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***   ***  *** 

The object of the research consists in the organization and evolution of the structures 

responsible for maintaining security in Rome and in Constantinople in late antiquity, placed in 

the context of a historical development which presents elements tending to reappear with a 

certain cyclical nature and also compared with other experiences of the empire. At the same 

time and at a different level, the research also intends to illustrate how the study of what have 

been defined as security structures for expository convenience contributes to allowing one to 

enter the tighter links of the network of changes that interest the civitas during the imperial 

expansion between the third and first centuries BC, in its transformation into an empire with 
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Augustus, in its new transformation into a Christian empire during the fourth century A.D. 

and finally in its perpetuation as Constantinople New Rome. 

In other words, the history of the “security services” of ancient Rome and, in the 

particular case of interest here, of the late antique empire, is considered not only in itself as a 

history of administrations but also in relation to broader issues connected the deepest aspects 

of the “phenomenon” Rome in its unfolding and transformation over the centuries up to 

replicating itself in Constantinople New Rome, that is, with the most profound aspects of its 

public law and its politics. 

To achieve the above goal, starting from the introduction, we focus on some concepts 

that are born, mature, change or evolve from the origins to the Christian empire. First of all, it 

is the case of securitas and its divine personification Securitas, which imposed themselves 

during Nero’s principate as the state of calm without worries of a political community. It 

illustrates how Securitas has undeniable links with the notion of Pax and indeed how it was 

precisely during the principate that Pax under many aspects transformed into Securitas. It also 

illustrates how Securitas, which includes other concepts, is inextricably linked to the idea of 

Aeternitas: [pro secu]rita[te] adque aeternit[ate imperii] (CIL,VI 32326). 

In short, Securitas constitutes the adaptation to the age of the principate of values that 

had previously cemented the citizen organism. The latter, and this is also an essential fact, 

must be understood as a collective body constituted by the physical and material sum of the 

cives whose survival is guaranteed precisely by those values destined to converge in the 

imperial age and through a complex evolution precisely in Securitas. In principle, the 

harmony between the partes rei publicae is guaranteed by the notion of Concordia, essential 

for example for the reductio ad unitatem of the patrician organization and the plebeian 

organization on the basis of the utilitas communis. The latter is in turn central to the matter of 

“security” in ancient Rome because the maintenance of the balance between the different 

social forces is based on it, which finds a moment of synthesis in the phase of the iudicium de 

utilitate rei publicae in which the different partes rei publicae are involved. 

The transformative labor of the libera res publica winner of the second Punic war starts 

the decline of the principle of Concord as outlined above: now a relatively simple dissensio 

opinionum has been followed by a radical animorum disiunctio which will lead, during the 

course of the civil wars, to the erosion of the unitary sense of civitas. In this phase, therefore, 
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another value comes to the fore, that of Salus, already the personification of the general 

prosperity of a human community, and now understood above all as salus rei publicae. In his 

name, even very divisive measures of the Roman citizen body will be taken, such as the 

senatus consultum ultimum, and moreover, much more than an anticipation of all this is 

already in the forms and methods of repression of the Graccan attempt of 133 BC. 

Among the antecedents of Securitas starting from the Augustan principate, Pax and 

Tutela must also be numbered and both are still placed in the already mentioned background 

in which the res publica is a collective body concretely formed by the sum of the cives that 

compose it. Precisely in this before anything else reside the specificities of the Roman 

security system fully operational as such up to the age of civil wars and articulated – to 

schematize as much as possible – around the two poles of auctoritas of the magistrati and of 

self-regulation of individuals. The system begins to change greatly precisely in the age of civil 

wars, when Concordia will no longer be the case to talk about and the search for the salus rei 

publicae at all costs will in effect lead to the adoption of measures which will only aggravate 

the lacerations existing in the organism of the res publica. The first two paragraphs of chapter 

I are dedicated to all this. 

In this context, returning to the beginning of the Augustan age, the establishment of 

what is controversially defined as the “garrison of Rome” represents the development of 

security management models inaugurated with the age of civil wars and aimed above all at of 

military and political security even before public safety. However, the two spheres are tangent 

because the city of Rome becomes with Augustus the stable seat of the princeps de facto 

reigning over that res publica restituta with which he begins to tend to identify himself as the 

sole holder of that iudicium de utilitate rei publicae once entrusted to the dynamics between 

the different partes rei publicae. Precisely the stabilization of a situation of this kind involves 

the fusion of the sphere of military-political security with that of public security. 

The Augustan principate was also the moment in which the organism of the res publica 

began to change precisely due to the presence at its head of a princeps who basically 

identified himself with the entire res publica. The archaic and republican instruments of 

protection of security, based first on the principle of Concordia and then on that of Salus, give 

way to those based on the concepts of Pax, Tutela and Securitas of which the princeps is 

guarantor with respect to the res publica and which at the same time they also address his 

person as he gradually identifies himself precisely with the res publica because he is 
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Augustus. In the principate it therefore became quite natural that public security functions 

were carried out by structures created essentially for the military and political security of the 

seat of the principate, that is, by the cohortes Urbanae and the cohortes praetoriae. 

In late antiquity the transformation of the res publica from a concrete collective 

organism to an abstract unitary organism came to an end, but a first significant turning point 

had already occurred during the principate of the Severi when in a text by Marcianus 

preserved in the Digesta and reproduced with some modifications in the imperial Institutiones 

the abstract concept of universitas emerges in reference to the civitates of the empire. In late 

antiquity this process will come to an end thanks to factors such as the generalization of the 

concept of universitas or the affirmation of the legal personality of the imperial fiscus. The 

process also finds precise confirmation in the terminology used to designate the political-

juridical body: we refer to the new meaning of status or to the birth of the idea of persona 

publica to indicate the public body understood as a specific center of attribution of rights and 

legal obligations. 

From the point of view of the object of the research, all of this, explained in chapter I 

and at the beginning of chapter II, involves the expulsion from within the res publica of those 

who are still formally cives but who in effect have become subjects and all that under the 

profile of security determines a schizophrenic split generating a permanent conflict because 

tensions at all levels are no longer definitively resolvable within the structures of the concrete 

collective body or what remained of it during the principate. 

To aggravate the problems of managing security in Rome in late antiquity, as explained 

in chapter II, the progressive dissolution of the armed corps of Augustan origin will intervene. 

It will impose new forms of security management only skin-deeply similar to the republican 

model based on the deployment of auctoritas but in fact necessarily inserted in the colorful 

change of balances of a body politic that is no longer concrete but abstract, separated from the 

universi cives and often even to them opposite to. 

As explained in chapter III, it will be in Constantinople New Rome that all the elements 

mentioned up to now will be brought to a further threshold, which comes ever closer to the 

abstract modern legal personality. The origins of Constantinople are linked not only to the 

new relationship between emperor, city and the rest of the empire – on the basis of which 

whoever has the possession of the “city-empire” has the possession of the entire empire – but 
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also that of the relationship between emperor and people of the city. In the consecratio 

ceremony of May 11, 330 AD. Constantine, through a particular symbology staged in the 

setting of the Hippodrome, linked the material and food security of the city to popular 

arbitration, giving rise both to a rite of dynastic renewal and to a sort of mystical contract 

capable of binding the emperor to people of his city; a “contract” which after some alternating 

initial vicissitudes will become definitively effective only with Theodosius I and which will 

therefore survive the Constantinian dynasty itself. The political system of the Hippodrome is 

therefore essentially a system of political security both of the capital and – and precisely for 

this reason – of the empire, based on the guarantee of the food and material security of a 

population which in itself is a “potential power”.    

However, the political system of the Hippodrome involves the slow but nevertheless 

inexorable institutionalization of the fracture within what was previously a unitary populus 

Romanus, i.e. its now ontological division into “colors”: the new “constitution of the city-

empire” sweeps gradually away any residue of a unitary conception of the Roman people and 

indeed as a function of the survival of the new res publica it institutionalizes a division – by 

no means limited to Constantinople alone – without which the mechanism of the Hippodrome 

would have no sense whatsoever. In fact, it is the division of the people into factions that 

allows the emperor to become – now favoring this, now that “color” – restorer of unity from 

above, which by now will no longer be the unity of the populus Romanus brought back to 

republican concord but it will be the unity of a res publica/abstract unitary body which uses 

the partes as elements of equilibrium rather than as organic components. 

The analysis of security in the rest of the empire, to which chapter IV was dedicated, 

confirms an evolution of “security” depending on the modifications of the organicism from 

concrete to abstract and at the same time underlines the singularity of the Roman and 

Constantinopolitan situations, although also very different from each other, as if they were 

born from the close relationship between the city, the emperor and the empire. Thus an 

“empire of cities” that is theoretically but also practically respectful of the spheres of local 

autonomy is replaced by an empire which, starting from the establishment of the curatores 

civitatis, shows ever greater interference: this is caused by the transformation of the res 

publica into a abstract unitary body which, as such, consciously or not, must tend to 

standardize and level. Within this framework there are also phenomena such as the placement 

of ancient forms of vindicta within the bureaucratic system of the new Roman State or the 
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phenomenon whereby the ancient self-defense with the formation of groups of armed 

volunteers is prohibited even in situations in which it would be rather desirable. As for these 

prohibitions, it is also interesting to observe how the relative juridical foundations reassemble, 

through the lex Iulia de vi publica to the transition from the libera res publica to the res 

publica restituta: thus we return to one of the fundamental turning points that mark one of the 

most important changes in Roman organicism. 

During the entire research there was also a constant dialogue with the results achieved 

by Wilfried Nippel and Christopher J. Fuhrmann and therefore in the conclusions, as well as 

highlighting the general picture mentioned up to now, the author observes how the 

perspectives of the two scholars no longer appear so opposite to each other if interpreted in 

the light of the development of the res publica from a concrete collective body to an abstract 

unitary body. The differences seem to derive from the lack of classification of the Roman 

experience outside the individualistic framework that characterizes the modern and 

contemporary State in which the very vocabulary of “security” is born. If one abandons this 

point of view, the differences between Nippel’s vision and that of Fuhrmann are not 

irreconcilable and the apparent divergences derive essentially from the fact that the first 

basically takes into consideration the archaic and republican age and the second instead the 

high empire while, precisely, neither of them seems to consider that “problem of the legal 

person” which instead is at the center of the transformation of the res publica in the period 

from the end of the civil wars to Constantine. 

Precisely this, however, proves once again the intimate connection between “security” 

and the development of Rome and justifies a further research approach with respect to that of 

the history of administrations which in any case always constitutes its foundation. 

Enrico Silverio 

***   ***   *** 
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