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Rome’s empire was built on allies, not just Romans, UCT scholar

argues
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Rome’s rise as the first great Mediterranean empire may have been less a story of Roman
conquest than of an overlooked partnership with the Italian states that supplied much of its
military manpower, University of Cape Town (UCT) Professor Roman Roth argued during his
inaugural lecture.

Professor Roth’s lecture addressed the topic “Fighting for Mediterranean Empire: Rome and
Her Italian Allies, 200—91 BCE". It drew on decades of research into the Roman Republic
and the material culture of ancient Italy.


https://humanities.uct.ac.za/school-languages-literatures/classics/roman-roth

Roth, who is based in UCT's School of Languages and Literatures, began his argument by
pointing out how lopsided the popular memory of Rome has become. “Most people with a
non-specialist interest in history would at least recognise Caesar or Augustus or Nero by
name,” he said, but “few members of the international public would readily recognise” the
Roman commanders who, between Rome’s victory over Hannibal in 201 BCE and the
outbreak of war with its Italian allies in 91 BCE, built what he called “the first truly
Mediterranean empire”.

During the lecture held on 2 September 2026, he quoted the historian Mary Beard, who
said, "Rome was an empire not because it had an emperor. Rome had an emperor because
it possessed an empire”. Roth said that even this framing leaves out a crucial fact. The
republic’s armies, he said, citing the ancient historian Polybius, “usually consisted of up to
two-thirds of soldiers who were provided by Italian allies.”

Those allies, said Roth, were far more than conscripted auxiliaries. He challenged the “still
dominant” strand of modern scholarship that treats them chiefly as coerced or exploited
subjects of Rome. “This view of the allies as, at best, reluctant participants in Rome’s
imperial conquest cannot be upheld,” he said, pointing to monumental building projects
funded by war spoils, and to inscriptions showing allied states operating sophisticated legal
and political institutions of their own, independent of Rome.

“"Rome’s Italian allies may not have held the initiative in the republic’s imperial conquest,”
Roth said, “yet their strong sense of being an integral and decisive part of an enterprise
from which they greatly benefited creates an imperialist dynamic of its own.”

The extent of Rome’s dependence on allied “manpower, leadership, economic drive, and ...
imperialist zeal,” he argued, “continues to be seriously underestimated”.

Roth is a fellow of the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation and of the Institute of Classical
Studies at the University of London, and the author of Sty/ing Romanisation. His forthcoming
book, The First Roman Empire. Frontiers, Foundations and the Transformation of Italy, 450-
91 BCE, formed the backbone of the lecture.

Professor David Wardle, King George V professor emeritus and senior research scholar in
Classics at UCT, noted the breadth of expertise Roth brings to that task, praising the
experience he brought to the discipline as a practising archaeologist and the philological
skills he’s honed in classrooms and seminars.

He added that Roth’s account did more than describe the allies’ contribution: “He’s shown
how the elite of those allies benefited materially from their active participation. He's seen
how the civic life of their communities was enriched by new facilities and by an inflow of
wealth.”

Story by Stephen Langtry, UCT News
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