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Introduction

When Greek historians turned their attention to the Roman Empire, the

main question they sought to answer, which they displayed prominently in

their introductions, was the reason for the success of the Empire. Success

was defined in terms of acquisition, extent, stability and duration of

conquest. Polybius, although not the first Greek historian of Rome, was

perhaps the first to formulate the question, which he stated like a banner in

the introduction to his complex work: his purpose was to explain ‘by what

means and under what system of government the Romans succeeded in less

than fifty-three years in bringing under their rule almost the whole of the

inhabited world, an achievement which is without parallel in human

history’.1 A century later, Dionysius of Halicarnassus did Polybius one

better by adding duration of rule to Rome’s achievement: ‘the supremacy

of the Romans has far surpassed all those that are recorded from earlier

times, not only in the extent of its dominion and in the splendor of its

achievements – which no account has as yet worthily celebrated – but also

in the length of time during which it has endured down to our day’;2 and his

long preface is filled with other such proclamations. In the second century

CE, Appian of Alexandria wrote the same idea in less florid prose: ‘No

ruling power up to the present time ever achieved such size and duration’,3

after stating that he embarked on a long proof. These three historians are

representative of a prevailing trend.4

Polybius introduced the notion, which was maintained and developed

with necessary adjustments for centuries, that the Roman Empire was

contiguous, or nearly so, with the entire habitable world. Rome’s universal

rule was widely (but, of course, not unanimously) accepted as stable and

lasting. This was also the official, well-propagated view, as can be seen

abundantly in official Roman art, especially from the establishment of

the Principate (e.g. the breastplate of the statue of Augustus at Prima

Porta), many coin series and literature. As Ovid wrote in Fasti 2.683–4:

Gentibus est aliis tellus data limite certo: / Romanae spatium est urbis et

1 Polyb. 1.1.5, trans. I. Scott-Kilvert. 2 Dion. Hal. AR 1.2.1, trans. E. Cary.
3 Appian, Praef. 29.
4 See the discussion of these three historians and other authors, including Aelius Aristides, in Price

2020 in The Future of Rome. 1
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orbis idem.5 This was a perceived fact to which conquered peoples, both

disgruntled subjects and enthusiastic converts, learned to adjust, as several

chapters in the present collection demonstrate. If any defects in Roman rule

were perceived, the analysis focused on causes of instability; the main dichot-

omy in these analyses was between internal and external causes, with Roman

writing in Latin especially keen about internal decay, a theme carried over

from the Republic. It is true that there were principled objections to Roman

rule throughout the history of the Empire, especially from Greek intellectuals;

historians such as Polybius (at first), Dionysius, Appian, Josephus (mutatis

mutandis for a Jewish audience) and others wrote to answer them.6

It could be said that the modern study of the Roman Empire has generally

followed, openly or implicitly, and in modern fashion, the main question

driving – or prefacing – the Greek panoramic histories of the Empire.

Naturally, modern explanations for the Roman Empire’s wide extent and

unusual longevity employ different methods, theories and even evidence

from those of the ancients. An obvious example is the voluminous contem-

porary knowledge and refined analytical tools for studying economy and

demography, which were not available in antiquity and therefore only crudely

enlisted or omitted by ancient authors, who focused onmore accessible factors

like morals and ethics, methods of government and army.7

It should also be emphasized that analysis of the reasons for success does

not presuppose the same attitudes toward empire, which certainly have

shifted considerably not only from antiquity to the present but from the

late nineteenth to the early twenty-first century. An interesting intellectual

history of the last 150 years could be written by following the vicissitudes of

the attitudes towards the Roman Empire in Western scholarship. The

modern wissenschaftliche study of Rome, employing a wide range of liter-

ary and epigraphic sources, may be said to have begun withMommsen,8 for

5 Further insight is afforded by the honorand of this volume, Benjamin Isaac, in a classic essay,

‘Roma Aeterna’, now republished in his collected papers, Isaac 2017a.
6 Other responses are discussed in various chapters here; see esp. Shaw, Finkelberg, Brélaz and

Scheid.
7 Economic explanations of the Roman Empire range from Marxist to Capitalist, but trends

change fast; see Dmitriev 2009.
8 Gibbon’s methods and style were substantially different, cf. James Rives: ‘Just as Edward Gibbon

was in many ways the first modern historian of the Roman Empire, so too was he one of the last

who framed his work almost entirely in terms of the literary sources’, Rives 2006, 100. What

follows is not a systematic survey but opportunistic use of certain (but far from all) key works in

historical scholarship on the Roman Empire, for the sake of illustrating a process. A brilliant

survey of trends in Roman scholarship, covering issues beyond the ‘success’ of the Empire, is

provided by David Potter (2006), projecting in 2006 that the ‘thrust of work for the future seems

to me to be the interaction between different groups’ in the Roman world.
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whom the Roman Empire had been acquired through ‘defensive imperial-

ism’ and was governed well and securely by virtue of a broad and fairly

uniform ‘Romanization’ of the provinces, based on constitution and law, so

stable that it was able to endure unstable emperors in Rome. The idea of

Romanization as defining and securing the entire Empire was adopted to

varying degrees by British historians of the nineteenth century, whose main

modification was to add archaeological evidence as a support. To us, from

the distance of more than a century, it seems clear, almost too clear, why

British historians then tended to view the Roman Empire as a single and

unified civilizing force, although this view persisted well into the twentieth

century.9

It may also seem clear to us, again almost too obvious, why during the

twentieth century seminal works questioned not only the nineteenth-

century understanding of Rome’s motives in acquiring and maintaining

empire but also the very nature of imperial rule and the reasons for the

Empire’s ‘success’ in ancient terms. In the gloom of crumbling empires,

two world wars and seemingly endless proxy wars, assessments of Rome’s

achievement and the very nature of its government and empire turned

darker, both on the European continent and in North America. We may

omit here a decade-by-decade review of the twentieth century and skip to

William Harris’ epochal work of 1979,War and Imperialism in Republican

Rome, 327–70 BC, arguing vigorously (if not really for the first time) that

Roman territorial expansion was aggressive and motivated by social, polit-

ical and economic ambitions of the Roman élite, as well as certain non-élite

sectors, for whom continuous war and expansion was singularly profitable.

This book may have been a decade late in the American context in which it

was written. Most of the voluminous work on Roman power written in the

twenty to thirty years that followed was a reaction to Harris’ thesis, even if

he did not address the problems of empire during the Principate, when

Rome is conventionally viewed as trying to maintain and administer its

conquests with relatively little further expansion.10Yet the ancient question

persisted in that and subsequent studies. Even Harris’ latest book on

Roman power, Roman Power: A Thousand Years of Empire (2016), sets

out inter alia to determine, ‘Why in the first place did Roman power spread

so widely and last so long?’ (p. 2); the book asks how Rome managed the

9 See Freeman 1997. On Classicists in the British civil service, see Murray 2000. The textbooks of

H. H. Scullard may be mentioned as persisting in nineteenth-century attitudes, although they

linger even in E. Badian’s critical Roman Imperialism in the Late Republic (1968).
10 This conventional construction is critiqued by Isaac 1990 already on his first page.
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Empire during the Principate and Late Antiquity, and the reasons for

disruptions and eventual collapse.

In that same decade, Edward Luttwak, in a derivative work that both

excited and annoyed Classicists, opened a parallel stream of research and

debate by proposing that Rome had a ‘grand strategy’, much like twentieth-

century empires about which he was an expert;11 this was yet another

approach to Rome’s ‘success’. The most effective answer to this thesis was

Benjamin Isaac’s thorough demonstration of the lack of such a strategy or

even of the ability and tools to formulate one, the undefined nature of

extreme boundaries (limes) and the importance of motives for expansion

such as emperors’ greed for glory.12 Isaac’s book, deemed 'heretical' by one

of his Israeli colleagues,13 is situated within limes studies, but in its minute

analysis of places, local inscriptions and individuals, it anticipated, in a way,

Isaac’s nextmagnum opus, a pioneering study of racism in antiquity, which

itself was part of a significant turn in the study of the Roman Empire.14

This is a turn which we are currently living through, and the link

between scholarly interests and contemporary issues is fully acknowledged,

at the risk of crude determinism. In a recent, controversial book reflecting

the latest intellectual and academic trends, David Mattingly openly

embraces the notion that each generation should interpret the Roman

Empire self-reflectively, according to its own concerns.15 In totally reject-

ing Romanization as a useful or accurate concept for explaining Rome’s

influence and long rule in the provinces, he adopts post-colonialism as

a workable model, focusing on the relations between ruler and ruled: the

historian must be particularly sensitive to the feelings and thoughts of the

ruled and their diverse experiences as subjects; in this way, Rome’s rule is

interpreted as ‘a manifestation of elite negotiation and native agency’, even

if that ‘negotiation’ was regularly delineated by violence. Naturally, the

term ‘post-colonialism’ can be used only as a mode of thought and inquiry:

it should not be suggested that the multi-ethnic continental Roman Empire

was similar in structure and function to modern colonial empires.16

The demolition of the prevailing idea of Romanization (although still

defended as a useful concept by Harris in his 2016 book) began earlier,

11 Luttwak 1976/2016. 12 Isaac 1990.
13 Shatzman 1994; he agreed, however, with many of Isaac’s central points. 14 Isaac 2004.
15 Mattingly 2011, 3: ‘It is generally agreed that the Roman Empire was one of the most successful

and enduring empires in world history’ (p. 3). On the same page, he quotes J. S. Wacher, ‘The

endurance of the Roman Empire is one of the success stories of history. That it survived so long

is a sign of its principal achievement, whereby a heterogeneous mixture of races and creeds were

induced to settle down together in a more or less peaceful way under the Pax Romana.’
16 Cf. again Isaac 1990.
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particularly in France, where studies of Rome’s rule in Africa and elsewhere

starkly pointed out the violence and coerciveness of Roman rule, and

different forms of resistance. Romanization was rejected as an imperialist

perspective, and serious attention was given to the native experience.17This

shift in focus to Rome’s human subjects continued during the following

decades, proceeding through models and theories from the social sciences

(e.g. World Systems Theory, acculturation theory and the very popular

core-periphery model),18 leading to post-colonialism in different guises,

with detailed attention given to local cultures and priority to other kinds of

evidence than canonical texts.19 The nineteenth-century notion of

Romanization has dwindled to a faint evanescence.20 In the present book,

among the seventeen chapters, the word ‘Romanization’ appears only once

(Cédric Brélaz referring to an attitude of Apollonius of Tyana).

Other twenty-first-century interpretations of the Roman Empire seem

almost like late-breaking news, for example globalization,21 micro-

ecology,22 comparative imperialisms,23 creolization24 and cultural plunder

and appropriation.25 This overview of scholarship could be extended in

many ways; the literature is broad, ever-expanding, if not always deep.

Whatever one may think of post-colonialism, its early forerunners and

current advocates, its impact as stated has been to encourage attention to

the individual (i.e. the identity and inner lives of persons and groups), and

in doing so, shake the main impetus of understanding the Roman Empire

from the ancient question of ‘success’ in terms of extent and longevity to

the human experience of the Empire, and of empire in general. In this, it

may prove to be one of the more productive turns in Roman history. The

present generation has produced a plethora of studies of identity, ethnicity,

multi-cultural structures in the Roman Empire, asking not primarily Why

andHowbutWhat andWho. The conference that gave rise to this volume –

held in Tel Aviv University in honor of Benjamin Isaac on

17 See, e.g., the seminal Bénabou 1976. Ronald Syme had attacked Romanization as ‘ugly and

vulgar’ on other grounds; see Mattingly 2011, 22.
18 This last idea, put forward by I. Wallerstein, and its application to the Roman Empire have been

astutely critiqued by B. Isaac 2017b.
19 For an efficient survey, see Rothe 2012.
20 Although a recent, forceful defense of the concept is offered by Ando 2000, who avers that ‘The

stability of the Roman empire requires substantial and specific explanation’, and argues for

ideology, i.e., ‘on a slowly realized consensus regarding Rome’s right to maintain social order

and to establish a normative political culture’.
21 Hingley 2005 and Sweetman 2007.
22 See Horden and Purcell 2000 with Isaac 2017b, 117–21.
23 Scheidel 2009; Morris-Scheidel 2009; Mutschler/Mittag 2008; Alcock et al. 2001.
24 J. Webster 2001. 25 Loar et al. 2018.
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26–27 May 2015 – is just one of many such academic gatherings in recent

years; this volume as a whole is dedicated to Ben Isaac, in celebration of

a distinguished life of scholarship and his seminal contributions to the

multiple topics and disciplines in Roman history represented here. The

center of gravity in Roman studies has shifted far from the upper echelons

of government and administration in Rome or the Emperor’s court to the

provinces and the individual. As Veyne noted, ‘in a multinational empire

whose makeup was multiple, heterogeneous, unequal, and sometimes

hostile and badly integrated, the identity of each individual was inherently

complex’.26 And Greg Woolf, whose work in this area has been both

originary and instrumental, notes that the focus of ‘identity politics’ has

been ‘not on the emergence of vast imperial identities, but rather on how

imperial regimes have shaped local experiences; on the emergence of newly

self-conscious peoples and nations; on diasporas and displacements; and

on how the experience of migration has impacted on the lives of countless

individuals’.27 Indeed, from the perspective of our own time, this turn in

Roman studies reflects the sharpened focus in contemporary politics,

education, social relations and legislation on individual identity, ethnicity

and the problems of a multi-cultural society. Future generations will decide

whether this has in fact added to our knowledge and understanding of the

Roman Empire.

Naturally, the turn in Roman studies was preceded by developments in

other academic fields, such as the study of ethnic groups and boundaries in

anthropology and the dynamics of individual identity against the larger

collective, in psychology. Such developments set the stage for Youval

Rotman’s chapter in this volume, ‘The Boundaries of Being a Jew’. The

investigation of the variety of identities – multiple identities could overlap

in one individual, as in Paul, or as Brent Shaw shows in his study here, of

a certain individual in Africa – and the products of ethnic expression and

suppression have not usually aimed to illuminate Roman policy ormethods

of control. While it is true that some of these studies have continued the old

agenda of explaining the extent and longevity of Rome’s dominance, this

does not seem to be the prevailing reason of most, and certainly not of the

present collection.

The study of ethnicity and identity in the Roman Empire is more often

than not collaborative, given the wide range of languages, territories and

specialties required for such amany-faceted topic. The turn toward identity

26 Veyne 2005, 237.
27 From the chapter titled ‘Imperial Identities’ in Woolf 2012, 227. His path-breaking work in this

direction was Woolf 1998.
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and ethnicity has been the result of both new investigations of the old

materials and the greater emphasis placed on other sources: private and

local epigraphy, letters and private documents on papyri, local narratives,

non-Roman literatures including those in languages other than Greek,

regional art.28 These non-canonical materials play a large role in the

chapters in this volume, as well.

The chapters here are organized under four rubrics. The first includes

studies on ethnicity and identity. One matter that set Rome apart as

imperialists was their extensive granting of citizenship. This practice not

only turned the possible incorporation as a Roman into an incentive for

peaceful acceptance of Rome’s dominance but also created interesting cases

of multiple identity.29This was as true at the pinnacle of Roman society and

government as it was in the army and provincial societies. As Werner Eck

shows in his chapter, ‘The Imperial Senate: Center of a Multinational

Empire’, the Senate in the first to third centuries CE was composed of

individuals from thirty provinces. The provincial senators were considered

Roman in every respect, but they did not shed their former identity

completely. That is, while they lost their origo, they were allowed to keep

the dignitas, their reputation and rank, from their homeland. The many

different patriae represented in the Senate made it a working symbol of

a multi-national empire. Senators enjoyed the rights and privileges as

citizens of their places of origin and as Roman citizens. As Eck writes, ‘it

is hard to doubt the fundamental awareness of their [the senators’] diverse

origins among most members of the Senate’. This does not mean that

ethnic stereotypes and prejudices did not affect even senators; it was what

the Emperor Claudius, in his famous speech, railed against, and what

Daniela Dueck, in her chapter, ‘Ethnic Types and Stereotypes in Ancient

Latin Idioms’, shows persisted stubbornly in patterns of language and

thought. Once a prejudice is formulated in a proverb, it is nearly impossible

to uproot, even when the proverb transmits demonstrably false concep-

tions and information.

Outside the Senate, multiple identities could reside more easily in the

same person. Brent Shaw, ‘Keti Son of Maswalat: Ethnicity and Empire’,

presents a fascinating example of this: a certain Gaius Iulius Gaetulus,

a high-ranking Roman citizen and soldier in the Roman army, who was

28 Some of the original, foundational work was done in epigraphy, pioneered by Louis Robert.

‘Robert’s ability to integrate realia of all sorts to recreate the social imagination of residents of

Roman Asia Minor has done more than anything to lay the foundation for contemporary work

on Rome’s relationship with its subjects’, Potter 2006.
29 See now the papers in Berthelot-Price 2019.
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at the same time Keti son of Maswalat from the tribe of the Misiciri, from

the subtribe of the S’RMMi. After explaining the individual case in detail,

Shaw gets to the main point, relevant to the purpose of this collection,

videlicet, ‘to see this divided composite of identity as potentially running

internally through individual subjects all the way down to the ground level

of any given locale. There is every reason to believe that the empire was

filled with persons of such divided identity.’ The empire can thus be seen as

a kind of composite of composite identities, since the cases of multiple

identities similar to that of Keti were widespread throughout the various

provinces and persistent through generations: not only complex personal

identities but parallel civic apparatuses continued to exist across gener-

ations. Or in Shaw’s memorable formulation, it was an ‘ever-changing,

every-adapting social schizophrenia that was maintained over many gen-

erations in not a few of the provincial families in the empire’.

In the third part of this volume, the specific test-case of the Jews is

explored in six chapters which reflect not only the venue of the conference

but also the particularly plentiful, if troublesome, evidence for this one small

people living in practically every province of the empire, and beyond it. The

Jews are perhaps the most extensively self-documented ethnic minority in

the Empire (‘the Greeks’ are ill-defined as a single group), but their literature

is notoriously difficult to use as historical evidence, and the Jews themselves

were unusual as an ethnic minority who could be considered both a religion

and a nation or ethnos and maintained their strong identity as both while

living in transplanted communities throughout the provinces for many

generations. As a religion, Erich Gruen, in ‘Religious Pluralism in the

Roman Empire: Did Judaism Test the Limits of Roman Tolerance?’, finds

that the Jews (at least before 70 CE) enjoyed unexceptional Roman accept-

ance as a foreign cult, this general acceptance being ‘a longstanding ingredi-

ent of Roman identity’. Judaism as a religion was comfortably incorporated

into Rome’s ‘pluralistic religious universe’.

The kind of natural Roman religious ‘pluralism’ that Gruen sees does

not, of course, contradict Dueck’s finding of prejudice implanted deep in

the Latin language, nor does it illuminate the Romans’ attitude toward the

Jews as a political problem. This question is taken up by Alexander

Yakobson, ‘Rome’s attitude to Jews after the Great Rebellion – beyond

Raison d’état’, who sets out to demolish the widely held idea of an especially

harsh Roman policy against the Jews after 70 CE. The Flavians presented

their suppression of the Jewish rebellion not as conquest over a foreign god

or demonic enemy but as the restoration of peace in a divided empire. The

special Jewish tax (soon alleviated) answered financial needs; leaving the
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Jewish temple in ruins was a political and military decision. Thus the

treatment of the Jews after the rebellion did not depart from the Romans’

ecumenical treatment of non-Roman religions in their vast empire.

Yet defining the Jews still defied paradigms. After treatments of Jews as

a religion and as a nation (one capable of rebelling), Youval Rotman

explores the question of Jewish identity further in ‘Between Ethnos and

Populus: the Boundaries of Being a Jew’. Rotman’s innovation is to focus on

how the Jews defined themselves within their Graeco-Roman context, since

their self-definition as ‘sons of Israel’ did not exactly fit any of the other

terms available: ethnos, genos, laos, dēmos, populus, natio, polis, civitas.

Rotman’s main conclusion is that markers that we would consider ethnic

and religious were viewed and used by the Jews themselves, especially in the

context of rabbinic conversion, as delineating political, social and civic

boundaries. ‘At the basis of all cases we find a political objective: a group of

people who insists on defining themselves as a civic entity in order to

become one, and to portray themselves as active agents, no matter what the

circumstances are.’ This general idea is borne out by Price’s study of Jewish

micro-communities (i.e. synagogal communities) in ‘Local Identities of

Synagogue Communities in the Roman Empire: The Evidence from

Inscriptions’. In a manner that was more internally self-assertive than

defiant of Rome’s power and integrative tendencies, the inscriptions from

synagogues across the Empire connect each community to the general

Jewish, self-defining story, rather than to the local non-Jewish community,

much less the Empire as a global enterprise.

The last two case studies of the Jews delve even further into ‘rabbinic

literature’. One impediment to investigating ethnic or religious communi-

ties within the Roman Empire is the lack of internal literatures. Papyri and

inscriptions shed some light on the inner workings of cults and even the

thoughts of their members, but in most cases there is no creative literary

product. The biggest exceptions to this are, of course, the Jews and the

Christians. Their literatures are very different in nature and purpose.

Rabbinic literature, consisting of the two Talmuds, midrashim and other

works, is the most difficult for the historian to penetrate. The task Yuval

Shahar sets in ‘The Good, the Bad, and the Middling: Roman Emperors in

Talmudic Literature’ is not to extract empirical data about Roman

emperors from rabbinic texts – the old standard approach – but to read

rabbinic stories sensitively, against parallels in classical literature, for how

the rabbinic authors processed the memory of emperors who impinged

closely on their own history. There is no single blanket judgment about the

Roman leaders, but attitudes differed according to the state of relations
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between the Jews and the Roman authorities, so that, for example, the

contrasting positive portraits of Caracalla (‘Antoninus’) in rabbinic texts

and the negative portraits of him in classical sources, which stress his

violent hostility toward Roman senators, bring home that the historical

memory of emperors depended on who was remembering. Similarly,

Aharon Oppenheimer, ‘The Severans and Rabbi Judah haNasi’, examining

the life of the most famous Jewish patriarch in the period that Shahar

defines as the most positive in Jewish memory, examines the Talmudic

stories of the friendship between Caracalla and Rabbi Judah. The historicity

of these stories is not important (and in some cases is impossible, such as

the tradition that the emperor used a secret tunnel between Rome and

Palestine to travel every day to consult Rabbi Judah); what is important is

the historical memory of good relations during that small period of time.

Oppenheimer proposes that this is not something that the rabbinic mem-

ory would have recorded and perpetuated vainly, without reason.

Accordingly, he links the Severans’ policy of urbanization with Rabbi

Judah’s various favorable halakhic rulings in relation to the cities.

Identity involves not just ethnicity or individual or group definition in

legal, civic and social frameworks but also a formative historical narrative,

as well as religious beliefs and practices, education, and personal experi-

ences such as dreams. All of these elements of identity are addressed in

the second group of papers on culture and identity in the Roman Empire.

As Margalit Finkelberg shows in ‘Roman Reception of the TrojanWar’, the

foundational story identifying Romans as Trojan refugees underwent

a fundamental change in the Augustan era, when Troy and the Romans’

Trojan antecedents were lionized to the detriment of the reputation of the

Greeks. This was revisionist history to suit imperial needs, and it had

a remarkably strong and long afterlife. Dio of Prusa even claimed that the

Greeks lost the war (!). The idea of Troy’s superiority, promoted most

importantly by Vergil, ‘was the one that suited best the new geopolitical

reality and the imperial ambitions of Rome’.

What was a proud Greek to do under Roman domination? As Dio

observed, ‘the situation has changed . . . for Greece is subject to others

and so is Asia’. One successful strategy, which had profound if paradoxical

effects on identity, was to promote Roman–Greek kinship or, even more

radically, embrace Roman pretensions entirely and, in defiance of previous

historical traditions, invent a Roman origin for Greeks to promote

imagined Roman origins for themselves. This is the subject treated in

some detail by Cédric Brélaz in ‘Claiming Roman Origins: Greek Cities

and the Roman Colonial Pattern’. The changes in the narrative were not
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