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Abstract

Existing scholarly discourses on Roman imperialism frequently analyse the underlying
economic, political, military, or cultural motivations driving Rome's expansion. However, a more
nuanced understanding necessitates a focused examination of the concrete strategies employed by
the Romans to establish and, crucially, maintain their hegemony over conquered territories. This
paper addresses this gap in scholarship by adopting a historical approach, utilising content analysis
of primary and secondary sources to investigate the multifaceted strategies implemented by Rome in
its conquest and subsequent control of North Africa from the 2™ century BC to the 1% century AD.
Recognising North Africa’s significant economic resources, strategic geographical location, and
geopolitical importance within the Roman sphere, this study argues that Rome's enduring influence
over this diverse region was not solely a consequence of military might but rather the result of a
carefully orchestrated and adaptive set of imperial strategies that aimed to secure both immediate
advantages and long-term stability. By bringing to bear the various interconnected strategies
employed, this analysis offers a more comprehensive understanding of the operational mechanisms

underpinning Roman imperialism in a region presenting unique challenges and opportunities.

1. Introduction
The study of Roman imperialism has long captivated scholars, with debates often centering on
the primary drivers of Rome's relentless expansion (Mommsen, 1981; Morley, 2010; Stone, 2013).
While the underlying economic aspirations for resources, the strategic imperative of controlling key
territories, the political ambition of elite individuals, and the perceived cultural superiority that
tueled the mos maiorum have all been explored, a critical area demanding more focused attention is

the how of Roman control. This paper posits that understanding the longevity and efficacy of Roman
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imperialism in North Africa requires a detailed analysis of the concrete strategies Rome employed
not just in initial conquest, but more importantly, in establishing and maintaining its dominion over

a vast and often recalcitrant territory.

This study aims to address a scholarly gap by dissecting the specific imperial strategies utilised by
Rome in North Africa, moving beyond general motivations to identify the concrete mechanisms of
control. It will analyse the adaptation and evolution of these strategies in response to the unique
challenges and opportunities presented by the North African context, and evaluate their effectiveness
in securing Roman interests, consolidating power, and shaping the socio-political landscape of the
region. Ultimately, this research seeks to provide a nuanced understanding of Roman imperialism in
North Africa that acknowledges both the exercise of power and the agency of the local populations.
The article aims to achieve these objectives by examining the period from the 2™ century BC to the
1% century AD. This period witnessed the decisive subjugation of Carthage and the subsequent
implementation of various control mechanisms that shaped the region for centuries. The structure
of this article will proceed by first establishing the historical context and imperial motives, followed
by an examination of the initial wars of conquest. It will then delve into key strategies such as divide-
and-rule tactics, the manipulation of client kingship, the establishment of colonies and urbanisation,
the strategic deployment of garrisons, and the nuanced application of Romen culture and citizenship
policies. Finally, the paper will analyse the impacts of these strategies on North African society and
conclude by reflecting on the region’s significance within the broader context of Roman imperial

history and suggesting avenues for future research.

2. Historical Context and Imperial Motives
North Africa, encompassing the territories roughly corresponding to modern-day Tunisia,
Algeria, and parts of Libya and Morocco, held immense strategic, economic, and political significance
for the burgeoning Roman Republic and subsequent Empire (Philip, 2014; Raven, 1993). This
region was not a homogenous entity but rather a complex mosaic of diverse peoples, cultures, and

political structures, including the powerful maritime civilisation of Carthage, the Berber kingdoms
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of Numidia and Mauretania, and various nomadic groups. The pre-Roman history of North Africa
was rich and complex, with indigenous Berber societies having a long history of settlement and
adaptation to the region's diverse environments (Brett & Fentress, 1996). Phoenician colonisation,
particularly the establishment of Carthage, had a profound impact, introducing urban centers and
maritime trade networks (Markoe, 2000). Understanding this diversity is crucial for appreciating the

challenges and adaptations of Roman imperial strategies in the region.

Strategically, North Africa’s location along the southern Mediterranean coast provided Rome
with control over vital sea lanes, facilitating trade and communication within its expanding empire
and, crucially, offering a crucial buffer against potential threats from the south. Control of North
Africa significantly reduced the risk of naval incursions and piracy that could disrupt Roman trade
and supply lines. This strategic importance increased as Rome's power and reliance on
Mediterranean trade grew. The Roman military, with its disciplined legions and effective
organisation, played a crucial role in achieving these strategic objectives, securing Roman dominance

over the region (Goldsworthy, 2007).

Economically, the region was a breadbasket, renowned for its fertile agricultural land producing
grain, olive oil, and other essential resources that were vital for feeding the growing population of
Rome, particularly the urban population of Rome itself (Tenney, 1927). North Africa’s agricultural
surplus played a critical role in sustaining Rome's military campaigns and its overall economic
stability. Garnsey (1988) provides a detailed analysis of the Roman food supply, highlighting the
importance of North African grain. Beyond agriculture, the region also offered valuable
commodities such as timber from the Atlas Mountains, livestock, and mineral wealth, including
valuable marble quarries. These resources further enhanced North Africa’s economic importance to

Rome.

Politically, control over North Africa enhanced Rome's prestige and power, demonstrating its
ability to project influence and exert control over distant lands and diverse populations. This
expansionist drive was intertwined with Roman elite culture, where military conquest and territorial

acquisition were often seen as paths to political advancement and social status. Roman political
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ideology, shaped by concepts like Zmperium (the right to rule) and dignitas (prestige), further fueled
this expansionist ambition (Harris, 1979). Roman control over North Africa also meant control over
important trade routes and the ability to extract tribute and taxes, further solidifying Rome's

dominance in the Mediterranean world.

Rome's motives for expansion into North Africa were multifaceted, evolving over time but
consistently driven by a confluence of factors. The Punic Wars (264-146 BC), initially sparked by
competition for economic and strategic dominance in the western Mediterranean, ultimately
instilled a deep-seated animosity towards Carthage and a determination to eliminate it as a rival
(Scullard, 1982). This rivalry was not solely about resources but also about prestige and control over
the Mediterranean trade network. Beyond the Carthaginian threat, the allure of North Africa’s
agricultural wealth became increasingly important as Rome's population grew, and its reliance on
grain imports increased. The political ambitions of Roman elites, seeking military glory (glor7a) and
opportunities for personal enrichment through conquest and governance, also played a significant
role in driving expansionist policies (Mommsen, 1981). These intertwined strategic, economic, and
political imperatives provided the impetus for Rome's sustained and ultimately successful

imperialistic endeavors in the region.

3. Wars of Conquest and the Fall of Carthage
The Punic Wars (264-146 BC) and the Jugurthine War (112-106 BC) stand as critical milestones
in Rome's conquest of North Africa, laying the groundwork for subsequent imperial strategies and
fundamentally reshaping the region (Scullard, 1982; Philip, 2014). These conflicts were not isolated
events but rather part of a larger pattern of Roman expansion and consolidation of power in the

Mediterranean.

The Punic Wars, a series of three major conflicts between Rome and Carthage, were pivotal in
establishing Roman dominance in North Africa. The First Punic War (264-241 BC) saw Rome
adapt its military organisation, rapidly developing its naval capabilities and employing innovative

tactics like the corvus to challenge Carthage's maritime supremacy (Goldsworthy, 2000). The Second
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Punic War (218-201 BC), marked by Hannibal's famous invasion of Italy, tested Rome's resilience
to its limits. Rome's eventual victory, attributed to its strategic depth, logistical capabilities, and the
tactical brilliance of commanders like Scipio Africanus (Penrose, 2005), had a profound impact on
both Roman and Carthaginian societies. Carthage was significantly weakened economically and
politically, its overseas empire dismantled, and its capacity for future aggression severely curtailed
(Scullard, 1982). The Third Punic War (149-146 BC) culminated in the complete destruction of
Carthage, a symbolic act of Roman power fueled by a faction within the Roman Senate and a desire
to eliminate any lingering threat (Harris, 1979). Archaeologically, the remains of Carthage reveal the
scale of Roman destruction and the subsequent rebuilding as a Roman city (Hurst, 2010). The
annexation of the Africa Proconsularis province, encompassing the former Carthaginian territories,
marked the formal beginning of direct Roman imperial administration in a significant portion of
North Africa. The political consequences within Rome included the rise of powerful military figures

and the solidification of a more aggressive expansionist policy.

The Jugurthine War (112-106 BC) further solidified Roman dominance over Numidia, a key
Berber kingdom in North Africa, and revealed the complexities of Roman expansion into the interior
of the region. Initially, Rome sought to manipulate Numidian politics, intervening in internal power
struggles and attempting to exert influence through client kings (Sallust, Jugurthine War). However,
Jugurtha's defiance and his successful mobilisation of Numidian resistance exposed the limitations
of indirect rule in the face of strong local opposition. The war highlighted the challenges Rome faced
in controlling the vast and diverse territories of North Africa, particularly the semi-nomadic Berber
populations, who employed guerrilla tactics that proved difficult for the Roman legions to counter
effectively (Law, 1976). The Roman response was forceful, involving a significant military
commitment and the deployment of skilled commanders like Marius, whose reforms to the Roman
army had significant long-term political consequences within Rome, contributing to the rise of
powerful individuals and the eventual decline of the Republic (Goldsworthy, 2003). The eventual
Roman victory led to a more direct assertion of Roman power in Numidia and the further
integration of Numidian territories into Rome's sphere of influence, though not without continued
resistance and adaptation of Roman strategies. Archaeological evidence from Numidian sites
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provides insights into the nature of Numidian society and the impact of Roman interaction (Camps,

1980).

These wars of conquest were not merely about territorial acquisition; they were foundational
acts of establishing Roman military superiority, demonstrating Rome's unwavering commitment to
controlling the region, and providing valuable experience and knowledge that shaped the
development of more nuanced strategies of long-term control. The lessons learned in these conflicts,
particularly regarding the challenges of dealing with Berber resistance and the complexities of local

politics, informed Rome's subsequent approach to governing North Africa.

4. Divide-and-Rule Strategy

The "divide and rule" (divide et impera) strategy was a cornerstone of Roman imperial control
in North Africa, effectively preventing the emergence of unified and potent resistance (Posener, Speir
& Vermeule, 2010). This tactic involved strategically cultivating divisions and rivalries among local
powers and ethnic groups, ensuring that no single entity could amass enough strength to challenge
Roman hegemony. Unlike other regions in Roman territories, North Africa presented unique
challenges and opportunities for the Romans, especially from the 2nd century BC to the 1st century
AD, necessitating a tailored approach to consolidating its power, and the divide-and-rule strategy was
a key component of this tailored approach. This approach was not merely opportunistic; it was a
deliberate and calculated policy that required a deep understanding of the complex political and

social dynamics within North Africa.

Key examples of this strategy abound in North African history. During the Second Punic War,
Rome skillfully fostered the rivalry between the Numidian kings Massinissa and Syphax, ultimately
backing Massinissa, whose kingdom then served as a crucial ally and a check on other local ambitions
(Scullard, 1982). This was a particularly effective application of the strategy because Numidia was a
significant power in its own right. Massinissa’s long reign and his consistent alignment with Roman
interests exemplify how Rome could leverage existing power dynamics to its advantage, ensuring a

local power remained invested in the Roman system and preventing the rise of a unified Numidian
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threat. Rome's support for Massinissa not only provided military support but also often involved
diplomatic recognition and the granting of titles and privileges, further solidifying his allegiance and
creating a clear contrast with his rivals. This created a system of rewards and punishments that

incentivised cooperation with Rome.

The very destruction of Carthage can also be seen through this lens, albeit in a more destructive
form, eliminating a major power that could potentially unite other North African entities against
Roman influence. The removal of this significant regional power created a power vacuum that Rome
could then manipulate to its benefit, dealing with smaller, less formidable entities. By eliminating the
dominant power, Rome disrupted pre-existing alliances and power structures, forcing other entities
to re-align themselves in a new Roman-dominated order. This disruption made it much harder for

any coherent opposition to emerge.

Furthermore, the Roman administration often deliberately created or exacerbated internal
divisions within existing kingdoms and tribal confederations. The complexities of Berber political
structures, often characterised by tribal loyalties and shifting alliances, provided fertile ground for
such tactics. Berber society was often organised around semi-nomadic tribes with fluid borders and
complex kinship ties. This inherent fragmentation made it easier for Rome to find factions willing
to cooperate. By recognising and supporting certain factions within these groups, Rome could
prevent the formation of large, cohesive Berber confederations capable of challenging Roman
authority. This support could take many forms, from providing military aid to mediating disputes
in a way that favored Roman allies to granting economic advantages. The fragmentation of
Mauretania after the death of client kings, as mentioned in the broader historical context, further
illustrates this. Rather than directly administering the entire territory immediately, Rome often
allowed or even encouraged internal strife, subtly or overtly backing competing claimants to the
throne, which made subsequent intervention and eventual annexation easier (Philip, 2014). This
created a situation of dependency, where local rulers were forced to rely on Rome for support,

thereby diminishing their independence.
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By strategically playing on existing tensions and preventing the formation of cohesive alliances,
Rome effectively minimised the threat of large-scale, unified resistance to its rule, a crucial element
in maintaining long-term stability in a region with a history of independent and often resistant local
populations. The success of this strategy highlights Rome's pragmatic and adaptable approach to

imperial control in North Africa, and its willingness to exploit local conditions to its advantage.

5. Client Kingship and Indirect Rule

While direct Roman administration was established in key provinces like Africa Proconsularis,
Rome also employed the strategy of indirect rule through client kingship to manage other parts of
North Africa (Oxford Classical Dictionary, Nd). This approach involved delegating a degree of
authority to local rulers who were nominally independent but ultimately loyal to Rome, thereby
maintaining control without the need for extensive direct military and administrative investment.
This system was a cost-effective way for Rome to govern vast territories and diverse populations,
allowing them to leverage existing power structures and local knowledge. Client kings were expected
to maintain order within their territories, collect taxes and tribute for Rome, and provide military
support when required. In return, they received Roman recognition, protection, and often,
significant wealth and prestige. This arrangement allowed Rome to project its power without
overstretching its resources, particularly in regions where direct rule would have been costly or

difficult to implement.

Massinissa of Numidia (c. 238 — 148 BC) serves as a prime example of a successful and long-
lasting client king who significantly furthered Roman interests in the region (Scullard, 1982). His
alliance with Rome during the Second Punic War was crucial in weakening Carthage and ultimately
securing Roman victory. In return for his loyalty, Rome supported Massinissa in expanding his
kingdom and consolidating his power over other Numidian tribes. Massinissa’s long reign was
characterised by his unwavering support for Rome, his adoption of some Roman customs, and his
efforts to modernise Numidia along Roman lines, including the development of agriculture and

infrastructure. His rule provided stability and order in the region, benefiting both Rome and
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Numidia. Massinissa's success demonstrates the potential benefits of client kingship for Rome: a
stable, loyal ally who could govern effectively and contribute to Roman security and economic
interests. However, even with a successful client king like Massinissa, Rome had to remain vigilant.
The potential for a powerful client king to become 00 powerful or to pursue his own ambitions,
even at the expense of Rome, always existed. The succession struggles that followed Massinissa's

death, for example, required Roman intervention to ensure continued Numidian loyalty.

Juba II of Mauretania (c. 52 BC — AD 23) represents another important example of client
kingship, albeit under the later Roman Empire (Philip, 2014). The son of Juba I, who had opposed
Caesar, Juba II was taken to Rome as a hostage and educated in the Roman court. This Roman
upbringing shaped his worldview and ensured his loyalty to Rome. Augustus installed Juba II as king
of Mauretania, a kingdom that Rome aimed to stabilise and integrate into its sphere of influence.
Juba II's reign was characterised by his promotion of Roman culture and urbanisation in
Mauretania, his support for Roman trade and economic interests, and his scholarly pursuits, which
included writing on history and geography. His rule facilitated the spread of Roman influence in the
western part of North Africa, contributing to the region’s Romen culture and integration into the
empire. Juba II's example illustrates how Rome could use a client king educated in Roman ways to
effectively extend its cultural and political influence, even in territories that were not directly
administered. However, even in Juba II's case, Rome had to carefully manage the relationship. His
power was ultimately dependent on Roman support, and any perceived deviation from Roman

interests could result in the loss of his throne.

Both Massinissa and Juba II demonstrate the key features of successful client kingship: loyalty to
Rome, effective governance, and a willingness to promote Roman interests. However, the system of
indirect rule also presented challenges for Rome. It required careful monitoring of client kings, the
ability to intervene decisively when necessary, and a nuanced understanding of local politics. The
success of client kingship depended on Rome's ability to balance the need for local autonomy with
the maintenance of ultimate Roman authority. The Jugurthine War, for example, demonstrated the

dangers of misjudging a client king and the potential for a seemingly loyal ruler to turn against Rome.
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The system also required Rome to maintain a credible threat of force, as client kings were more likely
to remain loyal if they knew that Rome could and would intervene militarily if necessary.
Furthermore, the reliance on client kings could create resentment among local populations who

might view them as Roman puppets.

6. Colonies and Urbanisation
The establishment of Roman colonies (coloniae) and the promotion of urbanisation were crucial
and intertwined strategies for consolidating Roman power and fostering Romen culture in North
Africa (Raven, 1993; Wilson, 2018). These strategies went beyond mere territorial control; they
aimed to fundamentally reshape the physical, social, and cultural landscape of North Africa in the

Roman image, creating a more enduring and integrated imperial system.

Roman colonies served diverse and overlapping purposes, each contributing to the multifaceted
goals of Roman imperialism. Coloniae Civium Romanorum primarily functioned as Veteran
Settlements, providing land allotments to retired Roman soldiers, thereby ensuring army loyalty by
giving veterans a vested interest in Roman stability. These veteran settlers, often possessing military
skills and Roman customs, acted as a stabilizing force, a garrison against local unrest, and a potent
agent of Romanization, disseminating Roman values and practices into the local environment.
Earlier Coloniae Latinae served as Strategic Outposts, strategically located to control key resources
like fertile land or mines, trade routes, or borders. They functioned as military garrisons,
administrative centers, and hubs for resource extraction, effectively projecting Roman power and
facilitating efficient communication, logistics, and supply lines, which was essential for maintaining
Roman security and economic interests. Finally, all coloniae were designed as centres of Roman
culture, embodying Roman urban planning principles with their grid systems, monumental
architecture (forums, temples, amphitheaters, baths), Roman legal institutions, and social structures.
These features were powerful tools for the dissemination of Roman culture, the Latin language, and
Roman customs, encouraging local populations, particularly elites, to adopt Roman ways of life and

integrate into the Roman system.
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The refounding of Carthage as a Roman colony ( Colonia Iulia Concordia Carthago) under Julius
Caesar and Augustus is a significant and highly symbolic example of this strategy (Hurst, 2010). The
destruction of Carthage in the Punic Wars was followed by a period of deliberate neglect, a damnatio
memoriae intended to erase the city's power and influence. Its subsequent re-establishment as a
Roman city was a powerful statement of Roman dominance, a deliberate act of cultural and political
supersession, and an attempt to replace the memory of Rome's great rival with a new Roman
identity. Roman Carthage became a thriving urban center, attracting Roman settlers, Italian
merchants, and ambitious local elites, and it played a pivotal role in the Romen culture of the region,

becoming a major center of Roman culture and administration in North Africa.

Similarly, the development and embellishment of existing cities, and the creation of new ones,
like Leptis Magna, particularly under the Severan dynasty (a dynasty originating from the region,
showcasing the complex interplay of Roman and local identities), showcase the Roman commitment
to urbanisation as a tool of imperial integration (Mattingly, 2010). These urban centers, often built
or rebuilt with significant Roman investment and adorned with impressive public works, became
focal points for economic activity (trade, markets), administration (government, legal proceedings),
and cultural exchange (festivals, performances). Roman urban planning, characterised by the
orthogonal grid system, the central forum, public baths (Thébert, 2013), amphitheaters for
entertainment, and temples dedicated to Roman deities, imposed a Roman order on the landscape
and encouraged the adoption of Roman social and cultural practices, shaping the daily lives of both

Roman settlers and local inhabitants.

Veterans and settlers who populated these colonies, along with Roman administrators,
merchants, and other immigrants, acted as direct and indirect agents of Romen culture, introducing
Roman customs, the Latin language, Roman law, and Roman social structures to North Africa.
However, the social dynamics within these urban centers were complex. Local elites, attracted by the
opportunities for social and economic advancement within the Roman system, often embraced
Roman culture, adopting Roman dress, language, and lifestyles, further accelerating the process of

Romen culture. This could lead to social stratification and tensions between those who embraced
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Roman ways and those who maintained indigenous traditions. The degree of Romen culture varied
significantly across different social groups and regions, and local resistance and the persistence of
indigenous cultures remained a factor throughout Roman rule, demonstrating the nuanced and

often contested nature of cultural change under imperial rule.

7. Garrisons and Military Infrastructure
The strategic placement of Roman garrisons and the development of a robust military
infrastructure were essential for maintaining order, defending Roman territories, projecting Roman
power, and facilitating the long-term control of North Africa (Philip, 2014; Raven, 1993). The
Roman military presence in North Africa was not a static entity but rather a dynamic and evolving
instrument of imperial policy, adapting to changing circumstances and shaping the region’s physical

and social landscape in profound ways.

Roman legions and auxiliary units were strategically stationed in key locations, with their
placement determined by a complex interplay of factors. Frontier Defense was a primary concern,
with garrisons heavily concentrated along the Limes Africanus, a complex and evolving fortified
frontier system. This "zone of control,” incorporating forts, walls, watchtowers, and patrol routes,
was designed to protect Roman territories from incursions by nomadic Berber tribes and other
potential threats from the vast Sahara Desert and its surrounding regions. The /imes necessitated a
permanent and substantial military presence, including specialized desert warfare units, to ensure
security, control trade routes, and prevent raids on Roman settlements and agricultural lands, with
Hitchner (2018) specifically highlighting the need to protect valuable agricultural lands. Beyond
frontier protection, military installations were also strategically located for the Control of Strategic
Resources, positioned near valuable assets such as fertile agricultural areas (e.g., the granarium
Africae), mines (for marble or minerals), or important trade routes. This placement aimed to protect
these resources from local unrest, ensure their efficient exploitation for Rome's benefit, and maintain
Roman control over the province's economic lifeblood. Furthermore, garrisons were situated in or

near urban centers (e.g., Carthage, Leptis Magna) and other areas prone to instability or resistance
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for the Maintenance of Internal Order. This role involved suppressing internal rebellions, enforcing
Roman law and taxation, and maintaining control over often diverse and sometimes restive local
populations, which was crucial for the smooth functioning of Roman administration and resource
extraction. Finally, the strategic deployment of these units was underpinned by extensive and well-
maintained military infrastructure, including roads, forts, supply depots, and signal stations, which
facilitated Communication and Logistics. This infrastructure was crucial for the rapid movement of
troops and supplies, ensuring Rome's ability to respond quickly and effectively to any crisis, and
maintaining effective control over vast distances and diverse terrains, thereby serving as the backbone

of Roman power projection and administrative efficiency.

The design and function of Roman military infrastructure in North Africa were sophisticated
and adapted to the specific challenges and opportunities presented by the region. Forts and fortresses
(castella and castra) ranged from small castella for auxiliary units to large castra accommodating
legions, serving as major administrative and logistical centres. These fortifications, often built with
durable stone, incorporated sophisticated defensive features like thick walls, towers, ditches, and
strategically placed gates, with their design evolving to reflect changes in military tactics and threats,
as evidenced by archaeological insights from sites like Lambaesis. Crucially, the construction of an
extensive and strategically planned network of roads (Viae Militaris) was a hallmark of Roman
military engineering, vital not only for military mobility but also for trade, communication, and
provincial integration. These high-standard roads facilitated rapid troop deployment, efficient
supply transport, and the movement of merchants and administrators, connecting and integrating
various parts of the region into the wider Roman world. Furthermore, supply depots (Horrea) were
strategically established to store essential provisions like food, weapons, and other supplies, ensuring
troops were well-equipped even in remote areas, with their efficient management being critical for
successful military operations and the maintenance of Roman power. Lastly, a network of
watchtowers and signal stations was often built along frontiers, roads, and strategic locations to
provide early warning of threats, facilitate communication between military installations, and
enhance Roman surveillance and control, playing a vital role in intelligence gathering and rapid
response capabilities.
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The Roman military presence profoundly and multifacetedly impacted North African society,
extending far beyond its primary function of defense and control. It significantly stimulated and
integrated local economies by creating a substantial and sustained demand for goods and services,
fostering trade, and creating dependencies on the Roman military economy as local suppliers and
artisans provided necessities to Roman troops. This prolonged interaction between diverse Roman
soldiers and local populations also led to complex cultural exchange and blending, with soldiers often
forming relationships with local women, contributing to the mixing of cultures and the transmission
of Roman customs and values, though this exchange was not always harmonious and could involve
tensions. Furthermore, the Roman army acted as a powerful agent of Romanization and urban
development, introducing Roman customs, technology, and social practices. Military camps
(canabae) frequently attracted civilian settlements of merchants and artisans, which could evolve
into towns and cities, further spreading Roman influence and transforming the urban landscape. For
some North Africans, recruitment into the Roman army, especially auxiliary units, offered avenues
for social mobility and integration, enabling them to gain Roman citizenship, learn Latin, and
participate in the Roman system, though this mobility was often limited and the army also utilized
forced conscription. Conversely, the Roman military presence also engendered resistance and
conflict, with local populations resenting its demands for resources and its role in enforcing Roman
rule, leading to prolonged conflicts, particularly with Berber tribes, and necessitating a substantial

Roman military presence.

8. Roman Culture and Citizenship
The implementation of Romen culture and policies and the granting of Roman citizenship,
albeit selectively, were crucial and intertwined strategies for integrating North African elites and
fostering a sense of belonging (or at least acquiescence) within the Roman imperial framework
(Revell, 2009; Quinn, 2003). These strategies went beyond mere political control; they aimed to
fundamentally reshape North African society and culture, drawing local elites into the Roman

system and creating a more stable and enduring imperial order.

New Classicists ¢ Issue 12 ¢ January 2025 Page 63



“Erotic Rational Madness in the Hippolytus and the Phaedrus” By Christian Nana Andoh

The extension of varying degrees of Roman citizenship, such as civitas sine suffragio (citizenship
without the right to vote), to certain individuals and communities was a powerful and effective tool
for co-opting local leaders and encouraging their cooperation with Roman rule. This was a calculated
policy, not a universal gesture. Rome used citizenship as a reward and an incentive, offering
significant advantages to those who collaborated. Examples of citizenship grants can be found
throughout North Africa. As Britannica notes, many communities advanced in wealth and standing
to rival the Roman colonies, acquiring the grant of Roman citizenship, which put the seal of imperial
approval on the prosperity, stability, and cultural evolution of developing communities. Leptis

Magna and Hadrumetum received Roman citizenship and the status of a colony from Trajan.

By granting citizenship, Rome offered local elites significant advantages. These included
enhanced legal status and rights under Roman law, providing protections and privileges such as
property and inheritance rights, and access to legal recourse in Roman courts, which non-citizens
lacked. Roman citizenship also conferred considerable social prestige, elevating the social standing of
recipients and signifying their inclusion in the Roman world, thereby opening doors to further social
advancement. While civitas sine suffragio (citizenship without the right to vote in Rome) did not
grant direct voting rights in Rome itself, it could still provide opportunities for political influence
within local administration and politics, as these often mirrored Roman models. Furthermore,
Roman citizens generally enjoyed greater access to economic opportunities and trade networks
throughout the vast Roman Empire. This created a vested interest among the elite in maintaining
the Roman order, as it often brought them substantial social and economic advantages. They became
stakeholders in the Roman system, less likely to rebel and more likely to actively support Roman

rule.

The Severan dynasty, originating from Leptis Magna, provides a compelling and vivid
illustration of the transformative impact of Romen culture and citizenship policies. The rise of
Septimius Severus to the imperial throne and the subsequent prominence of other North Africans
within the Roman administration demonstrate the remarkable potential for integration and

advancement within the Roman system for those North Africans who fully embraced Roman
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culture and law. This example was powerful propaganda for Rome, showcasing the benefits of

assimilation.

The transformation of Leptis Magna into a magnificent Roman city under Severus further
underscores the profound and lasting impact of Roman influence on North African urban centers.
As discussed in the Oxford Research Encyclopedia of African History, the Severan forum in Leptis
Magna stands as a testament to the revolutionary technical solutions adopted by Roman architects.
Severus's building projects were not just about aesthetics; they were about demonstrating Roman

power, wealth, and culture. They served to Romanise the city and its inhabitants.

Beyond formal citizenship grants, the broader process of cultural integration, or Romanization,
operated through various channels. The adoption of language, specifically Latin (the language of
Roman administration, law, and culture) was a key aspect, particularly among urbanised and elite
populations, with Latin inscriptions serving as a crucial source of evidence for its spread and
associated cultural practices. The implementation of law also played a significant role, as Roman law,
even in localized forms, standardized legal practices and introduced Roman concepts of justice and
governance, contributing to a more uniform administrative system. In terms of religion, while local
religions endured, the adoption of elements of Roman religion, such as the worship of Roman deities
or participation in imperial cults, fostered a degree of Roman identity, especially in urban areas, with
building inscriptions often documenting the construction of religious edifices related to the imperial
cult (ResearchGate). Finally, the adoption of Roman Lifestyle, including customs, dress,
entertainment (e.g., gladiatorial games, theater), and social practices, further contributed to the
Romanization of North African society, particularly among the elite who sought to emulate Roman
ways; archaeological evidence from sites like Carthage demonstrates this through the standardized
Roman urban model and its public buildings (Oxford Research Encyclopedia of African
History).Archaeological and epigraphic evidence, such as the prevalence of Latin inscriptions, the
construction of Roman architectural styles (e.g., forums, baths, amphitheaters), and the adoption of
Roman material culture, attests to this complex and multifaceted cultural blending (Wilson, 2018;

Thébert, 2013; Yamauchi, 2001). However, it is crucial to remember that Romen culture was not a
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uniform or complete process. Indigenous cultures and identities persisted alongside Roman
influences, creating a complex tapestry of cultural interaction. Furthermore, Roman society,
including in North Africa, was highly stratified. As Wikipedia details, status was determined by
ancestry, census rank based on wealth, gender, and citizenship. Social class significantly impacted

access to power and resources.

9. Impacts of Roman Imperialism
The implementation of these multifaceted Roman imperialistic strategies had profound and
lasting impacts on the socio-political and economic landscape of North Africa. Roman rule
instigated significant transformations, leaving an indelible mark on the region for centuries to come,

but these transformations were complex and uneven.

9.1 Economic Transformation and Exploitation

Economically, Roman administration spurred considerable development. The construction of
an extensive network of roads (viae publicae), such as those connecting major urban centers and the
frontier regions, facilitated trade and communication, fostering economic integration across the vast
territories (Raven, 1993). These roads were not merely paths but engineered structures that enabled
the efficient movement of goods and people. Aqueducts and irrigation systems, often impressive feats
of engineering, were built to enhance agricultural productivity, supporting the growth of urban
populations and the export of agricultural surplus, particularly grain (annona) and olive oil, which
were vital to the Roman metropole (Tenney, 1927). North Africa became a crucial supplier of these
commodities, earning the moniker "the breadbasket of Rome.” However, this economic growth was
often accompanied by exploitation and inequality, as Roman economic policies frequently
prioritized the needs of the empire and Roman citizens, sometimes at the expense of local
populations. Taxation, both in cash and in kind, could be a heavy burden on local communities,
leading to indebtedness and land alienation as small farmers struggled to meet their obligations. The
establishment of Roman colonies often involved land confiscation from indigenous populations,

displacing people and disrupting traditional agricultural practices. Despite some local elites profiting
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from trade and collaboration with the Romans, the unequal distribution of wealth meant the
majority of the population likely experienced limited benefits from economic growth, with wealth
concentrated in the hands of Roman settlers and a small number of Romanized locals. Finally, the
Romans actively engaged in resource extraction of North Africa's natural resources, including
timber, minerals, and wild animals, which sometimes resulted in environmental degradation and the

disruption of local economies.

9.2 Political Restructuring and Local Administration

Politically, Roman rule brought a degree of centralised administration and legal order, albeit
under foreign domination. The establishment of provincial structures, with Roman governors and
officials, replaced pre-existing political systems, creating a hierarchical structure with Rome at its
apex. North Africa was divided into provinces, each governed by a Roman official responsible for
maintaining order, administering justice, and collecting taxes, thereby eroding local autonomy and
traditional forms of governance. Roman law, while occasionally adapted to local customs, became
the overarching legal framework, influencing property rights, inheritance, and dispute resolution;
this imposed a degree of uniformity but could disrupt traditional legal practices. The Romans
actively promoted urbanisation, establishing new cities and granting municipal status to existing
settlements, which led to the spread of Roman urban planning, architecture, and institutions,
though it also contributed to the decline of traditional rural communities. In some areas, Rome
initially relied on client kingdoms to administer territory, but these kingdoms were ultimately
incorporated into the Roman provincial system. While this imposed stability could be beneficial in
reducing inter-tribal conflicts, it also meant the suppression of local political autonomy and the

subjugation of indigenous populations to Roman authority.

9.3 Resistance and the Persistence of Identity
Yet, Roman imperialism also engendered persistent resistance and the resilience of indigenous
identities (Revell, 2009). Berber communities, a significant portion of the North African

population, often maintained their distinct languages, customs, social structures (tribal
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organization), and religious beliefs, resisting complete assimilation into Roman culture. Resistance
to Roman rule took many forms, ranging from passive resistance, such as maintaining traditional
practices and languages, to active armed conflict. Berber warfare was frequently characterised by its
mobility and adaptation to the local environment, making control of the hinterland difficult for the
Romans. Major revolts, such as the revolt of Tacfarinas in the early 1st century AD (Tacitus,
Annales), posed significant challenges to Roman authority and demonstrated the limits of Roman
power, often fueled by grievances over taxation, land confiscation, and Roman encroachment on
Berber territory. Despite Roman influence, the persistence of Berber identity remained strong in
many areas, particularly in rural and mountainous regions, evidenced by the survival of Berber

languages, cultural practices, and social structures.

9.4 Cultural Blending and Syncretism

Archaeological and epigraphic evidence reveals a complex and nuanced picture of cultural
blending, or creolization, rather than simple assimilation (Yamauchi, 2001). The adoption of Roman
elements, such as Latin language (evidenced in inscriptions), Roman architectural styles (in urban
centres and villas), and Roman material culture (pottery, tools), often existed alongside the
continuation of indigenous traditions and beliefs. This blending is seen in religious syncretism,
where local deities might be syncretized with Roman gods, creating hybrid forms of worship, such
as local Berber gods being identified with Roman deities. In architectural blending, indigenous
architectural motifs might be incorporated into Roman designs, or Roman building techniques
adapted to local conditions (Wilson, 2018; Thébert, 2013). Similarly, artistic fusion occurred as
Roman art styles blended with local artistic traditions, creating unique forms of expression.
Regarding language contact, while Latin became the language of administration and the elite, Berber
and Punic languages continued to be spoken in many areas. The construction of Roman villas in
rural areas further suggests a degree of cultural adaptation and interaction between Roman
landowners and local populations, pointing to a dynamic process of cultural exchange where both
Roman and indigenous cultures influenced each other, rather than a one-way imposition of Roman

identity.
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9.5 Social Transformations and Stratification

Roman rule also had significant impacts on social structures and stratification within North
African society. Local elites often adopted Roman customs, language, and lifestyles to maintain their
status and power, potentially widening the gap between them and the rest of the population.
Urbanisation and social change brought new social roles, occupations, and increased social mobility
for some, but also created new forms of social inequality. Slavery, a widespread institution in Roman
society, was prevalent in North Africa, with slaves drawn from various sources including war captives
and local populations. The highly stratified Roman society, with citizenship, wealth, and social status
determining rights and privileges, imposed its social hierarchy on existing North African structures,
creating a complex system of social relations. The impacts of Roman imperialism in North Africa
were thus a complex interplay of transformation, adaptation, and resistance. While Roman rule
brought infrastructure development, economic changes, and a new political order, it also faced
persistent opposition and resulted in a multifaceted cultural and social landscape where Roman and
indigenous elements coexisted and interacted in various ways. The legacy of this period continues to

shape the cultural and historical identity of modern North African nations.

10. Conclusion

The enduring Roman hegemony over North Africa was not a mere consequence of military
ambition but rather the result of a carefully calculated and adaptive set of imperial strategies. From
the initial wars of conquest that established Roman dominance and secured vital resources, to the
nuanced application of divide-and-rule tactics that exploited regional divisions and rivalries, the
strategic manipulation of client kings to govern territories indirectly, the establishment of colonies as
centers of Roman culture and administration, the deployment of military infrastructure to maintain
control, and the selective extension of Romen culture and citizenship to integrate local populations,

Rome employed a diverse toolkit to secure its interests and maintain control over this vital region.
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The interconnectedness of these strategies, each reinforcing the others, highlights the sophisticated

nature of Roman imperialism.

The history of Roman imperialism in North Africa underscores the significance of this region
within the broader narrative of Roman expansion and governance. It demonstrates Rome's capacity
to adapt its imperial strategies to the specific challenges and opportunities presented by different
territories. Further research could explore the regional variations in the implementation and impact
of these strategies, as well as the long-term legacies of Roman rule on North African societies and
identities beyond the period under study. Examining the perspectives of the indigenous populations
and their agency in navigating Roman imperialism also remains a crucial avenue for future scholarly

inquiry.
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