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Since positivistic historicism generally regards 

discourse as epiphenomenal, J.G.A. Pocock observed that 

positivists habitually accuse intellectual historians ―of 

failing to relate (they mean subordinate) ‗ideas‘ to 

‗realities.‘‖ Implicit in the positivistic accusation is 

the assumption that the language of the primary sources 

hides these positivistic ―realities.‖ Since positivists 

claim culturally unmediated access to realities beyond the 

language that supposedly hides them, the positivistic 

accusations usually come in the form of more-competent-

than-thou assaults on discourse.  

Contemptuous of the language used in the original 

sources and by the historian of ideas, positivists, as 

Pocock noted, attack the intellectual historian ―for saying 

a number of things you know you never said.‖
1
 Since my book 

on ancient political theologies hardly subordinated their 

ancient ideas to positivistic ―realities,‖ but instead 

dared criticize positivistic historicism generally and that 

of T.D. Barnes explicitly, his polemical response, which 

accuses my book of asserting things that it never asserted, 

hardly comes a surprise. Since the positivist views 

discourse as all the more irrelevant when it pertains to 
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religion,
2
 his pretense to superior competence likewise 

hardly arouses amazement.
3
  

Barnes even manages to conflate and so dismiss both 

intellectual and cultural history--the two 

historiographical traditions upon which the book draws 

most--as an ―ideological bent.‖ On the one hand, despite 

the great distance separating what I wrote, or even 

implied, and what Barnes inferred, I do not begrudge him 

his right to read sources, both primary and secondary, in 

any way he wishes. On the other hand, I do contest his 

right to attribute to them errors that he himself makes in 

reading. On one thing, Barnes and I agree: the mistakes 

that he accuses me of making are, in their totality, not 

the mistakes of a competent historian. Whether or not 

Barnes constructed these mistakes for ridicule, they are 

generally ridiculous.  

 

 Incompetent Claims to ―Accuracy‖ and ―Historical Reality‖ 

 

Scorning historiographical consensus as an 

―ideological bent,‖ valorizing his own positivistic 

ideology, and ignoring my own criticism of his work, Barnes 

constructs mistakes, which he then attributes to me, so 

that he charges me with his own ―technical incompetence.‖ 
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Flailing, without landing a blow on any opponent other than 

one of his own making, he stumbles repeatedly on his 

ideology, as he asserts that my book is guilty of 

―pervasive inaccuracy‖ and ―full of inaccuracies,‖ which 

bear ―little resemblance to historical reality.‖
4
  

Inasmuch as I and other serious scholars—-indeed, most 

scholars--regard his positivistic doctrine of ―accuracy‖ as 

absurd, we necessarily reject the positivistic ―historical 

reality‖ that derives from it. Unless Barnes converts from 

positivism, or gives me any good reason to convert to it, I 

would never want him to call my work ―accurate!‖ Like 

fundamentalism or outmoded correspondence theories, his 

―accuracy‖ presupposes a reading that does not interpret. 

It not only presupposes that there is a ―reality‖—-that is, 

an objective abstraction of the real--somewhere outside 

language, but also supposes direct access to the 

presupposed links connecting language to this supposed non-

linguistic ―reality.‖  

Since, by these stubbornly unexamined presuppositions, 

Barnes has ignored most of the epistemological and 

historiographical scholarship of the past forty years, his 

old-fashioned political histories, no less than his polemic 

against rival historians, assume or ascribe intent utterly 

absent in the language of his sources. Although by self-
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understanding, Barnes remains open to ―literary approaches‖ 

to the language of the sources, he never embraces or 

seriously engages any critical theory that postdates the 

1960s. Although he seems capable of philological analysis, 

he nonetheless rarely employs it, and never in areas of 

doctrine and law--in other words, in those areas that 

arguably demand it most.
5
  

By his ideology, he can instead ―probe behind‖ what I 

actually wrote, as he did in his work against Athanasius.
6
 

For just as Barnes could ―find‖ a dishonesty nowhere 

evident in what Athanasius wrote, ―behind‖ what he wrote, 

so too could Barnes ―find‖ a ―technical incompetence‖ 

nowhere evident in what I wrote. In this way, and for four 

decades, Barnes has regularly and tautologically 

absolutized his own assumptions as the ―reality‖ behind 

what others have written. With such ―accuracy,‖ Barnes even 

postulates that I do not have ―any serious acquaintance 

with‖ my own book‘s ―subject matter!‖  

To serious scholars, such specious reading, which 

somehow divines the intent of the sources, seemed wrong 

long before it became obsolete. Since positivistic 

historicism seeks to determine what they ―mean‖ (to the 

positivist) rather than what they say, philological 

analysis of the language of the sources now provides a more  
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rigorous and more tolerant understanding of what others 

meant. Though I will treat Barnes‘s self-serving or self-

realizing methodology at length elsewhere, I should here at 

least note that scholarly consensus, which rejects it, also 

governs book reviews.  

Barnes was able, after all, to peddle his tautological 

polemic as a book review in a generalists‘ journal, which 

either could not or did not check what he wrote against 

what I wrote. His polemic nonetheless regularly flouts 

pervasive and long-standing scholarly conventions governing 

book reviews—-even conventions to which the generalists‘ 

journal adheres in theory, though obviously not in 

practice. Reminding scholars who review books of their 

responsibility and the conventions that govern it, Bruce 

Mazlish, for example, notes that the ―view of the subject, 

then, accords well with our increasing awareness that the 

reach for ‗objectivity,‘ as an ideal, requires an increased 

knowing of ourselves as well as the object under 

examination.‖
7
  

Such self-awareness precludes what Leibnitz described 

as the positivists‘ ―view from nowhere.‖ As Gerhart B. 

Ladner put it more recently, but half a century ago, "the 

type of objectivity postulated by positivistically inclined 

historians does not exist."
8
 Since the scholarship on these 
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substantive questions dwarfs as well as marginalizes 

Barnes‘s work, the present examination limits itself to the 

more manageable task exposing the specious arguments that 

Barnes constructed against my book. Although a serious 

reading of my book accomplishes the same end-—that is, 

without the help of any exposé--readers unacquainted with 

Barnes‘s positivistic crudity, on the one hand, and my 

book‘s positive scholarly reception,
9
 on the other, might 

well take his reading seriously enough to dismiss my 

research without reading it. 

 

  Positivism, Marxism, and Ancient Self-Understandings 

 

Affecting a hermeneutical and historiographical 

sophistication belied by his positivism, Barnes claims that 

my work ignores ―significant modern studies whose 

ideological bent‖ seems ―unsympathetic‖ as well as ―some of 

the most important achievements of modern historical 

scholarship.‖ To substantiate both claims, he cites two 

books, both irrelevant. Geoffrey de Ste. Croix wrote one, 

Peter Brown the other. Since my work explicitly pertained 

to ancient Christian self-understandings of the Latin West, 

Ste. Croix‘s Marxist understanding of the Greek East had 

little to recommend it. Even with respect to the Greek 
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East, the Marxist‘s work-—however one measures its ―most 

important‖ status—-seems hopelessly dated. 

Barnes‘s allusion to Peter Brown‘s work seems even 

more incongruous. Since my book explicitly precluded 

treatment of Augustine‘s theology, neither Peter Brown, who 

edited my book in manuscript, nor I saw any compelling 

relevance in his biography of Augustine. Although Barnes 

rightly calls Brown‘s work a ―classic,‖ the period that my 

book covered explicitly ended with the theologies of 

Ambrose and Siricius. As I explicitly noted, ―Augustine and 

Jerome—-though contemporaries of Ambrose--belong to the 

next generation of Fathers,‖ so that I ―cited both 

sparingly‖ and then principally when they shed light on the 

theologies of preceding generations. After all, Augustine‘s 

important doctrines of ―original sin‖ and the ―two cities‖ 

both postdate 398 and so the period that my book examined, 

as evidenced by its very title!
10
  

Barnes likewise claims that my work ―belittles and 

disparages the originality of Augustine‖ as ―the mere 

affirmation of an existing consensus among the ‗Latin 

Fathers.‘‖ Again the characterization belongs to Barnes, 

not me and certainly has nothing to do with what little I 

wrote about Augustine. Nor does Barnes‘s characterization 

have anything to do with my present understanding, based on 
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my still unpublished research into Augustine‘s political 

and ecclesiological self-understandings. Unbeknownst to 

Barnes, even the book manuscript that I first submitted to 

Peter Brown treated Augustine‘s theology extensively and 

discretely, as it deserves. 

Yet this extensive treatment added eight chapters and 

over four-hundred pages to an already large book. Since the 

depth, originality, and complexity of Augustine‘s thought 

in these chapters tended to overwhelm the contributions of 

its predecessors, both Brown and I decided to separate my 

study of Augustine‘s predecessors—-the study now published 

as Liberty, Dominion, and the Two Swords—-from my still 

unpublished study of Augustine. Liberty (348 n. 28, 356 n. 

92) alludes to the unpublished material, which I am now 

readying for publication as a book entitled Freedom and 

Coercion: Hermeneutics of Love, Fear, and the Two Swords in 

St. Augustine’s Church.  

Though Augustine‘s theologies of libertas and empire, 

and their exceedingly complicated evolution, generally 

postdate the period covered by Liberty, I nonetheless 

managed to cite relevant studies in anticipation of 

Augustine‘s thought and the book that I am now writing on 

it.
11
 In other respects, this anticipation seemed necessary. 

Even as a fifth-century interpreter of earlier traditions 
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and texts, some of which have not otherwise survived, 

Augustine also remains an important witness to them; in the 

case of some fourth-century developments, his witness was 

even contemporary.  

With Augustine, as with all great thinkers, the 

question is not whether he was original, but how: how did 

he receive traditions and by his use change them? In 

casting Pelagianism as heretical novelty, for example, how 

did he lay claim to catholic tradition, and why did this 

claim succeed? Whatever the answer, Barnes‘s reification of 

Augustine‘s ―originality‖ deprives it of any historical 

meaning.
12
  

 

   Canones Romanorum ad Gallos and the Case of Ambrose:  

The Unbaptized Bishop-Elect and the Cleric Ordained to the  

                    Episcopate 

 

By Barnes‘s positivistic measure of ―accuracy,‖ the 

judgment of the Canones Romanorum ad Gallos that ―a lay 

person could not receive the episcopate, any more than a 

recruit (tiro) could receive the imperium‖ is inaccurate. 

Conversely, since Barnes‘s notion of ―historical reality‖ 

has little to do with the texts that construct it, his 

sense of ―accuracy‖ did not prevent him from attributing 
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the authoritative judgment or counsel of the Canones to me, 

despite my citation!
13
  

This misrepresentation hardly prevented Barnes from 

making another straw argument, which he then destroyed, as 

if it had something to do with the conclusion that I myself 

had reached with respect to the Canones Romanorum ad 

Gallos. My conclusion reconciled the Canones‘ ban on 

baptized governors becoming bishops and Ambrose‘s election 

to the episcopate from a governorship. Since the ban itself 

stemmed in large part from governors‘ official use of 

torture, I wrote that ―according to Paulinus Mediolanensis, 

the still unbaptized governor Ambrose contra consuetudinem 

ordered torture applied in a criminal case,‖ because he 

―sought to invalidate his episcopal election.‖  

Thus Barnes‘s straw argument that ―Paulinus explicitly 

puts his baptism after his election‖ not only errs in its 

claim that I have asserted otherwise, but also misses the 

point that I actually did make: ―when Ambrose received 

baptism...he acted as bishop-elect, formally or 

functionally retired from his magistracy.‖ Since Ambrose--

at least according to Paulinus—-had ordered torture as 

governor before his baptism, he likewise did not fall under 

the ban of the Canones. After his election to the 

episcopate, Ambrose also remained within their canonical 
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boundaries, because he received his episcopate not as a 

layman but as a clericus, having been ordained to the lower 

orders, including the diaconate and presbyterate, before 

his ordination to the episcopate.  

At least from a canonical standpoint, Ambrose had 

resigned his governorship by his baptism, which canonically 

also entitled him to act as bishop-elect, since he had 

never been a baptized governor. By the baptism that 

preceded his lower orders, Ambrose had therefore formally 

accepted his election to the episcopate. In this respect, 

Barnes‘s accusation also ignores the distinction between a 

bishop-elect and a bishop: canonically, ordination, not 

election, made a bishop, and Ambrose did not receive his 

episcopal ordination until he had received ordinations to 

other clerical orders.
14
  

In this respect, Eastern canon resembled Western, and 

the election of Nectarius provides a very complicated 

exception that proves the rule. On the one hand, despite 

imperial nomination before his baptism, he hardly 

functioned as bishop-elect or even formally received 

election until after his baptism, when the entire council 

at Constantinople elected him. On the other hand, unlike 

Ambrose‘s case, there is no evidence that Nectarius 
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received any clerical ordinations before he was made 

bishop, that is, by ordination.
15
  

 

   The Lex de imperio Vespasiani and Barnes‘s Crude  

                   Contextualism 

 

Contrary to Barnes‘s polemic, I hardly misrepresented 

―the content of lex de imperio Vespasiani by selective 

quotation,‖ but rather quoted those portions that still 

seemed ―on point‖ in its fourth-century reception. Fourth-

century Christians received the first-century Lex de 

imperio Vespasiani with, and through, the glosses of later 

jurists, including Ulpian.
16
 From a philological and an 

epistemological standpoint, Barnes‘s charge likewise 

presupposes an untenable distinction. Is quotation ever not 

selective?  

A crude contextualism—-implicit in Barnes‘s accusation 

concerning the Lex de imperio Vespasiani--becomes explicit 

in the charge that I transfer ―a letter of Ambrose...from 

its real historical context into a false one.‖ Since Barnes 

recognizes but one ―real historical context,‖ the letter‘s 

juridical and canonical contexts ipso facto become ―false‖ 

ones.
17
 By a kind of militant semi-literacy, then, Barnes 

again ignores overwhelming scholarly consensus, which 
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rejects such contextualism as ―cracker–barrel 

logocentrism.‖
18
 No historical contexts exist in themselves. 

No definite procedure governs their recovery.
19
 In the case 

of Ambrose‘s letter, Barnes not only rejects linguistic 

traditions and ideological parallels as contextual but also 

regards the context as so obvious that he does not even 

mention it. Inasmuch as the positivist dismisses discourse, 

I can only guess that his ―real historical context‖ refers 

to a specific incident, or perhaps even a proximate cause, 

that somehow overpowers the letter‘s other contexts. 

 

                Mistranslation? 

 

In passing, Barnes accuses me of mistranslating a 

passage by Ambrose of Milan. Especially given the pervasive 

and egregious character of Barnes‘s other mistakes, his 

passing notice here requires a closer look and, at least in 

some respects, may actually have some merit. Ambrose wrote:  

Ubi illud constituimus, imperator, quod iam ipse 

tuum iudicium declarasti, immo etiam dedidisti 

leges, ne cui esset liberum alium iudicare? Quod 

cum praescripsisti aliis, praescripsisti et tibi; 

leges enim imperator fert, quas primus ipse 

custodiat. 

  

I translated the passage as follows: 

When, emperor, have we ever established what you 

yourself have declared as your judgment? Or have 
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you rather given laws, so that no one is free to 

judge? Because you prescribed for others, you 

also prescribed for yourself. An emperor passes 

laws which he himself is the first to keep.
20
 

 

Whatever hermeneutical myopia or lack of philological 

perspicacity prevented me from translating ―cui‖ and 

―alium,‖ I now insert a translation both words (in the 

italicized English):  

When, emperor, have we ever established what you 

yourself have declared as your judgment? Or have 

you rather given laws, so that, with respect to 

it, no other were free to judge? Because you 

prescribed for others, you also prescribed for 

yourself. An emperor passes laws which he himself 

is the first to keep. 

 

I have also taken the liberty of rendering subjunctive 

imperfect ―esset‖ as ―were,‖ though, grammatically, the 

continuing action and hypothetical application--especially 

relative to the perfects--allow ―is.‖ Conversely, I should 

note that I preserve my elision of ―Quod cum‖ (―Because 

when,‖ since both words can mean ―because‖) as ―Because.‖ 

Not to do so produces a sentence fragment in English: 

―Because when you prescribed for others, you also 

prescribed for yourself.‖  

That Ambrose‘s fourth-century ―sentence‖ here does not 

conform to that of modern English hardly absolves the 

translator of the duty to translate into English. By 

enduring philological imperative, translations have to make 
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sense in their new language, which has to mediate 

precisely--that is, paradoxically, by interpretation--

senses of the old language.
21
 Whether viewed in twentieth-

century terms of the ―incommensurability‖ of every language 

or in fifth-century terms of proprietas or idioma, all 

translation therefore theoretically remains a paradox or a 

contradiction—-a paradox, if defined within the 

translator‘s interpretive framework and its utility; a 

contradiction, without such contextual definition.
22
 On the 

one hand, Barnes does not specify the function and goal of 

translation, describe and analyze its operations, or relate 

its goal and operations.
23
 On the other hand, neither my old 

nor my new translation affects my book‘s conclusions 

concerning Ambrose‘s theology--or anything else. 

 

        Legal Force and Power of Law 

 

More egregiously, Barnes‘s polemic misconstrues my 

assertion concerning the senatus consultum ultimum, so that 

Barnes again resorts to demolishing his own 

misconstruction. On the one hand, I never denied that, 

under ―the Roman Republic, the legal force of senatorial 

decrees was generally acknowledged.‖ On the other hand, 

Barnes‘s conflation of what he styles ―legal force‖ with 
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the juridically specific notions of ―the power of law‖ 

(legis vicem in Gaius and legis vigor in Ulpian) involved 

some very sloppy thinking and, worse, an ignorance of the 

juridical debate that emerges from the relevant 

scholarship.  

By modern analogy, a stop sign has legal force, but it 

does not have the power of law, as does a decision by the 

Supreme Court; and no jurisprudence recognizes either the 

stop sign or the Supreme Court decision as a law, that is, 

a legislative enactment. By historiographical consensus, 

which looks to overwhelming evidence, the senatus consultum 

did not have ―the power of law‖ until the Principate, and 

even then, as Gaius noted in the second century, some 

jurisprudence questioned this power. During the Republic, 

at any rate, only one kind of senatus consultum came even 

remotely close, as my book notes, to the power of law. This 

consultum, which Barnes‘s calls ―the emergency decree,‖ 

most modern historiography calls the senatus consultum 

ultimum.
24
  

 

    Ulpian as the Author of the Digest? 

 

Nowhere does my work implicitly, explicitly, or ever 

make ―Ulpian the author of Justinian‘s Digest,‖ as Barnes 
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infers. The inference not only contradicts common scholarly 

sense, my own explicit citations of the third-century 

jurist Ulpian in the sixth-century Digest, and my 

bibliographical citation of the Digest; it also belies my 

observations on Justinian, the Corpus iuris civilis, to 

which the Digest belongs, and its relevance to third- and 

fourth-century developments.
25
 Though one can easily find 

this evidence by looking at my index under ―Justinian‖ and 

―Ulpian,‖ Barnes instead seized on his own misreading of a 

―dictum, attributed to Ulpian‘s Digest.‖  

From this brief allusion or, more specifically, on the 

sole basis of its one possessive noun, Barnes confected a 

grammatically full and explicit assertion of sole 

authorship! Since, by the same interpretive paradigm, 

possessives always indicate sole authorship, Barnes‘s own 

accusation turns on itself. It makes Justinian the sole 

author of the Digest or Digests (Digesta)! Since such a 

reading seems no less inept than Barnes‘s, it may even 

pertain to his technical incompetence in Roman 

jurisprudence. In any event, his reading pertains to his 

methodology, which, in its rush to judge authors, ignores 

or dismisses what they have written.  

In this respect, I have already noted how Barnes had 

to ignore all my citations of Ulpian and the Digest to 
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impute an incompetent‘s mistake to my allusion. But the 

negligence does not end here. Barnes even failed to check 

or mention the very citation of dictum that led to his 

misreading, so that he ignores the fact that Digest itself 

attributed the dictum to Ulpian, specifically to the first 

book of his Institutes (Ulpianus libro primo 

institutionum). By common knowledge, perhaps even Barnes‘s 

knowledge, what survives of Ulpian‘s textbook 

(Institutiones) survives only in the comprehensive treatise 

(Digesta), which Justinian promulgated.  

That almost third of the Digest derives from Ulpian‘s 

texts neither makes him the author of the Digest nor 

deprives him of authorship of those portions specifically 

attributed to him by Tribonian and the other sixth-century 

compilers. Even in the citation for the passage that Barnes 

misread, I specifically observed, and so he specifically 

ignored, that the Digest interpreted Ulpian. Since such an 

interpretation presupposes that the Digest postdates the 

author whom it interprets, its interpretation of Ulpian 

hardly befits the Digest‘s author—-a single figure who 

exists in only Barnes‘s characterization.  

Since Justinian‘s Institutes quote the same dictum 

that the Digest quotes, but differently and without 

attribution, even the controversy surrounding the 
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authenticity of Ulpian‘s dictum as preserved by the Digest 

escapes Barnes attention, and in a way that is all the more 

unnecessary given my citation of Anastos.
26
 Needless to  

say--were it not for Barnes‘s polemic--fourth-century 

Christians who knew Ulpian‘s third-century Institutes could 

not have known the sixth-century Digest or Institutes. 

Given my references and my bibliographical entry--which 

actually cite the Digest, that is, as a whole, rather than 

allude to a portion of it--my partitive allusion falls well 

within, and so remains protected by, the very conventions 

of grammar and citation that Barnes had to flout to make 

his accusation.  

Since allusions, as opposed to citations, assume a 

common knowledge or a shared expertise, my allusion not 

only presupposed understandings of a scholarly audience—-an 

audience accustomed to reading ―Ulp. Dig.‖ in the apparatus 

fontium of legal texts and of commentaries—-but also 

assumed that the less informed would check my reference. 

Given Barnes‘s lack of scholarly discipline, I obviously 

did not account for the possibility of a wild accusation in 

technically incompetent reading pretending superior 

competence. In any event, Barnes‘s inference presupposes a 

set of assumptions that refute themselves.  
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Eschatological Liberty as Political Theology 

 

To the extent that Barnes generally constructs 

mistakes concerning issues other than those that pertained 

to Latin theologies of liberty, dominion, and the two 

swords in the Christian West of Late Antiquity, he 

generally ignores my book and its ―subject matter,‖ to 

which he otherwise claims ―serious acquaintance.‖ Thus 

theologies of ―liberty‖ and the ―two swords‖ receive a few 

sentences between them and without reference to any 

theology, while ancient notions of dominion remain 

unmentioned in any context. More than this polemically 

convenient reduction of my book‘s ―subject matter,‖ 

however, the methodological reductionism warrants further 

notice. 

By reducing Christian libertas to a ―concern for 

personal or political liberty,‖ Barnes restricts his 

description to a predicate that passes muster only under 

positivistic criteria of meaningfulness.
27
 These criteria 

preclude having to account for the changing theologies of 

liberty or my book‘s treatment of them. In this respect, 

the positivist‘s reification of ―liberty‖ as a political 

and anthropological constant not only ignores 

Wittgenstein‘s warning that ―the meaning of a word is its 
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use in the language,‖
28
 but also rests on the essentialist 

premise that ―liberty‖ exists independent of language.  

By denying any cultural specificity to libertas, the 

positivist separates discourse from the massive ancient 

data and so elevates his positivistic ―liberty‖ to a 

discursive domain where the real presents itself without 

credential.
29
 All ―liberty‖ seems the same. Generically 

―personal or political,‖ it remains indistinguishable from 

the bourgeois liberty that emerged from the Enlightenment. 

Thus static anachronism displaces historical change and in 

a way that extends well beyond the history of liberty and 

the history of Christianity. Examining similar problems in 

the history of Judaism, for example, Jacob Neusner notes 

that "once history's components, one-time events, lose 

their distinctiveness, then history as a didactic 

construct...loses all pertinence."
30
  

Since language defines both the events and their 

reality, Barnes‘s positivistic ―reality,‖ which rejects 

close readings, does not survive them.
31
 It dissolves into 

contradiction. On the one hand, by conflating all 

―liberty,‖ Barnes confuses ―the earliest Christians‖ and 

the Christians of Late Antiquity, and, by a crude proof-

texting of Titus 2:9, dismisses the abundant scriptural use 

of ελεσθερία or libertas--in 2 Cor. 3:17, for example. On 
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the other hand, ―liberty,‖ now rendered as linguistically 

unproblematic, has something to do with Titus 2:9, which 

never mentions it!  

In this respect, and in other respects, I obviously 

prefer my heavy reading--―almost eighty pages‖ of 

bibliography and ―170 pages of endnotes,‖ even by Barnes‘s 

hostile count--and what Barnes describes as my ―leaden 

prose‖ to his light reading and tinny prose. By 

historiographical consensus, however, more than critical 

reading or good writing is at stake here. As Mary J. 

Carruthers observes, ―people do not ‗have‘ ideas, they 

‗make‘ them.‖
32
 Against philological approaches old and new, 

the crude positivistic notion that languages merely 

(mis)represent ―historical reality‖ allows language to 

change but not ideas.
33
  

More specifically, since no idea exists independent of 

its expression, positivistic ―liberty‖ remains woefully 

inadequate as a description and arguably worthless as an 

explanation of ―liberty‖ in Classical Antiquity,
34
 Late 

Antiquity,
35
 the Middle Ages,

36
 and even Modernity.

37
 Given 

serious consensus on this ―subject matter,‖ my book seems 

neither as ―original‖ nor as ―misguided‖ as Barnes claims, 

and not just because, in positivistic fashion, he 

absolutizes both judgments.  
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In late second- and early third-century Africa, 

Tertullian and others translated σώζειν (to save) as 

liberare (to free). Not until the middle of the third 

century did the African primate Cyprian coin the term 

salvare (to save).
38
 Especially since the association of 

salvation and freedom had, with different nuance, already 

occurred in the Christian Greek, which likewise transmitted 

it long afterward,
39
 Christian libertas emphatically 

referred to freedom from sin, death, and damnation. 

―Ancient Christians,‖ as I noted, ―regarded liberty as 

humanity‘s greatest gift and highest goal.‖  

Since these words appear in my book‘s introduction, 

which I wrote after the rest of my book, I certainly did 

not begin the book, as a matter of research, writing, or 

conviction, from this ―proposition,‖ as Barnes asserts. As 

his positivism had already reduced this proposition‘s 

―liberty‖ to ―personal or political liberty,‖ he evidently 

did not need to read further or, at any rate, account for 

any further reading. ―Given, yet still hoped for,‖ as even 

my introduction noted, ―this ‗liberty‘ paradoxically and 

simultaneously pertained to human will as well as divine 

grace and to the present as well as the ‗end time‘ 

(eschaton).‖
40
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Early in the third century, then, the martyr Perpetua 

equated her eschatological libertas not with earthly 

freedom but with her salvation. Tertullian even called it 

―Christian liberty‖ (libertas christiana), scorning 

―secular liberty‖ (libertas saecularis).
41
 Scholarly 

consensus has long recognized such ancient Christian jargon 

(altchristliche Sondersprache)
42
 or Late Latinity.

43
 Since 

ancient Christians linguistically equated their freedom 

with their moral and eschatological servitude to Christ, 

they theologically distinguished it from servitude to the 

devil. By the same token, since idolatry variously entailed 

eschatological enslavement or damnation, imperial policy 

that sought to impose idolatry also entailed Christians‘ 

―spiritual‖ opposition.  

On the one hand, as I noted, ―Martyrdom thus marked 

the boundary between state and Church or-—to use two terms 

derived from late fourth-century Latin–-between ‗paganism‘ 

and ‗Christianity.‘‖
44
 On the other hand, contrary to 

Barnes‘s claims, eschatological freedom had little to do 

with slavery, as a temporal institution. Though Christian 

notions of freedom did variously prompt some Christians to 

free slaves, and though Roman law accommodated such 

desires, neither doctrine nor law prompted moves to abolish 
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slavery, which seemed a God-ordained remedy to the sin that 

produced human servitude.
45
 

Whatever else ―liberty‖ meant to ancient Christians, 

it was neither merely ―political‖ nor merely ―personal.‖ If 

―personal liberty‖ describes a subjective rather than an 

objective right, then it did not even exist before the 

fourteenth century!
46
 For most centuries, then, the liberty 

that Thomas Jefferson and Timothy Barnes regarded as self-

evident had not seemed so!
47
 Its history, as all history, 

pertains to a reality defined by the original sources, in 

their own terms. To say there is another ―historical 

reality‖-—a positivistic one, for example—-not only 

succumbs to truism but also fails to acknowledge ancient 

realities, informed by their own language, had nothing to 

do with positivism.  

 

               The Two Swords 

 

Though Barnes does not bother himself with the 

theological notions of dominion that defined Christian 

freedom, he does manage to throw a few ill-conceived 

sentences at the ―two swords.‖ Since Barnes ignores 

scholarly consensus on the ―two swords,‖
48
 it comes as no 

great surprise that he ignores the manner in which Gerard 
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Caspary broke with this consensus and suggested that the 

―medieval‖ problem of the ―two swords‖ predates the Middle 

Ages. On the one hand, Caspary attributed the genesis of 

the "spiritual sword" and the "temporal sword"--which did 

become preeminent medieval symbols of Church and monarchy--

to the third-century Greek Father, Origen. On the other 

hand, the structuralism of Lévi-Strauss made the 

attribution possible, so that both the method and the 

conclusion became problematic. 

Since the "structure" of the two swords seemed 

"primary and self-regarding," it also seemed uncaused in a 

historical sense.
49
 If Origen exegetically implied the 

structure of the two swords, when, where, how, and why did 

they become so politically explicit in the Latin West? My 

work answered these questions, and, contrary to the 

teleological interpretation that Barnes imposes on it, has 

nothing to do with ―the late medieval interpretation of the 

gospel text ‗Behold, we have two swords‘ (Luke 22:38).‖ 

Contrary to this assertion by Barnes, the political 

exegesis of Luke 22:38 actually began in the eleventh 

century, so that this exegesis is—-by historiographical 

convention—-high medieval, not ―late medieval.‖
50
   

As my research discovered, and again in a way that 

Barnes manages to ignore, the first Latin exegesis of Luke 
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22:38 dates to the end of the fourth century. Perhaps more 

importantly, given Barnes‘s inattention, I explicitly 

stated that the differences between this exegesis and 

medieval exegeses ―seem as profound as the similarities.‖
51
 

As I also noted and so in a way that Barnes again ignores, 

each of the ―two swords‖ predated this fourth-century 

exegesis: the ―spiritual sword‖ (gladius spiritalis or 

machaera spiritalis) predated this exegesis by a century! 

By that fact, or by the texts that transmitted it, the 

―spiritual sword‖ emerged in historical, and linguistically 

attestable, relation to the sword (gladius or machaera). 

Since Barnes either did not read my book in its entirety or 

does not understand much of it, he likewise does not 

understand why Christians regarded this singular sword as 

important enough for me to document. I will therefore have 

to repeat a point that my book made—-a point that other 

scholarship has independently corroborated. To Christians, 

the sword initially needed no further description. This 

sword, the sword, uniquely symbolized and actualized Roman 

coercion.  

Typologically the sword made martyrs. Since it linked 

them as sacrifices to their liberator, Christ, the early 

fourth-century description of the sword as the ―temporal 

sword‖ (gladius temporalis) presupposed the eternal 
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―reality‖ of the spiritual sword. Such late fourth-century 

formulations as the ―material sword‖ and the ―world‘s 

sword‖ (gladius materialis and the gladius saeculi) 

similarly emerged in antithesis to the spiritual sword, 

without which these later expressions have no referential 

validity.
52
 I leave the reader to decide whether the two 

swords were ―ubiquitous‖—-again Barnes‘s characterization, 

not mine. 

               Conclusions 

 

Since this ideological juxtaposition or linguistic 

derivation of two swords occurred without any allusion to 

Luke 22:38, Barnes, as usual, turns his own judgment about 

textual significance into an affirmation of textual 

content, thus absolutizing his own interpretation as the 

meaning of the text. The question is therefore not one of 

―accuracy,‖ as Barnes so crudely and so often puts it.
53
 The 

meaning of one text can never correspond exactly to another 

or, worse, to some unverifiable and metalinguistic 

―reality,‖ to which Barnes pretends special access. No 

referents exist outside language. 

Since no reality exists independent of its expression, 

the truth does not pertain to ―accuracy‖ but pertains to 

referential validity. Though Barnes suggests otherwise--
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most notoriously in his work against Athanasius--polemic is 

not itself inherently false. If, for example, by impugning 

competence or honesty, Athanasius and his opponents were 

merely cheap-shot artists, then so too is Barnes.
54
 Hence 

Barnes‘s polemic against my work is not ―false‖ because it 

apes a book review; it is ―false‖ because it has no 

referential connection to my book, save the citations and 

quotations by which Barnes proof-texts his own positivistic 

convictions.  

Put differently, Barnes, like other positivists, 

ignores his role as a signifier, even as he resignifies 

referents as ―real‖ somewhere ―behind‖ or ―outside‖ the 

text. He thereby claims a self-evident ―reality‖ that 

tautologically totalizes self-evidence, self-realization, 

or auto-reference.
55
 However interesting Barnes‘s polemic 

may seem as an exercise in self-realization, the mistakes 

that it makes are his. The ―reality‖ that it claims has no 

relationship with what I wrote.  

Systemically and referentially, my work rejects the 

very premises of his polemic: that a modern biography of 

Augustine and a Marxist study of the ancient Greek world 

have something to do with Latin-Christian self-

understandings before Augustine; that a study of traditions 

upon which Augustine drew ipso facto ―belittles and 
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disparages‖ his originality; that possessive nouns always 

indicate sole authorship; that numerous and explicit 

references to the contrary, including full bibliographical 

citation, are always irrelevant; that ideas exist outside 

language and had no historical origins, evolution, or use 

worthy of study; that liberty was not theological; that 

every text has but one historical context; that election 

rather than ordination made bishops; that Ambrose received 

no clerical ordinations prior to his episcopate; that 

quotation is never selective; that ―power of law‖ really 

just means ―legal force‖; that authors have not understood 

what they themselves have written as well as Barnes 

understands it.  

These premises either refute themselves or contradict 

the very sources that Barnes cites as evidence. In either 

case, his contempt for linguistic constructions of 

―historical reality,‖ past and present, not only allows 

gross misreading of the sources, primary and secondary, but 

also ignores present revivals of rhetorical awareness, 

which itself sheds light on how the ancients constructed 

their historical truths. As Paul Veyne observes, 

―information is an illocution that can be completed only if 

the receiver recognizes the speaker‘s competence and 

honesty beforehand, so that, from the very outset, a piece 
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of information is situated beyond the alternative between 

truth and falsehood.‖
56
 

Whether by malign neglect or polemical convenience, 

Barnes not only failed to inform readers how my book 

carried out its ―task, as defined in the author‘s own 

terms,‖ but also provided disturbing ―evidences that he did 

read the book carefully...errors of fact or nomenclature 

that fly in the face of the book‘s own assertions.‖ 

Scorning these scholarly norms, which legitimate book 

reviews as such, Barnes never mentioned his own 

historiographical ―school,‖ my criticism of it, ―his self-

interest in the reviewing situation,‖
57
 the mistakes that I 

found in his work, and my citation of scholarly consensus 

that marginalizes his work.
58
 By flouting pervasive and 

long-standing conventions, which mandate such disclosure, 

Barnes cannot escape the appearance of impropriety, namely, 

the appearance of offering a retaliatory polemic in place 

of a book review.  

Since the mistakes that he attributes to my work are 

of his own making, the alternative explanation is gross, 

even systemic, negligence. That my work not only attempted 

to cite all relevant studies, but dared criticize 

―unsympathetic‖ studies by Barnes, makes his 

historiographical malfeasance at best incompetent, at worst 
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disingenuous. Since his specious readings unfortunately 

extend to rest of his ―scholarship,‖ it ―depicts a Roman 

Empire and an early Christianity that very often bear 

little resemblance to historical reality‖ as constructed in 

the original sources. Thus his own words indict his 

contempt for historical realities other than his own. 

As Janet Nelson suggests, original sources themselves 

provide ―slippery (re)sources for positivists,‖ who 

postulate the historical reality even as their sources‘ 

claims on truth ―can hardly be considered outside genre.‖
59
 

Since the production of knowledge in history as well the 

other sciences proceeds as an effort to explain phenomena 

anomalous to the knowledge already gleaned by received 

paradigm, dismissing the anomalies as false by postulating 

one‘s own science as ―accurate‖ merely succumbs to an 

epistemologically vain, but historically pervasive, reflex 

to stave off the impending failure of the received 

paradigm.
60
  

This reflex, to use Barnes‘s own words ―is both 

anachronistic and perverse.‖ Conversely, the principal 

difference between his work against Athanasius or Ammianus 

Marcellinus and Barnes‘s wanton misreading of historians 

who read and write with more philological rigor than Barnes 

is that living historians can still defend or reclaim their 
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own understanding of their own words. Though he certainly 

misrepresents both the linguistic evidence and the work 

that conveys it, my certainty does not feign the 

positivists‘ ―empirical‖ or ―objective‖ criteria. Their 

discredited ―objectivist and scientistic ideology‖ rightly 

lies outside the scholarly mainstream.
61
  

By the same conventions of grammar, citation, and 

translation that I employed when I wrote Liberty, I merely 

reclaim my own words as I still understand them. As still 

evidenced by the conventions of my usage, Barnes‘s 

historiographical self-understanding merely mugged mine. If 

he aimed to analyze what I actually wrote, then he failed, 

and his polemic affirms the misgivings that my book already 

expressed regarding to his ―scholarship.‖ I have never 

subscribed to Barnes‘s ―historical reality.‖ I find his 

―accuracy‖ absurd in theory and in practice. I reject as 

bogus Barnes‘s ability to divine the intent of past and 

present authors, despite what they wrote. 

 To ―probe behind‖ their texts to discredit their 

authors‘ honesty or competence succumbs to a pretext that 

is vain in every sense of the word.
62
 Such a procedure not 

only abdicates the historians‘ humble interpretive role but 

also arrogantly usurps an oracular one.
63
 Far from 

recognizing the language of a text or conceding aporia when 
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texts contradict one another, this rush to certain judgment 

remains a salient, even guiding, feature of the 

positivist‘s method. ―Doxography,‖ as Barnes puts it, ―can 

never be a substitute for evidence and argument,‖ even if 

such a pronouncement itself ―sounds suspiciously like 

special pleading.‖
64
 Responding to this truism with another, 

I should note that doxography is preferable to imposing 

argument on evidence that cannot support it.  

By linguistic construction, an historical truth is 

either a past truth or a present truth about the past. 

Since no truth can be both at once, all truths lose the 

transhistorical guarantee that positivism ascribes to them. 

Perhaps more importantly, no past truth can seem 

counterfeit by a positivistic currency that has itself lost 

that guarantee. Inasmuch as the positivist‘s ―historical 

reality‖ exists as an ―accurate‖ absolute, a plenary 

presence, an overriding meaning, it exists as an atemporal 

denial or displacement of the very past that it purports to 

save from the sources.
65
  

In this respect, Augustine‘s prayerful praise to God, 

whose knowledge of the past and future seemed always 

present, indicts the positivist:  

All your years at once stand still, because they 

stand still, they are not separated, the going 

from the coming, because they do not pass.... 
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Your years are one day, and your day is not daily 

but today, because your today does not give place 

to tomorrow; nor does it follow yesterday.
66
 

 

Whatever else it is, positivistic ―historical reality‖ is 

not an eternal verity fully present to the positivist as to 

God.  

Since Barnes neither recognizes interpretive 

frameworks other than his own nor recognizes his own 

―reality‖ as an interpretation, ―competent scholars,‖ by 

his own reckoning, agree with him! They ―correctly‖ or 

―rightly‖ make truth claims, not conventionally but 

objectively and so regardless of interpretive framework. 

Conversely, the ―accuracy‖ of the sources becomes an 

exercise in positivistic plausibility, so that there are 

sources, ―which,‖ Barnes writes, ―I believe to be 

accurate.‖ Other sources, ―it must be suspected, 

exaggerate.‖
67
  

In this way, for four decades, Barnes has cast 

aspersions on the veracity of the sources and the 

competence of scholars, so that his ―accuracy‖ makes them 

conform to his own pre-critical convictions. Positivistic 

self-understanding—-or ―positivistic self-

misunderstanding,‖ to use Dominic LaCapra‘s words--

recognizes no ―historical reality‖ but its own. As Averil 

Cameron notes, then, Barnes‘s disagreement with much 



 37 

contemporary historiography ―is not real disagreement at 

all‖ but rather a failure to recognize other historians‘ 

―markers‖ and ―diagnostic tools.‖
68
  

Since positivism denies its own identity as a self-

understanding, it cannot recognize the alterity of other 

self-understandings, past and present. As Karl Mannheim 

noted, ―positivism...took great pains to conceal from 

itself the abyss which lies behind all particularist 

thought.‖
69
 Since ―historical reality‖ derives from 

ideological contests and remains methodologically 

contested, the danger of confusing history here with 

ideology seems not so methodologically risky as the 

positivistic assumption that either is ever entirely immune 

from the other.  

This ―simplistic positivism,‖ to use Edith 

Wyschogrod‘s description, succumbs to a ―scientism in 

history that purports to transcend politics‖—-even such a 

philologically defined politics of interpretation as my 

own. As Hayden White and Hannah Arendt variously warn, 

positivistic scientism and its lack of political self-

awareness start as self-congratulation and end as 

totalitarianism.
70
 Barnes never speaks in the name of his 

ideology. He speaks in the name of ―historical reality,‖ so 

that he arrogates to himself and dictates to others.
71
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That most scholars--especially those who, like myself, 

come from a graduate program more theoretically 

sophisticated and more technically rigorous than the one 

that produced Barnes--regard this pretense to superior 

competence as a sham does not make it any less dangerous. 

After all, it passed for a book review in an otherwise 

respectable journal. After four decades of claiming 

―historical reality‖ with relative impunity, Barnes has, by 

virtue of that fact, so often duped the uncritical and 

polemically assaulted the thoughtful that he has just as 

frequently retarded serious research into Late Antiquity.  

Since I reject positivism and hold no degree in 

psychology, I cannot impute intent to others. In this 

respect, even psychologists acknowledge that their science 

is not an exact one. By my professional discipline as a 

historian, I can only examine what others have written. 

Since judgments about it are not judgments about them, I 

can only guess what prompted Barnes‘s polemic. Yet I cannot 

ignore what seem obvious and alternative possibilities. 

Either Barnes‘s hostility toward my work derived from his 

obsolete methodology, or Barnes offered his polemic in 

retaliation for my critique of his work.  

Given what I wrote, and what Barnes said I wrote, this 

stark choice defines boundaries of integrity or expertise 
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―behind‖ his polemic. If he understood my book, then he 

lied about it. If he did not understand my book, then he 

was not competent to judge it. Yet these two possibilities 

are not final judgments. Given the complexity of human 

thought and the historical accidents that have 

linguistically shaped it, I dare not accept or absolutize 

either of these alternatives as definitive, exclusive, 

exhaustive, simple, pure, or true. Rather than ―probe 

behind‖ what Barnes wrote in a vain effort to find the 

―reality‖ of his deceit or ineptitude, I recognize that 

there may be other possibilities and that they may better 

define his motivation. They may even mitigate his 

incompetence. 
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