
Becoming Roman, Greg Woolf’s inspired syntagma,1 reflects in various ways the 
history of the Roman provinces. In Woolf’s work, the subject was the Romanization 
of the Gauls and the story of the first generations after the Roman conquest. In the 
current paper, we will not refer to an ethnic group, but to a juridical category: the 
peregrini, those inhabitants of the Empire that did not behold Roman citizenship.

Defining the Latin term peregrinus can constitute in itself the subject of an au-
tonomous research; what needs to be said here is that a peregrine was that person 
who did not have Roman citizenship. They did not form a social class, as it has 
sometimes, neglectfully, been stated, but a juridical one. Even if the peregrines have 
been assimilated to the lower strata of the populus Romanus, this assumption is not 
fully correct. The usurpation of citizens’ rights, attested during Principate’s history, 
comes as proof of their inferiority and of their need (practical rather than symbolical, 
I would assume) to gain the juridical status of citizens.2 At the same time, extreme 
poverty is not by far a feature of non-citizens, being heavily attested for members of 
the citizens’ body as well.3

A Roman peregrinus isn’t a dediticius either, a person deprived of any form of 
citizenship or the right to ever obtain one; one can very well be a citizen of his/her 
own town or community. I must mention that no form of local citizenship has yet 
been attested in Dacia. Another reality which cannot be supported by hard evidence 
for Dacia is the ius Latii, as we know it from other western provinces. As this is not 
the focus of the present paper, I will not deal with all the questions raised by the 
existence/non-existence of the Latin right in Dacia, nor will I enter its vast bibliogra-
phy.4 What needs to be said is that the nomenclature of towns’ population does not 
seem to sustain the hypothesis of the legal Latin (not Roman) status of the known 
Dacian towns. 
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Another matter, connected to the one discussed above, is that of the peregrine 
communities. The exact delimitation of the territories of the Dacian cities is yet 
disputed. So, it is hard for us, in these circumstances and without concluding epi-
graphic data, to state that certain vici or pagi have Roman or peregrine juridical 
status. The Gallic or south-Danubian civitates do not overlap any administrative 
realities of Dacia, as the province doesn’t have the necessary pre-Roman elite struc-
tures and forms of organization.5 In conclusion, some of Dacia’s rural communities 
might have had peregrine status, but this is not, unfortunately, clearly attested and 
is certainly not necessarily based on or related to a pre-existing local organization 
or ethnical (tribal) communions.6 The only certainly attested peregrine community 
is Alburnus Maior (Roşia Montanã), a mining village, created through the massive 
colonization of Ilyrian miners.

The first issue the researcher is confronted with in dealing with the peregrini is 
their identification. The only possible identification, with the smallest chances of 
error, is—of course—offered by epigraphy and more exactly by onomastics. But 
the epigraphic sources do not offer certainty either: we cannot exclude the possibil-
ity of frauds, just as we cannot completely exclude the possible confusion between 
peregrine and slave. The latter point of doubt does not have to be over evaluated, as 
it has been demonstrated7 that in most cases the second name in genitive is a patro-
nymic—with or without the notation f(ilius)—and represents the mark of free birth 
and peregrine condition. Thus, peregrine names can be considered all those names 
that are not denominated as something else by the content of the inscription, by 
undeniable specificities of the name or by a relevant terminus post quem.

What do the Dacian inscriptions tell us about the peregrines of the province? The 
inscriptions themselves are rather numerous; they offer us the possibility to know 
details, personal data of the characters that make the whole picture of the Dacian 
lower classes look more colorful. But maybe most importantly, they give us the sta-
tistical possibility of analyzing the provincial social life. It is a fact that the statistics 
resulted from the study of inscriptions from a certain area and/or period reflects a se-
ries of epigraphical realities, rather than demographical ones. As for what we could 
call the “marginal epigraphy” (as it actually was, inside the Roman society), it offers 
details without whom the Roman times couldn’t be understood, but the general and 
statistical value of these pieces of information must be prudently regarded and used 
analytically only with maximum caution.8

The methodological matters put aside, in the following paragraphs I will get 
to the presentation and analysis of the peregrini of Dacia, such as the epigraphy re-
veals them. So far, I have found documented in the Danubian province about 400 
peregrines. The resulted figure represents 15% from the total of names attested by 
Dacia’s epigraphy (see Chart I).

Interesting to notice—though, of course, not at all surprising—is the situation 
of the slaves. Their absolute under-representation in Dacia is mirrored by the situ-
ation existing in other Latin provinces: in Gallia Narbonensis, for example, they are 
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attested by the same percentage of inscriptions (a little less than 2%) as in Dacia.9 
The value of these percentages basically lies not in themselves, but in our possibil-
ity to give them the right connotations and interpretations. No researcher would 
believe that the peregrini constituted a mere 15% of Dacia’s population, just as the 
slaves of no province were 2% of the population. The data that we have are a result 
of the epigraphical representation, valid for the whole Roman world, as well as of 
the historical hazard—valid for all historical sources. 

Chart I. The peregrines in the Roman Dacian epigraphy
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T here is no doubt that the epigraphic manifestations are a distinct feature of 
the Roman culture. As a cultural characteristic, it would manifest itself more 
conspicuously in the most Romanized environments. Thus, in Dacia we can 

note that the peregrines are distributed in a percentage of 92% in urban and military 
environments and only 8% in a rural environment. Seeing this huge disproportion, 
what first comes into mind is the predilection that the archaeological investigation 
has for urban and military centers. Another detail is connected to the preservation 
and state of recording of the epigraphical material, from the XIXth century until 
recently. But, beside all these very practical and truthful considerations, we must 
imagine that the discrepancy in inscriptions’ erection was also real in Roman times. 
Especially when we talk exclusively about a lower—not necessarily low—class of 
the society, we must keep in mind that its capacity to adapt to a different culture is 
diminished, just as the reasons to do so are. So, the adaptation is much more likely 
to take place in an urban (or urban-influenced) medium, or in the highly Roman-
ized military society, rather than in a rural environment. As well, the motives to 

Suppliment no. 3 2012 bun.indd   281 10/25/2012   2:06:39 PM



282 • Transylvanian Review • Vol. XXI, Supplement No. 3 (2012)

adopt the Roman culture and “fashions” were more numerous and pressing in the 
urban centers than in pagi and other rural settlements of the province. Talking about 
the differences of expression—and in generating historical sources—existing in ac-
cordance to the distinctions between different milieus, I have considered the case 
studies presented on Chart II. 

Chart II. Comparative graphic of the peregrines’ epigraphical presence
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T he military peregrines are a distinct and specific category that deserves a 
few lines. The military environment is not formed only by soldiers, but by 
their close families and all the others that gravitate around the army as well. 

Regarding the parity citizens: peregrines on the inscriptions of the peregrine sol-
diers from Dacia, we note that only two (probable) citizens are mentioned,10 both 
appearing to be heirs of the deceased soldiers. The military peregrines occupy an 
important place in the Dacian social framework, as a result of the highly militarized 
character of the province. For peregrines in general, they represent an engine, the 
sub-category that finally accedes to citizen status. Out of the total number of per-
egrines that we have attested in the province, the military structures bring us a figure 
of 25%. This represents a quite high rate of over-representation and proves once 
more the strong epigraphic manifestation that characterizes the soldiers of the Ro-
man Empire. What must be said about this environment is the fact that the soldiers 
hold the majority, the number of children almost equals them (all extracted from 
diplomas) and that the number of wives, brothers and heirs is rather small (all three 
categories represent no more than 9% from the total of military peregrines, whereas 

Suppliment no. 3 2012 bun.indd   282 10/25/2012   2:06:40 PM



Rada Varga • “Becoming Roman” on the Northern limes • 283

the children are 29%). Interesting to see is that Dacia is not really registered among 
the other Danubian provinces in what the auxiliary soldiers’ families is concerned.11 
Compared to the other provinces, while in the 2nd century most of the epitaphs 
were elevated by the auxiliary soldiers’ wives and children, in Dacia we find a slight 
preponderance of the comrades and heirs (designated only as such), with the parity 
between heirs-erected monuments and monuments erected by/for wife or children 
of about 7:8. This would suggest a more reclusive, maybe reserved environment in 
the Dacian auxilia, but we must not jump to any conclusions of this sort without 
taking into consideration the diplomata as well. Thus, most of our militaries mention 
children, though the wives remain rarely mentioned in this type of source as well. 
We can safely assume that the small number of inscriptions, associated to the young 
age of the soldiers that died during service, is misleading us towards the conclusion 
of a generalized lack of families for the auxiliaries of Dacia—which, most probably, 
was not the social reality of the Roman age. 

But who were the peregrini of Dacia? If onomastics identifies them as this par-
ticular juridical class, what else do the names tell us about them? In other words, 
how connected is the name to the real ethnical origin and provenience area of the 
bearer?12 Not too much, would be the first answer that comes into mind. Still, the 
names help us discover details much more interesting than the mere ethnicity of a 
person: they talk about one’s family and cultural background, about desire of inte-
gration or about unawareness. Thus, in Chart III one can see the ethnical13 struc-
ture of the names of all the peregrini of Dacia.

Basically, the names themselves and the proportions come as no surprise. The 
majority of Italic14 names reveal the general features of the Dacian peregrine: of 
(vague) western background, adaptable to the Roman culture and not highly so-
phisticated. The Greek15 names, in my opinion, play the same demonstrative role as 
the Italic ones: they come to support the existence of an eclectic provincial environ-
ment, rather than that of a Greek linguistic and cultural background of the bearer.16 
Just as the Italic names, they often are a mark of the low social status and of a mixed 
and somehow void cultural luggage.17 The Illyrian18 names mostly come from the 
miners’ community of Alburnus Maior. As well, part of them has military prove-
nience. But the most prominent category of names in the military environment is 
the Celtic19 one. Here, the names are more of an origin indicative than in the civil-
ian environment, as the ethnic roots of the names are usually in accordance to the 
troop’s area of provenience. The Thracian20 names come equally from the military 
and civilian milieus. As one can notice on the chart below, they are not very common 
among the Dacian peregrini, but are neither rare. I must make a specification regard-
ing the Dacian21 names: the only peregrine name that is historically connected to 
pre-Roman Dacia and the Dacian kingdom is the already famous Decebalus Luci.22 
Though the authors of the first publication considered this character to be of genu-
ine Dacian background, its origins are still disputable, just as his juridical status.23 
The other categories of names are represented by small figures. Except the Semitic24 
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and partially the very few German25 names, that are mostly military-connected, the 
others are completely incidental and offer no more information than the inscription 
in itself does.

Chart III. Onomastic analysis of the peregrini of Dacia
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S o far, I have undergone a statistic and quantitative analysis of the peregrines 
of Dacia. Treating them as a group—unitary through their juridical condition 
in the Roman society, as eclectic and colorful as it can be, otherwise—these are 

the main, basic results that can be obtained. What I will subsequently try to do is get 
inside and beyond the group’s boundaries and see what the peregrini have to reveal, on 
a more intimate level. First of all, rather surprising, the parity of funerary26 and votive 
inscription that record peregrines is about 1:1. Then, about a quarter of the names are 
known to us from military diplomas and wax tablets, proof of the great “incapacity” of 
the grand stone epigraphy to serve as satisfying source for these lower classes. 

One of the interesting phenomena that have drawn my attention is the presence 
of what I have called “mixed names.” This term is referring to the names that present 
different etymologies for the name itself and the patronymic. These ethnically mixed 
names offer enormously valuable information about the mental and physical world 
that these characters lived in. One of the most interesting cases from this category is 
Demetrios son of Arzakes.27 The name originated from a Greek language inscription 
of Alburnus Maior, dedicated to Deus Narenos.28 About the one that erected the altar, 
we are entitled to believe that he has a genuine Greek-Oriental origin. Interesting 
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and remarking about him is the Persian-Iranian nature of the father’s name, the 
Greek language of the dedication in the middle of a Western, Latin-language society 
and the rarity of the adored god. Another case is that of Atpatinius Rufi,29 attested 
by a votive inscription from Apulum. The inscription honors Iupiter Optimus Bus-
sumarus,30 a Celtic god, of assumed Gallatin provenience. I have not found the name 
of the character attested anywhere else in the Empire in this form,31 but the particle 
“at” seems to be of Celtic origin32 and—connected to the name of the god—it can 
give us a clue about the possible provenience of this name from a Celtic area. Most 
probably, we are dealing with a mixed family or with a one Celtic in essence, but that 
was opened to the Latin influences as well.

The name of Atpatinius brings into full attention another question: that of the 
few peregrine names that are attested in Dacia alone and for whom I have not found 
analogies in other places of the Empire. Not to be mistaken, the names have one 
attestation alone in Dacia as well. Such names are Sameccus,33 that seems to have a 
Celtic sonority,34 but only appears in one inscription from Alburnus Maior, or An-
drada and Bituvans,35 that could be Celtic or Illyrian names,36 but who’s only men-
tioning is on a funerary inscription from Potaissa (Turda). This group of names is a 
limited one and its power to prove some original features of the Dacian onomastics 
does not have to be exaggerated. Most probably, these are only accidents of epi-
graphical attestation, but their presence among the peregrini of Dacia is nonetheless 
intriguing and worth mentioning. 

To integrate the peregrini of Dacia in the larger scheme of the imperial realities 
is difficult. The scarcity of quantitative studies for different socio-juridical layers of 
the provincial societies37 restrains the possibility of conclusive analogies. As well, 
the chronological coordinates of the province Dacia make it particular. Nonetheless, 
some comparisons are revealing. A certain feature of most of the provinces, espe-
cially of those geographically close to Dacia, is the fact that many of the peregrines 
bear native pre-conquest names.38 Another remarkable thing is the frequency of the 
peregrine names in the Norican municipia39—the base of G. Alföldy’s demonstration 
regarding the ius Latii in this province—reality totally unattested in the urban envi-
ronment of Dacia. A different situation appears in pre-Hadrian Gallia Narbonensis: 
here, the scarcity of the peregrines epigraphically attested in the urban environment 
is striking40 - even more so than in Dacia - and the great mass of the peregrini comes 
from settlements adjacent to the big cities of the province. Thus, Dacia seems to be 
particular as a case study, through its lack of peregrine native names and through this 
class’s moderate epigraphical presence in the cities of the province. 

T his has been the general image of the peregrini attested in Roman Dacia. 
The main and most important conclusion that can be drawn is that they do 
not form a unitary group. The only feature that unites them all is their jurid-

ical, legal status. To us, they appear to be integrated in the structures of the Roman 
civilization: they are a great part of the Roman army, they form active communities 
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in the Roman economy and they integrate themselves, through their epigraphic 
manifestation and through their choices of names in the civilian society around 
them. How did the Roman civilization truly seem to them and how did they per-
ceive it? We could say that it would depend, from case to case and it would be true, 
the sources do not allow us this kind of knowledge. Sometimes, the deeply ethnical 
rooted names and the local gods mark features of conservativeness, but they stand 
aside Latin names—even in the same family—and Roman gods—often adored by 
the very same worshipper. The peregrini, mingled amongst different classes of citi-
zens or not, are one spot added to the extremely colorful painting of the provincial 
society. As for their integration in the Roman society and culture, all we can say is 
that the ones we know, by name, are those who adopt the epigraphical and votive 
culture of the Roman world and of the higher classes of society, so the ones that, 
from some points of view, stand right on the peak of adaptation and integration. 

q
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Abstract 
“Becoming Roman” on the Northern limes

This paper is an overview of the peregrines attested in Roman Dacia. Methodologically, the re-
search aims at drawing the lines for the peregrines’ correct identification, as well as for the just 
evaluation of the statistical results. The epigraphic sources are highly lacunose at some points and 
can be deceiving, unless treated with proper attention. Otherwise, they offer individual details that 
lead to a colorful image, important for the understanding of the Dacian social life and realities. 
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