CHAPTER 8.

Augustus Caesar (30 bce – 14 ce) and his policy of anti-Jewish genocide
After Julius Caesar was assassinated, there ensued of period of internal wars, and for a while no clear leader emerged until at last Augustus defeated all of his rivals and made himself emperor, thus closing the final chapter of the ‘Roman Republic’ and opening the first chapter of what is alternatively called the ‘Roman Empire’ or ‘Roman Principate.’

This has finally brought us to our destination, because the rule of Augustus goes from the year 30 bce to the year 14 ce, and thus carries us into the dawn of the first century, where I promised that we would stop. The point of our journey was to see if we could understand better why the Romans carried out a genocide of the Jewish people that began, precisely, in the first century. I have argued that the Law of Moses was an ideological—which is to say, political—threat to the repressive Roman aristocratic system.

Augustus was fonder than anybody of Roman aristocratic repression, and he increased it even beyond what the Roman Republic had achieved—therefore, if anybody had a special reason to be afraid of the courageous Jewish movement, it was Augustus. As I will document in this chapter, it was Augustus who decided on a policy of antisemitic genocide in order to be rid of the threat represented by the Jewish ideology, which was rapidly growing all over his empire. Precisely because the Jews were popular, numerous, and brave, Augustus—who, it must be recognized, if he was evil, still he was brilliant—hit on a policy of provoking the Jews, so they would attack first, giving him the excuse to portray them as enemies, followed by genocidal mass killings. This was at the turn of the first century. That’s when the genocide really began, not with the First Jewish War in 65 ce, as is usually claimed. What the First Jewish War marks is the moment where the Romans finally hit on a strategy that could really work in their efforts to exterminate the Jews; but the policy of making the attempt begins with Augustus.

My defense of this argument, below, will bring to a close my effort to explain why this ancient genocide of the Jewish people happened, and this, you may recall, was the purpose of this book. The task of documenting the various stages of that genocide, which lasted, incredibly, for a century and a half, will demand that I write a separate volume, so that will be volume two of The Crux. The story is exciting, because the Romans had a very hard time, and the Jews fought a remarkable fight, at times making it seem that they would win. This story is also unknown.
But returning to Augustus. Before coming to his policy towards the Jews, I will try to give you a sense for Augustus himself. This preliminary characterization of Augustus is important because most people have an inaccurate impression of the man. Our historians, you see, have created the fiction of what I call the ‘two-stage Augustus.’ In this model, Augustus—whose original name was Octavian—started out as the most ruthless murderer even Rome had ever seen, but then he suddenly and unaccountably mellowed out (supposedly). It is this fiction of the ‘two-stage Augustus’ that historians stand on when they proclaim that “Augustus was a great man” (Levick 1976:82).

Only when this picture is corrected can Augustan policy toward the Jews be properly understood.

The alleged two Augusti

To see how the idea of the supposed two stages works, I quote from historians Mary T. Boatwright, Daniel J. Gargola, and Richard J. A. Talbert (2004:288):

So, at the age of only thirty-three, Octavian [Augustus] had finally achieved the undisputed control of the Roman world which had been his unwavering ambition through fourteen years of civil war. To this end, he had been responsible for death, destruction, confiscation, and unbroken misery on a scale quite unmatched in all the previous phases of Roman civil conflict over the past century. Time and again he had returned from the brink of disaster, thanks to his skill as a propagandist, his ability to attract able associates, and his willingness to sacrifice any principle…

That’s the ‘bad Augustus,’ of course—the first stage. But then there is the other one, the ‘good’ one, who came immediately afterward. Boatwright et al. transition fearlessly from the excerpt above into this:

The fundamental question was the nature of the regime that should now rule Rome. Two possibilities were surely to be avoided. The first was Caesar’s style of autocracy; with its contempt for traditional forms of government, and its leanings towards dynasty and divinity, it had only led to his assassination. A second, related possibility would be to develop some form of sole rule that relied primarily on the army. Octavian’s [Augustus’] civil war experience must have warned him against attempting this; he had seen too often how fickle and undisciplined soldiers could be… However, to restore the Republic without retaining some form of personal control can never have struck him as a serious option…

Notice how clear this picture is. For Augustus, the thing to avoid, they tell us, was an “autocracy…[with] leanings towards dynasty and divinity,” because this was precisely the sort of thing that had gotten Julius Caesar assassinated. And the thing to avoid also was “some form of sole rule that relied primarily on the army”—a military dictatorship. So Augustus would instead “restore the Republic.” “However, to restore the Republic without retaining some form of personal control can never have struck him as a serious option.” So Augustus “restored the Republic” but “retain[ed] some…personal control,” functioning as a kind of ‘president for life’: a constitutional monarch. Before proceeding any further, satisfy yourself that this is what Boatwright et al. are saying, above.
Why the above representation? Because it is required for a historian such as Barbara Levick (1976:82) to write, without even bothering to explain, that “Augustus was a great man”; otherwise, without the supposed change from ‘bad’ to ‘good,’ what you have is just more of the most ruthless murderer that even Rome had ever seen. The story, therefore, is that, yes, Augustus was an awful guy when he started out, but then, behold, he achieved power and “restored the Republic,” turning himself into a constitutional monarch.

And yet the amply documented fact is that Augustus did not become a constitutional monarch. He could do whatever he wanted because he had already murdered all of his opponents, and all Romans under arms had sworn allegiance to him personally. His power was sheer military power, and his regime was a pure military dictatorship. Moreover, Augustus had made a special point, as we saw, of murdering those who had assassinated Julius Caesar, so in fact now he had a free hand to institute an autocracy thoroughly drenched in dynasty and divinity beyond even that of his predecessor, which is in fact what he proceeded to do. Again, I am speaking of perfectly well known and abundantly documented historical facts, the same ones Boatwright et al. proceed to make reference to, thereby refuting themselves.
For example:
…the senate bestowed upon Octavian the new name Augustus, and also renamed the month of his birth, Sextilis, in the same way [as they had for Julius Caesar, which resulted in the month of July]. With the sense of ‘revered,’ this name [Augustus] has a semireligious connotation, and was deliberately intended to symbolize Octavian’s decisive break with his violent past.—ibid. (p.291)
How interesting. The ‘two-stage Augustus’ theory is none other than the emperor’s own loud propaganda, and that’s what the two names were for: ‘Octavian’ stood for the man who mass-murdered fellow Romans and devastated Italy whereas the name ‘Augustus’ “was deliberately intended to symbolize Octavian’s decisive break with his violent past.”

Now, historians are supposedly under a professional obligation not to describe the world as a given political party would like, but rather as objectively as possible. If the Emperor Augustus wanted to use two different names in order to symbolize his supposed shift from ‘bad’ to ‘good’ because he found it politically convenient, to us the only thing that should matter is whether his behaviors in fact did -- or did not -- become good. Historians therefore should use only one name when referring to this man who became emperor, the better not to confuse their readers. And yet historians are careful to use the name ‘Octavian’ when referring to him during the wars that brought him to power, and as ‘Augustus’ after he became emperor; in other words, two thousand years later, historians are cooperating with the propaganda of Augustus Caesar, which relied on the use of these very two names to push the idea of a ‘two-stage Augustus.’

We also learn from the quote above that bestowing the name ‘Augustus’ on him, for the ancient Romans, was a form of worship, which means this emperor did not, in fact, avoid a religious personality cult as Boatwright et al. first claimed. Some pages later the same authors explain further that “It was specifically to Augustus and his family that soldiers came to be required to take a regular oath of loyalty… it is clear that Augustus also used oath-taking as a means of promoting civilians’ loyalty to himself” (ibid. p.304). In other words Augustus instituted an obligatory personality cult that anybody familiar with Nazi Germany will immediately recognize. However, the cult of Augustus is arguably more extreme because it included the building of religious shrines and sacrificial offerings to him. Even careless use of Augustus’ name became a form of blasphemy, and those caught doing it would lose life and property (I shall return to this below).

(I remind you that Boatwright et al. began by assuring us that Augustus avoided an “autocracy...[with] leanings toward…divinity” because he wasn’t about to repeat the mistakes that had gotten Julius Caesar assassinated…)
Notice also that, if the soldiers were swearing oaths of loyalty to Augustus himself, then his power was military power. In fact, as Boatwright et al. themselves explain, the term imperator that Augustus adopted for himself (‘emperor’) was “Originally, a title for a successful military commander” (2004:485). In The Roman Army 31 bc – ad 337: A sourcebook, Brian Campbell explains that “When [Augustus] adopted the designation imperator as part of his name, probably in 38 bce, he was making a claim to be the outstanding military leader in Rome… Once established in power, Augustus tied the army closely to his person” (1994:68).

(I remind you that Boatwright et al. began by assuring us that Augustus avoided “some form of sole rule that relied primarily on the army” because he had learned in his rise to power that soldiers are “fickle”…)
And on page 297, Boatwright et al. tell me that “despite his claims to have restored Rome’s traditional constitution, Augustus…wield[ed] a quite disproportionate amount of personal authority…[and] plann[ed] to pass on his position to a capable successor of his own choosing, and if at all possible a blood relative.” The first part is a euphemism—Augustus did not wield “a quite disproportionate amount of personal authority,” he wielded complete, absolute, undisputed, total power. But the second part establishes that Augustus was obsessed with setting up a dynasty.

(I remind you that Boatwright et al. began by assuring us that Augustus avoided “autocracy…[with] leanings towards dynasty.”)
Now, in what society do historians, writing a textbook for beginners, start out by asserting the opposite of the truth, proceeding immediately thereafter to refute themselves explicitly, and moreover expecting the public not to notice and remember instead the initial claims? This would happen in be the totalitarian society imagined by George Orwell in his novel 1984, where people indeed were taught, by dint of bold, matter-of-fact repetition, to believe the interpretations they were being offered, rather than the contrary evidence they were simultaneously being shown. The slogans people were taught to believe included “war is peace” and “freedom is slavery.” In such a society, the history of Rome would be presented precisely as Boatwright et al. serve it up: Augustus, who occupies pride of place among the small handful of the very worst Hitlers in history, avoided, personality cult, dynasty, and military dictatorship—and you will be told this even as you are shown the emperor’s personality cult, his frantic efforts to establish a dynasty, and his sheer, absolute, military power.
I pause to make an important point: this is indeed what the next generation is being taught to believe. In the dedication page, Boatwright et al. announce that “We dedicate this book to members of a younger generation, in the hope that they, too, will share our fascination for the Romans and their history.” In their preface they clarify that theirs “is a book aimed primarily at average college-educated readers who lack prior engagement with ancient Rome…” (ibid. xxi-xxii). In other words, the absurd interpretations boldly presented in this textbook are targeted to those who will not read the specialist literature, where one can might come across a wealth of detail concerning the spectacular cruelties and savageries of this emperor, and even an occasionally straightforward presentation of him as a criminal, rather than as supposedly reformed constitutional monarch (as we shall see below).
What was Augustus like?

Consistent with the ‘two-stage Augustus’ propaganda, our textbook writers Boatwright et al. describe the relationship between Augustus and the senate as follows (ibid. p.289):
[Augustus] signaled his choice of approach in 28 bce by acknowledging for the first time that he and his partner in the consulship, Agrippa, were co-equals. Then, at a carefully staged meeting of the senate in January 27, he handed back all his authority to the senate and the people. To calm members in their alarm, he at once consented to remain consul, and to take responsibility for Spain, Gaul, Cilicia, Cyprus, Syria, and Egypt for ten years, on the grounds that these areas were in particular danger from invasion or revolt. Wherever it should become safe to do so within ten years, however, he undertook to hand the area back to the senate sooner. Clearly he could not govern all of them personally, still less command the troops stationed there, so he was granted authority to appoint deputies (‘legates’) to serve whatever terms he should fix. The expectation was that he would continue to be reelected consul himself. Governors of all other provinces would now once again be chosen by lot from ex-consuls and ex-praetors to serve for one-year terms in the traditional manner.

Now I will tell you what actually happened and we can compare it to the above.

First, Augustus already had total military power, so he was therefore not negotiating with the senate, but merely explaining how things would be from now on. Men such as Alexander of Macedon, Augustus Caesar, and Adolf Hitler don’t negotiate in the least once they have climbed to the peak of power.

Second, it is likewise false that Augustus suffered Agrippa to be his co-equal, and false that Augustus “handed back all his authority to the senate and the people.” What is true is that Augustus pretended to do this, for the purpose of ceremony.

Third, it is false that Augustus “consented to remain consul, and to take responsibility for Spain, Gaul, Cilicia, Cyprus, Syria, and Egypt for ten years.” Augustus never “consented” to anything, whatever the issue, and the promise to return his provinces to the senate after ten years was, of course, an empty one and he never kept it.

What really happened is revealed in the last sentence of the above quote: “Governors of all other provinces would now once again be chosen by lot from ex-consuls and ex-praetors to serve for one-year terms in the traditional manner.” In other words, though Augustus certainly was a “self-proclaimed restorer of the Republic” (Sheldon 1987:154), he just as certainly did not “restore the Republic.” What he did was, first, arrogate to himself all the largest, richest, and militarily most strategic provinces (and as you can see above the list of these is not short), and then he condescended to allow the Roman aristocrats to play at “the Republic” in the crumbs of empire that he let fall from his table. But this was a charade, because in fact he did not even let them play with those crumbs at all. Immediately, starting in 27 bce and through the year 24, he ordered wars, which nobody but the senate supposedly could order, and made any dispositions he wanted in provinces that he supposedly had no authority over. When Murena, the consul for 23, made an issue of this in court he was first accused of plotting to kill Augustus and then murdered (Levick 1976:21-22). Moreover, in addition to the provinces which were officially his, all of Rome’s client kingdoms were also under Augustus’ direct authority (something Boatwright et al. simply fail to mention), and he treated them like his private kingdoms (as we shall see below).

Augustus also forced the senate to allow him to create his own personal bureaucracy, and this is what the phrase “he was granted authority to appoint deputies to serve whatever terms he should fix” really means. And this pan-Mediterranean bureaucracy directly under Augustus became a source of power in addition to his already total military control.

Now, in addition to requiring all soldiers to swear oaths of loyalty to him personally, Augustus created something called the praetorian guard. Brian Campbell (1994:38) explains what that was:

Augustus…establish[ed] in 27 bce an elite unit…to act as his permanent bodyguard. The praetorian guard consisted of nine cohorts with 1000 or possibly 500 men in each, and was stationed in Italian towns in the vicinity of Rome… These soldiers, though armed, did not appear in dress uniform. This was a political ploy designed to allay the fears of senators who were unaccustomed to the presence of soldiers in Rome or indeed in Italy.

Under the Republic, the presence of soldiers within the pomerium (the sacred boundary of the city of Rome) was illegal, thereby to symbolize that the citizens were free (and to the extent that citizens would have been enraged by the presence of soldiers it did act as a deterrent to those who would rule by coup). What Campbell is saying is that Augustus did away with this traditional practice. This was serious business, and so Augustus, with an eye to making his total military rule less offensive, had these special troops disguise themselves so that they would look less soldierly. 

But did you notice that Campbell calls the praetorian guard the emperor’s “bodyguard”? Why does he? I don’t know because the emperor did have a bodyguard. This is explained by Rose Mary Sheldon in Tinker, Tailor, Caesar, Spy: Espionage in Ancient Rome (1987:155):

…“speculatores of Caesar” the central corps bearing this name belonged to the praetorian guard…This arrangement no doubt began with Augustus. He is recorded as having stayed in the country home of one of his speculatores. These men were chosen for their impressive physique and their main task was to guard the emperor from assassination.

Ah, yes. Tough guys who directly protect the emperor’s body, guarding him from assassination—bodyguards. And they had a name: “speculatores of Caesar.” They were praetorians, but only a small fraction of them. And yet Campbell is not alone—almost every historian refers to the praetorian guard as the “emperor’s bodyguard.” Why is that? Who knows, but there is no question that using the phrase helps construct the fiction of the two-stage Augustus, because that way, even if one were to notice that Augustus created something called the praetorian guard, you would think: “What could be wrong with the emperor having a bodyguard? He is a head of state!” The modern reader has an image of a few big and clean-shaven men in dark suits and sunglasses who make sure nobody takes a potshot at the president or prime minister and that, if somebody does, they get in the path of the bullet. The phrase “emperor’s bodyguard” therefore helps to mask that Campbell is describing the emperor’s private militia, used as an organ of domestic repression. One does not protect an emperor from assassination by stationing thousands of men under arms in several towns, distributing them all around the cities in plainclothes. The praetorian guard was there to protect the imperial regime. Obviously.

The demonstration is that the praetorian guard would make and unmake the emperors themselves. Consider, as one example, that the emperor Gaius (Caligula) was murdered by members of the praetorian guard (Boatwright et al. 2004:328), and then his successor Claudius

…was conveyed to the praetorian barracks where he negotiated for the crucial support of the guardsmen… Claudius addressed the praetorians, promised a donative, and was saluted as imperator. At a second meeting [with Claudius] the senate now acquiesced in a situation that it could not change… The donative [Claudius] paid was enormous, probably 15,000 sesterces each” (Campbell 1994:184-185). 

This also exposes how the loyalty of the praetorians was bought: with cold hard cash, and they were paid a lot more, and served shorter terms, than regular legionnaires. But the regular army troops could also make and unmake emperors, as they demonstrated in the case of Vespasian (ibid. p.186). One way or another, however, it was the soldiers who, since the time of Augustus, determined who was the holder of totalitarian power.

The first thing Augustus did upon gaining total power was discharge 140,000 soldiers, using the wealth plundered from Egypt to buy them land and to give them some cash. This meant 140,000 happy campers whom he could easily mobilize. Then he proceeded to limit forced conscription in Italy, taking only volunteers there. This caused widespread relief to the people of Italy, who were sick of having to serve in the army. It also meant that Augustus would have to secure his power mostly by forcing the people in the conquered provinces to fight for him, the oppressor, which could not be done without radical reforms to the military. It pays to review these reforms, with close attention to how each was carefully designed to secure the stability of the Augustan absolutist and totalitarian military regime.

Augustus’ overall strategy was to turn the army into a professional force and total way of life, the better to separate soldiers from ordinary people, so as to more effectively use the first against the second.

1) Conscripted soldiers from the provinces were rewarded with citizenship upon discharge if they stayed loyal, or sometimes earlier if they distinguished themselves.
2) Another incentive for loyal and skilled legionnaires was possible promotion to the praetorian guard, which was initially only open to Italians but later to all soldiers (Campbell 1994:9-10, 38-45, 193-194).
3) Soldiers could no longer be married during their term of service (Boatwright et al. 2004:302). Only upon honorable discharge did they received the right of conubium (marriage).
4) Terms of service would be 20 years, the last five as a reservist. They would receive a bounty payment equivalent to about 13 years basic pay upon retirement (Boatwright et al. 2004:302). Since Julius Caesar, in an earlier reform, had already doubled their basic pay, Augustus was giving every soldier upon discharge something in the neighborhood of twice the staggering amount that Pompey had given his own men after plundering the most fabulous wealth in the East. And yet… In Acts of the Apostles (4:22), Luke suggests that a man over 40 was already considered to be advancing in years, especially in the lower classes. With 20 years of military service, even those drafted when 15 would be retiring by the age of 35, and would not tax the Augustan treasury for long. But that’s if they survived, which a long term of service, and constant military engagements, also made less likely. Augustus was obviously clever. The ancient biographer Suetonius attributed a harsher version of the same idea to the next emperor, Tiberius: “He also very rarely allowed veteran soldiers their discharge, having an eye to their death from years, and a saving of money through their death” (Tiberius 48.2).
5) Rather than resort again to proscriptions (arbitrary executions of wealthy citizens, followed by confiscation of their property, which had been his favorite method of solving financial difficulties during his rise to total power), Augustus set up a special military treasury and initially funded it himself, thereafter instituting sales and inheritance taxes to keep it solvent (Boatwright et al. 2004:302). The most important point is, however, that he controlled this treasury.
6) To destroy common links of identity between soldiers and officers, the latter (called ‘centurions’) were either (1) aristocrats of equestrian rank, (2) promoted from the ranks of legionnaires of long service who had demonstrated their utter loyalty to the system, (3) centurions and decurions of auxiliary units, or (4) promoted from the ranks of common soldiers in the elite and pampered praetorian guard.
Since a centurion was likely to be a man of above-average education and general competence, with good promotion prospects…in the army, he would have little in common with ordinary soldiers. Centurions will probably have formed a tightly-knit group maintaining conservative loyalty to the emperor”—Campbell (1994:46).

7) Where the basic yearly pay of legionnaires was concerned, Augustus did not raise it much. By contrast, centurions “now received anything from thirteen to over fifty times the basic rate depending upon rank and seniority. Previously, the pay differential between officers and men had been small” (Boatwright et al. 2004:302). This turned the centurions into a class wholly above the common soldiers, and the point of this change was to make it “less likely [for centurions] to identify with mutineers” (ibid.).
8) Also in order to prevent mutinies, as Suetonius informs us (Augustus 24.2),

(Augustus exercised discipline extremely severely)… If any units abandoned their position in battle, he decimated them and fed the remainder on barley. If any centurions abandoned their position, he executed them, just as he did ordinary soldiers…”—quoted in Campbell (1994:107)

The phrase “he decimated them and fed the remainder on barley” requires a note of explanation. The verb ‘to decimate’ today has wide applicability, as when somebody says “the Medieval plague decimated the European population.” In ancient Rome, however, the meaning was specific: at its strictest, if even one soldier deserted in the field of battle, he would be executed, and then every tenth soldier from his unit, taken at random, would also be executed, in front of the rest of the unit, with the remaining soldiers being put on a diet of barley and water for a period of time. This is why the Latin root of ‘decimation’ is the same as for ‘decimal,’ ‘decennial,’ etc., meaning ‘ten.’ The point of punishing the entire unit so harshly was obviously to make every soldier in the unit responsible for the deserter, turning the common soldiers into the first line of enforcement. If it seemed like one of the soldiers in your unit was going to desert, then you would tell your buddies, and you would kill the deserter, because otherwise you were in rather serious trouble. The soldier prone to desertion had to conquer his fear of execution and the guilt of causing death to his comrades in arms. Moreover, he had to make his move knowing that at this moment his life was in the greatest danger from these very comrades. It added up to a serious disincentive for desertion, and as a result the Roman legions were famously disciplined (and this total obedience made those who commanded them feel like gods, which helps explain the psychology of Roman aristocrats, exposed as they were to this frankly maddening experience).

9) For soldiers who were disciplined and loyal, Augustus connected membership in the military with privilege. “All veterans could look forward to a relatively privileged status in comparison with the rest of the lower classes, since they were exempt from certain taxes and personal services, and immune from certain punishments” (Campbell 1994:193). Augustus in fact personally supervised with great care the arrangements for his veterans (bid. p.211):

Augustus paid great attention to the details of the foundation of his [veteran] colonies… He formulated the basic law of land division…and laid down what sort of land and pasture each settler should get. He also defined those destined for specially favored treatment, and insisted on careful demarcation of each land division scheme, specifying the erection of wooden posts to designate individual allocations; in addition, he was responsible for the meticulous compilation and lodging of records of the settlement details, and the establishment of a legal framework controlling each settlement’s relationship with neighboring communities. …Augustus boast[ed] about the twenty-eight colonies he founded in Italy.

What Augustus was superintending with such social-engineering loving care was the creation of a military class, separated from the lower ranks of the citizenry and above it, with its own communities, way of life, laws, and, most importantly, privileges. Just as Augustus designed matters so as to break the link of common identity between centurion and legionnaire, he also endeavored to break any link of common identity between soldier and citizen, making it easier for him to use the first against the second.

Soldiers thus detached did all sorts of jobs. They arrested forgers or helped them escape. They held tax delinquents, they served as detectives and political spies under the title of speculatores, curiosi, frumentarii or agentes in rebus and won a detestable reputation. [For example,] They intimidated and beat up the bakers of Antioch, searched for hoarders, and extorted money during a famine.—Sheldon (1987:163)

Sheldon adds that “The record of their activities is not entirely honorable.” I suppose that’s one way of putting it.

You may have noticed above the reference to soldiers doing the work of “political spies.” As Sheldon explains, a political spy is there “to protect the ruler and his dynasty” (ibid. p.153), and that’s really all the spying that Augustus was interested in. So “Augustus’ principate created the physical network of an intelligence system but what developed from it was not an organization for gathering foreign intelligence but an internal security apparatus” (ibid.). This included an empire-wide messenger service, and several different categories of policeman and bureaucrat who collected all sorts of information on what everybody was doing so that it could be centrally processed (ibid. pp.140-153). The result of all this was to keep the soldiers very busy.

In the civilian field, Augustus relied on professional informers…, [and] private accusers (delatores) and informers (mandatores). The Lex Julia Maiestatis i.e. the law of treason, was the basis for prosecution in these cases…the earliest trials and charges demonstrate that the treason law included verbal abuse and slander of the princeps [i.e. of Augustus], and slander of members of his family, as well as high treason. According to this law an offense against the princeps constituted an offense against the state… Augustus’ principate initiated a rash of delations as new sentries took their place over the Roman people.—Sheldon (1987:156)
The delatores or amateur accusers would usually get “one-quarter of the defendant’s property [as a reward]…, but probably there were others: under some statutes the successful accuser seems to have been entitled to take on the insignia of his victim and his seniority” (Levick 1976:189). In other words, anybody could become a delator—you didn’t have to apply for a license. All you had to do was accuse somebody, say, of nothing more serious than having bad-mouthed the emperor, and if your victim was found guilty, which means executed, then you got to keep a significant fraction of their property, and could even inherit their social status. In a society radically organized by explicit class categories, then, snitches had upward mobility.

There was a lot of this going on, at all levels. As Barbara Levick puts it, “the notorious practitioners [of the art of delation] met in the pages of Tacitus and Pliny were only the biggest fish in a pool that was swarming with greedy lesser fry” (1976:190). And a delator didn’t have to be greedy, as this was an excellent way of disposing of enemies, so false accusations proliferated. One can begin to imagine the kind of nightmare that Roman society became—not only brutally unequal, but now also paranoid from head to toes.

And once again we see that the German Nazis didn’t exactly innovate, but in many ways revived a system that the Romans had perfected long ago.

Philostratus made…[a] graphic observation as much applicable to Augustus’ Rome as it was a century later, when Philostratus made it. “To live in a city, where there are so many eyes to see and so many ears to hear things which are and are not, is a serious handicap for anyone who desires to play at revolution, unless he be wholly intent upon his own death. On the contrary it prompts prudent and sensible people to walk slowly even when engaged in wholly permissible pursuits.”—Sheldon (1987:158)
It is possible that for Augustus the greatest benefit in the delator system was not to collect information about possible revolutions but merely to induce a state of terror such that coalitions of any significant size could not emerge, as people would find it impossible to trust each other. It is also well documented that this significantly enhanced the solvency of the imperial treasury, so this was really just another name for ‘proscription.’ Finally, it was an excellent way of getting rid of political enemies and keeping everybody obedient. However, when it came to really gathering information about coups or revolutionary stirrings, Augustus relied primarily on his professionals. 

Since even soldiers wore civilian clothes when performing clandestine duties, one always had to be careful about speaking to strangers. The often-quoted passage from Epictetus warns: “A soldier, dressed like a civilian, sits down by your side and begins to speak ill of Caesar, and then you too, just as though you had received from him some guarantee of good faith in the fact that he began the abuse, tell likewise everything you think and the next thing is—you are led off to prison in chains.”—Sheldon (1987:160)
Augustus also created a new rule that showed the extent of his totalitarianism: if you were accused, but you committed suicide, then there was a good chance that your estate would not be confiscated and would instead pass to your heirs. By contrast, “A man who stubbornly insisted on awaiting sentence could expect death or exile” (ibid.). In other words, the emperor had total control over the trials, and anybody he wanted accused would be accused (by a delator, to keep appearances), so if the emperor wanted that person convicted, that person would be. But by allowing the accused, if they committed suicide, to save their families, Augustus created a situation where even the minor defiance of his regime symbolized by demanding a trial would not commonly be witnessed. If you insisted in having your trial, however, then your bravery would be rewarded with either “beheading, crucifixion, torture, fettering, imprisonment, or exile” (ibid. pp.160-161).

Or perhaps you might choose to flee, but this was quite unlikely to succeed.

The imperial navy made escape from the empire by sea difficult also. Leaving involved a long journey, outwitting border guards… To seek refuge anywhere within the empire was hopeless, and most neighboring states were obliged by treaty to return refugees… Travel around the Empire was not as free as some of the literature would suggest. Each citizen had his place of origin (his idia or origo). If a person left it, he could be expelled from his new residence by police action, and, in any case, he was required to return to his original home for purposes of census and sometimes for other reasons… Flight across the imperial frontiers was strictly punished. Men who ran away or hid had little chance of success. In the reign of Tiberius, for example, Rubrius Fabatus tried to flee from Rome to the Parthians but got no farther than the Straits of Messina before a centurion caught him and dragged him back for punishment.—Sheldon (1987:161-162)

Turning the Mediterranean thus into a vast and meticulously regulated prison required much police work, and to that end Augustus created several and redundant police forces in addition to the soldiers, who performed police duties as needed. Even Rome’s fire brigade, created by Augustus, for example, came to perform internal espionage duties (ibid. p.159). Indeed, as Philostratus said, “there are so many eyes to see and so many ears to hear things which are and are not.”

But it gets worse.

Because of the manner in which historians apologize for the Romans, modern people associate with the German Nazis the linkage between political persecution and the state economy, as if the Nazis had invented the madness where the engines of industry are made to run with the same policy that destroys the political opposition. I am referring to the concentration of political prisoners in slave factories and labor camps that double as death factories and death camps. Augustus also did this first.

Punishments varied according to social status. Members of the upper classes, honestiores, were deported or relegated. Individuals of the lower classes might be condemned to provide a public show by participating [as gladiators or victims of beasts] in the games or else to be exiled, although their exile took more drastic form than that of the honestiores. The imperial mines, which were numerous, always needed new hands to replace those who had died in the unbearable labor. The courts…supplied a part of that needed labor. The fearful sentence ad metallum put men in chains and gave them no hope of release except by death; those condemned ad opus metalli were not chained and might or might not be assigned a specific term of punishment. Both groups were under military supervision. Then there existed also the local crews who performed all types of state work, even cleaning public baths. Assignment to these crews might be inflicted as punishment for ordinary crimes, but minority groups… might also be sentenced to work crews for their beliefs and for being social misfits. No statistics tell how many men went to labor camps during the Empire… The golden age of Augustus was not very golden…—Sheldon (1987:162)

Of course, police states are very expensive, so taxes hardly went down under Augustus, which increased the misery of the great majority of Mediterraneans, the same ones who were already living in the most abject poverty. Here it is worth remembering that Augustus’ soldiers, for example, “intimidated and beat up the bakers of Antioch, searched for hoarders, and extorted money during a famine” (Sheldon 1987:163).

The apology for Augustus

Because this has to be seen to be believed, I will show you. The above description of the Augustan regime was constructed by consulting the specialist literature. This is a literature that laypeople usually never see, limited as they are to textbooks. With the above description for backdrop, then, I shall now proceed to examine how a recent college textbook on the Romans, Boatwright et al. (2004), discusses the question of the nature of the Augustan regime. This will give you a good taste for how ‘education’ works.
Boatwright et al. examine the question of what Augustus was like under the sub-heading “The Republic Restored” (pp.291-292), which the authors themselves put in quotation marks. They begin as follows:

How genuine is this claim [that the Republic was restored under Augustus]? Certain ancient writers much later, looking back with the advantage of hindsight, represent it as a sham, because they are keenly aware of how authoritarian the rule which dates from this point would become over time. It is vital to appreciate, however, that contemporaries enjoyed no such insight into the future. Their comparison would be to the past. By this measure there is no question that the First Settlement allowed the Republic’s traditional institutions and offices to function with a degree of independence and stability unknown since, say, the formation of the First Triumvirate in 60-59.

Contradicting the claim of those who wrote much closer to the actual events, Boatwright et al. state that the imperial regime would become authoritarian “over time,” thereby implying that it was not authoritarian under the first emperor, Augustus. This implication is recruited to defend Augustus’ own claim to have ‘restored the Republic.’ So Augustus’ claim to have ‘restored the Republic’ was not a sham, these historians are telling us. An argument like this can be made so long as the job of a historian is to ignore entirely what our surviving documents say and write works of fiction. But I would submit that this is not what historians are supposed to do.
What our surviving documents say is that the first attempt to use republican institutions to rein in Augustus’ power was also the last.

Murena, the consul for 23 bce, made an issue in court of how Augustus had been running roughshod even over those crumbs of ‘Republic’ supposedly scattered for the desperate senators to peck at, and then Murena was accused of treason and murdered (Levick 1976:21-22). Immediately following that, Augustus moved for the Second Settlement, which removed whatever purely symbolic traces of the Republic still remained. The upshot of our data is therefore that the absolutist and totalitarian system I have just described began immediately and was not once successfully challenged.

But unless you have the benefit of my analysis, Boatwright et al. will convince you, I guarantee it, because you will just be pulled along by the most pedestrian of charities: your perfectly reasonable expectation that someone will not go to the trouble of getting a Ph.D. in classical history to then write a college textbook that says precisely the opposite of what is true. I will show the greatest respect for this eminently reasonable assumption, and I will therefore pay careful and close attention to the prose used by these textbook writers. We must, after all, approach the hypothesis that these authors are deliberately trying to mislead us with the greatest skepticism, and we should seek to test such an extraordinary hypothesis a great many times before coming away convinced. Be forewarned, therefore, that this is the hypothesis I am defending, and stay on your guard.

I point out first that what Boatwright et al. are teaching their readers is that, if they encounter an ancient writer saying that Augustus’ claim to have ‘restored the Republic’ was a sham, they should pay no attention to that, because such ancient authors were writing “much later” (as if Boatwright et al. weren’t) and so didn’t have the right perspective. This might be called an ‘inoculation.’ In this day and age, when a click of the mouse will instantly produce on my screen the complete works of Suetonius and Tacitus (and God bless the internet), the writers of college history textbooks apparently have to worry that curious students will go check the original sources. Therefore, college students must be instructed in advance—vaccinated, so to speak—so they will know how ‘properly’ to interpret the accusation, made by the ancient post-Augustan sources, that the first emperor’s propaganda to have ‘restored the Republic’ was a total sham.

That sort of thing gives me a chill. If you are feeling one too I am getting through to you. But I have a better one.

Boatwright et al. are careful to make a very specific contrast. Far from condemning all evaluations of Augustus found in the ancient sources, there is one specific subset of ancient documents that they endorse. According to Boatwright et al., we may trust contemporaries of Augustus, whose “comparison would be to the past,” and who will therefore have the proper perspective on the question of whether or not Augustus restored the Republic. Let that ring in the background, and now let me re-introduce you to historian Rose Mary Sheldon, one of the world’s greatest authorities on the internal security apparatus of the Augustan empire. This is what she has to say concerning the degree of freedom to criticize Augustus: 

Advances in communication, improvement in the armed forces, and increased security along the borders were accompanied by eroding individual rights and the emergence of an internal security mechanism to monitor the movements of all citizens… Even the issue of censorship became crucial. Thoughts and writings had become a threat. Pompeius Macer, in charge of ordinandas bibliothecas for Augustus, was enjoined in a letter by the princeps from circulating three of Julius’ Caesar’s juvenalia. Titus Labienus saw his own writings burned per inimicos; even his personal enemy Cassius Severus was offended by the burning. And in one landmark case, Severus himself was tried before Augustus in ad 12 for libelous writings of his own. These incidents all had precedents. As a young man, Augustus himself, after defeating Sextus Pompey, “burned the writings which contained evidence concerning civil strife”… The trial of Cremutius Cordus in ad 25 ended in a public burning of his writings by the aediles.—Sheldon (1987:162-163)

It follows from the above, doesn’t it, that surviving documents from the Augustan period (i.e. those that weren’t burned by Augustus’ censors) will tend to have a strong pro-Augustan bias, in keeping with that emperor’s personality cult, and therefore agreeing with Augustus’ official propaganda that he had supposedly restored the Republic. It is these sources that the authors of a college textbook about Rome, Boatwright et al., have instructed modern students to trust on the question of whether Augustus did or did not ‘restore the Republic.’
Another chill? I have a better one.

The polemic which Boatwright et al. lay out for you, concerning the question of whether Augustus did or did not ‘restore the Republic,’ is a moral one. In other words, the implied debate is this: was Augustus ‘good’—which is to say, did he ‘restore the Republic’?—or was Augustus ‘bad’—which is to say, did he not? Many ancient sources will say he didn’t but bear with us, say these textbook-writing historians, for we will defend the argument that, actually, Augustus did ‘restore the Republic.’ What happens now? Well, suppose you decide to read the specialist literature and convince yourself (as you will) that Augustus did not in fact restore the Republic. Do Boatwright et al. then win or lose?

Don’t reply too quickly.

Boatwright et al. have forced you to frame the issue of passing judgment on Augustus as one where you try to figure out whether he did or not restore the Republic, so then if you read further afield and ‘defeat’ Boawright et al. you will conclude that Augustus was bad because he didn’t restore the Republic. What does this imply?

That the Republic was worth restoring.

But the Roman Republic was a system where leading aristocrats competed for public office so as to get the chance to play god, each of them murdering, tormenting, and humiliating ordinary people when it became his turn, while also enriching themselves through rapacious plunder in preparation for the next round of sporting competition with other such aristocrats at the polls. In Rome, half of the population were slaves. Almost everybody who was not a slave was dirt poor and treated like dirt. While the impoverished population of ordinary citizens was racked by recurrent famine, the rich pondered whether to get themselves for their third villa a fourth pool with exotic fish from Africa. Practically every year, there was war. Human beings were worked to death in chains at the mines and in the latifundia. Human beings were made to murder each other in the amphitheatres while the Romans pretended to be at a cock fight. When that got boring, beasts would be brought in to tear the living flesh from people whose only crime had been to be in the path of the Romans. It was the horrors of the Republic that produced the Spartacus revolt, which even Roman soldiers deserted their legions in an attempt to join. And it was the horrors of the Republic that led even some true-blood aristocrats such as Catiline and Clodius to recoil in disgusted amazement at the nightmare that had been wrought. And yet, believe it or not, Boatwright et al. debate for you the question of whether Augustus was or not a bad guy by putting it in terms of whether he did or not restore the wonderful Republic. It beggars description. But there can be no doubting that, if we read casually (and we do), then Boatwright et al. have us exactly where they want us: even if they let us win, and we decide that Augustus did not restore the Republic, we will be frowning on him for the crime of not restoring the Republic. What this prevents college students from ever learning, of course, is that the Republic itself was a crime.

Well, I say “they have us where they want us” as if I had already won my case that these authors are actually doing all of this consciously because they mean to deceive us. But ask yourself this question: Can the prose I just analyzed be produced by accident? The authors are trained experts. They know what the Augustan regime was like. They also know what the Roman Republic was like.

But I have more. Next Boatwright et al. write,

Augustus wanted a return to the rule of law [ = every opponent now murdered, Augustus had become himself the law], and sought a legitimate, regular position within such a framework [ = and wished merely for the lightest veneer of constitutionality on his absolute, undisputed, totalitarian power, backed by sheer military force and internal spying].

It is very dramatic with the brackets, isn’t it? Boatwright et al. are saying precisely the opposite of what is true. They continue:
Those who had no grasp of constitutional issues might refer to him as imperator (hence “emperor”), but he represented himself as no more than princeps, a bland informal term signifying merely “leading figure.”

Sheer audacity here.

Notice the argument: You would call Augustus an emperor? An emperor? Why, you must have zero grasp of constitutional issues. In fact Augustus represented himself as no more than a “leading figure”—princeps. What is the (barely) unstated premise, here? That the truth about Augustus should be sought not in the facts of his rule but in how the emperor represented himself. If that is not amusing enough consider its ‘corollary’: that a study of Augustan propaganda will apparently give one a proper education in “constitutional issues.” I can well see that Boatwright et al.’s evaluation of Augustus as having a superb “skill as a propagandist” (p.288) is one that they make with the highest authority.

They continue:

Previously there had been many principes (Caesar, Cicero, Crassus, Pompey, and others), whereas now there was to be only one [i.e. this Princeps was an emperor…]. Hence this new phase in Rome’s history is termed the Principate [actually, quite a few scholars call it “the Empire”]. Even this single Princeps might in time relax his hold further [notice: implies that he had relaxed his hold somewhat, which of course he hadn’t]. The First Settlement, after all, was made for no more than ten years [this hardly matters given that Augustus did not even honor the terms of the First Settlement, which on paper already gave him well-nigh totalitarian power]. To this extent there was cause for hope [it was hopeless, of course, and contemporaries knew it very well].

This is really very dense stuff. Every sentence is designed to massacre the truth. Next they say: 

There was also the realization, unlike in 44, that another assassination would not of its own accord serve to make the senate supreme again. Rather, there would be another vicious power struggle, as well as popular outrage even fiercer than the hostility which Caesar’s death had aroused; both prospects were unbearable so soon after the horrors of the long Triumviral period.

A real gem, this. The implication is that Augustus was not assassinated because those who could have done this said to themselves, “we will gain nothing.” And you are supposed to infer from this that the people were in agreement with Augustan rule, rather than beaten into submission. Augustus himself was obviously of a very different opinion than Boatwright et al. because he surrounded himself with personal bodyguards, the speculatores of Caesar, as we have seen. In principle, only the praetorians could have assassinated Augustus, and their loyalty was bought with astonishingly high salaries. Moreover, the suggestion that there would have been a popular outrage had Augustus been assassinated is madness. Augustus was the outrage, and the “horrors of the long Triumviral period” had been his horrors, for he had ruled Rome during the Triumviral period! Contrary to the implication of Boatwright et al., these horrors did not cease when Augustus became the uncontested emperor—quite the contrary, as we also saw.

Next they say,

For his part, Augustus understood, as Caesar had not, how vital the senate’s support was to his control of the Roman world. He further realized from Caesar’s experience that an ostentatious display of authority—by means of special titles, and dress, and other trappings—was counterproductive; it gave offense without bestowing more power. Instead, Augustus believed that the authority he could exercise within the traditional republican framework was sufficient.

Augustus avoided ostentations titles? How about Augustus, which the authors themselves tell us on page 291, “With the sense of ‘revered,’ has a semireligious connotation”? And how about the fact that, in addition to the name ‘Augustus,’ this emperor “adopted the designation imperator as part of his name, probably in 38 bce, [thus]…making a claim to be the outstanding military leader in Rome” (Campbell 1994:68)? And I suppose that the authors find the Augustan religious personality cult, which they themselves recognize on page 304 to have been all-but-compulsory, less than ostentatious? Mind you, the problem is not really that Boatwright et al. set the bar for ostentatious behavior absurdly high. The problem is that they are lying. Julius Caesar was not more ostentatious than Augustus, but less. The difference between these two Caesars was not that Augustus understood the senate’s support to be “vital…to his control of the Roman world,” but that Augustus could impose himself on the senate totally, whereas Julius could not, quite. And Augustus most certainly did not exercise his authority “within the traditional republican framework.”
Next they say,

[Augustus] had no wish to be constantly intervening in every sphere, and he positively encouraged the senate to determine many matters without reference to him. Even where he had an interest, he typically chose to advance it, not by open exercise of authority, but through his personal, unofficial auctoritas or “influence.” In other words, a private suggestion from Augustus, or even a gesture, could suffice to ensure, say, that a particular action was taken or a proposal dropped. In the same way, he might informally encourage friends to steer through legislation on an issue of concern to him, without ever promoting it himself.

The authors are instructing their readers to interpret a state of affairs where “a private suggestion from Augustus, or even a gesture” becomes law, as evidence that Augustus “had no wish to be constantly intervening in every sphere.” Remarkable. Obviously, when “[the absolute emperor!] Augustus positively encouraged the senate to determine many matters,” the senate was also quite aware, through private suggestions and gestures, precisely what resolutions they were supposed to arrive at.

Augustus’ auctoritas was unmatched—just as that of the senate itself had once been… His quite skillful use of auctoritas served as a formidable reinforcement of his official authority. He even used it to extend that authority, however, and this was more disturbing insofar as it undermined his own representation of his position after the First Settlement. In particular, [Augustus] caused governors outside his own assigned sphere to take steps (even make war) which no individual consul had the right to authorize without consulting his partner in office or the senate. If Augustus wished to act in this way, then he would have to alter the formal basis of his position.
The above paragraph contains a terribly interesting shift.

First, consider the characterization. Internal espionage, a personal pan-Mediterranean bureaucracy, a religious personality cult, treason trials and executions galore, labor/death camps, and thousands of men under arms swearing their loyalty personally to Augustus, plus the creation of elite militias under the emperor’s direct command, has become “skillfull use of auctoritas,” defined inoffensively as “influence.” Although the authors do recognize above that Augustus was a hypocrite, and that he made a mockery even of the already quite absolutist terms of the First Settlement, they nevertheless immediately defuse the lesson by explaining that this is “disturbing” only insofar as this “undermined [Augustus’] own representation of his position” as a supposed republican. In other words, this was a bad thing only because the emperor’s propaganda was out of sync with his actual power. The proper solution to that, they say, would not be to restore the Republic, but rather to do away with it formally as well and forthrightly admit that this was an empire, thus dispensing with the hypocritical charade.

And so we have arrived at the interesting transition I was alluding to. The authors have subtly shifted the center of gravity of the discussion: they are no longer defending the claim that Augustus ‘restored the Republic’; rather, they are granting that he didn’t, and they are getting ready to defend the empire. Watch:

At the same time [Augustus] shared the growing sense that it would not be truly republican for him to continue holding the consulship year after year… Nobles moreover were sure to become increasingly frustrated that from now on they could compete for only one of these prized consulships annually, rather than two. Last among the manifestly unrepublican features of the First Settlement was the sheer size of Augustus’ sphere of command. No consul had ever been assigned one so large…

In other words, it was all wrong that Augustus was pretending to have restored the Republic when he hadn’t, and with these words Boatwright et al. complete the section entitled “The Republic Restored.”

I really must remind you that Boatwright et al. began this section of their textbook, which I have been analyzing sentence by sentence, by stating that only prejudiced ancients who did not live under Augustus would accuse his claim of having ‘restored the Republic’ to have been a sham. The authors now close the same section by telling us that Augustus’ claim to have ‘restored the Republic’ was…a sham. They take my breath away. (And yet if we read casually, and we do, because we do not suspect that professional historians would deliberately seek to mislead us, we happily keep reading right through the self-contradiction.)
Having thus shifted from a defense of the idea that Augustus ‘restored the Republic’ to the entirely opposite idea that he really didn’t, the formal obliteration of the Republic is introduced as a good thing because it removed hypocrisy: now Augustus’ absolute power would be represented as absolute power, not republican constitutionalism. This is done in the following section, which is entitled “Second Settlement,” and which begins as follows:

The First Settlement was unavoidably experimental. Augustus’ experience with it convinced him that he needed to make his formal authority more sweeping, as well as less obtrusive. A plot by senators that was fortunately detected at the planning stage may have prompted him to act; a near fatal illness in mid 23 bce certainly did.

We are told that “Augustus…needed to make his formal authority more sweeping.” Clearly, Boatwright et al. want you to see this period in history as one where the only person that mattered in the entire Mediterranean was Augustus, and therefore a good outcome is one where he was better off, regardless of what else was true (this is precisely how Augustus himself perceived matters). They draw our attention to a “plot by the senators,” and this is a reference to Murena, who as consul in the year 23 bce became the first and last person to try to limit the power of Augustus. The details of that episode are quite instructive, and will give us an additional context with which to evaluate the prose of our textbook writers.

Historian Barbara Levick, I remind you, says that “Augustus was a great man” (1976:82), but even Levick describes the events of 23 bce as follows (ibid. pp.21-23):

…Augustus went beyond his constitutional rights in the period 27-24 bce [i.e. immediately after the First Settlement of 28 bce, when he supposedly “restored the Republic”]. He had no title to decide questions of peace and war; but he ordered (his own word) an expedition against Ethiopia, and another against Arabia (neither very successful); and an invasion of Britain was mooted. Again, when Tralles had been devastated by the earthquake of 27 and appealed to Augustus for help, so massive was the aid he sent that it amounted to a virtual refounding of the city. Augustus was in Spain at the time; there is no sign that he consulted the Senate before he intervened in a province which was not under his direct control…

The fed-up senators decided to act. Since they had been rendered utterly powerless already, their failure was entirely predictable, but within their futility one can still admire the cleverness of the stratagem which they employed. They didn’t try taking Augustus to court, but instead put him on trial by implication when they sued against a provincial governor who had waged war against a friendly tribe on Augustus’ orders. Since there was no question that he had illegally waged war, the man’s only possible defense would naturally be that he had acted on Augustus’ orders. More clever still: Augustus’ enemies would attack the emperor by simultaneously defending the accused governor in court, because the defense’s strategy would naturally be to compel Augustus to testify about whether or not he had given this governor the order. By this stratagem they hoped to expose the emperor’s mockery of the constitution in a public trial. Levick continues:

Plans were in hand to expose constitutional improprieties to the publicity of a trial in the courts, and so to end them. Ostensibly the defendant was Marcus Primus, just back from his governorship of Macedonia (25-24 bce). The unknown prosecutor charged him with making war on a friendly tribe, the Thracian Odrysae. His only defense was superior orders—from Augustus. So the prosecution displayed Augustus not merely intervening in other men’s provinces which, as consul, he might do at a pinch, but on his own initiative and unknown to the Senate ordering a proconsul to make war. Primus, as might be expected, secured the services of a distinguished advocate, Licinius Murena, elected consul for 23 bce… Murena’s duty to his client was clear: if Primus’ defense of superior orders was not to collapse, Augustus would have to appear as witness and admit giving them; and he and his supporters would have to weather the ensuing storm as best they could. Augustus evidently refused to be called, or threatened that if he were he would deny having issued any such orders; so Murena lost his witness and the prosecution had no need to give Augustus the chance of lying in court: the public would draw the correct conclusion from his absence. The trial proceeded without Augustus. But not for long. Unsummoned, the Princeps made an appearance and swore he had given no orders. Murena knew what the result would be for his client. He challenged Augustus: what was he doing there? Who had called him? “The good of the state,” was Augustus’ reply: a claim that the stability of the new regime was worth more than the career of an individual. Augustus’ denial made conviction inevitable; even so, there were not a few votes for acquittal.

The sequel is that Murena was accused of plotting to murder Augustus, then hunted down and killed.

So this is the “plot by the senators” that Boatwright et al. tell us “was fortunately detected at the planning stage,” and which “prompted [Augustus] to act” in such a way as to abolish all formal vestiges of the Republic. Why do they say “fortunately”? Because Boatwright et al. want you to see the world as Augustus himself saw it. In Levick’s account we see that Augustus explains that for him to lie, and in so doing to condemn the man who was following his orders, was “The good of the state.” But we have already seen how much good there was in that state. And Augustus’ explanation sounds quite modern: L’etat c’est moi, reasons of state, national security, etc.—he knew all about that before any of our modern leaders did. That should not be surprising, given what his regime was like. What should be surprising is that those who write history textbooks in the twenty-first century should produce such a ringing endorsement of absolute power.

What Augustus now did, in order to remove all trace of the Republic, Boatwright et al. explain as follows (pp.292-293):

The changes he now made were three-fold, and are often referred to today as the “Second Settlement.” First, on July 1, 23 bce he resigned the consulship, and he never held the office again under normal conditions. He had realized that he could just as well retain only its authority. Accordingly, he kept his provinces and the all-important imperium…to govern it. Moreover—the second change—his imperium was made “greater” or maius by the senate. In other words, it was now specifically recognized as superior to that of all other officials everywhere, and could therefore be the legitimate basis of instructions to them. Third and last, he took a further power without office, that of a tribune (tibunicia potestas [this refers to the powers of officials who represent the urban plebs], and was in fact to renew this annually until his death… Even the powers of the office added little to authority he already had, although they did make him sacrosanct, and they conveniently permitted him to summon the senate and to impose a veto, should the need arise. The uniquely special appeal of ‘tribunician power,’ however, was its modest, popular image as provider of protection for ordinary citizens. It therefore became the power that Augustus paraded; by contrast, attention was never drawn to his maius imperium.

One can hardly provide a more frightening outline of absolutism. All the constitutional powers had now been formally concentrated in the person of Augustus, and he was entitled to override any orders given by anybody to any individual anywhere in the empire—that’s the meaning of the aptly named maius imperium. Effective total power had already been his, of course, but from now on anything that he did was also automatically legal.

Augustus was law.

Unwary readers of Boatwright et al., who have been instructed to regard all this as “fortunate,” will obediently clap their hands. The obvious problem: How can we then explain to such readers that the equally sweeping constitutional powers that the German parliament vested in Adolf Hitler in the 1930s were a bad thing? You can see the potential for confusion.

Our textbook writers continue,

Although the Second Settlement offered every prospect of eliminating the flaws in the First, Augustus evidently did not anticipate the strength of the reaction to his withdrawal from the consulship. The people had no understanding of the Settlement’s subtleties. Rather, they were bewildered by Augustus’ failure to stand for the top office as usual, and feared that as a result they were losing their greatest benefactor.

Did you notice any “subtleties” in Augustus’ naked power grab? Me neither. We therefore must be just as stupid as the Roman people were. But at least the Roman people were smart enough to realize that Augustus was “their greatest benefactor,” because of course what the Roman aristocrats most wanted was to be accused of treason left and right for supposedly disrespecting the emperor’s name, after which they would be faced with the choice of insisting on a trial (followed by a certain conviction and crucifixion) or else suicide, which would at least spare their families. The poor, for their part, were naturally quite excited about the prospect of being hauled away to do forced labor cleaning the toilets of the rich or, even better, sent to die in the Roman mines. And everybody was thrilled to live in a vast prison where everybody’s movements were carefully watched and controlled. Who can doubt that “the Second Settlement…[was] eliminating the flaws in the First”?
To see it is to believe it, and I have shown you.

Augustus created a system where even the other aristocrats couldn’t have any fun, and where absolutely nobody was beyond his brutalizing reach. It is true that under Augustus Italy was no longer a place racked by internal war, but since the worst fourteen years of internal war had been caused by Augustus himself, it is absurd to give him credit for ‘bringing peace’ merely because he stopped when he was done. By that standard, anybody who wins a brutal war is a ‘peacemaker’ since, once his opponents are all dead, he of course no longer needs to kill them. But in fact Augustus went on killing, except he did it through police work, picking them off one at time, in large numbers. According to our college textbook writers, this is how Augustus became the people’ “greatest benefactor.”

And yet they are not quite done.

To cap their chapter on Augustus in a burst of glory, Boatwright et al. devote two full pages to a sycophantic analysis of how Augustus himself summed up his own reign. Apparently they did not want to leave out an exposition of the “constitutional issues,” for which the best guide, as they earlier explained, will be the contents of Augustan propaganda. Then, in a section entitled “Augustus: Final Assessment,” which immediately follows the loving reproduction of Augustus’ assessment of himself, they devote only one line to the paranoid and religious personality cult that he instituted in order to extract total obedience from everybody. Even so, this lonely sentence describes it as the opposite: “Augustus’ goal as Princeps was to involve all sections of society and gain their lasting support” (2004:315). Like everything else Boatwright et al. write, this is bald disinformation. Augustus’ goal as absolute and totalitarian ruler was to make sure that everybody was afraid of him and saluting.

It will be striking and instructive to see that, whatever its flaws as a historical document, one gets a better picture of Augustus from the Book of Revelations than from what our modern textbook writers dish to the current generation of college students:

…the beast that comes up from the bottomless pit will make war on them and conquer them and kill them, and their dead bodies will lie in the street of the great city…—Revelation 11.7-8

What did John, the author of Revelations, mean by the beast? Biblical scholars explain that “John represents both Rome and its emperors as the sea monster Leviathan” (Meeks 1993:2325). To get a better sense for John’s meaning, here is his description of what that monster looked like (13.1):

And I saw a beast rising out of the sea, having ten horns and seven heads; and on its horns were ten diadems, and on its heads were blasphemous names. And the beast that I saw was like a leopard, its feet were like a bear’s, and its mouth was like a loin’s mouth… One of its heads seemed to have received a death-blow, but its mortal wound had been healed. In amazement the whole earth followed the beast…and they worshipped the beast, saying, “Who is like the beast, and who can fight against it?”

Meeks (1993:2323-2325) explains that this is “a composite of the four beasts of Dan 7.3-7.” The words blasphemous names refer to “divine titles, such as ‘Lord,’ ‘Savior,’ and ‘Son of God,’ claimed by the Roman emperors.” The “dragon with seven heads…[was] a figure in Ugaritic mythology [which] here symbolizes seven successive rulers,” whereas the “ten horns…represent ten subordinate kingdoms.”

This is a fantastical picture, and taken literally it expresses a falsehood: there was no such beast. And yet, interpreted allegorically, it expresses a truth: Augustus was a beast, and “the whole earth” as far as John could see, indeed was compelled by force and “worshipped the beast,” despairing of a way to fight against it. Augustus’ successors deserve being called the beast as much as he did, and some of them even more (as hard as that may be to believe). All of this is true. By contrast, there simply is no interpretation, literal or allegorical, that will make our historians come out as telling the truth when they tell us that “Augustus was a great man” (Levick 1976:82). They have lied to us.

The Augustan policy: provoke the Jews, then slaughter them

Having acquired the proper picture of Augustus, and also much insight into why this picture has been denied to you, we may now turn to the question of how Augustus treated the Jews.

The extreme paranoia of the Augustan empire is entirely consonant with what we know of modern totalitarian regimes. Therefore, it follows that Augustus had to worry, most of all, about egalitarian movements. The most important egalitarian voice in the ancient Mediterranean, of course, were the Jews, who were the only group already ideologically and politically organized all around the empire, whose law was a complete rebuke to the Augustan system, and who were making converts by the boatload. We have seen evidence, above, that in the period immediately preceding the Augustan era the Jews were important participants in the revolutionary movements led by Catiline and Clodius, and it is quite likely that Jewish ideology in fact inspired these movements. How could Augustus be indifferent to the threat of a Jewish-led revolution? He wasn’t. As I will show below, Augustus developed a policy of provoking the Jews so as to reduce their numbers through genocide. As in so many other things, the later emperors would follow his example.

Augustus conquered and annexed Egypt in the year 30 bce (Boatwright et al. 2004:288). This had many repercussions, not least of which was the fabulous wealth that he plundered there, but in terms of understanding Augustan policy toward the Jews what matters is that Egypt had a very large and politically powerful Jewish population.

Under the Ptolemaic kings of Egypt the fortunes of Jews in this Greek-ruled kingdom had see-sawed: some had been relatively pro-Jewish, others anything but—recall that initially Ptolemaic soldiers were ordered to slaughter, cook, and eat Jews. It appears, however, that some of the later kings were not so repressive, and, although Jews did not have citizenship in the Greek polis of Alexandria—nor did they seek it, for this would have required that they abandon their Jewish identity and way of life—they nevertheless had a status intermediate between the Greek citizens and the disenfranchised native Egyptians. Undoubtedly, this special status resulted from a calculation made by the Ptolemaic kings of Egypt that it was not wise to offend such a large and powerful population, which in the past had made it impossible for Egypt to attack Jerusalem, as we saw. At the time of Augustus’ conquest, large Jewish communities in Egypt were classified by the Greek authorities as politeuma (Gruen 2002:127) which meant they enjoyed the protection of civil laws (excluding those Jews who were slaves, of course). To some extent, the Jews could organize under their own laws. All of this, Augustus abolished (Slingerland 1997:65). If this was the friendship of the Roman emperors toward the Jews that the historian Jean Juster cheerily exclaimed about, then Augustus had a peculiar way of expressing it.

In fact, this peculiarity was policy.

The Roman biographer Suetonius writes that Augustus “highly commended his grandson Gaius [also his heir] for not offering prayers at Jerusalem as he passed by Judaea.” Suetonius also remarks that Augustus in general “treated with great respect such foreign rites as were ancient and well established, but held the rest in contempt” (quoted in Slingerland 1997:47). But since Judaism was well established, and since nobody could refute that it was ancient, and moreover since the Jews had spread all over the Mediterranean before the Romans did, the Augustan contempt for Judaism cannot have had anything to do with its inapplicable novelty. The Suetonian anecdote actually points in a very different direction.

What we have is that Gaius went out of his way to offend the Jews in their cult center of Jerusalem, and his grandfather, the emperor Augustus, proudly said, “Well done, son!” We must resist the impulse to impose on this a frame derived from our everyday life, where insulting Jews may unfortunately be commonplace. This was an emperor, and his every behavior was political; had this Gaius lived, he would have become emperor as well. In other words, Augustus was raising a potential future emperor to have a policy of extreme offense against Jews (cf. Slingerland 1997:47).

And that means there is an incongruity here. Let me point it out.

Augustus was a brilliant tyrant. He not only climbed to the greatest height of power by murdering all of his opposition and multitudes of bystanders, but he stayed in power for many years until his death without a tremor, doubled the empire’s size, held it together, and finally managed the remarkable feat—in the context of the politically unstable first century bce—of building a stable totalitarian police state that allowed for a relatively uneventful succession (even though he tried to spoil that at the last minute, as we shall see later on). Augustus was smart. Precisely for this reason, he was careful to show diplomatic respect in his formalities towards the senate, even though in practice the power was all his. This cost him nothing and it made the senators feel better. He also showed diplomatic respect for foreign rites because it likewise cost him nothing and made his far-flung subjects feel a bit better too. Moreover, his overriding concern was to keep the internal peace of the empire (now that he was done murdering all of his enemies and their plebeians on retainer), because that meant that his rule was secure. Why then would Augustus, whom Suetonius called “an emperor of the utmost prudence and foresight” (Tiberius 21.3), think that it was good policy to go out of his way to provoke, in their cult center, one of the largest and certainly the fastest growing population in the Mediterranean, also the most politically dangerous, and the one whose religious sensibilities were most easily offended?

It doesn’t add up. Unless…

Yes, unless he had a genocidal policy. Precisely because the Jews were growing so fast, because their quite attractive law was completely opposed to the Roman system, and because they were apparently inspiring and helping lead revolutionary movements, if Augustus did nothing a Jewish victory was inevitable. But he needed the overwhelmingly popular Jews to attack first, the better to present them credibly as a threat, first, to the soldiers, and also to the masses of God-fearing pagans who otherwise easily might fight in solidarity with the Jews. In this way, Jewish numbers could be reduced without precipitating a widespread revolution. This model will make sense even of the smallest details of Augustan policy in the Middle East, and moreover it fits perfectly with the facts of Augustus as a ferociously brutal but undeniably smart man.

In what follows I will offer a demonstration that Augustus did indeed have a policy of provoking the Jews in order to slaughter them. The evidence will be that the man whom Augustus allowed to rule the Jews in their homeland, ‘king’ Herod, had a program of provocation and ethnic cleansing against the Jews. And Herod was a total slave of Augustus. Therefore, the ethnic cleansing policy was Augustus’ own.

First I address the question of the relationship between Herod and Augustus.

It is an interesting feature of non-human dominance-status contests that most potential fights are simply avoided. In a typical primate interaction, the submissive male, like a female in heat, presents his rear end to the dominant individual. The alpha (i.e. the ‘big bruiser’) then replies ethologically by mounting the subordinate (but no penetration), rather than beating him up. This theatrically completes the explicit demonstration of the status relationship, ideally with others there to witness and draw the proper lesson. Humans are often less crude, but one can easily discern the same functional result and structure in our equivalent encounters.

Fergus Millar describes one such encounter in The Roman Near East: 31 bc – ad 337, which took place immediately after Augustus won the battle of Actium in 31 bce, thus becoming the uncontested power in the Roman Empire. Upon hearing of the outcome of the battle “Herod reacted…by setting off to meet [Augustus] on the island of Rhodes in 30 bce. Laying aside his royal diadem as a sign of submission, the king argued that his [Herod’s] loyalty to [Augustus’ rival] Antony should be construed as a sign of his prospective loyalty to Octavian [Augustus]” (1993:30).

There was a very important reason for Herod’s hurried act of total submission. Before Augustus became the single ruler in the Roman Empire, Antony had been ruling the eastern half (where Herod was), in tentative alliance with Augustus who ruled the western half. Once Antony had served his purpose, however, Augustus set about destroying him in order to take over the whole thing (Augustus, like Rome, did not have allies, only future enemies). Herod was now in the uncomfortable position of having pledged his allegiance to Antony, the loser, so he needed to clarify himself quickly. This he did by explaining that support for Antony had really been support for Augustus!

Whether convinced by these arguments or not, [Augustus] duly assented. Herod, thus confirmed as king, escorted [Augustus] through Syria on his way to Egypt, entertained him lavishly at Ptolemais and provided supplies for the crossing of the desert; and on [Augustus’] return after the conquest of Egypt, he escorted him north as far as Antioch. In between, he had been to see [Augustus] in Egypt, and received additions to his kingdom in the form of Hippos on the eastern shore of the Sea of Galilee; Gadara beyond the Jordan; Jericho in the Jordan Valley; Samaria; and a line of small places on the coast, Straton’s Tower, Joppa and Anthedon… Augustus paid a visit to Syria, in…20 bce, and…granted to Herod Trachonitis [close to Damascus]…. Ulatha (the area round Lake Huleh) and Paneas, which had belonged to Zenodorus and lay on the southern slope of Mount Hermon above the Golan Heights…. [There was also] a stretch of territory on the east of the Jordan and the Dead Sea, extending as far south as the fortress of Machaerus, and known as Peraea. In 20 bce Augustus also agreed to give this area to Herod’s brother Pheroras as a separate tetrarchy.—Millar (1993:30-31, 37)

Herod begged, and Augustus condescended—the emperor’s power to give and take away was total. So if Herod was ‘the Great,’ this is apparently only because he presided over a rather largish chunk of territory, but the reason for its size was merely that Augustus rewarded his total submission. Herod, therefore, was in no sense a ‘king’—he had less autonomy than a Roman provincial governor, and in fact never so much as sneezed without first asking Augustus in which direction he should do so. Consider only that Herod left Augustus “vast sums” in his will (ibid. p.41), which sums Herod had taxed from the population in his domain. His nose was a dark brown.
Given the nature of the relationship between Herod and Augustus, it should come as no surprise that anything Herod did was Augustan policy. I give you one example. While Herod was away in 12 bce, the Nabateans encouraged the inhabitants of Trachonitis to raid Judea and the cities of the Decapolis, allowing them to use Nabatean territory as a base.

Herod could and did repress resistance in Trachonitis, but as regards those operating from Nabatean territory, he could only appeal to…the consular legatus…and the procurator of the [Roman] province [of Syria]. No question of Roman military intervention seems to have arisen. They merely decided that the Nabateans should pay a debt due to Herod, and that refugees on both sides should be restored. Only when this was not done did they give Herod permission to invade Nabatea.—Millar (1997:40).

At this time Obodas, the king of Nabatea, died, and Aretas IV succeeded him without Augustus’ permission. The children would have to be summoned. Although it is hard to believe, given its size, “the…[Augustan] Empire worked as a personal monarchy of a strikingly primitive type” (ibid. p.44), so both Aretas and Herod had to explain their behaviors before the emperor. Herod sent Nicolaus of Damascus to argue his side, and “all the matters in dispute were decided at a hearing before Augustus in person” (ibid. p.40). Initially the emperor toyed with giving Herod Aretas’ kingdom, but then decided against it and confirmed Aretas as king. This, of course, is

…immensely revealing of what the Roman Empire in the Near East at this period was. All decision-making depended very immediately on representations made to the Emperor in person in Rome, as well as on letters addressed to him—ibid.

Of course, the empire was “primitive” only in the sense that decision making was utterly centralized in the person of Augustus, as if we were talking about a small city rather than a vast empire. But in fact the bureaucracy of internal police, spying, and political warfare that Augustus used to ensure that he could exercise this absolutist and totalitarian control was actually quite sophisticated.

Now, what the above makes clear is that Herod’s policies had to be Augustus’ own, for Herod had zero independence, and Augustus delegated no authority. So the next question is: What were those policies of Herod, which were merely an expression of what Augustus had ordered him to do? Before examining these policies in detail, it is best to have a picture of the general political context of Roman rule in this area, which “was…associated with the rights of Greek cities” (Millar 1993:353).

After his conquest in 63 bce, Pompey had liberated those Greek cities that had been under Jewish Maccabean (or ‘Hasmonean’) rule, and they had been rebuilt under the pro-consul Gabinius in 57-55 bce (ibid.). In other words, Rome was concerned to restore the dignity and power of the Greek city states conquered by the Jewish Maccabean kings after Antioches Epiphanes earned himself a Jewish revolt for trying to impose a Greek way of life on the Jews by force, massacring well over 40,000 of them in the process. This is therefore dramatic evidence of Rome’s evaluating the situation as a profound political conflict between Greco-Roman and Jewish civilization—something simply had to be done about the spread of Jewish ideas and power. Thus, if Augustus extended Herod’s power by giving him many non-Greek territories to govern, and even some territories containing Greek city states, it would be surprising if Herod’s policies had not been in harmony with the pro-Greek thrust mentioned above.

No such surprise is in store. As Millar explains (ibid. p.354), “We need to see the foundation of cities by Herod and his sons first in the context of his long list of benefactions to other Greek cities (and the one Roman colonia) in the Near East.” What Millar means by “benefactions” here is a transfer of resources from Herod’s domain to these Greek cities. And these “benefactions” were quite lavish. According to Josephus (quoted in Millar 1993:354):

[Herod] provided gymnasia for Tripolis, Damascus and Ptolemais, a wall for Byblus, halls, porticoes, temples, and market-places for Berytus and Tyre, theatres for Sidon and Damascus, an aqueduct for Laodicea on the sea, baths, sumptuous fountains and colonnades, admirable alike for their architecture and their proportions, for Ascalon…And that broad street in Syrian Antioch, once shunned on account of the mud—was it not he who paved its twenty furlongs with polished marble, and, as a protection from the rain, adorned it with a colonnade of equal length?—BJ I, 21, 11 (422-425)

It is worth emphasizing that these were not cities under Herod’s control, so Augustus had evidently ordered that monies from Herod’s treasury, which came from taxing the Jews, be redistributed to Greek cities elsewhere. And “The same values were applied in the creation of a whole series of ‘cities’ within Herod’s kingdom and the domains of his sons,” every one of these apparently a Greek polis (Millar 1993:354). Millar explains that these newly founded or re-founded cities are best seen as ‘Greco-Roman,’ but this is redundant. Anything Roman is Greco-Roman, for Roman culture borrowed very heavily from the Greek. What the hyphenated designation mostly means here is that the cult of Augustus was prominent at these cities.
 Consider, for example, the following:
Herod’s two most important foundations were Caesarea…and Sebaste… [which] are the only examples from the entire Near East of Greek cities newly founded in the reign of Augustus, and named after the Emperor… They both involved the elaboration of the full physical structure of a Greek city; each was settled predominantly by a pagan population; and both contained temples of the Imperial cult. That at Caesarea was evidently dedicated jointly to Augustus and ‘Roma,’ a personification of the city: ‘It contained a colossal statue of the emperor, not inferior to the Olympian Zeus, which served for its model, and another of Rome, rivaling that of Hera at Argos.’ …It is important also not to miss the implications of Josephus’ account of the four-yearly festival which Herod instituted at Caesarea: ‘For he announced a contest in music and athletic exercises, and had prepared a great number of gladiators and wild beasts and also horse races and the very lavish shows that are to be seen at Rome and in various other places.’ As Josephus explicitly indicates, the models for what was to constitute a festival were taken from Rome as well as from Greece.—ibid. (p.355)

As Millar (1993: 356) observes, “the ambiance which was being instantly created was predominantly a Greek one,” but this is putting it mildly. What emerges from Herod’s feverish Greek building spree and diversion of Jewish resources to Greek cities, his devotion to the cult of the emperor Augustus, which was blasphemous to Jews, and his lavish patronizing of Greco-Roman culture, is a program designed to overwhelm the Jews culturally, demographically, geographically, and politically. From a Jewish perspective Caesarea and Sebaste were not ‘new cities,’ they were the oppressive footprint of the beast, encroaching step by grinding step.

What was going on here is today referred to as ‘ethnic cleansing’ in genteel parlance. Antioches Epiphanes had already tried this already, and Herod was now trying a stealthier means to the same end. Of course, ethnic cleansing is faster and more permanently effective when you kill large numbers of people, but given the political situation—the most important component of which was the popularity and staggering numbers of the egalitarian Jews—it was imperative that the Jews themselves draw the conclusion that the Romans meant to obliterate them, so that, having become enraged and afraid to the point of violence, the Jews would strike first, the better to represent them as a threat to the Roman soldiers and citizenry.

To this end, Augustus’ tool, Herod, evidently spared no effort.

Recall that Herod had murdered all those in the Jewish priestly party (the ‘Sadducees’) who had been allied with the Maccabean kings, and had then given his pro-Roman puppet priests full control of the Jerusalem Temple (Wolfe 2003:63), which not surprisingly was a violent offense to the pious sensibilities of the Jews, and in consequence made the Temple—already controversial—a hated symbol of Roman rule for many dissident Jewish groups. Consider also that, as Millar explains (1993:355), gladiatorial combats—one of the few examples of a truly Roman rather than Greek-derived cultural tradition—were in fact not common in the Greek East until Herod, the Jewish king, introduced them! And yet this sort of thing was a violent sacrilege to Jews. Herod also built a Greek theater right in the Holy City of Jerusalem itself. To top it all off, the composition of Herod’s militia kept his Jewish subjects under constant provocation: “communal tensions were immeasurably worsened by the fact that units raised from the gentile populations of Caesarea and Sebaste formed an important part of Herod’s army” (ibid.).

Herod had a good reason to use gentile mercenaries: he was a repressive traitor who worked for Rome.

The new [Herodian] dynasty owed everything to the Romans and therefore supported them wholeheartedly… [Herod] imposed heavy taxes, and because he always felt insecure in his rule, he killed numerous members of the [Jewish] aristocracy, whose claims to prestige and status within the Jewish community were stronger than his own. He also killed many of his wives and children, suspecting them (sometimes rightly) of plotting rebellion.—Cohen (1987:16)

If even Herod’s wives and children were plotting rebellion, then Herod had only one ‘friend’: Augustus.

It must be emphasized that our source for most of Herod’s activities is Josephus, who had been tasked to make the Romans look like friends to the Jews, so matters were therefore worse than we know. Thus, it is hardly surprising that “in spite of Herod’s massive investment in the re-building of the Temple, neither he nor his son Archelaus [who ruled after Herod’s death from 4 bce to 6 ce] had won any general acceptance as leaders or representatives of the Jewish people” (Millar 1997:359). But again this puts it mildly. Herod was not rejected as a representative of the Jewish people—he was hated with visceral passion.
The outcome of all this was that when Herod died, the exasperated and desperate Jews did the expected, starting a series of popular armed revolts, which then gave Augustus the excuse he had been laboring to produce to begin reducing Jewish numbers on a grand scale. Here is a description of what happened:

In the year 4 bce, which also happened to be the year of Jesus’ birth, Herod the Great died. His death left a temporary power vacuum, which caused violent outbreaks among forces loyal to various pretenders to succeed Herod as Rome’s client king and among the followers of messianic movements who sought to seize an opening against Rome. The Romans smashed every rebellion and, with those legions pouncing from Syria, restored direct imperial rule. As summed up by the scholars Richard Horsely and Neil Asher Silberman: “The Roman armies swept through many of the towns and villages of the country, raping, killing and destroying nearly everything in sight. In Galilee, all centers of rebellion were brutally suppressed; the rebel-held town of Sepphoris was burned to the ground, and all its surviving inhabitants were sold into slavery.” Thousands of Jews were killed. Villages in Galilee were laid waste. In Jerusalem where rebels had briefly taken charge, the Romans showed the lengths to which they were prepared to go to maintain control by swiftly executing anyone even suspected of collusion with the rebellion—Josephus puts the number at two thousand. The Roman means of execution, of course, was crucifixion, and Josephus makes the point that indeed the victims were crucified. This means that just outside the wall of the Jewish capital, crosses were erected—not three lonely crosses on a hill, as in the tidy Christian imagination, but perhaps two thousand in close proximity. On each was hung a Jew, and each Jew was left to die over several days of suffocation, as muscles gave out so that the victim could no longer hold himself erect enough to catch a breath. And once squeezed free of life, the corpses were left on their crosses to be eaten by buzzards.—Carroll (2001:83)

In the year 6 ce, Augustus instituted direct rule, turning Judea into a province, and placing the seat of provincial government in the imperial cult-city of Caesarea.

Augustus’ strategy to overwhelm and also to provoke (so as to cull) the Jews in their traditional homeland was obviously a genocidal policy. His abolition of the Jewish ethnarchy in Alexandria is consistent with this analysis, for it demonstrates that he had a general preoccupation with Jews as a political threat. He attacked with violence in Judea because it was far away from the center of power—Rome—where the Jews were quite influential, but also because Judea was terribly important to the Mediterranean Jewish population, acting as it did as a focus for a common identity and pan-Mediterranean solidarity. It is also quite likely that Augustus—not understanding the centrality of the Torah, which made Judaism profoundly different from the pagan religions of the Mediterranean—thought that, if he destroyed their cult center and Temple (which the Romans eventually did in the year 70 ce), Judaism would wither and die.

That Augustus did not repress in this manner the Jews in the city of Rome should not be terribly surprising because, as Cicero himself made clear, the Jews were quite influential in the city of Rome. Moreover, Robert Wolfe points out that there was “a major Jewish uprising around 40 bce,” and this taught Augustus to be careful (1987:151). This first emperor, remember, had as his first goal keeping the empire’s internal peace—but especially that of Italy—given all the turmoil of the first century bce (much of the worst of that caused by Augustus himself!). To take measures against the Jews in the city of Rome, when so many ordinary people in that city and elsewhere in Italy were feeling white-hot hatred at the Roman system, and when the Jews were at the height of their numbers and popularity, simply was not wise. Tiberius, his successor, would provide the ultimate demonstration of this.

Eventually, however, the Romans would find a workable strategy to exterminate the Jews.

The sequel
We have arrived at the year 4 bce, and hence at the dawn of the first century, which was our ultimate destination, as this is when the Romans began their genocide of the Jewish people with the killings described above. We have therefore come full circle, for the question that got us started was: Why is it that the Romans systematically exterminated the Jewish people in the first and second centuries?

The thesis I have defended is that Western history can be characterized by the contest between left-wing and right-wing ideas, in both cases astonishingly well developed. Now,
1) because this contest is not limited to ‘the West,’ but includes a big chunk of ‘the East,’ Western Asia, which country is the original source of institutionalized leftist ideas and the cradle of Judaism;

2) because in modern times, as a result of Western colonialism, this well-developed ideological contest has become a worldwide phenomenon; and

3) because modern leftist ideas (as we shall see in more detail in the sequel) grew out of Judaism,

it is not unfair to say that the contest between fascism and Judaism is the crux of world history.

The Greeks were the original creators of Western fascism, and this system eventually came into mortal conflict with the compassionate leftist ideology of the Persians. Although the Greeks eventually defeated the Persians in the field of battle, the Persians, having sponsored the birth of Judaism, managed to lodge a spectacularly effective leftist ideology in the heart of the West thanks to the Mediterranean Jewish Diaspora that busily betook itself to the conversion of the Mediterranean pagans. So the fight between the organized right and the organized left continued into the next round. Now it would be the Jews who, not with an imperial but rather with a mass-movement strategy, would try to defeat the Greeks. There was a curious reversal here, because the right-wing at this point became very good at building empires, whereas previously the leftists—the Persians—had been the ultimate geniuses at this.
But the best right-wing empire builders were not the Greeks—that distinction belongs to the Romans. These inherited Greek fascism and made it more effective for ruling vast areas, thus becoming the masters of the Mediterranean. In so doing, they inherited also the role of main antagonists of the Jews, who had already spread all over the Mediterranean shores. The fight thus continued into the third round. Although Roman arms were unchallenged, clearly the Jews were winning. Throngs of pagans all over the Mediterranean were converting outright, and in even larger numbers the Jews were attracting supporters in the form of ‘God-fearers.’ Soon, it would all be over for the Roman aristocracy, as clearly suggested by the near successes of the attempted revolutions of Catiline and Clodius.
We thus come to the genocide of the Jewish people which the Romans carried out in the first and second centuries. We have seen, I believe, more than enough evidence to defend the idea that this genocide had a clear political goal: prevent the egalitarian, Jewish-led revolution with which the fascist Roman system was threatened. The Law of Moses was going to beat the Roman aristocrats and liberate the multitudes of oppressed peoples in the Mediterranean. How to stop it? Practitioners of Judaism were so brave and committed that only by killing the Jews in large numbers could Rome avert the approaching liberation.

However, there was a structural problem here: the popularity of the Jews is precisely what made moving against them risky for the Roman emperors (we have seen how Josephus was commissioned by Vespasian to apologize in Rome, after Vespasian and his son Titus carried out the First Jewish War, a war of extermination, in Judea). This means that the sequence of moves and countermoves between the Romans and the Jews, as the Romans cast about for one strategy after another to defeat their foe, repeatedly without success, is a story full of intrigue and drama. Eventually, though, the Romans did unfortunately hit on a winning strategy.

But that story cannot be told in a few pages, and so it will be left for the second volume in this series.
� Obedience was even more importance than success: Modestinus, writing in the third century ce, states that “a soldier who in time of war does anything forbidden by the commander or who does not carry out his orders, is executed even if his action is successful” (quoted in Campbell 1994:108). Menander, in the second century ce, wrote that “The soldier who was first to take flight in battle must be executed in full view of the soldiers as an example… Moreover, a rank and file soldier who pretends to be ill through fear of the enemy is in the same situation” (ibid.). Taruttienus Paternus, writing also in the second century ce, wrote that “deserters are generally tortured and executed” (ibid.).


� Even this is Greek in origin, however. “Public worship of a living ruler was a Greek practice…, but it had no precedent at Rome [until Julius Caesar introduced it], and was completely contrary to the very concept of a republic” (Boatwright et al. 2004:264).
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