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BOOK REVIEWS 

RICHARD E. MITCHELL. Patricians and Plebeians: The Origin of the Roman 
State. Cornell University Press, 1990. Pp. xvi + 276. Cloth, $28.95. 

In this book Mitchell extends and refines an argument he has been making 
for some time: the so-called "Struggle of the Orders" is a figment of historians' 
imaginations. 

Drawing analogies from archaic Greece and medieval England, M. pro- 
poses that Roman institutions developed during the monarchy and early Repub- 
lic not as a result of struggle between social classes, but rather in response to 
Rome's military needs. Thus gentes, tribes, and curiae were not divisions based 
upon kinship, but units created for the purpose of more efficient recruitment. 
The tradition of a "Servian constitution" derives from the introduction to 
Rome, by the Etruscans, of a system of government more suitable for hoplite 
warfare. 

Patres and plebeii, M. argues, were neither ethnic nor political factions; 
patres were "a hereditary elite group of priests within the larger body of aristo- 
crats," and plebeii "referred to the undifferentiated mass of citizens" (xii). The 
tribunes of the plebs were minor urban officials, not protectors of an oppressed 
class; their alleged conflicts with consuls are imaginary, for curule magistrates, 
whose imperium was valid only outside the city, could not interfere with the 
urban potestas of the tribunes. Populus and plebs are not distinct groups: popu- 
lus is merely the plebs in their role as soldiers. 

In the midst of these arguments, M. also proposes new interpretations of 
many other features of Republican Rome, including confarreatio (its purpose 
was to control the purity of priesthoods), patres conscripti (the conscripti are 
former curule magistrates who became senators ex officio), and the Twelve 
Tables (they did not include a law forbidding marriage between patricians and 
plebeians). 

As unorthodox as all this is, the book is far from eccentric. M. has re- 
viewed the evidence and the secondary literature meticulously, and he uses 
comparative material judiciously. Most of his historical arguments are not im- 
possible, and those regarding the religious nature of patres and the military 
origins of gentes and curiae are quite promising. Whether or not his case as a 
whole will prove persuasive, however, is another question, for the book has 
three great weaknesses: lack of clarity, occasional special pleading, and, most 
seriously, inadequate defense of historiographical assumptions. 

The complexity of M.'s subject matter and the controversy of his conclu- 
sions call for the utmost lucidity. It is therefore most unfortunate that he has not 
presented his arguments more clearly. As M. lays out the ancient and modern 
versions of the struggle of the orders, he cannot resist including his own rebut- 
tals, so that from the beginning one has a hard time determining what is M. and 
what is others. Later chapters are divided into sections which often seem only 
tangentially related, and the reader is frequently subjected to pages of long and 
dense argumentation without knowing where M. is heading. M. promises more 
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on this topic: it is to be hoped that in future works he will take greater care that 
he not risk losing potential converts in frustration. 

For the most part, M. has succeeded in keeping his iconoclast's enthusi- 
asm from getting in the way of his common sense, but there are a few moments 
when he seems to have lapsed. As impressive as M.'s arguments are regarding 
confarreatio, he fails to explain adequately why, if marriage laws were con- 
cerned only with religion and not with property, questions of manus should be 
so pervasive. M.'s assumption that the censors' acquisition of the authority to 
choose senators "did not reflect a growth in censorial power" because censors 
were interested only in senators' moral character seems remarkably naive (120). 
The mere fact that Canuleius' removal of the lex de conubio does not appear in 
Dionysius does not prove that it is "part of a single late tradition" (127). 

M.'s discussion of the tribunes of the plebs presents some of the greatest 
difficulties. M. proposes that tribunes were the state's chief prosecutors and 
legislators: plebiscita were always binding on the entire population, and ac- 
counts of laws carried by curule magistrates are the result of faulty interpreta- 
tion of records by Livy and his predecessors. Tribunes thus had power over 
such varied matters as triumphs, distribution of the ager publicus, and sumptu- 
ary laws, and they represented the people in regulating the senate. Neverthe- 
less, M. argues that the tribunate was not an important or prestigious mag- 
istracy. In spite of M.'s assertion to the contrary, this seems a very difficult 

paradox. Nor is it clear why, as M. claims, young aristocrats should be the best 
liaisons between government and people. 

A more overarching problem is M.'s response to the historiographical 
tradition. M.'s thesis depends on the validity of his assumption that the struggle 
of the orders is all an "elaboration" grafted onto their sources by the annalists, 
Livy, and modern historians. Each of the three alleged culprits deserves more 
attention. 

Although he offers in his conclusion a basically sound assessment of the 

pre-Livian annalistic tradition, M. provides very little explicit defense of his 
notion that the struggle of the orders is a misinterpretation by the annalists of 
documents such as the Annales Maximi. The few specific examples he gives of 
how records have been misread (for example, annalists found the lex Valeria of 
300 B.C. in the archives of the Valerian family and therefore fabricated earlier 

leges Valeriae) are not convincing enough. To win over sceptics, M. will need to 

present a thorough evaluation of the tradition, explaining just how so many 
important events and institutions could have been so egregiously misinter- 

preted. 
Regarding Livy, M. is on more solid ground: the importance of the strug- 

gle of the orders in Livy's account may indeed result in part from his own 
obsession with concordia. Again, however, specific examples are needed if M. is 
to convince others that Livy added more to the tradition than moralizing state- 
ments and dramatization. 

Finally, M. proposes that much of our notion of the struggle of the orders 
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is a creation of modern historians. His evidence is the lex Hortensia of 287, 
which, he argues, no ancient writer suggests was the end of the struggle, and 
which in fact only concerned meetings on market days. M.'s interpretation of 
the lex Hortensia may be correct, but this hardly undermines the existence of 
the struggle as a whole: it merely calls into question some moderns' assump- 
tions about its ending. And M. both contradicts his earlier arguments and ig- 
nores much of Livy's first decade when he claims that "the struggle of the 
orders is not a central theme" for Livy (227). 

In spite of these shortcomings, Patricians and Plebeians is an important 
and praiseworthy book, one with which all serious students of early Rome will 
have to reckon. Even those who disagree with Mitchell's basic thesis will find 
that many of his arguments provoke them to rethink their assumptions about 
wide-ranging aspects of Republican political and religious institutions. 

TIMOTHY J. MOORE 
UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN 

CHRISTIAN HABICHT. Cicero the Politician. The Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1990. Pp. xiii + 148. Cloth, $22.95. 

Nearly a century and a half after the publication of his Romische Ge- 
schichte, Mommsen's negative assessment of Cicero as a politician still holds 
sway in some scholarly circles. Consider, for example, the judgment rendered 
by Christian Meier in 1968: "it was mainly his vanity and also a special, unpoliti- 
cal manner of thinking that made him aim for many things that were impossible 
to achieve. Furthermore, his substance was in no way equal to his position, the 
less so, since he knew little of political tactics, not much more of political 
judgment. To put it bluntly, he was no politician." In this valuable little book, 
Christian Habicht convincingly demonstrates that such evaluations of Cicero's 
political performance are biased and unjust. 

Cicero the Politician is the author's revised version of six lectures given by 
him in 1987 at the University of Cincinnati (as the Louise Taft Semple Lectures) 
and at the Johann Wolfgang Goethe-Universitat, Frankfurt/Main. Each lecture 
has become one chapter in the written version: "Cicero and the Late Republic"; 
"From Upstart to 'Father of His Country'"; "The Princeps Driven into Exile"; 
"'Good night to principle, sincerity, and honor!'"; "Liberty Recovered and 
Lost"; "Epilogue." Although Cicero's career and the circumstances that sur- 
rounded it have been dealt with in a number of good, recent books, Habicht's 
fresh approach challenges even the expert reader to think in new ways about the 
evidence. 

The author's exposition, written with all the brevity, clarity, and persua- 
siveness of a Ciceronian narratio, proceeds chronologically through Cicero's 
life. It calls attention in interesting ways to important details of his career: his 
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