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The Romanization of Italy: global acculturation or cultural 
bricolage? 

by Nicola Terrenato 

Introduction 

The Romanization of Italy has held a very peculiar place within the context of the research on 
the expansion of Rome in the provinces . Most syntheses carried out at the empire-wide level, 
and especially in those concentrating on the centuries from the late Republic onwards, are 
underpinned by a basic assumption: that Italy, as a result of complex military and political 
events, was a unified entity inhabited by Romans (e.g. Garnsey and Saller 1987). Indeed, in 
much of the discourse concerning the provinces, Italian basically equals Roman for purposes of 
cultural analyses. One often has the impression that the adjective Italian is simply a synonym 
used to avoid repeating the word Roman. When we come to the literature specialising on Italy, 
the situation is in part different: there has been some awareness that ethnic and regional 
differences strongly characterised different parts of the peninsula. In most cases however, this 
cultural variability is seen as a trait inherited from the Iron Age, rapidly melting away, as it 
were, as a result of the conquest. In line with this view, the format of most literature of the 
Romanization of Italy has been simply that of describing the timing and the circumstances of the 
disappearance of pre-Roman characters (e.g. David 1994). The strong assumption here is that, 
even if specific local characters existed, by the end of the process, Roman culture completely 
pervaded the incorporated communities; in this way, a new, compact and uniform nation was 
brought into existence. Moreover, this process of global acculturation was largely felt (even if 
only implicitly) as a positive forward step on a unilinear path toward modern civilization and 
rationality. 

It is only in comparatively recent times that the approach to the Romanization of Italy 
sketched above has come into question (perhaps one of the earliest attempts can be traced in 
Vallat 1987). One influence may be the literature on the western provinces, in which new ideas 
on Roman imperialism date to an earlier period (for a review with bibliography, see Woolf 
1993). This debate has now led to a questioning the usefulness (and even the political 
correctness) of very term Romanization (Barrett 1997, Woolf 1997; incidentally, the term is 
used in this paper simply in its weakest sense, as a convenient denomination covering the events 
involved in the creation of Roman Italy, with no cultural implications taken for granted). A 
healthy post-colonial stance has prompted a critical revision of many basic aspects of the 
traditional literature on the Empire (e.g. Mattingly 1997; Webster and Cooper 1996). This 
innovative thinking has not yet had the impact it should on Italy, perhaps because of the 
historical divide between provincial and tout-court Roman Archaeology (and certainly because 
of the tendency to parochialism not uncommon among Italian classicists). What should be a high 
priority on our agenda now, is the production of more reflexive studies and an intensification in 
the exchange of ideas between the archaeology of Italy and that of the provinces. The present 
paper strives to make a modest contribution in both directions. 

A brief retrospective survey 

To understand in detail the formation of the concept of Roman Italy, the literature produced on 
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the subject in the las t century and a half would have to be subject to a full deconstruc tive 
an alysi s, a task that obviously goes far beyond the scope of thi s contribution. Still, some cruc ial 
ste ps in the emergence of the modern approach can be identified here. In particular, perhaps the 
most conspicuous change of attitude seems to take place during the nineteenth century . It is on ly 
with the Romantic period, in fact, that the idea of Rome 's mission to unify and c ivilise Italy 
became dominant (Gabba 1989). Previously, and especially in the eighteenth century, what was 
positively emphasized was rather the long tradition of small independent Italian states (or even 
c ity-states) . In this trend, that has been termed municipal ism, Roman Italy was seen as a 
federation of au tonomous communities and the continuity between Roman municipia and 
medieval communes was stressed and seen as a trait characterizing the whole history of Italy 
(Ve nturi 1984). A crucial role in the creation o f the new image of the Romans as the unifying 
and civi li z ing age nts was played by German and Italian scholars: one of the earliest and most 
influential works includes the new political ideas in the Roman History by B. G. Niebuhr (1811-
12). Without entering into the culture-histori cal detail s of the process, it seems very likely that 
the idea of Italy as a nation created out of regio nal di vers ity by means o f the natural spread of a 
superior , o r better, Roman culture could represent a convenient edifying picture for the two 
youn g nation states (for a full deconstruction of the scholarship of thi s period, see the brilliant 
ana lysi s in Lind ers ki 1984; al so Frezo ul s 1983). It is worth pointing out that o ne o f the main 
problems that Ital y and Germany were fac ing at the time was precisely that of compacting very 
heterogeneous communities (the role of the Roman past in the Risorgimenlo is examined in 
C habod 1962: 179ff). In this perspective, it has to be remembered that the classical world had 
(and st ill to an ex tent has) a large share in German and Itali an education programs, beginning 
with elementary school s. As an extreme outcome of this new ideological trend, the rhe toric of 
the superiority of Roman culture climaxed in Ita ly during the Fascism, when the wh ole history 
of Rome was seen as a prologue to the g lorious future that the dreams of an Ita lian empire were 
an nouncing (Lepore 1989; Quaterma ine 1995). 

Accordlllg to recent post-colonial literatu re, our perceptions of ancient and modern empires 
are culturally-interrelated in many complex ways and at many levels. For present stud y, the mos t 
relevant of these phenomena seems to be the creatio n, in the second half of the nineteenth 
century , of an image of Roman Italy suitable to be used as a role-mod el for the new-born states 
and would-be emp ires of Germany and Italy . The aspects of homogeni zati on and centralization 
brought about by the Roman conquest were clearly overemphasized to justify the new post­
Risorgimenlal order. Ironically, in the equation bet ween Roman Italy and the Italian (or 
German) national state, both terms ended up being vastly misreprese nted to conform to their 
idea li sed counte rpart. Italian Italy never reaily functioned as a modern unified nation like Britain 
or France (as its twentieth century history shows) and Roman Italy was probably never meant to 
be anything other than a part of a larger federation of communities, with no concern whatsoever 
for the creation of a natio nal culture. In order to support this implicit ideologica l discourse, the 
making of the Roman Empire had to be described as the irresi st ible and pervasive triumph of a 
hi gber culture. Consequently, in arc haeolog ica l terms, great attention was paid to those data sets 
(such as urban layout, public monuments and e lite manifestations in general ) which conformed 
to the expected pattern of cultural diffusion. It is as true for these works, as Phil ip Freeman 
(1996) has observed for Briti sh examples, th at explic it comparisons between ancient and 
modern times are very rare in the works o f estab lished ancient historians, while they are much 
more common in popular literature or contemporary po litical writings (Quatermaine 1995) If 
clear evidence for the connecti on between anci ent and modern empires is lacking, thi s may be 
due to the exceptional re luctance that class ical scholars have had (and perhaps still have) for any 
kind of compara ti ve a rgu ment. Any com pari so n, with the exception of th e canonical one 
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between Greece and Rome, was felt as simplistic, cheapening and ultimately challenging the 
uniqueness of the classical world. It does not follow, however, that the contemporary situation 
was not pl ayi ng a large role, implicitly shaping the basic belief that Roman culture was 
pervasive, and was so because it was more rational , more politically and technologica l I y­
advanced, more tasteful , more economically productive, in a word, better. The strong idealistic 
framework of all this is clear: the intluence of the idealist philosopher Benedetto Croce has been 
probably the strongest single one on Italian classical scholarship (d' Agostino 1981 ). More than 
anything else, Roman Italy was perce ived as a perfeclly homogeneous entity , one in which the 
chaos of ethnic peculiarities and primitive traits had vanished to be replaced by a new pol iti ca l, 
soc ial and ethical cosmos which encompassed law, literature, art, and all the higher 
manifestations of the human spirit. In this respect, it represented an idea l similitude to negate the 
regional diversity with which Germany and Italy were struggling at the time, and which is (at 
least for Italy) no longer deniable today. 

After the War , the pendulum of philosophical fashion swung towards materi a li st historical 
analyses, and especially Marxist ones. In the comparatively simplified versions of thi s 
ex planatory framework which were applied to Roman Italy, cultural manifes tations were felt to 
be determined by economic factors. Without entering here into the intellectual details of these 
innovative works , it is enough, for the purposes of this paper, to point out that Romanizati on 
was agai n perceived as a progress ive and uniform phenomenon, almost mechanica lly resulting 
from the large-scale productive integration of the peninsula. Indeed, the fundamental event , in 
these analyses, is represented by the introduction of a new mode of production, which is c loser 
to modern capitalism (and thus a step ahead in the long march towards the eschatological 
finale). Archaeological support for thi s new global model was now sought and found in the mass 
rroduction of artefacts such as amphorae or fine ce ramic wares. The ubiquitous distribution of 
these indicators of intensive agriculture, specialized crafts and long-distance trade seemed to 
support the concept of Italy as a uni form economic sys tem. 

Such modernist views on ancient economy show, even more clearly than in the previous 
idealist period, the powerful intluence that the industrial European world has had on our 
perceptions of Roman Italy. Explicit comparison were now drawn, for instance, between Roman 
and American s lave ry (Carandini 1985). What concerns us more here , is that again thi s 
perspecti ve needed to make strong ass umptions about the homogenei ty of the phenomenon it 
was observing: basic Marxist assumptions concerning the form ation of prices or the existence of 
a gl obal market were necessarily taken to be valid for the entire pen insula, and the economic 
trends were always desc ribed at least at the level of large macroregions (e.g. central Tyrrheni an 
Italy; Carandini J 979; 1988). The well-known problem of Marxism in dealing with ethnic 
identities is clearly exemplified there: local cultural peculiarities, as part of the supers tructure, 
should have quick ly adapted to structural economic changes. The probJem is that the persis tence 
of trad itional and local soc io-ideological systems, which were occasionally observed, seemed to 
displ ay a marked reluctance to conform to this prescription. The epitome of all this scholarly 
work (whose lasting value in advancing the debate is not questioned here) is represented by a 
series of volumes produced by the Istituto Gramsci in Rome (G iardina and Schiavone 198 1) and 
published by Laterza, ironically (or perhaps significantly) the same company brought into 
ex istence and enormously intluenced by Benedetto Croce himself. Similar problems are 
perceivabl e in the very few works adopting processualist tools (which are almost entirely 
unknown to Italian classical archaeology; but see Van Dommel en 1993): ethnicity is simply not 
easy to tack le in any materiali st or positivist framework. 

Throughout the period synthesised here, a parallel branch has been represented by regional 
studies: these have always tended to point out loca l differences and peculiariti es, if only to 
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justify their own ex istence. Consequently, they have also tended to be demonstrate greater 
continuity, given their di ac ronical point of view, since they could see more cl ea rly the 
r ers istence of pre-Roman characteristics after the conquest (e .g. for Etruria , Torelli 1969). The 
rel ative scarcity of comprehensive studies of this kind, however, has probably to do with the 
di sci plinary divisions prevailing in Italian academi a, where Roman studies are kept separate 
fr om pre-Roman and pre- and proto-historical ones. In any case, at the level of large scale 
reconstructi ons, examples sho wing the existence of peculiar traits have tended to be treated as 
exceptions and ultimate ly ignored. Only very rece ntly, have the importance of these case-studies 
been realised : it is precisely on the ir basis that the received wisdom on the Romanization of Italy 
has been put in doubt and its shortcomings revealed. Recent work in several areas of the 
peninsula is showing both the strong diversity of outcomes to the process of Romanization and 
al so a far grea ter role For ethnic identities than prev iously assumed. The global acculturation 
model seems to work only For a handful ot excep tional situations, if even that ; ind eed, there is a 
growing rc,lii zation that many large-sca le trends desc ribed In the 19805 (such as the one towards 
economic intensifi cati on) can onl y be applied to limited parts of Ital y (Terrenato, forthcoming). 

In conclusion , when we look at the present s ituatio n it seems fa ir to say that we are just 
beginning to see an awareness of issues such as the possible pers istence of ethnic identities after 
Incorporation , or detailed analyses of the heterogeneities in the patterns of diffusi on of Roman 
culture, in the litera ture on the Romanization of It aly. This seems a rather backward picture 
when compared with Roman provinci al archaeology of the last ten or fifteen years. The only 
possi bl e advantage is that in thi s way the debate has not been reduced and ultimately bogged 
down in the false dichotomy opposing continuity and acculturation. As Greg Woolf (1997) has 
underlined recently , the dynamic creati on of new cultural identities is the most frequent outcome 
of the interaction between Roman and Native cultures. Indeed, a new season of work on the 
Romani zati on of Italy coulcJ build on the insight that the result of contact can be a new 
composite cultural entity (or, even better, a constell ati on of graded entities ) more often than 
sim ply thc replace ment of one culture with another or the intcgra li st preservation of the 
traditional one. No ethnic culture can survive inco rpora ti on in a larger st::lte unaltered, just as no 
central power can ever hope to iron out completel y local peculiariti es. The metaphor that our 
generation can perhaps propose fo r Romanizati on then is that of brim/ag e (in line with some 
rectnt work in litera ry criticism ; Moretti 1996: 16-22) This may be an appropriate term to 
desc ribc a process in which new cultural items are obtained by means of attributing new 
fun ct ions to previously existing ones. For instance, the archaic sys tem of e lite alliance and 
intcracti on was transformed and made to se rve a new purpose with imperial integration of the 
Italian aristocracies (Keay and Terrenato, forthcoming). As a consequence , the result of the 
process rescmbles a col/age that is a compl ex patchwork made of e lements of vari ous age and 
prove nance: so me of them arc new, but many others are old objects, refunctionalized in new 
lorms and made to servc new purposes within a new context. 

New pel.lpeclil'es 

After ha ving ve ry brielly, but criticall y, re viewed some of the past approaches to the study of the 
Ro mani za tion of Italy, it would be unfair not to advance oneself as a potenti al target for 
criticism. In the remaining part o f thi s paper so me genera.1 theoretical ideas about the process in 
question will be fl oated. These are meant simply as a contribution to the wider debate, with no 
claim of completeness or pri ority. There IS, however, a paradox with which one is immediately 
laced at thiS point: that of attempting a broad synthes is after having claimed the inadequacy of 
uni fo rm dcscripti ons and general trends to represent the complexity encountered in the 
peninsula . The only way out of thi s impasse seems to be that of exploring the variability of the 
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phenomenon, keeping an eye out for possible recurrences. This is not an easy task, but it seems 
more appropriate an approach than having to force the evidence in the straitjacket of an 
overarching normative model. A possible methodology at this point might consist in a 
descr iption of the range of different behaviours observed in each cOllU1lunity with regard to a set 
of specific issues. In other words, to explore the dimensions of the diversity and, if poss ible, to 
identify typical associations of characters recurring in different spheres. In concrete terms, a first 
step in this direction might be represented by the definition of some subsets of society which 
seem to be relevant in the understanding of the process of Romanization (table l). 

elites commoners 
urban rural 

lowland upland 
public private 

external internal 
man woman 

living dead 

Table I. Examples of some spheres within local communities that tend to be affected in different 
ways by Romanization. In general terms, those listed on the left hand side appear often to be 

perceptibly more impacted than those on the right. 

This rather Levi-Straussian set of opposi tions is meant to illustrate some aspects of the 
diversity of response to Romanization that can be observed within a local community. It would 
appear that stronger interaction with Roman culture tends to concentrated in the spheres listed in 
the le ft hand column. This table is o ffered s imply as a first sc hemati zation of a very complex 
phe nomenon. Nor is it suggested th at the pattern is identical for all communities. At the same 
time, it would seem that whenever a differential impact of incorporation is observed, the 
divers ity tends to occur along one or more of these divisions, and the more strongly affected 
groups tend to be those on the left. Thi s simple model is based on several recent regi onal studies 
on Romanization. H owever, providing the examples that seem to just ify each of these 
oppos itions would go beyond the scope of the present paper (but see Curti, Dench and Patterso n 
1996; Terrenato forthcoming ; and especially Keay and Terrenato, forthcoming). If we accept 
this perspective, bes ides the spatial heterogeneity in the impact of Romanization discussed 
above, there is an entire new dimension of variability, which is not working at the leve l of 
geographi ca l regi ons, but at that of different groups within the same community (classes, 
genders etc.) or even within the same individual; thi s last is illustrated by a few privileged cases 
in which it is poss ible to compare the way of life and the burial ritual of the same member of a 
local elite: Roman fashions are often emulated more c losel y in the house rather than in the tomb. 
The image of bricolage works at different scales: not only communities, but a lso individual 
cultural sets can be composed of different parts, some old, some new, some local, some coming 
from outside. 

Returning now to the level of the comparison between communities, another observation is 
th at the differences in the outcome of contact can hardly be described in simple terms: e.g. by 
stating (as one frequently reads) that a given region is more or less acculturated than another by 
the end of the process. There is more than one scale on which the impact of the conquest can be 
assessed: reac tion3 at the community level di splay very often a composite nature. As we have 
seen above, even within the same group, some behaviours may be aHected, while others might 
not be. EspeciallY in the case of local elites, they often appear to playa dual role , interac ting 
with Rome and with their own community at the same time (Terrenato, forthcoming). As a 



The Romanization of Italy 25 

result, the ingredients of their new cultural makeup should be carefully analysed , rather than 
talking simply o f strongly or lightly Romanized aristocracies. The crucial implication of this 
approach is that no single indicator can be used to measure a 'degree of Romanization'. The 
very word can probably be used only in its weakest meaning, as argued above; and the new 
cultural entity, resulting from the interaction, must rather be investigated by asking a wide range 
of questions which could help explore its nature . Not all of them are di agnostic , howcver. The 
presence of orthogonal city layouts, public monuments built according to Roman architectural 
styles, or the diffusi on of Roman arti stic tas tes or Roman ceramic imports (to mention only 
some of the mos t conunonly invoked 'evidence for Romanization ') are fa r too widespread and 
superficial fashions to be really signi ficant. In all likelihood, for each context a diffe rent group 
of relevant issues should be worked out. This is equivalent to saying that each researcher of 
Romanization will have to set his or her own research agenda, without relying on any cookbook 
recIpe . 

As a contribution to thi s potentially unlimited range of approaches , what follows is a list o f 
research questi ons which could be found to be particularly useful in some case studies of 
Romanization in central Italy: do the native elites survive (and, above all, do they maintain their 
social status, at leas t in par t)? Do they have a ro le as negotiators/spokespersons for the whol e 
community? At the level of the commoners is there a maintenance of traditiona l cultural 
charac ters (in terms of vernac ul ar architecture , cults, fo lklore)? What is the social s tatus of the 
same commoners? Are there signs o f their pauperization ? Is there an introducti o n of new 
eleme nts in soc iety (or of new groups, such as chattel s laves)? Is there an intensification and/or 
specialisation of production? Are new crafts, new modes of production introduced? Are new 
field boundaries or new forms of control created in the landscape? Is there a maintenance of 
traditional soci al bonds? Or are Roman law and Ro man forms of dependence thoroughly 
adopted? These are ki nds of quest ions that are sli ghtly more specific and context sensitive than 
those traditionally asked in the literature on the Romanization of Italy. Whatever the answer to 
any of them, it would be unwise to jump to the conclusion that the community In questi on was o r 
was not Romani zed. A lot of indicators may be re levant , but none is diagnostic in isolation. Our 
limited experience seems to show that each community behaves di fferently with regard to each 
issue, each time producing a different bricolage . Differe nt because the pre-Roman situati on was 
different, and different because the impact of Roman culture is variable. We seem to have to 
tackle a universe of variability with many dimensions, where the only hope seems to be that of 
pUlling our finger on recurring patterns: sets of responses which (even granted some background 
noise) seem to frequentl y occur together within the same community. 

I n a particular case-study, I have made an attempt at an alysing the reaction of an Ital ian 
conun unity to incorporation into the Roman state (the Etruscan c ity of Vo{aterrae, Terrenato , 
forthcoming) stressing the assoc iation of nego tiated inco rporati on, economic stability, 
resid ential villas occupied by elites of nati ve origin and not involved in the slave economy, 
farmers with surplus and cultural and social continuity. This type of reaction (which we could 
label soc iall y conservative) may seem to be an al ogous to th at of other central Italian 
communities (such as Volslnil or ArretiLlln) but radically different to that of cities ne ighbouring 
Volaterrae such as Populonia or Pisae. Further research may allow the mapping of patterns of 
differe nt res ponse to incorporation across Italy. 

In more general terms, the heteroge neity of Roman Italy in itself seems to have fascinating 
implications: it entail s a different notion of how the empire was formed, and, above all , kept 
together. It has been o bserved that in comparison with other empires, what made Rome 's unique 
was the ability to reta in its conquests , far more than its making them (Mann 1986: I, 251). If 
Ital y was still an composite entity long after the conquest, this clearly means that the strategy 
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adopted by Rome was far more flexible (and based upon an ad hoc approach) than has 
previously been surmised . Instances of mass ive impact on native cultures are probably to be 
seen as rather exceptional. Areas where the pre-Roman culture was distorted beyo nd recognition 
were probably a minority , but no community remained unaffected. As crucial role in thi s process 
of convergence is probably played by Hellenization, (recently argued by Curti, Dench and 
Patterson 1996). This term refers to the spread of new cultural characters (mostly of Greek 
origin) which climaxes in the third and second centuries Be. In many regions this period also 
witnesses major changes in urban and rural settlement patterns: the enormous diffusion of ~-arm s, 
for instance, may be connected to both social, economic and productive transformations 
concerning vast areas of urbanized lowland Italy (e.g. Barker 1995 : 181 ff). This, which may 
well be the real turning point in the development of Roman Italy , may be seen as the event that 
tips the balance in fav our of those Italians who see large-scale integration as a positive 
development : sedentary communities interested in stable boundaries, mutual defence, 
infrastructures fo r communication and exchange (the establishment of co mmon official 
language, a unified system for co inage, measures etc.). In this perspective, what rea ll y kept 
Roman Italy toge ther was thi s long-term process of increased cultural compatibility. Rome 
simpl y acted as the catalyst of the transformation by offering a widely acceptable package 
containing items such as light administrative control , pacification , moderate economIc 
intensification and above al l a highly flexible incorporative ideology (Giardina 1994) 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the perception that our generation will probably have of the Romaniza tion of 
Italy is likely to be less inlluenced by nationalist ideology and the need to negate the long-term 
vitality of ethnic identities. If we also, being no better than those who have preceded us, have 
any modern influence to acknowledge, it will be rather more connec ted to the post-Cold War 
resurgence of ethnicities (with the occasional chaos and fragmentation caused by them), as well 
as by the new idea l of the European Union, wishfully imagined as a tolerant empire of diversity , 
making national states obsolete (on the impact of post-Cold War politics on our perception of 
Roman Italy, see also Gabba 1994). 
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