Sallust's Insecurities and Exempla in the Catilinarian Debate

Roller (2009, 2004) and Grethlein (2006) have recently argued that Romans understood the past in terms of exempla or memoria rerum gestarum: the community transmits its values across time by recounting deeds and offering approval or condemnation, which in turn guides future action.  Drawing on select passages from the Bellum Catilinae (especially the debate between Caesar and Cato), I argue that Sallust doubts the use of exempla as a secure method of transmitting meaning over time.  Sallust argues exempla potentially fail on two grounds: writers are prone to exaggeration and so may fail to produce an accurate record of events, and readers are prone to incredulity and so may reject accounts offered.  I argue that one as yet unnoticed function of Sallust's debate between Caesar and Cato is to illustrate a serious failure of exempla to securely transmit meaning.  Sallust places in Caesar's mouth the warning that future generations, receiving an exemplum, may misconstrue the virtues the exemplum is meant to transmit, while Cato's use of the exemplum of Torquatus betrays an ignorance both of the facts of the case and an ignorance of the reasons for contemporary praise of the hero.  Thus the result of the debate highlights Sallust's insecurities about exempla as effective guides to action for his contemporaries.
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