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One of the remarkable peculiarities of the policy of Rome was, that she attracted 3 
to her all the worships of the neighboring cities. She obtained possession of a Juno 4 
from Veii, a Jupiter from Praeneste, a Minerva from Falerii, a Juno from Lanovium, 5 
a Venus from the Samnites, and many others that we do not know.616 “For it was the 6 
custom of the Romans,” says one of the ancients,617 “to take home the religions of the 7 
conquered cities; sometimes they distributed them among the gentes, and sometimes 8 
they gave them a place in their national religion.” Montesquieu praises the Romans 9 
for a refinement of skillful policy in not having imposed their gods upon the 10 
conquered nations. But that would have been contrary to their ideas, and to those of 11 
all the ancients. Rome conquered the gods of the vanquished, and did not give them 12 
hers. She kept her protectors for herself, and even labored to increase the number. 13 
She tried to possess more worships and more tutelary gods than any other city. 14 

As, moreover, these worships and gods were, for the most part, taken from the 15 
conquered, Rome was placed by them in religious communion with all the 16 
surrounding nations. The ties of a common origin, the possession of the connubium, 17 
that of the presidency of the feriae Latinae, that of the vanquished gods, the right, 18 
which they pretended to have, of sacrificing at Olympia and at Delphi, were so many 19 
means by which the Romans prepared their dominion. Like all the cities, Rome had 20 
her municipal religion, the source of her patriotism; but she was the only city which 21 
made this religion serve for her aggrandizement. Whilst other cities were isolated by 22 
their religion, Rome had the address or the good fortune to employ hers to draw 23 
everything to herself, and to dominate over all. 24 

 25 
3. How Rome acquired Empire (B. C. 350–140). 26 

Whilst Rome grew thus slowly by the means which religion and the ideas of that 27 
age placed at her disposal, a series of social and political changes was taking place 28 
in all the cities and in Rome itself, transforming at the same time the governments 29 
of men and their ways of thinking. We have already traced this revolution. What is 30 
important to remark here is, that it coincides with the great development of the 31 
Roman power. 32 

These two results, which took place at the same time, were not without influence 33 
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upon each other. The conquests of Rome would not have been so easy if the old 3 
municipal spirit had not been everywhere extinct; and we may also believe that the 4 
municipal system would not have fallen so soon if the Roman conquest had not dealt 5 
it the final blow. 6 

In the midst of the changes which took place in institutions, in manners, in religious 7 
ideas, and in laws, patriotism itself had changed its nature; and this is one of the 8 
events which contributed most to the great progress of Rome. We have described this 9 
sentiment as it was in the first ages of the city. It was a part of religion; men loved 10 
their country because they loved its protecting gods, because they there found a 11 
prytaneum, a holy fire, festivals, prayers, and hymns, and because beyond its borders 12 
they no longer found either gods or a worship. This patriotism was faith and piety. 13 
But when the domination had been withdrawn from the sacerdotal caste, this sort of 14 
patriotism disappeared with other old religious notions. Love of the city still 15 
survived, but it took a new form. 16 

Men no longer loved their country for its religion and its gods; they loved it only 17 
for its laws, for its institutions, and for the rights and security which it afforded its 18 
members. We see in the funeral oration which Thucydides puts into the mouth of 19 
Pericles what the reasons are that Athens was loved; they are because this city 20 
“wishes all to be equal before the law;” “because she gives men liberty, and opens 21 
the ways of honor to all; because she maintains public order, assures authority to the 22 
magistrates, protects the weak, and gives to all spectacles and festivals, which are the 23 
education of the mind. And the orator closes by saying, “This is why our warriors 24 
have died heroically rather than allow their country to be torn from them; this is why 25 
those who survive are all ready to suffer, and to devote themselves for it.” Man, 26 
therefore, still owes duties to the city; but these duties do not flow from the same 27 
principle as before. He still gives his blood and his life, but it is no longer to defend 28 
his national divinity and the hearth of his fathers; it is to defend the institutions which 29 
he enjoys, and the advantages which the city procures him. 30 

Now, this new patriotism had not exactly the same effects as that of the ancient 31 
ages. As the heart was no longer attached to the pryraneum, to the protecting gods, 32 
and to the sacred soil, but simply to the institutions and the laws, — and as, 33 
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moreover, the latter, in the state of instability in which all the cities then found 3 
themselves, changed frequently, — patriotism became a variable and inconsistent 4 
sentiment, which depended upon circumstances, and which was subject to the same 5 
fluctuations as the government itself. One loved his country only as much as he loved 6 
the form of government that prevailed there for the moment; and he who found its 7 
laws bad had no longer anything to attach him to it. 8 

Municipal patriotism thus became weakened and died out in men's minds. Every 9 
man's opinion was more precious to him than his country, and the triumph of his 10 
faction became much dearer to him than the grandeur or glory of his city. Each one, 11 
if he did not find in his own city the institutions that he loved, began to prefer some 12 
other city, where he saw these institutions established. Men then began to emigrate 13 
more freely, and feared exile less. What did it matter if they were excluded from the 14 
prytaneum and the lustral water? They thought little now of the protecting gods, and 15 
were easily accustomed to live away from their country. 16 

From this to taking up arms against it was not a great step. Men joined a hostile city 17 
to make their park victorious in their own. Of two Argives, one preferred an 18 
aristocratic government; he preferred Sparta to Argos: the other preferred democracy; 19 
he preferred Athens. Neither cared a great deal for the independence of his own city, 20 
and was not much averse to becoming the subject of another city, provided that city 21 
sustained his faction in Argos. It is clear, from Thucydides and Xenophon, that it was 22 
this disposition of men's minds that brought on and sustained the Peloponnesian war. 23 
At Plataea the rich were of the Theban and Lacedemonian party, the democrats were 24 
in favor of Athens. At Corcyra the popular faction were for Athens, and the 25 
aristocracy for Sparta.618 Athens had allies in all the cities of Peloponnesus, and 26 
Sparta had them in all the Ionian cities. Thucydides and Xenophon agree in saying 27 
that there was not a single city where the people were not favorable to the Athenians, 28 
and the aristocracy to the Spartans.619 This war represents a general effort which the 29 
Greeks made to establish everywhere a single constitution with the hegemony of a 30 
city; but a part desired an aristocracy under the protection of Sparta, while others 31 
favored a democracy with the support of Athens. It was the same in Philip's time. The 32 
aristocratic party, in all the cities, desired the domination of Macedon. In 33 
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Philopoemen's time the cases were reversed, but the sentiments remained the same; 3 
the popular party accepted the empire of Macedon, and all who were in favor of the 4 
aristocracy joined the Achaean league. Thus the wishes and the affections of men no 5 
longer had the city as the object. There were few Greeks who were not ready to 6 
sacrifice municipal independence in order to obtain the constitution which they 7 
preferred. 8 

As to honest and scrupulous men, the perpetual dissensions which they saw 9 
disgusted them with the municipal system. They could not love a form of society, 10 
where it was necessary to fight every day, where the rich and the poor were always 11 
at war, and where they saw popular violence and aristocratic vengeance alternate 12 
without end. They wished to escape from a regime which, after having produced real 13 
grandeur, no longer produced anything but suffering and hatred. They began to feel 14 
the necessity of abandoning the municipal system, and of arriving at some other form 15 
of government than the city. Many men dreamed at last of establishing above the 16 
cities a sort of sovereign power, which should look to the maintenance of order, and 17 
compel those turbulent little societies to live in peace. It was thus that Phocion, a 18 
good citizen, advised his compatriots m accept the authority of Philip, and promised 19 
them, at this price, concord and security. 20 

In Italy affairs were in much the same condition as in Greece. The cities of Latium, 21 
of the Sabines, and of Etruria were distracted by the same revolutions and the same 22 
struggles, and love of the city disappeared. As in Greece, every man was ready to join 23 
a foreign city, in order to make his opinions and interests prevail in his own. 24 

These dispositions of mind made the fortune of the Romans. I hey everywhere 25 
supported the aristocracy; everywhere, too, the aristocracy were their allies. Let us 26 
take a few examples. The Claudian gens left the Sabines because Roman institutions 27 
pleased them better than those of their own country. At the same epoch many Latin 28 
families emigrated to Rome, because they did not like the democratic government of 29 
Latium, and the Romans had just established the reign of the patricians.620 At Ardea, 30 
the aristocracy and the plebs being at enmity, the plebs called the Volscians to their 31 
aid, and the aristocracy delivered the city to the Romans.621 Etruria was full of 32 
dissensions; Veii had overthrown her aristocratic government; the Romans attacked 33 
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this city, and the other Etruscan cities, where the sacerdotal aristocracy still held 3 
sway, refused to aid the Veientines. The he legend adds that in this war the Romans 4 
carried away a Veientine aruspex, and made him deliver them an oracle that assured 5 
them the victory. Does not this legend signify that the Etruscan priests delivered the 6 
city to the Romans? 7 

Later, when Capua revolted against Rome, it was remarked that the knights — that 8 
is to say, the aristocratic body — took no part in that insurrection.622 In 313, the cities 9 
of Ausona, Sora, Minturnae, and Vescia were delivered to the Romans by the 10 
aristocratic party.623 When the Etruscans were seen to form a coalition against Rome, 11 
it was because popular governments had been established among them. A single city 12 
— that of Arretium — refused to enter this coalition; and this was because the 13 
aristocracy still prevailed in Arretium. When Hannibal was in Italy, all the cities were 14 
agitated; but it was not a question of independence. In every city the aristocracy were 15 
for Rome, and the plebs for the Carthaginians.624 16 

The manner in which Rome was governed will explain this constant preference 17 
which the aristocracy entertained for it. The series of revolutions continued as in 18 
other cities, but more slowly. In 509, when the Latin cities already had tyrants, a 19 
patrician reaction had succeeded at Rome. The democracy rose afterwards, but 20 
gradually, and with much moderation and self-restraint. The Roman government was, 21 
therefore, for a longer time aristocratic than any other, and was long the hope of the 22 
aristocratic party. 23 

The democracy, it is true, finally carried the day in Rome; but even then the 24 
proceedings, and what one might call the artifices, of the government remained 25 
aristocratic. In the comitia centuriata the votes were distributed according to property. 26 
It was not altogether different with the comitia tribute: legally, no distinction of 27 
wealth was admitted there; in fact, the poor class, being included in the four city 28 
tribes, had but four votes to oppose to the thirty-one of the class of proprietors. 29 
Besides, nothing was more quiet, ordinarily, than these assemblies; no one spoke 30 
there, except the president, or some one whom he called upon. Orators were little 31 
heard there, and there was little discussion. More generally there was simply a vote 32 
of yes or no, and a count of the votes. This last operation, being very complicated, 33 
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demanded much time and patience. Add to this that the senate was not renewed 3 
annually, as in the democratic cities of Greece; it sat for life, and very nearly 4 
recruited itself. It was really an oligarchic body. 5 

The manners of the Romans were still more aristocratic than their institutions. The 6 
senators had seats reserved at the theatre. The rich alone served in the cavalry; the 7 
grades of the army were in great part reserved for the young men of the great 8 
families. Scipio was not sixteen years old when he already commanded a squadron. 9 

The rule of the rich class was kept up longer at Rome than in any other city. This 10 
was due to two causes. One was, that Rome made great conquests, and the profits of 11 
these went to the class that was already rich; all lands taken from the conquered were 12 
possessed by them; they seized upon the commerce of the conquered countries, and 13 
joined with it the benefits derived from the collection of duties and the administration 14 
of the provinces. These families, thus increasing their wealth with every generation, 15 
became immeasurably opulent, and each one of them was a power, compared with 16 
the people. The other cause was, that the Roman, even the poorest, had an innate 17 
respect for wealth. Long after real clientship had disappeared, it was, in a certain 18 
sense, resuscitated under the form of a homage paid to great fortunes; and it became 19 

a custom for the poor to go every morning to salute the rich. 20 
It does not follow from this that the struggle between rich and poor was not seen 21 

at Rome, as well as in other cities; but it commenced only in the time of the Gracchi, 22 
— that is to say, after the conquest was almost achieved. Besides, this struggle never 23 
had at Rome that character of violence which it assumed everywhere else. The lower 24 
orders of Rome never ardently coveted riches. They aided the Gracchi in a lukewarm 25 
manner; they refused to believe that these reformers were working for them, and 26 
abandoned them at the decisive moment. The agrarian laws, so often presented to the 27 
rich as a menace, always left the people quite indifferent, and agitated them only on 28 
the surface. It is clear that they were not very eager to possess lands; for, if they were 29 
offered a share in the public lands, — that is to say, in the domain of the state, — 30 
they at least never had a thought of despoiling the rich of their property. Partly from 31 
inveterate respect, and partly from a habit of doing nothing, they loved to live by the 32 
side of the rich, and as it were in their shadow. 33 
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The rich class had the wisdom to admit to its circle the most considerable families 3 
of the subject and allied cities. All who were rich in Italy came gradually to form the 4 
rich class of Rome. This body continued to increase in importance, and became the 5 
master of the state. The rich alone filled the magistracies, because these cost a great 6 
sum to purchase. They alone composed the senate, because it required a very large 7 
property to be a senator. Thus we see this strange fact, that, in spite of democratic 8 
laws, a nobility was formed, and that the people, who were all-powerful, powerful, 9 
suffered this nobility to take rank above them, and never made any real opposition 10 
to it. 11 

Rome, therefore, from the third to the second century before our era, was the most 12 
aristocratically governed city that existed in Italy or Greece. Finally, let us remark 13 
that, if the senate was obliged to manage the multitude on home questions, it was 14 
absolute master so far as concerned foreign affairs. It was the senate that received 15 
ambassadors, that concluded alliances, that distributed the provinces and the legions, 16 
that ratified the acts of the generals, that determined the conditions allowed to the 17 
conquered — all acts which everywhere else belonged to the popular assembly. 18 
Foreigners, in their relations with Rome, had, therefore, nothing to do with the 19 
people. The senate alone spoke, and the idea was held out that the people had no 20 
power. This was the opinion which a Greek expressed to Flaminius. “In your 21 
country,” said he, “riches alone govern, and all else is submissive to it.”625 22 

As a result of this, in all the cities the aristocracy turned their eyes towards Rome, 23 
counted upon it, looked to it for protection, and followed its fortunes. This seemed 24 
so much the more natural, as Rome was a foreign city to nobody; Sabines, Latins, and 25 
Etruscans saw in it a Sabine, Latin, or Etruscan city, and the Greeks recognized 26 
Greeks in it. 27 

As soon as the Romans appeared in Greece, the aristocracy surrendered to them. 28 
Hardly anybody thought then that they were choosing between independence and 29 
subjection; for most men the question was only between aristocracy and the popular 30 
party. In all the cities the latter was for Philip, Antiochus, or Perseus, and the former 31 
for Rome. We may see in Polybius and Livy that when Argos opened her gates, in B. 32 
C. 198, to the Macedonians, the people had the sway there; that the next year, it was 33 
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the party of the rich that gave up OpuntIi to the Romans; that, among the 3 
Acarnanians, the aristocracy made a treaty of alliance with Rome, and that in the 4 
following year this treaty was broken, because, in the interval, the people had 5 
recovered the ascendancy; that Thebes was allied with Philip so long as the popular 6 
party had the power, and sided with Rome the moment the aristocracy became the 7 
masters; that at Athens, at Demetrias, and at Phocaea the populace were hostile to the 8 
Romans; that Nabis, the democratic tyrant, made war upon them; that the Achaean 9 
league, as long as it was governed by the aristocracy, was favorable to them; that men 10 
like Philopcemen and Polybius desired national independence, but preferred Roman 11 
rule to democracy; that in the Achaean league itself there came a moment when the 12 
popular party rose in its turn, and from that moment the league was the enemy of 13 
Rome; that Diaeus and Critolaus were at the same time the chiefs of the popular 14 
faction and the generals of the league against the Romans, and that they fought 15 
bravely at Scarphea and at Leucopetra, less perhaps for the independence of Greece 16 
than for the triumph of democracy. 17 

Such facts show clearly enough how Rome, without any very great efforts, obtained 18 
the empire. The municipal spirit gradually disappeared. The love of independence 19 
became a very rare sentiment, and all hearts were entirely enlisted in the interests and 20 
passions of parties. Insensibly men forgot the city. The barriers which bad previously 21 
separated cities, and had made of them so many distinct little worlds, whose horizons 22 
bounded the wishes and thoughts of every one, fell one after another. In all Italy and 23 
in all Greece, only two groups of men were distinguished: on one hand was an 24 
aristocratic class, on the other a popular party. One party labored for the supremacy 25 
of Rome, the other opposed it. The aristocracy were victorious, and Rome acquired 26 
the empire. 27 

 28 
4. Rome everywhere destroys the Municipal System. 29 

The institutions of the ancient city had been weakened, and almost exhausted, by 30 
a series of revolutions. One of the first results of the Roman dominion was to 31 
complete their destruction, and to efface what still remained of them. This we can see 32 
by observing the condition into which the nations fell as they became subject to 33 
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Rome. 3 
We must first banish from our minds all the customs of modern politics, and not 4 

picture to ourselves the nations entering the Roman state, one after another, as in our 5 
day provinces are annexed to a kingdom, which, on receiving these new members, 6 
extends its boundaries. The Roman state (civitas Romana) was not enlarged by 7 
conquests; it never included any families except those that figured in the religious 8 
ceremony of the census. The Roman territory (ager Romanus) never increased. It 9 
remained enclosed within the immutable limits which the kings had traced for it, and 10 
which the ceremony of the Ambarvalia sanctified every year. What increased with 11 
every conquest was the dominion of Rome (imperium Romanum). 12 

So long as the republic lasted, it never entered the mind of any one that the Romans 13 
and the other peoples could form a single nation. Rome might, indeed, receive a few 14 
of the conquered, allow them to live within her walls, and transform them, in the 15 
course of time, into Romans; but she could not assimilate a whole foreign people to 16 
her people, an entire territory to her territory. Still this was not peculiar to the policy 17 
of Rome, but a principle that held through all antiquity; it was a principle from which 18 
Rome would sooner have departed than any other city, but from which she could not 19 
entirely free herself. Whenever, therefore, a people was conquered, it did not enter 20 
the Roman state; it entered only the Roman dominion. It was not united to Rome, as 21 
provinces are to-day united to a capital; between other nations and itself Rome knew 22 
only two kinds of connection — subjection or alliance. 23 

From this it would seem that municipal institutions must have subsisted among the 24 
conquered, and that the world must have been an assemblage of cities distinct from 25 
each other, and having at their head a ruling city. But it was nothing of the kind. The 26 
effect of the Roman conquest was to work in every city a complete transformation. 27 

On one side were the subjects dedititii, or those who, having pronounced the 28 
formula of the deditio, had delivered to the Roman people “their persons, their walls, 29 

their lands, their waters, their houses, their temples, and their gods.” 30 
They had therefore renounced, not only their municipal government, but all that 31 

appertained to it among the ancients, — that is to say, their religion and their private 32 
law. From that moment these men no longer formed a political body among 33 
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themselves; nothing that goes to make up a regular society remained to them. Their 3 
city (urbs) might remain standing, but the state (civitas) had perished. If they 4 
continued to live together, they lived without institutions, laws, or magistrates. The 5 
arbitrary authority of a praefectus sent by Rome maintained material order among 6 
them.626 On the other hand were the allies — foederati, or socii. They were less 7 
cruelly treated. The day on which they entered the Roman dominion, it had been 8 
stipulated that they should preserve their municipal government, and should remain 9 
organized into cities. They therefore continued to have in every city a constitution, 10 
magistracies, a senate, a prytaneum, laws, and judges. The city was supposed to be 11 
independent, and seemed to have no other relations with Rome than those of an ally 12 
with its ally. Still, in the terms of the treaty which had been drawn up at the time of 13 
the conquest, Rome had been careful to insert these words: Majestatem populi 14 
Romani comiter conservato.627 These terms established the dependence of the allied 15 
city upon the metropolitan city, and as they were very vague, it happened that the 16 
measure of this dependence was always in accordance with the will of the stronger. 17 
These cities, which were called free, received orders from Rome, obeyed proconsuls, 18 
and paid taxes to the collectors of the revenue. Their magistrates rendered their 19 
accounts to the governor of the province, who also heard the appeals from the 20 
judges.628 Now, such was the nature of the municipal system among the ancients that 21 
it needed complete independence, or it ceased to exist. Between the maintenance of 22 
the institutions of the city and their subordination to a foreign power, there was a 23 
contradiction which perhaps does not clearly appear to the eyes of the moderns, but 24 
which must have struck every man of that period. Municipal liberty and the 25 
government of Rome were irreconcilable; the first could be only an appearance, a 26 
falsehood, an amusement calculated to divert the minds of men. Each of those cities 27 
sent, almost every year, a deputation to Rome, and its most minute and most private 28 
affairs were regulated by the senate. They still had their municipal magistrates, their 29 
archons, and their strategi, freely elected by themselves; but the archon no longer had 30 
any other duty than to inscribe his name on the registers for the purpose of marking 31 
the year, and the strategus, in earlier times the chief of the army and of the state, now 32 
had no other care than to keep the streets in order, and inspect the markets.629 33 
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Municipal institutions, therefore, perished among the nations that were called allies 3 
as well as among those that bore the name of subjects; there was only this difference, 4 
that the first preserved the exterior forms. Indeed, the city, as antiquity had 5 
understood it, was no longer seen anywhere, except within the walls of Rome. 6 

Then, too, the Romans, while everywhere destroying the municipal system, 7 
substituted nothing in its place. To the people whose institutions they took away, they 8 
did not give their own instead. The Romans never thought of creating new 9 
institutions for their use; they never made a constitution for the people of their 10 
empire, and did not understand how to establish fixed rules for their government. 11 
Even the authority which Rome exercised over the cities had no regularity. As they 12 
made no part of her state, or of her city, she had no legal power over them. Her 13 
subjects were strangers to her — a reason why she exercised this irregular and 14 
unlimited power which ancient municipal law allowed citizens to exercise towards 15 
foreigners and enemies. It was on this principle that the Roman administration was 16 
a long time regulated, and this is the manner in which it was carried on. 17 

Rome sent one of her citizens into a country. She made that country the province 18 
of this man, — that is to say, his charge, his own care, his personal affair; this was 19 
the sense of the word provincia. At the same time she conferred upon this citizen the 20 
imperium; this signified that she gave up in his favor, for a determined time, the 21 
sovereignty which she held over the country. From that time this citizen represented 22 
in his person all the rights of the republic, and by this means he was an absolute 23 
master. He fixed the amount of taxes; he exercised the military power, and 24 
administered justice. His relations with the subjects, or the allies, were limited by no 25 
constitution. When he sat in his judgment-seat, he pronounced decisions according 26 
to his own will; no law controlled him, neither the provincial laws, as he was a 27 
Roman, nor the Roman laws, as he passed judgment upon provincials. If there were 28 
laws between him and those that he governed, he had to make them himself, for he 29 
alone could bind himself. Therefore the imperium with which he was clothed 30 
included the legislative power; and thus it happened that the governors had the right, 31 
and established the custom, on entering the provinces, of publishing a code of laws, 32 
which they called their Edict, and to which they morally promised to conform. But 33 
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as the governors were changed annually, these codes changed every year, for the 3 
reason that the law had its source only in the will of the man who was for the time 4 
invested with the imperium. This principle was so rigorously applied that, when a 5 
judgment had been pronounced by a governor, but had not been entirely executed at 6 
the time of his departure from the province, the arrival of his successor completely 7 
annulled this judgment, and the proceedings were recommenced.630 8 

Such was the omnipotence of the governor. He was the living law. As to invoking 9 
the justice of Rome against his acts of violence or his crimes, the provincials could 10 
not do this unless they could find a Roman citizen who would act as their patron,631 11 
for, as to themselves, they had no right to demand the protection of the laws of the 12 
city, or to appeal to its courts. They were foreigners; the judicial and official language 13 
called them peregrini; all that the law said of the hostis continued to be applied to 14 
them. 15 

The legal situation of the inhabitants of the empire appears clearly in the writings 16 
of the Roman jurisconsults. We there see that the people are considered as no longer 17 
having their own laws, and as not yet having those of Rome. For them, therefore, the 18 
law did not exist in any manner. In the eyes of the Roman jurisconsult, a provincial 19 
was neither husband nor father, — that is to say, the law recognized neither his 20 
marital nor his paternal authority. For him property did not exist. It was a double 21 
impossibility for him to become a proprietor; it was impossible by reason of his 22 
personal condition, because he was not a Roman citizen, and impossible by reason 23 
of the condition of the land, because it was not Roman territory, and the law admitted 24 
the complete right of ownership only within the limits of the ager Romanus. For the 25 
lawyers taught that the land in the provinces was never private property, and that men 26 
could have only the possession and usufruct thereof.632 Now, what they said in the 27 
second century of our era of the provincial territory had been equally true of the 28 
Italian soil before Italy obtained the Roman franchise, as we shall presently see. 29 

It is certain, then, that the people, as fast as they entered the Roman empire, lost 30 
their municipal religion, their government, and their private law. We can easily 31 
believe that Rome softened in practice whatever was destructive in this subjection. 32 
We see, indeed, that, though the Roman laws did not recognize the paternal authority 33 
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in the subject, they allowed this authority still to subsist in practice. If they did not 3 
permit a certain man to call himself a proprietor of the soil, they still allowed him the 4 
possession of it; he cultivated his land, sold it, and devised it by will. It was not said 5 
that this land was his, but they said it was as good as his, pro suo. It was not his 6 
property, dominium, but it was among his goods, in bonis.633 Rome thus invented for 7 
the benefit of the subject a multitude of turns and artifices of language. Indeed, the 8 
Roman genius, if its municipal traditions prevented it from making laws for the 9 
conquered, could not suffer society to fall into dissolution. In principle the 10 
provincials were placed outside the laws, while in fact they lived as if they had them; 11 
but with the exception of this, and the tolerance of the conquerors, all the institutions 12 
of the vanquished and all their laws were allowed to disappear. The Roman empire 13 
presented, for several generations, this singular spectacle: A single city remained 14 
intact, preserving its institutions and its laws, while all the rest — that is to say, more 15 
than a hundred millions of souls — either had no kind of laws, or had such as were 16 
not recognized by the ruling city. The world then was not precisely in a state of 17 
chaos, but force, arbitrary rule, and convention, in default of laws and principles, 18 
alone sustained society. 19 

Such was the effect of the Roman conquest on the nations that successively became 20 
its prey. Of the city everything went to ruin; religion first, then the government, and 21 
finally private law. All the municipal institutions, already for a long time shaken, 22 
were finally overthrown and destroyed; but no regular society, no system of 23 
government, replaced at once what had disappeared. There was a period of stagnation 24 
between the moment when men saw the municipal governments dissolve and that in 25 
which another form of society appeared. The nation did not at once succeed the city, 26 
for the Roman empire in no wise resembled a nation. It was a confused multitude, 27 
where there was real order only in one central point, and where all the rest enjoyed 28 
only a factitious and transitory order, and obtained this only at the price of obedience. 29 
The conquered nations succeeded in establishing themselves as an organized body 30 
only by conquering in their turn the rights and institutions which Rome was inclined 31 
to keep for itself. In order to do this they had to enter the Roman city, make a place 32 
for themselves there, press forward, and transform that city also, in order to make of 33 
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themselves and Rome one body. This was a long and difficult task. 3 
 4 

5. The Conquered Nations successively enter the Roman City. 5 
We have seen how deplorable was the condition of the Roman subject, and how the 6 

condition of the citizen was to be envied. Not vanity alone, but the most real and 7 
dearest interests had to suffer. Whoever was not a Roman citizen was not reputed to 8 
be either a husband or a father; legally he could be neither proprietor nor heir. Such 9 
was the value of the title of Roman citizen, that without it one was outside the law, 10 
and with it he entered regular society. It happened, therefore, that this title became 11 
the object of the most lively desires of men. The Latin, the Italian, the Greek, and, 12 
later, the Spaniard and the Gaul, aspired to be Roman citizens — the single means 13 
of having rights and of counting for something. All, one after another, nearly in the 14 
order in which they entered the Roman empire, labored to enter the Roman city, and, 15 
after long efforts, succeeded. This slow introduction into the Roman state is the last 16 
act in the long history of the social transformations of the ancients. To observe this 17 
great event in all its successive phases, we must examine its commencement, in the 18 
fourth century before our era. 19 

Latium had been conquered; of the forty small peoples who inhabited it, Rome had 20 
exterminated half. She had despoiled some of their lands, and had left to others the 21 
title of allies. In B. C. 340 the latter perceived that the alliance was entirely to their 22 
detriment, that they were expected to obey in everything, and that they were required 23 
every year to lavish their blood and money for the sole benefit of Rome. They formed 24 
a coalition; their chief, Annius, thus stated their demands in the Roman senate: “Give 25 
us equality. Let us have the same laws; let us form but a single state — una civitas; 26 
let us have but a single name; let us all alike be called Romans.” Annius thus 27 
announced, in the year 340, the desire which all the nations of the empire, one after 28 
another expressed, and which was to be completely realized only after five centuries 29 
and a half. Then such a thought was new and very unexpected; the Romans declared 30 
it monstrous and criminal. It was, indeed, contrary to the old religion and the old law 31 
of the cities. The consul, Manlius, replied, that if such a proposition should be 32 
accepted, he would slay with his own hand the first Latin who should come to take 33 
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his seat in the senate; then, turning towards the altar, he called upon the god to 3 
witness, saying, “Thou hast heard, O Jupiter, the impious words that have come from 4 
this man's mouth. Canst thou tolerate, O Jupiter, that a foreigner should come to sit 5 
in thy sacred temple as a senator, as a consul?” Thus Manlius expressed the old 6 
sentiment of repulsion that separated the citizen from the foreigner. He was the organ 7 
of the ancient religious law, which prescribed that the foreigner should be detested 8 
by the men because he was cursed by the gods of the city. It appeared to him 9 
impossible that a Latin should be a senator because the place of meeting for the 10 
senate was a temple, and the Roman gods could not suffer the presence of a foreigner 11 
in their sanctuary. 12 

War followed: the Latins, being conquered, surrendered, — that is to say, they 13 
gave up to the Romans their cities, their worships, their laws, and their lands. Their 14 
position was cruel. A consul said in the senate that, if they did not wish Rome to be 15 
surrounded by a vast desert, the fate of the Latins should be settled with some regard 16 
to clemency. Livydoes not clearly explain what was done. If we are to trust him, the 17 
Latins obtained the right of Roman citizenship without including in the political 18 
privileges the right of suffrage, or in the civil the right of marriage. We may also 19 
note, that these new citizens were not counted in the census. It is clear that the senate 20 
deceived the Latins in giving them the name of Roman citizens. This title disguised 21 
a real subjection, since the men who bore it had the obligations of citizens without 22 
the rights. So true is this, that several Latin cities revolted, in order that this pretended 23 
citizenship might be withdrawn. 24 

A century passed, and, without Livy's notice of the fact, we might easily discover 25 
that Rome had changed her policy. The condition of the Latins having the rights of 26 
citizens, without suffrage and without connubium, no longer existed. Rome had 27 
withdrawn from them the title of citizens, or, rather, had done away with this 28 
falsehood, and had decided to restore to the different cities their municipal 29 
governments, their laws, and their magistracies. 30 

But by a skilful device Rome opened a door which, narrow as it was, permitted 31 
subjects to enter the Roman city. It granted to every Latin who had been a magistrate 32 
in his native city the right to become a Roman citizen at the expiration of his term of 33 
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officer.634 This time the gift of this right was complete and without reserve; suffrage, 3 
magistracies, census, marriage, private law, all were included. Rome resigned itself 4 
to share with the foreigner its religion, its government, and its laws; only its favors 5 
were individual, and were addressed not to entire cities, but to a few men in each of 6 
them. Rome admitted to her bosom only what was best, wealthiest, and most 7 
estimable in Latium. 8 

This right of citizenship then became precious, first, because it was complete, and 9 
secondly, because it was a privilege. Through it a man figured in the comitia of the 10 
most powerful city of Italy; he might be consul and commander of the legions. There 11 
was also the means of satisfying more modest ambitions; thanks to this right, one 12 
might ally himself, by marriage, to a Roman family; or he might take up his abode 13 
at Rome, and become a proprietor there; or he might carry on trade in Rome, which 14 
had already become one of the first commercial towns in the world. One might enter 15 
the company of farmers of the revenue, — that is to say, take a part in the enormous 16 
profits which accrued from the collection of the revenue, or from speculations in the 17 
lands of the ager publicus. Wherever one lived he was effectually protected; he 18 
escaped the authority of the municipal magistrate, and was sheltered from the 19 
caprices of the Roman magistrates themselves. By being a citizen of Rome, a man 20 
gained honor, wealth, and security. 21 

The Latins, therefore, became eager to obtain this title, and used all sorts of means 22 
to acquire it. One day, when Rome wished to appear a little severe, she found that 23 
twelve thousand of them had obtained it through fraud. 24 

Ordinarily, Rome shut her eyes, knowing that by this means her population 25 
increased, and that the losses of war were thus repaired. But the Latin cities suffered; 26 
their richest inhabitants became Roman citizens, and Latium was impoverished. The 27 
taxes, from which the richest were exempt as Roman citizens, became more and 28 
more burdensome, and the contingent of soldiers that had to be furnished to Rome 29 
was every year more difficult to fill up. The larger the number of those who obtained 30 
the Roman franchise, the harder was the lot of those who had not that right. There 31 
came a time when the Latin cities demanded that this franchise should cease to be a 32 
privilege. The Italian cities, which, having been conquered two centuries before, were 33 



Numa Denis Fustel de Coulanges, The Ancient City, 331 
 

 331 

 1 
 2 

in nearly the same condition as those of Latium, and also saw their richest inhabitants 3 
abandon them to become Romans, demanded for themselves the Roman franchise. 4 
The fate of subjects and allies had become all the less supportable at this period, from 5 
the fact that the Roman democracy was then agitating the great question of the 6 
agrarian laws. Now, the principle of all these laws was, that neither subject nor ally 7 
could be an owner of the soil, except by a formal act of the city, and that the greater 8 
part of the Italian lands belonged to the republic. One party demanded, therefore, that 9 
these lands, which were nearly all occupied by Italians, should be taken back by the 10 
state, and distributed among the poor of Rome. Thus the Italians were menaced with 11 
general ruin. They felt keenly the need of civil rights, and they could only come into 12 
possession of these by becoming Roman citizens. 13 

The war that followed was called the social war; the allies of Rome took up arms 14 
that they might no longer be allies, but might become Romans. Rome, though 15 
victorious, was still constrained to grant what was demanded, and the Italians 16 
received the rights of citizenship. Thenceforth assimilated to the Romans, they could 17 
vote in the forum; in private life they were governed by Roman laws; their right to 18 
the soil was recognized, and the Italian lands, as well as Roman soil, could be owned 19 
by them in fee simple. Then was established the jus Italicum: this was the law, not 20 
of the Italian person, since the Italian had become a Roman, but of the Italian soil, 21 
which was susceptible of ownership, just as if it had been the ager Romanus.635 22 

From that time all Italy formed a single state. There still remained the provinces to 23 
enter into the Roman unity. 24 

We must make a distinction between Greece and the provinces of the west. In the 25 
west were Gaul and Spain, which, before the conquest, knew nothing of the real 26 
municipal system. The Romans attempted to create this form of government among 27 
them, either thinking it impossible to govern them otherwise, or judging that, in order 28 
gradually to assimilate them to the Italian nations, it would be necessary to make 29 
them pass over the same route which the Italians had followed. Hence it happened 30 
that the emperors who suppressed all political life at Rome, kept up the forms of 31 
municipal liberty in the provinces. Thus cities were formed in Gaul; each had its 32 
senate, its aristocratic body, its elective magistrates; each had even its local worship, 33 
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its Genius, and its city-protecting divinity, after the manner of those in ancient 3 
Greece and ancient Italy. Now, this municipal system, thus established, did not 4 
prevent men from arriving at the Roman citizenship; on the contrary, it prepared 5 
them for it. A gradation, skilfully arranged among these cities, marked the steps by 6 
which they were insensibly to approach Rome, and finally to become assimilated 7 
with it. There were distinguished, first, the allies, who had a government and laws of 8 
their own, and no legal bond with Roman citizens; second, the colonies, which 9 
enjoyed the civil rights of the Romans, without having political rights; third, the 10 
cities of the Italian right, — that is to say, those to whom, by the favor of Rome, the 11 
complete right of property over their lands had been granted, as if these lands had 12 
been in Italy; fourth, the cities of the Latin right, — that is to say, those whose 13 
inhabitants could, following the custom formerly established in Latium, become 14 
Roman citizens after having held a municipal office. These distinctions were so deep, 15 
that between persons of two different classes no marriage or other legal relation was 16 
possible. But the emperors took care that the cities should rise in the course of time, 17 
and one after another, from the condition of subjects or allies, to the Italian right, 18 
from the Italian right to the Latin right. When a city had arrived at this point, its 19 
principal families became Romans one after another. 20 

Greece entered just as little into the Roman state. At first every city preserved the 21 
forms and machinery of the municipal government. At the moment of the conquest, 22 
Greece showed a desire to preserve its autonomy; and this was left to it longer, 23 
perhaps, than it would have wished. At the end of a few generations it aspired to 24 
become Roman; vanity, ambition, and interest worked for this. 25 

The Greeks had not for Rome that hatred which is usually borne towards a foreign 26 
master. They admired it; they had a veneration for it; of their own accord they 27 
devoted a worship to it, and built temples to it as to a god. Every city forgot its 28 
protecting divinity, and worshipped in its place the goddess Rome and the god 29 
Caesar; the greatest festivals were for them, and the first magistrates had no higher 30 
duty than celebrating with great pomp the Augustan games. Men thus became 31 
accustomed to lift their eyes above their cities; they saw in Rome the model city, the 32 
true country, the prytaneum of all nations. The city where one was born seemed 33 



Numa Denis Fustel de Coulanges, The Ancient City, 333 
 

 333 

 1 
 2 

small. Its interests no longer occupied their minds; the honors which it conferred no 3 
longer satisfied their ambition. Men thought themselves nothing if they were not 4 
Roman citizens. Under the emperors, it is true, this title no longer conferred political 5 
rights; but it offered more solid advantages, since the man who was clothed with it 6 
acquired at the same time the full right to hold property, the right to inherit, the right 7 
to marry, the paternal authority, and all the private rights of Rome. The laws which 8 
were found in each city were variable and without foundation; they were merely 9 
tolerated. The Romans despised them, and the Greeks had little respect for them. In 10 
order to have fixed laws, recognized by all as truly sacred, it was necessary to have 11 
those of Rome. 12 

We do not see that all Greece, or even a Greek city, formally asked for this right of 13 
citizenship, so much desired; but men worked individually to acquire it, and Rome 14 
bestowed it with a good grace. Some obtained it through the favor of the emperor; 15 
others bought it. It was granted to those who had three children, or who served in 16 
certain divisions of the army. Sometimes to construct a merchant vessel of a certain 17 
tonnage, or to carry grain to Rome, was sufficient to obtain it. An easy and prompt 18 
means of acquiring it was to sell one's self as a slave to a Roman citizen, for the act 19 
of freeing him according to legal forms conferred the right of citizenship.636 One who 20 
had the title of Roman citizen no longer formed a part of his native city, either civilly 21 
or politically. He could continue to live there, but he was considered an alien; he was 22 
no longer subject to the laws of the city, he no longer obeyed its magistrates, no 23 
longer supported its pecuniary burdens.637 This was a consequence of the old 24 
principle, which did not permit a man to belong to two cities at the same time.638 It 25 
naturally happened that, after several generations, there were in every Greek city 26 
quite a large number of men, and these ordinarily the wealthiest, who recognized 27 
neither its government nor its laws. Thus slowly, and as if by a natural death, 28 
perished the municipal system. There came a time when the city was a mere 29 
framework that contained nothing, where the local laws applied to hardly a person, 30 
where the municipal judges no longer had anything to adjudicate upon. 31 

Finally, when eight or ten generations had sighed for the Roman franchise, and all 32 
those who were of any account had obtained it, there appeared an imperial decree 33 
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which granted it to all free men without distinction. 3 
What is remarkable here is, that no one can tell the date of this decree or the name 4 

of the prince who issued it. The honor is given, with some probability of truth, to 5 
Caracalla, — that is to say, to a prince who never had very elevated views; and this 6 
is attributed to him as simply a fiscal measure. We meet in history with few more 7 
important decrees than this. It abolished the distinction which had existed since the 8 
Roman conquest between the dominant nation and the subject peoples; it even caused 9 
to disappear a much older distinction, which religion and law had made between 10 
cities. Still the historians of that time took no note of it, and all we know of it we 11 
glean from two vague passages of the jurisconsults and a short notice in Dion 12 
Cassius.639 If this decree did not strike contemporaries, and was not remarked by 13 
those who then wrote history, it is because the change of which it was the legal 14 
expression had been accomplished long before. The inequality between citizens and 15 
subjects had been lessened every generation, and had been gradually effaced. The 16 
decree might pass unperceived under the veil of a fiscal measure; it proclaimed and 17 
caused to pass into the domain of law what was already an accomplished fact. 18 

The title of citizen then began to fall into desuetude; or, if it was still employed, it 19 
was to designate the condition of a free man as opposed to that of a slave. From that 20 
time all that made a part of Roman empire, from Spain to the Euphrates, formed 21 
really one people and a single state. The distinction between cities had disappeared; 22 
that between nations still appeared, but was hardly noticed. All the inhabitants of this 23 
immense empire were equally Romans. The Gaul abandoned his name of Gaul, and 24 
eagerly assumed that of Roman; the Spaniard, the inhabitant of Thrace, or of Syria, 25 
did the same. There was now but a single name, a single country, a single 26 
government, a single code of laws. 27 

We see how the Roman city developed from age to age. At first it contained only 28 
patricians and clients; afterwards the plebeian class obtained a place there; then came 29 
the Latins, then the Italians, and finally the provincials. The conquest had not sufficed 30 
to work this great change; the slow transformation of ideas, the prudent but 31 
uninterrupted concessions of the emperors, and the eagerness of individual interests 32 
had been necessary. Then all the cities gradually disappeared, and the Roman city, 33 
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the last one left, was itself so transformed that it became the union of a dozen great 3 
nations under a single master. Thus fell the municipal system. 4 

It does not belong to our plan to tell by what system of government this was 5 
replaced, or to inquire if this change was at first more advantageous than unfortunate 6 
for the nations. We must stop at the moment when the old social forms which 7 
antiquity had established were forever effaced. 8 

 9 
Chapter III: Christianity Changes the Conditions of Government. 10 

The victory of Christianity marks the end of ancient society. With the new religion 11 
this social transformation, which we saw begun six or seven centuries earlier, was 12 
completed. 13 

To understand how much the principles and the essential rules of politics were then 14 
changed, we need only recollect that ancient society had been established by an old 15 
religion whose principal dogma was that every god protected exclusively a single 16 
family or a single city, and existed only for that. This was the time of the domestic 17 
gods and the city-protecting divinities. This religion had produced laws; the relations 18 
among men — property, inheritance, legal proceedings — all were regulated, not by 19 
the principles of natural equity, but by the dogmas of this religion, and with a view 20 
to the requirements of its worship. It was this religion that had established a 21 
government among men; that of the father in the family; that of the king or magistrate 22 
in the city. All had come from religion, — that is to say, from the opinion that man 23 
had entertained of the divinity. Religion, law, and government were confounded, and 24 
had been but a single thing under three different aspects. 25 

We have sought to place in a clear light this social system of the ancients, where 26 
religion was absolute master, both in public and private life; where the state was a 27 
religious community, the king a pontiff, the magistrate a priest, and the law a sacred 28 
formula; where patriotism was piety, and exile excommunication; where individual 29 
liberty was unknown; where man was enslaved to the state through his soul, his body, 30 
and his property; where the notions of law and of duty, of justice and of affection, 31 
were bounded within the limits of the city; where human association was necessarily 32 
confined within a certain circumference around a pryraneum; and where men saw no 33 
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possibility of founding larger societies. Such were the characteristic traits of the 3 
Greek and Italian cities during the first period of their history. 4 

But little by little, as we have seen, society became modified. Changes took place 5 
in government and in laws at the same time as in religious ideas. Already, in the fifth 6 
century which preceded Christianity, the alliance was no longer so close between 7 
religion on the one hand and law and politics on the other. The efforts of the 8 
oppressed classes, the overthrow of the sacerdotal class, the labors of philosophers, 9 
the progress of thought, had unsettled the ancient principles of human association. 10 
Men had made incessant efforts to free themselves from the thraldom of this old 11 
religion, in which they could no longer believe; law and politics, as well as morals, 12 
in the course of time were freed from its fetters. 13 

But this species of divorce came from the disappearance of the ancient religion; if 14 
law and politics began to be a little more independent, it was because men ceased to 15 
have religious beliefs. If society was no longer governed by religion, it was especially 16 
because this religion no longer had any power. But there came a day when the 17 
religious sentiment recovered life and vigor, and when, under the Christian form, 18 
belief regained its empire over the soul. Were men not then destined to see the 19 
reappearance of the ancient confusion of government and the priesthood, of faith and 20 
the law? 21 

With Christianity not only was the religious sentiment revived, but it assumed a 22 
higher arid less material expression. Whilst previously men had made for themselves 23 
gods of the human soul, or of the great forces of nature, they now began to look upon 24 
God as really foreign by his essence, from human nature on the one hand, and from 25 
the world on the other. The divine Being was placed outside and above physical 26 
nature. Whilst previously every man had made a god for himself, and there were as 27 
many of them as there were families and cities, God now appeared as a unique, 28 
immense, universal being, alone animating the worlds, alone able to supply the need 29 
of adoration that is in man. Religion, instead of being, as formerly among the nations 30 
of Greece and Italy, little more than an assemblage of practices, a series of rites 31 
which men repeated without having any idea of them, a succession of formulas which 32 
often were no longer understood because the language had grown old, a tradition 33 
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which lied been transmitted from age to age, and which owed its sacred character to 3 
its antiquity alone, — was now a collection of doctrines, and a great object proposed 4 
to faith It was no longer exterior; it took up its abode especially in the thoughts of 5 
man. It was no longer matter; it became spirit. Christianity changed the nature and 6 
the form of adoration. Man no longer offered God food and drink. Prayer was no 7 
longer a form of incantation; it was an act of faith and a humble petition. The soul 8 
sustained another relation with the divinity; the fear of the gods was replaced by the 9 
love of God. 10 

Christianity introduced other new ideas. It was not the domestic religion of any 11 
family, the national religion of any city, or of any race. It belonged neither to a caste 12 
nor to a corporation. From its first appearance it called to itself the whole human 13 
race. Christ said to his disciples, “Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to 14 
every creature.” 15 

This principle was so extraordinary, and so unexpected, that the first disciples 16 
hesitated for a moment; we may see in the Acts of the Apostles that several of them 17 
refused at first to propagate the new doctrine outside the nation with which it had 18 
originated. These disciples thought, like the ancient Jews, that the God of the Jews 19 
would not accept adoration from foreigners; like the Romans and the Greeks of 20 
ancient times, they believed that every race had its god, that to propagate the name 21 
and worship of this god was to give up one's own good and special protector, and that 22 
such a work was contrary at the same time to duty and to interest. But Peter replied 23 
to these disciples, “God gave the gentiles the like gift as He did unto us.” St. Paul 24 
loved to repeat this grand principle on all occasions, and in every kind of form. “God 25 
had opened the door of faith unto the gentiles.” “Is he the God of the Jews, only? Is 26 
he not also of the gentiles?” “We are all baptized into one body, whether we be Jews 27 
or gentiles.” 28 

In all this there was something quite new. For, everywhere, in the first ages of 29 
humanity, the divinity had been imagined as attaching himself especially to one race. 30 
The Jews had believed in the God of the Jews; the Athenians in the Athenian Pallas; 31 
the Romans in Jupiter Capitolinus. The right to practice a worship had been a 32 
privilege. 33 



Numa Denis Fustel de Coulanges, The Ancient City, 338 
 

 338 

 1 
 2 

The foreigner had been repulsed from the temple; one not a Jew could not enter the 3 
temple of the Jews; the Lacedaemonian had not the right to invoke the Athenian 4 
Pallas. It is just to say, that, in the five centuries which preceded Christianity, all who 5 
thought were struggling against these narrow rules. Philosophy had often taught, 6 
since Anaxagoras, that the god of the universe received the homage of all men, 7 
without distinction. The religion of Eleusis had admitted the initiated from all cities. 8 

The religion of Cybele, of Serapis, and some others, had accepted, without 9 
distinction, worshippers from all nations. The Jews had begun to admit the foreigner 10 
to their religion; the Greeks and the Romans had admitted him into their cities. 11 
Christianity, coming after all this progress in thought and institutions, presented to 12 
the adoration of all men a single God, a universal God, a God who belonged to all, 13 
who had no chosen people, and who made no distinction in races, families, or states. 14 

For this God there were no longer strangers. The stranger no longer profaned the 15 
temple, no longer tainted the sacrifice by his presence. The temple was open to all 16 
who believed in God. The priesthood ceased to be hereditary, because religion was 17 
no longer a patrimony. The worship was no longer kept secret; the rites, the prayers, 18 
the dogmas were no longer concealed. On the contrary, there was thenceforth 19 
religious instruction, which was not only given, but which was offered, which was 20 
carried to those who were the farthest away, and which sought out the most 21 

indifferent. The spirit of propagandism replaced the law of exclusion. 22 
From this great consequences flowed, as well for the relations between nations as 23 

for the government of states. 24 
Between nations religion no longer commanded hatred; it no longer made it the 25 

citizen's duty to detest the foreigner; its very essence, on the contrary, was to teach 26 
him that towards the stranger, towards the enemy, he owed the duties of justice, and 27 
even of benevolence. The barriers between nations or races were thus thrown down; 28 
the pomoerium disappeared. “Christ,” says the apostle, “hash broken down the 29 
middle wall of partition between us.” “But now are they many members,” he also 30 
says, “yet but one body.” “There is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcision nor 31 
uncircumcision, Barbarian, Scythian, bond nor free: but Christ is all, and in all.” 32 

The people were also taught that they were all descended from the same common 33 
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father. With the unity of God, the unity of the human race also appeared to men's 3 
minds; and it was thenceforth a religious necessity to forbid men to hate each other. 4 
As to the government of the state, we cannot say that Christianity essentially altered 5 
that, precisely because it did not occupy itself with the state. In the ancient ages, 6 
religion and the state made but one; every people adored its own god, and every god 7 
governed his own people; the same code regulated the relations among men, and their 8 
duties towards the gods of the city. Religion then governed the state, and designated 9 
its chiefs by the voice of the lot, or by that of the auspices. The state, in its turn, 10 
interfered with the domain of the conscience, and punished every infraction of the 11 
rites and the worship of the city. Instead of this, Christ teaches that his kingdom is 12 
not of this world. He separates religion from government. Religion, being no longer 13 
of the earth, now interferes the least possible in terrestrial affairs. Christ adds, 14 
“Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's.” 15 
It is the first time that God and the state are so clearly distinguished. For Caesar at 16 
that period was still the pontifex maximus, the chief and the principal organ of the 17 
Roman religion; he was the guardian and the interpreter of beliefs. He held the 18 
worship and the dogmas in his hands. Even his person was sacred and divine, for it 19 
was a peculiarity of the policy of the emperors that, wishing to recover the attributes 20 
of ancient royalty, they were careful not to forget the divine character which antiquity 21 
had attached to the king-pontiffs and to the priest-founders. But now Christ breaks 22 
the alliance which paganism and the empire wished to renew. He proclaims that 23 
religion is no longer the state, and that to obey Caesar is no longer the same thing as 24 
to obey God. 25 

Christianity completes the overthrow of the local worship; it extinguishes the 26 
prytanea, and completely destroys the city-protecting divinities. It does more; it 27 
refuses to assume the empire which these worships had exercised over civil society. 28 
It professes that between the state and itself there is nothing in common. It separates 29 
what all antiquity had confounded. We may remark, moreover, that during three 30 
centuries the new religion lived entirely beyond the action of the state; it knew how 31 
to dispense with state protection, and even to struggle against it. These three centuries 32 
established an abyss between the domain of the government and the domain of 33 
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religion; and, as the recollection of this period could not be effaced, it followed that 3 
this distinction became a plain and incontestable truth, which the efforts even of a 4 
part of the clergy could not eradicate. 5 

This principle was fertile in great results. On one hand, politics became definitively 6 
freed from the strict rules which the ancient religion had traced, and could govern 7 
men without having to bend to sacred usages, without consulting the auspices or the 8 
oracles, without conforming all acts to the beliefs and requirements of a worship. 9 
Political action was freer; no other authority than that of the moral law now impeded 10 
it. On the other hand, if the state was more completely master in certain things, its 11 
action was also more limited. A complete half of man had been freed from its 12 
control. Christianity taught that only a part of man belonged to society; that he was 13 
bound to it by his body and by his material interests; that when subject to a tyrant, it 14 
was his duty to submit; that as a citizen of a republic, he ought to give his life for it, 15 
but that, in what related to his soul, he was free, and was bound only to God. 16 

Stoicism had already marked this separation; it had restored man to himself, and 17 
had founded liberty of conscience. But that which was merely the effort of the energy 18 
of a courageous sect, Christianity made a universal and unchangeable rule for 19 
succeeding generations; what was only the consolation of a few, it made the common 20 
good of humanity. 21 

If, now, we recollect what has been said above on the omnipotence of the states 22 
among the ancients, — if we bear in mind how far the city, in the name of its sacred 23 
character and of religion, which was inherent in it, exercised an absolute empire, — 24 
we shall see that this new principle was the source whence individual liberty flowed. 25 

The mind once freed, the greatest difficulty was overcome, and liberty was 26 
compatible with social order. 27 

Sentiments and manners, as well as politics, were shell changed. The idea which 28 
men hall of the duties of the citizen were modified. The first duty no longer consisted 29 
in giving one's time, one's strength, one's life to the state. Politics and war were no 30 
longer the whole of man; all the virtues were no longer comprised in patriotism, for 31 
the soul no longer had a country. Man felt that he had other obligations besides that 32 
of living and dying for the city. Christianity distinguished the private from the public 33 
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virtues. By giving less honor to the latter, it elevated the former; it placed God, the 3 
family, the human individual above country, the neighbor above the city. 4 

Law was also changed in its nature. Among all ancient nations law had been 5 
subject to, and had received all its rules from, religion. Among the Persians, the 6 
Hindus, the Jews, the Greeks, the Italians, and the Gauls, the law hadbeen contained 7 
in the sacred books or in religious traditions, and thus every religion had made laws 8 
after its own image. Christianity is the first religion that did not claim to be the 9 
source of law. It occupied itself with the duties of men, not with their interests. Men 10 
saw it regulate neither the laws of property, nor the order of succession, nor 11 
obligations, nor legal proceedings. It placed itself outside the law, and outside all 12 
things purely terrestrial. Law was independent; it could draw its rules from nature, 13 
from the human conscience, from the powerful idea of the just that is in men's minds. 14 
It could develop in complete liberty; could be reformed and improved without 15 
obstacle; could follow the progress of morals, and could conform itself to the 16 
interests and social needs of every generation. 17 

The happy influence of the new idea is easily seen in the history of Roman law. 18 
During several centuries preceding the triumph of Christianity, Roman law had 19 
already been striving to disengage itself from religion, and to approach natural equity; 20 
but it proceeded only by shifts and devices, which enervated and enfeebled its moral 21 
authority. The work of regenerating legislation, announced by the Stoic philosophers, 22 
pursued by the noble efforts of Roman jurisconsults, outlined by the artifices and 23 
expedients of the pretor, could not completely succeed except by favor of the 24 
independence which the new religion allowed to the law. We can see, as Christianity 25 
gained ground, that the Roman codes admitted new rules no longer by subterfuges, 26 
but openly and without hesitation. The domestic penates having been overthrown, 27 
and the sacred fires extinguished, the ancient constitution of the family disappeared 28 
forever, and with it the rules that had flowed from this source. The father had lost the 29 
absolute authority which his priesthood had formerly given him, and preserved only 30 
that which nature itself had conferred upon him for the good of the child. The wife, 31 
whom the old religion placed in a position inferior to the husband, became morally 32 
his equal. The laws of property were essentially altered; the sacred landmarks 33 



Numa Denis Fustel de Coulanges, The Ancient City, 342 
 

 342 

 1 
 2 

disappeared from the fields; the right of property no longer flowed from religion, but 3 
from labor; its acquisition became easier, and the formalities of the ancient law were 4 
definitively abolished. 5 

Thus, by the single fact that the family no longer had its domestic religion, its 6 
constitution and its laws were transformed; so, too, from the single fact that the state 7 
no longer had its official religion, the rules for the government of men were forever 8 
changed. 9 

Our study must end at this limit, which separates ancient from modern polities. We 10 
have written the history of a belief. It was established, and human society was 11 
constituted. It was modified, and society underwent a series of revolutions. It 12 
disappeared, and society changed its character. Such was the law of ancient times. 13 




