Thucydidean Stasis in the Bellum Jugurthinum of Sallust

To the ancients, Sallust is the aemulus of Thucydides, worthy of comparison to the famed Greek historian, the florentissimus auctor of Roman affairs. Yet these assessments appear to depend upon the strengths of each writer’s style, not taking into consideration how Thucydides might have influenced Sallust’s thought and conception of history. Modern critics are likewise in universal agreement that Sallust looked to Thucydides for stylistic inspiration, but it is debated as to what degree Thucydides as a historian influenced Sallust, especially in the Roman’s later works.


Among the many passages that can be identified as either adaptations or translation of Thucydides, the historian’s digression on the stasis at Corcyra (3.82-84) seems to especially capture Sallust’s attention, with about a dozen adaptations observed. Some have interpreted these instances as mere stylistic or structural digressions with no real influence on the narrative, but the spectre of the stasis passage is extraordinarily pervasive. As one of the first historians to look at Rome’s civil strife, Sallust faced a lack of exemplars both as how to explain civil war and how to write about it. Thus, he turned to the Greek historian and adapted his description of stasis to a Roman setting. 


Of the monographs, the Bellum Catilinae has typically been the object of studies that trace the Thucydidean stasis in Sallust, because of the abundance of direct translations and the more obvious foregrounding of civil struggle. The Bellum Jugurthinum receives less attention perhaps because there is less obvious Thucydidean influence as Sallust develops his own style, and because it is ostensibly about a foreign war. However, internal strife looms ominously throughout the Jugurtha and comes to ingratiate itself in the narrative strongly and subtly. This paper hopes to illuminate the way that stasis dominates the Bellum Jugurthinum, and how the work demands more of its reader, requiring one to employ their knowledge of Roman history to fully understand the way that civil war pervades the monograph: Memmius, Marius, and Sulla achieve new relevance when one takes into account their later fates, and the final line of the work, “the hope and power of the state was centered on that man” (Jug. 114.4) becomes deeply ominous.
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