The boundaries between citizens and non-citizens in the Roman Empire


The Roman Empire, one of history’s most influential and enduring civilizations, was characterised by its complex social hierarchy and legal distinctions that defined the lives of their inhabitants. At the heart of Roman society lay the concept of civitas (citizenship), a status that conferred significant legal rights, social privileges and economic advantages. Roman citizenship was not merely a label; it was a powerful tool that determined one’s position within the Empire, influencing access to legal protection, property ownership and political participation. The distinction between citizens (cives) and non-citizens (peregrines, slaves and freedmen) was a fundamental aspect of Roman law and governance. 
Throughout its history, the Roman Empire meticulously maintained these boundaries as a means of control, loyalty and integration. The rights of citizens were codified in Roman Law, while non-citizens were often subjected to legal limitations and social exclusion. These distinctions created a rigid social structure where one’s legal status determined their opportunities and freedoms. However, the boundaries between citizens and non-citizens were not always impermeable. Over time, expansion, shifting legal priorities and the need for military and economic integration led to gradual changes in the rights and status of non-citizens. The extension of citizenship became a strategic tool, allowing Rome to integrate conquered peoples, reward loyalty and strengthen its hold on diverse territories.
This essay seeks to explore the complex boundaries that existed between citizens and non-citizens in the Roman Empire, examining the legal, social, and economic implications of these divisions. It will also investigate the mechanisms through which these boundaries were challenged and, at times overcome.
In doing so, the essay will address key questions: What defined Roman citizenship, and what rights and privileges did it entail? How did the legal and social status of non-citizens differ from that of citizens? What were the pathways to citizenship for non-citizens, and how did the extension of citizenship affect the stability and cohesion of the empire? By examining these issues, we can better understand the role of citizenship as both a divisive and unifying force in one of history's greatest empires.

The concept of citizenship in the Roman Empire was a dynamic and evolving institution that reflected the political, social and cultural transformations of Rome from its early Republic to its later Imperial heights. Roman citizenship (civitas Romana) was not just a legal status but a powerful social identity that distinguished individuals within the vast and diverse population of the empire. 
Under the rule of Augustus (27 BCE – 14 CE) and his successors, the Empire expanded its territories across the Mediterranean and beyond, incorporating diverse peoples and cultures. The extension of Roman citizenship became a crucial tool for consolidating Roman authority over these new provinces. It was granted selectively to individuals and communities as a reward for loyalty, military service, or to promote the Romanization of the provinces. The spread of citizenship was not only a political strategy but also a means of fostering a shared identity that transcended local allegiances.
The Edict of Caracalla in 212 CE marked the most dramatic expansion of Roman citizenship. This decree, issued by Emperor Caracalla, granted full Roman citizenship to all free inhabitants of the empire. The motivations behind this sweeping reform were likely multifaceted, including the desire to increase tax revenues, expand the recruitment pool for the army, and unify the diverse populations under a common legal framework. By this time, Roman citizenship had evolved from an exclusive privilege of the Roman elite to a more inclusive status that encompassed the diverse peoples of the empire. However, despite this formal inclusivity, social and economic inequalities persisted, and the privileges associated with citizenship continued to be stratified.
Roman law was instrumental in delineating the boundaries between citizens and non-citizens. The Roman legal system was divided into two main branches: the ius civile (civil law), which applied exclusively to Roman citizens, and the ius gentium (law of nations), which governed interactions with foreigners and non-citizens. Citizens enjoyed a range of legal rights, including the right to own property, make contracts, and access the Roman courts, which were generally not available to non-citizens. For example, the ius conubii (the right to legally recognized marriage) and ius commercii (the right to conduct business) were privileges that distinguished citizens from non-citizens.
Non-citizens, particularly peregrini (foreigners), were subject to the ius gentium, a body of laws that was more flexible and less stringent than the ius civile. This legal framework allowed Rome to effectively manage the diverse populations within its expanding territories while maintaining a clear distinction between citizens and non-citizens. Slaves, on the other hand, were considered property rather than persons under Roman law and had no legal rights until they were manumitted (freed). Even then, liberti (freemen) did not gain full citizenship rights, though their children born after manumission could become full citizens.
The historical understanding of Roman citizenship is enriched by the writings of ancient historians, legal scholars, and political thinkers. Livy’s Ab Urbe Condita offers insights into the early struggles and expansions of Rome, highlighting the role of citizenship in unifying the Roman people. Cicero’s speeches and philosophical works provide a detailed account of the rights and duties of Roman citizens, emphasizing the moral and civic responsibilities associated with civitas. Tacitus, in his Annals and Histories, reflects on the social and political implications of extending citizenship during the early empire. Finally, the legal compilations of Justinian, particularly the Digest, offer a comprehensive view of Roman law, illustrating the legal distinctions between citizens, non-citizens, and slaves.
These sources, alongside modern scholarship, provide a framework for analyzing how Roman citizenship served as a boundary that both united and divided the peoples of the empire. The evolution of citizenship from a limited privilege to a more inclusive legal status reflects Rome’s adaptation to the challenges of governing a vast, multicultural empire.

Roman society was structured as a complex hierarchy where citizenship played a crucial role in determining one’s social standing. At the top of this hierarchy were the patricians, the aristocratic elite families who held significant political power. Below them were the plebeians, the common freeborn citizens who made up most of Rome’s population. While both patricians and plebians were Roman citizens, there was a clear social divide between these two groups.
The distinctions became more pronounced when considering the status of non-citizens: 
· Freedmen (Liberti): Freed slaves, known as liberti, occupied a unique social position, although they were legally free, their social status was below that of freeborn citizens. They were often associated with their former owners though patron-client relationships, which could offer some protection and opportunities but also reinforced their lower status. 
· Foreigners (Peregrini): The foreign residents of the Roman Empire were often marginalized in terms of social integration. They were usually people from the provinces who did not possess Roman citizenship. Socially they were considered outsiders and were often excluded from the full spectrum of social interactions and privileges enjoyed by citizens.
· Slaves (Servi): At the bottom of the social hierarchy were slaves, who were viewed as property rather than persons. Slaves were integral to the Roman economy, working household, farms, mines and even the Imperial bureaucracy. Despite their lack of rights, slaves could sometimes earn or be granted freedom (manumission) after which they would become liberti and gain a limited legal status. 

The economic opportunities available to individuals in the Roman Empire were largely determined by their legal and social status. Roman citizens, particularly the elite, enjoyed privileged access to wealth accumulation, land ownership and lucrative trade ventures, while non-citizens faced various restrictions that limited their economic potential.
Citizens, particularly those of the senatorial class dominated the most profitable sectors of the economy, including large scale agriculture, mining and trade. They could own vast estates (latifundia), benefit from tax exemptions and secure government contracts (publicani) for public works or tax collection. Additionally, military service was a significant economic opportunity for citizens, as soldiers were paid regular wages and upon retirement were often granted land or a cash bonus.
Non-citizens, such as peregrini, faced legal restrictions that impacted their economic activities. For instance, they were often excluded from owning land within Roman territory and had limited access to formal contracts recognized by Roman law. However, they could engage in trade and crafts, particularly in the urban centres where economic diversity was greater.
Freedmen often took advantage of the skills they acquired during their time as slaves to become successful entrepreneurs, particularly in trade, shipping, and manufacturing. Some of the wealthiest individuals in Roman society were liberti who had amassed fortunes in industries that were less restricted by social status, such as baking, taverns, and shipping. However, their upward mobility was still socially constrained, as they were not fully accepted into the ranks of the freeborn elite.

The social and economic boundaries between citizens and non-citizens were not entirely rigid. Various mechanisms allowed for some degree of social mobility and integration, albeit with some significant limitations. 
The Roman military was a crucial institution for integrating non-citizens into Roman society. Service in the auxiliary forces (auxilia) was one of the most common ways for peregrini to obtain citizenship. Upon completion of their service, usually twenty-five years, auxiliary soldiers and their families were granted citizenship, a practise that both rewarded loyalty and helped to Romanize the provinces.
While the extension of citizenship provided new opportunities for integration, it did not eliminate the deep social and economic inequalities that characterized Roman society. The disparity between the wealthy elite and the poor was vast, with most citizens living at a subsistence level. Non-citizens, particularly in the provinces, often faced even harsher economic conditions, exacerbated by heavy taxation, land dispossession, and limited legal protections.
The social and economic boundaries within the Roman Empire, therefore, were not just about legal distinctions but were also a reflection of the broader inequalities that defined Roman life. These boundaries created a society where social mobility was possible but constrained by rigid hierarchies, leaving many to navigate a complex web of social, economic, and legal challenges to improve their status.

The boundaries between citizens and non-citizens in the Roman Empire were deeply entrenched in its legal, social, and economic structures, reflecting the complexities of an expansive and diverse society. Roman citizenship was a highly coveted status that conferred numerous legal rights, social privileges, and economic opportunities, setting citizens apart from the vast majority of the empire’s inhabitants. These distinctions were reinforced through a sophisticated legal framework that protected the interests of citizens while limiting the rights of non-citizens, peregrini, freedmen, and slaves.
Despite these rigid boundaries, the Roman Empire demonstrated a remarkable ability to integrate diverse populations through mechanisms such as military service, manumission, and the gradual extension of citizenship, culminating in the Edict of Caracalla. These policies not only promoted social cohesion but also served the pragmatic needs of the empire, fostering loyalty and stability across its vast territories. However, the inclusivity of Roman citizenship did not eliminate social and economic inequalities, as the hierarchical nature of Roman society continued to influence one's status and opportunities.
In examining the boundaries between citizens and non-citizens, we gain insight into the adaptive strategies of Roman governance and the complexities of identity, integration, and inequality in one of history's most influential civilizations. The legacy of Roman citizenship, with its blend of exclusivity and inclusiveness, offers a profound reflection on the dynamics of power, belonging, and social structure that continue to resonate in modern discussions of citizenship and rights.
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