
 

 

“PROPTER POTENTIOREM PRINCIPALITATEM” 
THE BEGINNINGS OF THE PRIMACY 

OF THE CHURCH OF ROME 

GÁBOR SZÉLL 

The Patriarchate of Rome enjoyed a particularly distinguished position, 
and for its mighty and illustrious past, was entitled to principality within 
the Christian Church. Since the Bishop of Rome was regarded both as 
Peter’s successor and as the embodiment of apostolic tradition, the bishops 
of the East and West frequently made their requests to Rome. The primacy 
of Rome was widely acknowledged in the 2nd and 3rd centuries, 
nonetheless, in such areas the idea of a principal Rome would not even 
arise, as the bishops were equally looked upon as Peter’s successors. 
Constantine as protector of the church of the Empire, and as a ruler of 
almost limitless power, the Emperor was at liberty to intervene in church 
matters in order to ensure religious unity for the Empire. Nevertheless, in 
325, the issue whether the Bishop of Rome ought to receive special powers 
was never raised. 

The Development of Church Hierarchy 

The majority of historical sources1 confirm that in the 2nd and 3rd centuries 
AD, there occurred a dramatic increase in the membership of Christian 
churches, and through gradual geographical expansion, a universal church 
had been formed. Since in the 1st century AD Christianity primarily spread 
in the eastern areas of the Empire, this was where the major church centres 
had emerged. Nonetheless, several communities had appeared in the 
western areas as well.2  

During the growth of the Christian Church, the first dioceses were 
mostly established in the chief cities of the provinces, which was followed 

                                                           
 

1 Iren. Adv. haer. 1,10,1; Tertull. Apol. 37,4.  
2 In the East, Thrace, Asia Minor, Syria, Edessa, Persia and India came to 
prominence, while in the West, Italy, Gaul, the Danube frontier, Germania, 
Hispania, Africa and Egypt had emerged; see more: SZÁNTÓ (1983: 74–76) and 
HARNACK (1924).  
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by the foundation of all the others.3 Around a prominent diocese, the local 
communities organised themselves into larger units, or church territories 
(from the 4th century metropolia). Canon 9 of the Council of Antioch in 
341 decreed that only the bishops heading these territories could be the 
bishops of the seat or the metropolis of the province.4  

From the first half of the 3rd century, the patriarchates came into being, 
which consisted of several church units, their operation and jurisdiction 
being regulated at universal councils. In the early days, the heads of Rome 
and Carthage in the West, and those of Alexandria and Antioch in the 
East, had larger authority than the other bishops,5 and this list of the 
privileged later grew with the patriarchates of Jerusalem and 
Constantinople. It was the metropolitan archbishops, or patriarchs, who 
ordained the metropolitan bishops in their region, and it was they to whom 
appeals against the decrees of bishops and regional councils could be 
directed. They represented their patriarchate before the Emperor and the 
Pope.6  

From the end of the 2nd century, the heads of church territories – first in 
Asia Minor – held regional councils, as well as pan-regional discussions to 
address their regional problems.7 Universal councils were organised on the 
model of regional councils, but carried the significance of an imperial 
assembly in that the participating bishops, patriarchs, and magistrates 
clarified matters of controversy concerning the Christian faith and issues 
of discipline. The first universal councils were convened by emperors, 
who even financed the events, therefore it was always in their power to 
order a sudden change of time or venue. Their legates at the councils were 
highly influential and frequently presided over these meetings.8  

                                                           
 

3 O’GRADY (2003: 140).  
4 HEUSSI (2000: 107).  
5 MARTON (2004: 118).  
6 KURTSCHEID (1941: 120–123). The jurisdiction of some bishops extended beyond 
the borders of their church units, however, these did not reach the level of 
patriarchate but with the latter formed exarchates. Thus, the bishop of Heracleia 
extended his authority over the Thracian state territory; that of Ephesus over the 
church territories of Asia; while the head of Caesarea in Cappadocia over Pontus. 
Later on, these three exarchates comprised the Patriarchate of Constantinople, 
while the territory of Palestine was overseen by Jerusalem, cf. SZÁNTÓ (1983: 
201).  
7 The meetings of the bishops of Ancient Christianity were called synodus, which 
originally meant the assembly itself or its venue. The Jerusalem council of apostles 
and presbyters could well be a forerunner of these; cf. Acts 15:6–29.  
8 JEDIN (1998: 16).  
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The Beginnings of the Primacy of Rome 

The gradual expansion of the Church and the establishment of its 
institutions naturally created the need for a church leader to emerge who 
would make the ultimate decision in matters of controversy and discipline, 
and, serving as the central authority, oversee the life of the Christian 
Church and represent its unity.9  

From among the developing church centres, it was traditionally the 
apostolic sees that rose above the rest. Of these, the Patriarchate of Rome, 
which Paul finds to surpass all else, among other things in its mercy,10 had 
gained the most distinguished position, with a steadily increasing 
congregation. Heussi mainly attributes Rome’s significance in church 
matters to its central role in administering the Empire,11 and even 
according to Urban, it was primarily historical traditions that made Rome 
the centre of the universal Christian Church.12 Yet most authors and 
contemporary sources justify Rome’s outstanding authority by the fact that 
the activities of Peter and Paul are inseparable from this city; it was these 
two who founded the Roman Church, and it was here that they both died a 
martyr’s death.13  

From as far back as the end of the 1st century AD, the Bishop of Rome 
was regarded as Peter’s successor, whom Christ himself had raised to the 
position of leader of the Christian Church.14 This sentiment is clearly 
reflected in the additional entitling of the Bishop of Rome as vicarius 
Christi and summus pontifex or summus sacerdos; the cultivator and most 
trustworthy representative of apostolic tradition.15 The legitimacy of 
Peter’s authority over the Church was questioned even by many 
contemporaries, who stressed Peter’s notability rather than his primacy; it 
was underlined that the Pope was in fact not the head of Christendom, but 
merely the Bishop of Rome.16  

Rome’s popularity within the Church was further enhanced by the 
destruction of Jerusalem in 70 and 135, a destruction which shifted the 
focal points of Christianity to Alexandria, Antioch and, above all, to 

                                                           
 

9 SZÁNTÓ (1983: 206).  
10 Cf. Rom. 1:8.  
11 HEUSSI (2000: 81).  
12 URBAN (1987: 137–139).  
13 Euseb. HE 2,25,8; CLAPSIS (2000: 102) and ADRIÁNYI (2001: 53).  
14 Matt. 16:18: Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church. 
According to some scholars, the view that Peter was the first bishop of Rome 
originates from as late as the 3rd century, cf. O’GRADY (2003: 146).  
15 DULLES (1987: 140).  
16 URBAN (1987: 134–136) and O’GRADY (2003: 143).  
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Rome, capital of the Empire, a lure for Christians from all parts of the 
world.17  

The recognition that Rome enjoyed is well shown by the fact that as 
early as the first few centuries, church leaders of both eastern and western 
territories turned to Rome with their requests, accusations, and appeals, 
although at this time, the need to precisely outline episcopal jurisdiction 
had not yet arisen. In the character of a true mission-conscious leader, 
Pope Clement put down the Corinthian riots around 96, and demanded 
obedience from the congregation, stressing that the apostles were Christ’s 
successors, and threatening to mete out harsh punishments. In about 110, 
Ignatius of Antioch in his letter to the Romans described the Church of 
Rome as one primarily worthy of love, and called the Roman community 
more prominent than his own.18  

The primacy of the bishops of Rome received particular emphasis from 
the middle of the 2nd century, as the struggle against the Montanists and 
the Gnostics created the need to reassert that the possessors of the true 
Christian tenet could only be the apostolic churches. As the most 
significant of these was the Church of Rome, the beliefs of all the other 
churches had to be identical with those of Rome, representative of the 
apostolic tenet. From this time on, Rome played a leading role in the 
conversion of communities that turned against the teachings of the Church. 

Apollinaris, the Bishop of Hieropolis, for instance, took a firm stance 
against Montanism, as did Eleutherius and Victor, Bishops of Rome, but 
their effective repression called for active cooperation. In 170, as the 
bishops of Asia were determined to engage the Montanists beyond their 
own territories, 26 bishops gathered in Hieropolis to discuss the matter.19 
In a debate with the Montanists, Dionysius of Corinth cited Peter and Paul 
to emphasize Rome’s superiority,20 with the regional councils in Thrace 
holding a similar view. Serapion, Bishop of Antioch, gathered signatures 
against the Montanists from the bishops of the territory.21  

Irenaeus (c. 130–c. 202), Bishop of Lugdunum, introduced logical 
arguments in an attempt to justify that the faith of the oldest and most 
well-known church,22 Peter’s Church of Rome, must be looked upon as 
guidance in the Church as a whole, due to its outstandingly mighty and 

                                                           
 

17 SZÁNTÓ (1983: 130) and MARTON (2004: 119).  
18 Ep. ad Rom. 4,3.  
19 MARTON (2004: 67).  
20 HEUSSI (2000: 56).  
21 Euseb. HE 5,19,3.  
22 STEVENSON (1987: 114).  



“Propter potentiorem principalitatem” 

247 

illustrious past.23 Consequently, the tenets of the other churches had to be 
refashioned in harmony with the apostolic tradition represented by the 
Church of Rome. But this was merely presented as a logical necessity and 
not as proof of the de jure primacy of the Bishop of Rome.24 Yet Rome’s 
superiority is seen to prevail in a list, drawn up by Irenaeus, of the bishops 
supporting the apostolic tradition.25 He listed only the Roman heads from 
Peter to his own age,26 failing to mention the leaders of such notable 
church centres as Ephesus or Corinth. 

According to Tertullian (c. 160–c. 220), from the beginnings, the 
apostolic succession (successio apostolica) passed on, without 
interruption, the tenet which was received by the churches from the 
apostles, who had received it from Christ, who had received it from God.27  

Rome was also the centre of correspondence and a major point of 
contact between the churches, and one could only be a legitimate Christian 
if he identified himself with the Church of Rome. When at the Council of 
268 Paul of Samosata, Bishop of Antioch, was stripped of office, but was 
still reluctant to hand over the church and his lodgings to his successor, 
Emperor Aurelian ruled that these were to be received by someone who 
was in correspondence with the bishops of Rome.28  

The Struggle for Primacy 

Despite the fact that Rome’s desire for primacy intensified and that in 
Italy, the nearly one hundred dioceses were dwarfed by Rome’s grandeur 
and influence,29 remote Christian churches did not submit to the will of 
Rome, and even the notion of Rome’s primacy was often alien to these 
territories. 

In 190–191 for instance, from among the churches in Asia Minor, 
Ephesus, headed by Polycrates, would not accept the unifying Roman 
proposal for the computation of the date of Easter, leading Pope Victor I to 

                                                           
 

23 Iren. Adv. haer. 3,3,1–2: Ad hanc enim ecclesiam (Romanam) propter 
potentiorem principalitatem necesse est omnem convenire ecclesiam, hoc est, eos 
qui sunt undique fideles, in qua semper ab his, qui sunt undique, conservata est 
quae est ab apostolis traditio.  
24 HEUSSI (2000: 81).  
25 Iren. Adv. haer. 3,3,2–3.  
26 To Eleutherius or Victor I; cf. CHADWICK (2003: 75) and STEVENSON (1987: 
114–115).  
27 Tertull. De praescr. haer. 21,4.  
28 Euseb. HE 7,30,18.  
29 MARTON (2004: 68).  
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decree that regional councils should decide this controversial question. 
Although the eastern and western churches sided with the Roman 
proposal,30 and Irenaeus even tried pressing Polycrates for obedience,31 the 
churches of Asia Minor refused to accept the papal suggestion. 
Consequently, Victor excluded them from the religious community,32 and 
it was not until much later, in the 4th century, that the Roman practice 
gained ground in this territory. In 217, Tertullian, who had converted to 
Montanism, expressed his resentment concerning the relentlessly growing 
powers of bishops by sarcastically addressing Callixtus, Bishop of Rome, 
as pontifex maximus and episcopus episcoporum.33  

The spread of heretic movements raised other questions: Could 
baptisms administered by heretics be considered valid, and if a heretic 
wishes to return to the Christian Church, would he need to be re-baptised? 
On Tertullian’s proposal, several councils in Africa and Asia Minor 
accepted, diverging from the Roman practice that baptism by heretics was 
invalid. But when, in 255, even Cyprian opposed the arguments of Pope 
Stephen I, Rome forbade Carthage to re-baptise heretics.34 In 256, at the 
Council of Carthage, 87 bishops held on to their earlier view, and as a 
result, the Pope severed ties with them, stressing that he represented the 
better tradition.35  

It was Cyprian who introduced the notion of a universal episcopal 
church. According to his teachings, the unity of the Church is based upon 
the bishops, who can be completely and equally regarded as Peter’s 
successors. Accordingly, the Bishop of Rome inherited authority only over 
the Church of Rome, and his jurisdiction did not extend to the other 
churches; the Church itself was indivisible, as its oneness was 
unquestionable.36 Episcopalism, as suggested by Cyprian,37 involved an 
oligarchic episcopal church leadership, whereas papalism, represented by 
Stephen, drew on the words of Christ for support to emphasize the 
primacy of the Bishop of Rome over the other bishops.38  

                                                           
 

30 Yet, some scholars regard this as the first step towards the schism between the 
eastern and western churches, cf. CLEENEWERCK (2008: 155).  
31 Euseb. HE 5,24,12–17.  
32 CHADWICK (2003: 77).  
33 Tertull. De pud. 1,6; WILHITE (2007: 174).  
34 Cypr. ep. 70,6; 75,17; 75,25.  
35 For more on Cyprian’s standpoint and his debate with Stephen see: SZABÓ 
(2012: 5–16).  
36 MARTON (2004: 86).  
37 Cypr. ep. 48,3; 59,14.  
38 In the Western Church the idea of episcopalism held for a while, but with the 
expansion of papal power papalism was beginning to gain dominance.  
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Constantine and the 1st Universal Council of Nicaea 

As a consequence of Constantine’s Edict of Milan of 313,39 in addition to 
state recognition, the Christian Church also received political power. In 
return however, the Emperor demanded obedience and full compliance 
with state interests.40 Constantine’s concessions and endowments also 
served his own political interests, providing the means to win over the 
leading classes of the eastern and African regions.41 Plans for a unified 
Empire demanded religious unity. To facilitate this unity, as protector of 
the Imperial Church, not only was he at liberty to intervene in church 
matters, but he was also entitled to convene councils, and to take a 
position in theological debates.42 He often confirmed church-elected 
bishops in their offices and in many cases, he himself appointed the 
leaders of dioceses. There are cases when following a deposed bishop’s 
appeal to the Emperor, the rightfulness of the deposition had to be 
reviewed at a separate council.43  

Constantine, who considered himself the 13th apostle, in his capacity as 
bishop intervened in external church matters,44 muddying the waters 
between internal and external religious issues.45 According to Eusebius, 
the Roman Empire and the Christian Church are both reflections of the 
Heavenly Realm. It therefore follows that Constantine, Emperor of the 
Christian Empire, is also Supreme Lord of the Church and, as God’s Vicar 
on Earth, holds sway over the Church as a whole.46 Constantine did not 
look upon himself as Absolute Lord of the Church, and all he intended to 
achieve was religious unity within the Empire.47 Nevertheless, later 

                                                           
 

39 In: Lact. De mort. pers. 48 and Euseb. HE 10,5.  
40 SZÁNTÓ (1983: 141).  
41 Constantine’s attitude toward the Christian faith is still highly debated. Did he 
support this religion out of political interest, in order to benefit from the latent 
power Christianity had to offer, cf. SZIDAT (1985: 515) and BLEICKEN (1992), or 
did his conversion really stem from a conviction of faith, cf. BAYNES (1929)? What 
makes solving the problem even more difficult is that not only are the sources 
contradictory, but Constantine himself took steps in both directions.  
42 SZÁNTÓ (1983: 138).  
43 HEUSSI (2000: 106).  
44 Euseb. Vita Const. 4,24.  
45 ADRIÁNYI (2001: 96).  
46 JEDIN (1962: 2,1,83–84).  
47 SZÁNTÓ (1983: 144) and MARTON (2004: 133).  
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emperors, unlike Constantine, made references to Eusebius when they 
wanted to emphasize their authority over the Church.48  

Since Constantine really intended to keep the whole Church under his 
control, bishops from all over the Empire received invitations to the 
Council of Nicaea of 325. Some accounts mention 318 participants, 
probably referring to Abraham having had 318 trained servants.49 Socrates 
simply writes more than 300 attended,50 while Eusebius puts the number 
of bishops at over 350. In fact, there could have been 220–250 bishops 
present at the Council between 20 May and 25 July.51 It is regarded as the 
first universal or ecumenical council, however the majority of participants 
arrived from the eastern provinces, and no more than five western bishops, 
including those of Carthage, accepted the imperial invitation. 

Canon 6 of the Council guaranteed certain primacy to the Patriarchates 
of Rome, Alexandria and Antioch over the others. Their chief metropolitan 
prerogatives were equally confirmed, but there was no mention of the 
Bishop of Rome having to receive more special authority than that of 
Alexandria or Antioch.52 Several resolutions were passed, however, in 
favour of Alexandria.53  

The Emperor’s transfer of seat to Constantinople, established in 330, 
meant that the Bishop of Rome was able to increase his authority in the 
western provinces.54 Taking the Empire as a whole however, the 
strengthening new capital left him in a somewhat relegated position. The 
foundation and ceremonial consecration of the city involved Christian 
clergy but pagan rituals, at the time still a custom in Roman temples, were 
banned in Constantinople.55 The new Rome’s (Nova Roma, Nea Rhome) 
administration was based on the old Roman model, but its land was 
controlled not by the praefectus urbi, but a proconsul, which meant that 
legally, it was submitted to Rome. 

                                                           
 

48 KATUS (2001: 80). For more on the limits to the authority of the Byzantine 
Emperor see: SCHREINER (2002: 266).  
49 JEDIN (1998: 18), cf. Gen. 14:14.  
50 Socr. E. 1,8.  
51 MARTON (2004: 148).  
52 CHADWICK (2003: 47).  
53 The date of Easter was always calculated by Alexandrian scientists, and it was 
announced by the Patriarch. Bishop of Lycopolis Meletius, who had missed the 
rigorous stance during the persecution of Christians, was denied any say in the 
matters of the Patriarch of Alexandria. All the metropolitans and bishops of Egypt, 
Libya, and Thebes were placed under Alexandrian control, cf. JEDIN (1998: 20).  
54 HEUSSI (2000: 125).  
55 DANIEL–ROPS (1957: 1,513).  
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As a sign of strengthening Roman primacy, Pope Miltiades received 
the Lateran Palace from Constantine in 313, which, with its newly created 
offices and the buildings raised in the area, had become the seat of the 
Bishop of Rome. In 320, Pope Sylvester started building a church over the 
grave of Peter in testimony to the primacy Rome still possessed within the 
Church.56 Rome’s special authority is also substantiated by the fact that the 
Patriarch of Constantinople was, in the forthcoming period, becoming 
little more than an instrument of the Emperor’s will. The Pope himself did 
manage to retain his independence, but Rome’s relations with the 
Byzantine Emperor were anything but close, meaning that its claim to 
primacy could mostly be upheld over the western areas.57  

The Papacy’s claim for exclusive authority, and the question of 
primacy, first became the focus of controversy following the resolutions of 
the Council of Nicaea. It is still a matter of debate what attitudes were later 
adopted towards Rome’s self-styled leading role by the eastern and 
western areas, and by various trends within western Christianity.58 
According to most scholars, the greatest obstacle in the realization of 
Christian unity is the critical approach itself towards Papal primacy.59 A 
solution seems to present itself by the redefinition of the term primacy: the 
Pope’s primacy means the primacy of respect or love and not a leading 
role over the Church.60 
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THE DEFENSE-IN-DEPTH  
IN THE ROMAN EMPIRE 

GÁBOR HORTI 

Throughout its history, the Roman Empire had always been in favour of 
conquests. But in the second century A.D., there was a slight change in 
strategy and the Empire was forced more and more into a defensive mode. 
Though conquering new territories for different reasons had always been a 
goal for emperors, the Roman Empire built and developed its defenses 
until the end of its time. The main objective of my paper is to provide a 
short insight to the various defensive mechanisms and strategies of the 
Roman Empire, and to elaborate on the final phase, the defense-in-depth. 
The concept of defense-in-depth was first introduced by Edward N. 
Luttwak, who demonstrated that the Roman Empire had a “grand strategy” 
in relation to its defensive systems. The theory will be examined 
thoroughly and one main area of defense will be introduced: Roman 
Pannonia. 

At the end of the first and beginning of the second centuries A.D., the 
leaders of the Roman Empire underwent a slight change concerning their 
perspective of foreign policy. Until that time, they followed the strategy of 
conquest. Newly acquired territories and newly formed provinces provided 
economic prosperity and served the Emperors’ cult of personality. At the 
time of Princeps Augustus, there was a slight pause in conquering new 
territories after the catastrophe of Teutoburg Forest.1 Augustus saw that 
the conquest had to end eventually and that Rome should concentrate on 
consolidating its power and defending its frontiers.2 After his death, his 
successor, Tiberius, neglected Augustus’ advice and the policy of conquest 
was reinstated. It was not until the reigns of Hadrian (117–138 A.D.) and 
Antoninus Pius (138–161 A.D.) that the borders of the empire were 
consolidated and construction of permanent fortifications began.3 

By this time, the political and military leaders of the Roman Empire 
realized that they had reached the peak of their power, their radius of 

                                                           
 

1 SZÉKELY (2001: 12). 
2 SZÉKELY (2001: 12). 
3 LUTTWAK (1976: 145). 
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action, meaning that no further occupation of foreign lands was possible 
without the significant loss of economic and human resources.4 At this 
point, the length of the borders of the Empire was more than five thousand 
kilometres. Throughout these borders, numerous peoples lived and were a 
possible threat to Rome, due to their predominantly hostile attitude 
towards the Empire. Several attacks in the second century A.D. showed 
that a strong defensive network was necessary to protect the people and 
the economy of Rome, verifying the need for the construction of the 
border defenses.5 

Regarding geographic and structural aspects, we can distinguish four 
different types of border systems. The first is the ripa, defined as 
constructed defenses along a river border. The ripa was mainly present in 
the European territories, along the Rhine and the Danube, since here the 
borders of the Empire were pushed to these natural limits. The second 
border system was the constructed border, which had two different 
subtypes. The first subtype was defensive measures along a fortified wall, 
for example Hadrian’s Wall. 

 

 
Figure 1: Hadrian’s Wall. GOLDSWORTHY (2003: 157). 

The second subtype was defense alongside a network of fortifications and 
a military road that, called the limes road. There was no wall, like in the 
case of Britannia, and no continuous river borders or other natural 
formations that could help in the defense of the Roman territories. An 
excellent example of this type is the defenses of the Near-East.6 The fourth 
type of border system was naval defense. There were only a few of these 

                                                           
 

4 Due to the strongly centralized state and insufficient logistics capabilities, the 
Roman Empire could not maintain the policy of conquest. Further occupation of 
lands would have excessively high costs. Balázs Kákóczki discusses this matter in 
detail: KÁKÓCZKI (2004: 18–34). 
5 LUTTWAK (1976: 145); WILLIAMS (2000: 92); SOUTHERN (2002: 14–17); 
ZAHARIADE (1976: 385–398). 
6 For example defenses of the Strata Diocletiana. MILLAR (1993: 183–184). 
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borders, the most significant and highly established being the forts of the 
Saxon shore.7  

 
Figure 2: The Saxon Shore. JOHNSON (1983: 200). 

This defense was put into use in the third century A.D., and underwent 
modifications in the fourth century, when the Saxon raiders intensified 
their attacks on Britannia.8 

                                                           
 

7 JOHNSON (1983: 200; 209). 
8 JOHNSON (1983: 211–212). 
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Concerning topographical aspects, three different types of defensive 
mechanisms were employed in the Roman Empire. In chronological order 
these are the linear defense, the elastic defense and the defense-in-depth.9 

According to Edward N. Luttwak, the linear defense was the first to be 
adopted at the beginning of the second century A.D. By this time, the 
Roman Empire had pacified its inner territories and provinces, decreasing 
the need of the army in these lands.10 Therefore, the Roman military 
command stationed the whole of its military power along the newly built 
limes and ripa. The network had several disadvantages—one of the main 
shortcomings was that a large-scale attack of enemy troops could penetrate 
the linear defenses. Furthermore, when the adversaries got through Roman 
defenses there were no additional armies or obstacles that could stop 
them.11 This way severe damage was done during the second and third 
centuries A.D. The system operated not later than the middle of the third 
century, the time of the great crisis. 

During the roughly 20–25 years of crisis there was no real central 
administration and command, but rather several different autonomous 
territories with their own leaderships.12 This way, no central strategy could 
be applied and the defensive structures no longer represented a significant 
barrier, for neither the outer nor inner enemies of Rome. More stress was 
put on the development of the Roman armies, especially on the mounted 
troops and army mobility.13 Luttwak states that the elastic defenses were 
based only on those improvements.14 No real defensive line was in use and 
when an enemy mounted an attack on Roman territory, the armies were 
mobilized to meet the adversaries on the field.15 Battles were mainly 
fought on Roman land, resulting in the overall suffering of the civilian 
infrastructure and the economy.16 

                                                           
 

9 The defensive systems are clearly defined only by their topographical aspects. 
Although there are numerous features that can serve as the basis for investigation 
of the Roman border systems, the main issue of the present study is to analyse the 
defensive strategies of the Roman Empire based on EDWARD N. LUTTWAK’s theory 
and his topographic-centred investigation. 
10 LUTTWAK (1976: 145); WILLIAMS (2000: 92); SOUTHERN (2002: 14–17); 
ZAHARIADE (1976: 385–398). 
11 WILLIAMS (2000: 13–15; 92); SOUTHERN (2002: 66–134). 
12 WILLIAMS (2000: 13–15; 92); SOUTHERN (2002: 66–134); LUTTWAK (1976: 154). 
13 The reformed mobile armies could cover the distance of 74 kilometres on a daily 
basis: SOUTHERN (2002: 81–101); WILLIAMS (2000: 13–15; 92–93). 
14 LUTTWAK (1976: 130–131). 
15 LUTTWAK (1976: 130–131). 
16 I believe that Luttwak’s theory of elastic defenses could be questioned on the 
basis of several different aspects. First of all, there was no central government at 
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The reign of Diocletian and the Tetrarchs brought changes. Defenses 
were reestablished and defensive measures were reformed according to the 
new threats that surrounded the Empire. The construction of the defense-
in-depth could have begun at this time.17 According to Luttwak, this 
defensive mechanism included two main parts. A layer of fortifications 
along the borders of the Empire that were arranged into different strata and 
in such order, that if an enemy army penetrated through the face of the 
defenses, it would find itself surrounded by Roman fortifications on all 
sides, sometimes called the “kill zone”.18 The forts went through 
modernization comparable to that from the second century, and these new 
installations allowed the facilities to defend themselves so long as an army 
was mobilized to relieve them.19 

The second main feature of the defense-in-depth was the mobile and 
reformed armies of the Empire.20 Minor forces were stationed in the 
border provinces, and larger armies were stationed in those territories that 
had the highest military threat level, including the Near-East, the Lower 
Danube region, the Western territories, and Italy. The layers of 
fortifications and the mobile armies formed the defense-in-depth 
together.21 

In 1976, Edward N. Luttwak introduced the theories of linear and 
elastic defenses, as well as the concept of defense-in-depth in connection 
with the Roman Empire. In The Grand Strategy of the Roman Empire 
From the First Century A.D. to the Third, Luttwak states that the Roman 
Empire was able to adapt these different defensive strategies in 

                                                                                                                         
 

the period, meaning no central strategy could be applied. On the other hand, the 
period was too short—roughly 20–25 years—and the Emperors of the Roman 
Empire could maintain their rule for only brief periods, meaning they also lacked 
the time to employ a new general defensive strategy. The period in question, and 
the period after the rule of the Severians, is a transitory period in which no “grand 
strategy” was employed. Emperors only had the time and capacity to respond to 
threats and incursions. Putting emphasis on the development of the army may 
prove that the goal of the Emperors was to reunite the Roman Empire and to fight 
invading barbarians. 
17 LUTTWAK (1976: 131); SOPRONI (1978: 193). 
18 LUTTWAK (1976: 131). 
19 Further readings about the structural upgrades and modernizations: WILLIAMS 
(2000: 93–94); SOUTHERN–DIXON (1996: 127–147); GUDEA (1974: 179); LANDER 
(1980: 1051); ATANASSOVA-GEORGIEVA (2005: 248); SZILÁGYI (1952: 214); GRÓF–
GRÓH (2006: 20–21); PETRIKOVITS (1971: 200–201); WILKES (1986: 3; 59–60); 
GREGORY (1996: 190–193); NAGY (1946: 37–62); JOHNSON (1983: 31–55). 
20 LUTTWAK (1976: 131). 
21 LUTTWAK (1976: 131). 
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chronological order, and the defense-in-depth was the most highly 
developed strategy introduced by Diocletian.22 

Not long after the concept was introduced, J.C. Mann (1979), Fergus 
Millar (1982), and Benjamin Isaac (1993) conceived their criticism of it.23 
Although these scholars accepted some statements of Luttwak, they did 
not completely agree with his core statement that the Roman Empire was 
able to adapt central defensive strategies. Based on archaeological and 
textual evidence, and military sciences, all three scholars agreed that the 
Empire had such a vast extension of territories and borders, and so many 
different types of enemies, that by no means could a central strategy be 
used on all fronts. In addition, there is no known source that mentions such 
central policies, and emperors did not have enough time and capacity to 
introduce such acts. 

In the following thirteen years, Luttwak’s theory was moved on the 
margin of the research of Roman times. In 2005 Adrian Goldsworthy 
published The Complete Roman Army, in which he moved on a more 
balanced position concerning Luttwak’s statements.24 According to 
Goldsworthy, the evidence available to prove the aforementioned theory 
was in balance with the evidence available against it, including all of the 
previously mentioned source types. Goldsworthy also claims that the 
research could not draw concrete conclusions on the matter, and that 
further investigation was required on all frontier types of the Roman 
Empire.25 

According to topographical aspects, I believe that there could have 
been a “grand strategy” as Luttwak claims it, but not completely in the 
way he described it.26 The concept of a general defensive strategy should 
be based on a more thorough analysis, and several other analytical features 
should be introduced to describe the defensive system of Rome. In my 
opinion, the theory of the defense-in-depth can be approved, though not as 
a “grand strategy,” and instead as one aspect of the general defensive 
method that was used in the late Roman Empire. 

The defense systems of province of Pannonia are an excellent example 
of this clarification of Luttwak’s findings, since in their later phase they 

                                                           
 

22 LUTTWAK (1976). 
23 MANN (1979: 175–183); MILLAR (1982: 1–23); ISAAC (1992). 
24 GOLDSWORTHY (2003). 
25 GOLDSWORTHY (2003: 200–206). 
26 LUTTWAK uses the term “Grand Strategy” for the general strategies of the 
Roman Empire, including the linear defenses, the elastic defenses and the defense-
in-depth. The term also implies that there has been a central strategy that the 
emperors of Rome could have used as a general defensive technique. 
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were an excellent example of the defense-in-depth. The area in question 
gradually came under military conquest at the beginning of the first 
century A.D., and officially acquired provincial status during the reign of 
Claudius (41–54 A.D). Pannonia had always been a frontier province, and 
military unrest was permanent along its borders, resulting in at least two 
legions being constantly present in the territory. Pannonia belongs to the 
ripa type of frontier zone, as the Danube separated the Roman territories 
from the Quadi, Marcomanni, and the Sarmatians. The ripa itself had two 
different parts: the northern part, which we can call ripa Svevica, and 
eastern part, which we can call ripa Sarmatica. This distinction became 
more significant when the province was first separated into two, then into 
four different (sub)-provinces. The last changes were initiated during and 
subsequently after the reign of Diocletian.27 

Adequate evaluation of the province’s defenses can be made due to the 
available research material of Pannonia. Although it is far from being 
totally uncovered, a demonstration of the different layers of defense and 
the structure of the defense-in-depth is possible. Sándor Soproni undertook 
a topographical analysis of Pannonia but today, additional information is 
available to us for a more complex investigation.28 

                                                           
 

27 BREEZE (2011: 171). 
28 SOPRONI distinguishes among three different layers of defensive measures. The 
first was the Devil’s Dyke, the second were the fortifications on both sides of the 
Danube and finally, the third layer was the inner fortifications. SOPRONI (1978: 
192–210). I believe that the picture is more complex, and I will elaborate on the 
question in the following part of the article. 
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1. Figure: Pannonia in the 4th century A.D. and the Devil’s Dyke. MRÁV (2011: 7). 
The first layer of defense was diplomacy. Rome always endeavoured to 
have its neighbours in her favour, generating a line of defense outside the 
Roman core territories. The situation was similar in the case of Pannonia. 
In the north, the Marcomanni and the Quadi lived along the borders of the 
late Roman province of Pannonia Prima. After the incursions of the 
second century A.D., the wars with the Marcomanni and Quadi, the 
relations with the Germanic tribes were diverse. Periods of peace and war 
changed frequently and similarly to the eastern ends, war was fought at the 
end of the third century A.D.29 On the Sarmatian territory there was even 
greater military unrest. They waged war on the Romans multiple times, 
even in the late third century. Diocletian himself took the victorious prefix 
‘sarmaticus’ at least four times.30 But, by the middle of the fourth century, 
under the reign of Constantine (306–337) or Constantius II (337–361),31 
these people became an important part of the later Roman defenses. 
Possibly with the help of Roman engineers, the Devil’s Dyke was 
constructed, its goal being to defend the Sarmatian territories. Although it 
was not an effective defensive structure, the Roman Empire warrantied the 
land enclosed by it, so any army or people which crossed the Dyke’s lines 

                                                           
 

29 KOVÁCS (2011: 6). 
30 SOUTHERN (2002: 144); WILLIAMS (2000: 76–77). 
31 BERTÓK (1995: 168); VISY (1989: 31). 
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with a hostile purpose would face not only the Sarmatians, but the Roman 
army, as well.32 As it was the case in 332 A.D., when Gothic tribes crossed 
the Devil’s Dyke, Constantine himself met them on the field and defeated 
the Goths together with the Sarmatians. This way, as long as Rome could 
keep up the status quo with the bordering natives, they would fight along 
Rome in case of an enemy invasion, protecting Roman lands, as well. 

The second line of defense was the Roman fortification network on the 
left bank of River Danube. Along the ripa Svevica there are only three 
known counterforts: Celamantia, a medium sized, probably auxiliary fort 
encompassing 3.1 hectares, a defended harbour fort, and one fort of 
unknown type.33 I believe that there should be more fortifications in this 
area, since on the eastern part, at the ripa Sarmatica, there are at least 
eight counter fortifications.34 Of these, there are numerous defended 
harbour forts, one quadriburgium type, and additional unclassified forts. 
Their role was to maintain defensive positions on the most important river 
crossings and to make an advanced guard of the Empire, to keep a military 
presence on barbarian lands. 

The next line of defense was the Danube itself. Since it was not 
regulated at time, crossing the river was not easy, even for smaller groups 
of raiders. The Romans held the most important crossings, with the river 
fleet—the classis Pannonica—patrolling the area.35 This way, it was 
exceedingly difficult to remain unnoticed by Roman eyes, and to cross the 
Danube successfully. 

The following layer of defense was the line of fortifications on the 
right bank of the Danube. According to the current state of excavations, 
there are fifty-four fortifications on the right bank, along the limes road.36 
Among these, all the major fortification types can be found. Most of them 
are medium and small sized fortifications and, of the classified types, there 
exists one quadriburgium, four defended harbour forts and five legionary 
or auxiliary fortifications. In addition to the fortifications, there was a 
network of watchtowers (burgi) which were positioned between the major 
forts. The purpose of these burgi was to keep an eye on the frontier, to 
alert the forts in case of an attack, and to maintain a line of 

                                                           
 

32 BERTÓK (1995: 165; 167); MRÁV (2009: 58); MRÁV (2009b: 389); TÓTH (2009: 
31–61); VISY (1989: 23); VISY (2000: 128–129); VISY (2003: 141). 
33 VISY (2000: 109); VISY (1989: 56). 
34 VISY (1989: 55–94); VISY (2000: 77–118); SOUTHERN (2002: 1449); WILLIAMS 
(2000: 76–77). 
35 BERTÓK (1995: 165). 
36 VISY (1989: 39–121); VISY (2003: 15–129); VISY (2000: 55–122); VISY (2003b: 
47–203). 
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communication. The sole presence of fortifications could be enough for 
barbarians to reject the idea of an attack against Roman territories. Since 
they did not have the technology and capacity to maintain sieges, a small 
watchtower could have been a major obstacle for raiding parties. 

The final layer of defenses was the inner fortifications. Fourteen inner 
forts and walled cities could have been served as points of defense in case 
of an attack.37 

Behind the northern frontier, the ripa Svevica, there could have been 
more than one layer of defense.38 If we look at the major roads connecting 
the cities, we can form defensive triangular formations which were ideal 
for surrounding the enemy. This system was designed in a way so the 
different layers of fortifications were meant to work together as one unit. 
Since Pannonia was an endangered province, it must have had a minor – 
provincial mobile army. It could have had been housed in one of the inner 
forts, or walled cities, such as Poetovio or Siscia, since these cities already 
served as army bases in the time when the province was conquered.39 A 
larger mobile force could have been stationed on the Balkans, since the 
whole region was threatened by barbarians. However, the location of this 
mobile force is still unknown. 

In my opinion, the mechanism was able to operate this way with 
minimal loss of manpower, wealth and goods. If fortifications were able to 
hold the enemy in the border zone, the economic potential of the province 
could have been preserved. 

Concerning Pannonia, the topographical analysis of the frontier proves 
that the defense-in-depth was adopted. It had five distinct layers of 
defense: diplomacy, counterforts, the Danube, the line of fortifications on 
the right side of the river, and the inner forts and walled towns. Regarding 
the theory of Edward Luttwak, I trust that it can be accepted, but with 
several major amendments. First, the different types of defensive measures 
he described may not be used to define “grand strategies”. The analysis 
Luttwak worked out is solely based on topography and therefore is not 
thorough enough to describe the complex system that the Roman Empire 
used from the second century A.D. His theory may be accepted as one 
important step in completing a full analysis. 

On the other hand, Diocletian was not able to construct the entire 
system by himself. He could have started the modifications and created the 
basis for the new system, one which was finished under Constantine the 
Great. Furthermore, we are aware of building programs much later, such 

                                                           
 

37 TÓTH (2009b: 28–156). 
38 MRÁV (2011: 7). 
39 VISY (2000: 125–127). 
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as those undertaken during the reign of Valentinian I. I believe that the 
defense-in-depth could not have been entirely completed at all. The 
network of fortifications was in a constant change and development until 
the fall of the Western Empire, and in the East even further. It is clear that 
from the end of the third century A.D., a new defensive system was 
developing, but it is also clear that further and more complex investigation 
is needed for us to be able to define the defensive systems and “grand 
strategies” of the Roman Empire. 
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