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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Ancient Rome: Europe in History, PART ONE, is the book I wrote to tell Rome’s story from the ground up, starting with Romulus and Numa and the fragile order they tried to build. These early figures were not just legends; they shaped how Romans thought about law, religion, violence, and authority. From sacred rituals to kingship, from fear to discipline, this opening part shows how Rome learned to hold itself together before it ever dreamed of ruling others.

      As the narrative moves on, the focus shifts to power inside the city. Figures like Servius Tullius come into view, along with the curial system, the Comitia, and the slow rise of the Senate. The fall of the kings and the birth of the Republic did not bring calm or equality. Consuls, senators, patrons, and ordinary citizens pushed and pulled against each other, arguing over law, land, and voice. Reforms such as the Licinian–Sextian laws reveal a society constantly renegotiating who counted and who decided.

      Rome’s wars then take center stage, and the story widens beyond Italy. The First Punic War introduces Rome as a naval power, while the Second and Third Punic Wars bring unforgettable figures like Hannibal and Cato onto the stage. The destruction of Carthage was not just a military triumph; it changed Rome’s economy, its politics, and its sense of destiny. Victory made Rome rich, restless, and increasingly dangerous to itself.

      From there, Rome steps into the Greek world. The Macedonian Wars, the clash with Antiochus III, and campaigns stretching from Macedon to North Africa show a republic learning how to dominate ancient kingdoms with very different traditions. Battles, diplomacy, and intimidation all play their part. Rome now commands immense power, yet it still relies on old institutions that strain under the weight of empire.

      The final chapters turn inward, to the crisis of the Republic itself. Tiberius Gracchus and Gaius Gracchus stand at the heart of this struggle, as land reform, grain laws, popular power, and elite resistance collide. Their rise and fall expose deep cracks in Rome’s political system, ending in bloodshed and fear. By the time of Gaius Gracchus’s last stand, the Republic is no longer stable, and its future feels uncertain.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            ROMULUS, NUMA, AND THE MAKING OF ROMAN ORDER

          

        

      

    

    
      In the brilliant firmament of ancient civilizations, Rome’s achievements—especially in military organization and statecraft—eventually eclipsed those of the independent Greek city-states. With disciplined legions and a talent for governance, Rome brought the Mediterranean largely under its sway, treating it in practice as a Roman inland sea—Mare Nostrum. Classical Greece, by contrast, was made up of many autonomous poleis standing side by side, like frogs crowded in a pond; its presence in the region often took the form of scattered city-states and coastal colonies, like sparse stars in the night sky. (It is worth noting that the later Hellenistic kingdoms created larger territorial blocs, but even so, Rome’s contiguous provincial system and long-term infrastructure tied the Mediterranean together in a different, more deeply rooted way—like a solid cornerstone firmly planted in the region.)

      On its march of expansion, ancient Rome swept southward—subduing Egypt after Actium and turning the Nile’s riches into a Roman province, and folding much of North Africa’s fertile lands into its orbit—laying a solid material foundation for the empire’s prosperity. To the north, Roman armies pushed to the Danube, where the river became both frontier and backbone of imperial defense; farther afield Rome extended its reach into the Black Sea region, projecting influence over the Crimea through client kingdoms and alliances. To the west, Roman legions crossed the Channel and brought large swathes of Britain under Roman rule, occupying and organizing much of the island even as some northern reaches remained unconquered. To the east, Roman banners advanced into Mesopotamia at various times, seizing parts of the ancient land between the rivers—territory that, however, remained contested and only intermittently held amid rivalry with eastern empires.

      Yet Rome’s greatest achievement was not merely the map it sketched in war, but its endurance through time. Its influence, mellowed by centuries yet remarkably persistent, reaches into the present. Across Europe and beyond, languages descended from Latin and tongues shaped by it form living cultural links that carry Roman civilization forward. Equally important are the legal, political, and social institutions—many of which trace their lineage to Roman law, administrative practice, and republican ideals—that underpin modern governance. Over more than two thousand years of Western political life, ancient Rome’s presence has been continuous in spirit and consequence, never wholly absent from the architecture of our institutions and ideas.

      This naturally raises a question: from a geographical point of view the Balkan Peninsula and the Apennine (Italian) Peninsula are remarkably alike — both stretch into the Mediterranean like long, slender fingers. Their internal landscapes echo one another too: the Pindus range and the Apennines run down their peninsulas in a roughly north–south line, like two winding dragons that eventually descend to the sea. Along those ridges lie a scattering of small, fragmented plains, as if nature had casually strewn pearls among the heights. If the physical conditions are so similar, why was it Rome on the Apennine Peninsula — rather than Athens, which had flourished earlier on the Balkan Peninsula — that went on to achieve such sweeping greatness? To answer that question we must look for clues in political institutions.

      Before we dive into the political systems themselves, I’d like to offer a brief digression.

      In everyday conversation we throw around the terms "political society" and "natural society" with casual ease. They’re not hard to grasp. By "political society" I mean the kind of social order that arises once a government appears—an organized body that takes on administration and rule, sets down laws, and erects institutions to keep things running. A "natural society," by contrast, refers to the earlier condition before formal government: life governed more directly by the laws of nature, habit, and primitive social arrangements.

      Does that mean a pre‑government society lacks coercion or order? Not at all. Even in a natural state there is coercion and structure, but it tends to rest on kinship ties. Your father’s authority to discipline you is one example of the kind of order a natural society produces. Step outside the house and find police on the street keeping the peace—that’s when you know you’ve entered a political society.

      Take Athens as an example. The traditional account paints early Athens as composed of a few tribes organized on a kinship basis—this is the classic image of its "natural society." Aristotle, in his discussion of political origins, treats the emergence of a kingly authority as a turning point toward political life; yet he himself is cautious about the claim. Rather than declaring flatly that “long ago there was a king in Athens,” he only says that “at first there existed in Athens a kingly government.” In historical fact the early Athenian kingship did not remain a stable, long‑lasting model of rule: its powers waned and were gradually overtaken by aristocratic magistracies (the archons) and other institutions as Athens moved into later political forms.

      Rome originally had three tribes, not four — the tripartite division of early Rome (traditionally the Ramnes, Tities, and Luceres) marks the city’s first, fragile step from a kin-based, natural society into an organized political one. That move is sealed by the rise of a king. By the standard Roman chronology the monarchy runs from 753 BCE to 509 BCE, and during that span seven kings are named in the sources. The accounts are surprisingly orderly and specific; when set beside the murkier legends of Athens’ early kings, Rome’s version can seem almost authoritative.

      You’ve probably heard the founding tale: the throne of Alba Longa was snatched by a usurping brother. He drove aside his elder sibling and, to erase any rival line, compelled the deposed king’s daughter — Rhea Silvia (also called Ilia in some tellings) — to serve as a Vestal Virgin in the Temple of Vesta. In the usurper’s calculation, placing her under the sacred vow of chastity would be the surest way to extinguish his brother’s bloodline.

      Unexpectedly, a strange episode followed: a small flame suddenly leaped out of the sacred fire and darted straight toward Rhea Silvia. Startled, she asked in a trembling voice, "Who are you?" The little flame replied with an odd, proud certainty: "I am Mars, the god of war." In the old telling, that miraculous encounter led to Rhea Silvia's pregnancy and the birth of twins—Romulus, the elder, and Remus, the younger.

      Their life unfolded like an epic in miniature. Abandoned on the banks of the Tiber, the boys were suckled by a she‑wolf and later found and raised by the shepherd Faustulus. As they grew, they learned their true lineage: they were the grandsons of Numitor, the rightful king of Alba Longa, whose throne had been usurped by his brother Amulius. Eventually Romulus and Remus restored Numitor and, in the year traditionally given as 753 BCE, set about founding a new city that would become Rome.

      How much of this is history and how much is legend? The story is steeped in myth, yet archaeology has produced traces that make the fiction feel less fanciful. In 1899 the archaeologist Giacomo Boni carried out excavations on the slopes near the Roman Forum and the Capitoline. There he exposed the ancient site known as the Lapis Niger—the "Black Stone"—and with it an archaic Latin inscription containing the sequence of letters often read as "RECEI." Epigraphists have linked that sequence to the older forms of the word for king (cf. rex), and the inscription has been dated to roughly the latter half of the 6th century BCE.

      Chronologically this inscription comes about two centuries after the traditional founding date, but its very existence strengthens the case that Rome once recognized a royal office. That said, scholars debate the precise reading and implications of the text; the Lapis Niger provides powerful, tangible evidence that complements the myths, rather than a single, airtight proof that the legendary accounts are literal history.

      Aside from the tangible scraps unearthed by archaeologists, the legend itself hides a few telling hints. Take the she‑wolf episode: in colloquial Latin the word lupa can mean both “she‑wolf” and, in slang, “prostitute.” Read that scene as “a prostitute suckling,” and the strange tableau suddenly slips from the supernatural into the realm of the plausible. Then there’s the awkward human detail: Romulus had a brother, Remus—on the very day the city was founded the brother who established it killed Remus. Some historians have pointed out that if the whole story had been an outright invention, there would have been no need to invent a rival brother whose presence introduces fraternal strife and murder; that kind of messy, embarrassing detail often survives when a tale preserves a kernel of truth. Of course, the sources disagree on certain particulars—like which twin was actually born first—and the tradition accumulated embellishments over time, so the existence of Remus is suggestive rather than conclusive.

      So, did ancient Rome really have a monarchical phase?

      The two authors of The Birth of Classical Europe echo the cautious stance of the Roman historian Livy: one should neither wholly disbelieve nor wholly accept everything one reads. David Gwynn, who wrote The Roman Republic, reaches a similar conclusion.

      "Don't entirely disbelieve, but don't entirely believe" — it's an easy maxim to mouth, but the hard work lies in the details. Which fragments deserve our trust and which deserve our doubt? To what degree should we accept a given claim, and by what rules do we choose among the many competing pieces of information? There is no definitive answer yet. All I can do here is offer a few of my own views.

      Let us first look at Rome's geographical setting: the city sits on the Tiber at the northern edge of the Latium plain, its early heart clustered on the river's left bank among a scatter of rises. We still talk about Rome's "seven hills" as if that were the whole story, but that's shorthand—the city's topography actually includes many more knolls and ridges than the neat number seven implies. Cicero would later praise the choice of site, noting the strategic value of a city with a river at its feet, but that praise needs a qualifier: Rome was not at the Tiber's mouth. The city lay some distance upriver from the sea, and when its first settlers chose the place they could not have known that river traffic and seaborne trade would one day be transformed by ports and engineered river works.

      In fact, the site was far from an obvious natural harbor. Before Rome established ports and carried out systematic river improvements, the Tiber at the city offered only limited conditions for navigation. To the south lay Neapolis—modern Naples—a long-standing focus of Greek colonization; to the north lay Etruria, whose cities had long traded closely with Greek merchants. Those neighbors show abundant evidence of early external contact and maritime commerce, while early Rome, lacking a coastal harbor and reliable upstream navigation, often appears to have been overlooked or bypassed by traders and did not immediately become the region's main hub of exchange.

      So why was the city of Rome treated so shabbily? Part of the reason is that Rome, in a very literal sense, resembled a marginal frontier settlement. Although the city clung to the banks of the Tiber and thus appeared well supplied with water, heavy rains quickly turned the low ground between its hills into swampy, mosquito-ridden wetlands. These marshes were not only difficult to exploit and hard to traverse, but their damp, muddy conditions also made them breeding grounds for disease.

      So, from around the 6th century BCE Rome set out on an aggressive campaign of drainage works — the kind of ancient engineering that later generations would call the Cloaca Maxima and similar sewers. Ancient writers go so far as to describe main channels of astonishing scale; some accounts even suggest they were broad enough that small boats could pass along parts of them. Whether literal or rhetorical, the image tells you how vast the labor and materials must have been. Pliny the Elder and other ancient authors also note the heavy human toll involved in such projects, describing exhausted laborers and the brutal conditions they endured; some sources even speak of deaths and desperate acts among the workforce.

      Having sketched Rome’s geography and the price it paid to tame it, we come to another key episode in the city’s founding legend — the abduction of the Sabine women. Painters from Poussin to Rubens have returned again and again to this scene, a testament to how gripping it is for the public imagination. Who, after all, would choose to live in a remote, inhospitable place like Liangshan Marsh and then descend to seize other people’s wives? The answer is plain: those cast out by respectable society — failures, the embittered, people who have suffered setbacks and nurse grievances.

      Once we understand this background, the rest stops sounding strange. Shortly after the city’s foundation, Romulus is said to have declared Rome an asylum — opening its gates to runaway slaves, criminals, exiles, and refugees. In other words, he welcomed all those who had failed in their former lives, the sort of ragged “riffraff” other places would not want. Years later Cicero, writing to a friend, mocked a senator who strutted as if he came from illustrious stock, quipping that a casual observer might assume noble descent — when, in fact, weren’t their forebears precisely the “dregs” Romulus had taken in? That barb, whether literal or rhetorical, neatly captures the popular story.

      Archaeology supports part of this picture: people occupied the Rome area as early as about 1000 BCE, while a more concentrated community seems to have emerged in the eighth century BCE — roughly the same horizon as the traditional founding date (often given as 753 BCE). But legend and evidence do not line up in every detail. The name “Romulus” is suspiciously on-the-nose; its exact etymology is uncertain, so whether there was a single man who truly bore that name is beside the point — for our purposes, we can simply call him Romulus.

      According to the tradition handed down by ancient writers, he gathered some three thousand men to get the place started. That number belongs to the founding myth rather than to archaeology, but it helps us imagine the sort of company he drew together: a hard-bitten, warlike band eager to recruit more fighters, much like the outlaw brotherhoods of other epics. One ancient commentator summed up Rome’s character pithily: “Since Romulus’s father is the god of war, Mars, what else could you expect?”

      If Rome were a version of Liangshan Marsh, Romulus’s fate would be painfully predictable. According to the old legend, one day a great cloud descended from the sky; when it lifted, Romulus was simply gone. That disappearance has been told in different ways—some say he was taken up by the gods and later worshipped as Quirinus, others suggest he was removed by his own people—but in the telling that matters here he vanishes much as Wang Lun of Liangshan does: disposed of by those around him.

      The heavy task of bringing order to this unruly settlement on the banks of the Tiber fell to Rome’s second king, Numa Pompilius. In the traditional accounts, Numa stands as a lawgiver and religious founder in the mold of figures like Lycurgus at Sparta: where force and plunder had shaped early Rome, he sought cohesion through ritual, law, and piety. It was during his reign, according to later tradition, that Rome’s priestly colleges and ceremonial offices were organized, and that the duties and regulations of the Vestal Virgins were formally defined and refined.

      Numa Pompilius went further than most kings: he didn’t just found rituals, he organized a whole ecclesiastical framework. He established a number of specialized priestly colleges—Pontifices to oversee sacred law and rites, Augurs to read omens, Fetiales to handle declarations of war and the making of treaties, and the quindecimviri who kept and consulted the Sibylline books—while the Vestal Virgins tended the sacred flame of Vesta. Some of these bodies dealt directly with matters of war and peace; others guarded oracles and sacred texts.

      Yet, for ordinary Romans, the most intimate and constant presence of the divine was the household hearth. That central fire—and the gods that dwelt around it, like Vesta and the household Lares and Penates—was tended daily in every home. Why did the domestic cult hold such primacy? Partly because Rome’s early composition differed from many tribal peoples. Where many tribes were formed around a common ancestor and tight kinship networks, Rome’s early populace—according to tradition drawn from many directions and later organized into three original tribes (Ramnes, Tities, Luceres)—was more of a patchwork. These divisions functioned as territorial and political groupings rather than as lineages that claimed a single mythical forebear. Faced with that reality, Romans shifted the focal point of religious life downward, into the house, where shared ritual and hearth-bound deities could bind an otherwise diverse community together.

      That same inward turn helps explain the Roman meaning of the word familia. In classical Rome, familia did not map neatly onto our modern notion of “family.” It denoted the entire household under the authority of the paterfamilias: the house itself, the householders and dependents, slaves, property, and the network of legal and economic relationships that kept the house functioning. Familia was essentially a unit of production and legal authority centered on the householder; though it included kin who fell under his power, it was defined more by household structure and control than by an abstract kin-group identity.

      So how did the idea of the "familia" take shape? As Rome swelled with migrants and captives, land grew ever scarcer and could no longer be parceled out to everyone. The newcomers were often absorbed into existing households. I suspect this practical necessity was a major seed of Rome’s distinctive patronage system. If you weren’t kin, how could you build a protection‑and‑dependence relationship that might endure across generations? The practical answer was simple: live together, work together, and worship the same household gods.

      The Hungarian‑born historian Emil Reich once put it bluntly: “Looking over human history, up to now we can clearly identify only three institutions: the family, the tribe, and the state.” Whether in ancient China or in Athens, social life often concentrated in the middle—strong tribal ties—while the family and the state remained relatively small at the edges. With social upheaval and steady population movement, those kin‑based clan structures began to fray. Out of that unraveling rose two things: a larger political authority above and a reorganized household below. In short, human communities shifted from what we might call a natural social order into an explicitly political society.

      But Rome’s case was different. In a way, Rome rested on something like a Liangshan‑style foundation — a literary comparison, not a literal history — where tribal labels existed but kinship‑based political power did not dominate in the way it did in many other societies. From the outset, tribal divisions were present, yet the web of political and social authority ran through households and public religion more than through strong, centralized clans. Rome’s social shape, then, looked like an upright dumbbell: the tribal groupings in the middle were relatively slender, while above sat the state, and below stood the household, tied together and given meaning by religion.

      Out of that structure two things followed at the household level. First, Rome developed a distinctive system of patronage — the clientela — in which newcomers or dependents pledged their loyalty to a particular household or patron rather than to a loose, clan‑based polity. Second, because the gods were woven directly into domestic life — the lares and penates and the household genius presided over the familia — religious duties and privileges became attached to individual houses. In such a world, Romans tended to show an intense, domestic piety: the gods they tended belonged to their own house, and tending them was part of what made a household a household.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            THE CHALICE AND THE SWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      In the long sweep of ancient Rome's early history, its second king, Numa Pompilius, is traditionally credited with artfully turning religion into a tool of governance — using rites, priesthoods, and sacred customs to tame and civilize a rough, often warlike populace and to forge a more orderly social structure.

      According to Rome’s founding legends, Numa Pompilius was a Sabine by birth. A man of learning and refined taste, he was summoned to Rome—then a rough, unruly place, often painted by storytellers as “a den of bandits”—to take the throne because of his wisdom and culture.

      The famous French historian Fustel de Coulanges described Numa as follows:

      
        
        Numa’s faith was unshakeable. He embodied the pious, exacting virtues of a priest far more than the bold, warlike temperament of a soldier. Every sacrifice under his watch was handled with painstaking care—observed to the letter, performed according to the prescribed rites—and he remained unwaveringly loyal to both household and civic cults.

      

      

      In effect, Numa’s chief instrument for consolidating power was religion itself. He brought Rome’s public cult of Vesta—the sacred fire tended by the Vestal Virgins—into closer harmony with the rites performed at the household hearth, aligning public and private worship under a single, coherent framework. By fusing these elements into an organic whole, he narrowed the channels through which religious authority flowed and thus tightened control over influence in the spiritual realm.

      Throughout history, at home and abroad, kings have tended to seize power the same way: one hand on the sword as the symbol of force, the other on the chalice as the emblem of religion. To hold power you must keep both violence and sanctity in your own grasp. Numa was no exception. Still, as a realm matures, the balance between chalice and sword shifts. In a settled, fully formed kingdom the sword becomes the bedrock: authority rests on an exclusive monopoly of force, while religion—useful, reinforcing—plays a supporting role. At the founding stage, however, the chalice comes first. To command armies and judge disputes, a ruler must first be seen as the intermediary between gods and men, a figure endowed with access to divine will. Numa, a man of rare prudence, understood this instinctively; once he took office he moved straight for control of rites, and that explains everything.

      If you intend to monopolize the channel to the gods—that is, to make religious communication your exclusive province—you must clear two hurdles. First: keep the right to preside over the sacrifices in your own hands. In plain terms, you must be the one to conduct the rites, to choose who approaches the altar and how the offering is made; only then can ritual itself be made to serve your purposes and cement your authority on the religious stage. Even more crucial is the second step: owning the right to interpret what comes after the offering—what the ancients called the omens. Once a god has “taken” the sacrifice, the signs that follow are read as the god’s message; whoever controls the interpretation of those signs can shape what people think and do, steer public opinion, and ultimately bend the course of social development.

      Because the right to perform sacrifices was so decisive, the nobles—hungry for influence—were not about to surrender it. What followed was a fierce struggle between king and aristocracy over two crucial levers of ritual power: who should preside over the rites, and who had the authority to interpret divinations. Neither side relented; each sought to monopolize the symbols that conferred real political weight.

      The short-term result was a near-total loss for Numa. He was left with only the custody of Vesta’s sacred flame and the exclusive right to nominate the Vestal virgins—appointments that, in the early tradition, were drawn from noble (patrician) families. Over time, however, the social origins of Vestals would broaden, so this patrician requirement applied chiefly in the earlier phase.

      Most other religious privileges slipped into the hands of Rome’s nobles, who thus came to control two especially consequential priestly bodies. The first was the College of Pontiffs—the pontifices—a small college, traditionally counted at five in early accounts, whose members held office for life. Their duties included regulating the calendar, supervising legal practices grounded in ancestral custom, and exercising oversight of other priests—functions that made them, in effect, guardians of the religious-legal order.

      The second was the college responsible for matters of war and diplomacy: the Fetiales, priests charged with the formalities of declaring war, making treaties, and performing the official rites that legitimized Rome’s quarrels and settlements. Ancient sources differ on the exact number of fetiales (some give about twenty), but their role in divination and state ritual was unmistakable. In modern terms, the division roughly resembles the separation of war-making powers today—where a commander-in-chief may lead armies, the formal authority to declare war and conclude peace typically resides elsewhere (in the United States, with Congress).

      What I described earlier covered only the first stage: who should preside over sacrificial rites when momentous events occurred. The more decisive second stage — who was to interpret the gods’ will — proved to be another battlefield where the king could not hold sway.

      In early Rome, one of the common ways to seek divine guidance was to inspect the entrails of a sacrificed animal and judge from their shape whether an omen favored the undertaking. This practice — more precisely called haruspicy (inspection of entrails) — stood alongside the auspices read from birds, the province of the augurs. Antique writers even ascribe prophetic skill to Romulus himself, and in the tradition such stories signal that, in Rome’s earliest days, the king could claim religious privilege and act as chief interpreter of omens. But as the city’s religious institutions matured, that monopoly began to slip.

      Under Numa Pompilius, the legendary lawgiver, the king’s role in ritual was reshaped: religious offices and priestly colleges were organized so that divination and ceremony were increasingly mediated by specialist priests. According to the old accounts, when Numa carried out divination he did so with the assistance of appointed religious officials, chosen by the community or by their fellow priests rather than by unilateral royal decree — in short, the king no longer enjoyed sole control over interpretation of the gods’ signs.

      By the time the fifth king, Tarquinius Priscus, occupied the throne, the royal claim to exclusive authority over divination had been severely weakened. Tradition relates that when Tarquin proposed a sweeping reform, his opponents invoked religion as a brake. A religious official — more properly a haruspex who examined the entrails — slaughtered a cow, examined its liver, and declared the omen ill-favored. Confronted with that pronouncement, Tarquin had little choice but to abandon his plan.

      In the pre‑gunpowder age, any political community that hoped to rule for the long haul could not rely on a monopoly of violence alone — the costs were simply too high. There are a few examples built almost entirely on raw force; Sparta is the most famous. Even with the Perioeci helping out, Spartan citizens were vastly outnumbered by helots — some accounts push the ratio to as high as fifteen to one — and maintaining that balance demanded terrible compromises: men living for years in barracks, dining in the communal syssitia and subsisting on the infamous black broth, while domestic life and private comforts were sacrificed to the needs of the state.

      By contrast, the Ptolemaic rulers of Egypt relied on a very different formula. A tiny Macedonian‑Greek ruling class presided over a vast native population; contemporary descriptions sometimes use staggering ratios as a rhetorical device to make the point. Rather than exercising naked coercion alone, the Ptolemies wrapped themselves in the symbols of Egyptian kingship — adopting pharaonic titles, participating in local cults and rituals — and enjoyed the spoils of courtly luxury: lavish banquets, opulent palaces and cultural patronage. Both Sparta and these Hellenistic monarchs held the sword, but the decisive difference lay in whether their rule was also invested with sacred sanction — the sword versus the chalice.

      So we should not underestimate the force of religion in ancient regimes. As one French scholar once observed, he put it this way:

      
        
        Today, there’s a widespread mistake people make when they look at ancient political systems: studying institutions as if they were abstract concepts—neatly boxed ideas—while ignoring the concrete circumstances that gave them birth, the inevitable trajectories those institutions followed, and, most crucially, the spiritual lives and belief systems that sustained and shaped them. Too often scholars treat institutions like isolated machines and forget the people whose hopes, fears, and faiths powered those machines.

      

      

      This is truly a golden piece of advice—one worth carefully jotting down in a special notebook and returning to whenever you study the past.

      From the vantage point of the "chalice and the sword," we can take a systematic look at several political formations that typically turn up in European history surveys.

      Take Egypt, for example. Egyptian rulers presented themselves as more than mere mortals—often portrayed as living gods or divine incarnations (linked to figures such as Horus or the sun-god Ra)—and they relied on a professional, organized priesthood to proclaim and sustain that sacral kingship. That partnership between sanctified authority and coercive force proved remarkably effective. Egypt’s immense wealth rested on the fertility of the Nile floodplain—both the valley and the delta—and on an economy in which temples and elites played central fiscal roles. In practice, the chalice sanctified the ruler’s right to rule and the sword made that claim enforceable, together lowering the costs and frictions of extracting revenue and running administration. If wealth is widely scattered among the population and hidden in ways that make collection costly or impractical, then without some combination of sacred legitimation and coercive reach a ruler’s efforts to mobilize resources will likely come to little.

      We can contrast the different governing strategies used by the Persians and the Macedonians in Egypt. Under Persian rule Egypt erupted in revolt more than once; the reason was not simply heavy taxation or foreign garrisons, but a failure to manage the fragile dance between political authority and sacred belief—the chalice and the sword. Greek writers preserved a litany of insults and sacrileges that stoked popular fury. Some sources accuse a Persian official (one name that appears in various accounts is Bagoas) of showing contempt for the Egyptian cults, even desecrating the sacred Apis bull; other authors point the finger at Cambyses or unnamed satraps. Whether every charge is literally true or partly polemic, the effect was the same: Egyptians felt their gods had been mocked, and revolted. Greek polemic even reduced some of these affronts to cruel comic images—stories of foreign rulers imposing absurd foreign cults and being lampooned as worshipping a “donkey god” —but the humiliation felt by the people was real enough, and that humiliation supplied the tinder for uprisings.

      Contrast this with Alexander. When he arrived in Egypt he did not trample the local sacral order; he entered the temple and presented himself to the priests, and at Siwa the oracle proclaimed him son of Amun. That recognition was not mere flattery; it folded Alexander into Egypt’s millennia-old pharaonic tradition. After his death, Ptolemy understood this. Even at the risk of alienating fellow Macedonians, he made the recovery and transfer of Alexander’s body to Egypt a political imperative—because Alexander had already been accepted by the Egyptians as pharaoh, and without the body Ptolemy could not credibly inherit that sacred office.

      Now consider the Achaemenid dynasty in Persia. Darius famously elevated Ahura Mazda in his inscriptions, portraying himself as that god’s chosen representative on earth; the Behistun Inscription makes this claim explicit. But Zoroastrianism as an organized, deeply rooted popular religion needed long cultural maturation—religion, like wine, takes time to ferment and settle. It was really under the Sassanian emperors, centuries later, that Zoroastrianism reached full institutional strength. Thus Darius’s official promotion of Ahura Mazda had symbolic force but limited capacity to remake popular belief overnight; in practice, Achaemenid rulers retained a pragmatic tolerance toward the many local faiths within their realm.

      Centuries on, the Ottomans adopted their own solution for governing religious diversity: the millet system, which recognized communal autonomy under an overarching Islamic polity. There is a superficial resemblance to the Achaemenid preference for local accommodation, but the systems emerged in very different religious and legal contexts and should not be conflated. In the Ottoman balance, Islam occupied the dominant cultural and political position; if a small minority declined to convert, that minority was often tolerated and administratively left to govern itself. It is like enjoying a chicken: you have taken the meaty, satisfying portions—the drumsticks, the wings, the breasts—and if a few lean, bony scraps remain, they are not worth lamenting; let those parts be left to fend for themselves.

      The Persians, however, never imposed a single, dominant state religion. Their reputation for religious tolerance — shown in policies like those attributed to Cyrus and later Achaemenid rulers — was genuine. That tolerance meant Persian rule over places like Mesopotamia and Egypt rested heavily on the "sword" of military power while lacking a single "chalice" — a shared religious or sacral source of legitimacy — to knit conquered peoples together. This did not doom the Achaemenid realm overnight — it endured for centuries — but the absence of a unifying sacred framework made long-term cultural and ideological cohesion more difficult.

      Now turn to Alexander. After his entry into Egypt he grasped the enormous political value of holding both the sword and a chalice: military force backed by the trappings of sacred kingship. In Egypt he accepted pharaonic ritual and divine honors, and that experience pushed him further toward designs of imperial integration across the Eurasian landmass. He had already thought in grand terms before Egypt, but becoming a pharaoh sharpened his sense that rule could be consolidated not just by conquest but by adopting and projecting local religious and royal forms. Had he lived longer, it is reasonable to think he would have tried to extend that Egyptian model — blending military command with sacral legitimacy — more broadly across his domains.

      When Alexander died, his sprawling empire fragmented in the hands of the Diadochi. Over the course of the ensuing wars, several successor states emerged, and historians commonly identify three major Hellenistic kingdoms: the Antigonid realm in Macedonia, the Seleucid territories across much of Asia, and the Ptolemaic kingdom in Egypt. Of these, the Ptolemies leaned most fully into Alexander’s combination of conquest and sacral kingship — marrying Greek royal forms to Egyptian pharaonic traditions — and that fusion helped make Ptolemaic Egypt one of the most stable and prosperous of the successor states.

      The rulers of the Seleucid dynasty were hardly blind to the allure of the Egyptian model. Beginning with Seleucus I, Hellenistic monarchs increasingly accepted divine honors—some adopting lofty titles, some encouraging cults around their person and, on occasion, promoting their consorts to quasi‑divine status. But that did not mean the Seleucids simply transplanted an Egyptian pharaonic system wholesale. The results were often disappointing. The empire they governed was a patchwork of peoples and faiths; a ruler cult that might bind one city would look alien in another. Even when a great Achaemenid king like Darius the Great fashioned Ahura Mazda into a supreme, abstract source of royal legitimacy—an invisible, exalted power—the move did not magically fuse the empire’s many religions into a single faith. In short, direct self‑deification carried high political and social costs across such diverse lands.

      Turn to Greece. The Greeks never seriously entertained the idea of a single, all‑embracing religious monopoly. Offerings and sacrifices were ordinary acts anyone could perform—household rites and public offerings alike—and the right to read the gods’ will often lay outside any one city’s exclusive control. Delphi, with its pan‑Hellenic oracle, functioned as a kind of supranational religious authority that city‑states consulted in turn. More important, the sheer political fragmentation of the Greek world—an archipelago of fiercely independent poleis, some democratic, some oligarchic—made the centralization of religious authority impractical if not impossible.

      Now look at Rome. In certain structural respects Rome resembled a powerful Greek polis with a hinterland: like Athens, it was a city whose influence radiated into the countryside; and its pantheon was heavily shaped by the same gods known to the Greeks, albeit expressed through Latin names and fused with indigenous Italic traditions. In Rome, however, the struggle over who had the right to preside at sacrifices—kings, leading aristocrats, or civic colleges—took a form that diverged from the patterns seen elsewhere. The Roman world institutionalized many of its religious functions in corporate priestly colleges—pontiffs, augurs, fetiales and the like—bodies that reflected deep archaic practices in the Latin and Italic cultural sphere. These priestly roles and collective institutions drew on long‑standing local traditions and were gradually formalized in Rome; they were therefore neither a sudden Roman invention nor merely a mirror of Greek religious life, but the outcome of a distinct political and religious trajectory.

      Therefore, a more plausible reading of early Rome is this: once kings appeared, the aristocracy—leaning on its customary authority—managed to hold on to many sacral privileges, and with those privileges it preserved a large measure of political power. To challenge that dominance, a king sought not to abolish the old rites so much as to redirect their power toward the people: he tried to bridge the high, public cult centered on Vesta’s sacred fire—the state hearth tended by the Vestal Virgins—and the everyday hearth‑worship of ordinary households. Households had always tended their own fires and domestic gods, but by trying to link state ritual and popular practice the king hoped to turn religious symbolism into a source of popular legitimacy.

      A ruler who allies with the lower orders against an entrenched elite is a recurring tactic in history. What makes the Roman case distinctive, however, is that the quarrel over who held sacrificial authority did more than rearrange offices: it helped produce a religious landscape with overlapping centers of gravity. One pole remained under aristocratic control—the sacred rites and priestly offices that reinforced elite status—while another was shaped by whatever the king could make common with the people. How, then, would this duality of religious authority affect Rome’s subsequent political trajectory?
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