Giving Life to the Straw Man: Haverfield, Romanization, and Soft Power


For scholars who are part of the post-colonial generations that have grown up subsequent to the post-World War II decolonization movements, Romanization has become a taboo word in the study of the ancient world.  Some scholars have adopted positions recommending its complete abandonment because of its connotations of British Imperialism, and paternalistic Western notions of the simplicity of colonized peoples and cultures (Webster 2001), while others have advocated retaining the term in a stripped-down version devoid of this Edwardian colonial baggage (Mattingly 1997; Keay and Terrenato 2001).  For many post-colonial scholars, the mere use of the term conjures images of government officials in velvet smoking jackets sitting in leather chairs in dark wood-clad private libraries contemplating how to employ Tacitus at university as a training manual for colonial administrators.  

The anathematization of the term Romanization has produced a significant backlash against the initial exposition of the concept as proposed by Francis Haverfield in The Romanization of Roman Britain (cf. Webster 2001; Hingley 2000; 2005).  Yet, many of these attacks have more to do with antipathy toward socially constructed Edwardian attitudes surrounding imperialism than with the actual elements of Haverfield’s argument.  Accordingly, Haverfield has often been set up as a “straw man” easily demolished in panegyrics of racial equality, multiculturalism, and cultural relativism.  This is not to suggest by any stretch of the imagination that Haverfield’s attitudes are acceptable by modern standards.  Clearly they are the product of an Edwardian cultural context and should be stripped from any model of Romanization employed in the 21st century.  However, they should not continue to be used as easy avenues allowing scholars to dismiss the substantive elements of Haverfield’s paradigm without engaging in a critical assessment of their worth.     

Of those scholars who have sought to deal substantively with Haverfield’s model (Haverfield 1915), the main concern has been with the teleological nature of cultural contact proposed (Hingley 2005).  They purport that Haverfield’s argument assumes that native peoples mindlessly and completely adopted Roman goods in a one-way acculturative imposition simply because Roman goods and lifeways were superior and represented a more developed civilization.  I contend that this is a gross oversimplification of Haverfield’s schema based on a cursory examination of his argument (cf. also Freeman 1996).  

This paper revisits Haverfield’s Romanization in its fully nuanced version as a corrective to the “straw man” versions that have been attacked over the past two decades.  The talk will suggest that rather than representing a strictly teleological framework based on the inevitable superiority of Roman culture, the essence of Haverfield’s Romanization has much in common with the notions of soft power as formulated by the political scientist Joseph S. Nye, Jr. (Nye 1990; 2004).  Nye defines soft power as when one entity gets what it wants because others – “admiring its values, emulating its example, aspiring to its level of prosperity and openness – want to follow it” (Nye 1994, 5).  Both Nye’s and Haverfield’s models have the advantage of couching the acculturative process within the context of power relationships, something that has been noticeably absent from many post-colonial frameworks.  The paper will conclude by highlighting the applicability of a Haverfield-Nye model for acculturation through a brief case study of the two-way acculturative relationship between Roman and Etruscan society.
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