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PREFACE


Take the word ‘adrenalin’. This hormone, one of the most important in the body, is found in a gland located on top of the kidneys. The Latin stem renal- meant ‘to do with the kidneys’ and ad meant ‘near’. Hence ‘adrenalin’. But no Roman would have recognized the word. It was invented, using Latin stems, in 1901.


Take ‘microbe’. This derives from two ancient Greek words, mikros (‘small, short’) and bios (‘life’). No Greek would have recognized it. It was invented, using Greek stems, in 1881. And a very incompetent invention it was too, microbes being millions of years old.


English is full of such predominantly technical words, invented over the past 400 years. They were designed, in particular, to provide the specialized vocabulary required for the then developing disciplines of science and medicine, and the naming of flora and fauna. Indeed, if all of them were taken into account, you could say that English was 90 per cent Graeco-Latin!


Many such invented words will feature in chapters 12 and 13 because medicine and botany are so interestingly rich in them. Otherwise, and with the occasional exception, the subject of this book is English words derived, with minimal change, from Latin and ancient Greek words used by the Greeks and Romans themselves, whether in the same sense as we use them or not – words such as ‘plasma’, ‘electron’, ‘fornicate’, ‘prune’, ‘cement’, ‘agony’ and ‘poet’. In this respect my debt to the magnificent Oxford Latin Dictionary, edited by Peter Glare and his team, is very great indeed.


But it is not simply a book of words or lists of words, though there are a few summarizing lists here and there. The words have also been selected in order to give the reader some sense of the culture and history of the ancient Roman world, and of Rome’s connection with the ancient Greek world too. For the Romans took over and latinized many ancient Greek words, just as we have taken over and anglicized many Greek and Roman ones.


So the book has another great pleasure to offer: an easy introduction to the ancient Greek alphabet, the source of the Latin alphabet and ours too. As you will find, nearly half the Greek alphabet is almost identical with English.


It will work as follows: where a Latin word which we use derives directly from Greek, the Latin word will be quoted, its Greek original given in English letters, and then in Greek letters (‘transliterated’, in other words). For example, our ‘stomach’ derives, via Latin stomachus, from Greek stomakhos (στομαχος). A full Greek alphabet – a crisply economical twenty-four letters, as opposed to English’s absurdly bloated twenty-six – is provided on p. 23. It should prove a pleasantly harmless way to become acquainted with this enormously influential alphabet that in the eighth century BC first introduced to the West the independent representation of vowel sounds alongside consonants.




My grateful thanks are due to Alan Beale for much general linguistic help, and to Professors Philip van der Eijk and Kenneth Saunders for consultations on medical matters.


Peter Jones


www.classicsforall.org.uk
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THE LATIN


LANGUAGE


HISTORICAL SURVEY:


500 BC–AD 1700


The Latin language is so called because it was spoken in a region of Italy called Latium, by people calling themselves Latini. It was only one of a number of Italic languages being used across Italy. One of these Latin-speaking towns was Roma, populated by Romani.


We know of twenty-two languages in all across Italy from this early period, and scholars speculate from other less secure evidence (such as strange-looking proper names) that there may have been as many as about forty. But from about 500–280 BC, by conquest and alliance, Romans came to control most of Italy, taking Latin with them wherever they went. By the first century BC, virtually all of Italy was speaking Latin. Indeed, by the first century AD, Latin was referred to as sermo Italus, ‘the Italian language’. Latin sermo, ‘speech, language, conversation, gossip’, giving us ‘sermon’, seems to have been connected with a root meaning ‘link up, join’.




A common form of ancient Greek had also become standard across much of the Mediterranean by this time (though not for poetry). That is why the New Testament was written in that language (and the gospels are probably accurate in saying that Jesus could speak Greek when he needed to, though Aramaic was his first language). Since Greek language and culture exerted a lasting influence over the Romans, the children of elite families also learned the literary, ‘classical’ Greek of the eighth to fourth centuries BC as part of their education.


By the first century AD, the Romans were also the dominant people of an empire stretching from Britain to Syria and from the Rhine–Danube to North Africa, and Latin became embedded in areas of Western Europe such as Gaul and Spain, which Rome held. Over hundreds of years, Latin in these areas gradually morphed into today’s so-called ‘romance’ languages (French, Spanish, etc.).


‘Classical Latin’ is the Latin of high literature – Catullus, Cicero, Virgil, Tacitus, for example – composed in the first centuries BC and AD. This ‘elite’ Latin in its written form changed remarkably little. Even in the Middle Ages, the educated still tried consciously to copy it. By about AD 1000, it had become an artificial language, but it was still learned at school for certain purposes, following fixed rules. So it remains today. Anyone who knows classical Latin will not find much difficulty in translating the Latin of the church, the Middle Ages, the Renaissance or later.


But ‘Vulgar’ Latin – the sort used by the man on the forum omnibus – was far more malleable (vulgus, ‘crowd, mob, common people’, though even Cicero said that he spoke very differently from the way he wrote). It survives mainly in graffiti scribbled on the walls of Pompeii and other cities. This spoken ‘sub-elite’ Latin developed very differently in different areas. Indeed, it became so far removed from the elite version that by the third century AD it may well have been impossible for somebody using the elite language to understand the other (and vice versa)! It was from this common Latin that the different romance languages emerged.


The reason for Latin’s long survival in the West is that Latin was the language of the universal Catholic church. So it was the language of St Jerome’s translation of the originally Greek Bible (called the ‘Vulgate’, though not written in Vulgar Latin); the liturgy was in Latin; and it was the church that delivered education.*


Consequently, when the Roman Empire in the West collapsed in the fifth century AD, Latin was at the heart of religion, education and learning. It remained in that position across Europe till at least the sixteenth century. So, during the scientific and cultural revolutions of the fourteenth to eighteenth centuries, it was to Latin and ancient Greek that scientists, thinkers and artists turned when they needed new words to describe the new phenomena with which they were dealing. As a result, Latin and Greek are deeply embedded in our scientific – especially botanical and medical – terminology, and our educational and cultural language in general.


But our everyday English language is also rich in Latin. When the Romans conquered these islands in the first century AD, the British language was Celtic, but Latin never took on here as it had done in Europe. In the fifth century AD the Romans left these islands to try to defend the Roman Empire in Europe against Germanic incursions from the north. As a result, invaders from Holland (Frisians), north Germany (Saxons) and Denmark (Angles, from Angeln, and Jutes) moved into England.


We call these Germanic invaders the Anglo-Saxons. Their language ousted both Celtic and what Latin there was, to become the basis of today’s English. So English is basically a Germanic language. But because the Anglo-Saxons had already been in contact with the Roman Empire, their language already contained some Latin.*


When these islands were Christianized from the sixth century AD, more Latin was brought in by the church, together with some Greek.


But the big change came after 1066, when the French-speaking Normans under William Duke of Normandy conquered these islands (the ‘Norman Conquest’). French is a dialect of Latin, and the English vocabulary expanded massively during those 350 years of French influence.


That is why the English vocabulary contains so many words of different origins for the same ideas. Contrast Germanic ‘king, kingly’ with Latin-based ‘sovereign, royal, regal’; Germanic ‘faithfulness’ with Latin ‘fidelity’; Germanic ‘get’ with Latin ‘obtain’; Germanic ‘hug’ with Latin ‘embrace’; and Germanic ‘come’ with Latin ‘arrive’ (from the Latin ad ripam, ‘to the riverbank’!). There are also many hybrid words, combining a classical stem with an Anglo-Saxon ending; for instance, Latin horrificus giving English ‘horrifying’. By the time of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (c. 1380), the English language was already rich in words brought in from Norman French. By about 1600 (the period of Shakespeare and the Authorized Version of the Bible), a language recognizable as modern English had emerged.


THE BIRTH OF ROMANCE?


Pope Gregory V died on 18 February 999. On his tomb it says that he spoke Francisca, vulgari, et Latina voce, and so taught the people ‘in three languages’. If Francisca means ‘French’, this is the first written evidence we have of the separation of Latin into romance languages – French, vulgari, i.e. Italian, and Latin. But Francisca may mean ‘German’, because the Franks were a Germanic people and Gregory V a German pope.


TWO FOR THE PRICE OF ONE


When after 1066 Anglo-Saxon started to be infused with Norman French, those French words over time began to change. Thus Latin pauper, ‘poor’, had already become Old French povre; this was absorbed into Anglo-Saxon (at this time Anglo-Norman would be more accurate) and over time became English ‘poor’.


That was one route by which Latin-based words came into English. But there was another: when a Latin word was lifted directly from Latin into English. To stay with pauper: law reports were written in Latin and Latin pauper was used in them to refer to the poor. Over time, that word came into ordinary English too.




Another example is, indirectly via French: Latin fragilis → Old French fraile (modern French frêle) → English ‘frail’; directly from Latin, ‘fragile’.


There is even a triple borrowing: Latin ratio → French raison → English ‘reason’; via French, ration → ‘ration’; and directly from Latin, ‘ratio’!


All in all, perhaps about 10,000 Latin- and Greek-based words entered the English language throughout the Norman period. We continue, of course, to take over foreign words, such as ‘spaghetti’ from Italian and ‘curry’ from Tamil kari.


DOGMATIC DEBATE


In 1546, after fierce debate, the Council of Trent decided that Latin alone was to be used for the Mass and the sacraments,* whatever language was spoken by the church congregation.† The reason was that sacred acts required time-honoured ritual, couched in time-honoured language, however meaningless it might be to participants.


One result was that, when Jesuit missionaries opened up China in the seventeenth century, Chinese priests had to learn Latin. The problem was that they could not pronounce it. This surely rendered the rite invalid: so could not the Chinese have their own liturgy? No, said Rome: such was the sacred essence of Latin – and the fear of schism if any concessions were made – that all demands for a Chinese liturgy were rejected.


ENGLISH FOR THE ENGLISH


From the fifteenth-century Renaissance in Europe (p. 118), even more Graeco-Latin words flooded into English, and many Englishmen reacted strongly against the trend. In 1557 Sir John Cheke, first Regius Professor of Greek at Cambridge, moaned:


I am of this opinion that our tongue should be written clean and pure, unmixed and unmangled with borrowings of other tongues, wherein if we take not heed by time, ever borrowing and never paying, she shall be fain to keep her house as bankrupt. For then doth our tongue naturally and praisably utter her meaning, when she borroweth no counterfeitness of other tongues to attire herself withal.


The underlined words are, of course, Latin-based, but that was not quite Cheke’s point. His central concern was that pure Latin words were flooding directly into English – words such as alias, arbiter, circus, delirium, exit, genius, interim, radius, agenda, census, curriculum, lens, pendulum, rabies, squalor and tedium. This trend continued, but at a slowing pace, into the nineteenth century (when words such as consensus, omnibus and referendum made their grand entrance).




ROMANS, OUT!


In 1573 Ralph Lever set about replacing Latinate words with honest English ones. Here are some delightful examples, one of which has actually survived:




•Conclusion: endsay


•Condition: ifsay


•Negation: naysay


•Definition: saywhat


•Proposition: shewsay


•Affirmation: yeasay





Happily, none of these projects came to anything, and the vast vocabulary of English, uniquely drawn from both Germanic and Graeco-Latin stems, helps to make it the rich, flexible language it is.


HANDY AND’Y


It is not just in its vocabulary that Latin had a powerful effect on English. It often affected the very structure of the language. In 1384 John Wycliffe produced his controversial translation of Jerome’s Vulgate Bible from Latin into English. Part of the Christmas story read as follows:


Forsooth they, seeing the star, joyed with a full great joy. And they, entering the house, found the child with Mary his mother; and they falling down worshipped him. And, their treasures opened, they offered to him gifts, gold, incense and myrrh.




This is as literal a translation as one could find. In particular, note the underlined participles and the final participial phrase – all pure Latin.


But this was not the style of English prose, as Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur (1485), which brings together tales of King Arthur drawn from French and other sources, clearly shows. The Latinate style did not appeal to the great William Tyndale either. His version of the above passage in his 1534 translation of the Bible, derived from both the Greek and Hebrew, reads as follows:


When they saw the star, they were marvellously glad: and went into the house and found the child with Mary his mother, and kneeled down and worshipped him, and opened their treasures and offered unto him gifts, gold, frankincense and myrrh.


Farewell participles, and welcome ‘when’ clauses and sequences of main verbs strung together with ‘and’. This is English as she oughta be wrote. King James’s Authorized Version of the Bible (1611) got the message:


When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceeding great joy. And when they were come into the house, they saw the young child with Mary his mother, and fell down and worshipped him: and when they had opened their treasures, they presented unto him gifts: gold, and frankincense, and myrrh.


Here ‘when’ clauses dominate, and there is again no sign of Latinate participles. So Latin vocabulary may have infiltrated the language, but Latin prose style was to affect English only in certain registers.




CLASS AND CLASSICS


By the eighteenth century, most Latin texts had been translated and the local languages, not Latin, were the main vehicle of learning in schools. In America, where the English educational model was followed to begin with, Latin was soon dropped. But European schools plugged on with it, irrespective of practical use, for it had become a sort of bourgeois certificate of authenticity. Its sheer uselessness confirmed it as the ultimate symbol of the noble, liberal education, fit for the truly free man. It was his passport into the elite (lîber, ‘free’, →‘liberty’; not to be confused with liber, ‘book’, → ‘library’). You did not actually need to know any Latin: you just needed to have learned it.


LATIN: LANGUAGE OF POWER


There was a time when not knowing Latin excluded, indeed defined, the unfit. One did not want the masses, especially the working masses, to get ideas above their station. As a result, it was a proud moment for a working-class family when a son of theirs became the first family member to conjugate amo amas amat (‘I love, you love, he/ she/it loves’ – the first exercise in Latin they would probably have encountered). Latin, then, became a language of power, bolstering the prestige of those who used it and commanding the respect of those who did not, all the more effectively for being unintelligible.


PROTECTING THE INNOCENT


Latin served another function: it saved people from embarrassment. So when doctors talked about bodily functions, they did so in the decent obscurity of a dead language. In 1758, for example, the Swiss doctor André Tissot wrote an important medical treatise on masturbation not as sin but as disorder. It appeared under a Latin title: ‘Tentamen de morbis ex manusturpratione’ (‘Investigation into illnesses caused by masturbation’). Even when Tissot translated it into French, the more ‘shocking’ passages were still left in Latin.


This practice continued well into the twentieth century. Harvard’s famous ‘Loeb’ series of Latin and Greek texts printed the classical language on the left-hand page and the translation on the right. But sexual content was either bowdlerized in translation or, in extreme cases, the original language was repeated where the translation should have been. Indeed, in the first Loeb edition of the often obscene Roman poet, Martial, the Latin was translated into Italian! This was most useful to inquisitive schoolboys. They immediately knew where the filthy bits were and could concentrate all their energies on understanding them. Holidays in Rome were never the same, either.


DROPPING LATIN


Up until 1959, anyone who wanted to study any subject at Oxford or Cambridge had to have passed the Latin (or ancient Greek) examination at O level (the public exam at age sixteen, now GCSE). On 17 May 1959, by 325 votes to 278, Cambridge University decided to drop this compulsory entrance requirement. Oxford followed suit shortly afterwards.


The consequence was a flight from Latin in many state schools. But private schools kept it on. Their staff understood that Latin gave pupils an educational advantage, whichever university the pupils were considering. This was not a decision to be taken lightly. Private schools, unlike state schools, exist only by virtue of their success in the market, and in the 1960s and 1970s Latin was touted as the worst sort of regression to the ‘bad old days’. But this long view, far from working against them, in fact enhanced these schools’ desirability in the eyes of pupils and parents.


That debate is now past. State schools are for the most part relaxed about the ‘elitist’ tag pinned by a generation of knee-jerk head teachers on anything to do with the ancient world. How on earth can a mere school subject be elitist? Only humans wear that tag. So schools now feel free to ask: ‘Is this language, its history and culture, objectively worth studying in its own right?’ More and more are answering: ‘Yes.’ Who, after all, does not long to be a member of the elite?


A PRESCRIPTIVE LANGUAGE


Since Latin is no longer a spoken language, it cannot change. Its linguistic rules, variations and all, are therefore fixed: one can be dogmatic about what counts as grammatically ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. Ancient Roman grammarians and others took this view too. They argued fiercely about ‘proper’ style and usage even when the language was still being spoken and therefore in a constant state of flux – as indeed did ancient Greeks about Greek.


Perhaps as a result of this, classicists in particular have the unfortunate habit of applying this prescriptive mindset to living languages like English. Since all of these are in a constant process of change, they can for the most part only be described. That is not to deny that there is such a thing as illiteracy: employers, for example, do not warm to applications for jobs written by graduates who cannot spell CV.




The point is that there are conventions – that is, broad agreements – about matters such as spelling, for example. On these, all newspapers and publishers establish their own conventions and expect them to be followed. They have been agreed: that is why they are important. But they are still conventions, not prescriptions, and will change over time.


ALPHABET SOUP


The English language is alphabetic – it uses relatively few signs to indicate all the vowels and consonants necessary to make up the appropriate sounds.


Our alphabet originated with the consonantal alphabet of the Phoenicians (a Semitic people from the region that we now know as Lebanon). In the eighth century BC Greeks turned this into a consonant-and-vowel alphabet of twenty-four letters – a hugely influential achievement.*


This alphabet was adopted by the Romans and other Italian language groups from Greek colonists who arrived in Italy in the eighth century BC. It was adapted by them and has since become the standard script of the Western world.


Many languages do not use an alphabet. Chinese, for example, is a sort of picture language. Each character represents one syllable, which can be built up into a word. You need to memorize over 2,000 such characters just to read a newspaper. The early ancient Greek script called Linear B (1500–1200 BC) was a ‘syllabary’. This consisted of about ninety signs representing syllables, e.g. ba be bo, da de do, and so on. So Knossos, an important town in Crete at the time, came out as ‘Ko-no-so’.


PIE CHART


To keep things simple: most European languages show such strong linguistic similarities with each other that they must be connected. The reason is that they all derive from a single language, which we call Proto-Indo-European (PIE). ‘Indo-’ comes into it because the Indian language Sanskrit is also part of this group (as is Persian, the language of Iran).


The following chart shows the family connections, with examples of verbal similarities:


PROTO-INDO-EUROPEAN


[image: image]




In other words, Latin, Greek, Germanic and Sanskrit are similar not because they derive from each other, but because they all derive from the same ancestor – PIE: they are the offspring of father PIE, and English is the offspring of Germanic via Anglo-Saxon. French, Italian and Spanish are the offspring of Latin.


DERIVATIONS AND STEMS


In this book, there will be much talk of the derivation of English words. Ultimately, of course, nearly all of them derive from PIE. But for our purposes, we shall distinguish three routes by which English words have come into being.




(i)They were borrowed directly from the ancient languages; for example, drama (δραμα) was borrowed directly from the Greek.


(ii)They were introduced into English, often via Norman French; for example, ‘derivation’ came into English via the fourteenth-century French dérivation – it derives from Latin de, ‘from’, and rivus, ‘river’ (picture a stream, with small rivers flowing from it).


(iii)They are descended from Germanic; for example, Old Germanic der and unta (modern German und) descended, via Anglo-Saxon, into English and became ‘the’ and ‘and’.





Sometimes it would be over-complicating, or it is not possible, to say what the specific connection or derivation of a word is. In such cases, ‘related to’ will appear.


Latin words regularly have two different ‘stems’. For example, the Latin for ‘I sit’, sedeo, has one stem sed(e)- (giving us ‘sedentary’) and another stem sess - (giving us ‘session’); the Latin for ‘king’ is rex, and its stem is reg- (from which we get ‘regal’, for example). These will be indicated in the text as you meet them.


PRONOUNCING LATIN?


In Latin, as in ancient Greek, every letter counts. So the Latin for soldier, mîles (î = a long vowel, ‘ee’) is not pronounced like English ‘miles’ but ‘meeless’ – note the soft ‘s’. But how do we know how classical Latin was pronounced? There is a great deal of evidence, as the following examples show.


LATIN ‘C’ –HARD OR SOFT?


Take it as read that we know how ancient Greek was pronounced. Greeks wrote the name of the Roman orator Cicero as Kikerôn (the -ôn being a Greek ending), not Siserôn, and Caesar as Kaisar, not Saisar. So ‘c’ was pronounced hard, as in our ‘k’, not as in our ‘s’ or in modern Italian ‘c’.


Those who sing church music will know that Latin tends to be pronounced as a sort of modern Italian (for example, Latin ‘c’ as in ‘church’). This is because in 1912 Pope Pius X decided to try to impose a standard pronunciation which reflected modern Italian pronunciation.




LIPS, TEETH AND THROAT: LATIN


‘T’, ‘D’, ‘B’, ‘P’, ‘R’


Ancient grammarians are full of useful information:




•One grammarian says that ‘t’ and ‘d’ should be distinguished by the position of the tongue: ‘t’ with the tongue against the back of the teeth, and ‘d’ with the tongue against the ridge of the gum (try it!).


•Another describes ‘b’ and ‘p’ as a ‘sound exploded from the lips’ and hints that the difference is one of muscular tension. In both cases, they seem to be describing something like the sounds those letters represent for us.


•A third grammarian tells us that ‘r’ was trilled or rolled in Latin. This pronunciation is supported by the early satirist Lucilius, who describes it as resembling the ‘growling of a dog’.





ILLITERATE LATIN HINTS:


‘N’, ‘M’ AND ‘GN’


Illiterate inscriptions can be suggestive:




•We find in pâce, ‘in peace’, written im pace; and in balneô, ‘in the bath’, written im balneô. Presumably Romans slurred ‘n’ to ‘m’ before a ‘p’ or ‘b’.


•Even more surprising, we find ignês, ‘fires’, written ‘ingnês’, and there is other evidence to suggest that ‘gn’ was pronounced ‘ngn’. So the ‘gn’ in Latin magnus, ‘large’, sounded roughly like English ‘hangnail’.







THE BIG ONE: ‘V’ OR ‘W’?


Romans did not have ‘w’ but they did have ‘v’. But was it pronounced as we pronounce it, or as a ‘w’/‘ooa’ sound?


In a dialogue attacking divination, Cicero tells the following story. Marcus Crassus was about to set out on the expedition to Parthia (which was to end in both his and his army’s destruction). A man on the quayside was selling figs from Caunus (southern Turkey) and there fore shouting ‘Cauneâs’ (‘cow-nay-arse’)! Cicero comments that Crassus should have listened to the omen. Had he done so, he would have realized the man was shouting ‘Cave nê eâs’, ‘beware lest you-go!’, ‘don’t go!’*


So, if ‘v’ was pronounced as our ‘v’, there is no way ‘cau-’ could sound the same as ‘cav-’. Therefore ‘v’ was really a sound like ‘w’/‘ooa’. Greeks also transcribed the Roman name Valerius as Oualêrios, again suggesting that ‘v’ was pronounced as a ‘oo’ or ‘w’. Note also that, for Cicero’s joke to work, ‘nê eâs’ must have been run together into ‘nêâs’.


There is another amusing piece of evidence. An ancient grammarian points out that, when you say the Latin for ‘you’, tû, your lips point towards the person to whom you are speaking (as ‘you’ does in English). But ‘you’ plural is ‘vôs’. That does not work unless ‘v’ is pronounced ‘w’. QED!†


Conclusion: when Julius Caesar came, saw and conquered, he said, ‘waynee, weedee, weekee’ (veni, vidi, vici).




THE GREEK ALPHABET


Throughout this book, ancient Greek will appear. Greek words will be given first in English letters (‘transliterated’) in italics, and then in Greek letters, e.g. bombos (βομβος);1 krisis (κρισις); drama (δραμα); historia (ἱστορια);2 eukaluptos (εὐκαλυπτος);3 Atlas (Ἀτλας);4 Apollôn (Ἀπολλων); Homêros (Ὁμηρος); Oidipous (Οἰδιπους); ôideion (ᾠδειον);5 angelos (ἀγγελος).6


Where no suggestion is made, pronounce the letters as in English:


















	a

	α A

	alpha ‘hat’

	n

	ν N

	nu






	b

	β B

	beta

	x

	ξ Ξ

	xî






	g

	γ Γ

	gamma

	o

	o O

	omicron ‘hot’






	d

	δ Δ

	delta

	p

	
π Π

	pî






	e

	ε Ε

	epsilon pet

	r

	ρ P

	rhô






	z

	ζ Ζ

	zêta ‘sd’


	s

	σ ς Σ

	sigma






	ê

	η H

	êta ‘air’

	t

	τ T

	tau






	th

	θ Θ

	thêta

	u

	υ ϒ

	upsilon ‘put’






	i

	ι I

	iôta ‘hit’

	ph

	φ Φ

	phî






	k

	к K

	kappa

	kh

	χ X

	khî ‘loch’






	l

	λ Λ

	lambda

	ps

	ψ Ψ

	psî






	m

	
μ M

	mu

	ô

	ω Ω

	ômega ‘or’







1.  ‘s’ appears as σ except at the end of a word, when it appears as ς.


2.  All words starting with a vowel indicate whether that vowel is preceded with an ‘h’ or not by means of a ‘breathing’. So: ὀν = on (‘smooth breathing’); ὁν = hon (‘rough breathing’).


3.  Diphthongs place the breathing on the second vowel: οὐκ = ouk; αἱ = hai.


4.  The breathing is placed in front of single capital vowels, e.g. Ἀλκαιος (Alkaios); note 3 applies to diphthongs, e.g. Εὐριπιδης (Euripidês).


5.  In some cases, an iota following an omega, for example, is printed below the omega: not ωι, but ῳ, e.g. ᾠδη = ôidê, ‘song, ode’.


6.  Greek gg (γγ) was pronounced as English ‘ng’ and is transliterated as ‘ng’.





* Many words used by St Jerome in his translation of the Bible into Latin became anglicized and common currency in English – for instance: creatio, evangelium, justificatio, angelus, testamentum, gratia, redemption and sanctificatio.


* Here are some examples of Latin already embedded in the Anglo-Saxon which came into England during the fifth century AD: ‘wine’ (from Latin vinum), ‘wall’ (vallum), ‘street’ (strata, ‘laid flat’), ‘beer’ (bibere, ‘to drink’), ‘sack’ (saccus), ‘sock’ (soccus).


* It was during the Council of Trent that St Jerome’s Vulgate Bible became accepted as authentic and it was decreed ‘that no one is to dare or presume to reject it under any pretext whatever’.


† ‘Decide’ is from Latin decido, ‘I detach by cutting’: a decision is the cut-off point.


* ‘Alphabet’ derives from the first two letters of the Greek alphabet – alpha (α, a) and beta (β, b).


* Old schoolboy alert: in the past we shouted ‘KV!’ to warn of the approach of a teacher. We did not realize we were saying – and mispronouncing – cave!, ‘Look out!’, which in Latin would have been pronounced ‘ca-way’ (→ cave canem!, ‘Beware of the dog!’).


† Quod Erat Demonstrandum – ‘which was to-be-proved’ (and now has been).
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POLITICS


INTRODUCTION


As far as the West is concerned, Romans invented the idea both of republicanism and of empire, and it is mainly to Roman models rather than Greek, or any other, that Western governments and historians have traditionally looked when it came to thinking about their own political systems.


The republican system has entrenched three basic ideas into Western political thought: that citizens have the right to govern themselves; that they have the right to outsource that government to those elected by them and to change that government if they see fit; and, consequently, that the authority which the government wields is ultimately dependent on the will of the people. The result is that anyone who wants to stay in government has to do so in the people’s interest, and no one else’s.


Given the power that this potentially hands to the people – the ultimate model here was provided by fifth-century BC Athenian direct democracy – the system has increasingly developed means to try to ensure that it does not descend into mob rule; and over time the sense has developed that, however sovereign the people are, the state must to all intents and purposes hold the whip hand, but in accordance with the law. In other words, the judiciary, not any particular government of whatever stripe, has become the final guarantor and protector of the people’s freedoms and power.


What this all adds up to is that the purpose of and justification for government, and the sole grounds on which it survives in the form it does, is the public good. As we look around the world today, we in the West have cause to feel eternally thankful that, for all its fallibilities, strains and tensions, we have inherited such a system.


‘Empire’ is derived from Latin imperium, ‘the right to give orders’ – and the right to enforce obedience to them. That is why holders of imperium during the Republic, such as the consuls and praetors, were accompanied by attendants called lictores, each carrying a bundle of rods tied around an axe, a symbol of power and the means of its enforcement. These were called the fasces (whence ‘fascist’), and signalled their ultimate authority.


These fasces continued to symbolize power under the Empire too, but there was a difference. When Augustus became the first emperor in 27 BC, he became princeps: ‘first citizen’, literally ‘one who has taken first place’ (primus, ‘first’ + -ceps, ‘one who takes’, → our ‘principle’).* So his rule became known as the principate (principatus). He was also known, as were all subsequent emperors, as imperator. But the imperium he possessed came with a difference: it was maius imperium, ‘greater imperium’ – greater than anyone else’s. (Our ‘majesty’ derives from that mai- form: Latin maiestas, ‘the greater standing, dignity of a god or man’.)


Armed with this, as the Roman historian Tacitus saw, ‘Augustus drew into his own person the functions [see munia, here] of the Senate, magistratus [p. 38] and the laws’; and the historian added nullo adversante, ‘[with] no one objecting’. In other words, Augustus was, effectively, by universal acquiescence, a monarch, and proved the point by ensuring that his successor would come from within his extended family when he died in AD 14.


Not only that. Over the period of the Republic, Romans insisted that there be not one but two heads of state: hence, always two consuls who changed, in theory at least, every year. They would not tolerate the idea of too much power in the hands of one person. But with an emperor there was now one head of state, who also reconstituted, and made himself head of, the army. For the first time, it became a professional body, with terms and conditions of service, answerable only to him. Rome was now a military state, its people, army and law under the imperium of one man, and its empire too, which Rome continued to expand (Rome had been running provinces since 241 BC,* after it conquered Carthage in the first ‘Punic’ War over control of Sicily). When Augustus was asked how he was, he would reply, ‘I and the army are well.’


Empires can be run well or badly. The Roman Empire in the West, which (technically) lasted till AD 476, must have been doing something right, given that its army of about 300,000 controlled an empire of about fifty million people over an area of about two million square miles. Its light regulation – basically, pay us our taxes and permit our army to station itself where it will – and the enormous economic benefits it brought on the back of long periods of peace were all part of its secret. In AD 212 the emperor Caracalla declared that all free men in the Roman Empire would become full Roman citizens and all free women have the same rights as Roman women.


For all that, the association between empire and conquest turned out to be an unhappy one. The British argued that their conquests in America (1607–1789) did not make an empire but a ‘protectorate’. Yet they could hardly claim the Americans were ‘fellow citizens’; one commentator argued it was nothing but an exercise in domination, commerce and population settlement. Napoleon’s empire did not exactly improve the image. The empire of the British Raj in India (1858–1947) uneasily both centralized and decentralized power.


At the end of the day, it came down to a balance between power and liberty. Was the empire an indivisible whole, run by one central authority, over a free citizenry, as in the Roman Empire, or not? Such an entity could claim justification. But in these days of the nation state, the closest we can get to that construct is the confederation of free states, reaching free agreement on the nature of that confederation (con/cum, ‘with, joined’ + foedus [foeder-], ‘treaty’). The days of empire are gone.




LATIN ITALIANS


‘Latins’ (Latini) was the name give to those Italians who lived in the tribal region called Latium. Since it was there that Rome was built, Romans were also Latini. And their language was lingua Latina – ‘the Latin tongue’.


The country that we call Italy was in Latin Italia (and still is). In early times (around the eighth century BC), Greeks dominated the south, Etruscans the centre, and Celts the north of the country. But by the first century BC, Rome controlled the lot and Latin had become the universal tongue, and it was then, under the first emperor Augustus (27 BC–AD 14), that the whole country began to be called Italia.


The derivation of Italia is not certain, but the current favourite is that Greeks arriving in the deep south were impressed by the area’s fertility, particularly its calves – for which we are told the Greek name was witalos (→ Oscan dialect viteliu and Latin vitulus). That, we are told, became Italia.


Another story is that an early king called Italus, master of the toe of Italy, expanded his power over the region and began to call it after himself.


PROTECTING THE SECRET NAME OF ROME


Romulus and Remus were sons of the war god Mars; they were suckled by a wolf. Romans were rather pleased by this story about their origins because it explained their love of war. What it did not do was explain why Rome was called Roma. So when they learned that Greeks associated Roma with the Greek word for ‘strength’, rhômê (ῥωμη), they were happy to accept the connection.


However, Pliny the Elder said that Rome ‘had another name, which it is sinful to mention except in ceremonies of sacred mysteries. When Valerius Soranus gave away the name which was kept secret for excellent reasons of state security, he soon paid the penalty.’ Infuriatingly, Valerius did not tell us. But he did write a (now lost) work about guardian protective spirits (Tutelae, p. 119); he might well have named the protective spirit of Rome there.


Anyway, later Romans tried to guess what this name might be. The Greek Erôs (Ἐρως, ‘Love’) was one suggestion, because in Latin that was amor, i.e. Roma, reversed; Flora, a goddess of flowers, was another; and Diva Angerona another: she was a goddess whose statue in Rome had her mouth bound, or her finger to her lips.


EVOKING THE DEITY


But why should Romans need a secret name for their protective deity? The theory was that, before one attacked a city, one would invite the gods who protected it to leave, assuring them that they would be given an honoured welcome by the conquering army. This process was called evocatio, from the Latin evoco, ‘I summon out’. But you could do that successfully only if you knew their names. A deity whose name was not known could not be evoked and would presumably stay and defend his/her city to the last.




THE CITY (OF ROME)


The Latin for ‘city’ was urbs (‘urban’, etc.); it also stood for ‘Rome’ (compare ‘the City’, which means the financial zone of London). According to Romans, only city-dwellers could be urbanus, ‘urbane’ (i.e. sophisticated, witty, smart). The Greek king Pyrrhus once heard that people had been talking disrespectfully of him at dinner. Challenging them, he was told it was nothing to what they would have said, had not the wine run out. Pyrrhus fell about laughing at this ‘urbanus justification of their drunken behaviour’ (for which the Latin was crapula, which led to our ‘crapulous’).


FROM REPUBLIC TO EMPIRE


We always think of Rome as the ultimate top-down society. But that was not the way it presented itself. From 509–31 BC, Rome was a republic.


Res publica, whence our ‘republic’, meant literally ‘the public’s possession/property/business’. A sense of common ownership of the state underlay the term. Army standards and many inscriptions were marked ‘SPQR’, or Senatus Populusque Romanus (‘The Senate and the Roman People’), confirming the relationship between ruler (the Senatus) and ruled. Cicero talked of the Roman people as ‘master of kings, conqueror and ruler of all nations’.


From 31 BC to its technical demise in AD 476 in the West (not the East), the Roman Empire was the imperium Romanum, the ‘command’ or ‘dominion’ exercised by the Romans through the Roman emperor – imperator (→ ‘imperial’).




PEOPLE AND PLEBS


This sense of common ownership of the state emerges in the Latin populus, an almost political term implying ‘people as the state’. Our idea of a state – derived from Latin status, ‘posture, stature, condition, situation, rank’ – is an entity distinct from those who inhabit it. Our ‘state’ has an absolute authority and powers and an identity all of its own; these remain constant, however much the population changes. This was not the Roman idea at all.


Plebs, on the other hand, was related to Greek plêthos (πληθος), ‘crowd’ (→ our ‘plethora’, literally ‘crowds’) and Latin plenus, ‘crowded, full’. It always meant a general ‘body of people’. So in Latin there was no such thing as a single ‘pleb’; one pleb would be a plebeius, ‘plebeian’.


PLEBISCITES


Politically, the plebs were those whose tribes in early Rome (traditionally 753–508 BC) did not provide advisers to the king. When the last king was driven out and Rome became a republic, those ‘patrician’ advisers, as they were called (from pater [patr-], ‘father’), formed the Senate; and the early years of the new republic were characterized by conflict between the patricians and the plebs on the subject of political and social equality. The historian Livy made a plebeian protest to a patrician:


Why don’t you pass a law to stop a plebeian living next to a patrician, or walking down the same street, or going to the same dinner party, or standing beside you in the same forum?




The establishment in 494 BC of special plebeian assemblies with their own tribunes evened up the game. In 287 BC resolutions passed by the assembly of the plebs were given the formal force of law, making them binding on all citizens. Such a law was called a plebiscitum, scitum meaning ‘resolution, decree, ordinance’. The sci - stem here meant ‘get to know, ascertain’ (→ ‘science’), and therefore ‘approve’. The resolution, in other words, had been thoroughly worked over by the plebeian assembly and approved by it, giving it its official status.


By the time of the Late Republic, plebeian families were on a par with everyone else. Famous Romans of plebeian family included Pompey and Cicero. It was all part of the state’s slow movement towards a political and social order acceptable to all.


DREGS OF THE WORLD


That said, all was not necessarily peace and light between the various groupings. For the historian Tacitus, the plebs were sordida (see here); for the statesman Cicero, in a letter referring disparagingly to Romans unsupportive of his generally traditional viewpoint, they were the faex urbis, ‘scum of the city’. Faex (faec-) meant ‘lees, suspended solid matter or impurities’, and is the source of our ‘faeces’. Romans, as all people everywhere at all times, were used to making judgements about, and so discriminating between, people, places, actions, and so on, and deciding some were good and some bad.


DISCRIMINATION


Discrimen, the source of our ‘discrimination’, was originally a spatial and temporal term. It meant a separating line, or structure, partition; a parting in the hair (!); an interval in time. It then came to mean ‘point in which things differ’ and so the ‘power of making distinctions’. The judgement a Roman made could be negative or positive, but discrimen in itself was a quite neutral term (in fact it comes from discerno, ‘I distinguish’, source of our ‘discernment’).


‘Discrimination’ as a condemnatory term came into use in the slavery debates in the late nineteenth century, and now seems the dominant sense of the word. Indeed, today’s use of ‘discrimination’ seems to signal another meaning of the Latin discrimen: ‘crisis, dangerous situation with much at stake’.


ORDER, ORDER


Our word ‘order’ derives from Latin ordior, ‘I place in rows’; the noun ordo (ordin-) originally meant a thread on a loom, and then a row of something, e.g. seats at the games. The word ordo went on to cover ‘a rank, standing, position, an assigned position, class, spatial arrangement; connected sequence, order of succession, professional body’.


All these were words suggestive of ordered rules and structures. And when you order someone, you are telling them to get themselves in the right position or rank, the position that the rules, or at least your rules, would demand that they be in – all part of the endless search for ‘systems so perfect that no one will ever need to be good’ (T. S. Eliot). Roman enthusiasm for order was epitomized in their class system and in their commitment to legal process (see here).




THE CLASS SYSTEM


From early on in the Republic, it seems, Romans were divided into seven classes (singular classis, source of our ‘class’) by wealth, i.e. the property they owned, to determine:




(i)into which classis they fell for voting purposes;


(ii)into which military rank they fell, by the amount of weaponry they could contribute; and


(iii)how much they had to pay, if necessary, in property tax each year.





The consequence of this classis system was an attempt to place an ordo on society, in which power resided with those in the top classes. When the patricians and the plebs came to argue about their relative places in society (see here), it was ‘a battle of the orders’.


THE ASSIDUOUS EQUESTRIAN


Only the rich owned horses, Latin equus (plural equi). If you were one of those, it is likely that you were in the top 1 or 2 per cent of Roman society and owned property worth 400,000 sesterces. As such, you were classified as an eques (plural equites), traditionally translated ‘knight’. It was from this grouping that senators would be chosen, as long as you had property worth one million sesterces.


If you thought an ‘assiduous’ person was diligent and hardworking, a Roman would only partly agree. Assiduus meant ‘settled on the land, landowning’, i.e. very rich. Since Romans liked making distinctions, the term was contrasted with those at the very bottom of the heap: the proletarii. These were the poorest in society, who were good for only one thing – producing proles: children.


There is an important point here: from Roman times until relatively recently, the economic well-being of children depended mostly on how much land (if any) their parents left them by inheritance. Today, by contrast, education and training are for most people the wealth-providers.


SUFFRAGE AND VOTES


The Latin for a vote was suffragium, whence our ‘suffrage(tte)’. Its derivation is quite obscure. In time, it also took on the meaning ‘influence on behalf of a candidate for election’, and even ‘bribe’! On hearing of the death of his young friend Avitus, Pliny the Younger mourned the lost potential and remembered ‘the time he took up the senator’s broad [purple] stripe in my house, my first, and now last, support for his election, our talks and discussions’.


Our ‘vote’ derives from Latin votum, which bore no relation to voting at all: it meant ‘vow, offering, prayer, pious wish’. Well, perhaps some relation.


THE NORM


Normality is a condition much to be desired, and the purpose of Rome’s imposition of ordo was to encourage it. Norma in Latin meant ‘right-angle, square’, used by builders, carpenters and surveyors to get things correctly and so securely lined up. It came to be used as an image to describe standard patterns of behaviour or practice, rules and regulations. Cicero could always use it against opponents: he mocked a descendant of the famously rigorous Cato the Elder for always ignoring the world’s complexities and ‘reducing life to the fixed norma of a system’. At the same time, Romans like Cicero always felt a deep respect for mos maiorum, ‘ancestral custom, convention’, hallowed by age, not system.


Today, big companies dodging taxes would say they were playing by the strict norma of the law; we might quote mos maiorum and talk of fairness, or the right way to do things.


‘O TEMPORA, O MORES’


‘The times [we live in]! The values [we live by]!’ Cicero’s famous exclamation was uttered during his assault on Catiline, who was threatening to overthrow the Roman state. Mos (mor-) meant ‘the way we do things, way of life; inherited customs, traditions, conventions; habit, character, disposition; style’. It is the source of our ‘morals, morality’. Cicero was linking time and ethics, a wish for a stable world whose values did not change.


In Latin, mos was associated with ancestors: mos maiorum meant ‘traditions of the ancestors’ (maior gives us ‘major’, literally ‘greater’: one’s ancestors were defined as ‘greater men’). There was something time-honoured about mos. In 92 BC, the censors summed it up: ‘Everything new, that is done contrary to the usage and the customs of our ancestors, seems not to be right.’ Vague that utterance may be, but it sums up the aura (‘breeze, air, breath, aroma’) around the idea of mos. It was felt to be the glue that held society together: consensus was at the heart of it.


Good Latin word, consensus: it derives from consentio (consens-), ‘I share in a feeling, am in harmony/unison/sympathy with’.




MAGISTRATES


A magistratus bore no relation to our ‘magistrate’. He was an elected official. Magis meant ‘greater’; magister meant ‘greater person’ (usually ‘teacher’); and the -atus ending indicated an office or function. So a magistratus was a ‘person in a greater office, with greater official power’. It is ironic that our elected officials in Parliament are called ‘ministers’, the Latin minus meaning ‘lesser’.


SENATUS


Senatus is a term that seems to imply rule by the old: it derives from senex, ‘old man’ + -atus, an ending indicating office or function (→ our ‘consulate’). Senators were also referred to as patres, ‘fathers’. But one could become a senator by the age of about thirty, and there seems to have been an unwritten agreement that by about sixty one was allowed to go back to private life (there was no concept of ‘retirement’).


Pliny the Younger wrote to his friend Pomponius Bassus: ‘It is our duty to commit our youth and adulthood to our country, but our last years are our own. The laws themselves suggest this, in permitting one greater in years to withdraw into leisure [otium, see here].’ What age that might have been is not clear: sources suggest sixty to sixty-five. But there was no compulsion about it, though the physical and mental infirmities of old age, especially in the ancient world, probably encouraged the elderly not to make fools of themselves before their younger colleagues.


Romans, of course, grew as decrepit and enfeebled in old age as we do. Latin decrepitus derives from crepo (crepit-), ‘I clatter, creak, crack, crackle’, and the de- prefix here means ‘completely’. ‘Houses creak before they fall down’, said the philosopher Seneca. So do humans.


TRIBUNE


It may be that Latin tribus, ‘tribe’, was connected with Latin tres, ‘three’ (→ our ‘tri-’ prefix, as in ‘tripartite’, ‘tripod’ and ‘trident’ with its three teeth [Latin dens, dent-]). If so, the word finds its origin in the three traditional ethnic divisions which made up early Rome. A tribunus was originally a leader of one of those tribes; and when the plebeian assembly was set up (see here), a tribunus of the plebs was appointed to act as its official representative with legal powers to protect the plebs from consular might and to veto senatorial legislation (Latin veto, ‘I forbid’). Today a ‘tribune’ is seen as a champion of people’s rights.


AEDILE


The Roman aedilis was the magistratus in charge of cleaning, repairing and overseeing the streets, markets and buildings of Rome. Aedes was Latin for a ‘room’ or ‘temple’, and in the plural (same word) a ‘house’ or ‘home’ (a collection of rooms). So the aedile was a ‘houseman’. Aedes seems to be associated with a Greek word meaning ‘flame, burn’ – perhaps referring to the centre of the home, the hearth (see here). Latin aedifico meant ‘I build’, from aedes + fico, ‘I make’. We get ‘edifice’ from this word, and also ‘edify’, in the sense of building character (see here).




FESTIVE SPECTACLES


One other area of responsibility for the aedile was the organization of the games during Roman holidays, i.e. festivals for the gods. Festus was the word for a holiday in a god’s honour (giving us ‘festival’, ‘feast’, etc. – it is related to fanum, ‘shrine’). Putting on magnificent shows on such occasions was a sure-fire vote-winner with the people, and could do the up-and-coming aedile a great deal of political good. Spectaculum was the word used of a sight or spectacular performance (specto, ‘I watch, spectate’). The seven wonders of the world were all spectacula (plural).


QUAESTOR


Quaero (quaest-) in Latin meant ‘I try to find, look out for, seek’. It provides us with ‘question’, ‘enquire’, ‘inquisition’ and so on. Originally, it seems that the magistratus known as quaestor was part of a criminal investigation board, but over time his role became a mainly financial one. Quaestors often accompanied provincial governors abroad to run their finance offices, but could also serve in a judicial capacity too.


PRAETOR


The praetor was the magistratus who ‘led, went ahead’ (prae-eo, ‘I go in advance’). It was primarily a military term, as in leading the attack, and was in fact the original word for what was to become consul, the top office of all. The praetor’s main function in Rome became judicial: he ran the legal services.


We talk today of leading politicians having a ‘praetorian guard’. This refers back to the Roman emperor’s highly prestigious special force garrisoned in Rome to ‘go before’ and so protect the emperor’s person, and also to act as his eyes and ears in case of trouble.


CONSUL


The top magistratus, of whom there were always two (Romans, after their experience of kings, traditionally feared single rulers), was consul. Its derivation is not entirely certain, but it may be connected with consilium, a noun meaning ‘discussion, advice, decision, diplomacy, strategy, good sense’. All these were activities or qualities vital for a head of state who had to co-operate with the other consul (→ our ‘counsel’). In war, they were in supreme military command; in peace, they had extensive administrative and legal powers.


Do not confuse ‘counsel’ with ‘council’. The source of ‘council’ is Latin concilium, ‘assembly, association, company’, itself derived from concilio, ‘I bring together, unite’, as in ‘conciliation’. Reconcilio meant ‘I bring back into agreement, harmony; re-establish, restore’. Cicero wrote to a friend, whose decrees had seemed to attack the interests of the ever-sensitive publicani (see here), begging him to ‘do all in your power to reconcile them to you, or at least mollify them’. He knew what political trouble these tax-collectors could cause if anyone tried to protect the provincials from their depredations.


CURATOR


In today’s world, a ‘curator’ is someone who selects/organizes/ arranges/displays anything, from a lobster roll to stuff on the web (where everything is now ‘content’, implying it contains something, and ‘content strategists’ toil selflessly night and day in the urgent task of ‘curating’ it all).


In the ancient world a curator was someone with a proper job incurring heavy responsibilities: he was in charge of public works. There were curatores of the corn and olive-oil supplies, the river Tiber, public funds, public buildings, roads, aqueducts and public games. A senatorial decree (AD 11) for maintaining the water supply survives, showing the powers and duties of such boards. This system was adopted across the Empire, to the great benefit of local communities.


Curatores could also be appointed to deal with specific crises. In AD 79 Mount Vesuvius erupted, laying waste to the land all around it. The emperor Titus appointed curatores chosen from among ex-consuls ‘to take charge of the restoration of Campania’. Some of the work was funded by the sale of the property of those who died and left no heirs. Our ‘volcano’ derives from the Roman god of fire Vulcanus; and ‘crater’ via Latin crater(a) from Greek kratêr (κρατηρ), meaning a large bowl in which wine was mixed with water for distribution into cups, and also the mouth of a volcano.


Cura in Latin is the origin of our ‘care’ (compare ‘manicure’, care for the manus, ‘hand’). A ‘sinecure’ is a job or position sine cura, ‘without care’, i.e. money for old rope. ‘Sincere’ is often held to derive from sine cera, ‘without wax’, i.e. the real thing (the reference is to the Roman habit of mending broken pots with wax and selling them on as if new). This is not true, alas (‘alas’, from Latin a, lassum via French, ‘ah, weary, wretched!’, → ‘lassitude’).




THE IMAGE OF THE NOBILITY


One indication of the control that the wealthy exerted over Roman society was the regularity with which their families held the consulship. Such families were called nobilis, meaning ‘generally known’ and so ‘renowned, famous’. Over any reasonable period of time, 70 to 90 per cent of consuls would come from noble families.


This caused real problems for any novus homo (‘new man’, → ‘novel’, ‘innovate’), i.e. of non-noble family. Cicero was one such, becoming consul in 63 BC and boasting about it for ever more. But the noble families were well aware of their superiority.


In 63 BC Cicero was attacked by Metellus Nepos, of the very noble Metelli family. Cicero, as consul, replied in kind. Then Nepos’ brother Metellus Celer stepped in with a letter, as follows:


I would have expected, given our mutual interests and our restored good-will, that I would not be damaged with such derision, nor would my brother Metellus be threatened in his person and property by you because of what he said. Even if respect for him himself was not enough to restrain you, the dignity of our family and my services to you and to the state ought to have been enough to hold you back… Since you have done all this quite unreasonably and without the benignity due to our ancestors, do not be surprised if you live to regret it. I had not expected such inconstancy in you towards me and the members of my family.


Ouch! There are parallels between ancient Romans and the modern Mafia.




EXPERIENCE OF HIGH OFFICE


Over time Romans became relatively relaxed about the background of those who held office. The only condition was: were they and their families committed to the Roman way of doing things? So emperors came from all over the Empire. Septimius Severus (emperor AD 193–211) was of North African descent and shpoke Latin with a shlight local acshent, so he may have pronounched hish own name Sheptimius Sheverush. It did not hold him back.


Our ‘office’ derives from Latin officium, which basically meant a ‘beneficial act or service carried out as an obligation or duty’ (ops [op-], ‘help, resources’ + -ficio, ‘I make’). It expanded into meaning one’s ‘job, function, task’, but that sense of duty about it was never entirely lost. Cicero’s dialogue De officiis (‘On Duties’) was a discussion of the proper obligations of the state and the individual.


Unlike today’s politicians, Roman ‘magistrates’ (see here) had in theory to be elected to, and work their way through, a series of highly practical administrative posts in order to reach the top, i.e. become consul. Anyone who reached the top would, at one stage or other, have had to run the city of Rome; learned financial administration at home and possibly abroad; and overseen Rome’s legal services. From the moment they put their foot on the lowest rung, they would also have been a member of the Senate. So by the time they reached the top job, they would have built up a huge range of contacts and experience in responsible positions, all highly relevant to the functioning of the state.


Our words ‘experience’, ‘experiment’ and ‘expert’ all derive from the Latin experior (expert-), ‘I try out, put to the test’, related to the Greek πειρα (peira), ‘an attempt’, which gives us ‘empirical’ (‘based on experience’). Romans were put thoroughly to the test before being entrusted with the job of high office.


ROMAN PRIORITIES


The great Scipio Africanus, conqueror of Hannibal, gave a sense of how a Roman nobilis conceived of the route to power. It all began from innocentia, ‘freedom from guilt, integrity’. He said:


ex [from] innocentia nascitur [‘is born’] dignitas, ex dignitate honor, ex honore imperium [‘the right to give order and expect to be obeyed’], ex imperio libertas


The verb nascor (nat-) meant ‘I am born, come into being’, and is the source of our ‘nature, native, nativity’, etc. Dignitas meant ‘fitness for a task; rank; respect’; honor meant ‘marks of esteem’, especially ‘high public office’; and libertas that freedom which meant you were your own master and no one could tell you what to do.


One of the things Romans feared about Julius Caesar was that in his position as dictator his power became such that the libertas of the wealthy classes was being terminally threatened. Latin dictator derives from dicto: ‘I say repeatedly; I dictate’ (implying ‘and you listen and take it down’). A dictator was a legal magistratus, appointed in Rome only at times of emergency. But Caesar’s ambition seemed to extend well beyond that. As Cicero saw when he wrote to his friend Atticus in 54 BC, well before Caesar became dictator for life in 44 BC and was assassinated a month later: ‘Hurry back to Rome and experience the empty husk of our old Roman republic! See bribes being openly paid and sniff the smell of dictatorship.’
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