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FOREIGN CLIENTELAE REVISITED:  
A METHODOLOGICAL CRITIQUE

Francisco Pina Polo

This paper begins with a brief analysis of the most important studies of provincial 
clientelae in the Roman Empire until Badian’s renowned book of 1958, which be-
came the major reference work for decades to come. Badian adopted some of the 
theses proposed by scholars before him, in particular the idea that victory over an 
enemy was the main source of provincial clientelae. However he endeavoured to 
provide an overall view of how Rome had established relations with other territo-
ries in the Mediterranean, and how Roman elites had entered into personal relation-
ships with provincials. Badian also contributed a methodology for identifying for-
eign clientelae through provincial onomastics. Despite criticisms later expressed 
regarding some of Badian’s conclusions, his insights continue to influence current 
research on this topic. It is my purpose to challenge both his methodology of iden-
tifying provincial clientelae and some of his conclusions. To this end, I shall refer 
to some specific instances in the western Empire, in particular to Hispania.

FROM MOMMSEN TO BADIAN: 
A BRIEF HISTORIOGRAPHICAL REVIEW

In the first footnote of his Foreign Clientelae, Badian mentioned Mommsen, Pre-
merstein, Gelzer and his mentor Syme as authorities on the concept of clientela.1 
The work of these scholars, along with that of Fustel de Coulanges, constituted at 
the time the basis of doctrine on clientelae and patronage in ancient Rome. In actual 
fact, they had all focused on the diachronic study of those relationships within the 
city of Rome, and had taken into consideration the creation of clientelae in the 
provinces without delving deeply into the matter.

In a paper originally published in 1859 Mommsen pointed out some of the traits 
of clientela in Rome based on a comparative analysis between this institution and 
the hospitium, which he saw as broadly similar, though with some differences.2 
Clientela was a relationship established between individuals from different social 
backgrounds, the patronus always being superior to the cliens. This also applied to 

* This paper has been produced within the framework of the research project “Las clientelas 
provinciales en el Occidente del Imperio romano” (HAR2010–16449), financed by the Spanish 
Ministerio de Economía y Competitividad.

 All dates are B. C. unless otherwise indicated.
1 Badian 1958a: 1 n.1.
2 Mommsen 1864: 319–390, esp.355–390.
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20 Francisco Pina Polo

the ties between freedmen and their former owners, as well as those between Ro-
mans and defeated peoples. The relationships created were hereditary. There was no 
contract between patrons and clients setting forth the rights and duties of each party; 
these were, nonetheless, defined by custom.

Fustel de Coulanges pointed out that client-patron links were voluntary and 
uneven by nature as they involved persons of different social status.3 The authority 
of a Roman aristocrat depended on the number of clients he had. In turn, clients 
needed a patron in order to be protected. A client could freely change patron as he 
saw fit, yet client-patron ties were hereditary. According to Fustel de Coulanges 
clientela was sometimes concealed by amicitia, since some prominent Romans re-
ferred to their high-class clients as amici. It was a form of courtesy that did not, 
however, alter the inequality between patronus and cliens. The clientela was in 
practice an extra-legal institution, because the rights and duties of the parties were 
not fixed by law.

On the matter of clientelae Gelzer mostly followed the theses of Fustel de Cou-
langes, whose guidelines he initially reproduced: an informal structure with no le-
gal contract; reciprocal nature; hereditary yet voluntary ties; and the possibility of 
dissolving it at any time and replacing it with another client-patron relationship.4 
But he also paid some attention to provincial clientelae. Gelzer drew upon a text in 
Cicero’s De officiis that states that it was an ancestral custom for Roman generals 
who had defeated other peoples and cities to become their patrons, as representa-
tives of the new socii in their relations with Rome’s central power.5 A good example 
of this was C. Fabricius Luscinus, who became a patronus of all the Samnites after 
his triumph in the third century.6 Gelzer’s conclusion was that, to a greater or lesser 
degree, virtually every governor established client-patron relationships with pro-
vincials while in charge of a territory.7 In other words, a province or a city could end 
up with several patrons, consecutively and simultaneously. Thus, for instance, the 
Marcelli, the Lentuli Marcellini and the Scipiones were all patrons of the Sicilians, 
as Gelzer claims,8 pointing out the particular honour granted to Cicero by the inhab-
itants of Capua in appointing him their sole patron, which was clearly an unusual 
circumstance.9

The posthumous work of Premerstein, Von Werden und Wesen des Prinzipats, 
was published in 1937.10 He maintained that clientelae were essential to under-
standing the creation of Augustus’ Principate. Premerstein considered the clientelae 
gradually formed during the late Republic around the great political and military 

 3 Fustel de Coulanges 1900: 205–225.
 4 Gelzer 1983 (1912): 49–50.
 5 Cic. off. 1.35. Gelzer 1983 (1912): 50–53.
 6 Val.Max. 4.3.6: “…qui a Samnitibus, quos universos in clientela habebat…” Cf. Gell. 1.14.
 7 Gelzer 1983 (1912): 71: “Die Überlieferung erlaubt den Schluß, daß sozusagen jeder Statthal-

ter in der von ihm verwalteten Provinz Patronate übertragen bekam.”
 8 Gelzer 1983 (1912): 71. But Cicero was also the patron of the Sicilians after his quaestorship 

(Cic. Att. 14.12.1), and so was Verres (Cic. Verr. 2.2.114; 2.2.154).
 9 Cic. Sest. 9.
10 Anton von Premerstein had also published in the RE the term ‘clients’, which Badian still con-

sidered as “the standard article” on this topic (Badian 1958a: 1 n.1).
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21Foreign Clientelae Revisited: A Methodological Critique

leaders as decisive, and referred to them as ‘Klientelparteien’.11 Despite the fact 
that other individuals and families could equally create powerful clientelae, Pre-
merstein referred in particular to the example of the Pompeii and the way in which 
they had built up their clientelae over three generations, from Pompeius Strabo to 
Sextus Pompeius. In his opinion, the great strength of the Pompeian ‘party’ rested 
precisely on its enormous clientela.12 One of the keys to understanding the late 
Republican period might be the client-patron link of entire provinces to one particu-
lar person who had become their patronus. In this respect, Pompey the Great could 
be, once again, the best example. He was able to secure vast clientelae in Hispania 
and in the huge regions he conquered in the Eastern Mediterranean, and to add them 
to those he had inherited from his father in Picenum. But Caesar also managed to 
create countless clientelae, both in Hispania Ulterior, where he served as a magis-
trate on two occasions, and during the conquest of Gaul.13

Despite his schematic and slightly simplistic approach, Premerstein placed pro-
vincial clientelae at the heart of the Roman political scene, in particular during the 
Late Republic. He saw the struggle between the great imperatores to a large extent 
as a conflict of clientelae, to the point that the various stages on which the civil war 
between Pompey’s and Caesar’s supporters was fought could have been determined 
by the presence of clients from one side or the other. In fact, according to Premer-
stein, the war between Antonius and Octavianus, which was to result in the sole 
power of Augustus, divided the entire Empire into two large zones of clientelae in 
favour of one or other of the contenders. Consequently, the work of Premerstein 
became decisive in the creation of a line of thought which, implicitly or explicitly, 
was to be present for decades in scholarship: having provincial clientelae was con-
sidered to have been conclusive in the historical unfolding of the late period of the 
Republic, and had caused the great imperatores to endeavour to secure as many 
clients as possible throughout the provinces of the Empire.

Harmand published his work on patronage in 1957.14 The book could not be 
used by Badian because, as he admits in the preface to Foreign Clientelae, his 
monograph was completed by the summer of 1956, though it was published two 
years later. In fact, Badian does not even mention Harmand in his bibliography. The 
French scholar analysed the relationships of patronage with communities, not with 
individuals. For the Republican period, Harmand’s starting point was that any vic-
torious general was a potential patron for the defeated peoples: what he called “le 
patronat par droit de conquête.”15 He nonetheless admitted that only a few texts in 
ancient sources could expressly support this fact.16 Livy’s account of the taking of 
Syracuse by Marcellus between 212 and 210 was, according to Harmand, arche-
typical of how patronages developed from a military operation that resulted in the 

11 Premerstein 1937: 16.
12 Premerstein 1937: 16–17.
13 Premerstein 1937: 20–21.
14 Harmand 1957.
15 Harmand 1957: 13: “tout conquérant est un patron en puissance.”
16 Harmand 1957: 14–15.
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22 Francisco Pina Polo

conquest of a city or territory.17 The conquest created profound inequality between 
the winners and the losers, and inequality was the basis of any client-patron rela-
tionship. The conqueror certainly acted in the name of Rome, though his leading 
role was obvious, as he had been fought against, negotiated with and surrendered 
to. The conquering general was in control of the fate of the defeated people and this 
naturally led to his becoming a patronus, thus moving from the role of victor to that 
of protector.18

In Harmand’s opinion, any conquest involved two complementary aspects: 
while the conquered region added to the territory controlled by the Roman Empire, 
the subdued peoples added to the clientelae of the triumphant general.19 In other 
words, while Harmand initially admitted that few sources expressly referred to the 
creation of clientelae as a right of conquest, he eventually linked both events 
closely, and implicitly assumed that military victory automatically involved in-
creasing the number of personal clientelae in the provinces. Serving as a magistrate 
in a province could also involve securing clientelae during the stay in the territory, 
in this case by nonviolent means. These clientelae could be newly created or linked 
already to the magistrate’s family.20

According to Harmand, these were not the only paths to acquiring provincial 
clientelae. The founders of new colonies, in his view, would have become the pa-
trons of the newly created community.21 Likewise, a magistrate could become the 
patronus of a city or community as a result of an official mission conducted on the 
orders of the Roman senate.22 Such missions could have had a civil or military pur-
pose, and could consist of a legation to deal with certain communities or military 
campaigns to eradicate a danger to Roman interests. That would have been the ori-
gin of the clientelae of Cato Uticensis in Cappadocia and Cyprus,23 or of Pompey 
the Great in Cilicia after defeating the pirates and founding or re-founding towns 
along the coast of the region. Finally, the defence of provincials in court could also 
result in those who had been defended becoming the clients of the orator who had 
acted in their defence.24

Ernst Badian adopted a different methodological perspective from that of Har-
mand and conducted the first monographic study of what he called ‘foreign cliente-
lae’. He criticized Premerstein’s very legalistic approach, erroneously interpreting 
deditio as a ‘treaty’ between the victorious Roman general and the defeated com-
munity when in fact surrender was unconditional. Badian also rejected ‘Mommsen’s 
extreme view’ that anyone surrendering to Rome would automatically become a 

17 Liv. 25.29; 26.32. Harmand 1957: 16–19.
18 Harmand 1957: 19: “tout général victorieux est un oikiste à sa manière.”
19 Harmand 1957: 20–21: “l’incorporation dans la communauté romaine se double d’un fait d’or-

dre privé: la receptio in clientelam, c’est-à-dire la formation, sans que l’on constate apparem-
ment aucune intervention de l’État, de liens personnels entre le général victorieux et ses adver-
saires de la veille.”

20 Harmand 1957: 39–48.
21 Harmand 1957: 23–26.
22 Harmand 1957: 27–33.
23 Cic. fam. 15.4.
24 Harmand 1957: 34–39.
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23Foreign Clientelae Revisited: A Methodological Critique

client, when circumstances actually varied and ought to be considered in the light 
of attested evidence. Yet his starting point, following that of previous scholars, was 
that victory after a war, and the subsequent deditio of the defeated peoples, was the 
most common means of acquiring foreign clientelae.25 As in any client-patron rela-
tionship, it was unequal, though it originated in a voluntary agreement. Badian ad-
mited that he applied the term clientela to the Roman world in a broad sense, and 
that various forms of client-patron relationships may be included within the con-
cept, as one single form of ‘foreign clientelae’ could hardly be expected to have 
existed.26

In the first part of his book, Badian conducted a general review of Rome’s ex-
ternal policy in Italy and in the Mediterranean until the year 133. He analysed the 
development and evolution of client-patron relationships between Rome and the 
Mediterranean states, based on the fact that these relations typically involved a su-
perior party, Rome, and an inferior party, the rest of the Mediterranean peoples.27 In 
the second part of his book, which is more relevant here, Badian studied clientelae 
created by Roman generals on an individual basis in provinces during the Late Re-
publican period, in particular until the year 70. One entire chapter dealt specifically 
with Pompey the Great, the paradigmatic politician with a vocation to become a 
universal patronus who, in Badian’s view, would to a large extent have reached his 
powerful position in Rome thanks to his very numerous foreign clientelae.

Despite some criticisms,28 Badian’s book was to become the reference work on 
this topic for decades to come, and had a huge impact on scholarship’s view ever 
since of the relationships between Rome and provincials through the patronage of a 
large number of members of the Roman aristocracy.29 One of the reasons for the 
success of this book is the fact that it represents the very first time that this question 
was studied thoroughly, proposing a methodology for identifying provincial clien-
telae. It is also important to bear in mind that Badian’s theses perfectly befitted the 
context of scholarship at the time. After the prosopographical works of the influen-
tial Münzer, Gelzer and Syme, amongst others, the idea prevailed that society and 
politics in Republican Rome were totally dominated by the elite on the basis of a 
close personal network of kinships, marriages and, above all, clientelae. Badian’s 
approach simply transferred onto the provinces a form of action in the Urbs which 
was considered fully endorsed. Thus his theses seemed to have particular credibility 
as they made sense of a provincial world on whose society Rome exerted her con-
trol, following the same hierarchy as that of society within Rome.

Badian maintained that the numerous client-patron relationships created be-
tween provincials and Roman citizens were the basis of Roman control over the 
provinces after military conquest. Those provincial clientelae were, in his view, 
sought out deliberately by the Roman imperatores as a means of expanding their 

25 Badian 1958a: 4–7.
26 Badian 1958a: 11–13.
27 See the criticism expressed by Burton 2003 and 2011.
28 See for example the review by J. Bleicken in Gnomon 36, 1964, 176–187. Cf. Wolff 1980: 

esp.248–249.
29 On Badian’s work see recently Thomas 2013.
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24 Francisco Pina Polo

prestige and increasing or consolidating their power in Rome. Pompey was the 
foremost example of such behaviour.30 Clientelae were created during the stay of 
the imperatores in the respective provinces as consuls, proconsuls, praetors or pro-
praetors. The stability of the Empire rested on the foundations of the personal loy-
alty of many provincials, in particular members of local aristocracies, towards the 
most prominent Roman families. This loyalty was hereditary and lasted for genera-
tions even after those Roman families had ceased to have any presence in the prov-
ince or any importance within the society and politics of the Urbs.31 That vast net-
work of permanent provincial clientelae served both to buttress Roman dominion in 
the provinces and to raise to power certain individuals who were particularly apt at 
creating loyal clientelae. In Badian’s view, that client-patron network therefore had 
a dual effect on international politics and also within Rome’s internal politics.

ONOMASTICS AND PROVINCIAL CLIENTELAE

Probably Badian’s most decisive methodological contribution was the use of  
onomastics as a tool to identify provincial clientelae across the Empire. Given that 
Republican inscriptions are extraordinarily scarce in the Western Roman Empire, 
Badian based his conclusions on the epigraphy of the early Empire. From his point 
of view, the provincials mentioned in inscriptions dated to between the first and 
third centuries A.D. whose names match those of conspicuous Romans in the Re-
publican period were the descendants of those who had taken those names at the 
time as a tribute to their benefactors. In other words, for instance any Hispanians 
called Fabius, Sempronius, Porcius, Pompeius, etc., were in his view the descend-
ants of those who, during the period of the conquest of Hispania in the second and 
first centuries, had become the clients of individuals who were members of those 
families, and had for this reason changed their indigenous names and taken a Latin 
name. Many would have been granted Roman citizenship by an imperator of that 
name during his presence in the province. At any rate, Badian considered that  
onomastics proved the influence of the gens in question: all these provincials and 
their descendants were for generations their loyal clients.32

In theory, onomastics in epigraphy from the early Empire would therefore al-
low us to identify the most influential gentes in the provinces of the Empire. It was 
even possible to map that influence. In the case of Hispania, two decades after 
Badian had published his Foreign Clientelae both Knapp and Dyson followed in his 
footsteps and maintained that the names of leading Roman families amongst Hispa-
nians would reveal the existence of provincial clientelae throughout the Iberian 

30 Badian 1958a: 252–284.
31 Badian 1958a: 262: “The basis of Roman control over the provinces was, in an important sense, 

not political but personal – as that of Roman control over Italy had been… The Empire was 
based on the personal loyalty of leading men throughout the provinces to leading families at 
Rome, and this attachment proved to be independent of political vicissitudes and on the whole 
unaffected even by the fortunes of those families.”

32 Badian 1958a: 256–257.
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25Foreign Clientelae Revisited: A Methodological Critique

Peninsula.33 Neither of them specifically linked the creation of those client-patron 
ties to the provincials involved becoming Roman citizens. Yet, in any event, taking 
a particular name was not in their opinion a matter of chance, but was chosen spe-
cifically because it was the name of their Roman patron. This was Knapp’s main 
conclusion: “I hope to demonstrate that the prosopography of Iberia and southern 
Gaul… is a direct outgrowth of patronage extended by prominent Romans to non-
Romans; the native clients took the name of the Roman patron, and so the local 
prosopography reflects the Roman patronage.”34

Dyson, in turn, made a chart of clientelae in Hispania and accompanied his 
analysis with a series of maps showing the distribution of some Roman nomina 
mentioned in Hispanian inscriptions that matched the names of governors in Hispa-
nia in the Republican period: Porcius, Sempronius, Aemilius, Fabius, Iunius, Li-
cinius, Caecilius, Pompeius and Sulpicius.35 Taking into consideration this distribu-
tion of the nomina, Dyson pointed out an apparent coincidence with the territories 
in which these imperatores acted within the Iberian Peninsula. In other words, Dy-
son worked on the assumption that, for instance, an individual called Pompeius 
mentioned in an inscription of the second century A.D. in Tarraco was the descend-
ant of someone who had changed his indigenous name to that of Pompeius at some 
point during the Republican period and had become the client of that family.

Dyson seems to imply that those Hispanian families remained in the same place 
for centuries. That certainly cannot be proved, and it is also unlikely to have hap-
pened in many cases. Some families might have died out and others may have 
moved, which seriously questions the reliability of the nomina distribution maps, 
which are based on an alleged permanence of the population in one particular place. 
On the other hand, families were obviously of different sizes, so several inscriptions 
mentioning individuals of the same name in one town or region could correspond to 
one single family and all its branches. Besides, other factors may account for the 
presence of certain names without necessarily involving the presence of provincial 
clientelae created during the Republic. Many could correspond to emigrants of 
Roman-Italian origin who could have settled in Hispania either in the Late Republic 
or in the early Empire, as Dyson takes into consideration inscriptions spanning a 
long chronological period. It is hardly a coincidence that all the nomina analysed 
have a widespread presence in the principal cities along the coast, where trade con-
centrated in such places as Barcino, Saguntum or Olisipo, in the provincial capitals 
of Corduba, Emerita Augusta and Tarraco, or in a highly dynamic economic area 
such as the Guadalquivir Valley. In my opinion, it is not at all necessary to explain 
the relatively abundant presence of Porcii, Sempronii, Pompeii, etc., in those cities 
– some still non-existent in the Republican period – as a consequence of the crea-
tion of Republican provincial clientelae.

33 Knapp 1978; Dyson 1980–81.
34 Knapp 1978: 187.
35 After the publication of Dyson’s work, new inscriptions have appeared which have obviously 

modified, though not substantially, the list and distribution of nomina he analysed.
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26 Francisco Pina Polo

It is not appropriate here to delve into the various distribution maps, but some 
observations must be made. If we take a look at the map of the Sempronii,36 we note 
that these names are scattered throughout almost the entire Iberian Peninsula, though 
the highest concentration can be found in Tarraco, in the western half of Hispania 
and in the Guadalquivir Valley. Three Sempronii were governors in Hispania Cite-
rior and Ulterior in the first quarter of the second century (see below). They are obvi-
ously eligible to have created clientelae that would have taken on their name. Yet it 
is evident that at the time when all three of them were fighting in Hispania, they can 
hardly have created a client-patron network along the Duero or the high Ebro rivers, 
as these regions were beyond the reach of Roman troops until later on. The Sempro-
nii attested in Tarraco, Corduba and Emerita Augusta must be connected with the 
fact that all three cities later became administrative capitals. Emerita Augusta was 
only founded by Augustus at the end of the first century, and its location within Lusi-
tania was far from being under Roman control when Sempronius Longus was the 
governor of Hispania Ulterior in 184–182. The remarkable number of Sempronii in 
Dianium and its environs in the Mediterranean and in Lara in the Duero may be due 
to a family of that name settling in each of those towns. In contrast, the lack of Sem-
pronii in the central part of the Ebro Valley or in Celtiberia is quite surprising pre-
cisely because these regions were the main areas of action of Sempronius Gracchus 
in his struggle against Celtiberians in 180–178. It is striking that in Gracchurris 
(Alfaro, La Rioja), a city founded by Gracchus as a “monimentum operum suorum” 
bearing his name,37 no Sempronius has been found either there or in the surrounding 
area. There is, however, evidence of a Sempronius in Iliturgis, a city presumably also 
founded by Gracchus,38 and more have appeared in nearby localities. Epigraphic 
finds are obviously not precisely representative, but should not more Sempronii be 
expected to appear in cities founded by a Sempronius if we accept that this must have 
generated a close relationship between the inhabitants and the founder?39

As for the Pompeii, they are scattered throughout practically the whole of His-
pania. Two Pompeii were governors in Hispania, Q. Pompeius in 141, who fought 
against Celtiberians, and Pompey the Great during the first century. As Dyson high-
lights, the relatively small number of inscriptions with Pompeii in comparison with 
other nomina is remarkable if we bear in mind Pompey’s reputation for having a 
large number of clients in Hispania.40 On the other hand, the high concentration of 
Pompeii in some cities is as striking as their absence in large regions where they 
could be expected. As in the case of all the other nomina, there is a high number of 
Pompeii in Tarraco, Saguntum, Carthago Nova and Olisipo, that is, coastal cities 

36 Dyson 1980–81: 263–267.
37 Liv. per. 41.
38 Wiegels 1982.
39 According to Harmand 1957: 24, “les personnages chargés de la deductio coloniae devenaient 

ipso facto ses patrons.” Neither Iliturgis nor Gracchurris had the status of colonies: they were 
instead civitates peregrinae inhabited by indigenous people. Harmand’s principle, however, 
should also apply to these towns, and all the more so because they resulted from Gracchus’ 
triumph over Hispanian peoples.

40 Dyson 1980–81: 288–291.
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with a dynamic trading business, as well as in Emerita Augusta. As already stated, 
their presence might not necessarily be related to Pompeian clientelae but to the 
very circumstances and characteristics of these cities.

The same could be said about the Pompeii of the western half of the Peninsula 
(in Galicia, Asturica Augusta, lower Duero river), as neither Q. Pompeius, a gover-
nor of Hispania Citerior, nor Pompey the Great set foot on these territories. The 
Pompeii of the Guadalquivir Valley, not very abundant though curiously concen-
trated around Baena probably because they were members of the same family, 
could hypothetically be linked to Pompey’s sons and their last stand against Caesar 
in 46–45. Yet, should this explanation be correct, many more Pompeii would be 
expected in this zone as during the bellum Hispaniense a large number of towns 
backed the Pompeian side. Conversely, three inscriptions with Pompeii were found 
in Gades, a city which always remained loyal to Caesar and received from him the 
status of Roman municipium. The most surprising fact, as Dyson points out,41 is 
that no Pompeii are found in the region where Pompey was most active: not one in 
the entire Ebro Valley, the scene of his confrontation against Sertorians, nor in the 
territory of the Lacetani, where his son Sextus Pompeius, according to Cassius Dio, 
sought shelter after the battle of Munda because he had the support of the indige-
nous population who were loyal to the memory of his father.42 The scarcity of Pom-
peii in Pompelo (Pamplona) is equally noticeable as this town was presumably 
founded by Pompey at the end of the Sertorian war.43 Instead, a good number of 
Pompeii are attested to in the upper Duero, a region in which a significant part of 
the Sertorian conflict unfolded, in particular in Clunia and Uxama, which resisted 
to the end against Pompeian troops.

Similar observations could be made regarding the maps of other nomina. In 
conclusion, based on the distribution maps of Roman onomastics in Hispania 
known to us through the epigraphy of the early Empire, it cannot be surmised that 
these necessarily represent provincial clientelae created during the conquest in the 
Republican period. It is incorrect to assume that, for instance, whenever a Sempro-
nius or Pompeius is found there existed in the Republican period a client of the 
Sempronii or the Pompeii. Some of the bearers of Roman nomina in Hispania could 
have taken the names of imperatores who were involved in the conquest (a different 
matter is whether this necessarily implies a long-lasting client-patron relationship), 
but many unquestionably were emigrants from Italy who had nothing to do with the 
creation of provincial clientelae. Other names may correspond to freedmen who 
took the name of their patrons, which could be concealing another type of clientelae 
in the provinces, which is not the same as provincial clientelae.

All in all, the key question is whether onomastics is a reliable method in iden-
tifying provincial clientelae. Should it be so, fixed rules would have been in place 
for a provincial to take on a Latin name. Badian considered that whenever a provin-
cial was given Roman citizenship, he immediately adopted the name of his new 

41 Dyson 1980–81: 289.
42 Cass.Dio 45.10.1–2.
43 Str. 3.4.10.
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patronus. However, available data do not confirm this at all. Even Badian included 
in the list of persons given Roman citizenship (his Annex B) some individuals 
whose Latin names where completely different from those who had promoted them 
in becoming citizens.44 Knapp and Dyson assumed that patronage was directly 
linked with the client changing his name to that of the patronus, apparently even in 
cases in which the provincial was not given Roman citizenship. Yet could a peregri-
nus have had permission to use Roman names? We must not rule out the possibility 
of cases of illegal use of Latin onomastics, though this undoubtedly cannot have 
been widespread, as it counted upon Rome’s consent through provincial governors. 
Consequently, if a number of provincials with Latin names existed in the Republi-
can period, should we presume they were Roman citizens?

This poses another problem because in the pre-Caesarean period Rome was 
extremely cautious about granting citizenship. Few instances are known, the Bronze 
of Ascoli being the exception due to an emergency for Rome at the time of the bel-
lum Sociale. It is unlikely that a provincial governor in Hispania in the last two 
Republican centuries granted Roman citizenship to a large number of Hispanians. 
And it is even more unlikely that he did so as part of a personal scheme to create as 
vast a network of clientelae as possible in order to obtain power. Besides, the matter 
of citizenship did not rest exclusively on the will of an imperator. Ultimately it was 
the Roman state which granted citizenship. In the context of the war against Serto-
rius, Pompey and Metellus apparently granted citizenship to some Hispanians as a 
reward for their loyalty.45 Nonetheless, their actions could only take effect after a 
law promoted by the consuls of 72, the lex Gellia-Cornelia, had been passed. The 
very fact that a consular law was required, obviously with the support of the senate, 
reveals that it was an exceptional circumstance, the result of a war that had lasted 
almost a whole decade and which, at some point, senators had feared could have 
spread to Italy. If this happened in the year 72 it is implausible to think that there 
might have been massive granting of citizenship in Hispania prior to this, as we do 
know that the senate – and the Roman people – had traditionally been reluctant 
about such actions. The senate can hardly have endorsed personal initiatives under-
taken by members of the aristocracy that clearly contradicted the general policy of 
Rome. And even in that year of 72, the Hispanians who were given citizenship were 
certainly but a select group, a few hundred at the most.

In short, the granting of citizenship by imperatores who acted in the provinces 
during the Republican period cannot have been so abundant as to result in vast  
clientelae. On the contrary, it must have been minor and exceptional. Consequently, 
this can hardly have been the origin of Latin onomastics which continued to exist 
throughout the Principate and apparently revealed the existence of an extensive 
client-patron network.46

44 Badian 1958a: 302–308.
45 Cic. Arch. 26 claims that Metellus gave citizenship to many (“civitate multos donavit”).
46 Recently García Fernández 2011, based on a certain continuity of onomastics between the Re-

public and the Principate documented in her opinion in Hispania, has pointed out that it could 
originate in the fact that the Latin status applied to a certain number of communities in Hispania 
during the Republic. See also her paper in this volume.
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At any rate, the question remains as to whether those who were given citizen-
ship always took the name of their benefactor, that is, of the magistrate or promag-
istrate who granted it. The answer is that they did not. In the year 1966, Géza 
Alföldy published a paper analysing the changes in the names of those who re-
ceived Roman citizenship, mainly based on the available epigraphic data.47 
Alföldy’s work focused chronologically on the Principate, in particular on the first 
century, and from a geographical point of view dealt with the western provinces of 
the Empire, though the most detailed instances referred to Central European prov-
inces, in particular Dalmatia, Noricum and Pannonia. The results, however, are 
largely applicable to the Republican period. In his general conclusions, Alföldy 
considered that it was frequent for peregrini who received Roman citizenship to 
take the nomen and the praenomen of the emperor who had granted it. But he stated 
categorically that this was not a compulsory rule. On the contrary, there is clear 
evidence that a large number of new Roman citizens freely chose the name they 
wished to have from that moment on, and often took Italic names that were widely 
used throughout the Empire.48

In other words, new citizens had some capacity to choose their names. Sources 
confirm this: the clearest instance is that of the Balbi from Gades, who were given 
Roman citizenship by Pompey the Great as a reward for their collaboration during 
the Sertorian war.49 This must have happened in 72 and it was validated by the 
aforementioned lex Gellia-Cornelia.50 In theory, Balbus should have become Pom-
peius Balbus, but his name was Cornelius Balbus.51 That is, Balbus was not named 
Pompeius despite having been granted Roman citizenship by way of a Pompeius. 
What is more striking and unsettling for the theses maintained by Badian and his 
followers is that when the Balbi went to Rome they became loyal amici and allies 
of Caesar, rather than clients of Pompey. How could this chain of events be ex-
plained using Badian’s perspective?

The case of the Balbi is not unique. Cicero, in his speech in defence of Balbus, 
mentions a Q. Fabius from Saguntum who was given Roman citizenship by Metel-

47 Alföldy 1966.
48 Alföldy 1966: 39: “En outre, un autre probleme apparaît dans le fait que, d’apres certains indi-

ces, les citoyens romains pouvaient aussi choisir librement leurs nomina: à certaines époques et 
dans certains territoires de l’Empire, on avait la possibilité de prendre un nomen quelconque 
selon son choix propre;” 46: “Tout cela montre que les nouveaux citoyens romains de l’Empire 
n’ont pas tous pris un gentilice impérial: un nombre grand de citoyens a choisi librement ses 
nomina. Ces nomina étaient ou bien des gentilices italiques partout répandus, ou bien des déri-
vations patronymiques.”

49 Pina Polo 2011a.
50 Cic. Balb. 19: “Nascitur, iudices, causa Corneli ex ea lege quam L. Gellius Cn. Cornelius ex 

senatus sententia tulerunt; qua lege videmus <rite> esse sanctum ut cives Romani sint ii quos 
Cn. Pompeius de consili sententia singillatim civitate donaverit. Donatum esse L. Cornelium 
praesens Pompeius dicit, indicant publicae tabulae.”

51 We do not know why they took the name Cornelius. See Rodríguez Neila 1992: 26–27 and 
44–45. Knapp 1978: 189 and 192, thinks that the Balbi would have taken their nomen from 
some Cornelii prior to being given citizenship and maintained that name afterwards. Those 
Cornelii would therefore be the patrons of the Balbi. In this sense also Dyson 1980–81: 289.

Urheberrechtlich geschütztes Material. Jede Verwertung außerhalb der engen  
Grenzen des Urheberrechtsgesetzes ist unzulässig und strafbar.  

Das gilt insbesondere für Vervielfältigungen, Übersetzungen, Mikroverfilmungen 
und die Einspeicherung und Verarbeitungen in elektronischen Systemen. 

© Franz Steiner Verlag, Stuttgart 2015 



30 Francisco Pina Polo

lus Pius, and other Fabii from the same city as well as some inhabitants from Utica 
who were given citizenship by Pompey the Great.52 Cicero refers in those passages 
to other provincials who did not take the nomen of their benefactor: P. Caesius from 
Ravenna, who was given citizenship by Pompeius Strabo; Hasdrubal from Gades 
and some Ovii who received it from Pompey the Great; Alexas from Heraclea, who 
received it from Publius Licinius Crassus, a consul in 97; Aristo from Massalia, 
who was granted citizenship by Sulla. In the same speech, Cicero mentions M. An-
nius Appius, who lived in Iguvium, and T. Matrinius, from Spoletum. They both 
were given citizenship by C. Marius.53 In Pro Scauro, Cicero refers to Cn. Domitius 
Sincaius, from Sardinia, who became a Roman citizen thanks to Pompey.54 A Q. 
Lutatius Diodorus was made a citizen by Sulla though at the request of Catulus, one 
of the consuls in 78, whose name he seems to have taken.55 We have the example of 
the Bronze of Ascoli, in which the Ilerda cavalry are the only ones of the entire 
turma Salluitana, made up of individuals from various towns along the Ebro valley, 
who bear Latin names.56 The three names are different: Otacilius, Cornelius and 
Fabius. None of them was called Pompeius, yet it was Pompeius Strabo who gave 
them citizenship. If they already had their names before the granting of citizenship, 
for what reason did they pick their new names?57 Taking their names into account, 
should they be considered respectively the clients of the Otacilii, Cornelii and Fa-
bii? Or else, considering that Pompeius Strabo gave them the Roman citizenship, 
should we include them amongst the clientela of the Pompeii? Or perhaps various 
patronages existed?

There are obviously cases of new Roman citizens who took the name of their 
benefactor. We could even accept that this was the most frequent occurrence. Yet 
the ancient sources show that this was not always the case, and they suggest that 
new citizens did have some capacity to choose their new name. This clearly ques-
tions the principle that provincials with Latin nomina must automatically be identi-
fied as the clients of individuals (and of their families) with those same names. In 
the absence of additional information, following this principle the Balbi from Gades 
would be included in a list of clients of the Cornelii, the Fabii from Saguntum 
amongst the clients of the Fabii, and the Ilerda cavalry mentioned in the Bronze of 
Ascoli would be considered the clients of each of the families whose names they 
bear. Nevertheless, the evidence seems to reveal that the situation was far more 
complex, and that applying these criteria as a matter of course may lead to unreal-
istic conclusions.

52 Cic. Balb. 50–51. Cf. Badian 1958a: 257, considered that the Fabii already had that name be-
fore they were given citizenship.

53 Cic. Balb. 46 and 48.
54 Cic. Scaur. 43.
55 Cic. Verr. 4.37. To this list we could add L. Cornelius Galus, an inhabitant of Forum Iulii who, 

according to Syme 1977: 379, would have been given citizenship by Pompey yet took the name 
of a Cornelius Lentulus.

56 CIL I2 709 = CIL VI 37045 = ILLRP 515 = ILS 8888.
57 García Fernández 2011: 52, claims that the onomastics of the three cavalrymen from Ilerda 

suggests that the city had formerly received the status of a Latin colony.
Urheberrechtlich geschütztes Material. Jede Verwertung außerhalb der engen  

Grenzen des Urheberrechtsgesetzes ist unzulässig und strafbar.  
Das gilt insbesondere für Vervielfältigungen, Übersetzungen, Mikroverfilmungen 

und die Einspeicherung und Verarbeitungen in elektronischen Systemen. 
© Franz Steiner Verlag, Stuttgart 2015 



31Foreign Clientelae Revisited: A Methodological Critique

On the other hand, had a rule existed whereby any new citizen was to take the 
name of the person who gave him Roman citizenship, onomastics would be much 
more uniform. Let us take the case of a provincial city being granted a privileged 
legal status. When a provincial city became a Roman municipium all its free inhab-
itants automatically became Roman citizens and could therefore legally bear the 
tria nomina. Could we expect that each and every one of those new Roman citizens 
took the same nomen, specifically that of the benefactor of the new municipium? 
The city of Gades became a Roman municipium in the year 49 on Caesar’s initia-
tive.58 This clearly did not mean that all the new citizens took the name Iulius. Let 
us think also of the overwhelming number of Flavii that we should find in the Ibe-
rian Peninsula, as the Flavii gave the ius Latii to all of Hispania, and after Hispanian 
towns became Latin municipia many elites had access to Roman citizenship through 
local magistracies. Yet, significantly enough, the name Flavius is no more con-
spicuous than any of the other Roman nomina.

GENTILICIAN CLIENTELAE?

The use of onomastics leads to another major issue. The study of prosopography in 
the provinces allows us to reach conclusions regarding the recurrence of the names 
of certain Roman-Italic gentes. If we link onomastics to clientela, we must take into 
consideration the supposed clientelae of the gens Cornelia, gens Sempronia, gens 
Porcia, etc. The problem is that provincial clientelae, like those within Rome, were 
not gentilician but personal.59 In any event, if we accept their hereditary nature, 
which must not be presumed, they could be seen as family clientelae, never as gen-
tilician clientelae. This was never regarded as a problem by Badian or by other 
scholars such as Gelzer, Premerstein and Harmand, precisely because they did not 
see it as inappropriate to talk about the clientelae of a particular gens, quite the 
contrary: provincial clientelae were in their opinion gentilician and hereditary.60

But, what does the presence of a certain gens in a province mean? There is no 
practical sense in referring, for instance, to the gens Pompeia or gens Sempronia in 
Hispania. Firstly, this is because the existence of provincials with the same name 
does not at all imply kinship between them. Nowadays, tens of thousands of per-
sons of the name García or Sánchez are scattered throughout Spain (or Smith in 
Great Britain), though obviously only a few are related. In ancient Hispania some 
Pompeii and some Sempronii were related. At times epigraphy even reveals this 
kinship. It is clear, though, that in the process of acquiring Latin onomastics, many 
provincials opted for the same names without being related: they simply had the 
same nomen. Naturally, having the same name does not mean that those individuals 

58 Cass.Dio 41.24.
59 Brunt 1988a: 401 and 407.
60 See for instance Harmand 1957: 22: “l’auteur de la conquête semble partager avec toute sa gens 

la responsabilité de ce patronat: c’est toute une famille au sens le plus large qui se trouve bé-
neficier de cet accroissement de clientèle. Le magistrat vainqueur n’est qu’un des membres de 
la gens.”
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had to act in coordination either socio-economically or politically. It would be pre-
posterous to talk about the economic interests of the gens Cornelia throughout all of 
Hispania, as if the participation of the Cornelii in diverse economic tasks illustrated 
by epigraphy could indicate a coordinated expansion in various sectors.

When we apply this to client-patron relations, we realize that talking about the 
clientelae of the gens Cornelia in a province is not only absurd but yields a distorted 
image of reality. Supposing, for instance, that one provincial had a client-patron 
relationship with a Cornelius Scipio, we can argue about the nature of that link in 
practical terms, whether or not it was long-term, and even whether it could apply to 
other Scipiones. But it is unquestionable that this clientela did not apply automati-
cally to other Cornelii who belonged to other families and who, very often, were 
mutually opposed politically: Cornelius Balbus, Cornelius Cethegus, Cornelius Do-
labella, Cornelius Lentulus, Cornelius Sulla, etc. There is no sense in thinking that 
a provincial felt that he had to remain loyal to each and every Roman with the name 
Cornelius. For this very reason, the use of onomastics as a means to globally iden-
tify provincial clientelae inevitably yields a distorted image, as the information 
provided can only reveal some supposed gentilician clientelae that never actually 
existed.

Let us look at an example within Hispania. We know of three Sempronii who 
were governors in Hispania in the first quarter of the second century: C. Sempronius 
Tuditanus in 197–196, P. Sempronius Longus in 184–182 and Ti. Sempronius Grac-
chus in 180–178. If we apply the reasoning that the presence of a Roman imperator 
in a province was almost unfailingly the origin of a network of clientelae, we could 
suppose that the gens Sempronia would have managed to consolidate those rela-
tions, as three of their members were active in Hispania at various times over the 
course of twenty years. In the first place, this would ignore the fact that each of the 
three Sempronii acted in different territories, as Longus was a governor in Hispania 
Ulterior, while Tuditanus and Gracchus were governors in Hispania Citerior. But 
above all it would overlook the fact that all three of them belonged to different 
families and the clientelae, should they have existed, would not be connected.

INTERGENERATIONAL LOYALTY BETWEEN PATRONS AND CLIENTS

Those who defend the existence of vast client-patron networks in the provinces do 
not seem to have felt the need to justify how those clientelae were created in the 
first place and then maintained. The simple presence of a Roman general in a prov-
ince seems to have been sufficient for a large part of that province or even the entire 
province to accept en masse his patronage as a natural course of events after the 
victory. But this simplistic conclusion becomes questionable when we look into 
specific details. As we have seen, Gelzer, Premerstein, Harmand and Badian saw 
the conquest of a territory as the starting point for the creation of clientelae. But 
what did this actually entail?

Let us return to the example of Hispania. Rome took two centuries to conquer 
the entire Iberian Peninsula. During that time some areas were conquered and re-
conquered on several occasions by various imperatores. Roman generals often 
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fought in restricted geographical zones and achieved victories over certain peoples, 
which did not involve definite dominion over a vast region. In the second century 
and the early first century the following triumphs and ovations are attested: three 
triumphs over Hispania Citerior, which in practice referred to a very small part of 
the territory which eventually came to make up this province;61 one ovatio over 
Hispania Ulterior;62 three triumphs over the Celtiberians;63 one triumph specifically 
over the Numantines, who were part of the Celtiberians;64 three ovationes over the 
Celtiberians;65 and five triumphs over the Lusitanians (in one of the cases, jointly 
over Lusitanians and Gallaeci).66

As can be noted, the same peoples were repeatedly conquered over decades by 
various imperatores, in particular those peoples that the Romans called Celtiberians 
and Lusitanians, who inhabited extensive regions in the centre and west of Hispania 
respectively and who included several minor groups amongst them. I have merely 
mentioned the generals who achieved triumphs or ovations, but there were many 
others who, though not as successful in their struggles against those very peoples, 
did achieve partial victory. In these circumstances, is it feasible to think of territo-
ries whose inhabitants acted unanimously as the clients of their conqueror? If that 
was the case, then of which conqueror were they the clients? Did clientelae overlap, 
following various victors? Did provincials have several patrons or were the patrons 
replaced by new ones as successive defeats and victories occurred? None of the 
aforementioned authors pose these questions. On the contrary, the model of gentili-
cian clientelae obtained en masse from any given territory does not seem to require 
an explanation. Neither does it seem to be necessary to contend how those cliente-
lae would have lasted for generations. The model, once formulated, would be self-
explanatory.

Let us go back to one particular case. The name Porcius appears on a number 
of Hispanian inscriptions dating from the Principate. Following Badian’s thesis, 
those Hispanians must have been the descendants of those who, in the Republic, 
had either been given citizenship by a Porcius or else had at least been the clients of 
a Porcius, taking the name of their patron in either case. We know of only one Por-
cius who played an important role in Hispania during the conquest: Marcus Porcius 
Cato, who was sent as a consul in 195 to put an end to the last great rebellion of the 
Iberian peoples.

Consequently, according to available data, the alleged adoption of the name 
Porcius by a number of Hispanians who presumably became the clients of Cato 
must be placed in the early second century. We should wonder how Cato could cre-

61 The triumphs of Q. Minucius Thermus in 195, M. Porcius Cato in 194 and M. Titinius Curvus 
in 175.

62 M. Fulvius Nobilior in 191.
63 The triumphs of Ti. Sempronius Gracchus in 178, T. Didius in 93 and C. Valerius Flaccus in 82 

(his great victory over Celtiberians took place in the year 93: App. Iber. 100).
64 P. Cornelius Scipio Aemilianus in 132.
65 Cn. Cornelius Blasio in 196, M. Helvius in 195 and Ap. Claudius Cento in 174.
66 L. Postumius Albinus in 178, D. Iunius Brutus in 133–132 (over the Lusitanians and Gallaeci), 

Q. Servilius Caepio in 107, L. Cornelius Dolabella in 98, and P. Licinius Crassus in 93.
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ate those client-patron ties during his time in Hispania and make them sufficiently 
extensive to leave considerable traces in the onomastics of Hispania for centuries to 
come. Cato was in the Iberian Peninsula for just a few short months and travelled 
along the entire Mediterranean oriental coast, from Emporiae towards the south-
east, then briefly in the Guadalquivir valley, and finally conquered Suessetani and 
Iacetani in the north of the Ebro basin. During his stay he achieved overwhelming 
success on the military field and returned to Rome with lavish spoils. Cato does not 
seem to have been particularly interested in creating friendly relations with the in-
digenous people and actually severely punished those who stood against him.67 As 
a matter of fact, some archaeological indications from the Mediterranean coast 
seem to show that a large number of indigenous towns must have been destroyed 
during Cato’s repression.68 Did Cato really seek to create clientelae in Hispania? 
And to what extent would Hispanians be interested in having as their patron some-
body who had been so brutal towards them?

If we were to accept that those clientelae were created when some Hispanians 
became Roman citizens, we must remember that granting citizenship to peregrini 
from a province of the Empire in such an early period could only have been an ex-
ception, as it is well known that the official policy in this regard was quite ungener-
ous until many decades later. The granting of citizenship to hundreds or even tens 
of Hispanians is totally unthinkable. Of course, any request made by Cato to grant 
citizenship would have needed senatorial consent as well as the approval of the Ro-
man people,69 for which no evidence exists, though this fact is inconclusive. On the 
other hand, even if we discard the possibility of receiving citizenship and concen-
trate on the creation of clientelae amongst Hispanians by Cato, we would have to 
wonder how those indigenous persons could legally take the name Porcius if they 
were not citizens, and how links created with one individual or even one family 
could have remained when that person or persons did not return to Hispania for the 
rest of the conquest. Is it plausible that for decades some Hispanians remained loyal 
to people who to them were like a phantom family? In any event, how would that 
clientela materialize in actual practice? What effects would it have had both in His-
pania and in Rome?

In this respect, we could refer to Cato’s intervention in 171 as the representative 
of the Hispanian legates who had travelled to Rome. According to Livy’s account,70 
a group of persons coming from Hispania Citerior and Hispania Ulterior requested 
to be received by the senate. They wished to complain about the abusive treatment 
they had received from some of the recent provincial governors. The question re-
mained in the hands of Canuleius, at the time the praetor in charge of the govern-

67 Liv. 34.9; 34.16
68 On the destruction attributed to Cato’s actions on the Catalan coast, with supplementary bibli-

ography, see Pina Polo 2007.
69 Raggi 2006: 87: “In generale, si debe osservare che i comandanti militari non avevano il diritto 

di procedere a naturalizzazioni di cittadini… senza preventiva autorizzazione legislativa del 
popolo; in altri termini, la competenza exclusiva in materia di ius civitatis apparteneva ai 
comizi.”

70 Liv. 43.2.
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ance of Hispania for that year. Canuleius soon chose to ignore the matter, recruited 
his troops and set off for his province, thus interrupting the judicial proceedings in 
place against some ex-governors. The relevant question here is that the senate de-
cided that the Hispanian legates should appoint patroni to represent them. Cato, P. 
Cornelius Scipio, L. Aemilius Paullus and C. Sulpicius Gallus were chosen.71 They 
had all held office in Hispania during the decade of the nineties, at least twenty 
years earlier.72 Due to their knowledge of Hispania they were presumably the right 
persons to undertake the task.

Livy’s text does not make it clear how they were appointed, though it is implied 
that the Hispanians had to agree to it. The question is that the term patronus used by 
Livy to refer to Cato, Scipio, Aemilius Paullus and Sulpicius Gallus is a strictly le-
gal term referring to their agency as legal representatives of the Hispanians before 
Roman justice,73 and does not at all refer to a presumed client-patron relationship 
previously existing between them and the Hispanians.74 In fact, the patroni do not 
seem to have made much effort to defend the interests of the Hispanians, and even 
Livy suggests that the Hispanians were not allowed to make claims against the 
powerful members of Roman nobilitas, clearly in order to hush the matters up 
(“Fama erat prohiberi a patronis nobiles ac potentes conpellare”). The events of 171 
may therefore not be used in general as evidence of widespread clientelae in Hispa-
nia from such an early period or in particular as testimony of Cato’s clientelae.

In the case of Cato, as we have already seen, we do not know of any other Por-
cius holding office in Hispania. Yet at times, members of the same gens, even mem-
bers of the same family, turned up in a province at different times. For those who 
maintain that vast provincial clientelae existed during the Republican period, those 
supposedly gentilician clientelae would accumulate. Thus, one member of one gens 
added new clients to those already linked to them by their ancestors. It did not mat-
ter that, at times, long period, even decades, went by without them being present in 
the province. The loyalty and fidelity of those foreign clientelae would have re-
mained ceaselessly durable and unaltered towards their patrons, and would natu-
rally have revived when the new generations met a descendant of the original pa-
tronus on their territories.

Once more, this global model of behaviour is perfectly reasonable on paper, but 
it does not take into consideration specific historic circumstances or the practicali-
ties of the client-patron relationship. Provincial governors were in office for a lim-
ited period of time, generally one year, though their office could at times be ex-
tended. In the case of Hispania Citerior and Ulterior, during the conquest there was 
not one city that acted as the capital where the governor spent long periods of time. 

71 Broughton 1951–86: vol. I 419.
72 At least Cato, Scipio and Aemilius Paullus. Sulpicius Gallus could have accompanied Aemilius 

Paullus during his time in Hispania Ulterior, though it is not clear whether he held any office. 
On the process, see Muñiz Coello 1981.

73 Cf. García Riaza 2012a: 167–168.
74 Harmand 1957: 35–36, claims that Hispanians would have been incorporated into Cato’s clien-

tela after the events of the year 171, not earlier, so the legal patronage would have resulted in 
the creation of the clientela.
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On the contrary, given that the military theatres of operations kept changing, each 
general and his army focused their efforts on a specific area where they fought 
against those who opposed Roman dominion.

In the habitual circumstances of constant war and the short time spent in the 
province, we must wonder to what extent it was possible to create close and endur-
ing loyal relationships with indigenous people who, in most cases, the generals 
would never see again.75 Is it realistic to think of clientelae lasting for generations? 
Is it logical to suppose that provincials who, for instance towards the middle of the 
second century, began a client-patron relationship with a Roman imperator whom 
they would never see again would maintain it until they died and that their descend-
ants would take it on as a hereditary duty, not just towards that imperator, but to-
wards his descendants? A client-patron relationship is by nature based on the ex-
change of favours and clients mainly seek protection. This protection must be visi-
ble and real. A client-patron relationship is not merely theoretical, but must be vali-
dated periodically, or at least the actual possibility of putting it into practice must 
exist. Could a provincial feel that client-patron tie decades after his ancestor had 
established a link with a Roman general? Moreover, to what extent could a provin-
cial grasp, as the conquest progressed, what a Roman client-patron relationship 
entailed?

FOREIGN CLIENTELAE: THEORY AND PRACTICE

One final and complex issue involves trying to understand how these client-patron 
relationships could work between prominent members of the Roman aristocracy 
living in Rome and provincials living in very diverse places in the western Empire 
far removed from the Urbs. Firstly, we must bear in mind that this relationship was 
not a contract between a patron and a client setting out the duties of each party. As 
in Rome, it was a moral relationship that involved undefined expectations, rather 
than duties, regarding collaboration and mutual help in the case of need within a 
vague and flexible framework.76 The relationship was therefore voluntary and could 
be broken by any of the parties at any time.77

On the other hand, just as a patronus could have many clients, so a client could 
have more than one patron.78 The more clients a patron had the more prestigious 
was his social standing. The more patrons a provincial had, the more chances he had 
of getting help when in need. For this reason, just as in the Late Republic a Roman 
would aim to have relationships with different prominent members of the city, and 

75 That question was already pointed out by Bleicken in his review of Badian’s book (Gnomon 36, 
1964, 186).

76 Freyburger 1986; 153: “Au-delà d’une protection proprement dite, la fides du patron est, en-
suite, une certaine disposition d’esprit, une volonté d’aider le client de toutes les manières.”

77 The lack of a contract and the voluntary nature of clientelae had already been emphasised by 
Mommsen, Fustel de Coulanges and Gelzer.

78 Brunt 1988a: 399.
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not limit themselves to frequenting one sole patron,79 the same must have occurred 
in the provinces. We can presume that just as a vast clientela increased the stature 
of a Roman politician, the prestige of a provincial would be boosted as his relation-
ships with eminent Romans grew. The same happened in the case of provincial 
towns: why have just one patron to protect their interests if they could have more? 
But the multiplicity of client-patron ties could bring about contradictions whenever 
the interests of two patrons of the same client clashed: what position to take, what 
side to support? The clearest example is that of Massilia during the civil war, though 
there were debates in other cities as to what position was best for their interests.80 
The probable multiplicity of patrons is another factor that cannot be studied through 
prosopography, as this phenomenon cannot be detected using this method.

Provincials, either as individuals or as communities, expected above all the 
protection that a person of influence within Roman society and politics could afford 
them, a patron who could mediate whenever there was a conflict with Rome, with 
its representatives in the province or with the societates publicanorum. On more 
specific matters, provincials could rely on the euergetism of their patron or even on 
the possibility that they might receive through him some legal or economic privi-
lege. To provincials, the patronage of members of the Roman elite represented a 
form of indirect access to the stages where decisions were taken that affected the 
entire Empire.

It is harder to establish what tangible benefits could be drawn from provincial 
clientelae by Roman patrons. They were unquestionably a source of prestige. In 
such a competitive society as Rome was in the Republic, appearing to have a vast 
international clientela enhanced the standing of the individual who enjoyed them.81 
That prominent position could be visualized in the visits made by illustrious provin-
cials to their patronus in Rome, though it was also the subject of propaganda, 
amongst other reasons because, given the very nature of client-patron relationships, 
there was obviously not a census of provincial clients.82 That is, creating an image 
of being a great patron was even more important than actually being one.83 Pompey’s 
case is the paradigm of someone who managed to create an image of an almost 
universal patronus that went down in history.84

79 For instance, it seems to be inferred from Plutarch that Marius was a client of Caecilius Metel-
lus and of Herennius (Plut. Mar. 4.1; 5.4), and Caecina was at the same time a client of Cicero’s 
and of Servilius’ (Cic. fam. 6.7.4; 13.66). Cf. Cic. comment.pet. 9.

80 Caes. B.Civ. 1.35.4.
81 Wallace-Hadrill 1989: 83: “Much of the value of clientela lay not in a solid or dependable block 

of votes, but in its contribution to appearances, by which the majority of the voters themselves 
had to judge.” Cf. Tac. ann. 3.55: “nam etiam tum plebem socios regna colere et coli licitum; 
ut quisque opibus domo paratu speciosus per nomen et clientelas inlustior habebatur.”

82 See in this volume the paper by C. Rosillo López, “Reconsidering Foreign Clientelae as a 
source of status in the city of Rome during the late Roman Republic.”

83 Schoenlin Nicols 1992: 190: “Success in advertising the extent and importance of one’s clien-
tele became very important. Truth in advertising, however, was at that point hard to verify.”

84 On Pompey’s clientelae, see along the same line as Badian, the work of Amela Valverde 2002. 
More sceptical Schoenlin Nicols 1992 and Dingmann 2007: esp.254–282. Cf. also Pina Polo 
forthcoming.
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Yet beyond that social prestige, what practical results derived from having pro-
vincial clientelae? In politics, it is clear that provincial clients could not take part in 
senatorial debates. They did not have any influence on the elections in Rome, either 
because they did not have the right to vote unless they were citizens, or because 
they would not go there to vote from their distant abodes even if they were citi-
zens.85 As they did not live in the Urbs, they could not attend the numerous con-
tiones held there, so they could not influence the creation of a certain public image 
for an individual. Consequently, a direct influence on the Roman political scene 
must have been very limited. Having plentiful provincial clientelae was not what 
brought power to the great imperatores of the first century, neither to Pompey nor 
to Caesar, and clientelae were even less influential in this matter in the second cen-
tury.

On the military field, it was not common for clients to become involved in con-
flicts in favour of their patron, either in Rome or Italy in the first Republican centu-
ries, or in the provinces.86 For instance, in Hispania from the very beginning of the 
Roman presence in the territory, some indigenous people fought in the ranks of the 
Roman army as auxiliaries. Their number increased progressively in the second and 
first centuries.87 However, there is no evidence to support their being recruited be-
cause of personal client-patron agreements, but rather as a result of agreements 
reached between their communities and Rome.88 Those who were recruited did not 
fight at the command of individuals or families because they were their clients; they 
fought for Rome following the orders of whoever was in command at the time.

The best known Hispanian auxiliary troops are the cavalry of the turma Sallui-
tana mentioned in the Bronze of Ascoli. Were they, as has been suggested, clients 
of the gens Pompeia who, fulfilling their duties, had voluntarily set off for Italy to 
fight under the command of their patronus? In 141, the consul Quintus Pompeius 
was sent to Hispania Citerior to take command of the army fighting the Celtiberi-
ans. Some scholars have seen this as the foundation of the Pompeian clientela in 
Hispania.89 According to this thesis, the descendants of those original clients would 
have come to fight under the command of Pompeius Strabo in the bellum Sociale. 
This is but groundless speculation. In the first place, it is hardly feasible to believe 
that those clientelae could have been maintained for over fifty years without the 
presence of any other Pompeius in Hispania. In the second place, this thesis ignores 
the fact that the consul of 141 fought in Celtiberia, while the horsemen of the turma 
Salluitana did not come from towns in that territory. But the most significant fact is 

85 Brunt 1988a: 431, considers that the mobilization of clients in general must always have had a 
marginal effect on the elections in Rome.

86 Brunt 1988a: 435–438: it is not true that massive recruitment of clients took place during the 
civil wars in the late Republic. Only very seldom are there mentions of the enlisting of clients 
in certain armies, though it is never suggested in the sources that this was common or that such 
a client’s loyalty towards his patron was expected.

87 See Cadiou 2007: 611–684.
88 For instance the agreements between Sempronius Gracchus and the Celtiberians in 179–178.
89 This has been defended by Amela Valverde 2000a; 2000b; 2002 84 and 87. The idea was al-

ready suggested by Criniti 1970: 184–185.
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that nothing indicates that Quintus Pompeius and Pompeius Strabo were related,90 
so the latter can hardly have been seen by Hispanians as a patron they had to defend, 
particularly in a war which was taking place in Italy. It does not make sense to sup-
pose that provincials would assume that all Romans of the same name were related 
and, therefore, that the relationship they might have acquired with a Pompeius au-
tomatically applied to all Pompeii. In other words, these cavalrymen did not fight at 
the command of Pompeius Strabo because they were clients of the gens Pompeia. 
As other Hispanians – and as many other provincials – they were recruited by the 
provincial governor to suppress the revolt of the Italics and ended up fighting on the 
northern front, but could just as easily have found themselves fighting on the south-
ern front. It was not they who chose their destination as auxiliary troops but the 
needs of Rome.

We might think that the civil war between Pompeians and Caesareans would 
have been a good occasion for provincial clientelae to become actively involved in 
a conflict which was, to a large extent, a contentio dignitatis between two impera-
tores who purported to have influence in the provinces. Let us return to the case of 
Hispania. Both Pompey and Caesar had been magistrates in Hispania and Pompey 
was actually a proconsul in both provinces of Hispania when the war broke out, 
though he acted in absence through his legates. Pompey supposedly had had a large 
number of clients since the end of the Sertorian war, in particular in the northeast of 
the Iberian Peninsula.91 On the other hand, Caesar’s clientelae were presumably in 
Hispania Ulterior, a province where he had been a quaestor and a proconsul. Hispa-
nia was the theatre of the civil war when it started in 49 and when it ended in 46–45. 
In the year 49, Caesar quickly defeated Pompeian troops in the battle of Ilerda, a 
city located precisely where most of Pompey’s clientelae supposedly were concen-
trated, and he then conquered Hispania Ulterior, meeting no opposition. There is no 
evidence that Pompeian clients played a part in the war and there was certainly no 
opposition to Caesar based on alleged Hispanian loyalty to Pompey. On the con-
trary, according to Caesar’s account, the support of some indigenous peoples was 
decisive in the final outcome of the battle: Tarraconenses, Iacetani (better perhaps 
Lacetani), Ausetani, Illurgavonenses, Oscenses and Calagurritani.92 They were all 
located in the north-eastern Hispania, a region where Pompey had been most active 
during the Sertorian war and where a higher presence of Pompeian clients could be 
expected.

90 Seager 1994 (1979): 1.
91 The thesis of the very abundant Pompeian clientelae in Hispania has been defended by several 

scholars. Premerstein 1937: 17, emphasised the continuity and fidelity of Pompey’s clientelae 
in Hispania for three generations. Gelzer 1949: 53, branded Pompey “the greatest patron” in 
Hispania, and pointed out the loyalty of the clients which was passed on to their children to 
confront Caesar. Seager 1994 (1979): 17: “He (*Pompey) built up clientelae all over Spain, 
which remained loyal even in the civil war against Caesar, despite Caesar’s efforts to establish 
his own influence during his governorship in 61.” Caesar himself echoed Pompey’s clientelae 
in Hispania: B.Civ. 1.61.3; 2.18.7. See Pina Polo 2014.

92 Caes. B.Civ. 1.60.
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In 46–45 the so-called bellum Hispaniense took place. Pompey’s sons holed up 
in the Guadalquivir Valley, where some major cities such as Corduba supported them. 
This did not happen because they were Pompeian clients, nor were they betraying 
their patronus Caesar, for this was not a war between the clients of two leaders. The 
governor Caesar had put in charge of Hispania Ulterior in the year 49 had proved to 
be corrupt and to have economically abused Hispanian communities and his own 
army. The consequence was a mutiny of the troops and revolts in some cities. 
Pompey’s sons took advantage of the discontent to play one last trick on Caesar.93

In this respect it is important to make one final reflection: the provinces of the 
Empire were not mere extensions of Rome nor did their inhabitants follow the dic-
tates of whatever happened in the Urbs. Provincials had their own personal and 
community interests that swayed their attitude towards a war taking place within 
their territories. This is the reason why sources report debates within cities in order 
to decide whether to take one side or the other or to remain neutral. Badian’s theses 
presented a rigid picture of provincial societies, solidly positioned in favour of one 
or the other based on their client-patron obligations. Once more, reality must have 
been much more complex and flexible than this.

Let us once again more refer to a specific case. The aforementioned members 
of the turma Salluitana had been given Roman citizenship in the year 89 on the 
initiative of Pompeius Strabo and they probably returned to their towns in Hispania. 
They have been seen as the embryo of Pompeian clientela in Hispania which 
Pompey the Great would have used and expanded a decade later upon arriving to 
fight Sertorius. This naturally cannot be demonstrated because we have no further 
evidence, but is it plausible? All ten towns mentioned in the Bronze of Ascoli are 
but a very small part of the towns existing in the Ebro Valley at the time, many of 
which are only known to us because of archaeological sites, though we do not know 
their ancient names. It is highly unlikely that the towns where those horsemen lived 
served as a driving force in the creation of a vast Pompeian clientela in so massive 
a region. In other words, any effect their presence may have had must have been 
local, not regional or even less provincial. The fact that they were cavalrymen leads 
us to presume that they were probably members of local elites. Their newly- 
acquired legal status as Roman citizens in an area mostly inhabited by peregrini 
placed them above their compatriots and reinforced their prominent position within 
society. But it does not follow that when they returned to Hispania all the inhabit-
ants of their towns automatically embraced Pompeian clientela because of their 
influence, and even less that they felt compelled to take the side of a member of the 
Pompeia family in a war. We do not even know for certain that the members of the 
turma Salluitana who were still alive felt under any obligation to join Pompey’s 
troops to fight Sertorius. In any event, Pompey’s final victory was due to the supe-
riority of his legions alongside Metellus’ legions in Hispania Ulterior, not to the 
alleged support of historical clients of the Pompeii which, had they existed, would 

93 See Pina Polo 2008. Incidentally, we know that a Q. Pompeius Niger, an inhabitant of Italica 
whose provenance is unknown, fought on Caesar’s side against Pompey’s sons (B.Hisp. 25). 
His onomastics clearly did not match the side he fought for.
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have been a tiny part of the population of Hispania. Sources for this period make 
extremely clear the massive Hispanian support for Sertorius, but they do not refer 
to any Pompeian clientela having an impact on the war.

CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, onomastics known through epigraphy of the Principate must not 
continue to be used as a tool to identify supposed massive provincial clientelae in 
the Republican period. There certainly is no alternative global method to identify 
provincial clientelae, for which the only certain verification is given for specific 
cases by ancient sources, both literary and epigraphic.

The methodology proposed by Badian leads to a distorted view of the expan-
sion and significance those foreign clientelae may have had. In the first place this is 
because it assumes that there were fixed rules in place whereby a client took the 
name of his patron, whether or not he had been given Roman citizenship upon his 
request, while sources indicate that this was not always the case and that provincials 
had some capacity to choose their new Latin names. In the second place, this is 
because onomastics supposedly attest to gentilician clientelae which did not exist, 
just as they did not exist within Rome itself. In the third place, this is because the 
client-patron link between a provincial and his patron based on his name implies 
that the client had just one patron to whom he gave everlasting fidelity, which was 
inherited by his descendants. This rigid structure is rather a modern construction 
that does not take into account an undoubtedly more flexible situation. A client 
could change patron if he so wished and could have more than one patron, which 
was the most common case in Rome.

Provincial prosopography and onomastics cannot explain the true complexities 
of the situation. On the contrary, they present us with a very simplistic and unrepre-
sentative landscape. This has led to the creation of a paradigm whereby a large part of 
Hispanians were linked as clients for life to a specific imperator and remained loyal 
to him and his descendants for generations. This model may not be verified in his-
torical reality, which instead suggests that these provincial clientelae had little impact 
either in the provinces or within Rome: foreign clientelae may have been a source of 
prestige for those who managed to create an image of themselves as international 
patrons, but their effect on political decisions in Rome must have been limited.

Provincial clientelae did exist, but the methodology used for their identification 
has caused them to be overrated, both from a quantitative and from a qualitative 
point of view. The number of provincial clients must have been proportionally 
small when compared to the total number of inhabitants. It is erroneous to view 
client-patron relationships as quasi-universal relations between provincials and 
leading Roman families, and that those personal relationships may have been the 
basis for Roman dominion. The concept must therefore be redefined and the extent 
of the phenomenon revised. We must consider from a methodological point of view 
how provincial clientelae in the Republican period may be identified, as well as 
what it actually entailed to be someone’s client in a province, and what repercus-
sions provincial clientelae may have had on the political scene in the Urbs.
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