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NUMEN, Vol. 41 (1994), ? E.J. Brill, Leiden 

THE ANTI-INDIVIDUALISTIC IDEOLOGY OF 
HELLENISTIC CULTURE' 

LUTHER H. MARTIN 

[N]o individual is capable of creating a fully 
originally gesture, belonging to nobody else...nor 
can it even be regarded as that persons's instru- 
ment; on the contrary, it is gestures that use us 
as their instruments, as their bearers and incar- 
nations. 

Milan Kundera2 

Summary 

Historical generalizations are invariably shaped by modern cultural values. One 
of the dominant values of modern Western culture is individualism, the origins 
of which tend to be claimed by historians for their own domains of research, with 
examples extending from sixth-century B.C. Greece through modern Europe. The 
generalization about a Hellenistic period of history, first made in the nineteenth- 
century, clearly reflects this value of individualism which became, consequently, 
part of the scholarly convention about the culture of this period. With reference 
to the thought, religious practice, and material culture of the period, this article 
argues to the contrary that neither Hellenistic idea nor ideal can be held to value 
in any way an individualistic view of the self. 

Alexander the Great and the Athenian general Alcibiades were typical examples 
of individualism taken to task by philosophers. Hellenistic ethics seem, rather, to 
have been dominated by a social principle of "Socratic care". Similarly, 
Hellenistic religions, including the early Christian associations, defined their 
raison d'etre on the basis of distinctive social claims. One Christian tradition even 
explicitly employed the Hellenistic ethical principle of "Socratic care" as its 
distinctive criterion. Finally, the well-known Hellenistic terracotta figurines, often 
adduced as examples of Hellenistic individualism, were, in fact, mass-produced 
and were employed in ritual, i.e., collective, contexts. 

Whereas the socio-political transformations that characterize Hellenistic culture 
did challenge traditional collective bases for identity, the intellectual, religious and 
artistic expressions of this culture all confirm an anti-individualistic character for 
the alternative social strategies of identity produced during this period. 

At one point in the 1973 Monty Python film, "The Life of 
Brian", the hapless hero of the title, having been mistaken for the 
Messiah, attempts to persuade his resolute disciples that they need 
not depend on him, or on anyone else: "You don't need to follow 
me. You don't need to follow anybody", Brian implores. "You've 
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118 Luther H. Martin 

got to think for yourselves. You're all individuals." As in some 
Durkheimian nightmare, the crowd concurs with one voice: "Yes, 
we're all individuals."' 

This ironic exchange poses the perennial question of the relation- 

ship between self and society. Is the self to be understood, ideally, 
as an autonomous subject, or is the identity of the self in reality a 
social construct contingent upon its membership in some corporate 
body? I should like to argue that Monty Python's parodic portrayal 
of an individualistic assertion rejected by the affirming discourse of 
a collective subject accurately captures a central feature, at least, of 
Hellenistic culture. I should like to argue this thesis by taking note 
of the criteria employed in the periodization of a Hellenistic era in 
the first place, and then turn to a consideration of the individual in 
this period: in its thought, its religion, and its material culture. 

Individualism and Hellenistic Periodization 

In historiography, as in popular culture, the representation of 
others, of those removed from ourselves in time as by geography, 
invariably involves an interpretative imposition of one's own 
cultural values upon ideologically muted subjects. That 
individualism is a dominant value of modern Western culture, can- 
not be gainsaid. Its origins, consequently, tend to be claimed by 
historians and anthropologists for their own domains of research. 
The individual was discovered, we have been assured: 

by the lyric poets [of sixth century B.C. Greek]...; or by Plato, with his por- 
trait of Socrates;4 or in the Hellenistic age; or by the Roman poets; or by the 
Antonines; or by Augustine. Perhaps he had been there all the time, lurking 
in Homer's Achilles and Odysseus. Still, he had evidently fled away again 
by the early Middle Ages, only to be rediscovered first in [the eleventh or the 
twelfth century]...; then, according to Burckhardt's famous analysis, in 
Renaissance Italy; then again in the sixteenth, or seventeenth, or eighteenth 
centuries.' 

Additionally, the origins of individualism have been identified with 
the emergence of chieftainships out of the kinship collectivities of 
traditional societies,6 argued for one of the most corporate of 
peoples, the Israelites of the Deuteronomic period,7 and claimed, of 
course, for early Christianity, that first-century array of cultic 

fragility which has had to bear the weight of so much that Western 
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The Anti-Individualistic Ideology of Hellenistic Culture 119 

culture came to value.8 The "individual", as one recent commen- 
tator has concluded is a very "slippery figure".9 

One reason the individual has remained so lubricious is that 
historical scholarship too often confounds a social acknowledge- 
ment of individuals--even a concern with their well-being-with 
the social valuing of individuals above the collective of which they 
are members. Consequently, we may note Louis Dumont's useful 
differentiation between the "empirical" individual, as he terms 
those samples of mankind found in all societies as the "subject of 
speech, thought, and will",'0 and an "ideological" individualism, 
a valuing of "the independent, autonomous, and thus essentially 
nonsocial moral being, who carries...[the] permanent values" of 
culture." It is, in other words, not the particularity of unitary 
existence but its approbation that provides the condition for taking 
special notice of the individual in the first place. 

The English speaking world seemed unconcerned with 
ideological "individualism" until after 1840 when Henry Reeve 
first coined the term in his translation of Alexis de Tocqueville's 
famous observations on Democracy in America.12 In this work, first 
published in 1835, the intrepid French investigator of nineteenth- 
century American culture observed that "individualism is a novel 
expression, to which a novel idea [democracy] has given birth.""'3 
Reeve felt constrained to append an apologetic note to his introduc- 
tion of this English neologism: "However strange it may seem to 
the English ear", he wrote, "I know of no English word exactly 
equivalent to" the French word individualisme-itself a term of 
nineteenth-century coinage.'4 

At about the same time that the Tocqueville was extolling the 
value of individualism for the American experiment, the German 
historian, J.G. Droysen, was "inventing" the Hellenistic age. 
Unacknowledged from antiquity through the Enlightenment, 
Droysen's new periodization, itself a species of historical 
generalization, reflected the historicistic values of its nineteenth- 
century definition.15 The criteria for historiography during this 
century had been influenced by the emergence of nationalism and 
the subsequent founding of national archives, which supplied the 
recently established profession of history with a trove of newly con- 
solidated, if politically oriented, sources. Human history became 
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120 Luther H. Martin 

structured, consequently, primarily in terms of political change, 
organized around the foundational acts of its governing and 
military figures. This so-called "Great Man" view of history- 
what undergraduates sometimes refer to as "kings and things"- 
was systematically formulated by Thomas Carlyle in his treatment 
of "the heroic in history", published in 1840, the same year as the 
English translation of de Tocqueville.'6 It is understandable, then, 
that Droysen defined his new Hellenistic period as extending from 
the military conquests of one "great" individual, Alexander of 
Macedonia, to that of another, Octavian, who incorporated the 
remainder of Alexander's former empire into that of Rome with his 
victory over Egypt in 31 B.C., and who subsequently received from 
the Roman Senate the title of "Augustus"." 

The first of Droysen's three-volume Geschichte des Hellenismus, 
published in 1836, begins with the now famous words: "Der Name 
Alexander bezeichnet das Ende einer Weltepoche, den Anfang einer neuen".18 
Most of the known world, and some beyond, had succumbed to 
Alexander's military advances by the time of his death at the age 
of thirty-three. This young king had more or less successfully 
transformed the socio-political world from its polis ideal, in which 
each city-state was expected to be autonomous and self-sufficient, 
to a competitive but interdependent network of ecumenical 
empire.19 

Alexander's conquests and the consequent political interna- 
tionalism they established generated the conditions, it is generally 
held, for the emergence of individualism, a remarkably timed 
occurrence given the "invention" of this allegedly seminal cultural 
period only in the nineteenth century. In the words of W.W. Tarn: 
"Man as a political animal, a fraction of the polls or self-governing 
city state, had ended with [Alexander's teacher,] Aristotle; with 
Alexander begins man as an individual"'20-a perceived shift from 
the self-sufficiency of the polis to that of the individual, in the view 
of political theorist, George Sabine.21 More recently, J. Gwyn Grif- 
fiths has elaborated this truism of Hellenistic existence with 
reference to the sense of personal insignificance supposedly 
engendered by the conquests of Alexander, which "threw the 
citizens back on their own spiritual resources so that their concerns 
as individuals counted correspondingly by more".22 Most recently, 
Peter Green has concluded similarly that "cities and empires had 
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become too vast and heterogeneous to give adequate psychological 
support to inheritors of the old, local polis tradition: their society 
was no longer either integrated or manageable". Like Griffiths, 
Green concludes with the now formulaic axiom that "the 
individual was thrown back on himself'".23 

Roughly concurrent with Alexander's conquests, by which 
Droysen defined the Hellenistic world, a cosmological revolution 
was constructing a greatly expanded architecture of the physical 
world. This new cosmological image was to be given systematic for- 
mulation in the second century A.D. by Claudius Ptolemy, after 
whom it was subsequently named. In contrast to the traditional 
"three-storied" image of antiquity, in which an overarching 
heaven gave sanction to localized socio-political organization, the 
Ptolemaic cosmology differentiated a system of seven planetary 
spheres, all of which embraced the terrestial globe, a cosmological 
representation of universalism correlate to the international 
realignment of Hellenistic power. Just as the borders and bat- 
tlements of empire guarded against the ambitions of barbarians 
from without, so the hierarchical planetary enclaves of the cosmos, 
themselves bounded by the finite sphere of the fixed stars, protected 
against the incursion of cosmic chaos from beyond. This newly 
expanded cosmos, guided by immense forces of which the 
individual had little understanding and less control, reinforced the 
effects of Hellenistic internationalism, it is argued, in its production 
of individualism.24 

Although the cultural transformations that marked a Hellenistic 
age may have occasioned a heightened awareness of the empirical 
individual, any valuing of such an existence, I should like to argue, 
was imputed by the modern values of a nascent historical discipline 
which periodized a Hellenistic era in the first place. Neither 
Hellenistic idea nor ideology can be held in any way to value such 
an existence; "individuality itself had no importance", is the stark 
conclusion of one historian about Hellenistic thought,25 to which we 
now turn. 

The Individual in Hellenistic Thought 

De Tocqueville distinguished his modern, democratic notion of 
individualism from egotism,26 an expression that Reeve had no 
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122 Luther H. Martin 

problem rendering into English, for egotism, according to the 
Frenchman, is "a vice as old as the world".27 Whether as old as the 
world, it is at least as old as the Hellenistic world, and its chief 

exemplar, according to the second century A.D. Roman historian, 
Arrian, was Alexander. Attempting to correct the excesses of his 
predecessors,28 Arrian wrote of Alexander, who had been roman- 
ticized in antiquity as in modernity,29 that the renowned leader: 

had no lack of grandeur or ambition: he would never have remained idle in 
the enjoyment of any of his conquests, even had he extended his empire from 
Asia to Europe and from Europe to the British Isles. On the contrary, he 
would have continued to seek beyond them for unknown lands, as it was ever 
his nature, if he had no rival, to strive to better his own best (Anab. 7.1.4). 

A student of the Stoic philosopher, Epictetus, Arrian concluded of 
such unbridled ambition that "none of these things...can make a 
man happy, unless he can win one more victory in addition to those 
the world thinks so great-the victory over himself" (Anab. 
4.7.5).30 

Alexander seemed to be a topos in Hellenistic literature not only 
for egotism but for the absence of self-knowledge.31 Reportedly, 
this "most ambitious of men" (anthropon philotimotatos) (Dio Chrys., 
Or. 4.4) once inquired of Diogenes what military achievements 
were necessary in order for him to become the best of kings, a ques- 
tion about how best to govern others born out of the practical con- 
cerns of empire, that is, simultaneously, a question about how best 
to govern oneself. In the reply recorded by Dio Chrysostom, a 
variant of some twenty-two references to an exchange between the 
two,32 the Cynic philosopher replies that "you are your own worst 
enemy.... For no foolish and wicked man understands himself, else 
Apollo would not have enjoined this first of all for each of us to 
know oneself" (gn6nai heauton) (Or. 4.56-7). 

Alcibiades, another character familiar from ancient literature for 
his military and political exploits, is reported to have received the 
same advice from Socrates. The supposed dialogue, known as the 
Alcibiades I and attributed to Plato, is a virtual treatise upon the 
Greek injunction to "know yourself".33 Like the young Alexander 
who reportedly had confronted his ambitions when he succeeded to 
the Macedonian throne at the age of twenty, Alcibiades appears in 
this dialogue at the outset of his own public and political life when 
he was not yet twenty (123D). He is dissatisfied with his privileges 
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of birth and heritage and, like Alexander, desires to gain power 
throughout the world (105C). But Socrates demonstrates to 
Alcibiades that his political agenda is based upon the conventional 
knowledge shared by those in the Athenian society he hopes to lead 

(103-114). But whereas Alcibiades may not be particularly disad- 
vantaged with respect to his political peers, his real competitors are 
the kings of Sparta and Persia whose superiority of education, 
wealth, and authority Socrates details at length. To realize his 
ambition, Alcibiades must improve himself not only by knowing 
more than his countrymen, but by understanding more than his 

foreign competitors as well. He may achieve this goal, according to 
Socrates, by heeding the Delphic maxim to "know yourself" 
(124B). By knowing himself, Alcibiades will come to know the 

proper affairs of others and thereby the political affairs of state 

(133D-134A). In response to Alcibiades' query about how he might 
achieve this self-knowledge (124D), Socrates responds that he 
would come to know himself if he "took care of himself" 

(epimelesthai sauton: 127E). For, by taking care of himself, Socrates 
assures Alcibiades, he shall come to know himself (132D). 

The relationship between taking care of oneself and political 
activity is based upon the traditional Greek proverb, first 
documented by Herodotus, that those who best take care of their 
own affairs will best take care of the affairs of the city (Hdt. 5.29; 
see also Thucyd. 2.40.2; 6.9.2; Pl., Prot. 318E).34 Thus, in Plato's 

Apology, Socrates defends himself as a master of "taking care of the 
self" (epimeleia heautou), for in teaching people to occupy themselves 
with themselves, he teaches them to occupy themselves with the city 
(Apol. 29E). Based in political concerns, Socratic "care", and with 
it knowledge of oneself, was a communal injunction.35 

The Stoics and the Neo-Platonists, the two dominant Hellenistic 
philosophical traditions, agreed upon the foundational nature of the 
Alcibiades dialogue for their own philosophical enterprise, and upon 
its subject, the relationship between care of oneself and self- 
knowledge, for philosophical thought.36 The Stoics considered self- 
knowledge to be not only the beginning of philosophy but the sum 
of it (e.g., Jul., Or.6.185D).37 Similarly, the neo-Platonic philoso- 
pher, Proclus, wrote in his Commentary on the Alcibiades I, that 
"knowledge of oneself was the foundation of philosophy and of 
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Platonic thought". He reports further that lamblicus gave the 
Alcibiades I the first place in the ten dialogues in which he considered 
the entire philosophy of Plato to be contained (Procl. in Alc. 11).3 

The Platonic argument for the existence of a psyche within each 
of us is not in reference to my soul, but to the soul, as Jean-Pierre 
Vernant has emphasized. His notion of "the individual soul...does 
not convey a man's individual psychology but rather the aspiration 
of an individual subject", Dumont's empirical individual, "to 
become one with the all, reintegrated into the general cosmic 

order", 39 an order that structured and included the social world. 
As Louis Gernet concludes-if we may excuse the non-inclusive 

language of an earlier era: 

The mental universe [of Hellenic humanism], which corresponds to a 

"political" society wherein the unifying principle is that of the abstract and 

interchangeable "citizen", is in fact that cosmos in which "man" find[s] his 
place, but in which "men" do not as readily.40 

During the Hellenistic period, the Socratic notion of communal 
care became extended from being the concern of a young man to 

being considered a permanent duty throughout one's life, and from 

political relationships to encompass all human relationships.4' The 

Greeks, like the Romans after them, had no substantive word to 
indicate this "self" that they were enjoined to know and care for. 

They expressed this sense, rather, by the use of the reflexive pro- 
noun: autos in Greek; ipse in Latin," introducing, thereby, at least 
two voices into a rhetoric of self. This rhetorical act of self- 
formation constituted what Michel Foucault has termed a 

"technology of the self",43 whereby an intersubjective basis of iden- 

tity was established.44 I would agree on this point with Hannah 

Arendt, who observed that for the Greeks, "a life spent [outside the 
world of the common] in the privacy of 'one's own' (idion), ...is 
'idiotic' by definition", whereas for the Romans, such activity 
"offered but a temporary refuge from the business of the res 

publica'' .45 
While there was most certainly an alteration in the technologies 

of self-formation occasioned by the intellectual transformations 

generated by Hellenistic culture, these technologies did not produce 
any ideologies of individualism. Even as the Hellenistic world 
retained from classical philosophy its notable lack of interest in the 
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individual as in particularity generally,46 so it retained traditional 
values of social identity, however redefined. 

Even American culture, with its historical values of self-reliance 
and rugged individualism, is rife with what Tocqueville had 
already described as "secondary associations"."4 These special 
interest associations: from conchologists to nudists, often self- 
consciously organized as extended families, fill the void left by the 
erosion of traditional social groupings. As one recent observer has 
noted, such subcultures arise and flourish "most intensely" in 
places like "the condo kingdoms of coastal Florida, and in the tract- 
housing sprawls of Southern California", that is, "in places that 
lack rootedness and a sense of space.""48 It was a similar disintegra- 
tion of the traditional locative definitions of social existence that 
characterized the Hellenistic world. 

Those who have argued most vigorously for a Hellenistic 
ideology of individualism have also argued, incongrously, for a 
heightened, if redefined, social reality.49 Patrick Atherton, for 
example, concludes that all of the Hellenistic philosophies were 
"concerned with the difficulty that arises for detached individuals 
who regard themselves as essentially separated from an order to 
which they nevertheless properly belong.'"'5 And rather than 
individualism, Tarn notes the "enormous growth of non-political 
private associations and clubs" that followed the weakening of city 
ties.51 Hellenistic cultural fragmentation did not, in other words, 
give rise to any ideology of individualism, but, as in contemporary 
Florida and California, to a plurality of alternative subcultures. 
These Hellenistic subcultures are well exemplified by the religious 
formations of the era. 

The Individual and Hellenistic Religions 

Alfred North Whitehead once defined religion as "what the 
individual does with his own solitariness".52 This modern view of 
religion, is as pervasive as it is problematic-at least from the 
perspective of many recent theoretical considerations.53 As with 
historical generalizations, however, the validity of contemporary 
theoretical constraints often is inappropriately assumed in assessing 
other peoples and periods. Nevertheless, Whitehead's apothegm is 
often cited as characteristic of Hellenistic religions. 
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Joining the ranks of such recognized scholars in the field as E.R. 
Dodds,54 and J. Gwyn Griffiths,55 Peter Green has most recently 
asserted that Whitehead's definition "offers an increasingly 
accurate picture" of religion during the Hellenistic centuries.56 In 
the altered political condition of the Hellenistic city, "the climate 
of religious sentiment", according to Atherton, was held to be 
"much influenced by the pronounced individualism characteristic 
of the period.... It provided the necessary setting of order for the 
release of individuals to pursue a personal satisfaction which could 
no longer be confined within the culture of the ancestral com- 

munity.""57 And Walter Burkert, in his recent monograph on the 
ancient mystery cults-those religious forms that are generally held 
to be the most distinctive of the Hellenistic period-has traced the 
origins of these mysteries to the "discovery of the individual" 
which he dates, following Bruno Snell, from sixth-century B.C. 
Greece.58 

Sophocles, by contrast, at the beginning of Oedipus at Colonus, 
portrayed Oedipus as a lonely wanderer who is apoptolis 'without a 
city' (S. OC 208). Later, Aristotle would insist that anyone who, 
like Oedipus, is apolis, that is, who stands alone as an individual 
apart from collective humanity is "either beast or god (therion e 
theon)" (Pol. 1253a).59 As might be anticipated in historical judge- 
ment, Aristotle's premise is closer to the view documented from 
Hellenistic religions than is Whitehead's; and nowhere is this view 
represented more graphically than by the theriomorphic hero of 
Apuleius' second-century A.D. novel, The Golden Ass, a morality 
tale that juxtaposes its lusty portrayal of everyday life in the 
Hellenistic world with the blessedness of a religious existence under 
the protection of the goddess Isis. 

Apuleius' novel opens with its dubious hero, Lucius, a sort of 
Hellenistic Everyman, journeying to Hypata in Thessaly on 
business, an increasingly common activity in the context of 
Hellenistic internationalism. While in Hypata, Lucius is the guest 
of Milo, a friend of a friend from whom Lucius has a letter of intro- 
duction. Despite the protection of Milo's hospitality, Lucius never- 
theless becomes inappropriately involved in the strange customs 
practiced in this place away from his own city, and finds himself, 
as a consequence, transformed into an ass, a "wretched beast" that 
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was associated with pretty much the same pejorative attributes in 

antiquity as in modernity and was considered especially detestable 
to the goddess Isis (Met. 11.6). 

The Metamorphoses, to give the novel its classical title, is loosely 
constructed around the aimless wanderings of its asinine hero as he 
searches for a common rose, the antidote that will transform his 
bestial individuality into humanity. Unlike the promise of potential 
which characterizes the modern ideology of individualism, the only 
promise of individualism characteristic of Hellenistic culture was 
that of the social exclusion and lonely isolation exemplified by 
Lucius. As in the philosophical traditions, "marks of 
individuality" were perceived by Hellenistic religions as "signs of 
imperfection" to be overcome.60 Whitehead's apothegm about 
individual solitude, rather than characterizing Hellenistic religions, 
describes best what these religions saved one from. 

The Hellenistic metaphor for what was considered to be the 
asocial, diminished state of being from which one might be saved 
was "wandering". The asinine hero of Apuleius' novel, as the con- 
sequence of his curiositas or 'individualistic assertions", like 
Sophocles' Oedipus, became hopelessly lost in a "maze of 
miserable wanderings" (Met. 11.20).61 According to the Homeric 
Hymn to Demeter, prospective initiates into the mysteries of Demeter 
would, upon their arrival at the sacred temenos of the goddess' 
Eleusinian sanctuary, repeat the ancient words spoken by the god- 
dess herself upon her own arrival at the site: "And so I wandered 
and am come here" (Hymn Hom. 133). And "the first intelligible 
words" of the recently published fragment of a Mithraic Catechism 
from Egypt "might be indicative of wandering",62 an image of this 
terrestrial state of existence,63 while, an inscription preserved in the 
Walbrook Mithraeum in London promises "life to wandering 
humans' ,.64 

The soteriological rose which finally marks the conclusion to 
Lucius' wandering is proffered by a priest of Isis during a proces- 
sion in honor of the goddess. Lucius' redieris ad homines, 'return to 
the human world' (Met. 11.6) is predicated upon his association 
with the society of Isis, one of the most prominent of the Hellenistic 
religious subcultures. Lucius' membership in the society of Isis is 
not the consequence of his own volition, the individualistic basis of 
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social organization that is typically attributed to Hellenistic 
religions; rather, his "urgent entreaties" to the high priest to be 
initiated were met by a warning "to guard most carefully against 
[such] overeagerness" (Met. 11.21). For, according to the priest: 

the day on which each person can be initiated was marked by a nod from the 
goddess, and that the priest who ought to administer the rites was likewise 
chosen by her providence, and that even the expenses required for the 
ceremony were determined by a similar command (Alet. 11.21). 

Initiation into the mysteries, in other words, like membership in 
any Hellenistic religious group, required invitation by the deities, 
or, what was the same thing, by their institutional 
representatives-a kind of sacerdotal imperative not to "call us; 
we'll call you".65 This divine call came both in waking visions, as 
to the Dionysian "stranger" in Euripides' The Bacchae or to Paul 
on the Damascus Road (Acts 9:3-6), or through the practice of 
incubation, in a dream, as to Lucius. 

Lucius awaits his divine invitation to Isiac membership at a 
house rented for the occasion within the precincts of the Isis sanc- 
tuary at Cenchrae, the port city of Corinth. He spends his time here 
as "an inseparable companion of the priests" (sacerdotum individuus) 
(Met. 11.19). It is perhaps not too venturesome to suggest that the 
sense of individuus in this passage is that of "socialization", the pro- 
cess whereby a prospective member who is outside the Isiac society, 
that is, who is dividuus, becomes received as a full member, a trans- 
action of social inclusion that culminated with the formal ceremony 
of initiation. 

Following his initiation into the society of Isis, Lucius is finally 
able to return home (Met. 11.24), to his friends and parents (Met. 
11.26). He now acknowledges, however, the priest of Isis as his 
spiritual father (Met. 11.26) and the universal goddess herself as his 
loving mother (Met. 11.25). These spiritually constructed kin rela- 
tions replace Lucius' natural parents as the basis for the social unity 
of his new collective identity.66 

Like the mystery cults, the early Christian societies also based 
social inclusion upon distinctive claims of spiritual kinship. In a 
paradigm of social reorientation and inclusion more dramatic than 
anything suggested for membership in the Isis cult, Jesus is por- 
trayed by some of these first Christians as requiring the rejection 
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of one's natural family. According to the synoptic gospels, when the 
claims of Jesus' family were opposed to that of political authority 
(Mt. 12:38; Mk. 3:6, 22), Jesus replies by suggesting a third theory 
of social relationship: 

'Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?' And stretching out his hand 
towards his disciples, he said, 'Here are my mother and brothers. For 
whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother, and sister, and 
mother' (Mt. 12:46-50//Mk. 3:31-35; Lk. 8:19-21). 

Henceforth, Christianity was to be defined, according to this same 
tradition, as the society of those who have "left house or brothers 
or sisters or mother or father or children or lands for...[Jesus'] sake 
and for the gospel" (Mk. 10:29//Mt. 19:29 and Lk. 18:29). For the 

Jesus societies, in other words, as for other Hellenistic religious 
groupings, fictive kinship claims supplanted the ascription of iden- 

tity by birth with a cosmopolitan ideology of acquired subcultural 

identity. 
The anti-individualistic ideology of the early Christians is 

perhaps best encapsulated in their so-called "great command- 
ment" to "love your neighbor as yourself". This social imperative 
is cited throughout the New Testament corpus: by the synoptic 
gospels (Mt. 5:43, 19:19, 22:39; Mk. 12:31; Lk. 10:27), by Paul 
(Rom. 12:10, 13:9; Gal. 5:14), by the traditions ofJames (Jas. 2:8) 
and John (1 Jn. 2:10, 3:10, 4:21), and even in Christian 
gnosticism, that supposedly most individualistic of traditions (Gos. 
Th. 25). The crucial question, implicit in this commandment but 
posed explictly only by the gospel of Luke, is: "who is [and who 
is not] my neighbor" (Lk. 10:29)? In response, the author of Luke 
relates the well-known "Story of the Good Samaritan" (Lk. 10:30- 
37). What has remained unremarked in this much analyzed parable 
is that the primary characteristic accorded neighborliness is 
epimeleia, precisely that criterion of Socratic care that we have seen 
to be so central to the social ethics of Hellenistic philosophy. The 
Samaritan is not only portrayed as the example of one who "took 
care" of the beleaguered victim in the story (epemelethe autou), but 
as one who enjoins others also to "take care of him" (epimeletheti 
autou) (Lk. 10:34-35). The point of this Lucan story, as of the 
"great commandment" generally, is to prescribe the priority of 
care for others, that is, of social claims, over any individualistic 
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concern for the self. For these Christians, to "take care", like the 
ancient injunction to self-knowledge, referred "to the drawing of... 
social boundaries".67 

No one in the New Testament is portrayed as successfully suing 
for membership in any of the Jesus movements apart from impor- 
tunate invitation. Yet, in his study of the influence of Greek ideas 
on Christianity, the influential biblical scholar, Edwin Hatch, sum- 
marized Christian origins in terms of the conventional view of 
Hellenistic religions: "There is", he concluded "no adequate 
evidence that, in the first age of Christianity, association was other 
than voluntary. It was profoundly individual. It assumed for the 
first time in history the infinite worth of the individual soul."'68 
Hatch's view of the "original" Christians, decidedly more Protes- 
tant than historical as Jonathan Z. Smith has recently argued,69 
informs the work of many modern scholars who are still concerned 
with the question of "how the charismatic [that is, individualistic] 
fellowship of the apostolic Church", that "original" Christianity 
"rediscovered" by the Protestant reformers, "gave rise to the [cor- 
porate] bureaucracy of Roman Catholicism."70 

Although Hellenistic internationalism did challenge the classical 
view of a collective identity conferred by one's city of origin-the 
view still represented by Aristotle-it did not challenge the social 
basis of identity by producing any ideology of individualism. 

Rather, it produced alternative strategies of social inclusion, 
strategies defined not by place of birth but by inclusion in a newly 
defined international plurality of social groupings in which 

membership was conferred by invitation and instruction.7' As with 
his conclusions concerning Hellenistic culture generally, Green, 

risking self-contradiction, concludes that religion during this period 
represented the "urge to retreat from self-determination, to seek 

authority outside the self",72 and Griffiths must subsume his view 
of heightened individual concerns during the Hellenistic period to 
what he concedes is the "essentially communal" nature of religion 
in antiquity.73 Salvation, in other words, in whatever Hellenistic 
discourse it may be articulated, is, at base, a social status confirmed 

by membership in a group deemed to have the power or the 

authority to confer this status. 
The subcultural religious groups adapted to the claims of 
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Hellenistic cosmoplitanism in varying ways. Most of these formerly 
native cults adopted Greek language and culture as a technique of 
international communication and acceptance."4 In addition, some, 
like that of Lucius' savior goddess, became universalized by 
elevating their deities from native soil to celestial enthronement 
where they might preside over their cult sites now redistributed 
throughout the terrestrial realm."75 The Mithraic cults even 
managed to preserve a remarkably uniform iconography for their 
numerous, wide-spread sanctuaries.76 However, the catholicity of 
these internationalized native cults was, in actuality a cosmopolitan 
fiction, as the local determinations of cult-practices, variations in 

iconographic and ideological interpretation, and flexibility in the 
indices of membership indicate. These cults were, in other words, 
neither charismatic nor episcopal, but congregational. Only the 
ancient Mysteries of Demeter retained their locative character, 
requiring all who would be initiate to journey to Eleusis, despite a 

challenge to this privilege of place by her colonial cult in Sicily.77 
And only the early Christians had the increasing audacity to aspire 
to a political realization of the Hellenistic ideal of utopian 
universalism-an aspiration that eventually won them imperial 
sanctions. 

Individualism and Material Culture 

In contrast to the early Christianities, for which literary remains 
have survived alongside the archaeological,78 many religious prac- 
tices in the Hellenistic period are documented largely from their 
material remains. Mithraic iconography is a well-known case.79 A 
less well-known example is the exquisite terracotta figurines pro- 
duced during this period and found throughout Greece and Italy. 
These molded products of "a large-scale industry",8" are being 
examined by historians for what they might reveal of everyday 
life,81 an area of historical investigation that, until recently, has 
been relatively neglected. However, these figurines, mass-produced 
in an estimated "tens of thousand",82 are also adduced as examples 
of Hellenistic individualism-an expression, in the words of one art 
historian, of "human needs in touching portrayals of emotion.''83 
Although this claim may be understandable given the individualism 
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conventionally attributed to Hellenistic culture by its leading 
scholars, it is, nevertheless, as curious a conclusion as had it been 
made of a discarded bin of plastic Jesuses. The intent of this 
analogy is not to denigrate the piety expressed either through the 
ritual use of the Hellenistic figurines or by the placing of plastic 
statuettes on automobile dashboards. After all, as we have been 
reminded in a recent study of "The Medieval Virgin as Object", 
there is, in "the structure of religious belief-the structure that 
binds believer to object-...no interest in or place given to record- 
ing anything having to do with [the] production, sales, or manufac- 
ture" of religious objects.84 The issue, rather, is the 
appropriateness of an essentially Protestant interpretation of such 
palpable cult objects as the outward expressions of an inward or 
individualistic "piety". The very ubiquity of the Hellenistic ter- 
racotta figurines, as of plastic dashboard statuettes, suggests that a 
more appropriate catchment in which to situate their significance 
might be an ideology of social inclusion rather than one of 
individualistic expression. Indeed, "piety" in antiquity-eusebeia in 
Greek, pietas in Latin-designated techniques for establishing 
"right relationships", among humans as well as those between 
humans and deities. 

The homes, theatres, sanctuaries and tombs which are the prov- 
enance of the terracotta figurines are all loci of pietistic strategies 
for establishing right relationships. I have already alluded to the 
centrality of household organization, that is, of kin relations, as a 
basis for social unity in antiquity and of subcultural formation in 
the Hellenistic world. Similarly, the inseparability of entertainment 
from ritual in Greek culture is generally conceded, and suggested 
for Rome. 

The significant majority of the terracottas, however, "are found 
either as votive offerings deposited in sanctuaries, or as objects 
accompanying the dead into the tomb.'"85 Votary and funerary 
rites are both practiced in public, in the presence of priests and 
fellow worshipers, establishing bonds between the devotee and 
other devotees; both benefit many others who profit from the 
investment-craftsmen, shopkeepers, as well as all those sharing in 
the accompanying ritual banquets.86 In contrast to the tran- 
sitoriness of prayer and sacrifice, these practices, materialized in 
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the terracotta figurines, represented tangible and enduring proofs 
for the successful strategies of piety."' Where the place of the polls 
had been challenged and in places dissolved under the influence of 
Hellenistic cosmopolitanism, these practices and their material 
mementos memorialized a collective piety that reestablished a sense 
of place,88 an enduring spatial framework in which a community 
might distribute its richest ideas and images with respect to specific 
locations and sanctuaries.89 

While the practices associated with votive offerings established a 
material link between the new social formations and cult sites, the 
use of these cult objects as funerary offerings ensured that the 
redefined locative definitions of social existence endured over 
time.90 Such acts of memoralization as represented in Hellenistic 
votive and funerary practices and materialized in the terracotta 

figurines externalized the collective memory "on a geographical 
plane where it... [might] visually fix and affirm collective beliefs" 
and identity.9' I would suggest, in other words, that such figurines 
might better be considered material tokens of inclusion and 
membership in an enduring subculture rather than indications of 
any personal or individualistic enterprise. 

Conclusion 

Differing claims to the origins of individualism share only the 
conviction of a potential for the historical construction of self as an 
individual and for a consequent possibility of valuing such a con- 
struction. Nietzsche was perhaps the first explicitly to argue that 

"every human being was a 'necessary consequence' of an almost 
unintelligibly complex web of factors 'assembled from the elements 
and influence of things past and present' ".92 He rejected, conse- 
quently, any idea of the self as something given. " '[T]ruth' ", he 
concluded, "including the 'truth' about one's self, 'is not some- 
thing there, that might be found or discovered-but something that 
must be created' ",93 a process of historical construction that 
Michel Foucault analyzed under the rubric, "technologies of the 
self". 

We may leave it to intellectual historians to contest when an 
"ideal" of the individual self first became constructed from the 
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empirical reality of unitary existence and valued differently from 
that of the corporate subject; and to mentalit6 historians to establish 
when this emergent individual became collectively valued. And we 

might leave it for social theorists to ascertain to what extent an 
ideology of individualism ever actually produces an autonomous 
individual subject, or whether any ideology, including this one, is 
not itself a social strategy of subjection. 

For the Greeks and Romans, in any case, any concept 
approaching that of modern, Western individualism was irrelevant. 
Their ideas and icons, discourse and practices, acts and gestures all 
confirm the anti-individualistic and collective character of a shared 
cultural ideal-an inter-individualistic construction of self that con- 
tinues to mark the traditional societies of contemporary Greece.94 
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"consists so much in the Affections,"--a Puritan expression for feelings or 
experiences--"that there can be no true Religion without them" (Jonathan 
Edwards, "Treatise on Religious Affections", in H.S. Smith, R.T. Handy, L.A. 
Loetscher [eds.], American Christianity. A Historical Interpretation with Representative 
Documents. Vol I: 1607-1820 [New York: Charles Scribners, 1960], 341-349: 342). 
The primary "objective ground" of these Affections, he argued, "is the 
transcendentally excellent and amiable Nature of divine things, as they are in them- 
selves" (emphasis added) (Edwards, 345). For Edwards, in other words, religion 
was based on a pure, unmediated, personal experience of the sacred. This primary 
emphasis on individual experience relegates social practices of religion, like ritual, 
to outward-and secondary-expressions of the inward grace so important to 
reformation theology. At the beginning of the twentieth century, William James 
defended essentially the same view of religion that had first been argued by 
Edwards, but now in the discourse of science-the newly defined 'discipline' of 
psychology that James was so instrumental in popularizing. In his classic Gifford 
Lectures on The Varieties of Religious Experience, James wrote that religion consists 
of "the feelings...and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they 
apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the 
divine" (William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience [New York: The 
Modern Library, 1902], 31-32). For James, as for Edwards, then "personal 
religion will prove itself more fundamental than either theology or ecclesiasticism. 
Churches, when once established", he asserted, "live at second-hand upon tradi- 
tion; but the founders of every church owed their power originally to the fact of their 
direct personal communion with the divine" (second emphasis added) (James, 31). Con- 
sequently, in the conclusion of James, "personal religious experience has it roots 
and centre in mystical states of consciousness" (James, 370). A dominant popular 
as well as theoretical explanation of religion is thus based in the Reformation 
theological tradition of a faith that is confirmed in the individual experience of 
grace and constructed out of a culturally disseminated and psychologized theology 
of revival. See Luther H. Martin, "The Academic Study of Religion in the United 
States: Historical and Theoretical Considerations", Religio, Revue pro Religionistiku 
1 (1993), 73-80: 76-78. 

54 E.R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley: University of California 
Press), 1971), 243. 

55 Griffiths, "Hellenistic Religions", 238. 
56 Green, 588. 
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57 Atherton, 332. 
58 Walter Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1987), 11, following B. Snell, see Burkert, 11, n. 57. See my review of 
Burkert, in Critical Review of Books in Religion, 1989 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989), 
288-290. 

59 Plato proposed the death penalty for the establishment of private cults which, 
he believed, would weaken the polls by giving individuals the means of pursuing 
their own ends (Lg. 909-910). 

60 Rist, 147. 
61 Paul Veyne, "The Roman Empire", in A History of Private Life, Vol. 1, ed. 

Paul Veyne, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1987), 231. 

62 William M. Brashear, A Mithraic Catechism from Egypt (p. Berol. 21196), Tyche 
Supplementband (Wien: Verlag Adolf Holzhausens Nfg, 1992), 15. 

63 Brashear, 20. 
64 W.H.C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 276. 

The inscription, hominibus bagisbatam (CIMRM 823), which should be read as 
hominibus vagis vitam, actually appears on the base of a sculpture of "Bacchus with 
a Satyr, a Maenad, Silenus, and Pan" that was found in the Walbrook 
Mithraeum. See J.M.C. Toynbee, Art in Roman Britain, 2nd rev. ed. (London: 
Phaidon Press, 1963), 128-30. 

65 A.D. Nock, Conversion. The Old and the New in Religion from Alexander the Great 
to Augustine of Hippo (1933; London: Oxford University Press, 1961), 152-155. 

66 Henry Sumner Maine, Ancient Law (1861; New York: Dorset Press, 1986), 
152, see also 104, 213-14. The centrality of the notion of family to social organiza- 
tion in antiquity was emphasized also by Maine's contemporary, Fustel de 
Coulanges, The Ancient City, trans. Willard Small (1873; Gloucester, MA: Peter 
Smith, 1979), 86, 89. 

67 Stroumsa, 35, 46-7. 
68 Edwin Hatch, The Influence of Greek Ideas and Usages upon the Christian Church, 

ed., A.M. Fairbain, 2nd ed. (London: Williams and Norgate, 1891), 334. 
69 Jonathan Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine. On the Comparison of Early Christianities and 

the Religions of Late Antiquity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 59-62; 
see also Veyne, 231-2. 

70 Benjamin Nelson, "Weber, Troeltsch, Jellinek as Comparative Historical 
Sociologists", Sociological Analysis 36 (1975), 232n. 

71 Jonas, 5-6. 
72 Green, 586. 
73 Griffiths, 238. 
74 See G.W. Bowersock, Hellenism in Late Antiquity (Ann Arbor: The University 

of Michigan Press, 1990), esp. ch. 1. 
75 Luther H. Martin, Hellenistic Religions. An Introduction (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1987), 76. 
76 Luther H. Martin, "Reflections on the Mithraic Tauroctony as Cult 

Image". Studies in Mithraism, ed. J.R Hinells (Rome: "L'erma" di Bretschneider, 
forthcoming). 

77 Luther H. Martin, "Greek Goddesses and Grain: the Sicilian Connection", 
Helios 17 (1990), 251-261. 

78 See G.F. Snyder, Ante Pacem. Archaeological Evidence of Church Life Before Con- 
stantine (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1985). 
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79 I have suggested a social interpretation of the Mithraic tauroctony in 
"Reflections on the Mithraic Tauroctony as Cult Scene". 

80 C. Bradford Wells, Alexander and the Hellenistic World (Toronto: A.M. Hak- 
kert, 1970), 210; Jaimee P. Uhlenbrock, "The Coroplast and his Craft", in The 
Coroplast's Art. Greek Terracottas of the Hellenistic World, ed., Jaimee P. Uhlenbrock 
(New Rochelle, NY: Caratzas, 1990), 15-31: 16. 

81 Uhlenbrock, ed., passim. 
82 Wells, 210. 
83 William Mierse, from course description of Art 282: Seminar. "Hellenistic" 

in "Memorandum To: Art Majors and University Advisors", From: Christie 
Fengler-Stephany, Chair, Art Department, dated October 31, 1990, describing 
"Spring 1991 Course Offerings" at The University of Vermont. 

84 J.E. Ziegler, "The Medieval Virgin as Object. Art or Anthropology?", 
Historical Reflections/Reflexions Historiques 16 (1989), 251-64: 257. 

85 Malcolm Bell III, "Hellenistic Terracottas of Southern Italy and Sicily", in 
Uhlenbrock, 64-70: 66; on these figurines as votive offerings, see also: 38, 42, 55. 

86 Adapted from Walter Burkert's insights concerning votive practices, Greek 
Religion (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985), 14. 

87 F.T. van Straten, "Gifts for the Gods", in H.S. Versnel (ed.), Faith, Hope, 
and Worship (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1981), 74-75. 

88 W.H.D. Rouse, Greek Votive Offerings. An Essay in the History of Greek Religion 
(1902; New York: Arno Press, 1975), 357; Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place. 
Toward Theory in Ritual (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 129. 

89 Mauricy Halbwachs, The Collective Memory, trans. F.J. and V.Y. Ditter (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1980), 139-40, 151. 

90 On the relationship of collective memory to cultic practices materialized by 
Hellenistic terracotta figurines dedicated to Attis, see J.Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine, 
129. 

91 Patrick H. Hutton, "Collective Memory and Collective Mentalities: The 
Halbwachs-Aries Connection", Historical Reflections/Reflexions Historiques 15 
(1988), 311-22: 314. The classic work on such externalization through com- 
memoration is Halbwach's study of the cultural geography of the Holy Land, La 
topographie ligendaire des 6vangiles en Terre Saint (Paris: Presses Universitaires de 
France, 1941), see also Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place, 115-16. 

92 Friedrich Nietzsche, Human All Too Human, trans. R.J. Hollingdale (Cam- 
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986) 34-35 (I, ?39, ?41), cited in the for- 
mulation by James Miller, The Passion of Michel Foucault (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1993), 116. 

93 Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, trans. W. Kaufmann (New York: 
1966) 26 (?19), The Will to Power, trans. W. Kaufmann and R.J. Hollingdale (New 
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94 Adamantia Pollis, "Political Implications of the Modern Greek Concept of 
Self', British Journal of Sociology 16 (1965): 29-47, 32; Charles Stewart, Demons and 
the Devil. Moral Imagination in Modern Greek Culture (Princeton: Princeton University 
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