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Scholars, military men, and casual observers alike have 
devoted significant energy to understanding how the 
armies of the Roman Middle Republic (300–100 BCE) 
were able to function so effectively, examining their 
organization, hierarchy, recruitment, tactics, and ideology 
in close detail. But what about the concerns, interests, and 
goals of the soldiers who powered it? The present study 
argues that the military forces of the Middle Republic were 
not simply cogs in the Roman military machine, but rather 
dynamic and diverse social units that played a key role in 
shaping an ever-changing Mediterranean world. Indeed, 
the soldiers in the armies of this period not only developed 
connections with one another, but also formed bonds 
with non-military personnel who traveled with them as 
well as inhabitants of the places where they campaigned. 
The connections soldiers developed while on campaign 
gave them significant power and agency as a group. 
Throughout the third and second centuries BCE, soldiers 
took collective actions, ranging from mutiny to defection to 
looting, to ensure that their economic, social, and political 
interests were advanced and protected. Recognizing the 
communities that Roman soldiers formed and the power 
that they exerted not only reframes our understanding 
of the Middle Republic and its armies, but fundamentally 
alters how we conceptualize the turbulent years of the 
Late Republic and the massive social, political, and military 
changes that followed.
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Chapter 0: 
INTRODUCTION

0.0: The Roman Army at Rhegium

In the immediate aftermath of the Pyrrhic War, the Roman Forum was 
witness to a gruesome scene. At some point in the late 270s BCE, several 
hundred Campanian soldiers serving in the Roman army were led into the 
Forum where they were summarily scourged and beheaded, a punishment 
which Polybius notes was “in accordance with Roman custom” (κατὰ τὸ παρ’ 
αὐτοῖς ἔθος).1 The ignominy that these men faced did not end with death; 
the mourning and burial of the dead was allegedly forbidden by a decree of 
the Senate.2 The steep price paid by these soldiers was a consequence of their 
disobedience in the field. Several years earlier, they had participated in an 
unauthorized takeover of Rhegium, a southern Italian town sitting on the toe 
of Italy’s boot. 

The gruesome and brutal punishments meted out to the soldiers in this 
episode is certainly shocking to the modern observer. Indeed, it would have 
been an arresting image even for ancient readers. The second-century BCE 
Greek audience reading Polybius’ account of the incident would have found 
several aspects of the scene hair raising, in particular, the defilement of a 

	 1	 Polyb. 1.7.12. All translations unless otherwise noted are my own.
	 2	 Val. Max. 2.7.15; Frontin. Str. 4.1.38.
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ritual space like the agora and the use of decapitation as a form of capital 
punishment.3 Polybius takes full advantage of the shock value that the 
episode generates. The scene is the first appearance of the Romans in his text 
and, as such, the Greek historian uses it to give his reader a broader sense of 
their national character. An important part of Polybius’ ploy is that his Greek 
readers would not have only viewed such behavior as shocking, but as typical 
of barbarians.4  Polybius was emulating the well-pedigreed Greek tradition 
of depicting barbarians as engaging in various forms of brutal and inhumane 
slaughter.5 

However, as Erskine argues, barbaric brutality does not quite do justice to 
Polybius’ characterization of the Romans in this episode.6 While barbarians 
can engage in such behavior without any forethought, the Romans have an 
underlying aim in their harsh punishment of the soldiers. Their objective, 
according to Polybius, was to maintain military discipline and to ensure that 
soldiers serving in the Roman army would never again engage in such acts 
of insubordination. It should hardly be surprising that Polybius, who saw 
order and efficiency in the form of military discipline as a driving force in 
the Roman conquest of the Mediterranean, wanted this aspect of the Roman 
character to become immediately apparent to his audience.7 As such, Polybius’ 
Romans are introduced to his readers as doubly terrifying. Not only were 
they brutal like barbarians, but their brutality performed an important and 
effective function: it transformed their military forces into a well-disciplined 
and ordered unit that would eventually conquer the entire Mediterranean.

	 3	 Parker 1983, 19; Erskine 2013b, 121-122. While execution did occur in the ancient 
Greek world, it usually did not involve the spilling of blood (e.g. Plut. Agis 19-20 for 
strangulation as a less bloody form of execution). 

	 4	 It is interesting to note that Polybius himself never uses the term βάρβαροι of the 
Romans. The three instances in which the Romans are referred to as such in his Histories 
occur in speeches (cf. Agelaus’ speech at 5.104.1-11, Lyciscus’ speech at 9.32.3-39.7 and 
Thrasycrates’ speech at 11.4.1-6.8). Champion 2000, 425-444 discusses all three incidents 
and their implications for Polybius’ view of the Romans more broadly.

	 5	 Cf. Aesch. Pers. 371; Hdt. 9.78-9. For more on decapitation as a form of punishment 
among the Romans, see Voisin 1984, 241-293; Bauman 1996, 18-19. On capital punishment 
in antiquity more generally, see Cantarella 2011.

	 6	 Erskine 2013b, 123-124. 
	 7	 As exemplified by Polybius’ discussion of military order and efficiency in Book 6 

(e.g. Polyb. 6.19.5-20.7, 6.37.1-23). Champion 2004, 67-94; Erskine 2013a, 231-246 provide 
a discussion of how military order and efficiency function in Polybius’ explanation of Roman 
success.
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Ancient and modern authorities have generally followed Polybius’ focus 
on military discipline in their analysis of this scene. The actions taken by 
the Roman state to reprimand the soldiers at Rhegium and the publicity 
surrounding the punishment have been viewed as evidence of the centrality 
of discipline and obedience in the construction of Roman military culture as 
early as the third century BCE.8 There is, however, another side to this story 
that has received little attention. Given the alleged centrality of discipline and 
obedience in the Roman army, why did the soldiers at Rhegium commit an act 
that amounted to treason and risk the possibility of such a brutal punishment?

While many of the details of the sacking of Rhegium are uncertain, the 
ancient sources allow us to construct a basic narrative of events.9 During the 
late 280s, a Roman army consisting of a few thousand Campanian soldiers 
was sent to garrison Rhegium, which had appealed to Rome for protection 
against either Pyrrhus or the powerful southern Italian communities of 
Tarentum and Bruttium.10 After a few years in Rhegium without incident, the 
soldiers massacred and expelled its inhabitants and took over the town.11 The 
soldiers remained in control of the town for several years while the Romans 
were occupied with the war against Pyrrhus and the Greeks in southern Italy. 
Once these difficulties had abated, the Romans sent a second army to besiege 
Rhegium, which defeated the garrison after a protracted engagement. Most 
of the rebellious soldiers at Rhegium were killed in the siege, but the few who 
survived were sent to Rome and punished as described above. Our sources are 
largely in agreement as to why the soldiers at Rhegium attempted such a bold 
endeavor. Beginning with Polybius, the tradition holds that the troops were 

	 8	 Valerius Maximus, Livy, and Frontinus all focus on the exemplary nature of the 
punishment the soldiers to highlight the severity of Roman military discipline (cf. Machado 
2021 which examines the tension between Polybius’ description of discipline and actual Roman 
practice). Rampelberg 1988, 599-618 discusses the event as an instance of mass punishment 
and Stewart 2012, 88-92 argues that mass execution was employed as a method of control and 
coercion against both slaves and soldiers during the third and second century BCE.

	 9	 The list of sources that discuss the episode at Rhegium is long: Polyb. 1.7.6-13 (whose 
account according to Gelzer 1933, 133-135 derives from Fabius Pictor); Livy Per. 12, 15; 
Livy 28.28.1-6, 31.31.6-7; Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 20.4-5; Diod. Sic. 22.1.2-3; Val. Max. 
2.7.15; Frontin. Str. 4.1.38; App. Sam. 19-21; Cass. Dio fg. 40.7-12; Oros. 4.3.3-5. 

	10	 Walbank 1957, 1.52-53 lays out the difficulties in establishing 1) when the garrison 
was established; 2) the size of the garrison and 3) the Roman and/or southern Italian 
involvement in the incident.

	11	 There is some debate whether all the Rhegian citizens were killed or just the 
aristocracy as in the accounts of Livy and Cassius Dio.
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captivated by Rhegium’s significant wealth and grew envious of the affluence 
and prosperity of its inhabitants.12 The Roman soldiers – particularly, their 
commander, Decius Vibellius, a military tribune of Campanian origin – were 
unable to control their desires and devised a plan to take over the town and 
dispossess its inhabitants. 

But the explanation that the sources provide does not hold up to historical 
scrutiny; the ancient accounts of the episode are replete with well-documented 
historiographical tropes. The impetuosity of the troops at Rhegium is 
consonant with elite perceptions of the army. Ancient historians, by and 
large, considered the soldiery as an armed and more dangerous extension of 
the plebs/demos: fickle, irrational, and incapable of moderation.13 Further, the 
focus on the Campanian identity of the troops and their commander, Decius 
Vibellius, renders suspect claims about the envy inspired by the wealth of 
Rhegium and the devious manner in which the town was captured.14 As 
a result of the defection of Rome’s Campanian allies during the Second 
Punic War, Roman historians were notably hostile towards the region’s 
inhabitants. They claimed that the fertility of Campanian land generated 
excessive wealth, creating a culture of indolence, greed, and immorality for its 
citizens.15 In this scene, the use of these well-worn tropes serves the purpose 
of placing blame on the shoulders of the Campanian soldiers at Rhegium and 
deemphasizes Rome’s conspicuous lack of action during the episode.16 The 
standard narrative of the ancient sources offers hardly any insight into the 
circumstances that motivated the behavior of the Roman army at Rhegium.

An alternative and more interesting explanation for the behavior of 
the soldiers at Rhegium, however, is found in Livy’s account of the event.17 

	12	 Polyb. 1.7.8; Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 20.4.3; App. Sam. 19.
13	 Eckstein 1995, 165-172; Fulkerson 2013, 162-167. Milne 2009 discusses the 

construction of the Roman soldier in the Republican period more generally.
14	 Syme 1955, 129 discusses Decius’ origin and family (cf. Cic. de Lege Agraria 2.93).
15	 Oakley 1998, 289-290, 302-303, 366; Burton 2011, 252-254.
16	 Dench 1995, 78-79; Champion 2004, 106-107 (pace Miltsios 2013, 23-24) emphasize 

this aspect of the passage.
17	 Dionysius of Halicarnassus also offers an alternative explanation for the actions of the 

soldiers. Dionysius claims that Decius was able to incite the soldiers to take over the town by 
informing them that the Rhegians were about to stage a revolt, slaughter the garrison, and hand 
the town over to Pyrrhus (Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 20.4.4). While Decius was making this 
pronouncement to his soldiers, a messenger arrived bearing a letter which claimed that Pyrrhus 
was sending 500 soldiers to take over the city. Dionysius provides two different explanations of 
the letter’s origin. The first relates that the letter was written by Decius himself; while the second 
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Although Livy’s narrative of the incident at Rhegium in Books 12 and 15 
has been lost, the episode is discussed in some detail in a speech delivered 
by Scipio Africanus to his mutinous troops in Hispania in 206.18 Scipio 
brings up the takeover of Rhegium in the context of asking his soldiers what 
exactly they hoped to achieve through their seditious behavior (quae mens, 
quod consilium uestrum fuerit scire uelim).19 Despite Scipio’s claim that no 
such behavior is ever justifiable (quamquam nullum scelus rationem habet), he 
notes that the capture of Rhegium by Decius’ army was motivated by rational 
thinking when compared with the actions of his own rebellious soldiers.20 He 
says that the soldiers at Rhegium acted within the framework of the Roman 
army, describing the group of soldiers as a legio who followed the orders of 
a Roman officer, the military tribune, Decius Vibellius (sed D. Uibellium 
tribunum militum secuti sunt).21 On the other hand, his own soldiers chose to 
break away from their commander and follow an Umbrian semilixa. Further, 
Scipio points out that the actions of the soldiers at Rhegium did not harm 
the Roman state, but rather strove for the betterment of their own situation. 
Unlike the soldiers in his own army who reached out to the leaders of the 
enemy forces, Indibilis and Mandonius, the soldiers garrisoned at Rhegium 
had no contact with any of the various Roman enemies who lurked in southern 
Italy like Pyrrhus or the Samnites and Lucanians.22 The army at Rhegium 
saw the wealthy city as a permanent place to settle and their actions followed 
a contemporary precedent set by the seizure of Capua by the Etruscans and 
Messana by the Mamertines.23 There was no such precedent for Scipio’s army 
nor was the land suitable for his troops to settle as Hispania was much too far 
from the families of these soldiers.24 

claims that the letter was sent by the consul, Fabricius (Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 20.4.5-6). The 
former of these stories is unexceptional and fits with the general narrative found in the other 
ancient historians. The latter of these two stories, however, would imply Roman complicity in 
the slaughter of the Rhegians. Such a conspiracy seems unlikely, since in Dionysius’ account, it 
is Fabricius himself who four years later attacks the garrison at Rhegium and restores the town to 
its former inhabitants (pace Dench 1995, 78-79 and Fronda 2010, 174).

18	 Livy had his own version of the incident at Rhegium; the author of the Periochae tells 
us that he chronicled the scene in Books 12 and 15.

19	 Livy 28.28.1.
20	 Livy 28.28.1.
21	 Livy 28.28.4.
22	 Livy 28.28.4-5.
23	 Livy 28.28.6.
24	 Livy 28.28.7-8.
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Scipio’s discussion of the actions of the troops at Rhegium does not rely 
on the usual commonplaces about soldierly irrationality and depravity that 
we find in other accounts, but rather attempts to consider the episode from 
the point of view of the men involved. In Scipio’s retelling of the incident at 
Rhegium, the soldiers take rational and coordinated action to protect and 
advance their own interests. We should, however, be cautious of concluding 
that Scipio’s speech offers an accurate assessment of what motivated the 
soldiers at Rhegium to take action. The speech does not represent either the 
actual words that Scipio used on this occasion nor a critical historical analysis 
of the behavior of the soldiers at Rhegium. The speech was a Livian creation 
aimed, in part, at conveying what the historian deemed most appropriate 
for the particular historical actor in the particular historical moment.25 Nor 
should we lose sight of the fact that the speech also served Livy’s larger literary 
agenda. By recalling and commenting on an event that Livy had referred 
to earlier in his work, the historian was entering into an internal discourse 
within his work on the purpose and value of examples from the past. The 
framing of Rhegium as a historical exemplum marks the discussion of the 
soldiers and their motivations as part of a larger dialogue that, as scholars 
like Chaplin and Roller have shown in detail, stretches across the entirety of 
Livy’s work.26  

0.1:	A Social Historical Approach to the Armies  
	 of the Republic

Regardless of its value as a historical document about the actions of 
the soldiers at Rhegium, Scipio’s speech evinces an important reality about 
Roman armies more generally.27 His description of the incident at Rhegium, 
not to mention the fact that the speech is delivered in the context of a mutiny 
of his own troops as a result of payments long in arrears, reveals that Roman 
armies and the soldiers that comprised them had concerns beyond their 
military duties and that they were more than capable of taking action to 
ensure that these concerns were addressed. The image that Scipio presents 

25	 While providing what seems to be a generous explanation of the incident at Rhegium, 
in this same scene, Livy casts aspersions at the indolence and greed of the soldiers who 
mutinied at Sucro.

26	 Chaplin 2000; Roller 2018.
27	 See Chapter 7, pp. 241-242 for a fuller discussion of the incident at Rhegium.
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coincides with the tranche of scholarly work over the last sixty years that 
has demonstrated incontrovertibly that Roman armies and the men that 
comprised them did much more than just “wage war.” Indeed, in the wake of 
the horrific loss of life in the World Wars and amidst constant fear of another 
large scale conflict during the Cold War, scholars of Roman armies began 
to transfer their focus away from traditional studies of tactics, strategy, and 
operations.28 As a part of a larger academic movement known as New Military 
History, these scholars set out to study in detail the lives and experiences of 
men on campaign as well as how these realities transformed Roman society 
on a local and global level.29 Discoveries in epigraphy, archaeology, and 
papyrology which provide explicit evidence about the lives of these men who 
fought in Rome’s army, and the application of sociological frameworks to 
this new evidence has brought about a complete change in understanding of 
the Roman military.30 Such studies, to quote Simon James, have transformed 
soldiers to “social agents, not robots, men with their own values, aspirations, 
families, and social networks beyond their regiments” whose actions and 
interests shaped the history of the Mediterranean world.31 Recognizing 
Roman troops as agents with connections to broader society changes our 
understanding of Roman military forces. No longer can we hold that the 
Roman military writ large was a “machine.” Rather, Roman military forces 
should be seen as dynamic social organisms that shaped and were shaped 
by the various worlds they inhabited. These forces were agents capable of 
protecting and advancing their own social, economic, and political interests 
even in the face of opposition from the state’s structures of power.

There is, however, one aspect of Scipio’s description of the army at 
Rhegium that does not fit well with the research on Roman forces discussed 
above: the time period. Works emphasizing that Roman soldiers and armies 
were dynamic and powerful social forces rather than implements of war 
have, by and large, focused on the armies from the Imperial period. Simply 
put, Roman forces from the third century BCE, like the ones that took over 
Rhegium during the Pyrrhic war and rebelled against Scipio at Sucro, do not 

28	 For a detailed historiography of the Roman Imperial army as well as the epistemological 
problems presented by traditional approaches, see James 2002, 1-50.

29	 Lendon 2004, 441-449 traces the rise of social historical approaches in the study of 
the Roman army within the context of other trends in historical scholarships. 

30	 See Chapter 1, pp. 39-41 for a more detailed discussion of these scholarly trends.
31	 James 2002, 42.
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figure in the larger scholarly discussion about Roman armies as dynamic sites 
of interaction and agency.32 There are two major reasons for the absence of 
Roman forces from the Republic from this scholarly discourse. The first is 
evidentiary. The plenitude of epigraphic and archaeological evidence  from 
the Imperial period that pertains to Roman soldiers and the units and armies 
they served in simply does not exist for the Republic. Though the work of 
archaeologists in Spain, France, and other places in the Mediterranean is 
starting to correct this imbalance, the type of work that historians of the 
Roman Empire have been able to do in excavating the social realia of the 
Imperial army has, to put it bluntly, not really been possible for the armies of 
the Republic. The second major reason for the absence of Republican forces 
from these kinds of studies seems to be the belief of some scholars that the 
frameworks used to study the armies of the Empire would simply not be 
applicable for their earlier counterparts.  For example, A. D. Lee has stated 
that adoption of the framework of community would be “largely irrelevant” 
for the Republic “since the legions traditionally comprised part-time soldiers 
who undertook military service during each year’s campaigning season, 
in between periods of farming their land.”33 Armies raised and dismissed 
seasonally would, in Lee’s view, not be able to form the kinds of social bonds 
nor impact the peoples and places where they campaigned in the same 
ways that the professional standing armies of the Imperial period did in the 
centuries after the fall of the Republic.

This present volume positions itself in response to this particular nexus 
of issues in scholarship. Through a close examination of the military forces of 
third and second century BCE, this book argues that thinking of the Roman 
forces of the Republic as spaces for interaction and agency is valid, possible, 
and, most importantly, a valuable historiographical operation.34 At the heart 

32	 Exceptions to this general rule: Taylor 2017; 2020c. There have been some attempts 
to bring armies from other periods of the Republic into these social historical frameworks. 
Armstrong 2016b, 101-119 attempts to develop a conception of military cohesion for the 
archaic period using social psychology. Brice 2003; de Blois 2007, 164-179; Keaveney 2007, 
9-35, 71-92; Brice 2020a; 2020b have stressed the power and agency of armies during the 
Late Republic.

33	 Lee 2020, 114.
34	 As a shorthand, I will at times refer to this period as the Middle Republic. As Flower 

2010, 24-28 notes, the Middle Republic is traditionally defined as beginning sometime 
between 367 and 264 BCE and ending at latest by 100 BCE. For a new and more dynamic 
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of this scholarly intervention is the claim that over the course of these two 
centuries, the nature of military service transformed Roman forces into 
dynamic social entities much like their later imperial counterparts. Far from 
rag-tag citizen-soldier militias engaged in short-term campaigns, the armies 
of the third and second centuries were diverse groups, consisting not just of 
citizen-soldiers, but also allied forces from Italy and beyond as well as a large 
coterie of non-military personnel, that traversed the Mediterranean world 
on multi-year campaigns in support of the Republic’s imperial endeavors. 
What’s more, these troops were not hermetically sealed behind the walls of 
Roman military camps – they interacted and formed relationships with the 
inhabitants of the places in which they served as well. Following from these 
observations, it is thus a central contention of this book that armies of the 
period served as essential sites of interaction between different groups of people 
in Rome’s burgeoning empire, including but not limited to citizens and allies, 
conquerors and conquered, free and enslaved peoples, and women and men. 
Put another way, the Roman forces and the connections and interactions they 
developed during the third and second centuries BCE were essential to the 
making and shaping of Rome’s Mediterranean empire.

The other major claim of the work is that the connections and interactions 
that Roman troops had in this period gave them real power and agency. Not 
only did the bonds that developed between men who served together empower 
them to take collective action to protect and advance their own interests, but 
the systems and structures of the armies of this period, with their focus on 
promoting internal cohesion on the battlefield, gave them a powerful toolkit 
for doing so. This assertion is substantiated by the frequency of resistance and 
disobedience on the part of Roman forces in this period. The various mutinies, 
conspiracies, desertions, and instances of disobedience that Roman forces 
took part in reveal the significant influence that they could exert on various 
structures of power throughout the Roman world to advance their economic, 
social, and political interests. Moreover, the diversity of individuals involved 
meant that the impacts of these actions were wide-ranging. They were not 
just felt at Rome; they reshaped the economic, social, and political landscapes 
of the entire Mediterranean during the third and second centuries BCE. In 
making these two claims, this work makes a significant contribution to the 

reading of the Middle Republic, with broader chronological and methodological scopes, see 
Bernard and Padilla Peralta 2022. See pp. 23-28 for further discussion of my choice to focus 
on the third and second centuries.
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understanding of the Roman military in this period by offering a corrective 
to the traditional perception of armies of the third and second centuries as 
defined by discipline and patriotic devotion to the Roman state.35 

Beyond advancing our understanding of the army of the third and second 
centuries, this study also makes contributions to several broader aspects of 
Republican history as well. As a work of social history, it contributes to and fits 
in with a spate of recent scholarship on the Middle Republic that is radically 
transforming how we conceptualize this crucial period of Roman history. 
These works, which are driven in tandem by new archaeological evidence and 
a desire to decenter the aristocratic elite, have drawn attention to the lives of 
various non-elite groups such as slaves, foreigners, women, and laborers and 
shown how such groups drove literary, religious, and architectural innovation 
within it.36 In addition to the contributions that this work makes to the study 
of non-elite actors in the Middle Republic, it also builds on recent studies of 
popular power in the Roman Republic that emphasize how such power was 
actuated beyond and, at times, in contravention of traditional institutional 
pathways.37 Roman troops were able to use their ability to act collectively 
as well as their broad-ranging social networks to challenge the power of the 
Roman aristocratic elite beyond the ballot box. By highlighting the power and 
frequency of these actions, this project sheds new light on the long-standing 
debate about the political character of the Roman Republic.38 The powerful 
yet temporary nature of many of the interventions made by Roman troops 
suggests that the framing of the current debate about the political character 
of the Republic requires a recalibration in terms of the way it conceptualizes 
popular power.

35	 Claims about the discipline and patriotism of the Roman Republican army are 
deeply embedded in the scholarship of the topic, drawing largely from Polybius’ discussion 
in Book 6 and stories from the Roman annalistic tradition preserved by Livy. For some 
examples of the prominent place that these ideas hold in scholarship, see Nicolet 1980, 105-
109; Keppie 1984, 38; Horsmann 1991, 1-4; Peddie 1994; Southern 2007, 145-147; 
Hölkeskamp 2010, 175-179; Brand 2019.

36	 Slaves: Stewart 2012; Richlin 2017; Padilla Peralta 2017, 317-369; Čulík-Baird 2019, 
174-197. Foreigners: Isayev 2017; Padilla Peralta 2020a, 203-227. Women: Schultz 2006; 
DiLuzio 2016; Flower 2018, 252-263; Padilla Peralta 2020a, 186-202. Laborers: Bernard 
2018; Mogetta 2021.

37	 Courrier 2014; Rosillo-López, 2017; Jewell 2019, 1-41; Rosillo-López, 2022.
38	 E.g. Millar 1984, 1-19; 1986, 1-11; 1989, 138-150; North 1990, 277-287; Pina Polo 

1996; Yakobson 1999; Hölkeskamp 2000, 203-223; Mouritsen 2001; Flaig 2003; Morstein-
Marx 2004; Hölkeskamp 2010.
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The study also speaks to the question of Rome’s relationship with recently 
conquered people during the Republic. The complexity that emerges from 
this study allows us to move beyond categorizing these relationships as either 
breeding enmity or serving as a mechanism for integration.39 We see that non-
Roman troops used military service to advance their economic, social, and 
political goals, goals that were sometimes aligned with that of the Roman state 
and at other times directly opposed to it. As to the former, the project expands 
on recent research that has highlighted service in the Roman army as a means 
of economic and social advancement in Italy by incorporating auxiliary soldiers 
into this narrative.40 I demonstrate that service in the Roman armies created 
new economic opportunities as well as new forms of socio-political capital in 
Hispania, Greece, and Asia Minor in the second century BCE. As to the latter, 
my focus on instances of disobedience and insubordination highlights how 
military service proved a fertile ground for resistance, as it not only brought ruler 
and ruled together, but also empowered the oppressed group to take collective 
action. These observations put my project in dialogue with recent work that 
has sought to establish more firmly the place of resistance and rebellion in the 
Roman world.41

0.2: Periodizing Roman Armies 

Before discussing the method and approach that I will use to substantiate 
these claims, there are two preliminaries that must be addressed. The first of these 
is the vexed question of periodization and, more particularly, why I have chosen 
the third and second centuries as the chronological bounds of this study. As 
Harriet Flower has demonstrated quite clearly in Roman Republics, periodization 
is an important intellectual project with significant consequences. Flower shows 
that the use of terms like “the Republic” to describe the political systems of the 
Roman state used over the period of five centuries not only creates the idea of 
a monolithic and static historical entity, but smooths over the dynamic process 

39	 Pfeilschifter 2007, 27-42 (cf. Mouritsen 2001).
40	 Italian advancement via military service: Rosenstein 2012; Kay 2014; Roselaar 2019. 

Auxiliary troops in the Republic: Hamdoune 1999; Prag 2007, 68-100; 2010, 101-113; 2011, 
15-28; 2015, 281-294; Gauthier 2020, 283-296.

41	 For recent work on rebellion in the ancient world, see Urbainczyk 2008; Gambash 
2015; Lavan 2017, 19-38; Machado 2020, 229-255.



voluntas militum24

of historical change.42 To that end, Flower proposes breaking “the Republic” 
into six different republics, each of which is defined by changes in political 
praxis ushered in by legislative reform.43 While this periodization offers a novel 
way of viewing the Republic, John North has noted that Flower has prioritized 
politics and political change in defining the different eras and argued that there 
well may be other ways to periodize the Republic depending on the category 
of analysis applied.44 The dialogue between Flower and North offers a useful 
paradigm for periodization for this project.45 Following from North’s critique, 
I have chosen not to use Flower’s schema of republics for my own work quite 
simply because Roman military systems did not move in lock-step with Roman 
political praxis. But while Flower’s chronology is not suitable for a discussion 
of Roman military systems, I have nevertheless tried to use her heuristic of 
historical continuity and change in thinking about how periodization works for 
this particular project and its interests.

 There are a number of changes at the start of the third century that 
point to it as the beginning of a new period of Roman military history.46 
First, the period around the turn of the third century saw a massive increase 
in the amount of manpower available to the Romans. After Rome’s victory in 
the Great Latin War in 338, the Roman state granted citizenship in various 
forms to the people of Latium, rendering them liable for military service. 
The decades that followed saw the Roman state expand their manpower base 
even further. In addition to granting citizenship to a number of neighboring 
peoples like the Hernici and Sabines, the Romans also brokered alliances with 
various Italic city-states which required them to provide military support when 
asked.47 So effective was Rome’s newfound means of expanding its military 
manpower that Polybius could claim that on eve of the war with the Celts 
in 225 BCE the Roman state had 770,000 soldiers, citizens, and allies, who 
were capable of bearing arms.48 While the accuracy of Polybius’ claim has 

42	 Flower 2010, 6-15.
43	 For the schema and justification, see Flower 2010, 18-34.
44	 North 2010, 469-472.
45	 Cf. Padilla Peralta 2020a, 11 for the usefulness of reading North and Flower in 

conjunction with one another.
46	 Armstrong 2020, 76-79 offers a clear summary of these arguments.
47	 On civitas sine suffragio, see recently Ando 2016, 175-179; Tan 2020, 60-65; Sisani 

2021, 95-148.
48	 Polyb. 2.24 (cf. Taylor 2020a, 27-34; Pearson 2021, 62-70 for analysis and the vast 

bibliography about this particular notice).
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been hotly debated, the larger point that he was trying to convey is certainly 
correct – the Roman system of citizenship and alliance allowed the state to 
conscribe and deploy massive armies in the aftermath of these changes. Over 
the course of the third and second centuries, the Roman military system 
could raise in excess of ten legions and the commensurate number of allies 
whenever it needed to.

Coincident with this ability to conscript increasingly large numbers of 
soldiers was a change in the geographic scope of Roman military operations. 
While Rome’s wars in fifth and fourth centuries were primarily fought against 
its neighbors in central Italy, the first half of the third century saw the state 
using its new sources of manpower far beyond these immediate confines. 
Rome sent forces all over the Italic peninsula, from Bruttium in the South 
to the furthest reaches of Etruria and Picenum in the North, completing 
the conquest of the entirety of Italy by 264. Simultaneous with the Roman 
conquest of Italy in this period were two other events that opened the doors to 
the possibility of warfare outside of the peninsula. The first was the invasion 
of the Italic peninsula by Pyrrhus of Epirus in 280, an event that brought 
Rome into sustained conflict with a power outside of Italy for the first time. 
This war saw the Romans band together not just with various Italic peoples 
to oppose Pyrrhus, but with Carthage as well. The interactions that Rome 
had with Carthage throughout the war, including the contentious siege of 
Tarentum in 272, set the stage for our second major event. The decision to 
go to war with Carthage in 264 marked the first time that Roman armies 
left the Italic peninsula. Whatever the motivation was in this particular case, 
it was a moment from which the Romans never looked back. For the next 
two centuries, the deployment of soldiers outside of Italy for the purpose of 
fighting a foreign enemy was not the exception, but the rule.

Concurrent with the transformation of the scope and scale of Roman 
warfare were a number of tactical changes. The most prominent of these 
was the replacement of the phalanx that had dominated Italic warfare in 
centuries prior with the manipular legion.49 Rather than employing a large 
massed front, the manipular legion instead deployed a number of smaller 
units (manipuli) with gaps between in a checkerboard fashion. Though debate 
remains about the exact circumstances that brought about the adoption of 

49	 Other changes include the adoption of new Celtic weaponry including the pilum and 
scutum, on which see Armstrong 2017, 65-74; Taylor 2020c, 31-65.
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the maniple, modern scholars and ancient sources generally agree that the 
shift must have occurred at some point in the late fourth century BCE.50 We 
find evidence of manipular tactics being used by Roman forces already in 
accounts of battles in the early third century.51 As was the case with changes 
in recruitment and the geographic range of Roman warfare, these changes 
were not ephemeral. Polybius lauds the maniple as a key tactical advantage 
that enabled the Romans to defeat the Hellenistic forces that they faced in 
Greece and Asia Minor in the second century. 

These changes in the early third century, as numerous scholars have 
noted, not only altered the operation of Roman military forces in the short 
term, but came to define Roman warfare over next two centuries. But in 
addition to fashioning a new and different way of war, these changes are 
meaningful to our present study because they fundamentally changed the 
ways in which the men who served in Roman military forces interacted with 
one another. The expansion of manpower to include not just people from 
the city of Rome, but people from all over Italy made Roman military forces 
something of a laboratory of empire, brokering interactions between peoples of 
different statuses and cultures within Rome’s growing imperial realm. Roman 
cives, Latin cives sine suffragio, socii from Campania, and recently conquered 
Samnites not only fought side-by-side, but lived and worked in close proximity 
with one another. What’s more, the increasing geographic scope of warfare 
meant, as we shall see in Chapter 1, that campaigns became increasingly 
protracted and thus provided more time for troops to interact and develop 
connections with one another. The increasingly far-flung nature of Roman 
warfare also brought these troops into contact with new peoples and places. 
Even the tactical changes alluded to influenced the social realities of men 
serving in Roman military forces. As I will describe in full detail in Chapter 
2, the maniple regulated the way that troops were housed within the camp 
and thus shaped how and when they interacted with each other. Moreover,  
manipular tactics, as I discuss in Chapter 4, were predicated on empowering 
units to take collective actions that they saw fit. The encouragement that the 
system provided for men to work together and make decisions of their own 
accord on the battlefield created new pathways for action beyond prescribed 
military activities as well.

50	 For different views on the adoption of the maniple, compare Taylor 2020b, 38-56 
with Armstrong 2020, 84-89.

51	 Taylor 2020b, 39-40 (cf. Plut. Pyr. 21.6; Polyb. 1.33-34).
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When did this period initiated by the series of reforms enacted at the turn of 
the third century end? All of the aforementioned structures were very much still 
in place when Polybius was writing in the middle of the second century.52 The 
Roman legions, consisting of a mix of both citizen-soldiers and allies, operating 
with manipular tactics, and deployed to all corners of the globe described above 
not only seem au courant to the Greek historian, but are central to his vision of 
Rome’s military systems. In the decades following the completion of Polybius’ 
work, however, it is clear that things were beginning to change. After the 
destruction of Carthage and Corinth in 146, the extent of Roman warmaking 
slowed considerably. Similarly, archaeological evidence from late second century 
Hispania seems to suggest that Roman tactics may have started to move away 
from the maniple.53 Furthermore, some scholars have argued that this period 
saw a significant change in the demographics of Roman armies, as a result 
of what appears to be steadily declining property requirements for military 
service.54 But it is ultimately difficult, due in part to the nature of our literary 
sources for the late second century, to evaluate the larger importance of these 
changes. It is unclear, for example, whether the shift to cohort-based warfare 
was a peculiarity of Hispania or a broader phenomenon. Similarly, it is hard to 
ascertain whether the notices of the reductions in property requirements in our 
sources were just one-off measures or more permanent ones.55 

It rather seems that the turn of the first century offers a more definitive 
dividing line.56 A number of changes that occurred in the first two decades of 
the first century marked a major departure from the way of warfare that defined 
the two centuries prior, in the process altering the social dynamics of Roman 
military forces that are central to this book. One such change was the granting 
of citizenship to all Italic peoples at the end of the Social War in 89 BCE. The 
grant of citizenship to the allies fundamentally altered the key aspect of the way 
in which the armies of the prior period were organized. Indeed, the legislation 
erased the distinction between citizen and allied soldiers that was so prominent 
in the armies of the third and second centuries. From that point forward, all 

52	 Rawson 1971, 13-31; Dobson 2008 provides the most comprehensive overviews of 
Polybius’ treatment of the Roman army in Book 6.

53	 Bell 1965, 404-422; Dobson 2008, 408-410; Taylor 2019, 81.
54	 E.g. Brunt 1971, 75-77; 402-408; Gabba 1976, 1-19.
55	 Rich 1983, 310-316; Gauthier 2016, 105-108; Cadiou 2018 passim.
56	 Clark 2014, 14-15 offers a similar suggestion in terms of the beginning of the first century 

as the end-point of an era of Roman war-making (though she differs in the starting point).
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troops recruited from the Italian peninsula served as legionary soldiers. This 
change smoothed over some of the critical complexities and tensions – the 
franchised conquerors fighting alongside, but simultaneously privileged over 
the disenfranchised conquered – that defined the social dynamics of the forces 
of the third and second century. The granting of citizenship to all peoples of 
the Italic peninsula also changed the composition of Roman armies. Since 
there was no longer a need to recruit soldiers from the city of Rome and its 
environs, the army became overwhelming Italic, that is non-Roman, in origin. 

This shift in composition appears to have been accompanied by a shift in 
tactics as well. The cohort, originally an administrative unit used to organize 
the Italian allies, and not the maniple was now the primary tactical unit of the 
Roman army.57 The adoption of the cohort meant different configurations of 
soldiers, both within the Roman camp and in the field, creating new ways in 
which men within the army interacted with one another and new possibilities 
of collective action. Last but not least, the types of wars that Roman soldiers 
fought in during the first century were different than the centuries prior. 
While Roman military forces were still being deployed for the purpose of 
imperial expansion in places like Gaul and Asia Minor, the outbreak of the 
Social War in 90 and the eruption of civil war between Marius and Sulla in 
88 ushered in a sixty-year period that was defined by internecine conflict. 
These wars shifted the political, social, economic, and demographic landscape 
of the Mediterranean world to such a degree that institutions and practices 
that developed in this crucible and its aftermath could not but be different 
from what came before it.

0.3:	Roman Military Forces in the Third  
	 and Second Centuries

Now that we have established the chronological setting for our 
investigation, let us move onto our second and final preliminary: a brief 
description of Roman military forces in the period. Since the units that 
composed Roman military forces in the period will take center stage in the 
present work, briefly discussing their composition and organization will help 
us to understand better the main actors in our narrative as well as the various 
plots and subplots in which they were enmeshed. 

57	 Taylor 2019, 81-82.
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As mentioned above, the armies that feature in this book largely coincide 
with the aforementioned manipular army described by Polybius in Book 6 
of the Histories. At the heart of the armies of this period were land-owning 
Roman citizens. As Polybius records, Roman citizens who met the property 
requirements and were of age were called to levy in the Campus Martius prior 
to every campaign.58 The chosen soldiers were enrolled in legions, roughly 
4,000 to 6,000 in strength, and assigned to one of three heavy infantry lines: 
the hastati, the principes, and the triarii.59 Each of these lines were subdivided 
into maniples that consisted of 120 men in the case of the hastati and principes 
and 60 in the case of the triarii. Accompanying these heavy infantry units 
were light armed forces, known as velites. The velites, who were, according to 
Polybius, the youngest and poorest of the men enrolled in the legion, did not 
belong to their own company, but were divided equally among the three lines 
of heavy infantry.60 The infantry was joined by a complement of 300 equites 
or cavalry, who were divided into ten turmae consisting of thirty men each.61 
Roman cavalrymen, as both Cicero and Dionysius of Halicarnassus note, 
were drawn from citizens with the highest census rating and thus represented 
the wealthiest Roman citizens in the army.62

The legion of citizen-soldiers deployed were supplemented by massive 
numbers of non-Roman troops. Our sources suggest that, beginning in the 
late fourth century, individual Italic states allied to Rome contributed troops to 
Rome’s military endeavors. At first, the contingents were organized on an ad 
hoc basis and, as such, these units were of varying size and operated under the 
command of local leaders.63 However, the requirements of the Second Punic 
War – the constant fighting, the multiple arenas of war, the massive loss of 

58	 Polyb. 6.19-20 (cf. Pearson 2021, 17-27 for commentary on this passage).
59	 There is significant controversy over the number of soldiers in a legion in this period 

(cf. Sumner 1970, 67-70; Brunt 1971, 672-675; Roth 1994, 347; Pearson 2021, 39-41). Polyb. 
3.107.10 claims that the standard size of the legion is 4,200, but the count from Polyb. 
6.21.10 suggests something more to the effect of 4,500. From Livy’s accounts of the Second 
Punic War, legions seem to be about 5,000 in strength and he later mentions at 44.21.8 a 
legionary strength of 6,000. 

60	 Polyb. 6.21.7.
61	 Polyb. 6.25.1-2.
62	 Cic. Rep. 2.39; Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 4.18.1.
63	 Some examples of these ad hoc Italian bands in the earlier part of the third century 

BCE: the Samnite Herius Potilius and 4,000 men (Zon. 8.11; Oros. Hist. 4.7.12) and Oblacus 
Volsinius and his group of Frentanian soldiers at the battle of Heraclea (Dion. Hal. Ant. 
Rom. 19.12; Plut. Pyrr. 16.8-10).
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life as well as the new ambitions that it inspired – led to the formalization of 
the role of the Italian allies (socii) within the Roman army.64 By the end of the 
third century, the number of troops that each allied community was expected 
to contribute was concretely defined and, as Polybius attests, these troops were 
placed under the control of a Roman commander and given a place within the 
Roman camp.65 From this point forward, allied infantrymen were, at least, as 
numerous in Roman armies as their citizen counterparts, while the number of 
allied cavalrymen was usually more than double that of the equites.66 

Socii were not the only non-Roman soldiers who served Roman military 
forces. The Roman armies of this period also relied heavily on troops who 
hailed from outside the Italic peninsula. These troops, sometimes referred to 
in our sources as auxilia externa, were often but not always recruited locally 
in support of Roman military efforts in a particular region. As was the case 
initially with the socii, these troops served under the command of local 
potentates who had aligned themselves with Rome.67 These troops performed 
a wide variety of roles in support of the Roman armies of the period. These 
units, for instance, served in local garrisons, protected important trade routes, 
and provided numerical reinforcement on the battlefield.68 Additionally, 
certain auxiliary units were recruited for their expertises; we know that the 
Romans employed Numidian cavalry or Balearic slingers quite simply because 
they were regarded as particularly skilled soldiers.69

Though the vast majority of what follows will focus on the armies of the 
Middle Republic, we will also at certain times speak of the men who served in 
Roman naval forces as well. Though the exact origins of Roman naval power 
remain a topic of significant debate, recent years has seen the development of 

64	 Frederiksen 1984, 224-230; Kent 2012, 99-106.
65	 The contribution requirements for allied towns are often referred to in modern 

scholarship as the formula togatorum, but the phrase only exists in one place, line 21 of the 
lex Agraria of 111: socii nominisve Latini quibus ex formula togatorum milites in terra Italia 
inperare solent (cf. CIL I2 585, Crawford 1996, 113-180 for the whole inscription). There are, 
however, a handful of references in Livy to formulae related to conscription (e.g. Livy 
22.57.10, 27.10.2). For more on such practices, see Mommsen 1881, 3.672-676; Brunt 1971, 
545-548; Lo Cascio 1994, 309-328.

66	 Polyb. 6.26.7, 6.30.2 (cf. Rich 1983, 323-324; de Ligt 2007, 117).
67	 Prag 2010, 101-113.
68	 Cf. Prag 2007, 70-80 for compilation of the ancient evidence.
69	 Numidian cavalry (e.g.): Livy 27.5.6-7, 32.29, 38.41; Frontin. Str. 1.5.16 (cf. Horsted 

2021, 8-10). Balearic slingers (e.g.): Livy 38.29.5; Frontin. Str. 4.7.27.
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a consensus that the Roman state had some nascent form of naval operations 
by the end of the fourth century BCE.70 By the end of the First Punic War, 
however, the situation had changed – Rome not only had a navy as large as 
Carthage, their more seaworthy rival, but they were capable of maintaining it 
as well. As scholars like Steinby have shown, these forces were crucial to Roman 
success in a number of wars that followed.71 While we have some knowledge of 
Roman naval operations as a whole in the third and second centuries, we do not 
know much about the hundreds of thousands of men who served in the Roman 
navy in this period. The brief anecdotes that we do have mention a number 
of different groups who served in the Roman navy, with varying degrees of 
frequency. As the use of the term socii navales to describe the crew of Roman 
fleets suggests, the vast majority of the men who served in Rome’s navy were 
likely of Italian origin. Scholars have posited that the Romans also probably 
relied particularly on Italian coastal towns to outfit their navy because such 
places would have likely had stronger sailors.72 Along similar lines, the coloniae 
maritimae, a set of citizen colonies established along the coast of the Tyrrhenian 
sea in the fourth and third centuries, also supplied crews for Roman fleets during 
this period.73 Freeborn Roman citizens, apart from those recruited from coloniae 
maritimae, occasionally served in the navy, as did Roman freedmen and slaves 
particularly in times of need.74 In addition to the boats that the Romans built 
and manned themselves, it is worth noting that Roman naval forces consisted 
of auxiliary units as well. In these situations, the communities contributing the 
ships likely also outfitted them with a crew made up of local recruits.75 

0.4: Methodology, Sources, and Outline

Now that we have identified the argument, setting, and dramatis personae 
of this study, let us now plot out how the rest of the work will proceed. In 
addition to laying out the structure of the present study, I want, in particular, 

70	 Steinby 2007, 29-84; Pitassi 2011, 69-89.
71	 Steinby 2007, 108-219 details the importance that naval warfare played in Roman 

warfare between the Second Punic War and the Third Macedonian War.
72	 Thiel 1954, 32, 74; Goldsworthy 2003, 34.
73	 Salmon 1963, 3-33; Mason 1992, 75-87.
74	 On proletarii as rowers, see Brunt 1971, 65; Rosenstein 2002, 170-172. On freedman 

being called up for naval service, see Welwei 1988, 28-44; Mouritsen 2011, 71-72. On the use of 
galley-slaves during the Second Punic War, see Libourel 1973, 116-119 (cf. Thiel 1946, 196-198).

75	 Thiel 1954, 73.
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to flag the methodologies and sources that I will employ therein. As discussed 
above, there is a relative paucity of evidence for the third and second centuries 
in comparison to later periods and, as such, I want to gesture at how I intend 
to deal with these evidentiary limitations. Such gesturing, however, will be 
preliminary rather than comprehensive, as I have reserved more detailed 
discussions of the methodologies that I employ as well as my approach to 
source material in situ.

The book can be broadly divided into two parts. The first part, which 
consists of the first three chapters of this book, aims to demonstrate that 
Rome’s military forces in the third and second centuries were dynamic social 
entities. These chapters are not only united by the topic that they pursue, 
but also by a shared approach. Borrowing the theoretical framework that 
scholars have used so productively to understand the social dynamics of 
military forces of the Imperial period over the past forty years, these chapters 
examine the armies of the third and second century as communities. Using 
this heuristic, these chapters chart the connections that Roman troops of 
this period developed within and beyond the walls of the camp while on 
campaign. In addition to drawing our attention to the range of people that 
Roman troops in this period interacted with, the chapters also zero in on the 
various factors that mediated and shaped these interactions. 

  Chapter 1 (“Middle Republican Armies as Communities”) argues 
that, contrary to objections of Lee discussed above, the forces of the Middle 
Republic can and should be considered communities much like their Imperial 
counterparts. The chapter begins with an analysis of how the armies of the 
period constituted what sociologists have termed natural communities. The 
increasing length of campaigns in the third and second centuries BCE as well 
as the configuration of Roman camps meant that the men who served in these 
forces lived and worked in close proximity to one another for a number of 
years. Moreover, these men also participated in shared rituals and interacted 
with one another in a number of communal spaces in the Roman camp as 
well. But it was not just the fact that these men inhabited the same spaces 
and took part in the activities that fostered a sense of community in these 
forces. Rather, I contend that these forces can be understood as ideological 
communities as well. Indeed, the spaces, hierarchies, and relations of Roman 
armies in this period were modeled on and compared to preexisting ideas 
of community such the polis and familia. These metaphors provided an 
additional level of depth to the connections that formed as a result of the 
more “natural” aspects of Roman military service throughout the period, 
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ultimately bringing together a diverse group of soldiers from a wide variety of 
social, ethnic, and economic backgrounds.

In Chapter 2 (“Unit Identity”), I expand on the discussion in the 
previous chapter by examining the bonds that formed between soldiers at the 
unit level. The chapter begins with a look at the connections that developed 
among citizen-soldiers serving in the same maniple. Using a combination 
of numismatic and literary evidence, I argue that the maniple served as an 
important repository of identity for the soldiers who served in them. The sense 
of shared identity was not only fostered through the constant interactions 
between men serving in the same maniple, but also by a clearly articulated 
ideology that centered on the manipular standard. The second half of the 
chapter draws on a mixture of art historical, epigraphic, and literary evidence 
to analyze units consisting of allied and auxiliary soldiers. I contend that 
allied and auxiliary units, much like their citizen-soldier counterparts, 
possessed a strong sense of collective identity. This, however, was not only 
due to the close quarters in which soldiers from the same unit worked, but 
also because these units tended to be organized by ethnicity. Men serving in 
an allied cohort or auxiliary detachment shared not just the same experiences 
of warfare, but a language, culture, and history as well. A key point that 
emerges throughout this chapter is that the strength of these unit level bonds 
worked simultaneously to support and challenge the larger superstructures 
of the armies in this period. On one hand, the sense of cohesion made these 
units powerful and resilient fighting forces. On the other hand, the strength 
of unit level bonds created the possibility of resistance and conflict when the 
goals of the unit did not align with those of the army. 

The connections that Roman troops made beyond the walls of the 
camp during the third and second centuries are the topic of Chapter 3 
(“Connections Beyond the Castra”). The chapter begins with a discussion 
of Scipio Aemilianus’ actions at Numantia in 134 BCE, in which the famed 
general kicked out all non-military personnel from the Roman camp. While 
scholars have focused primarily on the episode as indicative of Roman 
military discipline, I use this scene as a starting point for investigating the 
wide variety of non-military personnel in and around Roman camps in 
the context of a mobile Mediterranean world. The chapter then traces the 
evidence for interactions between Roman soldiers in this period and the three 
groups of people that Scipio allegedly kicked out of the camp at Numantia: 
slaves and merchants, women, and religious personnel. Though our literary 
record is not particularly forthcoming about these interactions, the few 
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anecdotes that we possess, when combined with archaeological discoveries 
and comparative evidence from the Hellenistic period, paint a vivid picture 
of the connections that Roman troops built beyond the camp walls while 
on campaign. What emerges is that military forces in the Middle Republic 
were hardly the cloistered and monastic institutions that scholars have long 
perceived them to be. Rather, they were actively developing connections and 
building communities with peoples from all over the Mediterranean world.  

Chapter 4 (“From Community to Collective Action”) is the fulcrum on 
which the book pivots. It argues that the nature of Roman military service 
enabled and prepared Roman soldiers to take collective action to protect and 
advance their interests. Drawing on insights from Social Identity Theory, I 
contend that the sense of community that developed in Roman forces primed 
them to take collective action. The priming of troops for collective endeavors 
was reinforced by the nature of the tactics and strategies that Roman 
armies employed in the field. Manipular tactics, in particular, depended on 
the ability to take part in coordinated collective action and thus served to 
regularize such behavior and give troops practice enacting it. To demonstrate 
the extent to which Roman soldiers were empowered to act collectively, I 
highlight how Roman armies were able to reorganize in the absence of a 
commander by examining the recovery efforts after Cannae and the defeat 
of the Scipiones in Hispania during the Second Punic War. After addressing 
some deterrents that may have countervailed against these incentives to 
collective action, the chapter then moves on to consider the frequency with 
which such action occurred. Through a close interrogation of the biases and 
gaps of our historical record, I contend that the evidence we do have suggests 
that soldiers took forms of mass collective action to protect their own interests 
rather frequently in the third and second centuries BCE. The final part of the 
chapter attempts to locate my discussion of collective action within a larger 
theoretical framework of popular power articulated by Dipesh Chakrabarthy 
in order to move beyond problematic presuppositions about the nature of 
popular movements in modern scholarship.

Drawing on the theoretical frameworks laid out in Chapter 4, the second 
part of the book argues that Roman forces during this period were able to 
act collectively to advance their own interests and that such actions shaped 
the social, economic, and political realities of the worlds they inhabited. 
Military service gave those serving in and associated with Roman military 
forces in the period the tools needed to take collective action as well as direct 
access to structures of power. The actions that resulted from this confluence 
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were quite varied in their aims and goals and naturally dependent on the 
interest of the people involved. Some of these actions were advanced within  
sanctioned institutional frameworks, while others directly challenged Roman 
structures of power. What emerges through these four chapters, in spite of the 
significant diversity in the forms, motivations, and actors involved, however, 
is that Roman military service offered a space for the exercise of collective 
popular power in a number of arenas across the Mediterranean world.

In Chapter 5 (“Material Benefits and Economic Agency”), I consider 
how Roman troops protected and advanced their economic interests while 
on campaign. At the heart of this investigation is a discussion of the role 
that they played in acquisition and distribution of booty. In addition to 
showing that soldiers were given a crucial role in the licit processes by which 
praeda was gathered and shared, I contend that soldiers seem to have rather 
frequently requisitioned booty when they were expressly instructed not to. 
Not only could such acts of disobedience not be stopped, but they were rarely 
punished. As a result, soldiers, both citizens and non-citizens, gained real 
power over a financial resource that was, as recent scholarship has shown, 
of utmost importance to the Roman state in this period. This chapter then 
moves on to consider other ways that Roman troops used collective action 
to ensure that they received the material benefits they were promised such 
as the stipendium and food rations. The chapter concludes by showing how 
non-military personnel, particularly merchants and traders, leveraged the 
connections that they developed with Roman military forces to further their 
economic interests as well.

The ways in which military service enabled troops to perform and advance 
their social status during this period are considered in Chapter 6 (“Status and 
Soldiering”). The chapter begins with a discussion of how warfare provided 
an opportunity for social advancement for enslaved people through a close 
examination of the story of the volones during the Second Punic War. Through 
this case study of the volones, I highlight the ways in which the opportunities 
and connections afforded by Roman military service provided troops with a 
means for social advancement, even in the face of strong political, cultural, 
and legal opposition. In the next section, I draw from a cache of honorific 
inscriptions to demonstrate how non-Roman soldiers took collective action 
to claim that their service in Roman armies was something worthy of public 
commemoration. These inscriptions show how the dedicators simultaneously 
drew on the privileged place of martial excellence in the Hellenistic world 
and the power and success of Rome within this world to lay collective claim 
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to social prominence. The chapter concludes by investigating how Roman 
citizen-soldiers used collective action not for social advancement, but to 
counter attempts by Roman institutions to strip them of their social standing. 
By relating how different groups of Roman citizen-soldiers responded to 
threats to their social status, I show how collective action provided troops with 
a tool to challenge the social domination of the Roman senatorial aristocracy. 

The next two chapters take on question of the political power of 
Roman soldiers during this period. Chapter 7 (“Politics: Local and Global”) 
demonstrates that the Roman military service provided a venue for non-
Romans to take politically-oriented action. It demonstrates that structural 
features of Roman warfare in the third and second centuries created 
opportunities for non-Roman troops to engage in various acts of collective 
disobedience like desertion, defection, and betrayal. These actions allowed 
non-Roman soldiers to insert themselves into larger political conversations. 
On the global level, these actions represented a form of resistance against 
Rome’s burgeoning imperial power. Such acts challenged Roman hegemony 
by taking advantage of Roman overreliance on newly conquered people for 
manpower. At the same time, these acts of collective disobedience served local 
purposes as well. Defection and desertion allowed certain polities to take on 
their rivals and gave them the opportunity to remake the power dynamics 
at a local level. But this was not the only way in which Roman military 
forces during this period fundamentally altered the politics of empire. Using 
the story of the hybridae from Hispania as a case study, the last part of this 
chapter shows how local peoples who developed connections with Roman 
soldiers made use of them to reconfigure local and provincial politics. These 
observations, when considered together and in light of what we have seen in 
earlier chapters, reveal the different ways in which Roman military service 
mediated the relationship between conqueror and conquered.

My final chapter, Chapter 8 (“Domestic Politics”), argues that the 
collective abilities of Roman soldiers also granted them substantial political 
power at Rome. Using the rejection of Aemilius Paullus’ triumph as a case 
study, I demonstrate how soldiers could use their shared experiences, their 
significant numbers, and their broad social connections to affect political 
matters of the highest order. I highlight two areas in particular where soldiers 
repeatedly and decisively brought about political change using these strategic 
advantages. First, Roman soldiers served as legitimators of their commander’s 
imperium and honores in the field and at home, as exemplified by their 
participation in the triumphal process and imperatorial acclamations, and, 
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in doing so, significantly influenced their future careers. Second, soldiers 
had the power to influence Roman policy regarding troop deployment. 
By sharing information about the realities of military service on particular 
campaigns upon returning from service, they shaped citizen attitudes towards 
the levy in the second century BCE, which ultimately led to changes in policy 
surrounding conscription. Moreover, we also see that long-serving units were 
able to act collectively to demand their release from service, forcing both their 
commanders and the Senate to alter their approach to warfare.
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goals of the soldiers who powered it? The present study 
argues that the military forces of the Middle Republic were 
not simply cogs in the Roman military machine, but rather 
dynamic and diverse social units that played a key role in 
shaping an ever-changing Mediterranean world. Indeed, 
the soldiers in the armies of this period not only developed 
connections with one another, but also formed bonds 
with non-military personnel who traveled with them as 
well as inhabitants of the places where they campaigned. 
The connections soldiers developed while on campaign 
gave them significant power and agency as a group. 
Throughout the third and second centuries BCE, soldiers 
took collective actions, ranging from mutiny to defection to 
looting, to ensure that their economic, social, and political 
interests were advanced and protected. Recognizing the 
communities that Roman soldiers formed and the power 
that they exerted not only reframes our understanding 
of the Middle Republic and its armies, but fundamentally 
alters how we conceptualize the turbulent years of the 
Late Republic and the massive social, political, and military 
changes that followed.
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