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UNDERSTANDING THE PAST
THROUGH THE PRESENT:
THE CASE OF GAIUS
SCRIBONIUS CURIO

Abstract: This article argues that the parallels between the last years of the
Roman Republic and contemporary society can help us to better understand the
past. Taking an explicitly presentist approach to history, it takes the difficulties
that modern politicians and authors writing about politics have in understand-
ing the behaviour of their allies and opponents as a starting point, and claims
that ancient authors will have encountered the same problems. Modern authors,
it seems, often describe the actions and intentions of opponents based on their
own hopes and expectations. Taking Cicero’s writing about Gaius Scribonius
Curio as a case study, the article suggests that similar emotions may well have
distorted Cicero’s interpretation of Curio’s intentions and actions, taking away
much of the evidentiary basis for a crucial moment in late-Republican history.
Keywords: Cicero, Gaius Scribonius Curio, presentism, fall of the Roman Republic,
Roman Republican politics.

THE ROLE OF PRESENTISM IN WRITING HISTORY

In many ways, the last years of the Roman Republic are strikingly compa-
rable to those of contemporary society. In a heavily polarized political climate,
issues of land reform, judicial control and expensive military engagements
were vehemently discussed, with different men struggling to gain a dominant
position in the state. Political discourse became increasingly antagonistic,
and mob violence became part of the political repertoire. This is not a new
observation. Especially the parallels between the late Roman Republic and
the modern United States have been the subject of many papers and books.!
The point of many of these is to draw lessons for now out of the past, in a
similar way as the fall of the Roman Empire has been regularly employed as a
warning of what may happen to current superstates.?

There is, however, another way in which the parallel functions. The mod-
ern world has an impact on historians’ understanding of the past. After all,
contemporary issues inevitably influence those studying past. As famously
expressed by Benedetto Croce, ‘The practical requirements which under-
lie every historical judgment give to all history the character of contempo-
rary history because, however remote in time the events there recounted
may seem to be, the history in reality refers to present needs and present

* STRUNK 2022.
2 BURTON 2011; HEATHER/RAPLEY 2023.
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situations wherein those events vibrate’.> Many later histo-
rians have echoed the sentiment, noting how by necessity
history is written ‘through the eyes of the present’.*

In fact, the most famous analysis of the establishment
of the Augustan totalitarian regime that would follow the
political collapse of the Roman Republic, Ronald Syme’s The
Roman Revolution (1939), can only be understood as a reflec-
tion of early-twentieth-century history. Syme noted issues
of propaganda and dictatorship in his own time and conse-
quently saw similar patterns in the ancient world. The result-
ing analysis illuminated both his object of study and early-
twentieth-century politics. Importantly, the very visible dic-
tatorships of Syme’s time, with their organized propaganda
machines, allowed Syme to note the importance of ‘the orga-
nization of opinion’ in the Augustan age.® Similarly, seminal
works on the late Republic are clearly influenced by the times
in which they were written, which ultimately allows them
to note motivations and patterns in the past that previous
scholarship had not noted. Fergus Millar’s The Crowd in Rome
in the Late Republic (1998) rightly and forcefully brought the
democratic element into discussions of Roman republican
politics, whilst being very much the result of Millar’s own
highly democratic ideals about how systems should func-
tion and their confrontation with contemporary political
events and university politics.® Likewise, it is tempting to
link Christian Meier’s famous Res publica amissa, in which he
coined the notion of ‘Krise ohne alternative’ (crisis without
alternative), both to events in the Weimar republic and to
the simmering and much suppressed protest movements of
Western Germany that would turn to violent action at the
end of the 1960’s.”

So contemporary circumstances influence historical think-
ing, regularly helping scholars to find a useful lens through
which to analyse the past. Yet this influence of the present
on writing history often remains implicit and apparently
unintentional. This ‘presentism’, as it is called, remains sus-
pect amongst professional historians. Recently some sort of
countermovement against this negative attitude has devel-
oped, especially through the works of David Armitage, Naomi
Oreskes and Laurent Loisson.? They have pleaded ‘in defense of
presentism’, especially of so-called ‘motivational presentism’
— effectively an explicit acceptance that all historians at least
partly ‘define our choice of historical subjects ... to answer

® CROCE 1938, 5: “Il besogno practico, che & nel fondo di ogni giudizio
storico, conferisce a ogni storia il carattere di ‘storia contemporanea,
perché, per remoti e remotissimi che sembrino cronologicamente i fatti che
vientrano, essa &, in realta, storia sempre riferita al bisogno e alla situazione
presente, nella quale quei fatti propagano le loro vibrazioni”[translation
SPRIGGE 1941].

* For a brief historiographical overview David Armitage, In Defense of
Presentism’, in: MCMAHON 2023, 44-69, esp. nn. 18-22; CARR 1961, 24.
® SYME 1939; OSBORNE 2017, 220; HEKSTER 2020.

5 NORTH 2002, 2-3 explicitly links Millar’s ‘intellectual commitment,
throughout the 1980s and 1990s, to searching for a better understanding of
the Roman political system in the republican period’ to his commitment to
‘the democracy of our own day, not that of the past’. Cf. https://pastandpre-
sent.org.uk/the-political-narratives-of-britain-in-the-nineties/ ~ (January
2021).

7 MEIER 1966. Note also the long introduction to the second edition of
1980; THOMAS 2003.

8 ARMITAGE 2023; ORESKES 2013; LOISON 2016. Also the various arti-
cles in Past & Present 234 (2017), especially WALSHAM 2017 and RUBIN
2017, and TAMM/OLIVIER 2019.

contemporary dilemmas or concerns’.’ But even recent advo-
cates of presentism find fault with what Oreskes has termed
‘methodological presentism’, in which an historian explicitly
uses ‘current or recent events to understand the past’.’®

This article is an experiment in embracing presentism,
not just because it is unavoidable in its ‘motivational’ form,
but also because when looking at the last days of the Roman
Republic ‘methodological’ presentism may help settle some
longstanding debates and complicate some longstanding
assumptions. The current events at hand are upcoming pop-
ulist movements in modern democracies, and the reactions
of established politicians to them. These, I will argue, can
help us better understand ancient descriptions of and reac-
tions to the events leading to the fall of the Roman Republic.

PRESENTISM AND POLITICAL WRITING

Our understanding of the end of the Roman Republic is
to a large extent still based on the writings of a few men who
were heavily involved in the politics of their time, primarily
Cicero.”* Much academic discussion focuses on his speeches,
letters and historical interpretations. But if modern politics
has taught us anything, it is that what politicians express is
a) not necessarily their actual opinion and b) not necessar-
ily an accurate or rational analysis of the situation. The first
point has been mostly incorporated into historical research
- as is e.g. clear from recent publications about the literary
self-presentation of Cicero (and Caesar, our other major
source for the events).!? Yet the basic assumption in most
literature on the fall of the Roman Republic is still that the
surviving literary testimonies present rational suppositions
and reflections.’® If modern behaviour is a guide, this seems
unlikely. Not only do specific feelings, moods and emotions
influence our perceptions, we also find it difficult to accu-
rately assess other people’s (political) intentions.™

Recent American political events, moreover, show how
people regularly expect an opponent to act on what they
hope he or she might do, rather than on their past behav-
iour or even stated intent. There was, for instance, no short-
age of public utterances before Donald Trump took up the
presidency in 2017 and 2025 that he was unlikely to act
on his political utterances - such as building a Wall at the
southern frontier of the US, or ‘being a dictator... on day one’
of his presidency — and disappointment when he then did
(try to) implement these measures.® Simultaneously, there

9 ORESKES 2013, 603.

0 ORESKES 2013, 600-601; ARMITAGE 2023, n. 48.

' On the importance of Cicero for our understanding of the late republic
(and of Cicero), see still RAWSON 1983, xv: ‘it is particularly hard to say
how good his judgement and policy were’.

2 LAMLE 2017; ROSELAAR 2017; CORREA 2012. Cf. DIMITROVA 2018.
* Even the careful observations in LINTOTT 2008, 2-3 mainly emphasise
that Cicero was ‘not a detached and impartial narrator’, but do not chal-
lenge his capacity to understand what he was writing about. The point is not
raised either in Peter White’s convincingly cautionary remarks about the
biases in Ciceronian letter writing: WHITE 2010, 3-29. ROSILLO-LOPEZ
2018, 80, recognizes how difficult it is to ‘determine [someone’s] political
views’ but still assume that Roman politicians held consistent views, and
that others were able to rationally assess what these were.

* FORGAS 1991; BOWER 1991; SCHERER/WINDSCHITL/SMITH 2013.
Cf. CARLSON/SETTLE 2022, 1-19.

> SULLIVAN 2015; MCCASKILL 2016; RAMPELL 2023.
https://archive.nytimes.com/publiceditor.blogs.nytimes.
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was a substantial group of people writing down how they
did expect him to keep to his political promises. Similarly,
during attempts to establish a coalition government in the
Netherlands in the aftermath of the November 2023 elec-
tions, anticipation on what the protagonists were likely to
do seemed to depend on what people hoped the politicians in
question were going to do as much as their past performance
or promises. So prefixed ideas about what (opposing) politi-
cal actors ought to do influence what people think they are
going to do.™

HOPE AND POLITICS IN THE LATE ROMAN
REPUBLIC: THE CASE OF CURIO

Can these current and recent events help us to understand
the Roman past? At least they can supply a corrective to
historical consensus. What happens if we allow for the pos-
sibility that politicians who lived through and wrote about
events in the late Roman Republic mixed up their expecta-
tions about an opponent’s or ally’s actions with that person’s
actual behaviour, much like modern politicians seem to do?

An illustrative case is formed by the figure of Gaius
Scribonius Curio (c. 85 BCE-49 BCE). His actions have been
deemed to be crucial in the lead-up to the civil war between
Caesar and Pompey. Curio entered Roman politics in the
60s BCE as alleged member of young radicals (barbatuli
iuvenes),"” but Cicero describes the young man’s oratorical
skills and fierce opposition to the so-called First Triumvirate
with enthusiasm, which lead to something described by
Cicero as friendship.'® There also (according to Cicero) seems
to have been some antagonism between Curio and Caesar.™
Curio served as quaestor of Asia in 55 BCE, and upon his
return to Rome, Cicero hints at great political expectations
placed on Curio, whom, Cicero hoped, would help restore the
Res publica.” Curio was then elected tribune of the people
in 51 BCE.* This election came at a time of intense discus-
sion concerning the position of Caesar — whose period of
imperium (and with it legal immunity) through his provin-
cia in Gaul was coming to its end. In combination with the
open antagonism between Caesar and Pompey, the end of
legal immunity would leave Caesar open to serious charges
against him, so he tried his utmost to avoid an even tempo-
rary loss of imperium. This situation would lead to massive
legal machinations, and in 50 BCE to a proposal by Curio
for both Caesar and Pompey to step down simultaneously
— which was then vetoed by the consul Marcellus, who was

com/2015/11/30/taking-trump-at-his-word/;  https://www.politico.com/
story/2016/12/trump-symbolically-anthony-scaramucci-232848;
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2023/11/13/trump-
threaten-punish-enemies-president/; https://spectrumlocalnews.com/us/
national/politics/2023/12/08/trump-s-vow-to-only-be-a-dictator-on--day-
one--follows-growing-worry-over-his-authoritarian-rhetoric; https://www.
vox.com/2023/11/14/23958866/trump-vermin-authoritarian-democracy.
16 MASSEY/SIMMONS/ARMOR 2011; SLEAT 2013.

17 Cic. Att. 1.14; GRUEN 1973; TATUM 1991; WILL 1991, 62-64.

18 Cic. Att. 11.18.1, 19.3. For recent discussion on the relationship between
Cicero and Curio, see; DANZER 2020; VAN DEN BERG 2021, 93-97.

¥ so much so that Caesar would, according to Cicero, attempt to frame him
in the Vettius affair: Cic. Att. 11.24.2. On this, see CRISSANTHOS 2019,
79-80.

20 Cic. Fam.11.1.2,11.3.1-2, 11.4.2, IL.5

2 Cic. Fam. VIIL.4; VIIL.10; I1.7.
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consequently to ask Pompey to raise an army against Caesar.
At the end of his mandate, Curio fled to Caesar — giving the
latter an excuse to march on Rome to ‘protect the tribunes
of the people’ — and fought on the Caesarian side in the civil
war, during which he would die.??

Discussions about Curio’s political career inevitably
revolve around this role as tribune and his apparent ‘turn-
ing’ for Caesar, which has been understood as the immedi-
ate cause for the breakout of the civil war between Caesar
and Pompey. Evidence for his behaviour comes from Cicero’s
writing and that of later imperial writers. The first of these
imperial sources is Velleius Paterculus (c. 20 BCE-c. 30
CE), who describes Curio as corrupt and self-interested. He
clearly, according to Velleius, changed alliance, and did so
from the basest of motivations.” Such a shift in position-
ing between Pompey and Caesar may also be suggested in
a letter from Caelius to Cicero from 51 BCE.?* In the text,
Caelius expresses hope that Curio would favour the boni and
the senate, but also mentions that Caesar, who was in the
habit of financing ‘the lowest of men’, had despised Curio
(ualde contempsit). This has been interpreted, by some, as
proof that Curio had approached Caesar for a bribe, which
would have then been covered up.” Another letter from
Caelius to Cicero also describes Curio as unexpectedly chang-
ing his position toward Caesarian goals. %

This image of Curio as a turncoat has long and largely
been shared by modern scholars.”” Some notable alternative
explanations to greed for Curio’s changes of heart have been
put forward, ranging from revenge because his proposals
had been rejected to a personal quest for glory.” Recently,
Loonis Logghe has suggested a more complex reconstruc-
tion. According to him, Curio had been an opponent of both
Caesar and Pompey, pursuing his own political program after
his election as a tribune, with plebeian interests at heart.
There were no real ‘turns’, but rather attempts to pursue
his own politics. In a progressively polarized environment,
Curio found it impossible to have his decisions approved
and his decision to ‘turn’ to Caesar — never really acritical
or enthusiastic — was simply the best option for realizing his
intended program.”

This seems a likely scenario, but even this interpretation
assumes consistent and well-considered choices from the
part of Curio, and a realistic interpretation of events from
the part of Cicero. For instance, the only evidence for Curio’s
critical attitude towards Caesar — or even disillusionment

22 MORSTEIN-MARX 2021, 258-320. On Cicero’s position and views:
LINTOTT 2008, 281-282; VAN DER BLOM 2016, 256-257.

2 Vel Pat. 11.48.3-5, with WOODMAN 1983, 77-81. This view of Curio is
echoed in App. BC 11.26-31; Cass. Dio XL.59-66; Liv. Per. CIX; Luc. IV.799-
824; Plut. Ant. 5.1; Plut. Caes. 29-30; Plut. Pomp. 58; Suet. Iul. 29; Tac. Ann.
XI.7.

24 Cic. Fam. VIIL.10.

% DETTENHOFER/IUVENTUS 1992, 54-55, but note LOGGHE 2016,
359-361 for cautionary remarks.

% Cic. Fam. VIIL6.

27 LOGGHE 2016, 353, n. 2 for the list.

% LACEY 1961 attributed the volte-face to the rejection of his proposal as
pontifex, in 50 BCE, for an intercalary month in the same year, which would
have turned him vengeful;

DETTENHOFER/IUVENTUS 1992 1992 instead focused on Curio’s quest
for glory and special honores from Caesar. Cf. GRUEN 1973, 466-488.

» LOGGHE 2016.
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with him - is from a letter by Cicero to his friend Atticus. In
it, Cicero describes a conversation he had with Curio, with
the latter criticizing Caesar’s actions and expressing that
‘there was no hope left’ for the future.®® But this very letter
shows Cicero in a quandary about what course he himself
is to take and how events will unfold, hoping that Caesar
will fall, ‘by the hands of his opponents or by his own’, and
explicitly stating ‘T only hope it may happen while we are still
alive’.

In this letter, Cicero’s hopes and expectations are fore-
grounded, and may well have influenced his understanding
of the conversation he held with Curio. Likewise, other let-
ters mentioning Curio’s opposition to Caesar and Pompey
in their ‘First Triumvirate’, and Cicero’s own relationship
with Curio were written in times of extreme unrest, in which
Cicero saw his world change beyond measure. Moreover, as
cannot be sufficiently emphasized, Cicero was not a mem-
ber of the traditional Roman elite, but a ‘new man’ who had
reached an important position in Roman politics without the
benefits of family-ties. In many ways, he was to remain an
outsider throughout his political career.?' So his interpreta-
tions of events may have been skewed in different modes.

In other words, it is wholly possible that Cicero’s descrip-
tion of Curio’s actions tells us more about Cicero’s expecta-
tions than Curio’s intentions. Moreover, later authors, like
Velleius, wrote their histories with the benefits (or hin-
drance) of hindsight — influenced among others by Cicero’s
published letters.?” Indeed, Velleius presents Cicero as sym-
bol for the Republic in his own attempt to come to terms
with a political system in flux.*® So our evidence simply does
not seem to suffice to support any of the possible scenar-
ios reconstructing Curio’s behaviour. One can assume that
Cicero is accurate about the actual proposals put forward by
Curio, but the purposes behind them remain unknowable.

If one looks at those proposals, these consist on the one
hand of measures relating to the position of Caesar which
seem to aim at avoiding a collision between Caesar and
Pompey. Curio supported a decree that postponed debates
about the situation in September 51 BCE and was the insti-
gator in 50 BCE of the proposal to discuss the prouinciae of
Caesar and Pompey in one go (leading to the idea that both
Caesar and Pompey should step down simultaneously).**
Without Cicero’s — quite possibly skewed — interpretation
it is difficult to assess whether that really shows a very
clear position of Curio in the debate. On the other hand,
Curio put forward measures that are difficult to categorize
as systematic or typically ‘plebeian’. There were some land
reform measures, a proposal to incorporate Numidia into
the empire, and an attempt to insert an intercalary month
between February and March 50 BCE.* These were the types
of debates that were common for the late Republic, and with-
out Cicero’s (and later imperial authors’) interpretations we
could simply see Curio as reacting ad hoc to affairs as they

30 Cic. Att. X.4, 6-12.

31 VAN DER BLOM 2010; ROSELAAR 2017.

32 See LINTOTT 2008, 4-8 on Cicero’s letters as historical events.
33 DOMAINKO 2015.

34 Cic. Fam. VIIL.8;

% Cic. Fam. VII1.10.4; App. BC 11.80; Caes. BCIL.25.4.

were put forward; a politician looking at what was popular
and would help him in his career.

UNDERSTANDING THE PAST
THROUGH THE PRESENT

It is well known that ancient authors made literary
choices in the way they presented their evidence, and used
their writing for self-representation as much as, if not more
than, the communication of historical events. But underly-
ing modern reconstructions of ancient political narratives is
the idea that we can read through these literary and political
choices - reading against the grain. That is to say, as long
as we know the positionality of the ancient author, we can
read through his (and occasionally her) biases to reconstruct
ancient developments. The often implied assumption, how-
ever, is that the ancient authors interpreted and reflected on
events rationally and accurately — even if they then chose to
describe these events in a biased way. Written and spoken
interpretations of events by modern politicians, however,
make abundantly clear that this need not be the norm. Hope
that matters may turn out better than expected and fear
that they may take a turn for the worse influence the way in
which events are perceived.

This has implications for our understanding of the past.
As we saw in the case study of Gaius Scribonius Curio, if
we allow for the possibility that emotion distorted Cicero’s
interpretation of Curio’s actions, that takes away much of
the evidentiary basis for a crucial moment in late Republican
history. It is possible that Curio genuinely tried to keep the
peace with his proposals, and equally that he completely mis-
judged the threat and merely tried to please the people who
had elected him. The point is that as historians we cannot
tell on the basis of the evidence that we have. What we can
do is reconstruct how Cicero presented the problems in the
late Republic, and the way these events were interpreted and
remembered in later periods. But reconstructing the inten-
tions of people described by Cicero (and the later imperial
authors who were influenced both by knowing the outcome
of events and by Cicero’s writing) can only work if Cicero had
an awareness of, and emotional detachment from, the events
through which he lived to an extent that seems extremely
unlikely. Methodological presentism, then, allows us to rec-
ognize more sharply the limits of our evidence. It may even
do more. In many different modern societies — independent
of political system or dominant religion - politicians seem to
react ad hoc, swayed by the opinion of the people whom they
find important, not necessarily in a consistent way and often
with a certain moral flexibility. Such a reading could easily
apply to the events of Curio’s tribunate, or indeed to those
of much of the late Roman Republic. The result would be an
even more chaotic and unplanned political scene than schol-
arship often assumes, with unexpected consequences of on-
the-spur decisions. This, of course, remains speculation - but
that also applies to careful analyses which are based on unre-
liable source material.
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