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The period known as Late Antiquity, spanning from the late second to
the fourth century, was one of those ages of ideological transition whose un-
derstanding is critical for the comprehension of mutations in human culture.
It was the period that witnessed the gradual retreat of an ancient pagan tra-
dition and the rise of a transformed Christianity as the prevailing framework
of thought. In this lucid and provokative essay one of the foremost authorities
on the period attempts an interpretation of the spiritual content of this ideo-
logical transition. This book deserves the attention of students of political
theory because it opens a new perspective on the foundations of Medieval
political thought. It does so by pointing to the intense preoccupation with the
character of supernatural power and its workings in the world, registered in
a protracted «debate on the holy». The doubts of such critics of the mentality
of the age as Marcus Aurelius and Lucian, were exceptions which only under-
lined the prevailing collective moods. The spiritual quests of late antique
thought nurtured a conception of exceptional individuals, enjoying intimate
ties with the divine and capable of mediating the relations of transcendental
power with the world. In considering these problems, Peter Brown's greatest
contribution is that he takes spiritual issues seriously and examines them on
their own grounds so as to reveal their inner strength and their import in
human life and thus in historical change. He consequently achieves a per-
ception that is much more substantive and profound than earlier essentially
reductionist interpretations of the period, either psychological such as E. R.
Dodds’ or structural like that proposed by M. Rostovtzeff.

The distinct social and psychological characteristics of the period con-
tributed in their turn to the ferment of ideological transformation. The dis-
integration of control mechanisms over aristocratic ambition unleashed strong
competitive urges in social behaviour. This is what made Late Antiquity an
«age of ambition». To contain these disruptive tendencies and to nurture a
cohesive culture, traditional collective cults were resurrected while an invo-
cation of the older oracular tradition and an Atticizing revival gave a last
flare-up to civic paganism. Julian’s failure however dramatized the extent to
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which the rediscovered symbolism of civic paganism instead of reviving the
classical collective ethic, was in fact absorbed in the search of personal aggran-
dizement of state and local «potentesy.

The triumph of Christianity was the outcome of a confluence of the two
chief currents of thought and behaviour characteristic of the age. The Christ-
ians achieved prominence throught their own radical contribution to the
debate on the modes of human contact with the divine. The emergence of a
Christian group of special «friends of God» who mediated those modes of
contact and brought divine power to work wonders on earth, contributed to
the consolidation of a parallel hierarchy besides that of local potentales. Re-
presentative of this alternative transcendental road to power was the rise of
the Christian bishop in the third and of the holy man of the desert in the
fourth century. Cyprian of Carthage typified the rise of the bishops while
Anthony and Pachomius gained prominence for desert monasticism. Finally,
the traditions of the «potents» and of the «friends of God» converged on the
person of Constantine, who believed that the gifts of a friend of God could
be applied to the governance of the world. With him the transformation of
a spiritual tradition into political theory was complete.

The prominence of the friends of God contributed also to the consoli-
dation of the Christian community. Prophecy nurtured the cohesion of the
group. The Christian communities of evangelical neighbours, independent of
other attachments and involvements, provided a new kind of fellowship to
replace the disintegrating older forms of localism and kinship. But precisely
because the Christian community of faithful rested on the individual's choice
to join it, it confirmed the «basically egoistical quality of the age» (p. 78). The
crisis in human relations to which the new Christian community was a re-
sponse, motivated another form of individual assertion, the «anachoresisy,
retreat to the desert, which generated the wave of fourth century monasticism.
Those who opted for this form of social disengagement, acted out before an
oppressive society the role of the utterly autarkic individual. Asceticism in-
volved a long process of self-discovery and a redirection of the era’s pursuit
of power (and ambition): the monks gained power by rejecting it. «Anachore-
sis» resolved definitively the long debate on the holy by foreclosing all spiritual
alternatives and confirming the dominance of a spiritual elite who wielded
power over late Roman society by reason of their exceptional relations with
the supernatural. This provided the spiritual foundation to fledging new hie-
rarchies and legitimized the position of Christian leaders in late Roman so-
ciety.

Thus, the tradition of classical politics was submerged by the spiritual
force of the intense preoccupation with personal salvation. Concurrently
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however the new spiritual dominance of the few cut Christianity equally from
civic paganism and from its own past. The new constructs of spiritual hierar-
chies and corporate structures culminating in a supreme friend of God on
earth, pieced together a matrix for Medieval political thought and practice.

Athens Paschalis M. Kitromilides
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‘H mpocgatn Exkboon oty yAdooa pag tiig perétng tod Osoydpn X.
Keooidn yia tov Zokpatm' eivol a davapgriofintnm ovpfors) oty ovli-
TGN TOL HEVEL AVOLY T, aidVES Tdpa, YOpm and Tov dpyaio T0UTO GTOYUCTH
Kal TOv poio tov otV avantuEn Tic PllocogiKiic okEync.

Aév vopile arapaitnto v «napovciacm» £6® 10V ouyypagéa, 1O Kavel
drrmote EEoya 6 £€kd0TNng o1d dmoboQLALO. Oéhe va motev® 611 O dake-
Kptpuevog avtog "EAAnvag v xataymyn émotipovag, mov yevvnOnke (1o
1920) xai (et ot Zofietikn "Evoon, didaxtopag tiig prrocogiag, doxvoc
peretnng, ano 30 xai mave ypovia, tic apyaiag EAAnvikic madeiug, pé
nrovoto kai afidrhoyo Epyo micw tov, mov Exel perappuctel Kai of Eévec
yADooeg, 8Ev eival dyvwotog oty "EALGda. Mepikég Epyacieg tov elyav
110N onpootevtel #) avadnpooievtel oo BempnTikd neplodikd tod Emtepikod
Néog Kdopos xata 1 dekaetia tod 60 (idwitepu, ‘O doyaios Edypixde
ROMTIONOS, 1] facix) aoyi] Tov xal 16 vénud tov, 1965). I'vootég elvan &ni-
ong oi gpyacieg tov ywa 1ov IMappevidn, tov I[MAdtove kail xupiog yid 1oV
‘Hpakierto xkoi yevikotepa yia v apyaic Stahextikn.

"H rapovoa perétn yia 1ov Zokparn eival, kol katd v npddeon tod
CUYYPAPER, EKAUIKELTIKY), HE TN devkpivion Gotdéco 61, népa and TV
avotnpa Depeiropévn avaivon, 1d cupnepdopata oL aroppéovy an’ adTiy
0tv DmoTAoooVIal OF KUVEVH KOVQOPHIGHO Gy oAfic T} pelpatoc. TMpokettar,
KOVTIOAOYiG, Y& pav épyacia mol, mupd T otépen pebodoroyia tne, Stv
TEQTEL OTOV MELPUCHO Vi KataAnEel o0& pid kodikomoinpévn drnoyn kai d&v
KNALSOVETUL GO KUVEVA GYOAUCTIKIGHO ovte and UmepPariovia Epunveu-
Tiko CijAo o Oa Etewve va nhaoet, pé kpLipla TV PHETUYEVEGTEPOV TPOOIMY
TS priocoiag, Eva Zokpatn erdyiote i kabdlov aviamokpivOpevo ooV
Lokpatn g iotopiug. I'eyovog mov kavel akdpa mo kahddeyto todto 10
Piprio, Emerdn pag Epyetar amd Eva peydho yeoypu@ikd xai TOMTIOHIKO

I. "H npwtdétunn pooikn Exdoon elval tob 1976.
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