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The Beliefs of Men

If the Romans did not believe in their gods, where did they invest those beliefs.  What provided consolation to the pagans?  To understand this puzzle, we need to expand our definition of religion.  However, before we leave the old gods, it is also necessary to see that religious observances, however empty, can also have a consoling effect in the same sense that all traditions do—they can provide a framework for everyday life.  Nor should be ever underestimate the glamour of the Roman state cults with all their associations of ancient liberty, courage, and virtue.  The symbols of the republic and the empire, as much as our flag and our patriotic symbols, act as a set powerful unifying beliefs.  However, no Roman, however patriotic, turned to the State cults to soothe the yearnings of his soul; for the Roman elite, the concept of the soul was philosophical not religious.  But even further from religious thought as a Christian, Jew, or Muslin might define that concept, was a set of ideas that almost everyone endorsed.  
To understand the beliefs of ordinary Romans requires a leap of the imagination for us because, believer, atheist, or skeptic, we are all products of a long Judeo-Christian tradition.  Furthermore, we all learn in western civ courses about the Ancient Greek point of view we call humanism; we are all taught that the ancients viewed human nature, at least in potential as strong, rational, and capable of moulding the world in whatever form we choose.  We all learn the classic definitions of humanism like that of Protagoras:  “Man is the measure of all things:  of those which are, that they are, and of those which are not, that they are not.”  (Kagan, p. 166) Depending on how one interprets this, Protagoras seems to be making a triumphant declaration of humanism; or perhaps he is just saying that the individual must ultimately decide these important questions for him or herself, without relying on received wisdom.  Many educated Romans made similar declarations of extravagent belief in humanism.  However, we should not be mislead.  Humanism, then as now, is not a substitute for religion, although Christian critics often accuse the secular humanists of attempting to do so.  For our purposes however, the humanist rhetoric of the Roman elite can obscure one vital point about the Romans—their fatalism.  In general, educated Romans imagined a cold, impersonal universe in which humans beings had to struggle to find some personal meaning to their existence.
Historical epochs often have their own particular psychological theme. The Age of Shakespeare, Elizabethan England, for example, is often described as an age of fashionable melancholia—what we call today depression.  Post World War Two America has a long series of descriptors: “Age of Anxiety,” “Me Generation,” age of materialism, etc. The Roman age was a time of deep pessimism.  The Romans did not inherit the confidence of the Classical Greeks that human beings could work out their own future.  The Romans also had to come to terms with something modern people know all too well—the power of great central government with all authority gathered in the hands of one man:  Caesar.  Many, perhaps most, people in the empire would not object to monarchy or even loss of liberty—in any case, a word that meant little to ordinary people.  Nevertheless the universal power of Caesar seemed to solve all political problems, or to put it another way, politics in the traditional Roman sense no longer seemed to matter.  The philosopher Epictetus, a contemporary and advisor to the Emperor Hadrian, concluded that Caesar’s power ultimately could accomplish only so much:

Caesar seems to provide us with profound peace, there are no wars any longer, no

battles, no piracy.  At any hour we travel by land, or sail from the rising of the sun
to its setting.  Can he provide us with peace from fever too, and from shipwreck, 

and from fire, or earthquake, or lightning?  Can he give us peace from love?  He

cannot.  From sorrow? From envy? He cannot—absolutely none of these things. 

But the doctrine of the philosophers promises to give us peace from these troubles 

too.  (Grant, p. 226) 
This passage from a Stoic is interesting, because it seems to echo the words of Jesus:  “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s; Render unto God what is God’s.  Jesus and Epictetus certainly would not agree about much, but they clearly agree that human happiness cannot be acheived in the public sphere of life. Serenity, peace, happiness can only come through a journey of faith—what was at issue in broad terms was this:  does the answer lie in religios communion with a personal God or does it lie in some sort of philosophic discipline to strengthen the individual human personality.  In other words, the imperial propaganda claiming the support of the old gods for every Roman enterprise, “did not remove the deep-seated feeling that every man was adrift, and every [human enterprise] was hazardous.”  (Grant, p. 149) 

Fortuna


It has become a common generalization that the world of Rome did not provide much solace for either the intellectual or the common man—let alone the slave. It is also a common generalization to say, as generations of Christian critics have, that the culture of the Roman empire was materialistic, tired, empty of spiritual meaning, and basically adrift without a sense of human potential; in brief, the Romans lost their nerve about the same time they lost their faith in the future.  In the words of the historian Michael Grant, “the presiding deity of nerve failure was Fortune.”  (Ibid)  One notable Roman writer, Gaius Plinius Secundus, Pliny the Elder (AD 23-79) noted the fatalism of most of his contemporaries:  


Throughout the whole world, in all places and at all times, Fortune alone is 


invoked, alone commended, alone accused and subjected to reproaches; deemed


volatile and indeed, by most men, blind, wayward, capricious, fickle in her


favors and favoring the unworthy.  To her is debited all that is spent, and to her


is credited all that is received; she alone fills both pages in the ledger of mortals’


accounts; and we are so subject to chance that Chance herself takes the place of


God; she proves that God is uncertain.  (Pliny, Natural History, p. 13) 

Pliny was wonderful man:  a Stoic philosopher, scientist, and man of action.  He wrote a great work of Roman science:  Natural History.  He also was a Roman senator and a naval commander under Vespasian and Titus; in fact, he died on the deck of his flagship at the age of fiftty-six—attempting to rescue survivors from the disastrous volcanic explosion that overwhelmed the Roman city of Pompeii.  As a Stoic, he believed that there was a central unifying intelligence to the cosmos, which he called God, but he, like all Stoics and most educated Romans rejected the very idea of an afterlife as mere human folly and longing for the impossible: 


All men are in the same state from their last day forward as they were before their


first day, and neither body nor mind has any more sensation after death than it had


before birth.  But wishful thinking prolongs itself into the future and falsely 


invents for itself a life that continues beyond death, sometimes by giving the soul


immortality or a change of shape, sometimes by according feeling to those below,


worshipping spirits and deifying one who has already ceased to even a man.These 
imaginings are characteristic of childish gibberish and of mortal men greedy of 
everlasting life.  (Pliny, Natural History, p. 103) 
