
A. ON AUTHORITY

l, ACCLAr�TIO <NEVER CRY MOB) 

Hugh Nibley 
Brigham Young University 

ORDINARY PECPLE 

In the winter of 1964 th is 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 
government. It was a bad time. Wherever we went there was 
rioting in progress, sornetimes 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 persona 1 grudges against them. Both sides 
seemed 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 th is a sign of the times? Not at a 11. Shortly after 
this enlightening filibuster I unaertook to produce an article 
on Christian Jerusalem for the first edition of the new Ency­
cloeedia Judaica, a labor requiring extensive search amongtne 
Chr,sban 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 officia 1 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
r11an 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 Molllllsen who insisted that the Roman populace a lone 
bestowed the supreme office of the state: "Dies Moment der 
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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
a 11 y was done al so 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
ly 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 Cl odi us 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 

18 

ACCLAMATIO 

their actions by the need to appease "the multitude." 

All of the definitions of the mob in the Oxford English 
Dictionary view the institution through a lorgnette 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 is another, which 
could lead 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;53 
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 grove 11 ed 
fervidly, because they were not at all sure of their position 
or even of their lives.54 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 accl ama­
tto. 55 
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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 li�es." 
(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 large names of classical antiquity for political 
wisdom. The views associated with his name appear to many to 
be learned but trivial or even misguided; they are widely re­
jected as radically unsound, or even perhaps dangerous. His 
nu1oerous disciples have apparently judged 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 literature in which almost every 
effort to dispute Strauss 1s teachings has been met by his dis­
ciples with the charge that his views have been misrepresented 
and misunderstood. 1 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
ly 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 1s 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 page 47. 
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