Delphi: ‘Honour with worship the chiefs of the country, the dead who live under the earth.’2 The city had to respect their authority in matters concerning their descendants. For the city’s authority was all of a piece with theirs. Gods and groups marched hand in hand.

This corporate, sacramental character of the ancient city dominated its formal organization. Whether it was a question of procedures for voting, military organization or religious sacrifices, care was taken to represent tribes, curiae and families – and to conduct civic life through them. It was deemed important that men should be associated most closely with others who sacrificed at the same altars. Altars were the bonds of human association. That emerged in the Greek and Roman conception of warfare. In one of Euripides’ plays, a soldier asserts that ‘the gods who fight with us are more powerful than those who fight on the side of the enemy’.3

The progress of a young Athenian or Roman towards full citizenship recapitulated the progress of association that underpinned the city. Born into a family and joined to its worship a few days after birth, the youth was years later initiated successively into the cults of curia and tribe (each involved a ceremonial meal, a ‘sacred’ repast), before in his late teens being formally accepted as a citizen in a public ceremony.


At the age of sixteen or eighteen, he [a young Athenian] is presented for admission to the city. On that day, in the presence of an altar, and before the smoking flesh of a victim, he pronounces an oath, by which he binds himself always to respect … the religion of the city. From that day he is initiated into the public worship, and becomes a citizen. If we observe this young Athenian, step by step, from worship to worship, we have a symbol of the degrees through which human association has passed. The course which this young man is constrained to follow is that which society first followed.4



The successive worships into which the ancient citizen was initiated left no space for individual conscience or choice. These worships claimed authority over not just his actions but also his thoughts. Their rules governed his relations with himself as well as others. There was no sphere of life into which these rules could not enter – whether it was a matter of dress, deportment, marriage, sport, education, conversation or even ambition. If a citizen was deemed likely to acquire too much influence over others, and thus become a potential threat to the government of the city, he could be ostracized, that is, driven from the city. No subversive action or proof of intent was required. The safety and welfare of the city was everything.

The religious character of the ancient city was stamped on its form of government. ‘If we wanted to give an exact definition of a citizen, we should say that it was a man who had the religion of the city.’5 Originally, the magistrates of the city were also its priests; the two functions were not distinguished. The ceremonies attached to every association, the sacred meals dedicated to their presiding deities, were in the city the responsibility of the magistrates. Honouring the gods of the city was their primary duty. And just as the gods had originally been exclusively domestic, the gods of the city were not shared with strangers. Even gods of nature adopted by a city became, as we have seen, patriotic. Thus, the priesthood of one city had no connection with the priesthood of another city. There were no doctrines held in common. For the gods of the city were exclusively interested in its welfare, its protection. They were ‘jealous’ of it.

Kingship was the highest priesthood, presiding over the cult established with the city itself. The king was hereditary high priest of that association of associations that was the ancient city. The king’s other functions, as magistrate and military leader, were simply the adjuncts of his religious authority. Who better to lead the city in war than the priest whose knowledge of the sacred formulas and prayers ‘saved’ the city every day? And, later, when kingship gave way to republican regimes, the chief magistrate of the city – the archon in Athens, the consul in Rome – remained a priest whose first duty was to offer sacrifices to the city’s gods. In fact, the circlet of leaves worn on the head of archons when conducting such sacrifices became a universal symbol of authority: the crown.

Just as the highest magistrate was a priest, so the laws he defended were originally the laws of a religion, a perpetual endowment transmitted to the city by its heroic founder. Laws were the necessary consequences of religious belief. There was nothing like the modern notion of sovereignty, of a merely human agency with the authority to create new law. The priests jealously guarded the laws of the city, for the laws were understood to be the work of the gods. Indeed, they probably took the form of prayers before they came to be written down, and at first they may have been sung.

These ancient verses were invariable texts. To change a letter of them, to displace a word, to alter the rhythm, was to destroy the law itself, by destroying the sacred form under which it was revealed to man. The law was like a prayer, which was agreeable to the divinity only on condition that it was recited correctly, and which became impious if a single word in it was changed. In primitive law, the exterior, the letter, was everything; there is no need of seeking the sense or spirit of it. The value of the law is not in the moral principle that it contains, but in the words that make up the formula. Its force is in the sacred words that compose it.6

 	

Even when laws were written down and became more numerous, they continued to be deposited with the priests. They could not be inspected by just anyone. For the laws were civil in a stringent sense: that is, they applied only to citizens. Living in a city was by no means to be placed under the protection of its laws. For example, neither slaves nor strangers resident in the city had such protection. Laws could establish a relationship only between men who shared in the worship of the city, sacrificing at the same altars. They alone were citizens.

Religious belief shaped the character of ancient ‘patriotism’. Serving the ‘fathers-land’ emerges in the word itself. The defenders of an ancient city under siege were not moved by interest as we understand the term. They were not defending a public institution that had created and guaranteed individual rights. Neither were they inspired by the kind of historical narratives that have been created to celebrate and reinforce the identities of modern nation-states. There was nothing self-serving, abstract or sentimental about ancient patriotism.

The ancient citizen saw himself as defending the land of his ancestors, who were also his gods. His ancestors were inseparable from the ground of the city. To lose that ground was to lose the gods of the family. Indeed, the loss of the city meant that the gods had already abandoned it. That is why, whenever a new city was about to be founded, the first public rite involved its members digging a trench to receive soil carried from their previous city, representing the soil in which their ancestors had been buried. Citizens could then still say this was the land of their ancestors, terra patria. In Plutarch’s account, Romulus, the founder of Rome, did exactly that, in order to establish a new residence for his ancestral gods. The foundation of a city was not the construction of a few houses, but the assertion of a hereditary religious identity, ‘patriotism’.

When defending his city, the ancient citizen was therefore defending the very core of his identity. Religion, family and territory were inseparable, a combination which turned ancient patriotism into an overwhelming passion. The enslavement that often followed the unsuccessful defence of a city merely confirmed a truly dreadful anterior fact: the loss of identity that necessarily accompanied the loss of domestic gods.

We can now understand why patriotism was not only the most intense feeling but also the highest possible virtue for the ancient citizen. Everything that was important to him – his ancestors, his worship, his moral life, his pride and property – depended upon the survival and well-being of the city. That is why devotion to the ‘sacred fatherland’ was deemed the supreme virtue. In devoting himself to the city before everything else, the citizen was serving his gods. No abstract principle of justice could give him pause. Piety and patriotism were one and the same thing. For the Greeks, to be without patriotism, to be anything less than an active citizen, was to be an ‘idiot’. That, indeed, is what the word originally meant, referring to anyone who retreated from the life of the city.

So it is no accident that exile was the most severe punishment the citizen of a polis could suffer. It was worse than death, or rather it was a living death. To be exiled meant to be separated from the religious rites and relationships that were the source of personal identity. The city-state or polis was not simply a physical setting or place for the citizen. It was his whole life.

Let him leave its sacred walls, let him pass the sacred limits of its territory, and he no longer finds for himself either a religion or a social tie of any kind. Everywhere else, except in his own country, he is outside the regular life and the law; everywhere else he is without a god, and shut out from all moral life. There alone he enjoys his dignity as a man, and his duties. Only there can he be a man.7

 	

This, of course, is why Aristotle later famously argued that the life of the citizen was the only life worth living.

Fustel de Coulanges illustrates the nature of the ancient city by noticing that the ancients made a distinction we do not make. They distinguished the urbs from the civitas when referring to the city. What is the difference? The urbs is the physical location, the place of assembly and worship. But the civitas is the moral nexus, the religious and political association of the citizens. And in unusual circumstances that association might survive the destruction of the urbs. That, for Fustel, is the significance of the story of Aeneas, as told by Virgil. By preserving the sacred fire of Troy, after the sack of the city, Aeneas has preserved the moral basis of its association – which is to say, its gods. His quest thereafter is really their quest. It is they who identify their new home as Rome, and their will that prevents him settling anywhere else, even in Dido’s Carthage. The epic, then, is not about one man’s struggle, but about the successful struggle of the gods of Troy to become the gods of Rome.

Gods gave the lead to their cities. Only by taking this assumption seriously can we understand the practices of Greek and Roman cities in historical times, when republican regimes had replaced the original kingships. Votes were not enough by themselves to confer legitimacy on magistrates. In Athens, drawing lots was deemed to be the best means of ascertaining the choice of the gods. In Rome, election to consulships could only take place from a list offered by the presiding priest, who had spent the previous night observing the skies while intoning the names of candidates. If the auspices were deemed unfavourable, a name was excluded. That is why the Romans sometimes found themselves electing candidates whom they despised, rather than popular figures. The will of the gods was what mattered.

It was this belief that led the Greeks and Romans into their (to us) strange practices of divination. ‘If Romulus had been a Greek, he would have consulted the oracle of Delphi; if a Samnite, he would have followed the sacred animal – the wolf or the green woodpecker. Being a Latin, and a neighbour of the Etruscans, initiated into the augurial science, he asks the gods to reveal their will to him by the flight of birds.’8 These practices did not disappear in the later development of cities. They survived long into Greek and Roman history.

By the sixth century BC, nonetheless, things had begun to change. In both Greece and Italy, a radically hieratic society – in which paterfamilias was combined with priesthood – came under attack from the lower classes, classes that previously had no part in the government of the city. We must remember how few in numbers the citizens originally were. Citizens were originally simply the patres, something surviving in Roman usage when senators were called the ‘fathers’ of the city. In many cities younger sons could not become citizens while their father, the family’s priest, was alive. Nor could the heads of junior branches of the family, formed over generations, claim that status. Even less could clients, who had no blood relationship to the family and its cult, have the privileges of citizenship.

Of course, to describe what was originally an unquestioned superiority of status as ‘privilege’ already suggests changing beliefs. It was symptomatic of a period when class conflicts began to erode the social structure on which the ancient city had been raised – conflicts between the ‘equals’ and ‘inferiors’ in Sparta, between the Eupatrids and thetes in Athens, and between the patricians and plebeians in Rome. But we ought not to exaggerate the extent or rapidity of change. Ancient beliefs, and the social structure they had created, were tenacious.

Even when social conflicts began to widen membership of the citizen class, the original basis of citizenship – sharing in the worship of the gods of the city – long remained. Evidence of the resistance of beliefs to change was the extreme difficulty of founding a single state in Greece out of its many city-states, a difficulty resting finally not so much on geography or technical backwardness, but on obstinate attachment to civic gods, who did not welcome strangers. Even marriage between people from different cities was viewed as strange, if not immoral. And when circumstances forced temporary alliances between cities, these would be represented on medals as two gods holding hands. The gods were not to be confounded!

Fear of the gods governed Greek and Roman conduct in war and in peace. Even if all the preparations had been made, an expedition or a battle could be postponed if the priests suddenly reported unfavourable auspices – a comet or partial eclipse perhaps, a flight of birds or something missing in the entrails of a sacrifice. Spartan campaigns were always regulated by the phases of the moon, while Athenian armies never undertook a campaign before the seventh day of the month. During the Peloponnesian War, the destruction of the Athenian fleet outside Syracuse – which led to the decline of Athens – owed not a little to reliance on omens. ‘The Athenian, like the Roman, had unlucky days; on these days no marriage took place, no assembly was held, and justice was not administered.’9 To do otherwise, was to tempt the gods.

The intermingling of religion and government remained complete. From the sixth to the third century BC changes in the form of polis government – from monarchy to aristocracy, from aristocracy to democracy – did not reduce the authority of the city-state over its members. There was no notion of the rights of individuals against the claims of the city and its gods. There was no formal liberty of thought or action. Participation in the assembly and service as a magistrate, if chosen, were obligatory and enforced. Citizens belonged to the city, body and soul.

The liberty of the ancient citizen – celebrated by the classical republican tradition – was thus far removed from our own idea of liberty. Ancient liberty consisted of having a share in the government of the city, in public power. It consisted of the privilege and duty to attend the assembly, speak in debates, judge the arguments, take sides and vote, with the further possibility of serving as a magistrate or on a jury, if required. Ancient liberty did not tolerate indifference to the political process. The public thing, res publica, was everything.

The domestic sphere, with its personal attachments or relationships, might count as nothing. Fustel de Coulanges tells a story about Sparta, drawn from Plutarch, that Rousseau later held up to the eighteenth century as exemplary. The Spartan army had suffered a serious defeat at Leuctra, with terrible loss of life. When the news reached the city, relatives of the dead were required to appear ‘with gay countenances’, while the mothers of those who survived were required to weep and lament their survival. There is probably an element of myth here. Yet nothing better illustrates the unlimited demands of the ancient city – the absence of a private sphere with legitimate claims – than this story.

Citizenship, with its superior status and its share in public power, was demanding. Citizens were constantly on display – like actors performing before their public, a public consisting, however, of their inferiors, of younger sons, clients, women and slaves. If divested of the religious beliefs that had created the role, citizenship retained great aesthetic appeal, the appeal of superiority and power, gravitas and pride. Or so it must have seemed to a class of men who gradually increased in numbers, a class settled in the polis but not forming part of its ‘people’. Why not? The defining feature of this class, called in Rome the plebeians or plebs, was that it had no religious connection with the city or its foundation. Probably formed of later arrivals, the plebs had no domestic altars, and therefore no ancestors, no gods. The plebs did not have even that indirect connection with a family worship shared by clients. It was this class that, along with the clients, began to contest the limits of citizenship.

So the history of Greek city-states from the sixth century BC until the advent of the Roman empire is dominated by class conflict – by argument about who should be included in the citizen class. But argument was still limited by assumptions inherited from the cult of the ancient family. That is, there was no question of women, slaves or the foreign-born being included in public life. They remained confined to the domestic sphere, the sphere of inferiority. Only one city, Rome, offered an important exception to this rule.

The long period of aristocratic ascendancy in Greek and Italian cities, founded on the family and its worship, had already reduced kingship to a religious role, stripping kings of political authority. The reason for this is clear enough. Kings had frequently made common cause with the lower classes. They had formed alliances with clients and the plebs, directed against the power of the aristocracy. Challenged both from without (by a class which had no family worship or gods) and from within (by clients questioning the traditional ordering of the family), the aristocracy of the cities carried through a political revolution to avoid a social revolution.

Nonetheless, a social revolution slowly took place. Fustel de Coulanges, living in the mid-nineteenth century, drew on modern European history in order to understand that revolution. For it was a question of understanding a very gradual, incremental process, a transformation of social structure not unlike the process which had eroded feudal institutions in France from the thirteenth to the eighteenth century. Two of Fustel’s immediate predecessors, François Guizot and Alexis de Tocqueville, had explored the role of class conflict in forwarding that process. Fustel finds something remarkably similar when trying to understand the social forces that undermined the aristocratic institutions resting on the ancient family and its worship.

Analysing a social revolution involved going beyond what could be found in the narratives of ancient historians. Their focus had been primarily political. They were concerned to describe and analyse observable political events in the world of city-states. Alliances, foreign wars and civil wars – these were their bread and butter. Even the subtlest of the ancient historians, Thucydides, takes the social structure of the polis largely for granted. Fustel, on the other hand, seeks to understand a fundamental change in that structure, drawing on incidental information in ancient sources, especially information about the nature and distribution of property.

The first major change took place within the patriarchal family. Primogeniture came under attack and gradually gave way, with the consequence not only that younger sons inherited and became full citizens, but also that junior branches of the ancient families or gentes became independent. These developments greatly increased the number of citizens, and reduced the power of the ancient family heads as priests.

A second major change followed. The clients of the family were gradually liberated, becoming free men. At the outset clients could not own property. They did not even have any security of tenure on land they worked for the paterfamilias. They were little better than slaves. ‘Possibly the same series of social changes took place in antiquity which Europe saw in the middle ages, when the slaves in the country became serfs of the glebe, when the latter from serfs, taxable at will, were changed to serfs with a fixed rent, and when finally they were transformed … into peasant proprietors.’10

Fundamental to these changes was a rise in expectations. That rise was, in turn, due to the comparisons that became possible once the patriarchal family was merely part of a larger association, the polis or city-state. No longer was the paterfamilias, the magistrate and priest, the only representative of authority in sight, the only spokesman of the gods. The paterfamilias gradually lost his semi-sacred status through being immersed in civic life. His inferiors now ‘could see each other, could confer together, could make an exchange of their desires and griefs, compare their masters, and obtain a glimpse of a better fate’.11

Obtaining the right of property was their first and strongest desire, preceding any claim for the full privileges of citizenship. But the latter was bound to follow, for obtaining greater equality on one front only increased a sense of exclusion on the other. Citizenship, in turn, unleashed a
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