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Reciprocity and Justice in Catullan Invective

Catullus seems to express two contradictory points of view in his invective poetry (Richlin 1983/1992: 144-156).  In some poems he threatens others with ridicule, rape or both (e.g. 16, 25, 110), an attitude that Richlin calls the ‘priapic pose’ after the Roman god Priapus, “who is particularly concerned to keep thieves out of his garden . . . by means of rape or threats of rape” (Richlin 145).  Yet in other poems (e.g. 28 and 47) Catullus portrays himself and his friends as victims of others’ priapic violence.  Marilyn Skinner discusses the social ramifications of this contradiction, noting that Roman audiences loved to identify “with the Priapic figure of the hypervirile speaker verbally skewering his victim.”  Thus, Roman satire and invective can be interpreted as “a culturally sanctioned device for enhancing one’s own public standing while belittling real or fictive enemies” (Skinner 1991: 2-3).  But why does Catullus sometimes “invert the Priapic model of obscenity by foregrounding the speaker’s inability to do anything more than hurl feeble curses at those who have injured or betrayed him” (Skinner)?  Why does Catullus sometimes depict himself and his friends as helpless victims, unable to resist others’ priapic violence?

Skinner suggests that such self-denigration is a sign of “gender slippage,” in which “the male subject position” becomes feminized.  But this explanation does not explain poems such as 28 and 47, in which the context is political, and the subjects, while sexually victimized, are in no way feminized (see also Konstan 2007: 77).  Recent discussions of Catullan invective have contributed to the problem by presenting the Catullan persona as either exclusively priapic (Wray 2001) or anti-priapic (Nappa 2001), without acknowledging the fact that both of these attitudes are well-represented in the Catullan corpus.  As a result, many scholars simply accept Catullus' invective persona as shifting and self-contradictory (Tatum 2007: 338).  But several of Catullus' anti-priapic poems are also "poems of social comment," in which Catullus casts a critical eye on the movers and shakers of Roman society (Tatum).  If Catullus' invective persona were self-contradictory, the coherence of his social commentary would be seriously undermined.

This paper resolves the dilemma by first considering the central role of justice in Catullus’ poetry: “Nothing is more certain about the persona Catullus presented in his poems than that he cared deeply about fair transactions” (Wiseman 1985: 105).  Next we review recent scholarship that interprets the ancient concept of justice in terms of reciprocity: a good deed sets up a chain of positive obligations, while an injury creates a “negative reciprocity,” i.e. “the obligation to repay hurt with hurt” (Gould 2001: 285; cf. Gill et al. 1998).  If justice is seen as a system of reciprocal obligations, then a victim is obligated to avenge himself on the one who has harmed him: as the victim obtains his just revenge, the perpetrator gets precisely what he deserves. 
Catullus’ priapic poems conform to this system, since they are all responses to others’ unprovoked aggression.  In these poems, Catullus threatens others with retaliation for various acts of theft, adultery and political skullduggery.  Such threats are seen as justifiable punishments because they are responses to previous wrongdoings.  Conversely, Catullus’ anti-priapic poems criticize others' acts of unprovoked aggression.  In poems such as 28 and 47, Catullus and his friends are helpless in the face of politically well-connected patrons such as Memmius and Piso who openly disregard their traditional obligations toward their clients (hence the ironic advice to "seek noble friends," 28.13).
If justice is seen as a system of reciprocal obligations, any victim who can defend himself with retaliatory violence is justified in doing so.  But when victims are unable to obtain justice on their own (as in poems 28 and 47) they must appeal to public opinion to avenge them.  And within that appeal, the more the victims are portrayed as pitiful and helpless, the more savage and brutal the perpetrators appear.  
Thus, if justice is seen as a system of reciprocal obligations, Catullus’ persona maintains a consistent point of view: retaliatory aggression is justified while unprovoked aggression is criticized as unjust.
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