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Introduction

The majority of the essays collected in this volume were presented and discussed 
during the conference “Test Everything”: Sceptic and Believer in Ancient Med­
iterranean Religions, which took place on October 18–20, 2017, at the Univer-
sity of Regensburg, Germany. The meeting was organized as a joint venture by 
the Regensburg chairs of Ancient History (Babett Edelmann-Singer) and New 
Testament Studies (Tobias Nicklas) together with Janet E. Spittler (University 
of Virginia). It was based on an idea first proposed by Margaret M. Mitchell 
(University of Chicago), who, unfortunately, could not be present at the con-
ference. The meeting understood itself as a continuation of a 2011 symposium 
on different perspectives on the miraculous in ancient Mediterranean antiquity.1 
While the 2011 conference focused on the culturally and situationally condition-
ed borderlands between credibility and incredibility with respect to religious 
accounts, the 2017 meeting was interested in the expression of scepticism and 
disbelief towards one’s own tradition – a phenomenon we began to refer to with 
the shorthand “insider doubt.” It concentrated on a timeframe between roughly 
the second millennium BCE and the third century CE.

The main questions we wanted to approach  – from a number of different 
perspectives, with diverse methodological and regional foci, and thus within a 
multidisciplinary atmosphere – were the following: If doubt (or scepticism) is 
present, what, specifically, is doubted? Where is doubt (or scepticism) accept-
able? Where is this not the case? How is doubt expressed within a specific 
religious community, and what reactions does it provoke? How does “insider 
doubt” differ from the sceptical attitude of outsiders?

We are fully aware that this volume cannot cover the whole spectrum of issues 
related to the topic of “insider doubt,” not least because the 2017 meeting raised 
as many new questions as it answered. While the present volume includes and 
benefits greatly from essays kindly provided by Tim Whitmarsh (which were 
originally conceived for a project of his own),2 we intend to fill still more gaps 
with a follow-up meeting, planned to be held at the University of Virginia within 
the next few years. Nevertheless, we are already able to formulate a first set of 
preliminary results:

1  Published in Tobias Nicklas and Janet E. Spittler, ed., Credible, Incredible: The Mira­
culous in the Ancient Mediterranean (WUNT 321; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013).

2  Tim provided us with the essays of Jan Assmann, Clifford Ando, and Matthew Fox that 
he planned to edit within a volume on Disbelief in the Ancient Mediterranean. We are extremely 
thankful for his generous support to our project.



VIII	 Introduction

(1)  Starting with the contribution by Clifford Ando, all essays in this volume 
are (on different levels) concerned with problems of terminology and categoriza-
tion. Most readers of this volume will be well aware of both the fact that our con-
temporary concepts of “religion,” “belief,” “faith,” “scepticism,” “doubt” or even 
“atheism” are not identical with the emic categories used in ancient sources and 
the difficulties this fact entails. That said, we are confident that these terms can 
be useful as long as they are well-defined and understood as etic categories. This 
is especially the case with the contemporary term “religion,” the use of which has 
been heavily criticized in recent years by authors such as Brent Nongbri, Carlin 
A. Barton, and Daniel Boyarin.3 While the essays presented here vary somewhat 
in their definitions of terms like “faith,” “scepticism,” or even “atheism” (this di-
versity being related to the different sources dealt with), all of them understand 
the basic phenomenon of doubt as only comprehensible in complex relation to 
belief. Doubt, as we understand it, is always entangled with specific conceptions 
of faith, belief, and religious practice. To this another complex of terms must 
be added, namely the “polarity between knowledge and belief,” as it can, for 
example, be observed in the writings of Cicero and Augustine.4 An even sharper 
antagonism is seen by Tim Whitmarsh, who explicitly relates the “invention” of 
atheism to the “invention” of religion and places this development in the Athens 
of the late 430s BCE.5

(2)  The expression of doubt is only possible in contexts that offer space for 
aspects of personal, individual belief. While scholars have long connected the 
rise of individual belief to late Medieval and early Renaissance societies in the 
so-called West, Jörg Rüpke and others have recently dismantled this notion, 
revealing it to be a modern construction determined by the limited access to 
individual perception and belief afforded by our extant sources.6 This conclu-
sion is confirmed by many observations offered in the articles collected in this 

3  Cf. Brent Nongbri, Before Religion: A  History of a Modern Concept (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 2013); Carlin A. Barton and Daniel Boyarin, Imagine No Re­
ligion: How Modern Abstractions Hide Ancient Realities (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2016); and the criticism by Tim Whitmarsh, “The Invention of Atheism and the Invention of 
Religion in Classical Athens,” in the present volume.

4  See Clifford Ando, “Disbelief and Cognate Concepts in Roman Antiquity,” in the present 
volume. This also explains our decision to open the volume with Ando’s contribution, to signal 
how much of our modern terminology still depends on a set of categories germinated by the 
early Christian appropriation – and polemical adaptation – of the vocabulary of ancient Roman 
reflection on “religion.”

5  See Whitmarsh, “The Invention of Atheism.”
6  Cf., for example, Jörg Rüpke, Aberglaube oder Individualität? Religiöse Abweichung im 

römischen Reich (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013); or idem, “Individualization and Privatiza-
tion,” in Oxford Handbook for the Study of Religion, ed. Michael Stausberg and Steven Engler 
(2nd edition; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 702–717; but cf. also the essays in the 
forthcoming volume by Maren Niehoff and Joshua Levinson, ed., Self, Self-Fashioning, and 
Individuality: New Perspectives (Culture, Religion, and Politics in the Graeco-Roman World; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019).
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volume. Jan Bremmer’s contribution, for example, highlights the emergence in 
late fifth-century Athens of a cluster of texts that show an increasing scepticism 
towards traditional forms of belief. However, even if they are related to wider 
historical trends and shifts, and even if such trends and shifts should not be 
underestimated, these texts are to be seen as witnesses of individual cases, not 
a monolithic movement.7 Babett Edelmann-Singer’s article, in turn, shows that 
one cannot answer the traditional question whether “the” Romans believed in 
the divinity of their living and their deceased emperors by a simple “yes” or 
“no.” Instead, different individuals reveal different stances towards different 
aspects of the cult (and even Seneca the Younger, who is able to make fun of 
Claudius, should not too quickly be counted as a critic of the emperor cult per 
se).8 Likewise, Inger Kuin shows how difficult it is to find even Lucian of Sam-
osata’s real attitude towards religion behind the many (partly contradictory) 
authorial masks he wears.9

(3)  All essays in this collection confirm (and offer partly new material to) 
Tim Whitmarsh’s thesis that doubt towards one’s own religious tradition is 
not simply a “Western” post-Enlightenment phenomenon.10 Jan Assmann, for 
example, points to sources from the Middle Kingdom of Egypt, which demon-
strate clear signs of scepticism towards Egyptian ideas about the afterlife (and 
the importance of being buried in a proper tomb).11 And while several con
tributions deal with aspects of Greco-Roman religion, it becomes clear that 
even Christianity is able to include aspects of doubt and scepticism in its 
system.12 Matthew Fox’s article goes even further, arguing that Enlightenment 
criticisms of religion (and related forms of atheism) are not an isolated phe-
nomenon, but can be traced to the Renaissance re-discovery of Greco-Roman 
antiquity, demonstrating the extent to which arguments developed by Cicero 
(mainly in De natura deorum) were re-used and integrated into Enlightenment 
discourses.13

7  See Jan N. Bremmer, “Youth, Atheism, and (Un)Belief in Late Fifth-Century Athens,” in 
the present volume.

8  See Babett Edelmann-Singer, “‘Who Will Worship This Man as a God, Who Will 
Believe in Him?’ Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis and the Hermeneutical Categories of Belief and 
Scepticism in Emperor Cult,” in the present volume.

9  See Inger Kuin, “Loukianos Atheos? Humour and Religious Doubt in Lucian of Samosa-
ta,” in the present volume.

10  Cf. Tim Whitmarsh, Battling the Gods: Atheism in the Ancient World (New York: Alfred 
E. Knopf, 2015), 4–12.

11  See Jan Assmann, “Ancient Egyptian Disbelief in the Promises of Eternity,” in the 
present volume.

12  This, in a certain sense, seems to go against Whitmarsh, Battling the Gods, 11 and 
241–242. However, the concrete question of whether monotheistic religions like Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam allow space for doubt and criticism or even need it, has to be deepened 
and will be a crucial topic for the follow-up meeting.

13  See the closing lines of Matthew Fox, “Disbelief in Rome: A Reappraisal,” in the present 
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(4)  Doubt towards one’s own religious tradition finds particularly fertile 
ground in communities and societies that offer room for a distanced reflection 
on religious practice and belief. This is usually not the case in contexts that 
focus primarily on religious practice and where the transmission of this practice 
functions via forms of imitation of earlier generations. The emerging world of 
books, moreover, with its related opportunities for theoretical study, paves the 
way for forms of reflection that can lead to doubt and scepticism. And indeed, 
many of the sources discussed in this volume are authored by highly educated 
intellectuals engaging with this world of books: Cicero, Ovid, Seneca, Plutarch, 
Aelius Aristides, Lucian of Samosata, and others. Yet one should not go so far as 
to imagine that “insider doubt” and “scepticism” are only to be found in circles 
of highly learned “intellectuals”:14 as underscored by Tobias Nicklas in his essay, 
the early Christians’ idea of a “discernment of spirits” – related to the under-
standing of phenomena within their own religious movement  – is something 
that is expected not just of a certain elite, but of every believing person.15

(5)  At least some religious traditions offer opportunities and contexts where-
in aspects of doubt are not just tolerated but are accepted, perhaps even expected. 
In his contribution, for example, Jan Assmann identifies literary genres related 
to certain events in a person’s life (like a widow’s lament over her dead hus-
band) wherein scepticism can find a regular expression. Janet Downie speaks 
about Plutarch and others who regarded “some measure of rational doubt” as 
“necessary for a healthy religious attitude.”16 And several systems indicate limits 
of accepted scepticism or distance: while the post-mortem “image” of emperor 
Claudius allowed a distanced attitude towards his cult, the question of how far 
this distance and even scepticism could go was in the hands of the ruling em-
peror; and, of course, a figure like Paul, for whom “faith in Jesus Christ” was a 
key of his theology, could not accept disbelief towards the basic assumptions of 
his “gospel.”

(6)  In many cases, doubt and scepticism towards certain religious ideas or 
aspects of belief also served as a motor for creative reinterpretation of those 
ideas. This is the case for many aspects of early Christian theology and Gnos-
tic thought, examined here by David P. Moessner, Benjamin Schliesser, and 

volume: “The entire notion of intellectual freedom which is fundamental to the modern acade-
my is built upon a sharpening of intellectual tools, which is in no small part a response to the 
ideas of freedom from doctrinal authority. The Roman discussion of disbelief is a fundamental 
part of that tradition, and the Enlightenment encounter with it is where our own aspirations to 
freedom of thought coalesce with the Roman exploration of that idea.”

14  The term “intellectual” is, of course, a problematic one.
15  See Tobias Nicklas, “Skepsis und Christusglaube. Funktionen, Räume und Impulse des 

Zweifels bei Paulus,” in the present volume.
16  See Janet Downie, “Belief and Doubt in Aelius Aristides’s Isthmian Oration: To Posei­

don,” in the present volume.
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Anna Van den Kerchove.17 Likewise, Janet Downie’s contribution shows how 
a second-century author like Aelius Aristides developed criteria which allowed 
him to rework and rewrite myths to adapt them to the requirements of rational 
reflection, while Kai Trampedach deals with Plutarch’s apology for the oracles, 
which he understands as an implicit but very clear witness of increasing in-
sider doubts concerning the truthfulness of the Delphic Oracle. Interestingly, 
Plutarch manages to cope with the serious objections raised, but at the same 
time needs to completely re-configure and re-interpret decisive aspects of the 
tradition.18

(7)  At least in some cases, special historical circumstances can be related to 
waves of doubt and scepticism towards traditional beliefs. Whereas, for example, 
Jan Assmann regards it as possible that the Amarna experience – “the incredibly 
bold step of Akhenaten to discard the whole traditional belief system in favour 
of a radically new one”19 – provided a decisive impulse for scepticism against 
traditional Egyptian beliefs, Jan Bremmer relates the development of a cluster of 
“sceptical” texts in late fifth-century Athens to “the trials of that time.”20 These 
observations indicate a path that could be followed more thoroughly in future 
meetings and volumes.

(8)  Even sources that evince techniques for avoiding or counteracting any 
kind of doubt concerning a religious practice, belief, or system, reveal indirectly 
that they are in fact confronted with doubt and scepticism, even as they reject 
such attitudes. As Richard Gordon illustrates in the essay that closes the volume, 
magical and astrological systems allow doubt only as a criticism of other experts 
within the same system; thus criticism that could be expressed as “insider doubt” 
is redirected towards the development of strategies “for coping with possible or 
claimed disconfirmation.”21 The possibility of doubt is, in a sense, frontloaded in 
the opaque complexity of an adequate preparation of a horoscope or a magical 
recipe: the superior expertise required of the astrologer or magician and the 
intricacy of the calculations and recipes integrate the possibility of failure, chan-
nelling any doubts towards the competence of the practitioner and away from 
the system itself.

17  See, respectively, David P. Moessner, “Luke as Sceptical ‘Insider’: Re-configuring the 
‘Tradition’ by Re-figuring the ‘Synoptic’ Plot”; Benjamin Schliesser, “The Gospel for Sceptics: 
Doubting Thomas (John 20:24–29) and Early Christian Identity Formation”; and Anna Van 
den Kerchove, “‘Why Do You Doubt?’ Scepticism and Some Nag Hammadi Writings,” in the 
present volume.

18  See Kai Trampedach, “Plutarch als Apologet des Orakels von Delphi,” in the present 
volume.

19  Assmann, “Ancient Egyptian Disbelief.”
20  Bremmer, “Youth, Atheism and (Un)Belief.”
21  See Richard Gordon, “Evading Doubt: Astrology and Magic in the Graeco-Roman 

Period,” in the present volume.
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(9)  While a monotheistic religion like Christianity straightforwardly rejects 
serious signs of “atheism,” and from its earliest period develops a creed that must 
be accepted by all its followers, it is certainly not immune to “insider doubt.” 
Early Christianity not only integrates aspects of scepticism, it in fact owes 
important parts of its self-reflection, that is, its theology, to forms of doubt and 
scepticism that can already be found at its roots. This is shown – in different 
ways  – by each of the three contributions related to early Christianity in our 
volume: David Moessner understands Luke as a sceptic who critically screens the 
traditions transmitted to him and is thus able to come to a radical revision of the 
material which was handed down to him; Benjamin Schliesser suggests looking 
at the Gospel of John as a “Gospel for sceptical believers”; and Tobias Nicklas 
argues that even the apostle Paul, who in his extant letters never shows traces 
of doubt or tolerance towards unbelief, is able to integrate scepticism towards 
different phenomena (such as glossolalia, prophecy etc.) found in the new 
movement. These initial observations on Christianity certainly require further 
discussion; we hope, in future conferences and volumes, to turn more deeply to 
related phenomena in Jewish and Islamic sources.

Finally, among the many new questions and paths for further research that 
emerged at the conference itself and through the planning and editing of this 
volume, we would highlight the following:

(1)  What can be said about the relationship between increasing textualization 
or scripturalization22 and the emergence of “insider doubt”?

(2)  Why do some systems allow and even integrate some aspects of doubt 
while others seem unable to tolerate it?

(3)  To what extent do historical developments cause “waves” of “insider 
doubt” and to what extent does this relate to different “systems” of belief? And 
to what extent is “insider doubt” a dynamic promoter of historical development?

It would not be appropriate to conclude this introduction without express-
ing our gratitude to the different people who made this conference possible. 
We are grateful to the Regensburger Universitätsstiftung Hans Vielberth for a 
grant which offered the financial means to organize the conference at Regens-
burg. The concrete organization of the meeting was in the hands of Gertraud 
Kumpfmüller, secretary at the chair of New Testament Studies, whose work 
went far beyond what one can usually expect. A whole team of helpers before, 

22  For critical discussion on these two terms, cf. recently Vincent L. Wimbush, ed., Theo­
rizing Scriptures: New Critical Orientations to a Cultural Phenomenon (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 2008); Joachim Schaper, ed., Die Textualisierung der Religion (FAT 62; 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009); and James W. Watts, ed., Iconic Books and Texts (Sheffield and 
Bristol: Equinox, 2013); cf. also Duncan MacRae, Legible Religion: Books, Gods, and Rituals 
in Roman Culture (Cambridge, Mass., and London: Harvard University Press, 2016); and Guy 
G. Stroumsa, The Scriptural Universe of Ancient Christianity (Cambridge, Mass., and London: 
Harvard University Press, 2016).
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during, and after the conference made this publication possible. We would like 
to mention Judith Bauer, Judith König, Elena Köstner, Felix Schmutterer, and 
members of the University of Regensburg Centre for Advanced Studies “Beyond 
Canon” (DFG‑Kollegforschungsgruppe FOR 2770). We would also like to thank 
the publishing house Mohr Siebeck, especially Dr. Katharina Gutekunst and 
Elena Müller, for taking care of the process of publication.

Regensburg, Munich, and Charlottesville, May 2019
Babett Edelmann-Singer, Tobias Nicklas, Janet E. Spittler, and Luigi Walt





Disbelief and Cognate Concepts in Roman Antiquity

Clifford Ando

1.  Introduction

The epistemology of religion in ancient and late ancient Mediterranean religions 
has been a burgeoning field of study in recent years. In particular, much val-
uable work has been done to explore and elaborate a distinction drawn already 
in antiquity, between religions that understood themselves as empiricist in 
orientation and so based on knowledge, and others that posited a basis beyond 
verification and so claimed to rest upon the belief of their adherents. Jan Ass-
mann has suggested that this distinction has historically been drawn at those 
moments when religions he terms secondary sought to separate themselves 
from the primary religions that populated their context: primary religions are 
polytheistic, empiricist, knowledge-based, porous, international, and open to 
translation. Secondary religions separated themselves by identifying certain axes 
of analysis as salient and making strong claims to distinction along them: they 
might be monotheistic, oriented to belief, closed and exclusive.1

This is not the place to discuss Assmann’s broader claims in detail, the focus 
of this essay and volume being on epistemology. However, it merits observation 
that Assmann’s project coheres with others in the history of late antiquity, fo-
cused on acts of distinction between Judaism and Christianity, on the one hand, 
and Christianity and Islam, on the other.2 In these cases, it is not any simple 
distinction between primary and secondary religions, or between monotheism 
and polytheism that was at stake. Rather, this body of scholarship demonstrates 
that the clarity of the boundary between cultural systems – indeed, their status as 
separate systems – as well as the severity with which that boundary was policed, 

1  This is a crude representation of what Assmann has termed “the Mosaic distinction,” 
first fully elaborated in Jan Assmann, Moses the Egyptian: The Memory of Egypt in Western 
Monotheism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997), a learned and elegant work. 
Assmann has responded to the enormous literature it generated in Of God and Gods: Egypt, 
Israel, and the Rise of Monotheism (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2008); and The 
Mosaic Distinction or The Price of Monotheism (tr. Robert Savage; Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2010).

2  Daniel Boyarin, Border Lines: The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity (Philadelphia: Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania Press, 2004); and Thomas N. Sizgorich, Violence and Belief in Late 
Antiquity: Militant Devotion in Christianity and Islam (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2009), are among the most ambitious works in this domain.
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all rested upon political concerns in the contexts in which the boundary was first 
drawn, even as their subsequent re-articulations have reflected the contingent 
concerns in the contexts of those iterations. Importantly, the contexts are ones 
of sameness: the need to draw the boundary arises out of an anxiety about the 
potentially same, for whom, and about whom, one does not wish to be mistaken.3

Two points of relevance to the present inquiry follow from this observation. 
First, in order to be effective, many such acts of distinction can and should be un-
derstood as parasitic upon emergent polarities within the wider context. What is 
more, in many contexts, boundary-drawing by one group causes the group from 
which the one withdraws to take up, in an ideologically charged way, the same 
or similar distinctions.4 We should therefore be conscious of the form and limits 
of the historical understanding achieved when we excavate and chart “their” use 
of the distinction between knowledge and belief. No doubt, such archaeological 
work is essential to proper understanding of the institutions they established 
and practices they employed for the authentication and contestation of religious 
information, as also for the policing of individual or communal compliance with 
assorted norms. The openness of Romans, for example, to revision of their rites 
follows upon the security they ascribed to the intelligence obtaining at the mo-
ment of initial performance, as well as the modes they possessed for assessing the 
effectives of subsequent performances.5 The very different methods employed by 
pagan and Christian Romans and, indeed, their very different ambitions, in po-
licing compliance are likewise expressions of particular epistemic commitments, 
and I shall say a word about these later in this chapter. But there is nevertheless 
also a danger that, by proceeding in this way, we will merely rehearse in our own 
language the nodal points of an ideologically-motivated discourse.

The second point to issue from my observations about the historical struc-
tures of acts of distinction in general, and from those concerning the ideological 
nature of the languages of religious epistemology in particular, follows upon the 
first: additional understanding would no doubt accrue by adducing conceptual 
frames from historical epistemology outside those employed by, or derived from, 
the discourses of classical antiquity. The otherness of any given analytical frame-

3  Let me be clear that the perception of “sameness,” like any assertion of radical difference, 
is itself an ideological act, however much the parties committing such acts seek to grant them 
ontological security by framing the distinction as “natural” (for example), which recursively 
endows their own act with the status of observation.

4  The related problem, that such polarities remain available to be mobilized in acts of 
policing internal to any given community  – by Jews against Jews, or by Christians against 
Christians – is raised by Assmann; see also Clifford Ando, “Scripture, Authority and Exegesis, 
Augustine to Chalcedon,” in Dans le laboratoire de l’historien des religions. Mélanges offerts à 
Philippe Borgeaud, ed. Francesca Prescendi and Youri Volokhine with the assistance of Daniel 
Barbu and Philippe Matthey (Geneva: Labor et Fides, 2011), 213–226.

5  On this point see Clifford Ando, Roman Social Imaginaries: Language and Thought in 
the Context of Empire (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2015), 53–81, building on idem, 
Roman Religion (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2003), 12–13.
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work to the landscape in question could operate to reveal aspects of that land-
scape not visible when it is viewed through a lens crafted and employed by those 
who created its contours.

Classical Roman paganism being (in Assmann’s terms) a primary religion, it 
represents itself as empiricist and thus founded upon knowledge.6 This self-un-
derstanding was affirmed in explicitly contrastive terms when Christian Romans 
began to assert the basis of their own system in belief. Hence, in classical Rome, 
as belief played no normative role in discourses on religion, so disbelief had no 
purchase as a form of conduct or epistemic position. That said, knowledge and 
belief, together with the forms of argument each subtends, reason and author-
ity, were already figured as binarisms in the first and most influential work on 
religious epistemology to be written at Rome: Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods. 
In consequence, a vocabulary of disbelief is already apparent in the earliest non-
Scriptural works of Christian Latin. Given the role played by prior ideological 
structures in the emergence of antinomian ones, this is scarcely surprising. 
Nonetheless, it does suggest, as regards the topic of the present essay, that one 
can scarcely write a simple developmental history of discourses of disbelief. This 
essay therefore proceeds by a double movement, first examining the particular 
use made by Cicero and Augustine of the polarity between knowledge and belief, 
and then examining the apparent emergence of Christian “disbelief ” (if that is 
what it should be named) out of a vocabulary whose primary referents in the 
classical period concerned intersubjective ethics.

2.  Authority and Reason in Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods

Cicero foregrounds the problem of epistemology from the very start of On the 
Nature of the Gods. What is more, he does so in a fashion that draws attention to 
the form taken by his work, to wit, a dialogue, as well as to his own choice not to 
appear in it. He knows, of course, that some will want to know what he himself 
thinks about the topic but declines to give them what they want. His view, he 
fears, would be accepted because it is his, and not because it is cogent.

For in philosophical argument it is not the weight of authority but that of reason that must 
be sought (non enim tam auctoritatis in disputando quam rationis momenta quaerenda 
sunt). Wherefore the authority of those who profess themselves teachers often stands in 
the way of those who wish to learn, for students cease to put forward their own judgment 
and hold as decided whatever they see adjudged by those whom they admire.7

6  For work on Rome conducted along similar lines see Ando, Roman Religion, 1–15.
7  Cicero, Nat. d. 1.10. Translations of Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods are adapted from 

Harris Rackham, ed. and tr., Cicero: De Natura Deorum. Academica (LCL; Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1933).
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In consequence, although On the Nature of the Gods contains a preface by Cicero 
in propria persona, he does not speak in his own voice. As we shall see, the con-
trast with Augustine could not be starker.

The polarity of authority, which issues in uncritical acceptance, and reason, 
which argues from facts and issues in knowledge, occupies a superordinate place 
throughout the dialogue, whoever the speaker. The speakers are three: Velleius, 
an Epicurean; Balbus, a Stoic; and Cotta, an Academic, who happens also to be 
a priest. Indeed, the choice to make the sceptic a priest is a fascinating one, to 
which we shall shortly return. The dialogue contains expositions of Epicurean 
and Stoic theology by Velleius and Balbus, respectively; and each receives a 
formal response by Cotta.

It is perhaps worth emphasizing at the start that Cicero nowhere seriously 
canvases the possibility of atheism. Instead, he largely affects via silence a 
normative denial of the possibility of such.8 Indeed, the most radical positions 
that Cicero attributes to historically-attested philosophers are varied theories of 
divine impassivity:

For there are and have been philosophers who maintain that the gods have no oversight 
whatsoever over the affairs of human beings. But if the opinion of these men is true, how 
can piety or reverence or religious sentiment exist? For all these things must be rendered 
in pure and chaste fashion to the numen of the gods for these reasons alone, that the gods 
take notice of them, and that some benefit has been rendered by the immortal gods to the 
race of humans beings.9

That said, the more extreme possibility of nonexistence is raised by the Academic 
Cotta, first in his response to Velleius.

In an inquiry such as this, that is, one concerning the nature of the gods, it must first be 
asked whether or not the gods exist. “It is difficult to deny.” I believe that it would be, were 
the question asked in a public assembly, but it is very easy in a conversation and gathering 
of this kind. As a result, I, who am a pontifex, who thinks that the rites and religious 
scruples of state cult should be protected with the highest degree of piety – I should like 
very much to be persuaded of this first thing, that the gods exist, not simply as a matter of 
belief but also as a matter of fact (non opinione solum sed etiam ad veritatem).10

8  Jan Bremmer, “Atheism in Antiquity,” in The Cambridge Companion to Atheism, ed. 
Michael Martin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 11–26, largely concludes 
that no first-person advocacy of atheism survives from Graeco-Roman antiquity: atheism was 
something with which one smeared one’s opponents, not a position one claimed for oneself. 
Tim Whitmarsh, Battling the Gods: Atheism in the Ancient World (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
2015), by contrast, discovers a remarkably sophisticated range of skeptical religious positions, 
although, as he allows, these did not coalesce into points of advocacy for specific communities. 
Rather, the history of atheism was constructed in hindsight through ancient modes of intellec-
tual history. “The doxography of atheism is particularly significant because of the relative 
marginality of atheism in antiquity. To be an atheist was, for most, to be a member of a virtual 
rather than a face-to-face community” (208).

9  Cicero, Nat. d. 1.3.
10  Cicero, Nat. d. 1.61.
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We shall have to wait until the third book to see whether Cotta’s scepticism is 
met by the arguments of his friends.

In each pair of speeches, Cicero attends with enormous care to the very dif-
ferent epistemic bases of each school. In the case of Velleius, this is true both of 
his positive statements of Epicurean doctrine and of his criticisms of philosoph-
ical competitors. For example, the Epicureans were atomists; Platonic claims on 
behalf of a transcendent demiurge therefore struck them as ridiculous. How did 
Plato acquire any information about this opifex, this world-creator, asks Velleius, 
Was it with oculis animi, the eyes of his mind?11 The sarcasm directed at theo-
logical metaphor is palpable; its potency is great.

For his part, Balbus offers two forms of evidence of the existence of the gods 
and their involvement in the governance of the world. The first type of evidence 
derives from observation of natural order, nature here being non-Epicurean in 
that it does not contain the gods; rather, it is ordered by gods who in agency tran-
scend it.12 “What could be more clear or more perceptible, when we look upon 
the heavens and contemplate the stars, than that there must be some godhead of 
most outstanding mind by which they are governed?”13 The second body of ev-
idence cited by Balbus are historical records: evidence in human history, on the 
terrestrial rather than heavenly plane, of divine order. If what is at stake might 
in framework be described as divergent doctrines of immanence – to Epicurus’s 
impassive deities Balbus opposes “present gods who often display their power” – 
each also relies upon different forms of evidence, differently privileged.

Cotta demolishes the arguments of Balbus in several ways. The agency of the 
gods in historical events, for example, is mere hearsay, deriving as it does from 
suppositions about cause that Balbus cannot vindicate. Cotta retorts: “You fight 
me with rumours (rumoribus), Balbus, but I seek from you reasons (rationes).”14 
Cotta reviews Balbus’s examples seriatim and in each case urges that mere 
human agency is sufficient to explain them. Generals may have invoked the gods 
to encourage their soldiers, but those were stratagems only.

The fault lines separating Velleius and Balbus – and ultimately Cotta – are 
multiple, and they must be properly distinguished in order sufficiently to un-

11  Cicero, Nat. d. 1.19.
12  Observation of order in the natural world, particularly in the heavens, plays a similar role 

in the Stoic argument for the human perception of right order in book 1 of Cicero’s On the Laws; 
see, e. g., Leg. 1.58–62. This likewise is an issue to which we shall return.

13  Cicero, Nat. d. 2.4. This moment in the dialogue may be profitably contrasted with Plato, 
Leg. 10: there, each side, which is to say, the atheists as imagined by the interlocutors in the 
dialogue, as well as the interlocutors themselves, takes its stand by reference to the same body of 
evidence, to wit, the observation of order in the natural world, which finds its highest expression 
in the motion of the stars. The two sides differ in the need felt by the religionists to describe 
that order as the hypostatic expression of the agency of a transcendent prior, to wit, “a soul 
possessing all virtue” (Plato, Leg. 898c6–8).

14  Cicero, Nat. d. 3.13.
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pack and understand their separate roles in this and later debates. On one level, 
the positions of the two are remarkably similar. Velleius and Balbus alike assert 
that the truth of their claims about the gods can be verified by others through 
observation of the world. Both therefore believe themselves to be committed to a 
correspondence theory of truth. Those two disagree, however, about the materi-
ality of the gods and, as a related matter, they are committed to quite different 
theories of immanence.

As I  have emphasized, despite the role he plays as interrogator of the two 
philosophical theologies, Cotta is not a mouthpiece only of scepticism. He is 
also a priest. Balbus had in fact ended his speech by appealing to Cotta’s status 
as pontifex and denounced the Academic practice of arguing for and against all 
positions as unproductive and, where religion is concerned, evil and impious. 
Cotta opens by responding to this appeal.

I am considerably influenced by your authority (auctoritate tua), Balbus, and by the plea 
you put forward at the conclusion of your discourse, when you exhorted me to remember 
that I  am both a Cotta and a pontiff. This no doubt meant that I  ought to uphold the 
notions (opiniones) about the immortal gods that we have received from our ancestors, 
and the rites and ceremonies and duties of religion (sacra caerimonias religionesque).
  For my part I always shall uphold them and always have done so, and no eloquence of 
anybody, learned or unlearned, shall ever dislodge me from the notion (opinio) as to the 
worship of the immortal gods that I have inherited from our ancestors.15

Cotta continues emphatically to underline the distinction, always implicit in his 
vocabulary, between the epistemic basis of his commitment to the practice of 
worship as institutionalized within his community and the basis to which theo-
logical discourse aspires:

There, Balbus, is the opinion of a Cotta and a pontiff. Now, Balbus, oblige me by letting 
me know yours. You are a philosopher and I ought to receive from you a reasoned account 
of religion (rationem religionis), whereas I must trust our ancestors even without such an 
account being given (maioribus autem nostris etiam nulla ratione reddita credere).16

Cotta then challenges Balbus to vindicate a claim made earlier, to the effect that 
any sound inquiry into the nature of the gods should (i) show that the gods exist; 
(ii) describe their nature; (iii) show that the world is governed by them; and 
(iv) demonstrate that they care for the welfare of humans. Balbus is flustered and 
stalls for time by asking what specifically Cotta wants to know.

Then Cotta said, “Let us examine the first topic, and if we take that to be 
first regarding which there is agreement among all except the impii, namely, that 
the gods exist – although for me, at any rate, it is not possible that this should 
be shaken from my soul  – nevertheless, this very thing of which I  have been 

15  Cicero, Nat. d. 3.5.
16  Cicero, Nat. d. 3.6.
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persuaded on the authority of our ancestors, you teach me not at all why it 
should be so.”17

Balbus’s immediately subsequent attempt to advance arguments Cotta meets 
with disdain: “You despise authority and fight with reason,” but his arguments 
are shallow. For Cotta, one argument only was sufficient, “that it had been hand-
ed down by our ancestors. But you despise authorities and fight with reason.”18 
What is more, the form of Cotta’s argument would appear generalizable: the 
content of statements about the gods being admitted (albeit problematically) to 
stand outside the possibility of proof, the argument (for him, at least) turns on 
the question of their acceptance, their propositional content being more or less 
wholly bracketed.19

Cicero thus positions Cotta not simply as a sceptic in regard to the philo-
sophical theologies of the Epicurean and Stoic. Through him, Cicero also pro-
vides a positive account of the epistemology subtending what Varro might have 
called civic theology, the theology of any given (political) community. In such 
religions, constituted as they are by institutions and practices elaborated over 
time among ancient peoples (to use Varro’s language), what is accepted as truth 
has, or, at least, needs to have no more than a narrowly testimonial basis, and in 
any event its object is social cooperation. The ontology ascribed to the objects of 
knowledge in such a system can therefore be remarkably limited; its metaphysics 
are vastly less grandiose than in those presupposed by the Platonizing Stoics or, 
as we shall see, Platonizing Christians.

3.  Transcendent Authority and Earthly Error in Early Augustine

Augustine’s philosophical and doctrinal writings from his conversion to his 
assumption of the episcopacy have distinctive flavour.20 Not yet subject to the 
moral, pastoral and institutional pressures that he felt so deeply as a bishop, 
Augustine wrestled more open-endedly with philosophical and doctrinal ques-

17  Cicero, Nat. d. 3.7.
18  Cicero, Nat. d. 3.10.
19  I frame the matter in this way to gesture at its relevance to issues that lie outside the scope 

of this essay, concerning not simply the nature of epistemology in primary religions as regards 
other primary religions (a problem raised by Jan Assmann) but also the specific form taken by 
Roman arguments for tolerance, which were avowedly functionalist in ambition and based on 
remarkably narrow social epistemology. On these latter issues see Clifford Ando, “Die Riten der 
Anderen” (tr. Gian Franco Chiai, Ralph Häussler, and Christiane Kunst), Mediterraneo Antico 
15 (2012), 31–50 (now available in an expanded version in English as “The Rites of Others,” in 
Roman Literary Cultures: Domestic Politics, Revolutionary Poetics, Civic Spectacles, ed. Jonathan 
Edmondson and Alison Keith [Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016], 254–277); see also 
Ando, Roman Social Imaginaries.

20  For a reading of the Cassiciacum dialogues in light of Augustine’s projects of the late 380s 
and early 390s see Sabine MacCormack, The Shadows of Poetry: Vergil in the Mind of Augus­
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tions than he allowed himself later to do. What is more, he did so through acts 
of reflection and literary forms – not least dialogue and the so-called soliloquy – 
that he perforce abandoned as he became ever more implicated, indeed, invested 
in structures of institutional authority and worldly power.21 Among his very 
early works, problems of epistemology receive particularly intense scrutiny.22 
Indeed, the very earliest work of Augustine to survive is the first book of a 
three-book dialogue, Against the Academics; the work in its entirety was written 
simultaneously with the other dialogues from his retreat to Cassiciacum in 386.

The title of Augustine’s work responds to a treatise of Cicero’s on Academic 
scepticism, and Augustine explicitly acknowledges his reliance on Cicero’s Aca­
demica as a doxographic matter.23 Nevertheless, the focus of Augustine’s treatise 
resolves at the close of its third and final book not to conclusions regarding epis-
temology in general, but rather to conclusions regarding epistemology in matters 
of religion. Thus, at a substantive level, Augustine’s Against the Academics should 
in fact be read as responding to Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods, nor was 
Augustine the only late ancient Christian to regard that work as the one great 
study of religious epistemology in the Latin tradition.24

Like On the Nature of the Gods, Augustine’s Against the Academics is a dia-
logue, in which Augustine’s younger protégés struggle to describe, defend, and 
critique some version of Academic scepticism. However, where Cicero declined 
to speak in propria persona, Augustine contrives to provide an authoritative 
doxography and final statement in his own voice. In more respects than one, 
Augustine and the Christians thus deployed the vocabulary of classical epis-
temology and forms of classical inquiry in support of a very different model of 
social authority and its forms of institutionalization.25

Against the Academics is a problematic work, but its peculiarities need not 
concern us here.26 Here, I wish only to discuss the premises from which it begins 

tine (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 45–88; see also Catherine Conybeare, 
The Irrational Augustine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).

21  No recent work has done so much to illuminate the importance of literary form to Au-
gustine’s intellectual projects as Brian Stock, Augustine the Reader: Meditation, Self-knowledge, 
and the Ethics of Interpretation (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996); and idem, 
Augustine’s Inner Dialogue: The Philosophical Soliloquy in Late Antiquity (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2010).

22  André Mandouze, Saint Augustin. L’aventure de la raison et de la grâce (Paris: Études 
Augustiniennes, 1968), 93–111.

23  On Augustine’s Against the Academics see Karin Schlapbach, ed., Augustin: contra 
Academicos (vel De Academicis), Vol. 1: Einleitung und Kommentar (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 
2003). The quotations are adapted from the translation in John J. O’Meara, ed., Augustine: 
Against the Academics (New York: Newman Press, 1951).

24  See Ernst Behr, Der Octavius des M. Minucius Felix in seinem Verhältnisse zu Ciceros 
Büchern De natura deorum (Gera: H. Rudolph, 1870), on Minucius Felix.

25  Ando, “Scripture, Authority and Exegesis,” offers one portrait of this issue.
26  Conybeare, The Irrational Augustine, 11–41, offers a fine reading of Against the Aca­

demics, with particular insight into the two prefaces, and to the difficulty Augustine encounters 
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and then rehearse three moments in the conversation before I turn to its climax. 
Augustine opens with an address to Romanianus, in which he declares that, “Phi-
losophy promises that it will make known the most true and most hidden God, 
and even now is on the very point of deigning to present him to our view, as it 
were, through shining clouds.”27 Here, Augustine performs a double move. First, 
he asserts that the truth is not simply hidden but removed from worldly process-
es of discovery. Second, he implicitly meets and attempts to bracket critiques like 
that made by Velleius or Balbus. Velleius, it will be recalled, sought to identify 
a gap between the metaphysical status that Balbus ascribed to the objects of his 
knowledge (a transcendent divine) and the means Balbus brought to bear to get 
to know them (observation of objects of a lower metaphysical status and quite 
different ontology). Velleius voiced this critique in part by exposing to scrutiny 
the epistemic limitations of philosophical metaphor. By revealing himself to be 
self-conscious precisely about his use of metaphor (quasi per lucidas nubes, “as it 
were through shining clouds”), Augustine seeks to disarm such critiques.

A second act of framing is performed by Trygetius in the first book. What 
shall we do about persons whose statements occasionally turn out to be true?

(Trygetius) “Shall I then say that a man has knowledge, even if he has often said things that 
were not true, a man whom I would not say had knowledge even if with hesitation he had 
said true things? You can take what I say about him as my opinion on haruspices, augurs, 
all those who consult the stars, and all interpreters of dreams […]”28

Augustine here engages and dismisses the possibility of a correspondence theory 
of knowledge. What is more, it is not simply that, on his view, mere correspon-
dence between an occasional statement and truth does not validate a system 
of knowledge; the preeminent examples of persons who are unsystematically 
sometimes right and sometimes wrong are classical Roman religious experts. 
No conclusion, Augustine urges, can be drawn about their knowledge, and thus 
no authority should be granted them, on the basis of any pattern of truth or 
falsehood in what they say.

To appreciate the dogmatic claims advanced by Augustine himself as speaker 
in the third book, it might be helpful to consider the depth of his engagement 
with the classical vocabularies of religious epistemology in the second. Let me 
illustrate the matter by reference to two moments.

First, Augustine cautions his interlocutors not to allow a properly rigorous 
definition of knowledge to overdetermine their sense of how one may come to 
knowledge.29 On the one hand, they should remember that they know only those 
things that they know in the same way as they know the sum of one, two, three 

in reconciling the commitments he brought to Cassiciacum, as it were, with the reading of Paul 
that he was then undertaking.

27  Augustine, Acad. 1.1.3.
28  Augustine, Acad. 1. 7. 19.
29  Augustine, Acad. 2.3.9.
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and four is ten; while on the other, they should not doubt that philosophy can 
produce similar knowledge: “Believe me or, rather, believe Him who says: Seek 
and you shall find” (Matt 7:7). Here, Augustine invokes a Platonizing metaphysics 
and epistemology: true knowledge concerns only things with a stable ontology, 
for which category he offers as a paradigmatic instance mathematical objects and 
relations, which is to say, avowedly abstract creations whose only criterion of 
truth is internal self-consistency. But Augustine also allows for the gap identified 
by Velleius: he can specify no means to get to know such objects of knowledge. 
He therefore invokes trust in authority or, rather, in a self-correction, he invokes 
what he believes to be a higher authority whom he interprets as urging trust in 
authority as the means to knowledge (nam mihi credite, uel potius, illi credite qui 
ait […]).

Second, according to Augustine, the Academics worried that a too radical 
suspension of assentio, “assent” or “agreement,” would lead to inactivity and thus 
ethical failure on the part of the wise man.30 They therefore devised the categories 
of the probable and verisimilitude, the “like-truth,” as bases for social action, 
while still urging that “the very refraining from or, so to speak, suspension of as-
sent, was a great act in itself on the part of the wise man” (et ipsam refrenationem 
et quasi suspensionem assensionis).31 Augustine here gestures at the crux of the 
dispute between Balbus and Cotta. The dogmatic ascription of the status of 
knowledge exclusively to transcendent objects produced in Balbus only aporia, 
which Cicero’s Cotta resolved by the double move in the domains of metaphysics 
and epistemology outlined above. Augustine rightly sees the Stoic category of the 
“like-truth” as a related solution in the domain of objects in this world, though 
Augustine regards it as an inappropriate self-subversion on the part of the Stoics 
of their own metaphysical commitments. But at least one speaker, Trygetius, 
defends the Academics, urging that whatever one makes of the notion of sus-
pension of agreement, they pursue verisimilitude by means of rationes, reason, 
while Augustine’s caricature of them follows only fama, rumour, which is the 
vilest of authorities (auctoritates).32

Against the Academics then climaxes with an impassioned statement of 
fundamentalism from Augustine:

For that philosophy is not of this world – such a philosophy our sacred mysteries most 
justly detest  – but of the other, intelligible world. To which intelligible world the most 
subtle reasoning would never recall souls blinded by the manifold darkness of error and 
stained deeply by the slime of the body, had not the most high God, because of a certain 
compassion for the masses, bent and submitted the authority of the divine intellect even 
to the human body itself.

30  Augustine, Acad. 2. 5. 12.
31  Augustine, Acad. 2. 5. 12.
32  Augustine, Acad. 2. 8. 20.
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Truth  xi, 6–7, 9–11, 14, 23, 25, 38, 49–50, 

72, 85–87, 90, 128, 132 n. 16, 142–143, 
191, 220–221, 229–230, 233, 236, 
238–239, 243, 249, 253, 255, 263, 265

Trygetius  9−10
Twelve Tables  247

Valentinus, Valentinians  228 n. 10
Valerius Maximus  244
Varro  7, 72−73, 81−83, 86
Velleius (Gaius Velleius)  4−6, 9−10, 78−80
Vettius Valens  251, 254
Virgil  81−83, 91
Voltaire  87

Xenophanes  138, 152

Zoroaster  248
Zostrianus  229 n. 10, 232 n. 33, 240–241
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