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 Soldiers and Civilians – A New Look at Asymmetric Warfare 
in the Eastern Roman Empire in the 1st to 3rd century AD 

  
Birgitta Hoffman  

 
Abstract  
 
In our common portrayal of the Roman Imperial army the focus tends to be in the engagement between 
two armed regular forces, i.e. armies that are recognizable as that. However, during the course of its 
history the army also engaged with what today would be called insurgents, civilians or irregular militias, 
especially during times of civil war or in the aftermath of invasions. In the East and Africa these 
frequently appear to be drawn from the city population rather than the countryside, and the retribution 
for their action was frequently bourne by the community as a whole, leading in the past to models 
identifying the alienation of the members of the Roman army from their population. This paper will look 
at the evidence again and assess whether more integrative models based on shared perception of the ‘pax 
Romana’ may not be more useful in this context. 

 
Introduction 
  
In AD 238 the Legio III Augusta with its legate 
Capelianus defeated outside Carthage the massed militia 
troops of the usurpers Gordian I and II. Following the 
defeat large scale retributions for the supporters followed 
throughout Africa. The episode is described in Herodian 
(Herodian, 7.9.10):  
 

....On his entry into Carthage, Capelianus massacred 
any prominent person, who had escaped the battle, 
and had no compuction about robbing temples or 
confiscating private and public funds. He also 
attacked other cities that had destroyed dedications to 
Maximinus, killing the leading citizens and driving 
the lower class out of the territory. Fields and 
villages were turned over to the soldiers for burning 
and plunder, on the grounds that this was punishment 
for their offences against Maximinus. (Translation 
Whittaker).  

 
The Scriptores Historiae Augustae (The Two Maximini 
19.3-5) describes the events as follows: 
  

Tunc Capelianus victor pro Maximino omnes 
Gordiani mortui partium in Africa interemit atque 
proscripsit nec cuiquam perpercit, prorsus ut ex 
animo Maximini videretur haec facere. Civitates 
denique subdidit, fana diripuit, donaria militibus 
divisit, plebem et principes civitatum concidit. 
  
(‘And forthwith Capelianus the victor, in the name of 
Maximinus slew and outlawed all of the dead 
Gordian’s party in Africa, sparing none. Indeed, he 
seemed to perform these duties quite in Maximinus’ 
own temper. He overthrew cities, ravaged shrines, 
divided gifts among his soldiers and slaughtered 
common folk and nobles in the cities.’) 
  

The two descriptions of the events after the battle are 
very close and it cannot be ruled out that the author of the

Scriptores Historiae Augustae may have drawn on 
Herodian at this point. Herodian himself does not claim 
to be an eyewitness of the events, but he does describe 
the events as they happened during his own lifetime 
(Herodian, 1.2.5). While this does not exclude that there 
may be mistakes in the accounts, it does provide the 
ancient historian with the valuable tool of having the 
‘personal comment’ of a contemporary on these matters, 
although Herodian’s professional position within the 
Roman empire appears as unclear as his origins (e.g. 
Magie 1969, IX-XXV).  
 
The personal view of a contemporary of these events is in 
this case of particular importance, as Herodian’s 
disapproval of the events unfolding in Africa is clear, and 
has been picked up by various scholars, especially Shaw 
(1983). He links this disapproval with an unusual level of 
violence displayed by the army to their ‘own’ population. 
To account for the possibility of this level of ‘savagery’, 
he proposes a ‘terrible level of estrangement of the body 
of the soldiery and the local populace’ (Shaw 1983, 144). 
He describes the Legio III Augusta as ‘recruited wholly 
African’, but not Numidian (Shaw 1983, 148, 144), 
which he seems to mean that he saw them originating 
from the old Army bases (and thus of immigrant stock), 
rather than coming from the Numidian indigenous 
population.  
 
Brent explains this perceived phenomenon by referring to 
the new structures of loyalty imposed by the army after 
joining, applying the concept of ‘total institution’ (1983, 
148). This term, defined as ‘a community socially and 
culturally isolated from the civilian population it 
oversaw’ (Haynes 1999, 8), has since been taken up by 
scholars studying the role of violence/military within the 
Roman empire and adapted. The events of AD 238 in 
Africa, are usually quoted as the clearest indication of 
this at work. In view of the large amount of work done on 
the III Augusta it seems, however, appropriate to revisit 
the occasion and scrutinize Shaw’s original argument. 
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The Origins of the Legio III Augusta  
 
Shaw (1983) stresses two facts about the III Augusta: that 
in AD 238 it was wholly recruited in Africa, but not from 
the local Numidian population. The question of the local 
Numidian population has to be addressed first. It is 
undoubtedly true that amongst the recruits of the III 
Augusta there are no members of the local tribes who 
identify themselves as such through their indigenous 
names in the epigraphic record. This, however, is a 
problem with the recruitment of the legions generally. 
Traditionally, eligibility for the Roman legions depended 
on Roman citizenship and the ability to understand Latin 
(the command language). Thus in North Africa the 
origins of legionaries are dominated by towns of colonial 
and municipal status. From the existing information only 
53 out of nearly 700 cases give origins, referring to 
civitas or other peregrine communities (Le Bohec 1989, 
526). Roman citizenship is most easily expressed 
epigraphically by the use of a Latin name, originally in 
the form of the tria nomina, but by the early 3rd century 
AD the use of all three names was rapidly dropping out of 
use. It is also known (at least for a slightly earlier period) 
that in the case of exotic names the Roman army was not 
above renaming its recruits upon enrolment.  
 
For the period of AD 238 we must assume that the local 
Numidian tribes had been given citizenship under the 
Constitutio Antoniniana. Given the continued sole use of 
Latin within the army, as well as a traditional preference 
in the Legio III Augusta for Latin cognomina,1 there is 
little reason why we should expect a sudden flood of 
Numidian names in the epigraphic record. More likely 
candidates would be soldiers commemorating themselves 
as Aurelius Donatus or using similar Latin ‘African’ 
names, i.e. names that represent Latin translations of 
Numidian and Punic Names. Thus Le Bohec’s listing of 
soldiers of the period of the Severans to Maximinus 
Thrax (1989, 314-332) (the period that should concern us 
here most) lists 33 Aurelii, including a Saturus, a 
Saturninus and an Optatus, which may be translations 
from Punic names. Further examples can be found 
amongst the higher ranks, including an Aurelius Cittinus 
(CIL III2564=18052), for which an African origin is 
proposed by Le Bohec. These Latinisations of African 
names are well attested throughout North Africa, 
especially when bilingual inscriptions are available. 
Instead of a categorical ruling out of Numidian recruits as 
proposed by Shaw, the statement would be best amended 
to: it cannot be ruled out that by the early 3rd century AD 
local Numidian families were joining the legion, while 
African contribution to auxiliaries is attested since the 1st 
century AD (Le Bohec 1989, 512-517).  
 
What Shaw’s list shows is that there was a very high 
amount of recruitment from the soldiers of the Numidian 

                                                 
1 Le Bohec (1989, 530) compares the 95% of Latin cognomina in the 
Leg III Augusta, with the much lower levels of 50% in Northern Britain. 
If this is corrected just for the names connected with the British legions 
(based on RIB), the relationship of Latin to non-Latin Cognomina rises 
to c.85:15%, but is still lower than the African example.   

towns: Shaw (1983), following Forni (1953; 1974), lists 
13 towns and settlements in Southern Numidia that 
provided recruits. It is true, especially in the case of 
Timgad and Diana Veteranorum, that the chances are 
high for recruits to have descended from veteran settlers, 
especially in view of the citizenship requirement noted 
above. While Shaw (1983) separates these towns from the 
Numidian hinterland and singles them out as different, 
however, the same is not done for the colonies and 
municipia elsewhere, some of which have their origin in 
the settlement of Caesarian and Augustan veterans. It 
must also be stressed that by the early 3rd century AD the 
Numidian settlements would have been in existence for 
about 100 years, or roughly four generations. Under these 
circumstances it is highly problematic to differentiate 
between the indigenous and the veteran groups, and not 
see soldiers recruited in Numidia as part of a local 
recruitment pattern. Furthermore, by AD 238 these towns 
would have been part of an independent province of 
Numidia for nearly 40 years, completely separate from 
the province of Africa. It is debateable how far the area 
had diverged beforehand. Fentress (1979, 124 passim) 
clearly believes in a form of administration that was 
widely independent of Carthage since the 1st century AD, 
while Shaw chooses to stress the links between the two 
provinces in the late 1st and 2nd centuries AD. 
Experiences of re-unification in Germany show that after 
40 years of separation there remains an automatic generic 
sense of ‘belonging together’, even if family links cannot 
be assumed, but that the primary level of identification 
(e.g. in supporting national teams etc. or in stress 
situations) is likely to run with the ‘new country’ rather 
than some past unified whole. Should Numidia have been 
administered in effect as an autonomous region, as 
envisaged by Fentress, from much earlier on, then these 
effects are likely to have been even more pronounced. 
Africa is thus likely to have been seen as a neighbouring 
province with a common past, but not necessarily as ‘us’. 
  
Le Bohec’s revised lists for the recruitment for the III 
Augusta are able to further refine the image. For the 
period from AD 193-238 he has 525 records of origin 
(Table 1).  
 
With 40% of the attested recruitment coming from Africa 
itself, however, it might be noted in Shaw’s defence that 
there is a very high likelihood of family links within the 
area.2 It is impossible to establish how high these contacts 
and feelings were, especially given the geographical 
constraints: the majority of the legion operated well south 
of the pertica of Carthage and the legionary base at 
Lambaesis are c.400 km apart. In the absence of means of 
mass communication and rapid transport, it is unlikely 
that contact was close, although in view of the exchange 

                                                 
2 It could be argued that the likelihood of your origin being recorded 
increases the further removed from your place of residence/burial you 
were born (cp. the Syrian at Hadrian’s Wall for example), leading to 
overrepresentation of people from further away. Given the propensity at 
Lambaesis to record castris and local origins in large numbers, it is 
possible that the recording of origins was here handled similarly for 
everyone and that the 40% attested might reflect a true percentage.   
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of letters between soldiers in Italy and their families in 
Egypt, it should not be underestimated.  
 
In those cases one would expect at least some of the 
soldiers to return to their homes after the end of their 
military service. It is striking that during the early 3rd 
century AD no veterans are recorded outside Lambaesis. 
There is, however, a strong tendency even at Lambaesis 
for veterans not to record their position on gravestones, 
but more frequently on communal altars, such as the altar 
to IOM F dedicated for the welfare of the emperor (CIL 
III 2626=18099). Under these circumstances it is 
impossible to decide what became of the veterans after 
leaving the legions. It is possible that they did not leave 
Numidia in large numbers, but it should not be ruled out 
that, once retired, their former rank in the military was 
considered unsuitable for public commemoration. A 
further question often raised is of whether links between 
the nobility of the African towns and the legions existed. 
In the absence of any incontrovertible evidence, Le 
Bohec searched for parallels between unusual family 
names and members of the army, but found no 
convincing evidence that these links existed (Le Bohec 
1989, 522). There is thus little to suggest that the Legio 
III Augusta would have felt particularly strong ties to the 
province of Africa.  
 
While Africa certainly provided a substantial number of 
recruits, it is, thus, also clear that the legion at that time 
operated from an independent province, which had time 
to develop identities different to those expressed in the 
province of Africa. In the early 3rd century AD Numidia 
and its settlements (both military and non-military) 
provided about 54% of the personnel of the legion and 
should therefore be assumed to dominate any questions of 
identity within the legion.  
 
The Identity of the Numidian Troops  
 
Establishing the identity of the troops is essential to 
understanding how far they might have identified with 
the people they were fighting in AD 238. Shaw (1983, 
148) stresses the unifying and separating character of 
army life. We have seen above that his statement that the 
legion did not integrate with civil Numidian society is 
open to reinterpretation with regard to the rural 
population, while the urban population appears to have 
made a substantial contribution to the legion.  
 
While there are no unequivocal statements regarding how 
the army saw themselves, other indicators must be 
sought. One of these is religion: Africa was dominated in 
large part by a strong support for Tanit and Baal, and 
their Romanised counterparts Saturn and Iuno Caelestis. 
This image is not reflected in the religious dedications of 
the Legio III Augusta, which are strongly reminiscent of 
the official Roman cult. Le Bohec points out 
contemporary choices on imperial coinage (Le Bohec 
1989, 549-550), while the African deities appear to be 
underrepresented.  
 

No similar studies were available to compare this 
scenario with the religious choices outside the military in 
Numidia. Should this difference in cult preferences 
reflect a division between the military and civilians 
within Numidia, then this would provide strong support 
for Shaw’s theory of the military as a community 
separated from the civilians around it.  
 
For the moment, differences are only apparent between 
the religion of the civilian province of Africa and the 
military (stationed in Numidia). Thus it cannot be ruled 
out that this is a geographical difference, reflecting a 
difference in religious views between Numidia and 
Africa, rather than a difference of religious views 
between the military and the civilian sphere.  
 
Both Fentress (1979) and Le Bohec (1989, 579-580) 
stress the divergent character of southern Numidia in 
comparison to the three parts of the African province, 
which were later known as Zeugitana, Byzacena and 
Tripolitania. More recent surveys in both the Tell 
Tunisien (Peyras 1991) and the Segermes valleys support 
the differences in character between the provinces. Such 
differences in geography, settlement pattern and origin of 
population can create differences in identity, not only in 
self-definition, but often more importantly in the identity 
ascribed to the populace by outsiders. 
 
At this point it is necessary to return to Herodian himself. 
As noted at the beginning of this paper, it is Herodian’s 
disapproval that suggested to Shaw and Haynes that the 
incident of AD 238 is different from other military 
interventions. As outlined above, Shaw suggested that 
this was due to the fact that the local army turned on the 
civilians. We have seen that the arguments for describing 
the Legio III Augusta as ‘local’ are far from watertight. 
But regardless of our view of events, it is necessary to 
verify that Herodian perceived the Legio III Augusta as 
sharing the same identity as the people they attacked.  
 
Herodian identifies the people who support (or rather 
start) the Gordian rebellion as Libues, or Libyans (e.g. 
7.4.1), this being the common Greek term for Africans 
outside Egypt. His reference to Carthage in the same 
paragraph makes it clear that he is speaking of the 
province of Africa. Further references to Libya/Africa 
follow (7.4.4. and 7.5.8). In the latter he makes the 
equation clear, by stating: ‘In addition to his own title 
they gave him the name of Africanus after themselves, 
the name given to the Libyans in the south by those who 
speak the language of the Romans.’ (Translation 
Whittaker). In comparison the name given to Capelianus’ 
army is linked to the Mauri: ‘A senator called Capelianus 
was the commander of the part of Mauretania under 
Roman jurisdiction called Numidia.’ (Translation 
Whittaker).  
 
Later during the battle Capelianus’ forces are described 
thus (Herodian, 7.9.6): ‘The Numidians were crack 
spearmen and expert riders, able to control their horses at 
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the gallop without reins and using only a riding crop.’ 
(Translation Whittaker).3 
 
At no point in his account does Herodian mention any 
army units by name, and the units described here are 
certainly not the Legio III Augusta, which was later 
punished. Herodian, therefore, does not see the two 
opponents as the same people: the army of Numidia 
linked with the Mauri, in whose territory they lived and 
whom they regularly fought, and on the other side the 
Africani/Libyans. Shaw’s problem of having to explain 
how the army could turn on its own civilian population 
was thus not apparent to Herodian and cannot, therefore, 
be the reason for his disapproval.  
 
How to Re-Establish Order Amongst Civilians in 
Herodian’s View  
 
This raises for the interpreter the problem of identifying 
the reason for the censure. To a modern reader, the idea 
of large scale violent retribution after what is in effect a 
civil uprising is disturbing, and it is tempting to suppose 
that this response may be behind Herodian’s disapproval. 
A careful perusal of Herodian makes it clear, however, 
that this is far from the case, as AD 238 is only one of 
about a dozen incidents of a similar nature.  
 
A very similar incident occurs during the Civil War of 
Septimius Severus vs. Pescennius Niger (Herodian, 3.3.3-
5): 
 

...There was an outbreak of local rivalry in Syria by 
Laodiceia which hated Antioch, and in Phoenicia by 
Tyre through enmity with Berytus. When both these 
cities heard that Niger had been routed they seized 
their chance to strip Niger of his honours and to 
recognise Severus. Niger heard the news when he 
reached Antioch, and though he had acted generously 
up to now, he was quite reasonably angered by this 
defiant revolt. So he dispatched against the two cities 
some Maurousian spearmen that he had with him and 
a section of archers with orders to kill any who met 
them, to seize the movable property in the cities and 
burn down the buildings. The Maurousii are 
extremely bloodthirsty and ready for any desperate 
act because of their complete disregard for death or 
personal danger. They fell upon Laodikeia without 
warning and subjected the city and its inhabitants to 
all kinds of outrage. They hurried on to Tyre and 
destroyed the whole city in flames after looting and 
killing. (Translation Whittaker).  

 
This section rivals the Carthage episode in terms of 
violence, but Herodian points out that Niger is 
‘reasonably angered’. Although the Mauri are once again 
singled out for their ‘effectiveness’, this is not criticized 
but appears to be the rationale of their choice. As in the 
case of Carthage the troops are identified by Herodian as 

                                                 
3 This suggests that we are dealing with non-Roman troops, i.e. not the 
legion. 

being different from the local population and unattached 
to them, as they had been with Niger up to then. 
 
Niger is not the only one who is described using this 
method. After the battle of Issus and the death of Niger, 
Septimius is described as follows (Herodian, 3.4.7): 
‘Now that Niger was out of the way, Severus ruthlessly 
punished all Niger’s partisans, regardless of whether they 
had joined him voluntarily or had been forced to do so....’  
 
While this lacks the colourful details provided for 
Laodikeia and Carthage, it nevertheless suggests the same 
treatment, a treatment that the population of Antioch 
appears to have expected, as they evacuate the city after 
the lost battle (Herodian, 3.4.6.), and the missing detail is 
provided later (Herodian, 3.5.6):  
 

Severus’ actions against Niger’s generals had 
detracted from his reputation because, after putting 
pressure on them through their children to betray 
Niger (...), he made use of their services, but once 
they had achieved his aims he destroyed them and 
their children. It was these acts that really showed his 
underlying character. (Translation Whittaker).  

 
The criticism here is apparently not that he moves against 
the supporters of the other side, but that he uses people 
who had left Niger and afterwards kills them, effectively 
going back on his word. He fits in well with Herodian’s 
general depiction of Severus as a crafty trickster, rather 
than an ‘honourable man’.  
 
The destruction of a city that has supported the opposing 
side is again reported without criticism in the case of 
Byzantium (Herodian, 3.6.9) and Lyon (Herodian, 3.7.3-
7), both of which are sacked by Pannonian troops, who 
again were foreigners to those areas.  
 
After the fall of Albinus, the actions against his 
supporters are again those of execution and confiscation 
of property (Herodian, 3.8.2). In fact, these actions only 
incur the criticism of Herodian (3.8.7), when he suggests 
that the persecutions are motivated by greed, rather than 
revenge. We once again find that Herodian criticizes the 
motive, but not the action itself.  
 
It has to be stressed that the tone of these events is very 
different from the massacres that are described by 
Herodian for Caracalla’s reign, such as the massacre in 
Alexandria (Herodian, 4.9).  
 
In comparison to these events the African incident of AD 
238 stands out merely for its mention of the plundering of 
temple treasures. This, however, follows an earlier 
comment of Herodian concerning Maximinus Thrax 
(Herodian, 7.3.5), who allowed the melting down of 
temple treasures to raise money, a fact that did not endear 
him to the population.  
 
Given the importance that Herodian placed on the 
underlying motives for the actions undertaken during the 
repression of both the Niger and Albinus episodes, it is in 
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this context important to draw attention to the concluding 
sentence of the Carthage revolt (Herodian, 7.9.11): 
 

...on the grounds that this was a punishment for the 
their offences against Maximinus, though in fact 
Capelianus was quietly canvassing the loyalty of the 
troops for himself. If anything were to take a wrong 
turn in Maximinus’ fortunes, he intended to make a 
bid for the empire himself with the aid of a loyal 
force of soldiers. (Translation Whittaker).  

 
The Scriptores Historiae Augustae’s version (The Two 
Maximini 19.5), which admittedly may be a copy, puts it 
thus: Ipse praeterea militum animos sibi conciliabit, 
proludens ad imperium, si Maximinus perisset. (‘At the 
same time he strove to win over the affections of his 
soldiers, playing for the imperial power himself in the 
event that Maximinus perished.’ (Translation Magie)). 
 
This suggests that Herodian once again objected to the 
underlying motive, a possible bid for power. Herodian 
did not see the methods employed as despicable or 
unusual. What mattered to him was the fact that this was 
not done to re-establish order, but to prepare a separate 
bid for power. In effect, Herodian suggests that 
Capelianus is undermining the Roman justice system by 
using the violence which is ‘normal’, and perhaps 
perceived as ‘cleansing’ for the state, to start another 
rebellion. The subject of Capelianus is not resumed at any 
point in the surviving narrative, although the turn of 
phrase suggests a ‘cliff-hanger’, rather than a final verdict 
on the general, which may imply that further texts are 
missing, although we will probably never be able to 
answer this particular textual problem.  
 
Conclusion  
 
This article began with Herodian’s description of the end 
of the Gordian revolt in Africa in AD 238. Interpreting 
the events, Shaw argues that this episode suggests that the 
army in Africa, particularly the legion, may have been 
emotionally detached and isolated from the remainder of 
the civilian population. Reviewing the evidence, it is hard 
to see how the Gordian rebellion supports such a claim, 
as our surviving source makes it clear that the issue for 
him is not one of an army turning on its own citizens, but 
instead one in which the governor of a neighbouring 
province re-establishes order after a revolt. At no point in 
the historical narrative is there a suggestion that there is a 
conflict of identities, but the description speaks of 
Africani/Libyans vs. Numidians/Mauri. Herodian’s 
remaining text reinforces the impression that he did not 
see this as a unique incident, as the reaction of the victor 
can be paralleled in other civil war/revolt scenarios which 
involve the civilian population. While this paper has only 
attempted to review the evidence for Herodian, there is 
no shortage of ruthlessness in the putting down of revolts 
or extinguishing the loosing side in a civil war. This 
begins in the 1st century BC with Marius’ and Sulla’s 
proscriptions, but also includes the Saturninus Rising and 
the events of the Year of the Four Emperors. Modern 
perceptions of war prefer to demand some distance 

between the victims and the perpetrators of these 
‘cleansings’, and in the case of the examples named by 
Herodian, the troops involved are rarely stationed in the 
same area as their victims and are usually brought in from 
elsewhere. It should, however, be stressed that history 
teaches us that such ‘separation’ is not necessary to create 
such savagery. In the aftermath of the 1745 rising in 
Scotland very similar acts were conducted by the 
Hannoverian army, which consisted to a large part of 
Scots who had relatives on the other side, a fact 
frequently remarked upon even at the time (for an 
introduction see Craig 1997). It seems that under the 
exceptional circumstances of revolts/civil wars the human 
psyche unfortunately does not need recourse to such 
concepts as ‘total institutions’, although as recent work 
has shown they do have their place in studies of the 
peace-time Roman military. 
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Origin Number (Total 525) Percentage of Total 

Foreigners 24 4% 4% 

Northern provincia Africa 120 23% 

40% Southern provincia Africa 83, of which 36 come from the military 
colonies of Ammaedara and Theveste. 16% 

Tripolitania 6 1% 

Northern Numidia 56 10% 

55% Southern Numidia 48 9% 

Castris 188 36% 

Table 1: Recruitment of the Legio III Augusta in AD 193-238. After Le Bohec (1989, 494-503).  

 
 
 




