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Introduction*®

Roman M. Frolov

... it is they (the consuls) who present envoys to the Senate. They also draw up the agenda of issues requiring
the Senate’s prompt attention, and are entirely responsible for carrying out the Senate’s decrees. Moreover,
it is their job to see to all matters of state that require validation by the People, in the sense that they convene

assemblies, present bills, and preside over the People’s decision-making.

Political initiative may be seen as an essential aspect of leadership. Initiative can be defined, in
the round, as the ability to begin a political action rather than simply to respond to it. Whether
being the initiator of an action is the “only role, the unique role, of the leader,” depends on a
specific situation, but this function is always present.?

Identifying the “beginning” of action famously played a prominent role in Hannah
Arendt’s political philosophy. She argued that the semantics of the Greek words &pyewv and
npartewy (cf. the Latin agere and gerere), “with which to designate the verb ‘to act’,” originally
mirrored two aspects of action. While the verb dpyswv meant “to begin,” “to lead,” and finally
“to rule,” mpdrtewy stood for “to achieve” and “to finish” a course of action. The beginner, the

leader, starts an enterprise and, if he finds support from his peers, the enterprise can be carried

through. But “the words designating the beginning of action became specialized in meaning, at

* This text owes much to Uwe Walter’s opening remarks at the conference “Taking the Lead in Late Republican
and Early Imperial Rome: Office, Agency & Initiative” held in Bielefeld in July 2019 (co-organized by Christopher
Burden-Strevens and myself). The conference, from which many chapters of this volume originate, was generously
sponsored by the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation (as part of my project supported through the Alexander
von Humboldt Research Fellowship for Postdoctoral Researchers, under the supervision of Tassilo Schmitt and
Uwe Walter) and the University of Kent (by the agency of Christopher Burden-Strevens). The research for this
introduction was also supported by the Russian Presidential Grants Council (Project No. MK-287.2021.2). | would
like to thank Catherine Steel for her comments on the earlier ideas pertaining to this text and Alexander Yakobson
for his reflections on a later version. | am especially grateful to the co-editor of this volume, Christopher Burden-
Strevens, for his invaluable help with the introduction at each stage of its preparation and for making the whole
enterprise possible.

L Polyb. 6.12.1-4: ... &i¢ ¢ v cOyKAntov obtot (oi marot) Tag mpesPeiog dyovot. Tpdg 88 Toig TPoEPNUEVOIS
oVToL T8 Koremsiyovra Tdv SaBovrinv dvadidoacty, o0Tol TOV SAOV YEIPIGLOV TAY SOYHATMV EMTEAODOL. KOl UV
o0 del 610 10D dNpov cuvteheioBatl TV TPOC TAG KOG TPaEelg avnrdvtov, TovTtolg Kadnkel povtilew kol
ouvayew T0¢ EKKAnoiog, To0T01g slo@épely Ta dOYpOTO, TOVTOIS Ppafevey ta dokodvta Toig mAsioot (trans. R.
Waterfield).

2 Burns 2003, 172.



least in political language.” So, dpyewv “came to mean chiefly ‘to rule’ and ‘to lead’ when it
was specifically used.” Thus, “the role of the beginner and leader ... changed into that of a
ruler ... The non-routine individual action that Arendt envisages here relates to the formation
of institutional structure and politics in general, whereby her philosophical idea may acquire
the capacity to serve as an historical explanatory device.

While drawing extensively on ancient Greek history, Arendt never investigated the
application of her concept to Roman politics. The above-cited fragment of Polybius’
constitutional digression demonstrates the Roman consuls’ significance as leaders in the state
precisely by underlining their unique ability to initiate political action and, therefore, their
capacity to take the lead and to rule. The Senate and the People were powerful in their own
ways, but under normal circumstances they were unable to act independently from magistrates,
or, at least, to initiate a formal procedure without the executive being involved.

While Polybius’ constitutional analysis at large has been understood as having a complex
connection with the actual practice of politics, it has, in fact, been followed by the standard
modern approach to leadership and political initiative in Rome, whereby the executive (both
republican magistrates and mutatis mutandis the first emperors) are envisaged as proactive
political actors, whereas the People, individual elite non-magistrates, and sometimes even the
Senate are understood as mostly passive and reactive ones.

Over a century ago, this principle served as Theodor Mommsen’s justification for
beginning his Romisches Staatsrecht with the magistrates. Both the Senate’s and the People’s
assembly “were able to act only in cooperation with the magistracy, and a decision of the
convened council or the convened members of the citizen community was, at the same time, a
magistrate’s act.”* The ability to act (“handeln™) is used here as a criterion for arranging
research material. The Senate and the People as institutions could function formally only in
response to what a magistrate had to suggest. In contrast to this, a magistrate was capable of
acting independently. Even when he cooperated with the Senate and the People, it was he who,
as it were, pushed the “on” button of the political process on behalf of them all.

Jochen Bleicken challenged the preponderance of magistracy in Mommsen’s system by
referring to the Senate’s control over political initiative: “The Senate, as every student of

Roman history is aware, still clearly stood at the center of political life in Rome; all initiative

3 Arendt 1958, 178, 189-92, here at 189; Arendt 1968, 165—71.
4 Mommesen 1887, 3.



emanated from it; all state authority concentrated in it.””® The Senate was, indeed, unable to act
on its own, but it practically controlled magistrates’ formal use of legislative initiative.® Only
with (and because of) the Gracchi did the potential for the genuinely independent initiative of
magistrates on the basis of their legal powers start developing.” However, Bleicken’s widening
of the notion of political initiative to include senatorial effective control over magistrates’
formal action did not apply to the agency of the Roman People in their assemblies.®
Commenting on Fergus Millar’s distinct approach, John North pointed out that, among
other major issues, Millar’s work raised the “question of initiative” in republican Rome, in other
words, the question about “who controls the agendas.”® But since Millar emphasized precisely
the formality of the People’s power and sovereignty, he had to admit the significance of the fact
that “the assemblies (like the Senate) had no fixed agenda or dates of meeting, and could be
called only by a magistrate; they could also only vote on matters which a magistrate put before
them.”? North, too, thinking in terms of formal initiative, concluded that “the Roman system
left all political initiative with the families of the ruling elite.” Only they could be elected to
office, and “only office-holders had the powers needed to conduct meetings, to put decisions to
the vote or to carry out any of the actions implied by the voting of the comitia.”*! Similarly, for
instance, Jeffrey Tatum, while embracing Millar’s emphasis on popular libertas being
“sanctioned by law and by custom,” points out that “it is perverse to question the aristocratic
locus of political initiative and activity in Rome.”*? Jerzy Linderski puts this in a nutshell:
“popular sovereignty without popular legislative initiative is mere fiction. Not by chance did
Mommsen begin his discussion of the Roman constitution with the magistratus.”*3
Such an approach continues to underpin the most recent and innovative studies. Thus,
Henrik Mouritsen, who repeatedly uses the term “initiative” to describe the workings of Roman

republican politics, observes that popular assemblies were “entirely controlled by their leaders

5 Bleicken 1975, 25.

6 Bleicken 1975, 306-9, 312, n. 136. In this connection, cf. also Kunkel 1972, 16-7.
" Bleicken 1975, 318. Cf. also Grote in this volume.

8 Cf., e.g., Bleicken 1975, 320.

® North 2002, 5.

10 Millar 2002, 140.

11 North 2002, 6.

12 Tatum 1999, 10.

13 Linderski 1982, 276.



and allowed no independent initiative,”'* because proposals could not emerge from the
meetings themselves.”® Mouritsen describes the same phenomenon in an opposite way by
referring to the assemblies’ “passive role” and their “lack of active input.”®

This view is largely a result of the reduction of political initiative to just formal initiative,
especially legislative, with but one exception for the special role of the Senate. Moreover, even
when the aspects of informal politics are analyzed, it has been argued that, for instance, political
violence in assemblies originated effectively with magistrates, happened essentially at their
instigation, with the crowds’ subsequent reaction and response. Violence first took place within
the institutional structure controlled by public officials. It then spread outside of it, but this did
not change the fact that magistrates had been the true instigators of the violent divide and the
only real actors possessing initiative.'’

This collection challenges the assumption that political initiative in Rome rested entirely
with the executive (whether dependent on the Senate or otherwise). Not neglecting the various
procedures and the fundamental values and conventions through which republican magistrates
and later principes were able and, indeed, were expected to take the lead, this volume proposes
a new, more integrated, approach to initiative and, therefore, to leadership and power in Rome.
While the initiative of the executive is important and can be seen as “business as usual,” a
normal case, or as a starting or a reference point, it does not account for all the ways in which
the ability to set a political action in motion manifested itself.

After repeating an observation that, in republican Rome, the (common) People never
acquired the right of initiative (“das Recht der Initiative”), Christian Meier immediately notes
that the same was true for the members of the equestrian order.'® And yet they, as Meier also
demonstrates, were able to influence the political agenda significantly. In fact, even magisterial
leadership by definition could not work without “co-actors” being constantly involved in “a
process of communicative interaction” (see Holkeskamp in this volume). Whether, and to what
extent, the actual content of such politics could be influenced (even if not formulated) by these

“co-actors” is another question; but it is already notable that in some cases it becomes difficult

14 Mouritsen 2017, 34.

15 Mouritsen 2017, 16. This argument has been evoked repeatedly, see, e.g., Vanderbroeck 1987, 128; Badian
1990, 470, n. 20; North 2006, 266.

16 Mouritsen 2017, 17. See Yakobson in this volume for a pointed engagement with these assertions.

7 David 2013/2020. In this connection, see also Hurlet 2019 for the argument that in the Roman Republic public
opinion was more reactive than a proactive phenomenon.

18 Meier 1966, 109.



for us to distinguish between what started as the initiative “from above” and as that “from
below” (cf. Yakobson in this collection). Looking, on other hand, at the leadership of individual
members of the elite who were not magistrates, it can be argued that a powerful non-magistrate,
such as Pompeius, with immense prestige and financial resources, did not even need an office
for himself if he could rely on a friendly magistrate equipped with the formal right of
initiative.’® This poses a question as to how some members of the elite could influence political
agendas despite not being public officials, and how the control over political initiative at large,

including informal initiative, evolved with the advent of the princeps.

1. Exploring Leadership as Initiative in Roman Politics

In the scholarship on the Roman Republic, references to “political initiative,” “taking the lead,”
and similar notions to describe the ability to “begin” a political enterprise, are both ubiquitous
and accidental. General studies on the Roman constitution and political culture, of course,
elucidate which specific powers and practices allowed an official to initiate specific actions.?
However, the use of “initiative” and cognate concepts, though helpful, remains isolated,
unsystematic, and demands further discussion. For instance, Andrew Lintott has observed that
the “superiority of the consul in both middle and late Republic lay in his possession of the
initiative both at home and abroad.” He then moves on to specify that foreign embassies could
not neglect to approach the consuls, the Senate addressed them in times of crisis, and the
plebeian tribunes were hardly able to restrain them.?! Yet some of these latter examples
evidently say more about the initiative of other actors than about the consuls as such. But one
may ask: is such a differentiation even worth making? Indeed, it can be said that the ability of
higher magistrates to take initiative does not require much comment, or that the need for other
actors to approach the consuls already demonstrates the latter’s leading role in the state.
However, cases such as that of the consul C. Claudius Marcellus in December 50 BCE (who
without senatorial approval charged Pompeius with protecting Rome against Caesar), suggest
that it is not so evident when even the consuls were expected to act entirely “on their own.” On
the other hand, each office, including even the more junior ones, such as the triumvir monetalis
(as shown by Burden-Strevens in this volume), provided an array of powerful means to

incumbents wishing to establish or enforce their political persona by becoming proactive.

19 Walter 2014b, 110.
20 See, e.g., Lintott 1999; Mouritsen 2017; Walter 2017a; also Holkeskamp 2011.
21 Lintott 1999, 106.



Turning to popular initiative, the notion of private initiative has proved to be especially
indispensable in the analysis of republican public order. Wilfried Nippel underlines “the
inherent tension between the legal priority of the magistrate’s initiative and the immanent right
of citizens to intervene” under extreme circumstances.?? Scholars have appreciated the fact that
the Roman state relied substantially on private initiative in any case because magistrates were
simply not sufficiently numerous.?® Popular collective behavior, riots, and non-magisterial
political gatherings have been carefully investigated, as has the role of political leaders on all
levels.?* Plebeian agency has recently attracted more interest.?® As Karl-Joachim Holkeskamp
sums up, in this “bottom-up” approach, the plebs should no longer be considered just as a
passive recipient (“passiver Adressat”) but rather must be seen as an autonomous actor.?® But
asking more explicitly who started and who followed may give us a new perspective. Consider,
for instance, a report that, in 74 BCE, the statues of the aedile M. Seius were erected in
recognition of the fact that he supplied the People with a cheap grain (Plin. HN 18.16). Since
the “statues were located in the center of the city,” they “are less likely to have been set up
through a popular initiative” than those erected earlier to Gratidianus, responsible for a popular
monetary reform in 85 BCE (his statutes, by contrast, were probably located in the compita).?’
The statues of Seius were, therefore, “erected on the initiative of the elite,” who did not want
to lose it again to the non-elite (as had happened in the Gratidianus case) and so this time
themselves “took on the active role.”?® But if this initiative was a reaction in anticipation, and
ahead of, the inevitable popular initiative and was aimed to fully meet (or even surpass) popular
expectations,?® to what extent did it remain “elite,” even though the measure as such could even
be called proactive? Similarly, it has hardly ever been asked whether some “official” contiones,
in fact, took place because private citizens acted sua sponte, “on their own initiative.”® In such

a scenario the magistrate formally “convenes” the meeting — and this fact is what is usually
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reported in our sources — yet the initiative to meet belongs not to him, but to the citizens who
assembled in the first place and demanded a magistrate’s sanction (or action).3! Even legislative
initiative was not necessarily something that the magistrates enjoyed just by themselves. Thus,
Appian claims that the members of the equestrian order asked the tribune Quintus Varius to
bring forward the lex Varia de maiestate in 90 BCE (App. B Civ. 1.37).%

It is perhaps most conspicuous that references to “informal” initiative are hardly used in
the debate on the political culture of the res publica,® even though some of the strategies
available for those outside of the political class to initiate communication rather than solely to
respond have been elucidated.®* The significance of the “popular demands” which prompted
office-holders to act has been only briefly underlined by Alexander Yakobson in relation to
legislative initiatives.®® In this volume, Yakobson undertakes a more in-depth analysis of the
issue, while Kit Morrell and Katarina Nebelin explore in their contributions some of the
incentives originating from the actors (both elite and non-elite) based outside of Rome in their
attempts to influence the political agenda formally controlled by the magistrates in the city.

Turning to the Senate’s initiative, some recent work has asked explicitly and productively
how senators might formulate specific proposals in the Senate,*® and how the Senate as a whole
operated, in active and reactive phases, at different points during the political year.®” But we
may widen these questions to encompass the “senatorial aristocracy” more broadly (including

senatorial women, investigated by Osgood and Webb in this volume), to understand the factors
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which shaped the contribution towards public policy by the most senior members of the ruling
elite (see Steel’s contribution on consulars), to explore the agency of elite “supporters” of the
major actors such as the triumvirs (see Mitchell’s contribution in this volume), or to look into
various “intermediate” positions between privati and magistratus. The role of magistrates-elect
has been elucidated with reference to them assuming “leadership in day-to-day politics” based
on their possession of some formal rights of incumbent magistrates or with reference to their
informal initiative, effective by virtue of the expectation that they would soon enter office.®
However, the political initiative of the holders of other “intermediate” or “transitional”
positions between privati and magistratus, such as the promagistrates in the sphere domi, have
not been investigated (see Frolov in this volume). Another possibility to go beyond the study
of the political initiative of the sitting magistrates is to account for the elite actors with the
potential for future political agency (the iuventus, as Evan Jewell has shown in a conference
paper and will investigate in more detail in his forthcoming book).%

Although not hitherto a matter of special interest, the notion of initiative has nevertheless
helped scholars to describe the way in which republican institutions changed at the end of the
Republic. Thus, exploring the case of the tribunes Epidius Marullus and Caesetius Flavus,
whose actions provoked a fierce reaction from the dictator Caesar, Martin Jehne points out that
Caesar could not bear “the independent initiative of the officials who put him in a bad light.”*°
Bleicken argued that the powers of the triumviri rei publicae constituendae in the sphere domi
were not exceptionally extensive but still sufficed to retain the initiative that could be used to
enforce their decisions,** while Frederic Vervaet asserts that “the lex Titia had temporarily
transferred the summum imperium auspiciumque, the supreme command and right of initiative
in all public affairs, from the consuls to the plenipotentiary new magistracy it had created.”*?

The principate, too, poses fruitful ground for discussing the ways in which political
action might be initiated in ancient Rome: its very formation from Augustus on can be
envisaged as a series of initiatives that “started something new.” As David Potter has argued

recently, when “given a choice between creating new systems and practices, or not, Augustus
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tended to go for it.”*® Jean Béranger has explored the ideology of the privatus who takes
initiative to save the Republic and Augustus’ appropriation of this idea in his Res Gestae.** A
complex appropriation, given that, as Christopher Burden-Strevens reminds us, “the Senate’s
initiative is continually emphasised” in the Res Gestae at the same time — a recurring note that
is mimicked in Dio’s later representation.*® Jean-Louis Ferrary shows that Augustus then tried
to secure for himself the control over the political initiative within the city of Rome even
without holding a magistracy.*® However, as Yakobson argues in a recent paper on the grain
shortage in 22 BCE, in the early years of the principate, the Roman crowd “apparently thought
that there was still room, in the Roman state, for a real political initiative from below.”*’ Morrell
has emphasized another connection between Augustan system and the earlier republican
experience in terms of initiative: in some cases, “Augustan reforms seem to have drawn on or
continued republican initiatives,”*® which thereby served “as a means of anchoring
innovation.”*®

In what may be considered as an attempt to replicate Augustus’ methods,>® Tiberius is
said by Tacitus to have initiated all business through the agency of the consuls as if the old
Republic still existed (Tac. Ann. 1.7.4). This assessment points to a contradiction between the
way in which proposals were formally made and the actual leadership in the state.>! The power
of Augustus’ successors may be defined in terms of such control over initiative that they
exercised through a range of means, including orationes principis — proposals in writing to the
Senate. In more general terms, Frangois Jacques and John Scheid maintain that the emperor

made sure never to lose political initiative to other actors,® and Louise Hodgson speaks of
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“Velleius’s overall depiction of the principes as the principal sources of political initiative
within the res publica.”® It is, therefore, only natural that the petition-and-response model
(associated primarily with Millar) of the later imperial administration has been challenged with
reference to the emperor’s active initiative towards the communities throughout the Empire.>
But although classical works have certainly not neglected such issues, it is promising to clarify
further the ways in which the leading role of the princeps worked together with the initiative of
other actors, such as the individual members of the senatorial elite (see Havener in this volume)
or the collective politicized sections of the wider population, especially the soldiers (see
Makhlaiuk in this book). Finally, a recent volume on leadership in the fourth-century Empire
provides a good example of the way in which leadership can be efficiently analyzed in other
terms, with the central question being how the leaders “made use of ideology to bind people to
them and thus to interact with their ‘crowds.’””®® Asking how leadership could be sustained is
important, but our main focus will be on appreciating the “beginning” of action as inherent in

political leadership, and on the earlier stages of Roman history.

2. The Approach(es) of this Volume

As we can see, modern scholarship has always been interested in the political agents who were
instigators of action in both republican and imperial Rome. Even a cursory glance at those
studies in which the term “initiative” (or a cognate) is used explicitly demonstrates how
widespread this scholarly notion in fact is (not to mention how often it is implied rather than
actually used). Yet, when finding “political initiative” in a certain specific context, modern
scholars rarely, if at all, problematize their own usage of the concept or compare this particular
occurrence of the phenomenon with its appearance (or the lack of it) in other commensurate
cases. In short, political initiative is often discussed but it usually marks the end of an analysis

rather than serving as an heuristic means for further investigation. Although attempts to do
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otherwise certainly exist, they remain isolated. This fact makes a more systematic and detailed
investigation of this concept and associated ideas particularly worthwhile. Therefore, as its
distinctive approach, this volume proposes to proceed from — or continuously to account for —
a seemingly simple question: who started, who made the “first” move, and who followed or
reacted?

Thinking of “leadership” more generally, one immediately recognizes the problem, as
James Burns puts it, of distinguishing “conceptually between leaders and followers” if
“leadership and followership are so intertwined and fluid,” as leadership studies have
established.®” However, for Burns, the “resolution of the paradox” lies precisely in “the
distinction between persons with unrealized wants, unexpressed attitudes, and underlying
predispositions, on the one hand, and, on the other, persons with strong motivations to initiate
an action relevant to those with such wants.” In other words, the “key distinctive role of
leadership at the outset is that leaders take the initiative.” On this interpretation, the “first act is
decisive because it breaks up a static situation and establishes a relationship.”®

The application of the concept of “initiative” to capture how political leadership operated
is admittedly far from unproblematic. So, for instance, what will be considered as a “first” step
and a “beginning” in a series of political actions?*® To what extent may one’s initiative be
determined by some previous conditions or by the choices already made by other actors?% In
this sense, the difference between the proactive and reactive behavior of political agents and
the appreciation of a political act as an “initial” one or as its “response” depends on a chosen
point of reference.®! In short, a “beginning” is contextual. However, it is possible for studies
explicitly to clarify the assertions and choices which they make in this connection, to invoke
the ancient assessments of an undertaking as a “beginning” only in some specific respect, or to
elucidate the magnitude of responses and reactions to it, including especially those not foreseen
by its initiators and those that became, in their turn, the powerful incentives for further action.

No doubt such polyvalent concepts as “political initiative” are difficult to define
precisely; however, this difficulty does not automatically undermine the application of the term.
Given the lack of detailed studies aiming to investigate political initiative specifically in the

ancient Roman context — a gap in our knowledge which this volume will fill — I may highlight
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the utility of this term by turning to Athens. Mogens Hansen posited the existence in fourth-
century Athens of a “separation of powers” consisting in a “separation of initiative and
decision.”®? Responses to Hansen’s theory have highlighted that initiative may be taken not
only by an individual (as Hansen seemed to imply) but also by collective institutions.®®
Apparently, scholars impose different limitations — none of which are “wrong” — on the scope
of the same term. Another criticism amounted to the claim that, at various points of his
argument, Hansen himself takes “initiative” to mean different things, for example, “the very
first step in the procedure” initiated by an ordinary citizen on the one hand, or a legislative
initiative in the form of a mpopovrevpo on the other.®* While this demonstrates the need to
qualify which kind of initiative is implied, the general idea behind these two more specific
applications is the same: they both imply setting a political process in motion. This idea persists
even in the case when initiative is taken to encompass also informal demands addressed to one
who may then start a formal procedure. At the same time, the concept remains distinctive
enough to legitimize its use as a scholarly term.

It is, therefore, possible and worthwhile to ask explicitly about those who start a political
action, about the possibilities, technicalities, and results of acting on one’s own accord (both
through formal proceedings and otherwise) in the politics of late republican and early imperial
Rome. Each chapter in this volume offers a slightly different perspective — especially in their
understanding of what qualifies as “political initiative” — and yet all seek to make use of the
idea to differentiate between taking the lead by setting something in motion on one’s own
accord and merely reacting to suggestions articulated by others. Many contributions give
special attention to the significance of public office, or indeed the lack of it. Some of the
contributors choose to use more actively the terms “agency” and, of course, “leadership” itself.
However, they, too, are taken to refer to the general idea described above. “Leadership” —
including transformational leadership as analyzed by Henriette van der Blom in this volume —
1s most recognizable when initiative is taken: “leaders as initiators evoke positive motives like
self-efficacy from followers.”®® Meanwhile, “agency” highlights proactivity, responsibility,
power to affect the situation, engagement in and attunement to events, as well as the distinctive

features of a political actor that allow him to go beyond the imposed set of options and overcome
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restrictions on action, with varying degrees of success. As Hannah Mitchell argues in this
volume, when it comes to political action, agency is a spectrum rather than an absolute. It is
also — she underlines — ““a fluid concept that can be claimed and disclaimed, constructed, and
performed.”

Furthermore, to “take the lead” or to “take the initiative” need not be understood
exclusively in terms of concrete political or legislative proposals. The contributions in this
volume take political initiative to encompass a range of types: collective and individual;
personal and institutional; legitimate and unauthorized; or, in terms of procedural stage, the
initial unrefined call for action in contrast to its first formally elaborated and concrete proposal
(or, to use Kit Morrell’s formulation in this volume, “initiatives that merely identify a problem
and those that propose a solution™). In many chapters of this collection, another important
distinction becomes clear, namely that between the initiatives awaited as part of routine
procedures and unusual actions disrupting the established routine, when, to borrow from
Arendt, “something new is started which cannot be expected from whatever may have happened
before.”® In this connection, it is especially worthwhile to turn to the question of how
republican political actors coped with emergency situations (see Schmitt and Dementyeva in
this volume).

Commenting on Hansen’s idea, mentioned above, of “separation of initiative and
decision” in fourth-century Athens, Egon Flaig points out that such a “separation” was not of a
constitutional nature and did not have anything to do with the formal separation of powers.®’
This hints at another important peculiarity of the notion of initiative: it may refer simultaneously
to formal constitutional procedures and to the informal practice of politics. Recognizing the
study of political initiative as a distinctive research approach thus allows us to integrate in a
new way an analysis of the constitutional framework with the “expressive” dimensions of
political culture in the round.

It is also for this reason that the volume remains fully embedded in, and, of course, relies
on, the previous scholarship. The reader can easily name a number of more established research

themes and scholarly concepts with which this book is inseparably connected, such as
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“reforms,”®® political communication,® legislation,”® contingency,’® conflicting rules,’? or
obstruction” — to mention just a few. Indeed, even the most fundamental principles of the
functioning of the Roman political system may be reformulated in terms of agency and
initiative: intercessio restrained the activity of magistrates under the Republic; the consular
turnus of the fasces symbolized the change of the primacy in public affairs and so “the right of
initiative”;’* the provisions of the lex Porcia, the lex Cornelia maiestatis, and the lex Iulia de
repetundis affected promagistrates’ independent initiative in the provinces; " the lex de imperio
Vespasiani confirmed the princeps’ leading role as a convener of the Senate meetings; and so
on. How the system coped with political proactivity can also explain its change (see the
contributions of Tiersch and Grote in this volume). Thinking about the system’s overall
predispositions, in republican Rome, “a group which opposed action had more effective tools
with which to achieve its ends than those wanting action.” And the problems of the last decades
of the Republic may partly be explained by an observation that “in a system rich in reasons and
ways not to take action, inertia was an ever-present danger.”"®

Despite the seeming modernity of the concept of “political initiative,” our ancient
authors do explicitly reflect upon what we designate by this notion. That the ancients
appreciated the difference between those who stood at the beginning of a political enterprise
and those actually implementing the respective measures can hardly be questioned.”” Ancient
historiography also makes use of varying degrees of proactivity to characterize its protagonists,
as, for example, Plutarch does, depicting in his Life of Pompeius “a man to whom things happen,
and he lets them,” “politically inert,” unlike his rival Caesar.’® Discerning political initiative in
our sources is an interesting research question which also merits a more explicit interrogation

than it has hitherto enjoyed.
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Consider, for instance, the idea that a magistrate possesses the ability to make a decision
without consulting somebody else (at least when circumstances make this consultation
impossible), while a non-magistrate lacked such a freedom, even if he, too, is endowed with the
political power or important military command. It is in these terms that Caesar compares
independent imperium-holders and legates: “A legate’s responsibilities differ from a general’s:
the former should do everything according to his instructions, whereas the latter should himself
decide freely in the general interest.”’® This ability to reach decisions independently according
to one’s own understanding of the situation is, first of all, a characteristic of a magistrate (and
mutatis mutandis the emperor?), but other actors may occasionally be able to seize initiative
that magistrates were supposed to have. There are, however, important limitations to this. To
proceed with the example of legates, we may turn to the tradition on the Battle of the Caudine
Forks in 321 BCE. The legate Lentulus saved the day by exercising initiative, but this became
possible in the first place because the consuls had been unable to act the way they should have.
It was the lack of initiative on the part of magistrates that opened up new possibilities for other
parties, as especially the traditions on the active interference of privati in political processes
(sometimes instead of and better than magistrates) demonstrate. Thus, a famous example of P.
Cornelius Scipio Nasica comes to mind: in 133 BCE, he was a pontifex maximus but technically
still a privatus.®! The consuls remained inactive, and so Nasica took the lead in their place. On
the other hand, the lack of action, the decision to avoid any initiative, could also serve as part
of a political agreement or be a sign of a calculated strategy rather than that of political failure.
The examples are the “acquiescent consul” P. Mucius Scaevola in Nasica’s year 133 BCE, and
“in an earlier generation the quies of Sp. Carvilius when his colleague Fabius Maximus was
opposing the Flaminian land commission.”® However, if such inaction is forced upon a
magistrate rather than preferred by himself, our ancient sources may even liken his situation to
a deposition from office.

Cicero famously legitimizes Octavian’s decision to act privato consilio on the very
grounds that the current magistrates were failing to take the initiative (e.g., Cic. Phil. 3.5), while

Velleius points to the lack of courage (animus) on the part of the Senate and Octavian’s
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possession of that quality (Vell. Pat. 2.61.1).3% Used to describe the reversal of the usual roles
of magistratus and privati, the notions privato consilio and animus underline some important
components of initiative, such as taking the risk and making a free choice.®® The freedom to
follow one’s inclinations (voluntas) is invoked by Cicero as a privilege of the senator, who is
asked for his opinion after the primus rogatus because, unlike the latter, the second one who
speaks is not so obliged to the presiding magistrate’s benevolence (Cic. Att. 1.13.2).

To expand just a little this list of (Latin) terms, apart from sua sponte (agere) or privato
consilio, such notions can be mentioned as auctor,® sumere,®’ incitare, princeps (in the context
of senatorial deliberations under the Republic, but also naturally relevant in the case of the
imperial principes®®), arbitrium (with reference to the soldiers’ own decision to interfere in high
imperial politics, as demonstrated by Makhlaiuk in this volume), or, indeed, rem publicam
capessere (the term used for republican women’s political initiative, as shown by Webb in this
book).®° It is especially worthwhile to analyze the labels that our sources prefer to apply to the
agents who were not expected to act at all. Thus, using (bellum) sua sponte gerere, Cicero
explains how a promagistrate was acting on his own, without the proper preauthorization (Pis.
50: iniussi populi Romani aut senatus). Discussing what would have happened if he himself,
albeit just a privatus, still actively defended himself against the magistrates who were forcing
him into exile, Cicero contemplates that in such a case “the honest ones would have defeated
the wicked, the brave men the inert,” but a tribune’s blood would have been spilled without any
public authorization.®® One could try to legitimize the unusual leading role of a privatus, but
such a legitimization came at considerable cost and effort.®! In this connection, this volume
additionally demonstrates how sophisticated, perhaps, even “modern” many aspects of

leadership in Rome were.

8 Béranger 1979, 317-20; Manuwald 2007, 336.

8 On consilium, and especially privato consilio, as a reference to a capacity to take initiative, see Hellegouarc’h
1963, 254, with n. 5, 256. On Octavian’s acting “on his own instigation,” see Hodgson 2017, 224.

8 Cf., e.g., Jehne 2011, 69-70: “auctor ... ist der Initiator von Entscheidungen wie ein Senator im Senat™;
Hellegouarc’h 1963, 306, 320; Santangelo 2013, 744 (“‘auctor does not just mean ‘initiator’; it may apply to anyone
who promotes, champions and vouches for an initiative or cause”); Holkeskamp 2020, 185-6.

87 Béranger 1979, 320.

8 Hellegouarc’h 1963, 327-8, 335.

8 See also Mitchell’s note in this volume on the ancient terminology “akin to our understanding of agency.”

% Sest. 43: contenderem contra tribunum plebis privatus armis? vicissent improbos boni, fortes inertis ... quin ille
sanguis tribunicius, nullo praesertim publico consilio profusus. Cf. Dom. 91; Planc. 88.

%1 Cf. Hodgson 2014, 260; 2017, 233-8.

16



Looking at the terminology of our ancient authorities is only one of the concerns of the
present book; but this example should suffice here to argue that thinking about “taking the lead”
as first and foremost an ability to begin something new in politics may serve as a powerful
heuristic means: it points to new ways of connecting, and making sense of, our often fragmented
evidence.

As the reader may find themselves thinking at this point, the scope of our vision may
seem at first sight broad and diffuse, and the collection accordingly heterogeneous. However,
the range of the political phenomena and events under investigation in this book is by no means
incidental. It allows for an analysis of a rough but representative selection of all attested
instigators (both individual and collective) of major political actions in ancient Rome and the
respective types of initiative, from both the “top-down” and the “bottom-up” perspectives:

(1) magisterial and imperial initiative (junior magistrates, plebeian tribunes, consuls,
dictators, interreges, the first emperors);

(2) individual non-magisterial elite initiative (influential women, individual aristocrats,
consulars, military commanders);

(3) collective initiative (senators, “the People,” women as a group, soldiers, provincials).

By focusing on each of these actors and types of initiative, the contributions in this book
offer insights into how office, social status, age, gender, distance, place, the respective sphere
of political action, and one’s position in relation to the republican cursus honorum or to the
emperor affected the prerequisites, modes, efficiency, and repercussions of “taking the lead.”

This collection also proposes to chart developments over time: for example, the political
initiative of women in the late Republic compared with the same phenomenon in the early
Empire. The choice of these two consecutive periods, with their more fluid and more complex
political situation,® serves best to challenge what remains a standard approach to political
initiative and leadership in Rome.

Although not claiming to offer a comprehensive redefinition of the history of late
republican and early imperial Rome as histories of political initiative(s), this volume aims to
address the gap in our understanding of how the ability (or inability) to set a political action in
motion resonated in the critical moments and processes of Roman history especially from the

following perspectives: the “expressive” side of political culture, office-holding, provincial

%2 The late Republic is characterized by the rise of political actors previously unnoticeable (Walter 2014b, 111),
while the early principate can be said to witness a further “explosion of voices” in the public sphere and the

“astonishing politicization of the previously silent” (Ando 2011, 61).
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administration, coping with emergencies, modes of political communication, military
command, upholding and enhancement of one’s status, power relations between the elite and

“the People,” and inter-elite competition.

3. The Scope of this Collection

This volume issues from the findings and discussion of the conference “Taking the Lead in Late
Republican and Early Imperial Rome: Office, Agency & Initiative”, held at the University of
Bielefeld in July 2019, and has been supplemented with several important contributions to
complete the eight Parts into which it is now arranged. Each part focuses on one thematic aspect,
addressing in many cases both the republican and early imperial material: Locating Political
Initiative in Republican Rome (Part I); Seniority and Status as Factors of Political Agency (Part
IT); Women’s Initiative in Roman Politics (Part III); Political Initiative in Emergencies (Part
IV); Leadership at a Time of Change (Part V); Fighting for Initiative (Part VI); Political
Initiative Outside of Rome (Part VII); and Political Initiative and Leadership in Military
Contexts (Part VII1).

Part | (“Locating Political Initiative in Republican Rome”) focuses principally on
republican Rome and essentially asks where political initiative lays. Since this Part assesses the
various loci of political initiative in republican Rome in general, including discussion of the
institutional structures and the peculiarities of the “expressive” side of republican political
culture (touching also upon the early Empire), it serves as a theoretical point of departure for
the volume as a whole. Part | also urges the reader to differentiate between political initiative
as an informal initial demand and as an articulated formalized proposal.

Karl-J. Holkeskamp shows the fundamental constraints and limitations imposed on
political initiative in republican Rome. This contribution elucidates the leading role of the
public officials as initiators of political action, but at the same time underlines that magistrates’
leadership depended on whether the other side was present (including physically present) and
accepted such a leadership. This chapter powerfully insists on the understanding that, in the
Roman Republic, political initiative was normally expected from magistrates, and that taking
the lead was their job indeed. On the other hand, emphasizing the dependence of magistrates
on the active participation of their “spectators” in a process of communication, Holkeskamp
implicitly opens up the questions of under which conditions, in which contexts, to what extent,
and how often the political participation of the mass of “(spect)a(c)tors” could transcend their
usual passive role. In other words, this chapter not only clarifies what would under normal

circumstances have been the expected pattern, but also identifies where to look for exceptions
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from, transgressions of, and challenges to the republican system. Finally, this contribution
provides a comprehensive presentation of the loci and physical spaces of political initiative in
Rome, many of which are the matter of analysis in the subsequent chapters.

Alexander Yakobson’s contribution complements that of Holkeskamp by focusing more
on the other side of the medal. Although Yakobson agrees that legitimate political initiative in
the Roman Republic had to come “from above,” from elected officials, he underlines that wider
public opinion had various ways of influencing and prompting members of the political elite to
initiate policies that enjoyed public support. This chapter begins with this differentiation
between what may be called “formal initiative” and informal, unofficial, or simply “political
initiative.” By investigating several cases of popular pressure on republican politicians,
Yakobson shows under which conditions it might take place, such as the pronounced support
from all the ranks of citizens rather than just one specific group. This chapter also sets out two
general issues explicitly treated by many other chapters in this volume and which must be
recognized from the beginning if we wish to approach leadership by using the notion of
initiative. First, in the examples analyzed by Yakobson, the “very first step” is elusive. It is not
entirely clear whether popular initiative or the moves on the part o