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Abstract: 
Sallust’s Bellum Catilinae first asserted the close connection between those participating in 
Catiline’s doomed coup and the previous events of Sulla’s turbulent reign, which has 
become infamous for its contribution to the escalation of violence during the final 
century of the Republic. The following paper addresses the distinct role inhabited by the 
children of those proscribed (liberi proscriptorum) under Sulla’s dictatorship, ultimately 
demonstrating that Sallust’s narrative offers a somewhat sympathetic rendering of the 
liberi for their purported association with the conspiracy. The harsh treatment which they 
endured brought shame (pudor) stemming from a lowered social status which may have 
served as the impetus for taking part in the conspiracy as a way to seek justice through 
vengeance and to regain their honor. 
Keywords:  
Proscriptions; Catilinarian Conspiracy; political vengeance. 
Resumo: 
A “Conjuração de Catilina”, de Salústio, primeiro afirmou a conexão próxima entre os 
participantes do golpe mal-fadado de Catilina e os eventos anteriores do reinado 
turbulento de Sulla, que se tornou infame por sua contribuição para a escalada da 
violência durante o século final da República. O presente artigo aborda a função distinta 
que os filhos daqueles proscritos (liberi proscriptorum) tiveram sob a ditadura de Sulla, em 
última análise demonstrando que a narrativa de Salústio oferece uma interpretação um 
tanto simpática aos liberi por causa de sua associação suposta com a conspiração. O 
tratamento duro que eles suportaram trouxe vergonha (pudor) decorrente de um status 
social reduzido, que pode ter servido como o incentivo para participar da conspiração 
para buscar justiça através da vingança e recuperar sua honra. 
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Proscrição; Conspiração de Catilina; vingança política. 
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At various points in the Bellum Catilinae, Sallust provides a detailed catalogue of 
those involved in the conspiracy of Catiline, as well as their varied motivations.2 Among 
the plotters are those impoverished by debt (Sal. Cat. 17.2), aristocrats covetous of power 
(17.5), “deviant” women (24.3-4) personified best by the notorious Sempronia (25), the 
ambitious and corrupted youth (17.6), and the urban poor simply hoping to attain some 
advantage through revolution (37.1; 37.8). For the most part, Sallust disparages all of 
these subgroups within the conspiracy as twisted minds who only value what the author 
sees as the degenerative qualities of the Republic in the first century B.C.: avaritia, audacia, 
and luxuria (Earl, 1961: esp. 11, 14-15, 89-91; Shaw, 1975: 187-89, 196). Within the 
narrative, there is one small faction of Catiline’s followers whom Sallust seems to almost 
pardon for their supposed involvement in the plot: the children of those proscribed 
under Sulla. This paper will argue that Sallust presents the participation of these liberi 
proscriptorum as lamentable, but wholly understandable given their unjustly diminished 
social status. In order to contextualize this depiction, I will analyze the subjugated 
position of the liberi in Roman society by configuring them within the broader framework 
of contemporary events and aristocratic values. Beginning with the actions taken by Sulla 
against their parents, the liberi will be shown to have inhabited a role defined by social 
exclusion and humiliation at the time of the conspiracy. This relegation would have 
provided the basis for seeking justified political vengeance in order to reclaim their dignitas 
and social standing, which is manifest in Sallust’s account. Importantly, since Sallust was 
the first and only source to list the liberi among the conspirators, it is impossible to 
confirm or deny the validity of his claim. Therefore, the aim of this paper is not to clarify 
the historical reality of the conspiracy,3 but rather to demonstrate this unique feature of 
Sallust’s account, to expand upon the socio-cultural circumstances which might lend to 
its plausibility, as well as to explain Sallust’s decision to include it.  

 
 

The Novelty of the Hostis Declarations 
 
 

At the outset of the Bellum Catilinae, Sallust makes clear that his rationale for 
conveying an account of the conspiracy is “due to the novelty of the crime and of the 
danger” that it posed to the Republic (nam id facinus in primis ego memorabile existumo sceleris 
atque periculi novitate, Sal. Cat. 4.4).4 The uniqueness of the coniuratio stems from the very 
real danger that it posed to political stability, as well as the escalating internal conflicts 

                                                      
2 Sal. Cat. 16.4, 17, 23.1-2, 24.3-4, 25, 28.4, 37, 44.3. 
 
3 A topic which has been replete with analysis and debate (e.g. Syme, 1964; Waters, 1970; Seager, 1973; Phillips, 
1976). 
 
4 All translations are my own. 
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among the elites during the final century of the Republic – both of which were significant 
issues for Sallust (Syme, 1964: 136). Similarly, it is important to examine the 
unprecedented circumstances of the liberi created by Sulla’s hostis declarations, which 
designated their parents as enemies of the state, in order to better understand Sallust’s 
characterization of them in the Bellum Catilinae. 

 
To be sure, violence was not something wholly foreign to the Roman political 

system (Gaughan, 2010: 128). Both of the Gracchi brothers were assassinated at least in 
part due to their radical new land proposals, and Lucius Appuleius Saturninus had been 
publicly stoned to death by senators less than fifty years prior to Catiline’s attempted 
coup. During the civil war, however, Sulla enacted a new tactic within the traditional 
realm of aristocratic political and personal competition: systematic extermination of one’s 
opposition. The hostis declarations of 88 B.C., and the subsequent proscriptions during 
Sulla’s dictatorship (82 B.C.), stood as the first time that Roman citizens were 
characterized and treated on the same level as foreign enemies (Bauman, 1973: 270; 
Hinard, 1985: 53; Lintott, 1999: 155; Gaughan, 2010: 127), and that personal enemies 
(inimici) were transformed into enemies of the state by fiat (Gaughan, 2010: 127-8, 132-
33). 

 
This assessment seems in keeping with Cicero’s perspective when he claimed that 

Sulla had referred to his confiscations at auction as his “plunder” (praedam suam, Cic. Agr. 
2.21.56) – indicating the level of degradation that the proscripti had reached as enemies of 
the state. Velleius Paterculus also confirms the unconventionality of the measures taken 
by Sulla, which were to set an example for the sanguinary political disputes that plagued 
the Late Republic (primus ille, et utinam ultimus, exemplum proscriptionis invenit, “he was the 
first – would that he was the last! – to create a precedent for proscription,” Vell. Pat. 
2.28.3). In his discussion of the Second Triumvirate, Velleius is deliberate in his 
connection between the group’s targeting of its opposition and the previous Sullan 
extermination (instauratum Sullani exempli malum, proscriptio, “the evil of the Sullan example 
was renewed, the proscription,” Vell. Pat. 2.66.1). 

 
Later authors inherited and built upon this interpretation, embellishing the 

egregiousness and unconventionality of Sulla’s crimes even further, and therefore also 
calling attention to those unjustly affected. Seneca the Younger’s laconic reference to the 
civil war indicates that Sulla appended new features to the traditional Roman practice of 
proscription (proscriptionem commentus est, di magni, ut, qui civem Romanum occidisset, 
impunitatem, pecuniam, tantum non civicam acciperet, “he devised the conscription – great gods! 
– so that he who had killed a Roman citizen would receive immunity, money – all but a 
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civic crown!” Sen. Ben. 5.16.3).5 Although proscriptio as a process seems to have always 
had “a sanction of infamia” associated with it stemming from the Roman perception that 
a person who could not remain solvent was also morally tainted (Santangelo, 2007: 80), 
the term no longer referred primarily to a public advertisement for the sale of one’s goods 
or property. Having been reconceived in Sulla’s particular case (proscriptionem commentus 
est), proscriptions called instead for murder and confiscation by politically motivated and 
arbitrary force. Additionally, Seneca’s sarcastic barb (tantum non civicam acciperet) reveals 
that the bloodshed was cloaked by partisans with a facade of patriotism – Sulla’s enemies 
were now Rome’s enemies, and to eliminate them was fashioned as a way of serving the 
state. 

 
Appian relays that “it seems he was the first to proscribe those whom he punished 

with death” (οὗτος γὰρ δοκεῖ πρῶτος, οὓς ἐκόλασε θανάτῳ, προγράψαι, App. BC. 
1.11.95), which adds to the redefinition of the term occurring during Sulla’s reign. 
Proscription was now inherently associated with a death sentence. Instead of highlighting 
the supposed civic justification behind the proscriptions, however, Appian instead treats 
the mandate by Sulla and the subsequent complicity of the Roman population as one of 

a cold business exchange (καὶ γέρα τοῖς ἀναιροῦσι καὶ μήνυτρα τοῖς ἐλέγχουσι καὶ 
κολάσεις τοῖς κρύπτουσιν ἐπιγράψαι, “and [he was the first] to assign gifts to the 
murderers, rewards to the accusers, and punishment to those concealing [the proscribed 
individuals],” App. BC. 1.11.95). 

 
Finally, Cassius Dio offers a mixed account which, on the one hand, openly 

attributes the specific process of murdering proscribed individuals to Sulla, and 

recognizes it as something particularly new (τινὰ καινότητα ἐξέθηκε λελευκωμένον πίνακα, 

ἐς ὃν ἐνέγραφε τὰ ὀνόματα, “he established a certain novelty – a whitened board upon 
which he wrote names,” Cas. Dio. 30-35.109.12-13). However, Dio tempers the 
originality of Sulla’s measures by placing the proscriptions within the context of previous, 

politically-motivated assassinations (οὐ μέντοι γε ἧττον πάντα ὅσα καὶ πρὶν ἐγίγνετο, 
“Nevertheless, everything occurred as much as it had previously,” Cas. Dio. 30-
35.109.13). With the exception of the names being posted publicly, it seems Dio 
discounts any meaningful difference between the violence that existed before and after 
the Sullan proscriptions. In fact, he describes Sulla’s actions as being virtually 
indistinguishable from others in his partisan vendettas prior to developing the 

systematized proscriptions (ὡς δὲ οὐκ ἐξήρκει τῷ Σύλλᾳ, οὐδ᾽ ἠγάπα τὰ αὐτὰ ἑτέροις 

δρῶν, “but this did not suffice for Sulla, and he was not content with doing the same 

                                                      
5 The corona civica was a crown of oak laurels presented to a Roman for having saved a fellow citizen’s life by killing 
an enemy, usually presented in a military context. For the origin, significance, and notable instances of its 
distribution, see: Plin. Nat. 16.3-6.  
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things as others,” Cas. Dio. 30-35.109.12). The violence was the same, and it simply came 
with a new appellation. 

 
Scholars have similarly acknowledged a certain degree of continuity regarding 

political violence in the period before and after Sulla, which is confirmed by ancient 
accounts attesting to the unprecedented levels of bloodshed and rapacity adopted by both 
factions in the civil war (App. BC. 1.8.73; Cas. Dio. 30-35.102.10). Hinard stresses the 
recurrent nature of particular measures by both Marius and Sulla within the socio-political 
tradition, such as confiscation (Hinard, 1985: 30, 51). Lintott also notes that violence was 
a long-attested and accepted part of Roman society, but that certain desired limitations 
were assumed to go along with it, such as proper justification (Lintott, 1999: 175). 

 
Although there is merit in approaching Sulla’s proscriptions from the perspective 

of perpetual violence in Rome, this novel form of attack entailed more than the 
commonplace enmity amongst Roman elites that occasionally resulted in sporadic 
outbreaks of violence which seemed to end as quickly as they had begun. Instead, people 
were targeted publicly for their political affiliations (or at least those alleged), and out of 
personal invidia toward another’s wealth.6 Sources make it clear that greed was an 
important factor in the proscriptions, as we are given an account of the shock value that 
such tactics brought with them by way of authors’ disdain for the careless manner in 
which citizens were liquidated for their property (Sal. Cat. 10.5, 11.4, 51.33; Vell. Pat. 
2.28.3; App. BC. 1.11.96; Plut. Sulla. 31.5). Personal divisions were quickly refashioned 
and framed with a public justification for proscription in the name of the Republic, and 
the state’s policy was fused with private, self-indulgent impulses in such a way that 
internal conflict was elevated to a new level. Political combatants engaged with each 
another in a brutal, inventively radicalized way, and this new method of eliminating one’s 
political opposition would have lasting effects for the offspring of those targeted.   

 
 

The Liberi 
 
 

The results of Sulla’s proscriptions are clear enough for those who were killed or 
exiled; however, the condition of those who survived the bloodletting requires a fuller 
treatment in order to better understand their connection with the coniuratio of Catiline in 
the Bellum Catilinae. Sallust provides the first extant account which mentions the liberi 

                                                      
6 In Hinard’s view, the selection of persons for confiscation of their wealth was only a secondary concern; the fact 
that Sulla’s political opponents were either equestrian or patrician meant that they were all rather wealthy. He 
attributes the perpetuation of avaricious motivations to a literary tradition which was heavily anti-Sullan (Hinard, 
1985: 196-97).  
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directly as both victims of Sulla and conspirators in Catiline’s plot.  He describes them in 
the following way, offering essential insight into their status in Roman society as well as 
their apparent motivation to take part in the coup: 

 
 

Praeterea quorum victoria Sullae parentes proscripti, bona erepta, ius libertatis 
inminutum erat, haud sane alio animo belli eventum exspectabant. (Sal. Cat. 
37.9) 
 
In addition, those whose parents had been proscribed, whose property had 
been confiscated, and whose rights had been violated by Sulla’s victory, 
awaited the coming of war with much the same mindset [as the other 
conspirators]. 

 
 

Writing after Sallust, Velleius Paterculus closely follows the interpretation 
established in predecessor’s account regarding the punishments and restrictions placed 
upon the liberi by Sulla and his partisans: 

 
 

Adiectum etiam, ut bona proscriptorum venirent exclusique paternis opibus 
liberi etiam petendorum honorum iure prohiberentur simulque, quod 
indignissimum est, senatorum filii et onera ordinis sustinerent et iura 
perderent. (Vell. Pat. 2.28.4) 
 
In addition, they sold the property/goods of those proscribed, and their 
children, having been cut off from their familial wealth, were also denied their 
right to seek office; but what is most dishonorable, the sons of senators would 
endure the burdens of their rank, but lose the rights associated with it.  

 
 
First, the liberi were stripped of their inheritance (bona erepta; exclusique paternis 

opibus), which included estates and money. This deprived them of the foundational 
methods of livelihood that Roman aristocrats relied upon to sustain a life of leisure in 
pursuit of socio-political advancement. In addition to this monetary dispossession, any 
attempt to participate in the political realm was formally prohibited by the Lex Cornelia 
passed in 82 B.C., which denied the children the ability to hold public office for two 
generations, apparently with the intention of warding off any political reprisals (Hinard, 
1985: 88-89). The inability to acquire aristocratic virtus altered the children’s mode of 
existence by relegating them to sub-optimal social roles, ranking alongside other groups 
that fell under the dominance of elite men, such as women, children, non-citizens, and 
slaves. Myles McDonnell connects this concept of virtus with what he refers to as a certain 
form of “hegemonic masculinity” which pervaded Roman society and was based on 
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social exclusion and privilege (McDonnell, 2006: 167). The proscribed therefore became 
victims of their own thoroughly entrenched, aristocratic worldview which sought to 
dominate one’s political opposition in the perpetual competition for social recognition, 
as well as bolster the status of some by emphasizing the inferior standing of others. As 
Syme accurately put it, “the pace of public life was rapid and ruthless” (Syme, 1964: 22). 
For these elites, virtus could be gained only by advancing in the upper echelons of the 
socio-political hierarchy, while simultaneously comparing one’s own achievements with 
the relative lack of accomplishment in others’ lives. This was lucidly demonstrated when 
D.C. Earl argued that “outside the service of the respublica there can be no magistratus and 
therefore, strictly speaking, no gloria, no nobilitas, no virtus” (Earl, 1961: 27). Stricken by a 
twofold assault on both their monetary well-being and their social ranking, the cumulative 
effect of these measures was to utterly transform the lives of the liberi by excluding them 
from a socially elite world which they understood to be, and had legally been, their 
birthright (ius libertatis; iura ordinis).  

 
The treatment to which the liberi were subjected remained notorious in later 

accounts. Quintilian discusses Cicero’s rhetorical usage of the liberi in a speech that is 
now lost while contemplating whether or not the state should repeal their restriction from 
public office by asking, “what in fact is more cruel than for men born to respected parents 
and lineage to be removed from public affairs?” (quid enim crudelius quam homines honestis 
parentibus ac maioribus natos a re publica summoveri? Quint. Inst. Orat. 11.1.85).7 Although 
Quintilian’s aim in this work is to instruct an orator to appear conciliatory toward his 
opposition by using both Cicero and the liberi merely as an example for this broader 
point, the quotation nevertheless illustrates the persistent elitist worldview that heredity 
and public office should be linked. The phrase a re publica summoveri can also be taken to 
mean that the liberi were not only barred from attaining public office, but from the 
Republic itself. This approach seems to accurately represent the inherent connection that 
existed in the aristocratic mindset during the Late Republic between holding office and 
having any value to one’s life. Being obstructed from magistracies was tantamount to 
permanent exile with no hope for redress, and a total removal from the Roman state. 

 
Similarly, Plutarch states that “the following seemed most unjust of all his actions, 

for he dishonored both the sons and grandsons of those who had been proscribed and 

                                                      
7 Cicero himself must have had only limited empathy for the condition of the liberi. Anxiety is manifest in his 
cautious avoidance of discussing the allotments granted and laws passed under Sulla for fear of bringing up old 
wounds (Cic. Agr. 3.3-5). Their pitiable condition is also cursorily addressed at Cic. S. Rosc. 152-53, although, as 
Rosenblitt has noted, it is “not normally taken as a serious challenge to the status quo” which had ostracized the 
liberi (Rosenblitt, 2014: 417 n.4); cf. Cic. S. Rosc. 136, where Cicero offers praise for the Sullan regime contra Cic. Off. 
2.51, where Cicero later claims his defense of Sextus Roscius of Ameria stood up to the power of Sulla. Nevertheless, 
at the time of the Pro Roscio Amerino (80 BC), the trial “aired questions of misappropriated property and the position 
of the children of the proscribed,” including the potential for seeking vengeance (Rosenblitt, 2014: 425).  
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confiscated the property of them all” (ὃ δὲ πάντων ἀδικώτατον ἔδοξε, τῶν γὰρ 

προγεγραμμένων ἠτίμωσε καὶ υἱοὺς καὶ υἱωνούς, καὶ τὰ χρήματα πάντων ἐδήμευσε, Plut. 
Sull. 31.4). As with Quintilian’s brief appraisal, the combination of destitution and 

prohibition from public office (ἠτίμωσε) is perceived as the worst (ἀδικώτατον) of Sulla’s 
varying atrocities – even more detestable than the murder of his political opponents. 

Plutarch’s use of ἔδοξε (“it seemed”) attributes his observation to contemporaries who 
witnessed Sulla’s deeds; however, it would be a mistake to assume that this stands as 
some attempt at impartiality on the part of the author. Moral assessments of this kind 
pertaining to those lives being presented are common in Plutarch’s works, and should be 
seen as reflecting the author’s perspective (Beneker, 2012: 59f.).8 Accordingly, we again 
see the degree to which the perception that the liberi suffered a fundamental injustice 
continued on well into the imperial period. 

 
 Almost three centuries after the proscriptions, Cassius Dio writes that outrages 

against “the most well-born children of highest repute” treated them, “exactly as 

prisoners of war” (τὰς ὕβρεις...[αἳ] πολλαὶ δὲ περὶ τοὺς παῖδας τοὺς εὐγενεστάτους καὶ 
ἐλλογιμωτάτους καθάπερ αἰχμαλώτους ἐγίγνοντο, Cas. Dio. 30-35.109.11). In the author’s 
fragmentary narrative, this statement occurs just prior to Sulla’s implementation of the 
proscriptions (Cas. Dio. 30-35.109.12). However, as we have seen, Dio is often inclined 
to blend the two periods so that the proscriptions themselves are not a helpful point of 
demarcation. Harsh and unmerited treatment occurred prior to as well as after they had 
been enacted. Nevertheless, we are able to extract two key points from this passage. First, 
because Dio does not differentiate between the violence before and after Sulla’s 
proscriptions, he seems to believe that equally outrageous offenses continued to take 
place. Therefore, we can consider the indecency shown by both factions of the civil war 

toward the elite offspring of their opponents (τοὺς παῖδας τοὺς εὐγενεστάτους καὶ 
ἐλλογιμωτάτους) applicable to the liberi proscriptorum as well. Second, by relating that these 

children were treated exactly as war captives (καθάπερ αἰχμαλώτους ἐγίγνοντο), Dio 
echoes Seneca’s commentary regarding the rewards presented to those who killed those 
proscribed individuals almost as if they had slain a foreign enemy (tantum non civicam 
acciperet, Sen. Ben. 5.16.3). By projecting onto the liberi the status of prisoners of war rather 
than recognizing them as fellow citizens, and by promoting their oppressors as civic 
heroes instead of opportunistic partisans, Sulla placed these children in a subjugated 
position, outside the standard conventions of elite society. 

 

                                                      
8 Pelling expands on the complex relationship between author and audience with respect to moralization. Plutarch 
offers moral truths to his audience, which, for the most part, has already been primed for the message he wishes to 
convey (Pelling, 2002: 102, 247f, ch. 10 in general).  
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This section has demonstrated how the liberi became established within Roman 
literary tradition as an unfairly chastised social group resulting from the proscription of 
their parents. Sallust addresses their unduly diminished standing and exclusion from the 
affairs of the Republic in his brief but emphatic reference in the Bellum Catilinae. The 
language he uses is plain and unambiguous: their inheritance was stolen from them, and 
their rights as Roman citizens were severely enervated. Subsequent authors adopted this 
sympathetic interpretation when addressing the topic of Sulla’s proscriptions and their 
disastrous effects. It then becomes clear that the liberi were incapable of fulfilling societal 
roles which were largely inherited at the time, and therefore would have otherwise been 
passed down if not for the aberrant conditions placed upon them instead. It remains to 
be clarified exactly how this level of social ostracism redounded to the children’s 
embitterment and potentially served as an important factor in their desire to seek 
vengeance by way of Catiline’s conspiracy. 
 
 

Pudor as an Impulse Toward Vengeance 
 

 
Treated as though they were foreign enemies and despoiled of their wealth and 

status, the children of those proscribed were also humiliated to live out their lives with 
the shame of their parents’ disgrace, and were therefore tainted with an important social 
concept in the Roman world: pudor (shame). The following analysis will draw upon the 
structured model of pudor conceived by Robert Kaster, which overlaps with Sallust’s own 
view of the liberi to a great degree (Kaster, 2005).9 In essence, Kaster claims that pudor 
can be defined in various ways by a person’s passivity (i.e. they are acted upon and must 
accept disgrace) or activity (i.e. they perform/eschew deeds that merit public 
opprobrium). The most important form for this discussion is the so-called “pudor by 
association” (Kaster, 2005: 38-42), which can be applied to the liberi. The stigma of being 
enemies of the Republic did not die with Sulla’s victims, but lived on with their children. 
While not inheriting the title hostis, and being allowed to live on, it has been demonstrated 
that the liberi were nonetheless acted upon indirectly by having their wealth and 
enfranchisement in the Roman state taken from them.10 

 
The humiliation and prohibitions placed upon the offspring of the proscribed 

under Sulla can therefore be understood as a form of pudor that was handed down to 

                                                      
9 See especially chapter 2 on pudor, and p. 31 for a layout of Kaster’s overall model. Sallust confirms the sentiment 
elsewhere, stating that one inherits both the good and the bad elements of their ancestors’ reputation (Sal. BJ. 85.23). 
 
10 Hinard takes their social exclusion even further, arguing that they lost all of their civic rights – not just the ability 
to hold a magistracy, were exiled from Rome, and held a status similar to hostis, but apparently not as exigent: 
perduellis (Hinard, 1985: 94-5, 98; Hinard, 2008: ch. 6, esp. pp. 107-119). 
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them, against which they had no judicial means of petition or formal resistance.11 Indeed, 
pudor was often understood to be something that should simply be accepted as one’s lot in 
life, as a passive non-agent being acted upon. Slaves, for example, were expected to 
exhibit a sense of shame and humility that was inherent in their servile status. As Carlin 
Barton puts it, “pudor was the guilt, the expiatory suffering, of the transgressor” (Barton, 
2001: 214). The fact that the liberi (and presumably their parents in many cases) had not 
done anything to merit such shame, however, again illustrates that the period of the civil 
war was transformative politically as well as socially. Now, the shame of being connected 
with proscribed individuals carried enough weight to utterly destroy a person’s public 
image, as well as their ability to advance practically in a social setting. 

 
It has been shown how the new and harsh measures taken by Sulla and his 

partisans to eliminate their enemies was solidified in the Roman mind thereafter as 
excessively cruel (Hinard, 2008: 121), and this is especially evident in Sallust’s work. 
Throughout the Bellum Catilinae, Sulla lurks as the ominous figure who helped perhaps 
most of all to bring about the radicalization of civil strife. According to the author, it was 
after his march on Rome (sed postquam L. Sulla armis recepta re publica, Sal. Cat. 11.4) that 
the tenor of discord escalated so that covetous animosity began to outweigh respect for 
the status of fellow citizens (rapere omnes, trahere, domum alius alius agros cupere, neque modum 
neque modestiam victores habere, foeda crudeliaque in civis facinora facere, “everyone stole and 
plundered; some desired a house while others craved fields; the victors had neither a limit 
nor moderation [for their deeds]; they committed detestable and cruel deeds against 
citizens,” Sal. Cat. 11.4). This predatory activity came to a crescendo with the 
proscriptions, which saw frequent attempts by aristocrats to get their intended victims 
added to the lists (quisque...dabat operam, uti is in proscriptorum numero esset, “everyone did 
their best to have the man [whose goods were coveted] to be among the number of those 
proscribed,” Sal. Cat. 51.33). 

 
The confiscation of goods and property induced by the burgeoning avarice of 

political rivals, however, was only one component of Sulla’s indecency. Much of what 
made the dictator’s measures particularly detestable for an elite Roman audience 
pertained to their breach of proper etiquette presumed to exist between fellow aristocrats 
of high status, which resulted in persons of dignity being lowered to a negligible social 
standing. As Andrew Lintott has stated, “sympathy for another’s suffering was in 
proportion to his worth and deserts, his dignitas in the widest sense of the word” (Lintott, 
1999: 46). To severely punish a slave with death or some form of living degradation was 
acceptable because of his or her status as a non-citizen object of another person; it was 
not considered a matter for concern, or given very much reflection, precisely because of 

                                                      
11 Hinard stresses the legal helplessness of the liberi regarding their status, save for the possibility of being admitted 
into another family through adoption. (Hinard, 2008: 119-120, 126-130). 
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their lack of dignitas. Once such treatment was applied to social elites, however, the entire 
value system was challenged at its very foundation. The dignitas of aristocrats was 
supposed to preclude them from the very sort of arbitrary treatment that Sulla applied to 
them. In the case of the liberi then, their detachment from the civil war makes the 
punishment they received particularly degrading and unjustly cruel. To make the insult 
worse, Sulla elevated seemingly unworthy persons of questionable character to a higher 
status sheerly out of loyalty to him (deinde multi memores Sullanae victoriae, quod ex gregariis 
militibus alios senators videbant, “thereafter, many were mindful of Sulla’s victories since they 
witnessed some men become senators from the common soldiery,” Sal. Cat. 37.6). This, 
once again, challenged a social system which was traditionally predicated upon notions 
of noble birth, wealth, and moral rectitude securing one’s place among the elite (Hopkins, 
1974: 108-10.) The proscribed and their children would not only be eliminated from the 
Roman state, but also witness those who had previously been their social inferiors replace 
them. 

 
The sense of pudor inherited by the liberi proscriptorum, combined with the indecency 

attributed to Sulla’s actions according to Roman mores, created circumstances in which 
the desire for vengeance was not only understandably sought, but its pursuit could also 
be justified. “Pudor inhibited,” Barton argues, “but it also impelled” (Barton, 2001: 216). 
Returning to Kaster’s classifications of pudor, what we might call the “active” side of his 
schema indeed accounts for sanctioned action to regain one’s sense of dignitas. In fact, 
there is a certain sense of shame associated with not asserting oneself appropriately in a 
social setting, which Kaster partially identifies with being lazy (ignavus) or idle in a general 
sense (Kaster, 2005: 32, 45-46). The liberi were therefore placed between accepting the 
shame that was bequeathed to them according to law – albeit questionable and certainly 
excessive in its own right – and attempting to regain the status that they felt was owed to 
them, and unfairly stripped away. 

 
Just as pudor could be passed on, so too could enemies. This, perhaps not 

surprisingly, also came by way of familial connections, which David Epstein identifies as 
paterna inimicitia (Epstein, 1987: 43). As with everything during the civil war, 
circumstances were intensified; the sort of enmity which heretofore might have resulted 
in formal prosecutions and public harangues now developed into personal quests to 
annihilate one’s enemies and exclude them from the socio-political system altogether. 
The Roman mind saw “justice as reciprocity” (Barton, 2008: 251), and the respectable 
aristocrat was “expected to avenge wrongs” committed against them self or their family’s 
honor (Epstein, 1987: 23). A militaristic and aggressive ethos permeated the elite stratum 
of society, which was thoroughly concerned with defending one’s virtus. Nathan 
Rosenstein finds that the war-oriented mentality of the aristocracy was used both on and 
off the battlefield. He concisely summarizes that “the aristocratic ethos demanded above 
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all that a general manifest a refusal to accept defeat” (Rosenstein, 1990: 138), with special 
attention being paid in civilian life to “prosecutions or other attacks intended to strip 
them of their status” Rosenstein, 1990: 132).12 According to this view, it would truly be 
difficult to think of a more fitting example of someone among the Roman citizenry who 
was owed social vindication than the children of the proscribed. 

 
Exactly who or what should be the appropriate object of their vengeance, 

however, is a crucial matter of debate. Sulla was dead by the time of Catiline’s conspiracy, 
though partisans from the civil war still remained.13 However, Sallust emphasizes the 
conspiracy’s danger in its scheming against the Republic itself, not merely members of 
another faction (opprimundae rei publicae consilium cepit, “[Catiline] conceived a plan for the 
overthrow of the Republic,” Sal. Cat. 16.4; tale periculum rei publicae, “such a danger to the 
Republic,” 23.4; quae contra rem publicam facta erat, “deeds which were performed against 
the Republic,” 30.6; perdita re publica, “with the Republic destroyed,” 31.7; conturbari rem 
publicam, “[those who wished] the Republic to be put into disorder,” 37.10; profecto magna 
clades atque calamitas rem publicam oppressisset, “certainly great disaster and injury would have 
overcome the Republic,” 39.4).14 All of the conspirators hope to gain in one way or 
another from a new regime for their own respective reasons, and so the reordering of the 
state becomes the group’s collective goal. This ultimately means that the liberi, void of 
any clear political group against which to direct their rage, concentrated their inherited 
enmity on the Republic overall as being the source of their disenfranchisement. 

 
The chain of causation seems plausible, as the hostis declarations were made by 

officials who were supposedly representing the Republic’s interests. Sallust himself refers 
to the revenge sought against the Republic by those outside the patrician class (quicumque 
aliarum atque senatus partium, 37.10) resulting from Sulla’s curtailment of the tribunate as 
“an evil which, after many years, was turned back upon the state” (id <ad> eo malum multos 
post annos in civitatem revorterat, 37.11). The implication in this statement seems to be that 
the Republic itself had committed crimes in the past which were not forgotten by those 
who had been severely wronged, and that the memory of these evils was woven into the 
motivations of the conspiracy. The misdeeds committed against the liberi could equally 
qualify as a malum which was returning to punish the state. Discussing Sulla’s retirement 

                                                      
12 This rationale also carried over to defending friends and clients (e.g. Cic. Cael. 21). 
 
13 Some of whom had already been attacked by their political opposition through formal means of retribution via 
the courts, such as Dolabella and C. Antonius at the initiation of Caesar in 77 and 76 BC, respectively (Gruen, 1966: 
387-88, 398-99; Plut. Caes. 4). 
 
14 Sallust mentions a previous attempt to overthrow the Republic – the so-called First Catilinarian Conspiracy; 
however, he describes it as a pathetic attempt in its execution (Sal. Cat. 18). Accordingly, it seems that Sallust views 
the Second Catilinarian Conspiracy as the point when a credible threat to the Republic developed. 
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to the country, Appian summarizes the offenses of which the dictator was guilty. He 
makes a passing reference to the relatives of those proscribed who remained at Rome 

following the civil war, and subtly recognizes the potential threat that they posed (οὔτε 

τοὺς οἴκοι ὁ Σύλλας...καταπλαγεὶς, “nor was Sulla perturbed by those left at home,” App. 
BC. 1.12.103). The clear implication of this remark is to illustrate how Sulla’s rapid 
departure from the politics did not conform to the old adage to never merely wound 
one’s enemies. The proscribed children were a slighted group which Sallust tells us 
eventually returned to the political scene in the form of Catiline’s conspiracy in order to 
focus their ire on the Republic itself.  

 
Within the Bellum Catilinae, the liberi would therefore seem to have followed very 

much in the fashion of their time by engaging in plots to murder those seen as opposing 
their success. Sulla had set a precedent for ruthless self-advancement in the Roman world, 
which was already highly charged with social competition for status. The conspiracy can 
be seen as having come about at the right time to appeal to such disenfranchised 
individuals, and they may have recognized it as an opportunity to correct the wrongs that 
had been forced upon them. It was a chance to transform the passive shame that they 
had inherited from their parents into an active form of pudor-avoidance. To use Kaster’s 
terminology, it is a transition from the considering shame as being “not up to me” to 
being “up to me” (Kaster, 2005: 31). The liberi could become agents in their own lives 
once again by asserting themselves outside of the system that had excluded them, and by 
altering the political system to suit their own ends, just as Sulla had done. They are 
distanced from their co-conspirators in that they enjoy a moral justification for their 
involvement which would have been readily comprehensible to any other elite Roman’s 
social orientation.  

 
Despite propagating precisely the same form of political reprisals which placed 

them unfairly into destitution, the self-assertion of the liberi is not mired in purely 
avaricious inclinations, as is the case with the various other indebted, corrupt, and power-
hungry miscreants whom Sallust describes.15 Instead, the author emphasizes their 
motivation to reclaim what was taken from them, rather than any base desires to make 
quick personal gains. Chapter 37 provides a helpful place in the work which illustrates 
this point most clearly. The plebs are first mentioned as supporting Catiline simply due to 
their vulgar hope for material gain from revolution.16 Sallust summarizes them with the 

                                                      
15 cf. (Earl, 1961: 91), which, in my view, inaccurately connects the liberi with the quicumque aliarum atque senatus 
partium erant (Sal. Cat. 37.10), whom Earl considers to have “preferred the state to be in confusion rather than that 
they should have less power.” The liberi, in contrast, are presented by Sallust as having engaged in calculated 
vengeance in an effort to regain their lost status within the preexisting system; a turbulent state would hardly 
accomplish this. 
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aphorism: Quibus opes nullae sunt bonis invident, malos extollunt; vetera odere, nova exoptant (“the 
poor [always] envy good men (i.e. the nobility) and praise wicked ones; they despise the 
established order, and long for new things,” Sal. Cat. 37.3).17 Next comes the vague group 
of those inspired by the past examples of Sulla (Multi memores Sullanae victoriae, “those 
mindful of Sulla’s victories,” 37.6), who also yearn to be elevated financially and socially 
through an expedient coup. Finally, before moving on to the liberi, Sallust notes that the 
agricultural, wage-laboring youth (iuventus, quae in agris manuum mercede inopiam toleraverat, 
37.7) – social dregs to the Roman aristocracy – had at that time given up their efforts in 
the fields to live off of urban benefactions. The state did not enact many measures for 
the relief of the poor, and destitution itself was not considered a cause for concern on 
any moral grounds. Therefore, the narrative brushes off the plebs collectively as always 
being discontented on account of their inopia, which seems to be a perennial issue 
according to the worldview of elite Romans. Cicero categorizes the diversified followers 
of Catiline into six separate groups (Cic. Cat. 2.8.17-2.10.23), and claims that accrued 
debts (aes alienum) were at least a partial motivation for four of them (Shaw, 1975: 194-
95.18 At Faesulae, he reports that Sullan veterans were successful in gaining favor among 
some of the local peasant farmers. His description of them as “rustic men, poor and of 
low means” (agrestis homines tenuis atque egentis, Cic. Cat. 2.9.20) places overwhelming 
emphasis on their living conditions as the main impetus for their participation in the plot. 
Similarly, Sallust saw all of these impoverished followers of Catiline as being driven by 
monetary circumstances and not by any kind of ideological justification, since they would 
have likely followed anyone promising to improve their basic livelihoods. 

 
These groups which represent the coniuratio as a whole therefore seem to be 

characterized at least in part by their penury, which helps to explain why Sallust 
juxtaposes the liberi along with them (Santangelo, 2007: 188).19 However, it is important 
to consider the sympathetic tone with which Sallust describes the liberi in this passage. A 
critical transition point occurs in chapter 37 when the author shifts in his description of 
the conspirators’ motivations. After disparaging the poor and laboring plebs individually 
for their base attraction to revolution, Sallust recapitulates their collective faults: 

                                                      
16 Brunt addresses the role of the plebs and the rural population regarding armed service and political conflict (Brunt, 
1988: ch. 5, esp. p. 251 for Catiline’s conspiracy). 
 
17 nova here should be taken as pertaining to revolution (res novae). Aristocrats considered new and different 
movements within the political sphere as dangerous. Accordingly, Sallust seems unsurprised by the apparent 
involvement of the plebs in the coniuratio. 
 
18 For further comments on the destitute and profligate nature of those eager to turn a profit from the conspiracy, 
see: Cic. Cat. 2.4.7, 2.5.10-11. 
 
19 The liberi are therefore, perhaps most unexpectedly, presented as having conspired along with the very same 
Sullan veterans who aided in the diminution of their own wealth and status.  
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Eos atque alios omnis malum publicum alebat. Quo minus mirandum est 
homines egentis, malis moribus, maxuma spe, rei publicae iuxta ac sibi 
consuluisse. (Sal. Cat. 37.7-8) 

 
A public misfortune (i.e. the conspiracy) nourished the hopes of these and all 
of the other conspirators. It is no wonder that poor men of wicked character 
and with the greatest ambition regarded the Republic according to their own 
condition.  

 
 

With this terse conclusion, it seems clear that the author considers any group to 
follow those previously discussed in the chapter as belonging to a separate category. 
Accordingly, the next sentence treats the liberi directly, and is introduced with a 
transitioning adverb praeterea (37.9), indicating further that the author deems the children 
of the proscribed to comprise a distinct subgroup of plotters who are fundamentally 
different from their fellow conspirators in terms of their motivations. As cited above, 
their description goes on to illustrate that the liberi want for resources only because their 
property had been taken away from them (bona erepta), and not simply on account of 
avarice and inherent moral weakness, which, according to Sallust is the essential feature 
of the other conspirators. Thus, while indigence is a shared concern for all of the 
revolutionaries mentioned in chapter 37, only the liberi are seen as being owed their share 
of wealth. 

 
In addition to poverty, the language of libertas is also bandied about in the Bellum 

Catilinae. Sometimes it is placed in the mouth of Catiline in an effort to exhort his 
followers to action, both while the conspiracy is being organized, and just prior to the 
final battle against Republican forces (Sal. Cat. 20.6; 20.14; 58.8; 58.11). At another point, 
C. Manlius uses it as an explanatory defense for the mobilization of the seditious army 
(33.4). In these instances, however, it seems clear that Sallust is depicting libertas as a 
concept from which the conspirators are drawing in order to claim justification for their 
uprising, but one which they are also perverting for their own ends. Indeed, the term 
itself had become malleable enough as a political slogan that it could be taken up by 
almost any faction as a call for righteous change in the first century B.C. (Syme, 1939: 59, 
155; Earl, 1961: 54-56, 94). Nevertheless, this does not require the reader to accept that 
libertas was a term without a broadly conceived definition in Roman society, and that it 
was redefined on an ad hoc basis merely for advancing factional interests (Arena, 2012: 6, 
8-10). Arena contends that, in its most basic sense, libertas “referred to the status of non-
slavery” and a freedom from the arbitrary dominion of others (Arena, 2012: 14, also 8). 
From this perspective, it becomes easier to recognize the liberi stood outside the bounds 
of possessing true libertas since their freedom to act was severely hindered by the whim 
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of a dictator. The only section which seems to attribute concern for any of the 
conspirators’ appeals to libertas in this regard is, once again, chapter 37, wherein Sallust 
himself assesses that the ius libertatis of the liberi had been lessened because of the Sullan 
proscriptions. 

 
Expelled from the political functioning of the Republic, the children of the 

proscribed also lost the libertas which Chaim Wirszubski posited long ago to be 
inextricably linked with one’s citizenship (civitas) (Wirszubski, 1950: 4). Removal from the 
res public severely limited one’s capacity to function as a citizen, and, in a way, caused one 
to suffer a certain degree of perceived subjugation – a condition which was universally 
understood by Romans as antithetical to the concept of libertas (Wirszubski, 1950: 1; 
Arena, 2012: 14). As with the aristocratic ethos discussed above which sought retribution 
for injustices committed against oneself by others for the sake of honor, so too it seems 
that the concept of libertas depended upon a similar mutual respect for the rights (iura) of 
fellow aristocrats – the two terms being inherently associated with one another, and often 
being used interchangeably (Brunt, 1988: 296). Rather than being simply taken to 
represent personal freedom, libertas should be seen “in terms of social relations, as a duty 
no less than a right: a right to claim what is due to oneself, and a duty to respect what is 
due to others” (Wirszubski, 1950: 8). This balanced and reciprocal relationship was 
fractured when Sulla enacted his proscriptions, effectively circumventing social 
convention by unduly diminishing the libertas of prominent Roman citizens. Furthermore, 
the state’s inability to promote stability between and amongst the orders in the final 
century of the Republic likely contributed to the proliferating number of civil conflicts. 
“The rule of law,” Wirszubski states, “became precarious, and at times it was replaced by 
the law of the stronger” (Wirszubski, 1950: 96).20 As a result, Sulla’s use of political and 
military prominence to eliminate his opposition and to suppress any potential future 
threats from the liberi operated as a rallying cry for the disaffected to regain their libertas 
if ever provided with the opportunity. Clearly, Sallust interprets Catiline as having 
provided favorable, albeit disgraceful, circumstances by which the liberi could reclaim 
their ius libertatis. 

 
The liberi proscriptorum hold a special place in the Bellum Catilinae due to the unique 

manner in which Sallust presents them. The author takes into account the historical 
circumstances that left them impoverished and socially excluded from the elite realm to 
which they had a traditional claim to belong. The hostis declarations under Sulla’s reign 
and the liquidation of political and wealthy targets alike was the initial event that set in 
motion the systematic denigration of the liberi through confiscating their inheritance and 
prohibiting their inclusion in the socio-political system which personified the Roman 

                                                      
20 Echoing Lucan’s lament that “the measure of justice was force” (mensuraque iuris vis erat, Luc. 1.175-6). 
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aristocracy. These novel measures were seen as especially cruel and unmerited against 
other members of the same social caste. As a result, Sallust indicates that personal enmity 
was transferred to the liberi, who internalized their maltreatment at the hands of the state 
according to the conventions of Roman honor, and who eventually found an extra-
judicial outlet for seeking vengeance in Catiline’s conspiracy. Like their colleagues, the 
liberi are presented as having been influenced by the newfound Roman indifference 
toward using capricious violence against personal and political opponents, and held no 
reservations about seeking to benefit from the overthrow of the Republic. Despite the 
similarities that existed among the conspirators in their efforts, Sallust pays particular 
attention to singling out the liberi for their almost morally justified quest for revenge. 
Their poverty was a condition that was placed upon them, by all accounts unjustly, as 
was their reduction of libertas. It was a malum, perpetrated decades before, which had 
returned to plague the Republic. Ultimately, Sallust characterizes the participation of the 
liberi proscriptorum in the Catilinarian conspiracy as an almost natural result of the moral 
degeneration that occurred during the late Republic, which is in a very real sense the 
larger theme of the Bellum Catilinae. In Sallust’s account, the liberi commit a grave crime 
by turning against their patria; however, their status as victims of the state allows them to 
be partially vindicated for the actions which he assigns to them. Their purported hope 
for revenge speaks to the wider problem of civil strife amongst Romans, which Sallust 
depicts as the pestilence of a civitas seemingly set on destroying itself. 
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