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ROMAN  CITIZENSHIP  AND EGYPT  
UNDER  THE  JULIO – CLAUDIAN  DYNASTY 1
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Ancient time was the starting point for the addition of bases and the development of citizenship. The paper deals with the citizen-
ship from the perspective of the Roman and Greek law, and also take into account the special status of Egypt in the Roman Empire 
and the situation of indigenous Egyptians in their country. The main purpose of this article is the study of specific features inherent 
in the concept of Roman citizen, and their interaction with the laws and regulation of individual parts of the empire. Proved that 
closely linked, Roman and Greek low bring the possibility of obtaining the Roman citizenship by a simple Egyptian almost to zero. 
The article shows comprehensive study of the issue, on the basis of inscriptions and military diplomas, letters and works of ancient 
authors, as well as the information of modern scientists. The era of the Julio – Claudian differs very stringent and constantly changing 
laws concerning the rights and opportunities of citizenship. This process was so time-consuming and long, that person could hardly 
live to see the completion of this procedure. Also, the attention paid to this point, as an attempt to become a Roman citizen illegally.
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РИМСКОЕ ГРАЖДАНСТВО И ЕГИПЕТ  
В ЭПОХУ ЮЛИЕВ – КЛАВДИЕВ

В. С. МАЛАШЕНКО1)

1)Вроцлавский университет, пл. Университетская, 1, 50137, г. Вроцлав, Республика Польша

Утверждается, что эпоха Античности стала отправной точкой для заложения основ гражданства. Данное понятие рас-
сматривается с позиций римского и греческого права. Обращается внимание на особый статус Египта и положение коренных 
египтян в Римской империи. Изучаются специфичные черты, присущие понятию «римский гражданин», и особенности взаи-
модействия данной категории лиц с законами и правилами отдельно взятых частей империи. Доказывается, что тесно связан-
ные между собой римское и греческое право сводили возможность получения римского гражданства египтянином к нулю. 
Проведено комплексное изучение данного вопроса на основе инскрипций, военных дипломов, писем и работ древних авторов, 
а также с учетом результатов современных исследований. Отмечается, что эпоха Юлиев – Клавдиев отличалась особо жест-
кими и претерпевающими постоянные изменения законами относительно права и возможности получения гражданства. Уста-
новлено, что этот процесс был иногда настолько трудоемким и долгим, что желающий мог просто не дожить до завершения 
процедуры. Упоминается о попытках получить римское гражданство незаконным путем. 

Ключевые слова: римское гражданство; династия Юлиев – Клавдиев; коренные египтяне; этническая принадлежность; 
социальное окружение; армия, флот и ветераны.

The concept of citizenship contains many different aspects. Ancient time was the starting point for 
the addition of bases and the development of this concept. 

Citizenship in ancient Rome (Latin: civitas) was a privileged political and legal status afforded to free 
individuals with respect to laws, property, and governance. The granting of citizenship to allies and the conque-
red was a vital step in the process of Romanization [1]. This step was one of the most effective political tools 
and original political ideas. 

1 Статья публикуется в авторской редакции.
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Egypt held a special status in the Roman Empire. Being at the same time strategically important area 
and granary, he also had a howling control structure different from the rest of the Empire. It also influenced 
the formation of intricate and specific system for obtaining citizenship by residents of Egypt. Greek, Egyptian, 
Jewish, or anyone else who wants to get the Roman citizenship, had some way to go. To get the Roman 
citizenship had to first obtain citizenship of Alexandria, and for this purpose it was necessary to obtain a so-
called Greek citizenship because of the fact that Alexandria was the subject of Greek law. 

Just as it was under the Ptolemies, the primary way of becoming a citizen of Roman Alexandria was through 
showing when registering for a deme that both parents were Alexandrian citizens [2, p. 376].

If a common Egyptian wanted to become a Roman citizen he would first have to become an Alexandrian 
citizen. The Augustan period in Egypt saw the creation of urban communities with «Hellenic» landowning 
elites. These landowning elites were put in a position of privilege and power and had more self-administration 
than the Egyptian population. Within the citizenry, there were gymnasiums that Greek citizens could enter if 
they showed that both parents were members of the gymnasium based on a list that was compiled by the go-
vernment in IV–V AD [3, p. 81].

So as we can see «Alexandria citizenship» was almost a single unit with «Greek citizenship». Common 
Egyptian almost could not get «Greek citizenship». This was due to the specifics of the Greek understanding 
of citizenship. Roman citizenship afforded the same rights in the various provinces, and its aim is to association 
of citizens in one. Greek same nationality, was individualized for each of the Greek city. This is because 
the Greeks did not seek to create a single legal framework for their citizens as part of the whole empire. For 
them, each city was unique and, consequently, citizenship was a privilege rather than a high tool for unification 
and integration [4, p. 208].

And even get a Roman or Greek citizenship of Egyptians did not receive all the privileges that received 
the Greeks and Romans. Punishments and tax systems were differ. These privileges even extended to corporal 
punishments. Romans were protected from this type of punishment while native Egyptians were whipped. 
Alexandrians, on the other hand, had the privilege of merely being beaten with a rod [5, p. 31–32]. Although 
Alexandria enjoyed the greatest status of the Greek cities in Egypt, it is clear that the other Greek cities, such 
as Antinoopolis, enjoyed privileges very similar to the ones seen in Alexandria [5, p. 32]. All of these changes 
amounted to the Greeks being treated as an ally in Egypt and the native Egyptians were treated as a conque-
red race. 

A simpler way of obtaining the Roman citizenship ran for the local population through the service in 
the army, the navy and in the preparation of veteran status. Comprehensive study of the issue, on the basis 
of inscriptions and military diplomas, letters and works of ancient authors, as well as the information of modern 
scientists, has shown us information which was specific for Egyptian population. 

Caesarʼs armies had been composed of two elements, the legionary troops from Italy who formed the back-
bone of his army and were the heavy infantry, and irregulars recruited from allied tribes or provinces. By the 
end of the I AD, when our sources improve, we can still perceive this division. On the one hand, there was 
the legionary infantry, still technically composed of Roman citizens, and, on the other, the auxiliaries. Auxi liary 
units were given regional or tribal designations, suggesting that they were still fundamentally units of non- 
citizens, lived in theory or originally from a particular group of allies or subjects [6, p. 20].

But the fact that auxiliary infantry units were called cohorts from the Augustan period would suggest 
that their internal organization was similar to that of the legionary cohorts. Also changed the criteria for 
the connection between auxiliary units and legions.

While only the Roman citizens served in the legions and the Praetorian Guard, the other branches were 
open to all freeborn men [7, p. 435]. This was the main rule for recruitment. The soldiers had to be taken and 
recorded by governors of provinces according to the place of their birth. If a person deliberately lied saying 
that he has a Roman citizenship, or that he is a freedman, even if he was enlisted in the army, but the lie was 
revealed, had to be dismissed and punished. Also punishment was exposed to officers appointed to conduct 
the recruitment and made this mistake [8, p. 209].

To become a full veteran and get Roman citizenship it was necessary to finish the service without 
penalties and with compliance of all formalities. The service lasted for a long time, and for this reason 
many did not live up to this time and died in the service. Service on fleet lasted 26 years, army: auxilia – 25, 
legionaries under Augustus served at first 16, then 20 years. The praetorians under Augustus served 12, and 
afterwards 16. In the later period honorable discharge (honesta mission) was also granted after 20 years, 
but only soldiers who had completed 24 stipendia received the full privileges of veterans [7, p. 439 – 440]. 
It took Augustus thirty-five years to establish systematic rewords for military service. According to aerarium 
militare founding in AD 6 the foundations of systematic bonuses were laid which legions of veterans received 
(a piece of land, exemption from certain taxes and receiving Roman citizenship) [6, p. 21]. Soldiers who 
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served in the auxiliary units or fleet after Claudius normally received Roman citizenship (civitas Romana) 
on their discharge [7, p. 442]. What motivated Claudius to take this step is unknown.

Also, after the service in the auxiliary soldiers received Roman citizenship and could continue to serve now 
in the Legion [9, p. 88]. This right was often used by soldiers when due to the lack of Roman citizenship or their 
plebeian origin they could not expect to be taken to the legionaries immediately. This custom is widespread in 
II BC, and in relation to Julian – Claudian period of such continuity was most likely the exception than the rule. 
This is evidenced by a rare appearance in inscriptions for Legionaries name of the place of birth (castris) or 
related to the tribus Pollia. Sanders suggested that in the case of tribus Pollia recruits could obtain citizenship 
fictitious from the officers taking them to the service, such cases were in Alexandria, Egypt. In this case, 
recruits received not only the status of a Roman citizen, but also a complete Roman name (tria nomina) with 
tribus, origo and filliation [10, p. 86; 11, p. 312–313].

Of course, this kind of fictitious may have occurred. However, in my view, in light of the fact that the origin 
of the recruits was carefully checked and punishment carried not only a rookie, but the officer, in this case 
was not appropriate to mention the fact that you were born in castris and was not a citizen. Most likely such 
a designation on inscriptions appears when even if born in the castros or canabae, vici man received Roman 
citizenship either immediately due to an exception or received it after having served in the auxilia passed into 
the legion.

As for this period (up to 27 BC – AD 69) enrolment in the ranks of legionaries or Praetorian people without 
citizenship was almost impossible, mention of the person with Egyptian roots in these ranks could mean that 
the person either obtained citizenship before the service in the army or in the process of prior service.

The main criteria for recognition of an Egyptian may be his name (if it includes Egyptian element) and 
place of birth [12, s. 57]. But neither the one nor the other case do not give us full confidence that we face an 
Egyptian.

For the period of the early Principat not many soldiers are known to come from Egypt. Most of them appear 
in latin inscriptions in later period [13, p. 212–216] (table).

Origins of Roman Legionaries recruited in Egypt  
in times of Julio – Claudian dynasty

Quantity 
of Men Source Data Origin

6

CIL III Supp. 6627 (Koptos) I AD (?)

Alexandria
1 Ptolemais
1 Paraetonium
2 Castra
1 BASP 8 (1971) 39ff Mid. I AD Oxyrhynchus

All these soldiers certainly had Roman citizenship, but hardly among them are indigenous Egyptians. 
The best source of material for the study of the issue at origo Legionaries is inscriptions of CIL 6627 III [14; 6]. 
It is from Koptos. It is a fragmentary list of names of soldiers who had been involved in the repair of forts in 
the Eastern Desert along the roads between Koptos and Berenike and Koptos and Myos Hormos [15, p. 29–31; 
9, p. 55–56].

This inscription first treated and described by Mommsen appears in the works of many researchers 
of the Roman army. Still controversial is it’s dating, which varies from 30 BC up to AD 110. So it remains an 
open question of reducing «cast».

Mommsen dates it from the reign of August referring to a large number of legionaries of Galatian origins 
in one of the legions. Also in support of this theory stands the fact, that there are no cognomina, the final 
element of the Roman name, included in the list which suggest an earlier dating for the inscription since 
cognomina were, in general, used after Claudius. Alston, in turn, argues that the list refers to a later period 
(end. of I–II AD). Flavius Vespasian’s reign. In support of his theory, he cites the fact that if we take into 
account the theory of Sanders that in Egypt the new names together with Roman citizenship could be given 
fictitious, most people in this inscription had no nationality before joining the service. Accordingly, a large part 
of what it says about the origin is fiction. Or, another option, that it was derived from the old model. Presence 
of the names Flavius and Antonius were taken into consideration by him [15, p. 30].

I suppose that this inscription still refers to the period from 30 BC – middle I AD. Inscription contains 
the names of 8 persons from Egypt: 6 men of Alexandrian origin – C(aius) Marcius C(ai) f(ilius) Pol(lia) 
Alexand(rinus), C(aius) Iulius C(ai) f(ilius) Pol(lia) Alexan(drinus), C(aius) Longinus C(ai) f(ilius) Pol(lia) 
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Alex(andrinus), M(arcus) Petronius M(arci) f(ilius) Pol(lia) Alex(andrinus), M(arcus) Iulius M(arci) f(ilius) 
Pol(lia) Alex(andrinus), C(aius) Antonius C(ai) f(ilius) Pol(lia) Alex(andrinus); 1 from Ptolemais – C(aius) 
Farsuleius Strabo; 1 from Paraetonium – C(aius) Trebius C(ai) f(ilius) Pup(inia) Paraet(oniensis); and 2 has 
cast as their origin – C(aius) Aufidius C(ai) f(ilius) Pol(lia) Cast(abaleus/ris), C(aius) Longinus C(ai) f(ilius) 
Pol(lia) Cast(abaleus/ris) [14].

None of the 6 people originally from Alexandria have name consonant with the Egyptian. Of course they 
could change the name when acquiring citizenship, but as it was spoken earlier it was very difficult [5, p. 29]. 
Most likely these people could be half the Greeks, but not the Egyptians. A similar statement can be applied 
to two other legionaries from Ptolemais and Paraetonium.

The question remains, «Who were these 2 people pointed out the place of their birth “cast”». According 
to Mommsen, this could be the place Castabalorum (Castabala) – a town of Cilicia. Such a place existed and 
was mentioned by Plinius [16]. A number of other historians believe that it was cast (rorum). That is, that per-
son pointed that the place of his birth was at castris oriundi. In this case, the question arises how these people 
got into the legion (after all required services for Roman citizenship). And if the names and place of birth are 
fictitious, why they pointed it castrorum? I would suggest that the word meant the legionary camp.

Off icially, in the Roman Empire there was a ban on marriage between soldiers and any girls, regard-
less of whether she was a Roman citizen, freedwoman or a slave. The heart of Roman law of marriage was 
the Minician law, the terms of which are explicitly attested, though not much canvassed [17, p. 23]. The rule 
of celibacy was imposed in 13 BC. The earliest reference to the prohibition on marriage is a passage of Cassius 
Dio, rela ting to AD 44: He [Claudius] gave the rights of married men to the soldiers, since, in accordance with 
the law, they were not permitted to have wives [18]. But in this year Claudius also granted soldiers the rights 
of married men. It can be one of the possibilities of giving to illegal born child of soldier roman rights and an 
opportunity to come later to the army as his father did.

Among the main things which have an influence on legal birth, obtaining roman rights and Roman 
citizenship was such as a possession of conubium. A lawful Roman marriage could be contracted only by two 
Roman citizens and a Latin or foreigner (peregrine) who possessed conubium, which the jurists defined as 
the right of contracting a marriage valid in Roman law (iure civili). P. E. Corbett concluded that concubium 
with Roman citizens was granted to some, but not all, Latin and foreign women [19, p. 24 –25, 28]. 

Children born of a marriage for which the partners possessed conubium took their father status. If father 
was Roman man the child can possessed Roman citizen. Children born to a Roman woman and a Latin or 
foreign man without conubium were illegitimate Roman citizen. Roman man and non-roman woman (Latin 
or foreigner) without conubium = illegitimate non-Romans children. Roman woman and a foreign man with-
out marrying = child have Roman citizens (under the law of nations) [20, p. 261–262]. A marriage of mixed 
citizenship was transformed into a lawful Roman marriage if the non-Roman partner acquired the Roman 
citizenship. Children born to the marriage after the non-Roman partner had been enfranchised were Roman 
citizens. Where Roman man or woman marries an Alexandrian citizen or Egyptian on account of ignorance, 
their children take the status of inferior parent.

For soldiers the restrict of marriage made such a problem that all children which were born during the period 
of his serving were illegitimate. Even conubium couldn’t change something in this situation at the period of Ju-
lio – Claudian dynasty. At least from the time of Claudius to that of Septimius Severus, the children of serving 
soldiers took their mother’s status, because soldiers were forbidden to marry [21, p. 153–156]. So the children 
of soldiers and Roman women were illegitimate Roman citizens; the children of soldiers and foreign women 
were foreigners and, at least in Roman Law, illegitimate.

Now, returning to the problem with origo castris lets see another inscription. In inscription from P. Mich. 
VIII 465– 466 from Karanis dating AD 107 [10, p. 465– 466]. We have the names of father Iulius Apolinarius 
(he was a legionary man), his daughter Iulia Serapia and his son Iulius Sabinus. Their names suggest that 
the father was a veteran and that these children had been born when he was in military service. During his 
military service C. Iulius Sabinus was a soldier (  frumentarius of Rome). The rank is not very high. But he 
was a soldier at legion. In spite of his Egyptian origin. He wrote castrorum as a place of his birth. Making 
a close study of the inscription and combining information about roots of this man and his family (which was 
of the privileged metropolit group) [22], with our knowledge about rules and exceptions of obtaining roman 
citizenship we can draw next conclusion. Father of this men was a soldier. C. Iulius Sabinus should have been 
born during his father was a soldier. That is why he had to write the name of his origin castrorum not the name 
of the place from which he and his family was. Probably he didn’t have a roman citizenship when he went to 
the army in accordance with the rules of birth. All his family was Egyptians. He was born during his father 
service. I think he was taken on service because his father was well connected. But he couldn’t have very high 
place in the legion hierarchy at the beginning. 
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Summarizing all the above stories, we can conclude that the process of obtaining the Roman citizenship in 
Egypt was more time-consuming than in other parts of the empire. In the question of the Egyptian origin in 
the army in Julio – Claudian period we can make a conclusion that the percentage of such people for this period 
was negligibly small even if it existed at all, and related only to navy and auxiliary.
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