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Mads Lindholmer
Cassius Dio’s Ideal Government and the Imperial Senate

1 Introduction

The study of Cassius Dio has undergone a transformation in recent
years as the historian is no longer seen as a simple copyist but rath-
er as a complex writer with sophisticated interpretations of Rome’s
political history.* In this transformation, Dio’s ideal government has
received ample attention and it has been shown that Dio viewed the
Roman Republic as a fundamentally unworkable form of government
and monarchy as the only viable solution.? Some studies have focused
on the imperial Senate in Dio, but more work remains to be done on
the exact role of this institution in Dio’s ideal government and its pref-
erable relationship with good emperors: Dio naturally wanted the
senators to occupy senior magistracies but it is often argued that Dio
also viewed the Senate as the key forum of debate and advice which
should inform the emperor’s decisions.? It has even been suggested
that, in Dio’s view, the emperor and Senate should share power and
the rule of Rome.” This supposedly prominent role for the Senate in
Dio’s ideal government is part of a widespread conception of Dio as
a “senatorial historian”.* However, there is a fundamental difference
between viewing the Senate as a passive pool of administrative ex-
perts, a forum of debate or advice, and an actual governmental part-
ner meant to share responsibilities or even power with the emperor.
Attaining a more precise understanding of Dio’s view of the Senate
would illuminate Dio’s ideal government further, as well as the ef-
fects of the Severan Age on the elite’s perception of this institution.

In this chapter, I will therefore examine the Senate’s role in Dio’s
ideal imperial government. Maecenas underlines that the senators
should be given important magistracies and that the emperor should
show respect to the Senate, by for example enacting laws through

1 Olderresearch: see especially Schwartz 1899; Millar 1964. Newer research: see es-
pecially Kemezis 2014; Fromentin et al. 2016; Lange, Madsen 2016; Burden-Strevens,
Lindholmer 2019; 2020. See also Fechner 1986; Hose 1994; Kuhn-Chen 2002.

2 Asargued e.g.in Coudry 2016; Madsen 2016; Lindholmer 2018a; 2018b; 2019c; Bur-
den-Strevens 2020; Madsen 2020.

3 Coltelloni-Trannoy 2016 gives a good overview of the imperial Senate’s different
responsibilities on the basis of Dio, but she does not explore the Senate’s role in Dio’s
ideal government. On the other hand, Madsen 2016; 2019, 115-20; 2020, 25-56, 87-92
argues that “good government was in Dio’s eyes a form of rule where the emperor was
keen to allow the Senate a role by asking them for advice” (2020, 51) and aimed “to in-
clude the Senate in the decision-making process” (2020, 88).

4 Reinhold, Swan 1990, 166 claims that “Dio found in Augustus an exemplar who ad-
hered to the principle of shared power between princeps and senate, as respected part-
ners in governance”. Likewise, Platon 2016, 675 argues that Dio’s governmental ideal
included an “exercice collegial des responsabilités politiques” by emperor and Senate.

5 See the works mentioned in the two preceding footnotes as well as e.g. Gleason
2010, 11; Mallan 2016, 272.
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this institution. However, he also underlines that the emperor should
hold undivided power and should determine imperial policy in con-
sultation with a small group of advisors, rather than the Senate.® Au-
gustus follows Maecenas’ advice: as this chapter will show, he relies
on advisors rather than the Senate and only pretends to consult the
senators as a whole when this facilitates the implementation of his
own measures. Tiberius likewise deliberates with handpicked advi-
sors rather than the Senate, and this example is consistently followed
by those successors who are positively presented by Dio. The sena-
tors’ incessant competition had been a key problem during the Re-
public and I will argue that, under both Augustus and Tiberius, the
senators continued their problematic behaviour. This justifies the re-
jection of the Senate as a forum for genuine debate. Dio surely en-
visioned that the handpicked advisors should be of senatorial rank
and he underlines the importance of respect for the senators. How-
ever, Dio still idealises a surprisingly minimalist role for the Senate:
its members function as a pool from which magistrates and advisors
should be drawn, but the emperor should hold absolute power and
the Senate as an institution should not constitute an important forum
of genuine deliberation. Instead, in Dio’s ideal government, the con-
silium was the key forum of debate informing imperial policy. Pliny,
Tacitus, Suetonius and other senatorial writers had long idealised a
system of government where the Senate played a central role as ad-
visory board and governmental partner. Dio’s ideal government, and
the place of the Senate therein, is therefore strikingly distinctive and
deviated from a long tradition of senatorial writing.

2 Maecenas’ Speech

After narrating Augustus’ victory at Actium and its aftermath, Dio
inserted a debate between Agrippa and Maecenas on the advantages
and disadvantages of dnpokpartia, Dio’s word for the Roman Repub-
lic, and monarchy.” Maecenas’ speech is often seen as an expression
of Dio’s own views on imperial politics.® Consequently, it is notewor-
thy that Maecenas encourages Augustus to hold absolute power and
institute what was essentially a monarchy: for example, Augustus

6 There is a long tradition in antiquity stipulating that a good ruler should surround
himself with suitable advisors: e.g. Isocr. ad Nic. 6; Her. 1.4.3-6, 6.1.2; Hist. Aug. Alex.
Sev. 16.

7 On Dio’s use of dnpokpartia and other governmental terminology, see Freyburger-
Galland 1997. The use of Snpokpartia to refer to the Roman Republic was common in
Greek authors: see e.g. Plut. Pub. 10.5; Ti. Gracch. 5.3.

8 The debate between Agrippa and Maecenas is one of the most studied parts of Dio’s
work. See e.g. Ruiz 1982; Adler 2012; Burden-Strevens 2020.

Lexis Supplementi| Supplements2 | 69
Studi di Letteratura Greca e Latina | Lexis Studies in Greek and Latin Literature 2
Cassius Dio and the Principate, 67-94



Mads Lindholmer
Cassius Dio’s Ideal Government and the Imperial Senate

" ou

should use the title “imperator” “so that you will enjoy fully the re-
ality of the kingship (m&v 10 Tfig faoiheiag Epyov) without the odium
which attaches to the name of ‘king’”.® Furthermore, Dio’s Maece-
nas encourages Augustus to deprive the praetors and consuls of re-
al power: he should “not maintain the traditional powers of these of-
fices (tag duvdpeig opdv Tag dpyaiag TnpnoTg), either, so that the
same things do not happen again (va pij t& adta alBig yévntau), but
preserve the honour attaching to them”.*® “The same things happen-
ing again” (1& ol alBic yévnrau) is almost certainly a reference to
the Republic’s dynasts and their struggles for ultimate power, which
led to civil war.** Thus, partially to avoid civil war, Dio underlines
that the Principate ought to be a system of government in which the
emperor is in full control and does not share power.*? This is unsur-
prising since Dio frequently comments on the impossibility, due to
human nature, of genuine, stable power-sharing in a government.**

This of course did not preclude collaborating with other bodies
in order to inform imperial policy and ensure the smooth governing
of the Empire. However, it is striking that Maecenas suggests that
the Senate should be accorded a limited role in governing: the Sen-
ate should be shown respect and be accorded important administra-
tive functions such as the handling of certain trials. Furthermore,
the senators should occupy the key magistracies. However, Maece-
nas does not advise Augustus to use the Senate as a forum of de-
bate or consult it on important matters. Rather, handpicked advisors
were key and should be consulted by the emperor on all weighty mat-
ters. This importance of advisors is emphasised already in the first
surviving chapter of Maecenas’ speech where he asserts that Au-
gustus should “place the management of public affairs in the hands
of yourself and the other best citizens, to the end that the business
of deliberation may be performed by the most prudent and that of
ruling by those best fitted for command (v Sioiknotv TéV kovdV
€auT® Te Kal Toig AMNotg Toig dpioToig poabeivat, tva foulevwat pev
ol ppovip@TaTol, dpywot d¢ ol otpatnyiktarot)”.** Dio is express-
ing himself clearly here and idealises a system in which the emper-

9 Cass. Dio 52.40.2. Translations of Dio are based on Cary 1914-1927, with some ad-
justments, and I have likewise used the Loeb Classical Library for other quoted authors.
10 Cass. Dio 52.20.3.

11 On Dio’s Late Republic, see e.g. Coudry 2016; Lindholmer 2019c; Burden-Stre-
vens 2020.

12 Perhaps the only important area in which the Senate should be allowed to func-
tion without significant intervention from the emperor is the trials of senators and their
family members: Cass. Dio 52.4.4.

13 Seee.g. Cass. Dio F. 5.12, F. 6.3 F. 7.3. See also Lindholmer 2018a, 581-2; 2019a,
193. On human nature in Dio, see Rees 2011.

14 Cass. Dio 52.14.3.
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or ruled with the help of select advisors who could inform his deci-
sions about imperial policy.

The suggestion that Augustus should consult ot &piotor is a con-
sistent theme of Maecenas’ speech and is elaborated upon further in
the second surviving chapter from Maecenas’ speech. According to
Maecenas, the following course would be highly beneficial for both
Augustus and the city:

16 Te TAVIA T& TIPOCTIKOVIO QUTOV OE HETA TOV APLOTOV AvdpQV
vopoBetely, pndevog TV TOAGV pAT dvTihéyoviog aToig pAt
EVOVTLIOUREVOU, KAL TO TOUS TTONEPOUS TIPOS TA Upétepa Boulijpata
SroiketoBat, waviwv altika TV GAN®Y TO KEAEUOHEVOV TTOLOUVT®V,

, N ~ 3 , e s s ot~ 5 NN N N ,
6 T€ TAG TV APYOVIWY alpECELS £ UpTV ElVOL, KOl TO TAG TIHAG TAG
1€ TIHWPLOG UPAG Opiletv.

You should yourself, in consultation with the best men, enact all
the appropriate laws, without the possibility of any opposition or
remonstrance to these laws on the part of any one from the mass-
es; you and your counsellors should conduct the wars according to
your own designs, all others rendering instant obedience to your
commands; the choice of the officials should rest with you and your
advisers; and you and they should also determine the honours and
the punishments.**

The enactment of laws, the command of wars, the filling of magis-
tracies and the giving of honours and punishments - the areas men-
tioned by Dio here are essentially the core of imperial government.
It is therefore all the more striking that the Senate as an institution
is given no advisory role here. Rather, Dio again makes clear that the
emperor should be in unquestioned control and it is the best men, oi
&piotot, who should advise and counsel Augustus in these central ar-
eas. All others should simply obey commands.

One could object that ot &piotor refers to the Senate and Augus-
tus in his speech in Book 53 does assert that “it is to you senators,
to you who are the best and wisest, that I restore the entire admin-
istration of the state” (Upiv ydp, Upiv T0ig &pioTOIE KOL PPOVIHWTATOLS
TdvTa & kowva avariBfnpi).*® However, this functions as a form of oc-
casion-based flattery of the senators and it is worth noting that the
speech is fundamentally mendacious: Augustus’ offer to lay down
power is a duplicitous attempt to “have his sovereignty voluntari-
ly confirmed by the people, so as to avoid the appearance of having

15 Cass. Dio 52.15.1-2.
16 Cass. Dio 53.8.5.
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forced them against their will”.*” More importantly, nowhere else is
the senators collectively described as ot dpiotor. In fact, Dio consist-
ently uses this as a moral designation of the noblest or most excellent
men of the state, rather than as a reference to the Senate as a whole
or a senatorial elite.*® In Dio’s narrative of the Republic, the Senate
was certainly not made up exclusively of the best men. Rather, they
were engaged in constant political competition to the point that “no
man of that day took part in public life from pure motives and free
from any desire of personal gain except Cato”.** Indeed, I have ar-
gued elsewhere that even the normally idealised earlier Republic in
Dio was plagued by this competition and that it was this factor (rath-
er than a few ambitious individuals, as in the parallel sources) which
ultimately became key to the fall of Dio’s Republic.?® Consequently,
when Maecenas immediately after the Republican narrative argues
that Augustus should be advised by the dpiotor, it is highly unlikely
that he is referring to the Senate as a whole.

This is further supported when Maecenas points to the benefit of
the proposed course:

oUT® de av pd)\lora T TE Trpott'répsvcx <’)p9(§)g S101knBein, pﬁrs ég
10 KOLVOV cxvqu)spopeva pnrs &V TQ (powspo) Bouleudpeva pijTe Toig
TIPAKENEUCTOIG ETIITPETIOHEVA PITE EK PLAOTLHLAG KIVOUVEUSHEVAL.

Thus whatever business was done would be most likely to be ma-
naged in the right way, instead of being referred to the popular as-
sembly, or deliberated upon openly, or entrusted to partisan dele-
gates, or exposed to the danger of ambitious rivalry. **

If o1 dpiotor meant the Senate in Maecenas’ speech, all the impor-
tant areas outlined above were to be debated openly in the Senate,
but Maecenas is exactly underlining here that avoiding this is one of
the chief advantages of his proposal. Furthermore, Augustus purges
the Senate numerous times and the senators act problematically time
and time again, as explored below, which contrasts with a supposed
description of them as the “best men”.?* Rather, it appears that Mae-
cenas is suggesting that Augustus should rule with a small group of
select advisors who should be the best men of the empire.

17 Cass. Dio 53.2.7. On this speech, see now Burden-Strevens 2020, 108-11, 177-81.
18 Seee.g. Cass. Dio F. 21.1; 53.8.6; 69.18.1.
19 Cass. Dio 37.57.3.

20 Lindholmer 2018a; 2018b; 2019a; 2019b; 2019c¢; 2020. See also Coudry 2016; Bur-
den-Strevens 2020; Madsen 2020, 29-36, 67-82.

21 Cass. Dio 52.15.4.
22 Purging the Senate: see e.g. Cass. Dio 54.13.1, 54.14.3.
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In fact, this is exactly how the emperors of the Principate had gen-
erally ruled: the emperor took important decisions with the advice
of his consilium, a small group of advisors. Initially, Augustus had a
consilium made up of consuls and other elected officials as well as fif-
teen senators chosen by lot.>* However, as Augustus aged, the elec-
tion by lot was removed, family members were introduced to the con-
silium and Augustus could include whoever he wished.** Essentially,
according to Crook’s seminal work, the consilium during the Prin-
cipate in general was “in every case ad hoc; there is no recognized
constitutional body in question and no fixed list of members”.?* In-
stead, the emperor handpicked advisors depending on the situation
and hereby ensured that he, ideally, was advised by the most suita-
ble men. It seems highly likely that Dio is referring to this imperial
tradition, especially since he had been a part of the consilium him-
self.?® Thus, Dio is essentially suggesting that emperors should pick
oi &piotor for the consilium and consult this group about imperial
policy. Many of the &piotor would of course be senators but there is
a fundamental difference between informing imperial policy by de-
bate in the consilium and the Senate.

When discussing the merits of monarchy compared to dnpoxparia,
Dio comments: “for it is easier to find a single excellent man than
many of them, and if even this seems to some a difficult feat, it is
quite inevitable that the other alternative should be acknowledged
to be impossible; for it does not belong to the majority of men to ac-
quire virtue (o0 y&p mpooiiket toig woANoig dpetnyv ktdoBar)”.?” His
republican narrative had exemplified that this problem certainly also
applied to the senatorial elite. That the problems of destructive sen-
atorial competition would not vanish with the introduction of mon-
archy is made clear by Maecenas’ suggestion regarding the appoint-
ment of praetors and consuls. These offices “are the only ones at

23 Cass. Dio 53.21.4.
24 Cass. Dio 56.28.2-3.
25 Crook 1955, 26. See also 29-30.

26 Thisise.g. clear from Cass. Dio 77[76].17.1 which praises Septimius Severus’ han-
dling of judicial matters since “he allowed the litigants plenty of time and he gave us,
his advisers, full liberty to speak” (kai yap Toig Sikafopévorg Udwp ikavov évéyet, kol
fpiv Toig cuvdikdlovotv alt® Tappnoiav moriy £didov). In an attempt to reject Dio’s
participation in the consilium, Letta 1979, 122-3; 2019, 165-6 argues that the passage
refers to senatorial trials since senators were often tried in the Senate. In that case,
Dio’s first person plural would refer to the senators, not the participants in the consi-
lium. However, 77[76].17.1 describes Severus’ judicial activity in general, rather than
specifically focusing on senatorial trials, and the passage therefore strongly suggests
that Dio was part of the consilium. This is likewise supported by Cass. Dio 76[75].16.4,
78[771.17.3. Barnes 1984, 243 fn. 17 deems Letta’s objections to Dio’s participation in
the consilium “implausible”.

27 Cass. Dio 44.2.1-2.
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home which you ought to fill by election, and these merely out of re-
gard for the institutions of our fathers and to avoid the appearance
(Soxeiv) of making a complete change in the constitution. But make
all the appointments yourself and do not any longer commit the fill-
ing of one or another of these offices [...] to the Senate, for the sen-
ators will employ corruption in the elections (pfre émi 1§ cuvedpie,
Staomouddoovtar ydp)”.*® Electoral competition had been a key prob-
lem in the Republic and Maecenas underlines that this element should
be rooted out in the Empire. Thus, the senators in general have not
been transformed by the introduction of monarchy and they are in-
stead portrayed highly negatively here. This supports Maecenas’ sug-
gestion that the consilium rather than the Senate should be the key
forum of debate.

This is of course not to suggest that Maecenas completely rejects
the importance of the Senate or republican traditions. Indeed, in the
passage just quoted, although Augustus was supposed to appoint the
magistrates in reality, there should be pro forma elections, which
underlines the importance of respect for Rome’s republican tradi-
tions. Furthermore, Maecenas suggests that embassies should be
introduced before the Senate: “it is both awe-inspiring and calcu-
lated to arouse comment for the impression to prevail that the Sen-
ate has full authority in all matters (=6 te tnv Poulnv avtwv kupiav
Sokeiv elvar)”.?® Dio underlines that the Senate’s authority is an illu-
sion, but this illusion plays an important role as it awes the embas-
sies. The same emphasis on the importance of respecting the Sen-
ate, without according it actual power, is seemingly evident when
Maecenas argues that “you would do well to have all your legisla-
tion enacted by the Senate, and to enforce no measure whatever up-
on all the people alike except the decrees of this body”.*° This would
naturally involve some deliberation in the Senate but, importantly,
such deliberation is not presented as significant by Maecenas. Rath-
er, enacting laws through the Senate would increase “the dignity of
the empire” (16 te dEiwpa 1o Tijs dpYiic) and free the laws from “all
dispute or uncertainty in the eyes of all the people”.** Thus, the en-
actment of legislation by the Senate was beneficial not because of

28 Cass. Dio 52.20.2-3. Dio only uses this word three times and one of them refers to
electoral corruption: 36.38.1-3. The word can also mean “behave zealously” (F. 65.1)
but this would likely still be a reference to the negative political competition of the Re-
public. On this passage, see also Madsen 2020, 42.

29 Cass. Dio 52.31.1.

30 Cass. Dio 52.31.2. This suggestion can be seen as an exhortation to the Severan
emperors to allot the Senate a bigger role in legislation, more akin to that enjoyed in
the reign of Augustus: Brunt 1984, 426; Reinhold 1988, 204. On senatorial legislation,
see Talbert 1984, 431-59.

31 Cass. Dio 52.31.2.
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the accompanying senatorial debate but because its republican an-
cestry lent dignity and authority to the Empire and the emperor’s
laws. Lastly, Dio’s Maecenas may have advised emperors to respect
the Senate since this would encourage the emperor to be a primus
inter pares rather than a tyrant.*?

Maecenas also underlines that the senators should be used to gov-
ern provinces and should generally occupy important magistracies.**
Furthermore, the senators should conduct festivals and serve as judg-
es.** They were thus an essential pool from which the emperor could
draw for the imperial administration. However, Maecenas’ speech
still presents a surprisingly minimalist role for the Senate: Dio leaves
no doubt that the emperor was and should be in complete control with
no real power devolved to the Senate. Most strikingly, Dio in Mae-
cenas’ speech does not envision the Senate as an important deliber-
ative organ which should influence imperial policy through genuine
debate. Instead, he suggests that the emperor should make his deci-
sions in consultation with the consilium. Against the background of
especially Dio’s highly negative portrayal of the republican senators,
this suggestion appears logical. However, the Senate still had an im-
portant role as it provided the new, and in Dio’s view necessary, mo-
narchical government with authority and prestige.

3  TheImperial Senate

Let us now turn our attention to the imperial Senate to see how this
institution functioned and was included under different emperors.
Once the surviving part of Dio’s original narrative ends in Claudi-
us’ reign and we have to rely mainly on Xiphilinus’ epitome, it be-
comes more difficult to analyse the Senate’s role in government
since Xiphilinus generally focuses on the emperor rather than the
Senate.*® Partly for this reason, I will mainly focus on Augustus but
also because his rule is narrated in comparatively rich detail and
he is arguably Dio’s ideal emperor.*¢ His general approach to ruling
and his handling of the Senate can therefore reasonably be viewed
as an ideal to be followed in Dio’s eyes.

32 In fact, the theme of tyranny is mentioned repeatedly in the Agrippa-Maecenas
debate: e.g. 52.9; 52.15.1.

33 Cass. Do 52.22-23.
34 Cass. Dio 52.20.5.
35 On Xiphilinus’ epitome of Dio, see Mallan 2013; Berbessou-Broustet 2016.

36 According to Rich 1989, 101-102, Dio’s Augustus was “a model emperor both at
home and abroad”. Likewise Giua 1983. On Dio’s Augustus, see also Millar 1964, 83-
102; Manuwald 1979; Reinhold, Swan 1990; Burden-Strevens 2020.
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Dio’s handling of the imperial narrative generally reinforces the
impression that emperors should rule in consultation with advisors
rather than the Senate. For example, as pointed out recently, Dio
rarely describes senatorial debates and mainly focuses on this body
when it interacts with the emperor. This contrasts with Tacitus who,
although he underlines the specious liberty of the Principate, fre-
quently includes senatorial debates.?*” Dio’s preference for advisors
may be supported by a noteworthy characteristic of Dio’s imperial
speeches: in the republican narrative, numerous speeches exempli-
fying senatorial debate are included, but this ceases with the Em-
pire.*® Instead there are deliberative speeches from advisors, in the
shape of the long Agrippa-Maecenas debate and Livia’s advice to Au-
gustus about clemency, and speeches in which the emperor commu-
nicates to the Senate, namely Augustus’ diatribe against the child-
less and Tiberius’ funeral speech.?*® Thus, through his speeches, Dio
presents especially his idealised Augustus as ruling in cooperation
with advisors and merely communicating important matters to the
Senate, while the lack of senatorial speeches gives the impression
of a passive Senate that is not a key deliberative forum for the em-
peror.”° This mirrors Maecenas’ suggestion but contrasts with Tac-
itus who includes several speeches by senators.**

If we look at the details of Dio’s Augustan narrative, it also fol-
lows Maecenas’ suggestions closely. In the first Augustan book, Dio
claims that Augustus “encouraged everybody to give him advice”**
but then adds:

o os . , c vy .
10 8¢ &1 mAeioTov ToUg Te Umdtoug [...] kdk TAV AWV dpydvTwv
gva Tap’ €kAoTwv, £k Te TOoU Mool tdhv PBouleutdv TARBoug
mevrekaideka Toug kApel Aaydvrag, oupBouloug € EEGunvov
maperdpPavey, Hote &t altdv kol Toig AANoig Aot KotvoloBat
TpoTOV TIVa TA vopoBetoupeva vopileoBat. éotpepe pev ydp Tiva

37 Seee.g. Tac. Ann. 1.77,1.79, 2.33.
38 See e.g. Cass. Dio 36.25-35; 45.18-47; 46.1-28.

39 Cass. Dio 55.14-21; 56.2-9, 56.35-41. Note also the famous passage (Cass. Dio
53.19) where Dio asserts that public debate changed with the advent of monarchy and
that information from then on was kept secret in contrast to the Republic. In relation
to the speeches, it is worth noting that the Agrippa-Maecenas debate, strictly speak-
ing, is not addressed to an emperor, but rather to a victorious late republican dynast.
However, it may still exemplify the future ruler’s ability to engage in genuine debate
with his advisors. To this list of speeches could be added Augustus’ recusatio imperii
in Book 53, although this too is a speech by a dynast rather than an emperor as such.
On the endpoint of Dio’s Republic, see Urso in this volume. On Dio’s speeches, see re-
cently Burden-Strevens 2020.

40 As pointed out by Platon 2016, 658.
41 See e.g. Tac. Ann. 3.50; 4.34-35.
42 Cass Dio 53.21.3.
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Kal €¢ TAoav TV Yepouoiav, BEATIOV pEvToL vopilwy elvat TO peT’
OMywv kaB fouyiav 1d Te TAelw kal T& peilw wpookomeioBat [...]-
oV pévTot Kol ETTPATTETS Tt 6 i) KAl EKeivov fipeaike.

Most important of all, he took as advisers for periods of six months
the consuls [...], one of each of the other kinds of officials, and fif-
teen men chosen by lot from the remainder of the senatorial body,
with the result that all legislation proposed by the emperor is usu-
ally communicated after a fashion through this body to all the oth-
er senators; for although he brought certain matters before the
whole senate, yet he generally followed this plan, considering it
better to take under preliminary advisement most matters and the
most important ones in consultation with a few; [...] nothing was
done that did not please Caesar.*

Firstly, the final sentence highlights that power rested solely in
the hands of Augustus.** More importantly, Dio explicitly presents
the decisions as taken in deliberation with advisors, and through
mpookoteiocBar he indicates that this involved genuine discussions.
By contrast, it is difficult to read &1 altév kovolioBar as anything but
a simple, though respectful, communication of the decisions taken by
Augustus in deliberation with his advisors. Thus, Augustus may have
encouraged “everybody” to give advice, like an accessible primus in-
ter pares, but Dio makes clear that the handpicked advisors were the
backbone (10 mheioTov) of Augustus’ decision-making process. This
passage makes clear that the advisors in Dio’s mind are almost exclu-
sively senatorial, but there is a fundamental difference between en-
couraging the use of certain senators as advisors and using the Sen-
ate as a deliberative forum in which all senators could participate.
In Book 56, Dio’s Augustus attended Senate meetings more rarely
due to his age and the chosen advisors became even more essential:
“it was also voted that any measure should be valid, as being satis-
factory to the whole Senate, which should be resolved upon by him
[i.e. Augustus] in deliberation (Boulevopéve) with Tiberius and with
these counsellors [...] and such others as he might at any time call
on for advice. Having gained by this decree these privileges, which
in reality he had possessed in any case, he continued to transact
(¢xpnpdriCev) most of the public business”.** Again, Augustus is pre-
sented as transacting public business in deliberation with advisors
and, importantly, all measures decided upon by Augustus and these
advisors were now regarded as “satisfactory to the whole Senate”.

43 Cass Dio 53.21.4-6.
44 This is emphasised numerous times: e.g. Cass. Dio 53.17.1.
45 Cass. Dio 56.28.2-3.
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This ties in with Maecenas’ emphasis on the importance of having
legislation enacted by the Senate, without debating genuinely with
the senators as a whole. Indeed, in the just quoted passage, the ad-
visors have become a form of substitute for the Senate and we know
from the previous passage that this reliance on advisors was not an
unintended misfortune due to age. Thus, in these two passages, Dio
asserts that Augustus and his advisors essentially conducted the ma-
jority of public business with no real involvement from the Senate.
This is never framed negatively by Dio and Augustus’ actions, which
follow Maecenas’ advice closely, should rather be seen as an exam-
ple to be followed.

Dio also notes that Augustus used advisors when dealing with ju-
dicial matters: even in old age, he “continued personally, with his
assistants (petax t@v cuvédpwv), to investigate judicial cases and to
pass judgment”.*® In fact, only once in Dio’s narrative of Augustus’
rule could this emperor appear to genuinely consult the senators: Dio
writes that Augustus posted potential laws in the Senate “so that if
any provision did not please them, or if they could advise anything
better, they might speak. He was very desirous indeed of being dem-
ocratic (oUte ydp Tou Snpokpatikog fAEiou ivat), as one or two inci-
dents will illustrate”.*” This could appear to be genuine consultation,
but it is noteworthy that Dio connects it to Augustus wishing to be
seen as Snpokparikde.*® Earlier, Dio had remarked that the emperors
clothed themselves in “democratic names” (Snpokpatikév dvopdtwv)*
by using republican titles, but underlines that they were kings none-
theless. Using a related word and imparting the same message, Dio
in Book 53 asserts that Augustus wished “to be thought democrat-
ic (dnpoTikdg)”.*® Therefore, this emperor made a show of giving the
Senate some of the provinces to govern, but he retained control of all
provinces with significant armed forces and Dio underlines his du-
plicitousness in this situation.?* Thus, Dio’s Augustus has a habit of
making shows of deference to the Senate and republican traditions
in order to appear dnpokpatikdc/dnpotikde.** This ties in with Mae-
cenas’ suggestion that laws should be enacted in the Senate in order
to increase “the dignity of the empire” (16 te &Eiwpa 10 Tiic dpxfic),
whereas the senatorial deliberation that resulted from such a course

46 Cass. Dio 55.33.5.
47 Cass. Dio 55.4.1-2.

48 This, and Snpotikdg, are probably a Greek gloss on civilis: Wallace-Hadrill 1982,
44; Freyburger-Galland 1997, 116-23. On civilis in Dio, see Bono 2018.

49 Cass. Dio 53.18.2.

50 Cass. Dio 53.12.1.

51 Cass. Dio 53.12.1-3.

52 On this, see also Noe and Pistellato in this volume.

Lexis Supplementi | Supplements2 | 78
Studi di Letteratura Greca e Latina | Lexis Studies in Greek and Latin Literature 2
Cassius Dio and the Principate, 67-94



Mads Lindholmer
Cassius Dio’s Ideal Government and the Imperial Senate

is not presented as important for informing imperial policy. Augustus
posting laws in the Senate should probably be seen in this context:
rather than functioning as a genuine attempt to consult the senators
about imperial policy, it lent dignity to the Empire and ensured that
Augustus’ desire to appear Snpokpatikég was fulfilled.*

That this is the case is further supported by specific examples
where Augustus pretends to consult the Senate only to force through
his own measures. In Book 55, for instance, Augustus is in need of
revenues for the military but, rather than enforcing a tax, he asks the
Senate to suggest ways of procuring the funds which he would then
consider.** Importantly, Dio underlines that “this was not because he
had no plan of his own, but as the most certain means of persuading
them to choose the plan he preferred. At all events, when different
men had proposed different schemes, he approved none of them, but
established the tax of five per cent on [...] inheritances and bequests”.**
In relation to imperial expenditures, Augustus “employed three ex-
consuls, chosen by lot, by whose help he reduced some of them and
altogether abolished others”.*¢ Augustus thus makes a show of includ-
ing the Senate in the decision-making process here but this is not to
receive actual advice. Instead, it eases the introduction of his own
measures. On the other hand, to reduce expenditures, Augustus re-
lied on the genuine support of hand-picked advisors.

This approach of exploiting and manipulating the Senate to
strengthen Augustus’ own measures is clear also in Book 56. Here
Dio writes that an uprising seemed likely as a result of the new tax
but rather than quelling the uprising violently, Augustus allowed the
senators to suggest alternatives. The tax was changed to one on fields
and houses but only with the purpose “that they should fear even
greater losses and so be content to pay the five per cent tax; and this
is what actually happened. Thus Augustus handled these matters”.*”
Again, the Senate’s proposals are not encouraged as part of actu-
al deliberations and the Senate is rather used to implement and fa-
cilitate Augustus’ own measures. In these examples, Dio makes no
critical comments and we should rather see this is a model of good
rulership in Dio’s eyes. Furthermore, these examples illustrate that
Augustus posting laws in the Senate and receiving suggestions about
them should not necessarily be read as genuine deliberation. Instead,
it is probably an attempt to appear &npokparikdg.

53 Madsen 2020, 87, by contrast, sees Augustus’ actions as a genuine request for ad-
vice. See also Talbert 1984, 434.

54 Cass. Dio 55.25.4-5.
55 Cass. Dio 55.25.4.
56 Cass. Dio 55.25.6.
57 Cass. Dio 56.28.6.
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Thus, both Maecenas’ speech and the narrative of Augustus con-
sistently present the consilium, rather than the Senate, as the key
deliberative forum. However, a passage in Tiberius’ funeral speech
of Augustus could be read as contrasting with this presentation: he
“always communicated to the senators (or: “consulted the senators
on”) all the greatest and most important matters, either in the senate
chamber or else at his house” (oi¢ mévTa & péyloTa Kal avay KatoTaTo
Qet ToTe 1) €v 1§ ouvedpip f kai oikot [...] émekoivou).*® The key lies in
(¢mm)kovéw and it is worth lingering over it as Dio elsewhere also de-
scribes interaction between emperor and Senate with this word. Fun-
damentally, it means “to make common” (from xovog) in the sense of
sharing something, for example the responsibility for a war or news
and opinions through communication. Indeed, in Dio’s surviving nar-
rative, he uses koiwvow 21 times and 9 mean “to communicate”, 8
mean “to share” authority or purpose, while the exact meaning in 3
instances is unclear.’® Importantly, koivéw is several times used for
simple communication from emperor to Senate, rather than debate
or consultation.®® Kowvéw can also mean “to consult or debate”, but
there is only one instance of this in Dio’s surviving narrative.®* Dio’s
use of kowodw is in fact quite unremarkable and is paralleled in for
example Thucydides whom Dio is often thought to have imitated and
who, like Dio, wrote in the Attic dialect.®* Thucydides uses xowvow 6
times for communication, twice for sharing, once in an unclear man-
ner and once for consultation.®* Dio also uses koivow with the prefix
¢~ as in the just quoted passage, but this does not entail a funda-
mentally different meaning in Dio: émikovow is used 7 times, aside
from the above passage, but it is never clearly used for consultation
and instead refers to communication three times.®* Overall, then,
() kowvow is almost never used for consultation and is most often

58 Cass. Dio 56.41.3.

59 Communicate: Cass. Dio 38.4.1; 41.12.2; 42.20.1; 46.41.2, 52.4, 55.3; 48.12.1;
53.21.4; 55.10.8. Share: 40.59.1; 42.56.3; 47.32.1; 48.29.1; 52.4.2; 52.19.5; 55.30.2;
59.6.1. Unclear: 52.36.3; 55.10.14. Also 57.7.1 but see below. I have here only examined
Dio’s surviving text, not the epitomes of Zonaras and Xiphilinus.

60 This is exemplified by the passage quoted earlier (Cass. Dio 53.21.4) where Au-
gustus communicated all legislation to the Senate through his advisors (51" avtédv
kowvoUoBat) or by instances where koivéw is used for interaction between the emperor
and “the Senate and people” (¢ Sipe [kai] T§) Poulij): Cass. Dio 56.55.3; 57.20.2. Ob-
viously, this must refer to simple communication as no consultation or debate can be
envisioned with the &fjpog.

61 Cass. Dio 58.28.1.

62 On Thucydides’ influence on Dio, see e.g. Rees 2011, 62-86.

63 Communicate: Thuc. 2.72.2, 73.1; 3.95.2; 5.38.2, 60.1; 8.58.3. Share: 1.39.3; 8.8.1.
Unclear: 4.4.1. Potential consultation: 8.82.2.

64 Communicate: Cass. Dio 42.27.2; 57.21.4; 58.9.2. Unclear: 43.27.1; 45.22.4; 52.21.4.
Also 57.7.3 but see below. I have again only examined Dio’s surviving narrative, not
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used specifically for communication. Against this background, it is
highly likely that Tiberius is praising Augustus for respectfully com-
municating to the senators, but not consulting them, regarding im-
portant matters. This also fits excellently with Dio’s narrative of Au-
gustus as a whole as well as Maecenas’ speech.

Let us now turn our attention to Augustus’ successors. Dio’s Tibe-
rius follows the canonical pattern of an idealised first period and a
corrupted second phase. Until Germanicus’ death, Dio writes, Tibe-
rius ruled in the following way:

aUtog pev ko® Eautov fj Tt 7} 0Udev EmparTe, TAvTa O oM Kai &
OIKPOTATO € TE THV YEPOUTLOY ETEPEPE KA EKELVT) EKOLVOU. ETIETIOINTO
pev yap Biijpa év i) &yopd, €¢’ ou mpokabilwv xpnpdtile, kai
oupPouvhoug ael katd Tov Alyoustov TTapeAdpPavey, ou pévtot kai
Sioket Mdyou 1t &Etov 6 pr) kai Toig GANOLS ETTEKOIVOU. KOl £C YE TO
pécov Ty Eautol yvapny Tieig oy STrwg avtetteiv alTi) TovTl Q)
Tappnoiav Evepey, GAAA Kol TAVOVTIO 01 EGTLV GTE YNPLLOPEV®V TIVEV
Epepe. kal YOp autog yijpov ToANAKg €6idou. 6 pev yap Apolicog €€
foou Toic dNNoig ToTE pev TTpdTOC ToTE &€ P’ ETépoug TolT Emoter
gkeivog O EoTi pev Ote Eo1dTa, 011 & OTE KOl TTPAOTOC T KAl peT’
&\ \oug nvdg f xal TE)\EUTGTog 1a pév 6(v1:u<pU§ amepaiveto, Ta O¢ o1
TAEl®, va 811 pn 601(11 Tnv Trcxppncnotv AUTOV o«pmpaoeou E)\EYEV ot

“el chopnv errowupnv, TA KAl TA AV otTrEBELEotpnv Kal nv pev kai TodTo
TV Tonv T§ ETépe 1oYUV EYOV, OU HEVTOL Kal EKWAUOVTO o1 AotTrol
U’ altol Ta SOKOGVTd opron )\éysw, AAMA kol TTO)\)\dKlg o pév O
EYlYVQ)OKEV ol 8¢ pet’ alTOV ETEPOV T otver]pouvro Kol €0Tiv OTE Kol
S'ITEKPOTOUV Kol oudevi psvml Trotpcx T0UTO opyr]v etxev edikale pev
oUv &OTIEp €OV, Emepoita 8¢ kal ¢l T ThV ApYévTwy SikaoTipia

He did little or nothing on his own responsibility, but brought all mat-
ters, even the slightest, before the senate and communicated them to
that body. In the Forum a tribunal had been erected on which he sat
in public to dispense justice, and he always associated with himself
advisers, after the manner of Augustus, nor did he take any step of
consequence without making it known to the rest. After setting forth
his own opinion he not only granted everyone full liberty to speak
against it, but even when, as sometimes happened, others voted in
opposition to him, he submitted; for he often would cast a vote him-
self. Drusus used to act just like the rest, now speaking first, and
again after some of the others. As for Tiberius, he would sometimes
remain silent and sometimes gave his opinion first, or after a few
others, or even last; in some cases he would speak his mind direct-

Zonaras and Xiphilinus. ITpoemikowvdéw is also used once (Cass. Dio 55.4.3) and refers
to communication.
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ly, but generally, in order to avoid appearing to take away their free-
dom of speech, he would say: ‘if I had been giving my views, I should
have proposed this or that’. This method was just as effective as the
other and yet the rest were not thereby prevented from stating their
views. On the contrary, he would frequently express one opinion and
those who followed would prefer something different, and sometimes
they actually prevailed; yet for all that he harboured anger against
no one. So, he held court in this way, but he also attended the courts
presided over by the magistrates.®*

The passage is somewhat vague, but the key is determining the iden-
tity of “the rest” (toi¢ &\Aoig): it could refer to the rest of the sena-
tors not included in the advisory group, in which case Tiberius is de-
liberating with the Senate as a whole. “The rest” could also refer to
Tiberius’ advisory group, in which case Dio is asserting that Tiberi-
us did nothing without consulting his advisors and then describing
the process of this consultation.®®

There are several factors indicating that this describes Tiberius’
interactions with his advisors, but the most compelling evidence is
that “Drusus used to act just like the rest (toig &\ \oig), now speaking
first, and again after some of the others”.®” There is clear evidence
to show that there was an order of speaking in the Senate.®® Drusus
(and Tiberius who acted in the same way) may have had the freedom
to deviate from this order, but Dio underlines that in doing so Drusus
acted “just like rest (toi¢c &ANoig)”. If Toic &ANoic refers to the sena-
tors, it entails that the order of speaking in the Senate was complete-

65 Cass. Dio 57.7.2-6. On Dio’s Tiberius, see Baar 1990; Platon 2016.

66 The passage is often viewed as a description of Tiberius interacting with the Sen-
ate: see e.g. Swan 2004, 219 fn. 267 who asserts that the phrase “In the Forum ... man-
ner of Augustus” is concessive and that Dio therefore is describing Tiberius’ modus
operandi in the Senate. However, he offers no arguments to support the reading of this
phrase as concessive.

67 Dio’s assertion that Tiberius used advisors “after the manner of Augustus” also
supports the reading of toic &\\oic as advisors, since Augustus consistently consult-
ed his advisors rather than the Senate. This reading is strengthened by the narrative
context: Dio first describes Tiberius’ interaction with the Senate and then moves on to
his use of advisors in a judicial context. This is followed by the description of Tiberi-
us’ interaction with toi¢ &\\oig and Dio then describes Tiberius’ judicial work again. It
thus makes most sense to read the whole passage from “In the Forum...” as a descrip-
tion of Tiberius’ judicial work and his use of advisors in this context. This also fits well
with &8ikale pév olv GoTep eimrov. Instead of being a somewhat redundant recapitula-
tion of the fact that Tiberius sometimes dealt with judicial matters, the phrase can now
be read as Dio summing up Tiberius’ approach to judicial matters: “so, he held court in
this way...”. The mention of voting (yn¢i1Zopévwv and yijpov) could be seen as a refer-
ence to debate in the Senate but Dio also uses yfjpog to describe the votes cast by Au-
gustus and his judicial advisors: 55.3.2.

68 See e.g. Cass. Dio 54.15.6 with Talbert 1984, 240-8.
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ly abandoned under Tiberius, which appears highly unlikely. Overall,
then, toi¢ GA\org likely refers to Tiberius’ advisors and the passage
therefore probably describes his behaviour when deliberating with
this group, rather than the senators as a whole.

Thus, Dio appears to be praising Tiberius for communicating mat-
ters to his advisors (toi¢c d\\oig émekoivou) and then engaging in
genuine discussions with them, even yielding to their arguments at
times.® It is worth noting that Dio just before this writes that Tiberi-
us “brought (Eocpepe) all matters, even the slightest, before the sen-
ate and éxoivou them to that body”. As argued above, koivéw gener-
ally refers to communication rather than consultation and eiogpépw
is consistently used for introducing proposals in the Senate for a
vote.” Thus, Tiberius seems to be praised for following Maecenas’
advice that an emperor should have legislation passed in the Senate.
This would naturally involve at least a brief senatorial debate but it
is noteworthy that this debate is not highlighted as important. In-
stead, Dio’s lengthy description of how Tiberius engaged in genuine
debate with his advisors underlines that it was the consilium, rather
than the Senate, that constituted the key forum for debate inform-
ing imperial policy. This, in turn, illustrates Dio’s assertion that Ti-
berius used advisors in the same manner as Augustus.

This presentation of Tiberius also sheds light on an important Au-
gustan passage: at 55.34.1, there is a long lacuna and the text then
starts “<...> however, declare his opinion among the first, but among
the last, his purpose being that all might be permitted to form their
views independently and no one should abandon his own judgment,
as though he were under any necessity of agreeing with the emper-
or, and he would often sit with the magistrates as they tried cases”
(<...> pévTot kal €v Toi¢ TpWTOIS AAN €V TOIg UOTATOIS ATTEPOALVETO,
Omwg 1d1oPoulkelv dmaotv EEein kai pndeig altdV Tiig €autol Yvopng,
¢ Kal Avayknv Tiva cupgppovijoai ot Eywv, eEloTatto T0ig Te dpyouot
moAM\dkic ouvedikale).™ This passage is generally thought to describe
Augustus interacting with the Senate, mainly because Augustus’ be-
haviour exhibits parallels with Tiberius’ supposed behaviour towards
the Senate in the passage above.”? However, if the Tiberian passage
describes Tiberius’ interaction with his advisors, there is no reason

69 Itisalso possible that émekoivov, in the phrase “toi¢ &\\oic émekoivou”, means “to
consult” and that it points to the following description of Tiberius consulting his ad-
visors.

70 See e.g. Cass. Dio 36.42.1; 37.51.3; 55.3.6; 60.4.2.2.

71 Tam currently developing this alternative reconstruction of 55.34.1 into an arti-
cle: Lindholmer forthcoming.

72 Seee.g. Swan 2004, 219 fn. 267; Madsen 2016, 146; Platon 2016, 237 fn. 535. Par-
allels: neither emperor declared his opinion first and both emperors were keen to en-
courage others to express their own opinions.
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to suppose that 55.34.1 describes Augustus and the Senate. Rath-
er, Dio highlights that Tiberius used advisors like Augustus and the
parallels between Tiberius’ behaviour in relation to his advisors and
Augustus’ behaviour in the lacunose passage suggest that this pas-
sage describes Augustus interacting with his advisors. This also fits
Dio’s general portrayal of Augustus. It is thus unlikely that 55.34.1
describes Augustus’ interaction with the Senate. Rather, it appears
to be another example of Augustus’ use of advisors, and Dio under-
lines that this emperor deliberated with them genuinely.

Against this background, we may better understand Dio’s descrip-
tion of Vespasian’s interaction with the Senators. This emperor “reg-
ularly attended the meetings of the Senate and he communicated all
matters to the senators (£ te 10 cuvéSprov d1d Tavtog Epoita, Kol Tept
TAviwv avtoi¢ émekoivou)”.”® There is little context to aid us here,
probably due to Xiphilinus, but Dio consistently uses (¢mri)kovéw for
simple communication between emperor and Senate, while it is very
rarely used for consultation. Therefore, the most natural reading of
this passage is that Vespasian, just like his predecessors Augustus
and Tiberius, communicated public matters to the Senate as a sign
of respect but did not consult this body.

A final important passage to be considered here is found in the
narrative of Hadrian. Dio relates that Hadrian “conducted through
the Senate all the important and most urgent business and he held
court with the assistance of the foremost men” ("Emparte d¢ kai dix
10U Pouleutnpiou TdvTa TA peydla kol dvaykaidtata, kai edikale
peTa TGV TpwTwv).” Maecenas above had suggested that important
laws and other decrees should be decided upon by the emperor and
his advisors but enacted by the Senate, and the passage may very
well describe such a process of enactment through (614) the Senate.
Naturally, this would have involved some debate in the Senate but
Dio, again, does not present such debate as important for informing
imperial policy. Instead, Hadrian used the foremost men as judicial
advisors and the use of petd, rather than &1, underlines that this
differs from Hadrian’s interactions with the Senate. Hadrian is not
Dio’s favourite emperor but Dio is certainly not wholly critical either.”
Indeed, this description parallels the behaviour of Augustus, Tibe-
rius and Vespasian in the sense that Hadrian showed the Senate re-
spect by communicating important matters to this body but deliber-
ated with handpicked advisors rather than the Senate as a whole.”®

73 Cass. Dio 65[66].10.5.
74 Cass. Dio 69.7.1.
75 See e.g. Cass. Dio 69.7, 69.9 with Madsen 2016, 151-2.

76 There is one more passage that may merit brief attention. Maecenas encourages
Augustus at length to allow the senators to function as judges in cases involving their
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Thus, once we look closely at Dio’s phrasing, there is in fact no em-
peror in his narrative who is clearly portrayed as genuinely consult-
ing the Senate. Instead, the positively described emperors consist-
ently use advisors instead. To this group may be added Nerva who,
according to Dio, “did nothing without the advice of the foremost men”
(Erpartte 8¢ 0USeV 6 T1 Py peta IOV TTpDOTV Avdp@dv).”” Nerva is one of
Dio’s few idealised emperors and it is striking that he too uses advi-
sors for all important business. It is worth noting that the description
of Nerva’s interaction with his advisors as peta téov mpodTwv is identi-
cal to that of Hadrian. Likewise, Marcus Aurelius is praised for pro-
viding Commodus with prominent senators as advisors, but the young
emperor rejected their counsel.” Furthermore, Claudius is praised for
reviving the custom of using advisors after Tiberius’ stay in Capri but
is criticised for being influenced by women and freedmen.” Septimius
Severus is lauded for handling judicial matters “excellently” since “he
gave us, his advisers (fjuiv toig cuvbikalouow), full liberty to speak”.®’
By contrast, Dio severely criticises Caracalla since “he asked no one’s
advice”.®* Thus, it is a Leitmotiv in Dio’s Roman History that good em-
perors used capable advisors to direct imperial policy, whereas bad
emperors rejected advisors or employed incompetent ones.

It is important to note that Dio’s construction of the ideal emper-
or and the importance ascribed to the consilium contrasts with a
long tradition of senatorial writing which had instead praised em-
perors who deliberated genuinely with the Senate and included it in
government. For example, Suetonius briefly mentions the Augustan
consilium but then adds that “on questions of special importance he
called upon the senators to give their opinions”.?> Thus, Suetonius’
idealised Augustus uses the Senate as a key deliberative organ, in
sharp contrast to Dio’s Augustus. Furthermore, Tiberius in Suetoni-
us is likewise praised for the fact that “there was no matter of pub-
lic or private business so small or so great that he did not lay it out

peers and then comments: “These matters, then, should be referred (&vatifet) by you
to the senate, and also those others which are of the greatest importance to the state”
(Cass. Dio 52.32.1). Maecenas then continues to argue that senators should be involved
in judging their peers (Cass. Dio 52.31-32). Given the context, the quoted passage prob-
ably refers specifically to the judicial matters involving senators. If Maecenas is refer-
ring to important matters in general, it would likely be another example of how the em-
peror should communicate to, not consult, the Senate.

77 Cass. Dio 68.2.3.

78 Cass. Dio 73[72]1.2.

79 Cass. Dio 60.2.4, 60.4.3.4.

80 Cass. Dio 77[76]17.1.

81 Cass. Dio 78[77].11.5. See also Cass. Dio 78[77].17.3.
82 Cass. Dio Aug. 35.4.
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before the senators (ad patres conscriptos referretur)”,®* and Sueto-
nius then gives a long list of examples.

Tacitus praises Tiberius for similar behaviour: “public affairs - to-
gether with private affairs of exceptional moment - were treated in
the Senate, and discussion was free to the leading members (apud
patres tractabantur, dabaturque primoribus disserere), their lapses
into subserviency being checked by the sovereign himself”.** A final
example, can be drawn from Pliny’s panegyric in which his idealised
Trajan “exhorted us, individually and collectively, to resume our free-
dom, to take up the responsibilities of the power we might be thought
to share, to watch over the interests of the people, and to take ac-
tion” (singulos, nunc universos adhortatus es resumere libertatem,
capessere quasi communis imperi curas, invigilare publicis utilitatibus
et insurgere).®* Thus, both Suetonius and Tacitus present an ideal ac-
cording to which the emperor engaged in frank debate in the Senate
to inform imperial policy, and Pliny’s ideal includes the Senate as a
governmental partner which may even share actual power with the
emperor.®® Dio’s ideal government, in which the emperor discussed
imperial policy in the consilium but did not genuinely use the Senate
as a forum for debate, is thus distinctive and deviated from a long
tradition of senatorial writing.®”

It may appear surprising that Dio is not encouraging emperors
to consult the Senate about important matters. However, the sena-
tors as a group had played a significant role in the fall of the Repub-
lic and, as we have seen, Dio pointed out that most men are not vir-
tuous. Indeed, Dio asserts that Augustus thought it difficult to find
three hundred men worthy of the Senate, but ultimately enrolled six
hundred in the Senate in connection with his purge.®® It is also im-
portant to note that Dio is critical of the senators, whose behaviour
is often portrayed as deeply problematic and irresponsible. This par-
allels the Republic and further justifies Dio’s praise for emperors
who did not engage in genuine debate with the senators as a whole.
This critique of the senators is evident even in the books of the ide-
alised Augustus as, for example, the senators’ political competition
turns destructive several times: Augustus was periodically absent
from Rome in Book 54 and the consular elections therefore caused

83 Cass. Dio Tib. 30.1.
84 Tac.Ann. 4.6.
85 Plin. Pan. 66.2.

86 Although the inclusion of quasi may be understood as a hint that this power-shar-
ing was illusory.

87 For a comparison of Dio’s ideal government with the parallel sources, see Madsen
forthcoming. See also Roller 2015.

88 Cass. Dio 54.14.1.
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rioting among the populace.®® Shortly afterwards, “factious quarrel-
ling (01do1¢) again took place and murders occurred”?® because of
the consular elections, and Augustus now takes assertive action and
appoints the remaining consul himself.”* Augustus is also forced to
return to Rome to avoid further unrest.’* This problem is again pre-
sent in Book 55 where Augustus has to appoint “all who were to hold
office, because there were factional outbreaks (¢otac1dZeto)”.** In
short, the moment Augustus left the capital, the senators resorted
to their republican ways and created serious disturbances through
their competition for offices. This suggests that the senators more
broadly had changed little compared to the Republic, which legiti-
mises Augustus’ exclusion of this body from real power and his con-
sultation of the consilium rather than the Senate. Importantly, this
diverges markedly from imperial writers such as Tacitus who con-
trasts the sycophancy of imperial senators with a supposedly more
virtuous elite of the Republic.**

The senators’ problematic behaviour is also evident in their disincli-
nation to even attend Senate meetings and Augustus has to institute
numerous measures in Book 54 to ensure senatorial attendance. First,
Augustus increased the fines for being late “since the members of the
senate showed a lack of interest in attending its sessions”.’* He then
has to cancel a law stipulating that at least 400 senators had to be pre-
sent to pass decrees since “there were not many present at the meet-
ings of that body”.?® This problem continues to be present in Book 55
where Dio enumerates several wide-reaching measures by Augustus
to ensure senatorial attendance.®” Dio even notes that the mentioned
measures were only the most important ones regarding attendance
at senatorial meetings and underlines both the large numbers who
had transgressed the old rules on this area and that some senators
disregarded these new decrees as well.?® Augustus is thus consistent-
ly portrayed as attempting to force the senators to attend meetings
but they are highly intransigent. The disinclination of the senators to
even attend meetings further illustrates why Maecenas never envi-

89 Cass. Dio 54.6.1-2.
90 Cass. Dio 54.10.1.
91 Cass. Dio 54.10.2.
92 Cass. Dio 54.10.5.
93 Cass. Dio 55.34.2.

94 Seee.g. Tac. Ann. 3.60 with Roller 2015, 19-20. Indeed, Strunk 2017, 6 has recently
argued that Tacitus should be seen “not as a monarchist but as a republican”.

95 Cass. Dio 54.18.3.
96 Cass. Dio 54.35.1.
97 Cass. Dio 55.3.1-2.
98 Cass. Dio 55.3.1-3.

Lexis Supplementi| Supplements2 | 87
Studi di Letteratura Greca e Latina | Lexis Studies in Greek and Latin Literature 2
Cassius Dio and the Principate, 67-94



Mads Lindholmer
Cassius Dio’s Ideal Government and the Imperial Senate

sions the Senate as a key deliberative organ for shaping imperial pol-
icy and why Augustus and his idealised successors rely on advisors
instead. However, Augustus’ struggles to ensure a functioning Sen-
ate was arguably not just due to its administrative functions in Dio’s
eyes. As set out above, Maecenas highlighted that the Senate played
an important role in lending authority to the new regime and its pol-
icies, and it was therefore important to have a functioning Senate.

This problematic behaviour by the senators continued under Ti-
berius, as exemplified by the elections of new magistrates: “in case
there was ever a deficiency of candidates, or in case they became in-
volved in irreconcilable strife (pthoveikiq dxpdre), a smaller num-
ber were chosen. Thus, in the following year, [...] there were only fif-
teen praetors; and this situation continued for many years”.?® This
suggests that the senators either failed to furnish enough praetors or,
just as under Augustus, engaged in destructive competition, and Dio
underlines that this continued for a long time. Importantly, pthoveikia
had also been a key destructive characteristic of the senators dur-
ing the Republic, which highlights that the senatorial body had not
been transformed by Augustus’ purges and other measures.**® Fur-
thermore, the lack of praetors is found nowhere in Tacitus’ longer ac-
count and Dio thus appears to have chosen this detail purposefully in
order to support his negative presentation of the senators.

The senators also engage in constant flattery under Tiberius which
is presented as highly problematic.*°* For example, Dio asserts that
the senators “led Sejanus to his destruction by the excessive and nov-
el honours bestowed upon him”. Indeed, “it was chiefly these honours
that had bereft him of his senses”.*** Thus, according to Dio, the sen-
ators had encouraged Sejanus’ excessive ambition through their ex-
cessive honours. This mirrors Dio’s claim that it was the senators’
inordinate honours that caused Caesar’s downfall.*** The senators al-
so vote excessive and novel honours to Tiberius, which are often un-
paralleled in other sources.*** Tiberius rejects these offers but, im-
portantly, the Senate’s proposals are portrayed as causing Tiberius
to become increasingly tyrannical: “as a result of these very meas-
ures (¢€ aUtdV ToUTwv) he began to grow more suspicious of them
[the senators] [...], and dismissing utterly from his thoughts all their

99 Cass. Dio 58.20.4-5.

100 Contra Madsen 2019, 117-19 who argues that Augustus revitalises the Senate. On
¢thoveikia and the Republic, see Rees 2011, 27-30, 121-3.

101 As pointed out by Platon 2016.

102 Cass. Dio 58.12.6. Earlier in Dio’s account, Tiberius had actually been one of the
catalysts for the extravagant honours for Sejanus: Cass. Dio 57.19.7.

103 Cass. Dio 44.3.
104 Cass. Dio 58.17.2-4
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decrees, he bestowed honours both in words and in money upon the
praetorians [...] in order that he might find them more zealous in his
service against the senators”.*** Thus, the flattery of the senators is
portrayed as the direct cause for Tiberius basing his power on the
praetorians. Also under Tiberius, then, the senators are depicted
highly negatively by Dio. Against the background of Dio’s portrayal
of the senators under Augustus and Tiberius, the praise for emper-
ors who consulted the consilium about imperial policy rather than
the Senate seems more natural.

4 Conclusion

I have suggested that Dio’s ideal government entailed an emperor
who ruled with undivided power in consultation with handpicked ad-
visors but who did not use the Senate as an important deliberative
forum: Maecenas suggests that the emperor should not share pow-
er with the Senate, which fits Dio’s conviction that human nature
precluded power from being shared stably. Furthermore, Maecenas
indicates that the emperor should not engage in genuine debate in
the Senate. Rather, all power should be held by the emperor and he
should rule in cooperation with the best men, whose advice should
inform imperial policies. Importantly, Dio’s ideal emperor, Augustus,
follows this advice as he consistently uses advisors rather than en-
gaging in genuine debate in the Senate, and Tiberius in his idealised
period does likewise. The same picture is evident in the narrative of
those successors of Tiberius whom Dio describes positively: none of
them is clearly described as consulting the senators about important
matters, whereas numerous emperors are praised for their use of ad-
visors, along the same lines as Augustus and Tiberius. By contrast,
Dio often criticises negatively described emperors for using unsuit-
able advisors or rejecting advisors altogether.

Dio’s positively described emperors still communicated important
matters to the Senate and made sure to have their laws enacted by
the Senate, as advised by Maecenas. This would have produced some
senatorial debating but Dio never portrays this as a desirable out-
come that informs imperial policy. Rather, Dio presents such debate
as a way for Augustus to appear dnpokpatikég and Maecenas under-
lines that formal senatorial approval for the emperor’s laws provid-
ed them with authority and prestige. Thus, in Dio’s eyes, the Senate
was a venue in which trials took place and embassies were received,
and its members should be entrusted with important offices. It has
also recently been argued persuasively that Dio idealises the time of

105 Cass. Dio 58.18.2.
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the adoptive emperors where the next emperor was picked from tried
and tested senators.*°® In general, Dio underlines the importance of
respecting the Senate, which may have functioned to encourage the
emperor to be a primus inter pares rather than a tyrant. However,
the Senate is not presented as an important forum of debate for in-
forming imperial policies. It is noteworthy that Dio emphasises that
the emperor should be advised by “the foremost men”, or a similar-
ly described group, which no doubt was supposed to be almost ex-
clusively senatorial. Yet, there is a fundamental difference between
using individual senators as advisors and the use of the Senate as a
deliberative forum in which all senators took part.

It may at first be surprising that Dio does not envision a more signif-
icant role for the Senate in the Empire. However, when we view Dio’s
narrative in its entirety, this becomes easier to understand: the sena-
tors had been involved in destructive competition ever since the start
of the Republic and this problematic behaviour was key to the fall of
the Republic. Importantly, the senators’ destructive competition un-
der Augustus and Tiberius parallels the senators of the Late Repub-
lic, and nothing suggests that the senators as a whole improve with
the advent of empire. This is unsurprising since, according to Dio,
“it does not belong to the majority of men to acquire virtue”. Against
this background, it is not surprising that Dio’s Maecenas suggests
that the emperor should rule in cooperation with handpicked advi-
sors, rather than the Senate, or that Dio’s idealised emperors follow
this suggestion. This minimal role for the Senate in Dio’s ideal gov-
ernment contrasts with the tradition of senatorial writing which ide-
alised emperors who consulted the Senate and included it in govern-
ment. Furthermore, Dio’s distinctive ideal government challenges the
widespread view of Dio as a “senatorial historian”: Dio was of course
a senator and his history is coloured by this perspective, but his sen-
atorial status did not lead him to glorify a “senatorial monarchy” with
a prominent role for the Senate, as has traditionally been argued.

The Roman emperor had in fact ruled in cooperation with a small
and changing group of advisors called the consilium since Augustus,
and Dio had experienced this modus operandi first-hand through his
own participation in the consilium which, at least under Septimius
Severus, he frames very positively.**” Dio thus presents us with a
strikingly pragmatic and realist view of the Senate’s ideal role in im-
perial government: he is not suggesting a utopian revolution where
the Senate should share actual power with the emperor or displace
the consilium as the key deliberative forum. Rather, Dio is simply
suggesting that the emperor employ good (senatorial) advisors and

106 Madsen 2016; 2019, 50-6.
107 Cass. Dio 77[76].17.1.
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engage with them in genuine debate to determine imperial policies.
This may appear unambitious but not all emperors relied on suitable
advisors: given that Dio had experienced rulers such as Commodus,
Caracalla and Elagabalus, frequent civil wars and the, according to
Dio, excessive influence of men such as Plautianus, it is no surprise
that he became a pragmatist whose ideal government in many ways
merely mirrored the rules of emperors such as Augustus or Vespa-
sian. An emperor who simply respected the Senate, reserved impor-
tant magistracies for its members and included able senators as ad-
visors could easily be an ideal in the age of “iron and rust”.**®
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