Hatred and Hating in Tacitus’ Annals

This paper takes as its point of departure an oft-cited passage in Tacitus’ Annals, in which he rationalizes his inclusion of a number of noble suicides, which he fears may disgust the reader with their passivity: neque aliam defensionem ab iis quibus ista noscentur exegerim, quam ne oderim tam segniter pereuntes (Annales 16.16.2). I argue that this passage, which hints at an important aspect of Tacitus’ process of historiography, can only be fully understood when Tacitus’ use of the verb odisse is carefully considered, specifically in contrast to his far more frequent use of the cognate noun odium. 

The noun odium appears nearly 80 times in the extant books of the Annals; forms of the verb odisse, by contrast, appear only 7 times (including in the passage under discussion). The first part of my paper is a brief summary of the semantic ranges of these two terms in the work. It concludes that while Tacitus will go out of his way to characterize a fairly wide range of emotions with the noun (often with a singularly awkward result) in a manner that goes significantly beyond his predilection for substantives over verbal expressions, he limits his use of the verb to the repudiation of vices, with one notable exception: animosity towards the emperor Nero is allowed the verbal form (perhaps an exception that proves the rule).


 The second part of my paper returns to the passage under discussion with this distinction freshly made. The usual interpretation of this passage would seem to connect it rather loosely to Tacitus’ famous rejection of the sorts of histories composed after the deaths of the first emperors recentibus odiis, and his pledge to write his history, since he is far removed from its events, sine ira et studio (Annales 1.1). Such an interpretation is possible if odisse can substitute freely for odium with a mere change of construction: the idea would be that Tacitus, despite some anger he feels at their passivity, rejects the impulse to leave out the deaths of these nobles because he is committed to writing without prejudice. But his usage elsewhere in the text would suggest that Tacitus does not use these words completely interchangeably: odisse is used to denote a rejection (not motivated by anger) of some improper behavior. This makes it significantly more meaningful that Tacitus refuses to reject their passivity in the face of tyranny: the implication is that their behavior, despite appearances, was not improper. This demands some explanation, which is why he turns, somewhat surprisingly, to the divine plane: ira illa numinum in res Romanas fuit… (Annales 16.16.3). Anger, then, is not felt at the suicides: it is the cause of them; and it is not Tacitus’ or the readers’, but that of the gods at the whole Roman mess.
