
Year 13, Classical Civilisation 

Lesson 1.3: Patronage and Amicitia 
Lesson Intentions 

a. To understand the fundamental concepts of patronage and amicitia in Roman society 

b. To explore how these vertical and horizontal relationships functioned in practice 

c. To analyse the political impact of personal networks on Late Republican institutions 

d. To evaluate how the dominance of private relationships undermined the res publica 

Understanding the Content 

What were patronage and amicitia? 

Patronage was a vertical relationship of mutual obligation between a patronus (patron) and cliens (client), 

where protection and benefits were exchanged for loyalty and services. 

Amicitia ("friendship") described horizontal political alliances between social equals, based on calculated 

mutual advantage rather than emotional bonds. 

The patron system 

What patrons provided What clients provided 

●​ Legal protection and representation in 
court 

●​ Financial assistance (sportula - daily food 
distributions) 

●​ Political influence and access to magistrates 
●​ Social status and protection from enemies 
●​ Business opportunities and 

recommendations 

●​ Political support in elections and assemblies 
●​ Morning attendance (salutatio) 

demonstrating patron's importance 
●​ Loyalty in political and legal disputes 
●​ Military service under patron's command 
●​ Public demonstrations of the patron's 

power 

 

Amicitia vs Inimicitia 

Forms of amicitia: 

●​ Electoral coalitions supporting mutual candidacies 

●​ Legislative partnerships to pass shared priorities 

●​ Marriage alliances between powerful families 

●​ Business partnerships and financial cooperation 

●​ Military alliances and shared commands 

The reality of inimicitia: 

●​ Personal vendetta often drove politics more than ideology 

●​ Rivals used prosecution, violence, and public attacks 

●​ Family feuds could span generations 

●​ Escalating violence ultimately destroyed Republican norms 
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Guided Practice 

Exercise 1.1: Source Analysis 

Cicero, De Officiis 2.69: "There is no duty more essential than showing gratitude. This is the foundation of 

life's associations and of human society itself." 

a) What does this reveal about the basis of Roman political relationships?  

b) How might this principle explain both the strength and weakness of the Republican system?  

Exercise 1.2: Relationship Identification 

Classify these relationships as Patronage, Amicitia, or Inimicitia: 

1.​ Cicero seeking Atticus's financial and political advice through letters 

2.​ Pompey settling military veterans on land grants throughout Italy 

3.​ Caesar, Pompey and Crassus secretly dividing provinces between themselves 

4.​ Clodius organizing street gangs to attack Cicero's supporters 

5.​ A senator providing legal defence for his freedman's business partner 

6.​ Cato consistently opposing any proposal associated with Caesar 

Exercise 1.3: Relationship Scenarios 

Analyse these hypothetical scenarios and determine what type of relationship is involved: 

Scenario A: Senator Marcus provides legal defence for freedman Gaius, whose family has served Marcus's 

family for three generations. In return, Gaius ensures his neighbourhood votes for Marcus's candidates. 

Scenario B: Two wealthy senators agree to support each other's sons for the praetorship, sharing the costs of 

campaigns and pooling their influence with voters. 

Scenario C: Tribune Lucius passes legislation targeting Senator Quintus's business interests after Quintus 

publicly insulted Lucius's family background in the Senate. 

a) Identify each relationship type and explain your reasoning  

b) What benefits and obligations exist in each scenario?  

c) How might each relationship affect broader Roman politics? 
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Independent Activities 

Exercise 2.1: Building Networks 

Consider how a Roman politician might build different types of relationships: 

Imagine you are an ambitious Roman politician. Plan how you would develop each type of relationship: 

Patronage networks: 

●​ What groups might become your clients? 

●​ What could you offer them? 

●​ What would you expect in return? 

Political friendships (amicitia): 

●​ Which types of politicians would make useful allies? 

●​ What mutual benefits could you offer each other? 

●​ How would you maintain these relationships? 

Managing enemies (inimicitia): 

●​ What might cause political enmity? 

●​ How could personal feuds damage your career? 

●​ What strategies might limit the damage from rivals? 

Exercise 2.2: Theoretical Analysis 

Consider this statement: "In the Late Republic, personal loyalty often conflicted with public duty." 

Questions: 

1.​ Define what is meant by "personal loyalty" and "public duty" in a Roman context 

2.​ Explain why these two principles might come into conflict 

3.​ Suggest what might happen when a Roman politician had to choose between them 

4.​ Evaluate the long-term consequences for Republican government 

Key points to consider: 

●​ The role of honour (honestas) in Roman society 

●​ How patron-client relationships created competing obligations 

●​ The difference between private advantage and public good 

●​ Why Roman institutions struggled to resolve these conflicts 
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