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and most powerful populations in the Mediterranean. So when 
we stand on the ancient Roman genocide of the Jews and make 
it our historical pivot we must dredge for causes centuries into 
the past and project its explanatory power centuries into the 
future. This latter project, by necessity, swallows up the 
twentieth century and re-presents it in a fuller perspective. 

I begin with the ancient genocide, then, because I wish 
to motivate a strong interest in everything else that this multi-
volume work will seek to explain: the origin of the Jews, and 
the history of the West. 

The Roman Final Solution 
The Roman general Pompey (called ‘the Great’ by his 
admirers) set his legions loose throughout Asia Minor in the 
year 63 BCE (Before the Current Era)1 and conquered 
Jerusalem. “Thus began a period of oppressive colonial 
occupation that would climax twice: when Roman garrisons 
leveled Jerusalem in 70 CE, and again—once and for all—in 
135 CE” (Carroll 2001:79). The dates cited correspond to what 
the Romans called the first and second ‘Jewish Wars’—wars of 
extermination both. 

                                                 
1 This is the religiously neutral way of giving dates, and which has 

increasingly become the standard in the scholarly literature. It substitutes 

for BC, which means “Before Christ.” To substitute for AD, which means 

Ano Domini, or ‘Year of Our Lord’ (again meaning Jesus), scholars now 

use CE, which means ‘Current Era.’ The birth of Jesus is still the pivot, 

however. 

Historian Robert Wolfe (2003:58-59) explains: 
The Romans and their Greek allies killed something 
like 2 or 3 million Jews during this period out of a 
total Jewish population of approximately 7 million 
within the boundaries of the so-called ‘Roman 
empire.’ The total number of Jewish casualties 
reported by Josephus for the ‘First Jewish War’ add 
up to approximately 1,300,000. The Roman 
historian Dio Cassius states that 580,000 Jews were 
killed during the ‘Second Jewish War.’ Historians 
estimate that many hundreds of thousands of Jews 
were killed by the Romans and Greeks during the 
‘Diaspora Revolt’ of 115-17 CE. There were close to 
1 million Jews in Egypt alone at the start of this 
period, yet hardly any remaining by the end of the 
2nd century CE. The large Jewish communities in 
Syria and Turkey were likewise decimated…By the 
end of the 2nd century CE, only 750,000 Jews 
remained in Judah, home of something like 4 million 
Jews prior to the Roman onslaught. 

I have seen the comment that if the Roman legions had 
had Hitler’s modern methods no Jew might have survived 
beyond the second century CE (Carroll 2001:90). But this is 
actually a way of understating what the Romans did, because, 
as Wolfe points out, very few Jews did survive, and these were 
mostly in Iraq, Iran, Yemen, Ethiopia and the mountains of 
North Africa, beyond the outer sphere of the Roman Empire. 
Just as most Jews in Hitler’s occupied Europe were 
exterminated, “[m]ost Jews within the Roman empire had been 
either killed or enslaved” by the mid second century (Wolfe 
2003:59). 
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And yet we don’t talk about the ancient Romans the 
way we talk about the German Nazis. Why not? In part, 
because most people know nothing about the anti-Jewish 
Roman crime of the first and second centuries. 

Now, of course, most people don’t know much at all 
about the Romans, but they do know certain things. For 
example, that they had emperors; that they ruled the land of 
Israel in the time of Jesus, and also the rest of the 
Mediterranean; that they were a powerful military force; and so 
on. In other words, they know certain salient and memorable 
facts about the Romans. And herein lies the problem, because 
the Roman extermination of the Jews is a salient and 
memorable fact. 

Consider that this extermination, 

1) was easily the single most important political policy of 
the Roman Empire, in its entire existence; 

2) it was horrifying; 

3) it occurred right during the time that Christianity first 
began spreading like wildfire around the eastern 
Mediterranean, a period that is obviously of interest to 
Christians, who are the overwhelming majority in the 
West; and 

4) in terms of relative population loss, it was comparable 
in scope to what the German Nazis did in recent 
memory, which was likewise an unimaginably evil 
crime, and, moreover, known to everybody. 

Given the above four points, if a person heard in school about 
the ancient Roman extermination of the Jews, it would stick 

forever in the mind. So for there to be widespread ignorance of 
the Roman ‘Final Solution,’ exaggerating only slightly, it is 
necessary that no historian mention it. And indeed, as Robert 
Wolfe complains, although “[t]he Greco-Roman Holocaust is 
well documented and has been known to historians for 
centuries, yet it is almost entirely missing from standard 
accounts of ‘classical antiquity’” (2003:59). What is a 
“standard account of classical antiquity”? It’s the sort of thing 
that you will find in a high-school or college textbook, or in an 
encyclopedia, which is of course all the exposure that most 
people get to ancient Rome. So, given that the twentieth 
century cannot be understood without discussing the German 
Nazi Final Solution, we should be asking this question: What 
have ordinary people not understood about the first century, 
and about Western civilization more generally, as a 
consequence of the near-total silence of historians on the 
Greco-Roman Final Solution? 

This question is sharpened when you discover that this 
is not a case of egregious neglect by historians, but of apology. 
In fact, it is possible to say without exaggeration that 
historians, despite their silence on the ancient Holocaust itself, 
have nevertheless obliquely celebrated it. 

Take for example Edward Gibbon, author of the 
infinitely famous (and infinitely long) History of the Decline 
and Fall of the Roman Empire. According to the Encyclopedia 
Britannica, that staid mainstream voice to which millions of 
people turn for their one-and-only brush with a subject, this is 
great stuff. 

The ‘Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire' by 
Edward Gibbon has been read by millions of people, 
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as much for its beauty of narrative expression as for 
its fascinating insights into the past.1 

But consider how Gibbon characterizes the period from 
emperor Domitian’s death in 96 CE to the year 180 CE: this 
was, he says, “the period in the history of the world, during 
which the condition of the human race was most happy and 
prosperous.” 

Is this a “fascinating insight into the human past”? 

Most Africans, a good many Europeans, a good many 
people in the Near East, everybody else in Asia, and all 
Americans were not even in the Roman Empire, so Gibbon’s 
“insight” offhandedly excludes most people from “the world” 
and “the human race.” Moreover, if you lived in the 
Mediterranean under the ancient Romans, the probability that 
you were “happy and prosperous” because you had not been 
murdered and/or raped by the Romans, or made somebody’s 
property, or treated as such, was quite small. Gibbon’s 
chauvinism, therefore, is not merely geographic and cultural, it 
is also aristocratic: “a human,” to this highly respected 
historian, was an incomprehensibly wealthy and powerful 
Roman senator. More to the point: the second and third rounds 
of Rome’s anti-Jewish genocide occurred precisely during the 
period that Gibbon, in his role as connoisseur, plucked from the 

                                                 
1 "Edward Gibbon" Britannica Student Encyclopedia  from Encyclopædia 

Britannica Online. 

http://proxy.library.upenn.edu:8461/ebi/article?eu=296453  

[Accessed August 19, 2004]. 

eternal timeline for scholarly delectation as the happiest ever 
for “the human race.” 

Gibbon was writing in the eighteenth century, but 
historians in the twentieth did not write differently. Only a few 
years after the German Nazi genocide, historian Stewart 
Perowne wrote that the emperor Hadrian, who ruled during the 
period that Gibbon likes so much, and who carried out the most 
horrific chapter of that ancient Holocaust, was deserving of the 
“veneration and gratitude of mankind” for trying “to see the 
problems of his age, political, social, and spiritual, as a single 
problem, and to find a solution for it” (1960:181, 183). One 
hardly needs to ask Perowne what he thinks of Hitler’s own 
comprehensive ‘solution.’ 

Perhaps the twenty-first century will bring something 
new? 

The quotation that got us started, Edward Gibbon’s 
cheery if oblique celebration of an ancient slaughter of the 
Jewish people, is reproduced in what Robert Wolfe would call 
a “standard history of classical antiquity”—a college textbook 
on the Romans—by Mary T. Boatwright, Daniel J. Gargola, 
and Richard J.A. Talbert. Writing in the year 2004, these 
historians correct Gibbon as follows: “…modern sensibilities 
are more aware that his [Gibbon’s] evaluation is incomplete, 
because it overlooks the plight of the vast majority of the 
empire’s inhabitants” (2004:364-365). Quite so. Just as an 
evaluation of Germany in the twentieth century would also be 
“incomplete” if it overlooked the extermination of the 
European Jews, and the massacres of Russians, Serbs, Poles, 
Gypsies, etc., etc., at the hands of the German Nazis. 
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How do our modern textbook writers account for 
Gibbon’s spectacular failure as a historian? Boatwright et al. 
explain that “Gibbon based his assessment on the ancient 
literary sources [which, a]s usual…, reflect the opinions of 
those in the emperor’s circle, and…focus on life at the highest 
level.” So what happened is that Gibbon uncritically adopted 
the perspective of the senators and other aristocrats (2% of the 
Mediterranean population), painting a picture that took great 
pride in Rome. A close parallel would be to uncritically adopt 
the perspective of Hitler’s minister of propaganda, Joseph 
Goebbels, while describing Nazi Germany, so it follows that 
Gibbon’s work grossly misleads rather than informs. Two 
centuries later, historians equipped with “modern sensibilities” 
can now muster the courage to say that Gibbon’s so-called 
history is “incomplete,” so there is progress. But a bigger step 
would be to ask, frankly, why it is that Gibbon celebrated a 
genocide of the ancient Jews.1 

Here is one view. 

‘History’ is what actually happened; what historians do, 
when they make claims about the past, is a cultural activity that 
only sometimes aspires to be a social science, and which goes 
by the name of ‘historiography.’ Like any cultural activity, 
historiography is affected by the processes that determine 
which ideas survive and endure as one generation teaches the 
next how to perceive the world, producing the accumulation 

                                                 
1 Reporting fully and properly on the most important political event in the 

Roman Empire would also be nice, but all we get on the ancient genocide of 

the Jewish people from Boatwright et al. is three paragraphs (2004:357-58). 

and elaboration of what anthropologists call a ‘cosmology’ or a 
‘world view.’ If we want to know what is accumulating we 
need to look at the details of the reproductive process, 
instantiated every generation, and it has this peculiarity: 
historians tend to be members of the upper classes, and the 
budding historians whom they train tend to come from the 
same; so we hardly need to be cynics to guess that a taste for 
‘remembering’ the past in ways that help sustain the self-same 
elites in power will tend to develop. Over time, one naturally 
expects that the expert refinement with which the past is 
distorted will be progressively honed (and this need not be 
entirely or always conscious). Someone who noticed this at 
work in the representation of ancient Rome might be moved to 
observe, as James Carroll does, that “Largely because we are 
heirs to a[n aristocratic!] Roman imperial culture that 
controlled the writing of history, we are inclined to read 
Rome’s story through rose-colored lenses” (2001:79). In other 
words, James Carroll is saying something like this: Western 
aristocrats have always perceived themselves to have a kinship 
with the ancient Roman aristocrats, who after all converted to 
Christianity, and who after all were the enemies of the Jews, 
just as the Christians have also traditionally defined themselves 
as enemies of the Jews, finding always many reasons to attack 
them. Naturally, then, the Christians have a pro-Roman and 
anti-Jewish bias when they examine the Western past and write 
works of historiography. And indeed, James Carroll’s book is 
very much about Carroll examining his conscience as a former 
Catholic priest who is still a Catholic but struggling with a 
detailed list of Church crimes against the Jews, which he would 
like to blame, ultimately, on ancient Rome. 
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thirty-year-old slaveowner murdered by his slave, 
who then committed suicide by jumping into the 
Main. The Romans lived in unspoken fear of their 
slaves.—Veyne (1987:51) 

I don’t know what Paul Veyne means above by 
“unspoken.” I suspect he means unspoken, but that is absurd. 

There were three slave revolts big enough to be called 
‘Slave War’ by the Romans, and every one was a quite serious 
affair that lasted three or four years. Each time, because a 
defeated revolutionary slave no longer fit anywhere in the 
Roman system—“one did not negotiate with ‘property’” 
(Sheldon 1993:78)—the conflict was concluded with the total 
extermination of the surviving insurrectionists. And the 
executions doubled as advertisements: after the Spartacus 
revolt, for example, 6000 captured slaves were crucified along 
the road from Capua to Rome so that everybody would get the 
point. Because numbers are abstractions, it helps to imagine 
yourself on foot from Capua to Rome, and all along the road 
and into the horizon, as if in imitation of a rural power line, one 
nailed human being after another suffocates to death, moaning, 
bleeding, and reeking, assaulting all of your senses as they 
decompose right in front of you before they have quite expired. 
How far could you walk along such a road without making 
yourself mad with retching? And wouldn’t you be likely to get 
the point that the Romans would not tolerate the slaves to 
revolt? I would submit that the Romans hardly “lived in 
unspoken fear of their slaves,” as Veyne says—on the contrary, 
on this point the Romans were most eloquent. 

We shall have occasion later to examine the Roman 
system in somewhat more disturbing detail (believe me, this is 

possible). But already we have context aplenty for us to see 
that Jewish law was an ideological hurricane in the ancient 
Mediterranean, especially considering that religion was 
something that slaves actively participated in. 

Romans looked with contempt on slaves’ private 
lives, which they regarded as puerile. Yet slaves did 
have a life of their own. They participated in religion, 
for example, and not just the religion of the 
household, which was after all their own. Away from 
home a slave might well serve as the priest of some 
sect or even of the Christian Church—which never 
for one moment considered abolishing slavery. It is 
plausible that slaves should have been particularly 
attracted to things religious, whether pagan or 
Christian, for few other areas of life were open to 
them.—Veyne (1987:62). 

Paul Veyne, above, has deftly rewritten history. He 
observes correctly that the Christian Church in Rome was 
never interested in abolishing slavery, and in fact approved of 
it,1 but his allegation that the main religious possibilities before 
the slaves were “pagan or Christian” is false. 

                                                 
1 “Christianity started out by accepting the [Roman] empire’s secular 

arrangements, including chattel slavery…; its subsequent rise to a special 

position with the advent of Christian emperors confirmed its basic stance of 

urging the virtues of obedience on citizen and slave. It was perfectly licit for 

a Christian master to hold Christian slaves and the church itself was a large-

scale slaveowner. In fact, Christianity positively valorized slavery, urging 

believers to comport themselves as ‘slaves of Christ.’ While masters were 
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First of all, Christianity could not be an option for 
anybody before it was invented in the first century. And even 
after the advent of Christianity, Judaism continued to be, for a 
while, the most attractive alternative to paganism for slaves in 
Rome. In fact, “it is likely that Jews outnumbered Christians in 
the Roman empire into the fourth century, if not later” (Aitken 
2000:81)—and this is despite the genocide of the first and 
second ceturies. But Veyne does not even mention in passing 
the thousands of pagans who were eagerly converting to 
Judaism! By matter-of-fact erasures such as these, the true 
history of the West is distorted beyond recognition. 

In the ancient world religion was always politics, and so 
it matters that the Jews were overwhelmingly members of the 
disenfranchised (i.e. non-citizen) lower classes, when they 
were not slaves. Their synagogues could be found everywhere 
in the Roman Empire because they had spread all over the 
Mediterranean even before the Romans conquered it. In every 
synagogue, the curious pagan God-fearers, including slaves 
and other lower-class people, were welcome, though one could 
also find members of the upper classes among those who 
trickled into the synagogues. Once there, these pagans would 
hear the Torah read aloud, because it must be read aloud by 
law—a law included in the Torah itself. 

The Torah is composed of the first five books of what 
Christians call the ‘Old Testament’: Genesis, Exodus, 

                                                                                                       
urged not to abuse their slaves, slaves were advised to accept their unhappy 

lot in this world as a spiritual advantage in preparation for the next.”—

Blackburn (1997:67) 

Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, which the Jews 
consider a unit and the legal foundation for their society, not to 
mention the Word of God. The reason the Torah must be read 
aloud is that a people ignorant of their rights cannot be free, 
and not everybody is literate (in those days, especially, most 
people weren’t). 

What was the effect of hearing the Torah’s laws upon 
those pagans who wandered into the synagogue on the 
Sabbath? Well, consider what they heard: 

…the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of 
lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who is 
not partial and takes no bribe, who executes justice 
for the orphan and the widow, and who loves the 
strangers, providing them food and clothing. You 
shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers 
in the land of Egypt.—Deuteronomy (10.17-19) 

What kind of god? The God “who executes justice for 
the orphan and the widow, and who loves the strangers, 
providing them food and clothing.” The oppressed pagans of 
the Mediterranean had never heard of such a god, who cared 
especially about the very categories of people who were 
usually left behind—the weak. Themselves. 

You shall appoint judges and officials throughout 
your tribes, in all your towns that the Lord your God 
is giving you, and they shall render just decisions for 
the people. You must not distort justice; you must 
not show partiality; and you must not accept bribes, 
for a bribe blinds the eye of the wise and subverts 
the cause of those who are in the right. Justice, and 
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only justice, you shall pursue…—Deuteronomy 
(16.18-19) 

A God of Justice—for ordinary people! Would this God 
allow rich and powerful aristocrats to dispossess starving 
peasants of their tiny plots of land and turn them into debt-
slaves? He would not. 

Every seventh year you shall grant a remission of 
debts. And this is the manner of the remission: 
every creditor shall remit the claim that is held 
against a neighbor, not exacting it of a neighbor who 
is a member of the community, because the Lord’s 
remission has been proclaimed. Of a foreigner you 
may exact it, but you must remit your claim on 
whatever any member of your community owes you. 
There will, however, be no one in need among 
you… 

If there is among you anyone in need, a member of 
your community in any of your towns within the land 
that the Lord your God is giving you, do not be hard-
hearted or tight-fisted toward your needy neighbor. 
You should rather open your hand, willingly lending 
enough to meet the need, whatever it may be. Be 
careful that you do not entertain a mean thought, 
thinking: “The seventh year, the year of remission, is 
near,” and therefore view your needy neighbor with 
hostility and give nothing; your neighbor might cry to 
the Lord against you, and you would incur guilt. Give 
liberally and be ungrudging when you do so, for on 
this account the Lord your God will bless you in all 
your work and in all that you undertake. Since there 
will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I 
therefore command you, “Open your hand to the 

poor and needy neighbor in your land.”—
Deuteronomy (15.1-11) 

These laws are carefully worded. In many times and 
places, and certainly in the Roman Empire, as Phillip Esler 
explained above, slaves are created by the powerful when they 
make loans to destitute people on terms that make it very 
difficult for the borrower to repay. Through the fiction that the 
needy entered the contract freely, they are then ‘legally’ taken 
into bondage when they cannot pay and so become “tenant 
farmers,” as Esler calls them. More often than not the 
obligations of the parents are inherited to their children, and in 
this way a class of debt-slaves results. The difference between 
debt-slavery and outright slavery is that debt-slaves are ‘free’ 
in theory, and therefore are supposed to enjoy certain 
protections that outright slaves do not (but as Phillip Esler 
points out, some categories of slave did not go hungry whereas 
the peasant serfs always experienced hunger). The 
Deuteronomic laws just quoted are clearly designed to prevent 
any needy people from falling into debt-slavery. 

Certainly, if a creditor is not paid, this is an injustice, 
but the Torah prefers this injustice—which is a smaller one, for 
it is committed against someone who had the wherewithal to 
make a loan in the first place—as infinitely preferable to 
depriving a human being of his or her freedom. These laws are 
therefore strongly biased in favor of ordinary people. 

Since any debts still outstanding on the seventh year, by 
law, must be wiped clean, the Torah anticipates that some 
creditors will be loath to make a loan as the seventh year 
approaches, which then would endanger needy people during 
this time. So it is careful to admonish creditors on this score. 
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Don’t refuse a loan, says the Torah, just because, nearing the 
seventh year, you fear it will not be repaid—in such a case, 
simply be charitable, and give even if there is a low expectation 
of repayment. Nobody should be in need. 

Then the Torah makes clear that charity should not be a 
response to a moral exhortation from God, but in fact the 
discharging of a debt that has already been incurred with God. 
And this strong language of legal obligation with God, in fact, 
is reserved for the protection of the weakest and neediest of all, 
which is to say those who are in fact the property of another: 
slaves. 

If a member of your community, whether a Hebrew 
man or a Hebrew woman, is sold to you and works 
for you six years, in the seventh year you shall set 
that person free. And when you send a male slave 
out from you a free person, you shall not send him 
out empty-handed. Provide liberally out of your 
flock, your threshing floor, and your wine press, thus 
giving to him some of the bounty with which the Lord 
your God has blessed you. Remember that you 
were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your 
God redeemed you; for this reason I lay this 
command upon you today.—Deuteronomy (15.12-
15) 

The argument is clear enough. Since God led you out of 
Egypt (a reference to the story in Exodus, where Yahweh frees 
the Hebrews from the enslaving clutches of the Egyptian 
Pharaoh), you must be especially charitable towards slaves. 
The stipulation that a slave go free on the seventh year and 
receive a little something to start his life in freedom is 

obviously designed to prevent the formation of a hereditary 
class of Jewish slaves. 

Of course, some slaves might be so happy in their 
master’s house that they might well decide to stay, something 
that was simply bound to happen, often, because slaves in 
Jewish society had the dignity of employees, not property. The 
Torah allows Jewish slaves to make this choice. But the laws of 
the Jubilee in the Book of Leviticus (Chapter 25) stipulate that 
every fifty years—i.e. every year of Jubilee—Jews in bondage 
will have to be set free, so the rabbis interpreted the combined 
laws to mean that if a Jewish slave chose to remain with his 
master after the seventh year, he or she could do so, but 
whether they liked it or not, in the Jubilee year, they would 
have to leave and start a life on their own (Bamberger 
1981:945). Again, the point of this was to prevent the creation 
of a hereditary class of Jewish slaves. 

And while the property of another, a slave had 
protection under the law. For example: 

When a man strikes his slave, male or female, and 
he dies there and then, he must be avenged. But if 
he survives a day or two, there is no punishment: for 
the slave is the owner’s property.—Exodus (21.20-
21) 

The meaning of ‘avenge’ is severe: the killer must be 
put to death. The Romans certainly did not apply the death 
penalty when a master killed his own slave—that could be 
done at the master’s whim. Of course, however, the “but…” 
clause above makes clear that slaves in Jewish society did not 
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have the full protections of a free person. And yet consider 
what the Torah says almost immediately afterwards: 

When a man strikes the eye of a slave, male or 
female, and destroys it, he shall let him go free on 
account of his eye. If he knocks out the tooth of his 
slave, male or female, he shall let him go free on 
account of his tooth.—Exodus (21.26-27) 

The Torah is clear. Although slaves may not be fully 
protected, if a master disables a slave even just a little—a 
missing tooth will count as evidence!—a Jewish judge will set 
the slave free. And if he kills the slave, the master may lose his 
own life. Best not to mistreat a slave—even non-physically, 
because Jewish law was in fact very kind to runaway slaves. 

You shall not turn over to his master a slave who 
seeks refuge with you from his master. He shall live 
with you in any place he may choose among the 
settlements in your midst, wherever he pleases; you 
must not ill-treat him.—Deuteronomy (23.16) 

Now here it is useful once again to dip back into the 
Roman law for a burst of Enlightenment. The cumulative effect 
of the Jewish laws pertaining to slaves is that they increase the 
risks to any master who mistreats a slave. Roman law, by 
contrast, was designed in a precisely opposite manner, 
increasing the risks for those who tried to show any 
compassion to slaves: 

The [Roman] law permitted recourse against any 
person who corrupted one’s slave. It was an offense 
to knowingly offer asylum to a fugitive slave or to 
encourage a slave to flee.—Veyne (1987:63) 

[In Rome] a runaway slave (fugitivus) could not 
lawfully be received or harbored; to conceal him was 
Furtum [theft]. The master was entitled to pursue 
him wherever he pleased; and it was the duty of all 
authorities to give him aid in recovering the slave. It 
was the object of various laws to check the running 
away of slaves in every way, and accordingly a 
runaway slave could not legally be the object of 
sale. A class of persons called Fugitivarii made it 
their business to recover runaway slaves. The rights 
of the master over the slave were in no way affected 
by his running away.1 

Now, most of the observations about Jewish law made 
above refer to slaves in general. Where a Jewish slave was 
concerned further protections applied, and the Torah is quite 
explicit. In fact, a reluctance to speak of them as slaves is 
evident in the text, as they are supposed to have the dignity of a 
“resident alien” or employee. 

If your brother [meaning a fellow Jew], being in 
straits, comes under your authority, and you hold 
him as though a resident alien, let him live by your 
side: do not exact from him advance or accrued 
interest, but fear your God. Let him live by your side 
as your brother. Do not lend him money at advance 
interest, or give him your food at accrued interest. I 
the Lord am your God, who brought you out of the 

                                                 
1 William Smith, D.C.L., LL.D.: A Dictionary of Greek and Roman 

Antiquities, John Murray, London, 1875. (pp.1036-1042) 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/secondary/SMIGRA*/

Servus.html  
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land of Egypt, to give you the land of Canaan, to be 
your God. 

If your brother under you continues in straits and 
must give himself over to you, do not subject him to 
the treatment of a slave. He shall remain under you 
as a hired or bound laborer; he shall serve with you 
only until the jubilee year. Then he and his children 
with him shall be free of your authority; he shall go 
back to his family and return to his ancestral 
holding. —For they are My servants, whom I freed 
from the land of Egypt; they may not give 
themselves over into servitude.— You shall not rule 
over him ruthlessly; you shall fear your God. Such 
male and female slaves as you may have—it is from 
the nations round about you that you may acquire 
male and female slaves. You may also buy them 
from among the children of aliens resident with you, 
or from their families that are among you, whom 
they begot in your land. These shall become your 
property: you may keep them as a possession for 
your children after you, for them to inherit as 
property for all time. Such you may treat as slaves. 
But as for your Israelite brothers, no one shall rule 
ruthlessly over the other.—Leviticus (25.35-46) 

The above clearly stipulates that non-Jewish slaves 
could be held in perpetuity. And yet… 

It is remarkable that the halachah [the body of 
rabbinical legislation philosophically based on the 
principles in the Torah] required a master who 
acquired a slave of non-Jewish stock to try to 
convert him to Judaism. But he was not to be 
forcibly circumcised; if, after the lapse of a year, he 

still did not wish to adopt the Jewish religion, he was 
to be resold.—Bamberger (1981:945) 

Now, what would have been the effect of following 
these laws? Suppose you are a non-Jewish slave who is bought 
by a Jew. Your master will try to convert you to Judaism. 
Naturally, you will be exposed to the contents of Jewish law, 
but you will not be forced to convert. Having been exposed to 
Jewish law, you will soon realize that it is a ticket to freedom, 
because if you convert, then you have to be set free on the 
seventh year. Or you could choose not to convert in which case 
you will be sold again after a year (apparently to a non-Jew), in 
which case you lose your ticket to freedom. In conclusion, the 
body of Jewish law was meant to prevent a hereditary class of 
Jewish slaves, and also encouraged liberating people acquired 
as slaves from the outside. The acquisition of slaves from the 
outside was a method of growing Judaism by incorporating 
oppressed foreigners who wanted to be free. 

Consistent with this, the Torah has zero tolerance for 
what, to the Romans, was in fact a mainstay of the economy: 
turning a free person into a slave by force. 

He who kidnaps a man—whether he has sold him or 
is still holding him—shall be put to death.—Exodus 
(21.16) 

Which reveals that the so-called ‘slaves’ in the Torah 
were really indentured servants for a relatively short term fixed 
by law, and moreover protected carefully by the same law. 
They were employees. Real slaves did not exist in Jewish 
society. 
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Much more can be said about the ethics, egalitarianism, 
and compassion of Jewish law, and we will, but this is already 
enough to make the point that these laws had to make a deep 
impression on the ordinary Mediterraneans. Many of those who 
curiously wandered into the welcoming synagogues on Sabbath 
morning, and heard the Torah read aloud, had been made 
slaves by force; they would have taken a special interest in a 
God who was so offended by this that he would hand down the 
death penalty. And hence it is no mystery that the Jews should 
have been so wildly popular with the masses of the 
Mediterranean that membership in this ‘religion’ would grow 
to a staggering 10% of the Roman Empire. The Jews 
reproduced vigorously, it is certain, for such is also 
commanded in the law, but it is also well established that they 
converted multitudes of admiring pagans, as we saw earlier. In 
addition, as we also saw, even larger crowds adopted some 
Jewish practices and attended synagogue despite not taking the 
full plunge into conversion: so-called ‘God-fearers.’ 

Beyond the attractions of Jewish law, God-fearing 
pagans at the synagogue in the early first century were exposed 
to what must have been a thrilling politico-religious form of 
theater. The synagogues were the site of intellectual contests 
about the unseen God who could not be represented, and whom 
the Jews claimed was the Creator God and the only God, and 
whose designs had already been written down but could only 
be uncertainly interpreted by these men of great learning. 
Everything that was said had political implications, because the 
Jews, present in large numbers in every country conquered by 
the Romans, were also everywhere the empire’s main 
opponents, ideologically, politically, and militarily. And the 

Jewish God was supposed to have big plans for the entire 
world. 

What sorts of plans? 

Well, in addition to abolishing slaves as a hereditary 
class, the Torah prohibited the accumulation of land in private 
hands, and prevented the religious elite from having economic 
power, just to name a few important aspects. There is also the 
fact that the Jews behaved in ways more or less consistent with 
their ethical and egalitarian laws, which made them powerfully 
magnetic (this was certainly true of those influenced by the 
Pharisees, the ancestors to today’s Rabbis and leaders of the 
most important Jewish movement of the time). So here was an 
alternative to the repressive and unequal Roman system: a 
world of brotherhood, equality, and ethical regard for one’s 
fellows. That was the plan. Many believed in a coming 
revolutionary leader who would abolish the Romans and set up 
the new Torah-based system: the ‘Messiah.’ There was a lot of 
discussion about this, and different factions defended the 
claims of one or another pretender to that title. 

The brutal policies of Roman imperialism thus acted as 
a massive selection pressure on the downtrodden masses of the 
Mediterranean, who sooner or later found their way to the 
egalitarian and messianic synagogue, and more or less got 
hooked on the big discussions about the future of the Universe 
that they witnessed there. I imagine that the thought “maybe I 
should join…” came suddenly, unbidden, into many a pagan 
mind as their eyes darted this way and that, following the 
learned arguments that Jews lobbed at each other, quoting 
Scripture, striving to discern the historical and political designs 
of their impressive deity. 
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So, given the dramatic opposition between Roman and 
Jewish law, it is more than obvious why the Romans 
persecuted the Jews. For if the multitudes of the Mediterranean 
continued to convert to Judaism by the thousands then the 
empire’s days were numbered. Far be it from any historian, 
however, to point out the obvious. On the contrary, no effort 
will be spared representing the Jews as unreasonable 
‘troublemakers,’ and therefore supposedly deserving of the 
special zeal with which the Roman aristocrats oppressed them. 

I turn to this next. 

Persecution? What persecution? 
For example, in her book The Jews Under Roman Rule, E. 
Mary Smallwood writes that the persecution of Jews under 
Claudius Caesar was “uncharacteristic of Claudius, with his 
sense of justice and his concern for the underdogs of society… 
Some unrecorded provocation [by the Jews] must have 
occurred” (1981:215). This hagiographic portrayal of Claudius 
completely misrepresents the man who, like the other Roman 
emperors, was a full-blown fascist, as we shall see in more 
detail later. But more to the point here: Smallwood wants her 
readers to accept that the Jews were unreasonable 
troublemakers, and therefore that if the supposedly just and 
compassionate Romans acted against them, the Jews must have 
deserved it, even though by Smallwood’s own account the 
provocation she imagines with such certainty is not even 
recorded in any surviving text. 

I believe this is called ‘blaming the victim.’ 

When historians are a bit more polite, what they say is 
that they don’t get it—they just can’t understand why the 
Romans didn’t like the Jews. Take, for example, Vincent 
Scramuzza, who, in an article entitled ‘The Policy of the 
Roman Emperors Towards Judaism,’ says that, “for one reason 
or another, the Jewish population scattered throughout the 
empire gave much concern to every emperor in the first century 
of the Christian era.” But why does he say “for one reason or 
another”? If there is overwhelming evidence that the Roman 
emperors were afraid of the Jews, then, if they were not simply 
paranoid, their reasons should be fairly obvious. Anybody 
familiar with the class structure and laws of the Roman 
Empire, and with the contents of Jewish law, as a scholar of 
Roman policy toward the Jews should be, cannot fail to miss 
the obvious. So what is the problem with Scramuzza? 

Whatever it is, it cannot be imagination, because one 
doesn’t need it here. The argument I have defended above was 
put down in black and white by the same Roman aristocrats 
who persecuted the Jews, and they explained very clearly why 
they hated the People of the Book. As an example of what I 
mean, consider what the Roman senator Seneca wrote in the 
early first century of the current era: 

The customs of this accursed race [Jews] have 
gained such influence that they are now received 
throughout all the world. The vanquished have given 
laws to their victors. 

We do not have copies of the work in which Seneca 
wrote this, but luckily the fragment was quoted in another work 
by the fourth-century Roman author Augustine, in his City of 
God 6.11 (he is remembered as ‘Saint Augustine’ by 
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Catholics). We would know more if we had all of Seneca’s text 
but the fragment all by itself is quite revealing. According to 
Seneca, the Jews were a problem for hyper-rich and powerful 
Roman aristocrats like himself because they were influential, 
and their influence had to do with the attraction that the 
empire’s ordinary people felt for the contents of Jewish law. 

In other words, the Jews were a serious grass-roots 
political movement. 

But not only that. In addition to the oppressed masses, 
quite a few Romans—even Roman aristocrats—became Jewish 
by conversion, or else ‘God-fearers,’ and this is precisely why 
Seneca complains that “The vanquished have given laws to 
their victors.” 

The Roman author Juvenal expressed himself thusly: 
Having been wont to deride Roman laws, they learn 
and follow and revere Jewish law, and all that 
Moses passed on in his secret volume, prohibiting to 
point the way to anyone not following the same rites, 
and leading none but the circumcised to the desired 
fountain.  

Historian Benjamin Isaac (2004:453-454) quotes the 
above passage and comments: 

This part of [Juvenal’s] satire is aimed against 
Jewish proselytes [converts], but there are several 
characteristics Juvenal sees these proselytes as 
sharing with born Jews, the most important of which 
is that they deride Roman law while honoring Jewish 
law. The two sets of laws are thus considered 
mutually exclusive. 

The key words are: “mutually exclusive.” If a system 
that was converting everybody, even the Romans, was 
mutually exclusive with the system that the Roman aristocracy 
favored, then this would be a fight to the death. And so it was. 
Two centuries after Seneca angrily recognized Jewish power, 
the Roman historian Dio Cassius looked back on the 
relationship between Romans and Jews and agreed with the 
senator: 

I do not know the origins of this name [Ioudaios = 
Jews] for them, but it also refers to the other 
persons, even foreigners, who eagerly pursue their 
customs. And this people is even among the 
Romans. Though often curtailed, it increased to the 
greatest extent so as to win by force the freedom of 
its religious belief.—quoted in Slingerland (2004:62-
63) 

What we see here again is grudging Roman respect for 
the might of the Jewish movement. It was by dint of their 
astonishing growth due to their proselytizing success (“even 
[among] foreigners…even among Romans…[they] increased 
to the greatest extent”); by their dogged commitment to the law 
of Moses (“[they] eagerly pursue their customs”); and by their 
bravery and determination to fight (“so as to win by force the 
freedom of its religious belief”) that the Jews had wrested from 
Rome the right to be Jews, even though Rome was making 
every attempt—including genocide—to eradicate the ‘religion’ 
(“though often curtailed”). 

Now, 
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1) given that the explicit recognition of the 
incompatibility of Roman and Jewish law is 
readily found in the Roman sources; 

2) given that Seneca was a powerful first-century 
Roman senator worried about the spread of Jewish 
law; and 

3) given that that his assessment of the power of the 
Jews in his own time was still agreed upon by the 
ancient Roman historian Dio Cassius two 
centuries later; 

what stops historians of the Jewish experience under the 
Romans, such as E. Mary Smallwood and Vincent Scramuzza, 
from putting the remarks of these Roman aristocrats on the 
table to motivate an obvious hypothesis for the anti-Jewish 
policies of the Roman Empire in the first and second centuries? 
My guess is, the long legacy of Roman historiography, which 
has made such a specialty of apologizing for the Romans and 
attacking the Jews. 

If we think that the Romans were wonderful, and the 
Jews haughtily reclusive and misanthropic, then the scenario 
where the Jews were a positive and popular revolutionary 
force arrayed against a brutally sadistic and totalitarian state is 
one that cannot even be imagined. And this is a shame, because 
it is this scenario that accounts for every last detail of the 
available historical data concerning the relationship between 
Romans and Jews in the first and second centuries. There is no 
need for Smallwood to invent a Jewish provocation (where no 
ancient text bothered to mention one) in order to explain 
Roman attacks against the Jews. The Romans were provoked 

enough by the grass-roots success of Judaism, and they put this 
down in black and white. This is not rocket science, and the 
Romans could figure it out: an egalitarian law based on the 
story of a successful slave revolt against an Egyptian king 
(Exodus) was bad news for an aristocracy running a repressive 
system brimming with slaves. The senatorial aristocracy lived 
in terror of Jews, for they could see that the radically 
egalitarian and ethical Jewish law was winning many converts 
and even more ‘God-fearers,’ and that it was by definition 
opposed to the incomprehensibly brutal system that the 
Romans ran. This was a political fight, and the masses were 
saying that they were now only waiting for their mythical 
leader: the ‘Messiah.’ Might not the people rise as one and put 
the senators’ heads on the executioner’s block? Yes, they really 
might, and that’s precisely what the Roman aristocrats were so 
worried about. For historians to suggest that the Jews were 
unreasonable (as Smallwood does), or that we just don’t have 
enough information to determine why the Jews were 
persecuted by the Romans (as Scramuzza does), is an 
absurdity. 

Now, cover-ups reliably produce absurdities, because 
those who must tell you the opposite of the truth are forced to 
say the silliest things about the obvious, and that’s what we 
have here. Of course, one cannot go directly from the above 
absurdities to the conclusion that historians such as Scramuzza 
and Smallwood write malicious nonsense to apologize for the 
ancient Romans and attack the Jews—but one can certainly 
posit that as a hypothesis. Given that these are historians of 
Rome, and moreover of the Jewish experience under the 
ancient Romans, they are experts in everything I have reviewed 
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above, so my hypothesis is not exactly far-fetched. What is far-
fetched is that these historians could honestly think that the 
Roman aristocrats were benevolent and just and the Jews by 
contrast unreasonable troublemakers. It is likewise far-fetched 
that historians could honestly think that there was no obvious 
reason for the Romans to attack the Jews. 

My purpose in this first volume is to give you a 
thoroughly satisfying explanation for the single most important 
political event in the entire history of Rome: the extermination 
of the Jewish people in the first and second centuries. When 
you have turned the last leaf of this book, you will have 
returned to the first century, and this outrage will make perfect 
sense. You will understand the role of the Jews, and the 
Persians, in world history, and also the opposite role of the 
Romans and Greeks. Thus informed, you will be equipped to 
begin making sense of Western civilization, and you will be 
satisfied that historians have been systematically attempting to 
prevent you from doing so. 

But why do we need to talk about Greeks and Persians? 

In fact, our story needs to begin with them, because the 
Romans took over for the Greeks, and the Jews for the 
Persians, in a titanic clash that has defined and shaped Western 
history to this day. Once the Greeks and the Persians have set 
the scene and fought their battles, we can trace the origin of the 
Jewish people from the beginning until the dawning of the first 
century, when their clash with the Romans led to the genocide 
of the Jewish people. And then we will stop, because a full 
explanation of the first century deserves a whole volume (due 
out soon). 

Thank you for joining me. 


