Knowledge, Status, and Cicero’s Argument in the De Domo Sua

The De Domo Sua has been criticized as a weak and self-serving speech, in which Cicero exploited the state religion for his own purposes.
  We should not accept this point of view, however, without considering the circumstances under which Cicero gave the speech. After Cicero’s exile from Rome in 58 CE, Clodius obtained possession of his Palatine property and dedicated a shrine to Libertas that adjoined Cicero’s former estate. Clodius, therefore, could argue that the property belonged to the gods, and Cicero could not legally claim his former seat of prominence on the Palatine hill.  In the De Domo Sua, Cicero aimed to regain his Palatine house by convincing the college of pontiffs that Clodius’ dedication was invalid.  I argue that this speech, rather than revealing Cicero’s manipulation of religious laws, offers insight into the process of religious decision-making at Rome. I examine how Cicero makes his case by displaying his knowledge of dedicatory law and by asserting the significance of his house to all citizens. Cicero’s efforts in the De Domo Sua reveal that the authority to interpret religious law and determine religious questions for the state was not necessarily limited to particular magistrates; rather, members of the ruling class could claim it by appeals to their own knowledge and standing within the community.

The laws and precedents that Cicero cites in defense of his case (especially the Lex Papiria and the dedication by Licinia, a Vestal Virgin) are complex and open to debate.  The meaning of archaic religious laws was probably not always clear to the pontiffs, and they had to choose between competing interpretations.  In his speech, Cicero suggests an interpretation that supports his claim to his house.  If the pontiffs’ main task was, as Cicero says, to interpret the voluntas deorum, and they saw no evidence that the gods objected to Cicero’s return from exile, then they could reasonably accept Cicero’s reading of the laws of dedication as the correct one.  The De Domo Sua gives us an example of the adjudication of religious matters at Rome, when the judges (here the college of pontiffs) considered competing interpretations of the voluntas deorum and accepted the one they deemed best.

Another tactic that Cicero uses is to treat his private house as a matter of public concern.
  Because Clodius dedicated a public shrine on Cicero’s property, Cicero must argue that the restoration of his house is of greater importance to the community than Clodius’ dedication to Libertas.  Cicero repeatedly reminds his audience that, because of his efforts during the Catilinarian conspiracy, he is the conservator of the republic (Dom. 96).  When Cicero portrays each citizen’s house as a shrine for his own family gods and rites (hic arae sunt, hic foci, hic di penates, hic sacra, religiones, caerimoniae continentur, Dom. 109), he suggests that his house, because he is the most devoted citizen, is a kind of shrine for the whole community. The community suffers when the man who protected it from destruction is driven away from his deos penates et familiares… lares (Dom. 108).  

The De Domo Sua is the only surviving example of a speech addressed to the college of pontiffs.  If we had more examples of such speeches, we might find that the arguments made in them resembled Cicero’s in the De Domo Sua, and that the knowledge, prestige, and rhetorical talent of the parties involved helped to determine how these disputes were settled. When Cicero flaunted his expertise and distinction with the community, his efforts were not extraneous to the pontiffs’ decision on the dedication to Libertas: they were an essential component of the process through which the pontiffs arrived at their decision. 
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