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1. ACCLAMATIO (NEVER CRY MOB)

Hugh Nibley
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ORDINARY PEOPLE

In the winter of 1964 this writer was one of a party of
three visiting Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Israel on an assign-
ment which is nobody's business now, and had nothing to do with
governiient, It was a bad time. Wherever we went there was
rioting in progress, sometimes triggered by our presence as
foreigners, for Nasser's agents were looking for any pretext to
make trouble. We lodged at some distinguished houses and en-
joyed pleasant chats and receptions with exalted personages.
They were proud of their land and people, and displayed no ran-
cor whatever against the noisy crowds in the streets, who for
their part felt no personal grudges against them. Both sides
seerled to be playing a game of power in which each was trying
to get the advantage of the other with no holds barred and no
hard feelings. Each understood the other's position. By day
we went forth cheerfully taking pictures and mingling in con-
versation with the people who during the night had been chant-
ing maledictions against us in the streets.

Was this a sign of the times? Not at all. Shortly after
this enlightening filibuster I undertook to produce an article
on Christian Jerusalem for the first edition of the new Ency-
clopedia Judaica, a labor requiring extensive search among the
Christian and Pagan records of the Near East from the first
century to the present; everywhere I met with the same old fa-
miliar mobs behaving in the same time-honored manner against
the same official opposition. Thirty years before I had set
out to write a thesis on the Roman mob and soon changed course
when it became apparent that the actions of what I had thought
to be a mob were actually the broad foundation on which all
power and authority of the state rested, not just accidentally
but officially and at all times. We are prone to think of Ro-
man government as the last word in formality and legalism. Ac-
tually the power structure rested on the most elementary of in-
stitutions: the acclamatio.

CHEERING SECTION

It was Mommsen who insisted that the Roman populace alone
bestowed the supreme office of the state: "Dies Moment der
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Volkswah1 ist das specifische Kriterium bei magistratus wie bei
honor."l They did this by acclamation, shouting in unison
with an elan that swept all before it. The acclamatio was
spontaneous--any number of people could start shouting anything
they wanted, to express their feelings and wishes. If the
noise got Toud enough it could take on the proportions of vox
dei. Its transcendant powers of persuasion resided in The
overwhelming majesty of the people speaking in unison, the ac-
clamatio being most commonly compared with the chanting of a
chorus. However insane such an arrangement may seem it was at
all times accepted as traditional and formal. Public shouting
in unison is not difficult to achieve; it is more difficult in
fact to avoid once a few bold characters start chanting and
clapping together, whereupon "all with one voice about the
space of two hours cried out, 'Great is Diana of the Ephe-
sians,'" (Acts 19:34). The old Roman occentatio was a public
"roasting" i r chanted clare et cum

quodam canore> by groups of people and perhaps taken up by the
whole street or marketplace for the benefit of some embar-

rassed recipient. The experts disagree as to whether the oc-
centatio was political or magical in its intent or just Tor
fun; but no one doubts that its impact was most effective, for
in time it was made a capital offense.4 Usener saw in it a
primitive "Volksjustiz."® The Flagitatio was the same sort
of thing, sung in antiphonary fashion after a regular set pat-
tern, closely resembling the "Wechselgesang der militarischen
SpottT1lieder,"6

Large masses of people were able to recite whole sentences
in unison without rehearsal by following a Teader who would
give them the necessary shouts and signals, as when in the days
of the Republic at the trial of Milo, Clodius rose up and
shouted a series of questions to his supporters, who gave an-
swer "clapping their hands responding Tike a chorus” jin a play,
when he gave them the signal by waving his toga.” And at
Caesar's funeral Antony was the choregos of the Tlamentations
chanted by all the demos who 1ike the "chorus in a play" car-
ried on a musical dialogue with him.8 The Emperor Claudius
“just 1ike a stasjarchos" would Tead the Plebs 1in shouting
whatever interested parties asked him to.9 At the games
throughout the Empire the factions were choruses and the in-
sults _they exchanged were on the order of antiphonal
chants, 10 the shouting being under the direction of a manda-
tor.

But what could possibly endow mere unison of noise with the
authority to bestow the dignity of office? The word stasiarch,
leader of a faction or mob, gives us the clue when, in the
opening chorus of the oldest Greek play the chorus hails its
prince as "father, counsellor and stasiarch...."12 He is the
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archetype of the ritual King, and the comparison of the ggglgf
matio with the sacred chorus of the year-rites is no mere coin-
cidence. Consider the nature and genius of the acclamatio.
For all its spontaneity and license it was considered binding
only when addressed to popular heroes on three occasions, tri-
umphantes, recitantes 1in rostris, spectacula et Tudos agen-
tes.

OUR HERO

Whoever became a triumphator wore the kingly robe of Juppi-
ter Optimus Maximus himself, but the title could be be-
stowed only by acclamation, first spontaneously by the citizen-
soldiers in the field, and then in ritual splendor by the popu-
lace greeting the conquering hero as he returned to the world
of men through the sacred gate,1> which marked the transition
between the world of men who recognized God's rule and the out-
er darkness where the new triumphator had engaged and overcome
the powers of evil and of death. The triumph got its name
according to Varro from the cry io triumphe, a signal to the
Romans that they were free to shout anything they wanted to, as
the people and the soldiers competed in happy exchanges of
good-natured and ribald chants and obscenities about their
hero.17 It was precisely because the triumphator, a mere
mortal, was imbued for the occasion with the divinity that doth
hedge a Year-king that it was necessary to protect him from en-
vious and evil powers by surrounding him with apotropaic
charms, 18 and from his own vanity by that servant who whis-
pered in his ear all through the procession, hominem memento
te--"Don't forget that you are human after all!" This med-
icus invidiae, as Pliny calls it, allowed the people to take
unTimited Tiberties in addressing or describing their King, re-
newing the Saturnia regna of their first king, that Golden Age
when all creatures were equal and licentia reverentiam ami-
sit,

The triumph was a Year-rite, seasonal and formal, the uni-
versal recognition of the victorious leader--his acclamatio--
being the rite of installation.2] It was celebrated with
games_which carried on the combat motif in the Campus Mar-
tius. The triumphal processions (or songs) show that all
the rivalry and satyr-Tike street-play that went on belonged to
the time-honored native Roman customs, writes Dionysius of Hal-
icarnassus, "For the soldiers who take part in the triumphs are
allowed to satirize and ridicule the most distinguished
men."23  Not only did the emperors Nero and Caligula join the
old Roman street-fights, but even the great Augustus took part
gq them as accepted Year-rites.2% As the Emperor entered the

ircus,
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Huc omnes populi, pueri iuvenesque senesque dant ag-
mina plausus vox omnibus una, mens aedem: nomen popu-
I1s pTacet, omnibus unum...'Tu vincas, Justine,' ca-
nunt ingensque tumultus crescit, etc.

"Tu vincas" is the traditional cheer for the contestant in the
arena, circus, or Hippodrome. Along with the good-Tuck wish
feliciter it is also the war-cry of political contests, and
scratched and painted all over the walls of Pomepeii and Hercu-
Taneum, it is a reminder of the old ritual sanctions giving the
people an unrestrained voice in all public affairs.26

. The third situation calling for acclamatio was the recogn i-
tion of a popular hero conversing with or showering donatives
upon the people from the rostrum. Such was the best~known of
311 accl?mifions when at the Lupercalia, the old Year-rite,

aesar stood pro rostris and was offered the kin 1y crown with-
out the sTigh%esf reference to the Senate, whifL "somebody in
the crowd" (quidam e turba) crowned his statue to the accompan-
tent of immodicas ac novas populi acclamationes.27 Anyone
scattering food or tokens to the people from the rostrum was
appearing in the‘ro]e of the dominus, the magnanimous paterfaii-
ilias, the beneficent donor oF Tife, abundance, and fertility
to all the world, in short as the old Year-k ing.28

. Needless to say the Conscript Fathers of the Senate, whose
Tnvading ancestors had imposed their will on the earlier inhab~
itants who still had to be kept in Tine by force, threats, and
occasional concessions (for their services in the fields of
peace and war were indispensable), looked with high disfavor,
clothed as moral indignation, on such undisciplined and disor-
der]y.behav1qr, and used every legal ploy to brand as treason-
able its various forms of expression, for it presented a con-
stant threat to their power and wealth. Anyone making himself
too popular with the multitude could routinely be accused of
aspiring to the title of Rex or accepting that of dominus, of-
fenses deserving of death. It was to their Tinterest to
prevent the king and the people from ever coming together again
in the1r_01d understanding. When King Servius Tullius had a
qqarre? with the Senate, he went directly to the Forum and laid
his case befoye the people, who "acclaimed him with Joyful
shout§, rhythmic chants and titles of honor and accompanied him
to his hoyse.“30 Professor Max Radin, chairman of the writ-
er's committee when he discussed this Tong ago, stringently
disapproved of the king's behavior. ‘“Where did this meddling
body get the right to interfere?" asked the dynamic dean of the
BerkeTey Law-school, *In all Tikelihood, they never had such a
right and their interference was at all times a usurpa-
tion."31 Johann Schmidt held that even the formal acclamatio
of the Emperor by the age-old dancing college of the Arva]
Brethren, with all its quaintly archaic customs, was stolen
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from the Senate.32

THE JEALOUS PATRICIANS

Unable to outlaw the acclamatio as such, however much it
annoyed them, the Senators did their best to make it appear
that the right of acclamatio was originally theirs alone, that
only they could give it, and only to one of their own number.
Though he cannot challenge the legality of the custom, Cicero
is nettled that men of family should permit and even depend on
shouting hosts of "men of the lower order" chanting for them in
the streets at election time, and even blend their voices
with Jhose of Senators and Equites in acclaiming a new Con-
sul.

But the very nature of the custom belies its origin--the
aristocrats would hardly have invented something they detested
and feared so much, and nothing is plainer than that the accla-
matio was made for the masses. When the Conscript Fathers
adopted it to their campaigning for office and their delibera-
tions in the Senate House the effect was simply comical; it
made social stability impossible as each great man paraded
through the streets with his hired supporters, pretending to be
acquiescing to the clamorous will of the Roman people.3% The
result of these formal salutationes aspasmoi, the aristocratic
version of acclamationes was, as the shrewd Epictetus observes,
to keep Roman Tife in a perpetual uproar (thorybos).36 Even
more incongruous were the scenes in the Senafte chamber, where
the dignified patres would arise in a closed chamber and sol-
emnly shout their wishes, censure or approval Tike a cheering-
section at the games. Thus when they made the venerable Taci-
tus their ruler over his protestations of advanced age by ris-
ing and shouting: "Et Trajanus ad Imperium senex venit," ten
times; "Et Hadrianus ad Imperium senex venit" tem times; the
same thing ten times for Antony, and so on down the line of el-
derly Emperors after which: "We are making thee an Emperor,
not a soldier." ten times. "You rule (jube); let the soldiers
do the fighting!" thirty times, etc.37

What offended the Senators when Caesar was offered the
kingly crown at the Lupercal was that it was all done without
them, and in the crowning of Augustus they tempered the popular
privilege which they could not abolish. Augustus was declared
Pater patriae first by the Plebs and after that by the Senate
by a special "arrangement, neque decreto neque acclamatione;
both Senatorial and popular demonstrations were waived by hav-
ing an individual speaker hail the new ruler: sgngju%ﬁge_;gn-
sentiens cum populo Romano consaltutat patriae patrem, con-
ceding both that the PTebs in their own right could bestow the
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exalted title, and that the regular procedure called for an ac-
clamation.

Giving the Patricians credit for originating the acclamatio
is the exact equivalent of saying that the Synods of The church
invented the laudes and then handed them over to the populace.
Ferrarius assures us that there are countless examples in the
Acts of the Synods of the bishops acclaiming the emperors in
exactly the same words_and cadences with which the populace had
so Tlong hailed them.39 Like the Senate they elected their
own members to the highest office by acclamation: Qmnes omnes,
placent omnia; dignus est; justu est; fiat! fiat!, etc. ac-
knowledges a prince of the church just as, "Probe Auguste, Dii

r i i i r
bonus Imperator, dii te servent, etc, 4l recognizes the tem:
poral ruler, and both of them have the same source. Consider
St. Augustine's election to the office of Bishop: "The people
shouted 'To God be thanks! To Christ be praise!' 23 times, '0
Christ hear us; may Augustine live long!' 16 times, 'We will
have thee for our Bishop!' 8 times.... ‘'He is worthy and just'
20 times," and so on and on.42 When the gentlemen of the
Senate arose at the behest of a crazy Emperor and in solemn un-
ison intoned "Paulus, first of the secutors!"™ six-hundred
times, are we to assume that they were following their own hal-
Towed precedent which the common people basely "usurped" (pace
Professor Radin) when they cheered the same Paulus for his
skill in the arena?43

EAST AND WEST

Behind the Ticense of the acclamatio there lurked the mem-
ory of the Saturnia Regna with its sacred Year-king. As the
victorious Vespasian returned to Rome after finally subduing
\%Egusziem,f the enit::;‘]re Spopu]ation poured forth greeting him as
“"the Benefactor, e Savior, the only worthy Ruler hegemona
of Rome:"44 It is a Jew who tells the story, and hé is quiti
aware of the common nature of the Roman and the Jewish prac-
tice. The Talmud gives the injunction, “Let it be the concern
of all to go forth to meet a King" with the explanation that
“"the earthly Kingdom corresponds to the Kingdom of Heav-
en."45  The Romans would have understood, indeed Professor Y.
Yadin has recently shown the surprisingly close resemblances
between the Roman and the Jewish militar mystique, identifying
the heavenly with the earthly hosts.46 The important thing
is that it is the acclamatio that actually bestows or withdraws
the divine authority of kingship. At the moment all the people
shouted "God save the King" as Saul sat down on his throne,
that hero "turned into another man," and when that acclaim was
ngusgg him upon his failure to bring victory he ceased to be

ing.
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The Byzantine Emperors with their superb special effects
brought to 1ife the age-old spectacle of the heavenly king en-
throned in the midst of all]l his creatures praising him all to-
gether in a single voice. 8 Such was the proper setting for
transacting the business of government: "At all times," wrote
Charles Diehl, "these dialogues between the prince and his sub-
Jjects were customary."49 Behind it all is the Roman idea of
gloria. Cicero and St. Augustine are both obsessed with the
illusion that the measure of a ruler's gloria is the size,
splendor and perfect accord of the cheering hosts whose acclaim
both bestows and recognizes divinity. For St. Augustine this
goes even for God; as one dissenting voice in the crowd could
ruin Cicero's day, as one heckler could turn a triumphant pero-
ration into a laugh and bring down a rhetorical masterpiece in
ruins, so anyone failing to join his voice whole-heartedly with
the chanting of the congregation in the streets (in quo et me!
cries St. Augustine), is actually casting a cloud over the glo-
ry of God and for that show of independence (Gk. hairesis) no
penalty can be too severe. It was not the people who in-
terfered in the age-old dialogue between the heavenly ruler and
his people, but the nobility, always trying to get into the act
and usually succeeding with unfortunate results. In the his-
tory of Egypt the relatives and "unique companions" of the
Pharaoh could count on him to keep the people in line, but when
they pushed a feeble king aside and tried to take things over
the result was the complete collapse of society as described in
some of the monuments of Egyptian "lamentation" literature.?

The Greeks as early as Aeschylos' Persians saw in the Per-
sian monarch the archetype and. model of sacred kingship, and
indeed nowhere, not even in India, was the divinity of kings
acclaimed with greater pomp and conviction through the ages,
right down to modern times. Is it surprising then that a Shah
who would temper royal divinity with western rationalism should
forfeit his throne to an Ayatollah, i.e., a visible sign (ayat)
from God, a present incarnation of divinity firmly resting his
absolute right to rule on the chorus of the millions shouting
his name in the streets?

In her recent book on the status of the Jews in the world,
Hanna Arendt contrasts the citoyen and the bourgeois as the
dominant types in modern society. The former thought of him-
self as "a responsible member of society in all public af-
fairs," even to the point of disturbing the status quo and at
times risking his 1life against the disciplined mercenaries of
the rulers. The bourgeois was every bit as dedicated and de-
termined, but for another cause: "For the sake of his pension,
his Tife insurance, the security of his wife_ and children
[he]...was prepared to do Tliterally anything."52 0f the two
desperate parties which is the more dangerous, which the more
superstitious, which the more treacherous, tyrannical or
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shifty? Such questions are purely academic, the fundamental
issue being, which has prior right?

There can be no doubt about the answer at Rome, and as an-
cient and modern writers remind us, what was done at Rome ritu-
ally was done also by the Greeks, and what the Greeks did the
Orientals did. A strict Roman governor acknowledged that the
Oriental mob that called for Barabbas was within its legal
rights, electing a Year-king in very much the same manner as
the thing was done at Rome. It is significant that the word
"mob" does not appear in our King James Version, for the good
reason that the original texts make no distinction among the
multitude as a pious band of followers, a body of citizens bar-
gaining for their interests, and a rioting throng. For us the
way the crowd behaves is what makes .it a mob--mobs are always
"disorderly."

BY WHAT RIGHT?

But disorderly does not mean rowdy, noisy or tumultuous:
tug-of-war, rugby, seasonal contests and combats from the rus-
tic roughhouse of countless peasant festivities to the unearth-
1y splendor of the sacred games described by Pindar, all were
violent and dangerous; "anything goes" was the rule of the Ro-
man Saturnalia. A disorderly crowd is one that fails to follow
any rule or order, and all of these kept to traditional and ac-
cepted patterns. Nothing could be more fiendishly brutal than

a Roman army in action, but from the rites of the feciales

which initiated a campaign to the triumph and games at the end
of it, all was hallowed by pompous and time-honored formality.
What made the mob was not its violence but its unauthorized
status.

But who authorizes whom? For years Clodius and Milo com-
peted for the rule of Rome, each claiming to have the citizenry
behind him, each holding duly bestowed civil and religious of-
fice, each condemning the followers of his rival as an unruly,

destructive, depraved and unhallowed mob. Cicero's Pro Milone

that tells the story is an exhaustive demonstration of the
principle that "mob" is a relative concept. The multitude that
followed Jesus and finally acclaimed him King of the Jews were
a mob in the eyes of civil and ecclesiastical authorities, who
yielded to the ritual legitimacy of the crowd that acclaimed
Barabbas. Far more Christians were martyred under the eyes of
Prefects, Governors and Emperors than by spontaneous mob ac-
tion, but it was almost invariably done "for fear of the multi-
tude," and the scene, according to the Acta Sanctorum, was
nearly always a ritual gathering in the circus or theater. In
following the tribulations of St. Paul we see how the rulers of
the East, kings and governors, native and Roman alike justify
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their actions by the need to appease "the multitude."

A1l of the definitions of the mob in the Oxford English
Dictionary view the institution through a Tlorgnette of pro-
nounced disdain, for example, "A common mass of people; the
lower classes; the uncultured or illiterate as a class; the
populace, the masses." To disapprove of their boorishness is
one thing, to disenfranchise them for it 1is another, which
could Tead to some interesting applications. Furthermore, any
royal or noble line traced back quickly disappears in the an-
cient bog of the "common mass of people," from which the free-
booting founders emerge. Authority can never lay claim to any-
thing more ancient, venerable, or distinguished than that. To
the 14th-century mobs who chanted, "When Adam delved and Eve
span, who was then a gentleman?" the reply was a combination of
brute force, ungentlemanly dirty tricks, and divine right, all
of questionable legitimacy. A whiff of grapeshot has no more
moral sanction than the shower of cobblestones opposing it.

The Caesars worked hard on the divine ancestry angle, but
their best efforts fell short, as we have shown elsewhere;
they knew in the end whose judgment to respect, and the most
arrogant Emperors were ashamed and abashed to display their
preposterous imitations of Superman before the eyes of the peo-
ple, but did not hesitate to treat the obsequious Senate to
their absurd holy theater--and the Conscript Fathers grovelled
fervidly, because they were not at all sure of their position
or even of their lives.%% It is the vulgus mobile, the mob,
alone that can always be counted on to be on hand in a great
crisis, as a leading player and often the star in the great
dramatic turning-points of history. The friends, Romans and
countrymen of Antony were a rowdy crowd and a dangerous one,
but in the end they were also the sovereign voice of Rome, and
that by virtue of the ancient and accepted right of acclama-
tio.
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wer, see The Admonitions of an Egyptian Sage from a Hiera-
tic Papyrus at Leiden, A. H. Gardiner, ed. (Leipzig: J.
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such not acting as vigilantes defending law and order?
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2. THE CITY_AND PHILOSOPHY:
LEO STRAUSS AND THE QUESTION OF GOD*

Louis Midgley
Brigham Young University

"You must learn to read between the Tines."
(from a fortune cookie)

THE ENIGMA OF LEO STRAUSS

One may well speak of the enigma of Leo Strauss, for his
name wears an ambiguous reputation among political scientists.
Outside a tight circle of ardent disciples, his name stands for
a brand of belligerent opposition to recent trends in political
science, and, at the same time, for a disposition to turn to
certain of the Tlarge names of classical antiquity for political
wisdom. The views associated with his name appear to many to
be Tearned but trivial or even misqguided; they are widely re-
Jjected as radically unsound, or even perhaps dangerous. His
nuierous disciples have apparently Jjudged him and his work
rather differently. A savant to his disciples, Strauss was a
puzzle, an anachronism and a nuisance to most political scien-
tists, and he remained mostly unknown by philosophers. Some
attempts have been made by non-Straussians to examine his
thought. The quality of these efforts and the competency of
his critics are both open to serious question. This much can
be said: the Straussian criticism of political science has
generated a highly polemical Titerature in which almost every
effort to dispute Strauss's teachings has been met by his dis-
ciples with the charge that his views have been misrepresented
and misunderstood.! It would be foolish not to recognize the
deep bias that exists among political scientists against the
things Strauss appeared to be undertaking. Perhaps it would
have been remarkable if political scientists had actually mani-
fested the necessary patience, interest, fitness and skill to

*Leo Strauss was born and educated in Germany and eventual-
1y moved to the United States because of Hitler. He taught at
the New School for Social Research, the University of Chicago,
Claremont, and St. John's College. He died on October 18,
1973, at the age of seventy-four. References to his writings
will appear in the text and notes of this paper, through abbre-
viations. The table of abbreviations used is presented at the
end of the text, immediately before the notes, at paged7.
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