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Abstract

The Roman armed forces underwent extensive changes in the sixth to first centuries B.C and

there were a number of factors that led to its evolution through the years. Extensive research

into the military and socio-political history of Rome has come to the general conclusion that

the primary factor driving change in the Roman army was the societal unrest brought about

by Rome’s rapid expansion in the third and second centuries B.C. Whereas this is

undoubtedly the main impetus behind the changes, I believe that there are certain factors that

are often overlooked in the grander Roman historical narrative.

In this paper, I will draw information from various prominent scholars in the field of

Roman military history and put forward some of my speculations pertaining to elements of

Roman military development that may often go unnoticed in relation to the overarching

picture of Roman social and political history. As a result of this research, it remains that the

societal factors which created unrest and challenged the traditional Roman socio-political

system of the Republic remain the most prominent and influential factors instigating change.

However there are a number of other elements which have been brought to light that played a

large part in shaping the Roman army of the Republic. Among these are the organisational

capabilities of the Romans, their willingness to adapt to new ideas, intuitive levying methods

and the increasing scale of conflict brought about by consistent successes.
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Introduction:

“The lives of the citizens and soldiers were so closely bound together that it is sometimes

difficult to differentiate between the civilian, political and military history of the Roman

Republic, and quite impossible to conceptualize the Roman Empire without the army1”.

These words of Patricia Southern (a foremost expert on Roman history and a primary author

consulted for use in this paper) encapsulate perfectly the general conception of Rome and its

military; that state and army were so intertwined they were essentially one and the same. The

Roman military is unequivocally one of the most successful fighting forces in human history;

an organised, disciplined and adaptive automaton which, at its height, dominated the classical

world from the Straits of Gibraltar to the Persian Gulf. The Roman military is a topic that has

been written on extensively throughout history, from Polybius in the second century B.C to

scholars in the 21st. For over 2000 years the ruthless effectiveness of the Roman legion has

captivated and enthralled historians, military leaders and the general populace alike.

In traditional scholarship pertaining to the subject, the salient point regarding the

evolution of the Roman military was the increasing strain on the socio-economic system of

republican Rome that her rapid expansion in the third and second centuries brought about2.

While I am far from disagreeing with this line of thinking and agree that it was the primary

driving force for change, I believe there are factors which often get overlooked in the grander

historical narrative that are easy to miss if special attention is not paid to the Roman military

exclusively. Among these is the extraordinary willingness of the Romans to adapt to changing

situations and learn from their adversaries; the malleability and ductility of the Roman army’s

organisation in the centuries leading up to its establishment as a professional fighting force;

the ingenuity of Roman equipment, as well as their development and subsequent mastery of

logistics.

This paper will attempt to explore the multitude of factors which brought about the

extensive changes between the legendary period of the founding of the Republic, up until the

Social War in the opening decades of the first century B.C. Indispensable to this paper have

been the works on the Roman army by authors Patricia Southern, Lawrence Keppie and

Adrian Goldsworthy, among many others. Primary sources, such as Titus Livius’s Books from

2 E.g., Lawrence Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army: from Republic to Empire (London: Routledge, 2015),
231; Mary T. Boatwright, Daniel J. Gargola, and Talbert Richard J A., The Romans from Village to Empire: a
History of Ancient Rome from Earliest Times to Constantine (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2004),
100.

1 Pat Southern, The Roman Army (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2014), 1.
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the Founding of the City and Polybius’ Histories have also been referenced. Both of these

authors were loosely contemporaneous with the time period discussed herein, with Livy

writing towards the end of the first century B.C3 and Polybius in the mid-second century

B.C4.

The work has been organised into four different chapters, each covering roughly

100-200 years of Roman history. The essay has been structured chronologically (from the

sixth to the first centuries B.C) as I believe this will better elucidate the evolutionary aspects

of the subject matter. In each chapter, factors which would have had a role in developing the

Roman military in the relative time period will be discussed, with historical evidence of their

effectiveness and impact, gleaned from the sources consulted. Hopefully, by the end of this

work new insights into some neglected aspects of Roman military development will have

been brought to light.

4 T.J Luce, The Greek Historians (London: Routledge, 1997), 87.
3 Ronald Mellor, The Roman Historians (London: Routledge, 2002), 48.
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1: 550 - 290 B.C

What little we know about the Roman military in its very infancy comes primarily from two

sources: Titus Livius’, From the Founding of the City and Polybius’, Histories. The armies of

Rome in the semi-legendary kingdom period followed what can be presumed to be a

Greek-phalanx style battle order; equipped with oval shields, metal breastplates and conical

bronze headgear5. It must be noted that practically nothing is known about the actual

organisation of the military at this time, but archeology, funerary deposits and inscriptions

provide us with a somewhat cohesive material landscape6. There is a tradition that holds that

this hoplite influence on the Romans came from the Etruscans7. However, a digression into

the nature of hoplite warfare, I believe would be unnecessary and tangential in regards to the

subject matter of this paper. Therefore, let us take a look at the events and factors which

brought about some of the earliest changes to the Roman military.

1.1: Servian Reforms

The first literary evidence provided to us by Roman writers, of a drastic change in the nature

of Roman warfare and society as a whole, occurred in the mid 6th century B.C under Rome’s

sixth king Servius Tullius (578-534 B.C8). This change marked the beginning of the Roman

census, in which all adult male Romans were classified according to their wealth and

property. Tullius’ reforms divided the population into the classis (those summoned), and the

infra classem (below those summoned). The classis amounted to five different groups, with

the equites (knights/cavalry) and infra classem above and below these five classes

respectively9. These five classes were further subdivided into centuries of 100 men. The five

groups of classis, were ranked by property and wealth, and were responsible for equipping

themselves, with minimum gear requirements becoming less elaborate from the first to the

fifth class (full hoplite panoply10, to a sling or javelin). The first class provided 80 centuries,

the second to fourth 20, and the fifth class 15. The equites provided 18 centuries of cavalry

and the infra classem or proletarii were not obliged to serve11.

11 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 25.
10 See Peter Connolly, Greece and Rome at War (Barnsley, S. Yorkshire: Frontline Books Books, 2016), 55-62.
9 Boatwright et al., The Romans, 43.
8 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 24.
7 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 24; Southern, The Roman Army, 87.
6 Adrian Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army (London: Thames & Hudson, 2015), 20-21.
5 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 3.
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The veracity of the Servian reforms as a singular-event, is debated among Roman

scholars and how it would have worked in conjunction with a single-line phalanx remains a

mystery. Keppie speculates that initially the Servian reforms established a single classis of

hoplites and the infra classem would have comprised the rest of the population12. Sekunda

further speculates that classes two to five would have appeared gradually at the end of the

fifth century, as a result of Rome’s war with Veii13. Cornell views the reforms in a more

dubious light, completely rejecting the idea that they had any military purpose whatsoever,

being purely socio-political14.

Whether a single event or a gradual evolution (a subject of ongoing speculation in

Roman historiography) the importance of the fabled Servian reforms, or at least something

akin to their occurrence in the sixth to fifth centuries had a marked influence on the

development of the Roman military system, and can essentially be viewed as the birth of the

Roman army as we will come to know it in the next few chapters. The class system would be

an inextricable aspect of Roman military organisation for the next four centuries, and thus its

importance as a springboard for the streamlining of the Roman levy can not be understated. It

was an efficient and enduring system of raising citizen-soldiers rapidly. Going forward, it is

important to note that the Roman soldier was not a professional fighter by means of a career.

There was no standardised, regular payment afforded to the soldiers, and they were only

expected to serve in the summertime, returning to their fields to harvest in autumn15. A

Roman soldier would see military service as a civic duty and an opportunity to gain loot and

glory, but the average main concerns of the average citizen-soldier would undoubtedly have

been of an agricultural  nature16.

1.2: Fall of Veii and the Allia

In the opening decades of the fourth century, Rome experienced one of its highest highs, to be

plunged almost immediately to one of its lowest lows. The former being the fall of the

Etruscan city of Veii to the Romans in 396 B.C, followed by the latter, the disastrous sack of

Rome by the Gauls around 387 B.C17. The fall of Veii had a two-fold effect on both the

structure as well as equipment of the Roman army. Lawrence Keppie postulates that the fall

of Veii allowed the Romans to expand their army from 4000 to 6000 men, stating that it was

17 Boatwright et al., The Romans, 58-59.
16 Sekunda, Early Roman Armies, 258.
15 Southern, The Roman Army, 267.
14 Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome, 186.
13 Nick Sekunda, Early Roman Armies (Oxford: Osprey, 1999), 16.
12 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 6.
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likely at this point that the second and third classes of the census described above were

created and the cavalry were increased from 6 to 18 centuries18.

Keppie’s idea of the later adoption of the class system is further reinforced by the

confusion as to how the Roman phalanx would have worked with multiple classes equipped

in such a similar manner before the advent of the manipular system, but unfortunately one

can only speculate as our sources remain unclear19. The fall of Veii coincides with the

creation of the stipendium (a cash allowance to the soldiers), although this was little more

than campaign living expenses20 and the mounting of equites now came at the expense of the

public treasury. These changes were likely due to the increased aggression and length of

Roman campaigning, which the 10 year investment of Veii demonstrated. It is important to

note that, aside from this small cash allowance, soldiers at this stage in Roman history were

still not paid on a regular basis. The scutum (a large rectangular shield) seems to have

appeared in the historical record around the same time (for the second and third classes, due

to their absence of body armour and the scutum’s larger surface area). It would almost

entirely replace the round hoplite clipeus overtime21.

Misfortune befell the Romans around a decade following the siege of Veii, with the

battle of the Allia and the sack of Rome by the Gauls. The plundering Gauls routed the

Roman army at the Tiber tributary known as the Allia, “a name that would become

synonymous for disaster22”. The open battle formation adopted by the Gauls showed glaring

weaknesses in the inflexibility and sluggishness of the phalanx formation that the Romans

were utilising at the time. This instigated a re-thinking in Roman battle tactics in the next half

century23.

The fall of Veii and the sack of Rome, a veritable one-two punch of jubilation and

despair, undoubtedly brought about profound changes in Rome’s approach to her military. As

stated above, the length and scale of the siege of Veii led to the Romans instituting economic

changes in order to provide their soldiers with the means to sustain themselves (the

stipendium). The increasing scale of warfare would now become a recurring issue due to the

irregularity of the pay and obligations demanded of the citizen-soldiers. This would lead to

drastic developments in the Roman military system; citizen-soldiers were now regularly

spending considerably more time away from their homes and farmsteads on longer

23 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 7.
22 Southern, The Roman Army, 89.
21 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 7; Southern, The Roman Army, 89.
20 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 33.
19 Southern, The Roman Army, 88-89.
18 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 7.
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campaigns. The disaster at the Allia and the subsequent sacking would also lead the Romans

to rethink their use of the phalanx.

1.3: The Samnite Wars

At some point in the latter half of the 4th century, the Romans adopted a new battle order by

which to arrange their forces. This layout became known as the “manipular system” and saw

a substantial move away from the rigid, immobile battle-line of the phalanx. The maniple

became the new sub-unit, capable of increased maneuverability and independent action24. A

maniple typically consisted of 120 men, divided into two centuries of 60, whereas a triarii

(the first class in the Servian system) maniple contained half that number. The maniples

formed up in a checkerboard pattern, with gaps in between in order to cycle battle-weary

maniples for fresher ones, additionally the checkerboard pattern allowed the legion to

maneuver with reduced risk of breaking formation and increased mobility and independence25

(more on this formation in chapter 3.2).

Disagreement has arisen regarding the official adoption of the manipular system,

whether it occurred immediately as a result of the battle of the Allia, or during the Samnite

Wars some 50 years later. The argument for the latter being that the uneven terrain of the

Samnian foothills proved unsuitable for rigid, phalanx warfare. Sekunda even argues that the

manipular system itself was wholly adopted from the Samnites26. However, a general

consensus of the 4th century B.C is more or less universally acknowledged (possibly a

gradual development from ca. 380 B.C-340 B.C).

The Roman army, as mentioned, saw some changes in equipment as well. The clipeus

was almost entirely done away with to be replaced by the larger scutum27. Although much

debated, the pilum (throwing spear) likely appeared around this time period as well. Pat

Southern postulates that the looser formation of the manipular legion and the hill-fighting,

skirmishing tactics of the Samnites may have ushered it in around this time28. “This new

flexibility of battle-order and equipment… were to be cardinal factors in the Romans’

eventual conquest of the Mediterranean world29”.

The Samnite Wars (343 B.C-290 B.C), also saw the Romans fighting regular,

sustained campaigns against an enemy even further from home than the city of Veii. There is

29 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 7.
28 Southern, The Roman Army, 90.
27 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 7.
26 Sekunda, Early Roman Armies, 26-27
25 Brice, Warfare in the Roman Republic, 108-109.
24 Ibid.
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good reason to assume that the famed Roman camp-building ability as well as organisation

concerning logistics and supply-lines were learned and developed during these three conflicts

against the Samnites30. In addition, by 362 B.C , the annual levy had been increased from one

to two legions, and by 311 B.C (the height of the 2nd Samnite War) this had been increased to

four31.

1.4: Concluding Remarks

Thus, having gleaned over the time period from 550 - 290 B.C, some salient points stand out

as defining moments in the Roman army’s evolution. First and foremost, the fabled Servian

reforms saw the Romans institute an organised and systematic approach to their levying

methods. The fourth century also saw the structure of the army change dramatically in the

shape of the innovative manipular system. Following this, we see an influx of wealth and

increased campaigning distances after the siege of Veii and the subsequent Samnite Wars,

which changed the scale of Roman conflict and brought about changes to both the pay of the

soldiers as well as logistics. Rome’s celebrated logistical system32 was likely born as a result

of the Samnite Wars, and their willingness to adopt a radical new battle formation shows their

distinctive, undogmatic approach to their military structure. The fourth century also saw the

introduction of the scutum and likely the pilum, which would be used in the coming centuries

to great effect. It was clear that Rome was ready and willing to adapt to new tactics and

equipment that they came into contact with whilst fighting foreign nations. Roman society

was now integrally defined by the army and the first signs of strain brought about by the

increasing scale of conflict can be seen in the form of the stipendium granted to the

legionaries, but formalised wages to the soldiers still remained an alien concept.

Moreover, the end of the Samnite Wars in 290 B.C left Rome in a unique position as

the dominant Italian power on the peninsula33. Rome was soon to become an international

contender on the Mediterranean scene, which would further urge them to redevelop and

reconsider their tactics and conduct of campaigns.

33 Ibid., 8.
32 See Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 31-33.
31 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 7-8.
30 Southern, The Roman Army, 90.
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2: 290 - 201 B.C

By the end of the third Samnite war, Rome had become the most powerful Italian nation

south of the Po valley. The Latin tribes and the Etruscans had largely been defeated or

subjugated at this point in time, and Rome’s concerns moved decidedly from domestic Italian

affairs to political and military participation on an international level. Surrounded by nations

considerably more venerable than themselves such as Carthage, Macedon and Epirus; Rome’s

defining moment had arrived. It was either success in facing their new, formidable foes, or

relegation into historical obscurity. Where the fourth century saw the Romans develop their

military system and establish local hegemony; the third century would test the mettle of

Roman military might in a global theatre in three decisive conflicts against two neighbouring

states. The armed forces of Rome continued to evolve in order to adapt to their new rivals and

changing circumstances in the third century, and her socio-economic framework continued to

strain under the burden of an expanding scale of warfare.

2.1: The Pyrrhic Wars

Rome’s expansion southwards after the Samnite Wars brought her into contact with

pre-eminent Italo-Greek cities. Tarentum (modern Taranto) felt threatened by the Roman

expansion and prevailed on Pyrrhus, king of the Epirotes of northwestern Greece, to assist

them in holding off the Romans. Pyrrhus arrived in 280 B.C with 25,000 hoplites, 20

elephants and 3000 cavalry34. The upcoming war would be a testing ground for the Roman

manipular tactics against the phalanx which they had previously utilised. The engagements

were always close but never in Rome’s favour. However Pyrrhus was eventually forced to

withdraw from each battle due to the number of losses he sustained35. In all likelihood,

Pyrrhus’ Italian invasion would have come as an unwelcome surprise to the Romans and it is

unlikely that they intended to invoke the ire of the Epirotes36, but finding themselves in an

unfavourable position, they performed admirably and managed to emerge in a stronger

position than they had been in previously.

To further stress the effectiveness of the Roman military at this time, Pyrrhus is said

to have realised he was not dealing with barbarians when he saw the Roman camp building

abilities37. Additionally Pyrrhus is said to have discerned that he was dealing with a

37 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 33.
36 Ibid.
35 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 11.
34 Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome, 364.
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well-organised and resourceful state when he marched on Rome, but failed to gather any

support in Capua and Naples thanks to the loyalty of these cities to Rome38. Pyrrhus’ inability

to win a decisive victory over the Romans, was due almost certainly to the underlying depth

of Rome’s resources at this point. Its colonies and municipalities, founded after the end of its

wars of the fourth century, allowed them to draw from an unprecedented pool of Roman and

allied manpower39. Hannibal considered Pyrrhus second only to Alexander himself as a

general40; truly a testament to the effectiveness of the nascent Roman war machine. The

Pyrrhic Wars triggered increasingly aggressive Roman expansion into the Southern part of

the peninsula, so that by the founding of their colony at Aesernia (modern Isernia) in 263, the

Romans had conquered the entire Italian peninsula41.

The Pyrrhic Wars cemented Rome as a formidable nation with true military prowess,

and proved to themselves that their innovative battle order could stand toe-to-toe with some

of the most powerful nations in their vicinity and triumph over the phalanx. Furthermore,

Roman expansion was no longer confined to their metaphorical backyard. They now faced

threats from more powerful nations with mercenary armies, sophisticated organisation and

immense resources, and as a result, the Roman army would have to (and did) adapt. It is clear

as well that the Roman logistical and organisational developments, as observed by Pyrrhus,

were up to the task of supporting the expansion of a burgeoning nation, but how would these

new logistical developments sustain themselves during overseas expansion, and would

Rome’s antiquated citizen-soldier levy prove reliable and effective enough? Another

important consequence of the Pyrrhic War was bringing Rome into contact with its most

formidable enemy yet, Carthage. The Romans would have to rethink and alter their military

and society drastically in order to compete with the established powers of the Mediterranean

and institute control overseas.

2.2: The First Punic War

The Punic Wars were three conflicts spanning over 100 years with the mercantile nation of

Carthage, centred around modern day Tunisia. Pat Southern states that the Punic Wars, “were

perhaps the most influential of all previous or subsequent wars in shaping both Rome and her

army”42. The Romans were first brought into conflict with the Carthaginians after a

42 Southern, The Roman Army, 40.
41 Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome, 364.
40 Connolly, Greece and Rome at War, 91.
39 Boatwright et al., The Romans, 93.
38 Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome, 364.
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three-way struggle between Syracuse, Carthage and Rome over the Sicilian city of Messana

in 264 B.C43. The theatre of conflict was primarily Sicily, and after a protracted & lengthy

war the Carthaginians agreed to leave the island in 241 B.C and pay Rome a large

indemnity44.

The Punic Wars had an unprecedented effect on the Roman military, the first of these

being a branch not touched upon as of yet, the navy. The Roman navy was insignificant by

the outbreak of the first Punic War. The Romans preferred to call upon socii navales (allies

with a maritime background) to man their fleets45. The Carthaginians possessed the most

powerful navy in the western Meditteranean, therefore supply lines and holding key cities in

Sicily were decidedly a challenge for Rome. In 261 B.C the Romans ordered 120 warships

built, reverse engineered from captured Carthaginian vessels46, and after some setbacks began

to beat the Carthaginians in naval engagements. This was due in large to the Romans turning

sea battles into pseudo-land engagements at which they excelled thoroughly. The corvus was

a boarding device that hooked the opposing ship to the Roman one, allowing the Romans

legionaries (serving as marines) to defeat the more experienced Carthaginian sailors on their

preferred terms47 (i.e in hand to hand combat). It was done away with towards the end of the

war (likely due to its weight48), but by that time the Roman crews had gained invaluable

naval experience and decisively trumped the Carhtaginians at the Aegates Islands in 241

B.C49, driving the Carthaginians into accepting peace terms50.

It is clear that Rome’s navy was indispensable to its victory in the first Punic War,

even though this branch never attracted as much attention as the land forces in the Roman

world51. Rome’s navy also became a valuable asset in the maintenance and expansion of the

Romans as a Mediteranean power. As Southern succinctly puts it, “without control of

seapower, the Empire would have been inconceivable52”. Rome’s ability to adapt and

overcome their naval weakness during the first Punic War is an exemplary showcase of their

willingness to learn from their enemies and make their strengths their own.

52 Southern, The Roman Army, 40.
51 Brice, Warfare in the Roman Republic, 78.
50 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 12.
49 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 38.
48 Brice, Warfare in the Roman Republic, 76.
47 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 34-35.
46 Brice, Warfare in the Roman Republic, 76.
45 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 34.
44 Ibid., 109.
43 Boatwright et al., The Romans, 104-105.
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Rome’s first overseas province now became Sicily, and the number of magistrates

began to increase, to manage the new administrative areas53. Additionally, the first Punic War

saw the need for Rome to maintain garrisons and armies for over one season of campaigning

in order to protect the assets and lands which they had acquired. Moreover, the introduction

and maintenance of a large fleet put a burden on the state treasury, and by the mid-third

century B.C, the Romans had introduced the tributum (an emergency war tax) to supply the

state in times of urgent need54. The tributum was a natural evolution of the stipendium issued

two centuries earlier. Standardised soldiers’ pay was still a foreign concept, and the legionary

body continued to consist almost entirely of citizen-soldiers who expected to return to their

farms by the end of the summer. Roman society was coming under further strain from the

absence of farmers from their fields for successive harvests, with little to no financial

remuneration in exchange.

2.3: The Second Punic War

The second Punic War began with the Cathaginian siege of Saguntum, a Roman protectorate

in Spain. The primary theatres of war were: Spain, where the Scipiones attempted to wrest

control from the Carthaginians; Italy, where Hannibal plundered the countryside and soundly

defeated the Romans at three decisive battles between 218 and 203 B.C; and finally Africa,

where Scipio Africanus triumphed over Hannibal, and subsequently received a peace treaty

from Carthage, ending the war in 201 B.C55. At the siege of Carthago Nova in 209 B.C,

Scipio Africanus used combined arms tactics involving both the navy and the army to take

the city, cementing Rome’s new reputation as a naval power56. Furthermore, the supremacy of

the Roman navy allowed Rome to effectively move troops around the Mediterranean with

impunity and cut Hannibal off from resupply during his campaigning in Italy57.

The second Punic War saw the battle of Cannae fought in central Italy in 216 B.C.

Widely considered Rome’s greatest defeat and the absolute nadir of her fortunes. In this

engagement it is evidenced that Rome had begun to field armies on an unprecedented scale.

According to Polybius, eight entire legions were present. Less than a century before the

battle, four legions had been the annual levy58 (see chapter 1.3). Over 20 legions in total are

58 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 7-8.
57 Brice, Warfare in the Roman Republic, 77.
56 Southern, The Roman Army, 204-205.
55 Ibid., 111-119.
54 Boatwright et al., The Romans, 110.
53 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 38; Boatwright et al., The Romans, 109.

11



said to have been in service between the years 214 and 203 B.C59, showing that the Romans

had evolved to become more confident with more units under their command as they

developed in organisational skills and leadership delegation. Although a defining

characteristic of Roman incompetence during Hannibal’s invasion was the constant division

and rotation of command, this resulted in the prolongation of command tenure for the more

successful generals60.

The staggering losses during Hannibal’s successive victories from 218-216 B.C called

for some desperate measures in Rome regarding recruitment, presaging developments a

century later that would send the Republican constitution into a veritable tail-spin. The state

ordered the enlistment of the capite censi 61 (i.e the infra classem from chapter 1.1), as well as

volunteer slaves and 6,000 criminals62. Additionally, the minimum census requirement for

enlistment in the fifth Servian class was reduced around the same time (ca. 214 B.C63) from

11,000 to 4,000 asses (an as was a copper coin), which may have coincided with the creation

of the velites (skirmishing light infantry) as an official division of the army, as described by

Livy64. Gabba believes that this equates to a complete reorganisation of the light-armed

troops, and Keppie supports this theory65. This reduction of the Servian census minimum

meant that troops who now had practically nothing to lose and everything to gain were

serving in the army, a fact that would come to be egregiously exploited in the future and

evidence for the manpower shortages that Rome would come to face in the coming century.

Another startling development in the Roman levy was Scipio’s call for volunteers for his

African campaign in 205 B.C, amounting to some 7,000 men coming forward66. His

popularity and fame clearly had more weight than the Senate and constitution, who had

denied him access to more troops. Scipio proved a foreshadowing to powerful, talented

commanders who could rally armies loyal to themselves and not the state.

2.4: Concluding Remarks

In the third century B.C, Rome and her army experienced an unprecedented scale of conflict,

that completely eclipsed that of the previous century. The Romans came alarmingly close to

66 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 17.

65 Emilio Gabba, Republican Rome: The Army and the Allies, trans. P J Cuff (Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 2021), 5; Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 18.

64 Livy, Books from the Founding of the City 36.4.9.
63 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 18.
62 Connolly, Greece and Rome at War, 189.
61 Ibid., 15.
60 Ibid.
59 Ibid., 18.
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defeat on numerous occasions, but eventually prevailed, emerging as the dominant power in

the western Mediterranean. It should come as no surprise that the Roman armed forces

underwent substantial changes in this time period.

During the Pyrrhic Wars, it seems that the Romans further developed their mastery of

logistics and organisation (building off of their Samnite War experiences), as evidenced by

the Pyrrhus’ alleged remarks on their camp building abilities. The Punic Wars addressed

Rome’s need for an effective naval fighting force, which they subsequently developed. The

ingenuity of the Romans in reverse engineering foreign vessels and transforming sea battles

into pseudo land engagements proves again their willingness to adapt to changing

circumstances by taking lessons from their enemies, as they had done during the preceding

century. The Roman navy would become crucial in maintaining her empire in the centuries to

come.

The scale of conflict in the Punic Wars led to the Romans re-organising their

command structure and forced them into learning how to command armies far larger than

they had ever fielded before. However, the losses endured were catastrophic, and the

reduction of the census minimum was a clear indicator of the manpower issues Rome was

now facing. Furthermore, the expanding scale of warfare was beginning to strain the Roman

socio-economic system even further, as evidenced by the advent of the tributum and the

establishment of Sicily as a province in need of garrisoning and governance. These were

issues that would urgently need addressing in the century to come.

The end of the second Punic War saw Rome emerge as the dominant power in the

western Mediterranean as, “they not only defeated the Carthaginians but made themselves

masters of the world67”.

67 Southern, The Roman Army, 91.
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3: A Digression into Equipment and Organisation

I believe it is important here to conduct a brief aside into the actual organisation and

equipment of the Roman legion and legionary in the third century B.C. The army structure

and equipment described herein pertain to the majority of this work, the reforms to the

polybian/manipular system which follows being carried out at the turn of the first century

B.C. This chapter serves to emphasise the effectiveness in a more tangible sense (i.e the

weapons and structure) of the Roman army and how these changes were brought about, as

well as how they would have affected the performance of the Roman legion in battle.

3.1: The Alae Sociorum

An often overlooked aspect of the Roman armed forces are just those elements that were in

fact, not Roman. Appended to practically every legion there were an equal number of allied

troops the alae sociorum (lit. allied wings). These alae would generally be composed of more

specialist troops, such as cavalry and light skirmishers68, and would be under the command of

three Roman praefecti sociorum (prefect of the allies). These allies would be formed into

cohors of around 400-600 men strong69, levied from allied, non-Roman towns on the Italian

peninsula. They were likely equipped in similar fashion to the Roman legions, except for the

increased cavalry and light infantry among their numbers70.

When these alae sociorum became a mainstay on the Roman battlefield is difficult to

say for certain, but their incorporation most likely occurred in the latter half of the fourth

century B.C, following the defeat of the Latin League at the end of the Latin War (341-338

B.C) and their subjugation to Rome71. By the end of this conflict, cities under Roman

suzerain were expected, first and foremost, to provide Rome with a military levy during

campaigns and wars72. It is safe to theorise then, that alae units would have been prevalent on

the battlefield during the end of the fourth century, but strangely, they only appear in the

historical record on the eve of the second Punic War73. Although Livy does mention that, at

the Battle of Sentinum in 295 B.C, the allies outnumbered the Roman citizen troops74.

Although whether these were organised alae levy is unfortunately not specified.

74 Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome, 361.
73 Livy, Books from the Founding of the City 23.17.8, 28.45.20; Polybius, The Rise of the Roman Empire 2.24.
72 Ibid., 84.
71 Boatwright et al., The Romans, 77-80.
70 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 10.
69 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 28.
68 Ibid., 94.
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As mentioned above, the alae of the Roman army have been egregiously omitted from

the conventional historical record, and little to nothing is spoken about their actions during

Rome’s history (whether due to their military inferiority or Roman propaganda is difficult to

say), but they would undoubtedly have had a drastic impact on the fighting capabilities of the

legions. The fact that for every Roman legion there were an equal number of alae means that

they contributed to half of the Roman state’s military manpower. Addiotionally, the alae

contained 3 times as many cavalry as the Roman legion did (900 horse75), meaning that they

likely served as scouts and played a more decisive role in winning battles and chasing down

routing enemies than the Roman historical narrative would have us believe. Furthermore, the

addition of alae sociorum allowed the Roman state “the capacity to absorb heavy losses, as

the events of the Pyrrhic War demonstrated76”. It essentially meant that Rome could conduct

warfare with impunity, largely mitigating the risks to their own citizen body77. The

introduction of these specialists to the Roman army also meant that the Romans could place

emphasis on making the legionary an exceptional heavy infantryman specialising in close

order, melee fighting.

3.2: The Polybian Legion

Polybius, was a Greek historian writing in Rome, in or around 160 B.C78, and he provides us

with what is arguably the most valuable literature concerning the organisation and structure

of the Roman army. In Polybius’ description of the Roman “consular army” (i.e two legions

and two alae79) we see clear influences from the Servian class reforms mentioned in chapter

one. A legion of 4,200 men was organised thus:

79 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 27.
78 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 19.
77 Ibid.
76 Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome, 366.
75 Southern, The Roman Army, 94.
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Image 1: Polybian Legion

80

80 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 26.
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The ten maniples of hastati and principes would have consisted of 120 men each. Not

pictured are the lightly armed velites whose purpose was to skirmish, and the 300 wealthy

aristocrats who formed 10 cavalry turmae (squadrons) of 30 men each81. The five different

“divisions” of the army conform neatly to the Servian class order. The “polybian legion” as it

came to be known was arranged in the checkerboard formation (seen above) which was

known as the triplex acies82. Keppie and Cornell speculate that by the time period during

which Polybius was writing (the second Punic War)83, the three way division of the infantry

was largely based on experience and age instead of class (excluding the velites, who still

constituted the lowest Servian denomination84). This is corroborated by literary evidence

provided to us by Polybius85. Additionally, the maniples of the principes and hastati had

doubled in size, which reflected the increasingly aggressive nature of Roman expansion86.

The capite censi, were still largely exempt from regular service87.

It is difficult to put an exact date on the adoption of the third century legion described

by Polybius, however it was almost certainly a gradual development. Polybius states that few

significant changes had taken place within the structure and organisation since the beginning

of the third century88, therefore it should be safe to assume that this polybian style of battle

order followed close on the heels of the manipular revolution mentioned in section 1.3.

The polybian legion was an extremely important step in the development of the

Roman army, due to the fact that this was the system the Romans employed at the apogee of

their expansion (at least during the republican era) through the third to second centuries B.C.

The attention to detail paid to the structure of the polybian legion indicates an increased

emphasis on the importance of organisation in warfare, likely due to the increasing scale of

conflict Rome was now experiencing. The system proved itself effective time and time again

due to its innovative layout and flexibility, as well as its ability to react quickly to changing

situations on the battlefield. As far as we know, the system was unique to the Romans, albeit

some inspiration from the Samnites may be feasible. If so, the Romans took the Samnite

manipular system, refined it and made it uniquely their own, proving again their adaptability

and versatility. Furthermore, as Keppie and Cornell imply, class division was becoming less

88 Ibid., 26.
87 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 27.
86 Connolly, Greece and Rome at War, 130.
85 Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome, 127.
84 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 20; Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome, 127.
83 Ibid., 91.
82 Southern, The Roman Army, 92-93.
81 Ibid., 27.
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prominent of a divide in the three ranks of infantry, but age and experience were instead their

defining factors. This would pave the way for a more homogenous and inclusive Roman

army which would become the defining point of the Marian reforms of the last decade of the

second century. The blurring of the lines between the classes, also indicate that by the end of

the third century B.C, Roman society was beginning to change, and the army with it.

3.3: The Gladius & the Pilum

I believe a brief digression is important here to discuss two weapons used to great effect by

the Romans. Although much has been spoken of up until this point pertaining to organisation,

logistics and structure, it is crucial to acknowledge that the Roman war machine was assisted

immensely by the aid of two ingenious weapons of war, whose ubiquity and longevity

throughout the Roman world stand as a testament to their importance to Roman military

culture and development.

Much dispute exists concerning the official adoption of the gladius as the main

weapon of the Roman legionary, but it is generally believed to have been adopted either from

Hannibal’s Spanish mercenaries fighting in the 2nd Punic War, or during Rome’s

campaigning in Spain later in the same conflict89. What is clear is that, by the time of

Polybius’ writing, the hastati and principes were equipped with the gladius hispaniensis (lit.

Spanish sword) which was copied from a Spanish design90. The falcata as it was known to

the Iberian tribes, was longer than the Greek-style sword in use with the Roman legionaries

up until the second Punic War, and Hannibal’s victory at Cannae is often attributed in part to

the former's superiority over the latter in reach91. Scipio Africanus, most likely present at

Cannae and learning a valuable lesson from the defeat, ordered swordsmiths from the newly

captured town of Cartagena in 209 B.C to manufacture weapons for his own troops (i.e the

gladius hispaniensis), which likely would have caught on within the next few years among

the entire Roman Army92.

The blade shape of the gladius implied a thrusting style of attack93, very effective at

close-quarters, and safe to use in close-order formation. The sword would have been very

useful for coming up under the guard of an enemy to thrust at his exposed midriff94. The

widespread adoption of the gladius hispaniensis undoubtedly had a marked influence on the

94 Ibid.
93 M. C. Bishop and Coulston J C N., Roman Military Equipment (Aylesbury: Shire Publ., 1989), 56.
92 Ibid.
91 Terence Wise, Armies of the Carthaginian Wars (Oxford: Osprey Publishing Ltd., 2002), 20.
90 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 38; Boatwright et al., The Romans, 29.
89 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 20; Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome, 20.

18



fighting capabilities of the Roman legions as shown by the following account: A battle

described by Livy in 200 B.C recites how the Macedonians were horrified to see the brutal

wounds which these short words were capable of inflicting; heads and limbs being severed all

over the battlefield95. The spear of the phalanx was incapable of inflicting such grievous cuts,

and the legionaries, once within the reach of the long pike of the phalanx, would likely have

set to butcher’s work, allowing them to gain the upper hand in their campaigns against the

Hellenistic armies in the second century B.C. A testament to the effectiveness of the Romans’

manipular system and gladii, can be seen in the victories at the battles of Cynoscephalae

(198 B.C), Pydna (171 B.C) and Magnesia (190/189 B.C)96, after which the Seleucids armed

5,000 of their soldiers in imitation of the Roman legionaries97.

The pilum was another formidable weapon used by Roman legionaries to great effect

in their conflicts. The origin of the pilum is an ongoing debate, but there seems to be a

number of archeological finds suggesting its origins in Etruria pre-dating the Roman

Republic98. There were two versions of pila carried by the first two lines of the Roman

infantry, the hastati and principes, a light and a heavy as Polybius describes them. The light

pilum had a range of approximately 30 metres, whereas the heavy one a range of roughly

three, to be discharged shortly before engaging the enemy99. The pila were heavier than the

typical javelins used by the velites100, and most likely bent on impact, rendering them useless

to throw back, or disabling the shield of the enemy on the receiving end (provided it did not

hit the wielder101). The point of the pilum was conical with a thin shaft to maximise the

armour piercing capability of the weapon. The shank, having penetrated a shield, had a high

probability of sliding through and reaching the user behind it102. The pilum and its usage

among the Roman legionaries was undoubtedly a key factor in the success of the Roman

military, a testament to this fact is its ubiquity throughout the Roman world, from the Samnite

Wars until the Principate.

3.4: Concluding Remarks

I think it is important to draw the reader's attention to these three aspects of the Roman

military for the following reasons. Firstly, the alae sociorum played an undeniable role in the

102 Ibid.
101 Bishop and Coulston, Roman Military Equipment, 50-52.
100 Connolly, Greece and Rome at War, 131.
99 Wise, Armies of the Carthaginian Wars, 31-32.
98 Bishop and Coulston, Roman Military Equipment, 52.
97 Polybius, The Rise of the Roman Empire 30.25.3.
96 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 20; Cornell, The Beginnings of Rome, 25-27.
95 Goldsworthy, The Complete Roman Army, 30.
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evolution of the Roman military. The specialist roles that the alae filled out allowed the

Romans to specialise in the heavy infantry role. Additionally, the increased manpower

provided by the alae allowed the Romans to conduct warfare on a grander scale, and mitigate

losses to the citizens of the city itself.

The Polybian legion described above further highlights the extraordinarily novel

battle formation that the Romans employed to such astonishing effect in the wars of the

Republic and beyond. The ingenious organisation of the Polybian style of legion likely came

about as a result of the increased scale of warfare that the Romans had begun to experience in

the third century B.C, namely in its conflicts against Pyrrhus and Carthage. These wars likely

demanded an efficient organisation of the army in order to counter the forces being fielded by

the venerable and experienced nations the Romans were now facing in battle. Furthermore,

the structure of the polybian legion likely led to the gradual dissipation of the rigid

class-organised army, as experience became more important than wealth. This development

would likely play a part in the mobilisation of the capite censi and the Marian reforms which

we are about to discuss.

The gladius and the pilum, again evidence the Romans’ ability to take inspiration

from contact with foreign cultures and methods and adapt them to their own use. The

widespread use of these weapons undoubtedly had an impact on the effectiveness of the

Roman fighting force and led to the development of close order fighting, giving every

legionary the ability to skirmish and disable heavily armoured and shielded opponents.
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4: 201 B.C-87 B.C

From the end of the Punic Wars up to the closing decades of the second century B.C, few

salient changes occurred within the organisation of the Roman military. The second century

truly cemented Rome’s reputation as the foremost power in the Medittereanean, principally

after it had proven its superiority over the Hellenistic phalanx in the battles mentioned in the

preceding chapter. Pernicious social issues, a consequence of Rome’s expansion in the

preceding three centuries would reach their tipping point in the second century B.C. Roman

society and military organisation, which had been creaking under the strain of this rapid

expansion, would finally collapse and the face of the Roman army would be changed forever.

4.1 Rise of the Disenfranchised

A recurring theme throughout the centuries preceding this chapter has been the expanding

scale of conflict from the fourth century B.C onwards. This would lead to a reassessment of

the Roman militia-levy system of recruitment in the second century B.C, and adaptation to

conform to the new position Rome had commandeered for herself in the Meditteranean. From

around 200 B.C onwards, perhaps even earlier, a group of professional soldiers began to

emerge in the Roman state, not farmer-soldiers, but men with few home ties who signed up

for the a life in the army with aspirations of loot and glory103. Although veterans like these

were the exceptions rather than the norm, they would nevertheless presage an evolution in the

upcoming century. Few soldiers at this time, after their campaign obligations were met, were

granted any special sort of gratuity by the state (although on rare occasions a commander

may issue land to his veterans104), and this would prove to be a massive stumbling block to

Roman society.

This citizen-levy system had two glaring issues. First, its impermanence meant that

veteran armies were discharged at the end of a conflict at the height of their experience. Thus,

when a new conflict arose, a new army had to be recruited which consisted largely of

inexperienced men. Second, the distance at which wars were being conducted, and the

absence of citizen-soldiers from their farms was putting a severe strain on the Roman

economy. Many overseas provinces now required permanent garrisons and in Rome it

seemed that the number of males eligible for fighting roles was declining rapidly following

104 Ibid., 36.
103 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 34.
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the end of the second Punic War105. The rapidity of Roman expansion, had caused a gradual

economic crisis on the homefront which reached its zenith in the second century B.C. Farms,

abandoned by the absent soldiers were bought up by landed aristocrats (who had become

increasingly wealthy as a result of expansion), using slaves taken from foreign conquests to

work the fields, thus leaving little to no land for the average Roman citizen upon his return

from service. These disenfranchised soldiers were forced to move to urbanised areas to seek

work, and as a result urban poverty began to increase, further stratifying the landed elites

from the general population106.

The Romans tried to ameliorate this manpower problem by reducing the census

minimum to serve in the army (in order to draw from a larger manpower pool) from 11,000

asses to 1,500 asses by the end of the second century107. As touched upon previously, the

manpower crisis of the second Punic War would have most likely brought about the first

reduction to 4,000 asses between 214 and 212 B.C108. The Gracchi brothers (fl. 133-121

B.C) further attempted to resolve Rome’s manpower and poverty issues by proposing

legislation to put land back into the hands of the urban poor, to resolve the issues of

manpower, poverty and land ownership. The bill was passed, however its implementation

was stymied by the aristocratic senatorial class109 (who would lose money and power as a

result), but the crisis had now grown so severe that the problem could no longer be

overlooked. Gaius Gracchus seems to have been successful in reducing the census minimum

further in 123 B.C, as well as passing a law that the state was to provide the legionary with

his equipment (i.e not deducted from his stipendium as it had been previously), which points

to the severity of the manpower and poverty crisis, as the majority of the levy were now

lacking in means to provide even their own equipment110. It should come as no surprise that

the natural evolution of the Roman military was to equip these growing proletarii and make

them eligible for service in the army.

4.2: The Marian Reforms

Gaius Marius was a general and statesman who rose to prominence in the late second century

B.C. He gained renown following his successes in the Jugurthine War in 107-105 B.C111.

111 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 40.
110 Gabba, Republican Rome, 7.
109 Brice, Warfare in the Roman Republic, 178.
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Marius’ reforms to the Roman army were a natural evolution of the socio-political changes

which had occurred in the previous centuries. The Jugurthine war had become unpopular to

the Roman populace, therefore recruits were difficult to come by. The situation was made

worse by the Senate refusing to grant Marius sufficient funds to raise the troops required to

continue the war112. Marius surpassed this obstacle by specifically targeting the capite censi,

and enrolling them into his ranks as volunteers upon his accession as consul in 107 B.C113.

The aforementioned Gracchian law also meant that the state had to supply these new recruits

with equipment114. His reward to them for their service would be a land-grant in the newly

conquered territories of north Africa. The land distribution issue facing Rome at the time

could be easily exploited by commanders such as Marius by promising to grant conquered

land to soldiers fighting under him as a reward for their service. By enrolling the urban poor

and promising them farms after their tenure, the legionary would find himself more loyal to

his commander than to the state, which did nothing but monopolise land ownership and profit

off of slave labour. This idea of land distribution would become a precedent of the Roman

army in the coming century115, especially during the civil wars116. The loyalty of the army to

individual commanders would have tremendous consequences on the internal stability of the

Roman state.

Returning to Marius, he was commissioned to deal with a threat posed by marauding

Celtic tribes on the northern borders of Rome, and adopted new training methods based on

gladiator school techniques, applying them to legionary training. By 101 B.C, at Vercellae,

Marius had defeated the raiding Celtic tribes117. Another of Marius’ military reforms involved

his reorganisation of the army’s structure, substituting the maniple of 120 men as the basic

unit of battle for a cohort of 480. Meanwhile, the distinction between the four lines of

infantry (velites, hastati, principes and triarii) all but disappeared118. The Roman legion was

now a homogenous fighting force, no longer demarcated by class, a revolutionary step

towards a professional, standing army. The cohort as a sub-unit of the legion appears to have

existed before Marius’ time at least as early as 206 B.C119, but it seems to have been Marius

who introduced them as the standard denomination instead of the maniple.

119 Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army, 43.
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The legion, however continued to use the triplex acies as its main battle formation,

but now was considerably more flexible, with the possibility of being drawn up in anything

from one to four lines of battle thanks to the new cohorts120. Additionally, a number of

cohorts could break off and act independently for operations and maneuvers not requiring the

entire legion121. Moreover, Marius is traditionally credited with the modification of the pilum

to snap at the shaft once lodged in an object122. Furthermore, Marius trained each soldier to

carry as much of his own equipment as possible, and several days worth of rations. This

would improve the self-sufficiency and mobility of the legions and reduce the size and

number of camp followers and baggage trains. This gave rise to the term “Marius’ mules”, as

each man became burdened in a manner similar to that of a pack animal123. Also attributed to

Marius is the association the eagle as the symbol of the Roman legion (previously each legion

had a different animal or symbol), thereby incorporating a strong corporate identity into its

members124. The new legions thus became much more permanent and kept the same number

and name to identify themselves throughout their existence. Soldiers who viewed the army as

a career came to identify very strongly with the unit in which they served125. The mobilised

proletarii who previously had nothing to lose, now had everything to potentially gain by

military service, “generations of citizens were willing to serve out of a sense of duty to the

Republic with which they strongly identified126”. Rome now had a semi-professional,

disciplined, loyal and effective army, but at what cost?

4.3: The Social War

The Social War was a conflict that took place between the Roman state and its allies or socii

(see chapter 3.1) who enjoyed varying degrees of civil liberty, but were not granted Latin

citizenship, despite their proximity to the city and cultural ties to the Romans. The socii as

mentioned above, had played an indispensable role in the Roman army for over two centuries

at least, and many felt themselves worthy of full citizen status. The Romans refused their

demands and a bloody, arduous conflict broke out in 91 B.C. By 87 B.C the Romans had

won, but acquiesced nevertheless to the demands of the allies. All residents of the Italian

peninsula, south of the Po valley, were granted full Roman citizenship127. The distinction
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between Roman legion and allied legion was thus abolished. The additional cavalry that the

alae sociorum had provided became merged with that of the Roman legion128. The manpower

now available to levy a Roman legion increased substantially, as the entire Italian peninsula

became a potential recruiting ground for legionaries129.

Moreover, the Social War left many homeless and disgruntled, who subsequently

found homes in the army, further spurring the “professionalism” of the army as a career that

was becoming so commonplace now following the reforms of the preceding century.

However, these embittered soldiers may have engendered apathy and callousness, as well as a

lust for wealth within the legions which would come to devastate the Roman state in the

tumultuous first century B.C130. Furthermore, the specialisation that the alae sociorum had

provided needed to be sought elsewhere from non-Italian allies in and around the

Meditterranean world131. Although auxilia (auxiliaries) had been in use by the Romans on a

limited scale since the second Punic War at least, their scale and organisation would see a

dramatic reform in the first century132, which would eventually lead to the formal organisation

of the auxilia units of the imperial army133.

4.4: Concluding remarks

The second century B.C and the opening decades of the first saw underlying socio-economic

issues, which have been omnipresent throughout this paper, reach their tipping point. The

enrollment of the proletarii and disappearance of a class-based levy system would

undoubtedly be the most influential factor on the evolution of the Roman army in the decades

leading up to its establishment as a fully professional fighting force under the Principate.

Additionally, Marius’ reforms and his revolutionary ideas on the structure, training and

organisation of the armed forces had an unprecedented effect on the future of the legions.

These two factors together played a substantial role in forming the first crucial steps towards

a professional, disciplined army that would become one of the most abiding legacies of the

Roman civilisation as a whole. The Social War and the incorporation of the Italian citizens

meant that legions could be recruited from a much larger manpower pool, however the

disappearance of the allied specialists from the Roman army would cause them to look

elsewhere to make up for these deficiencies.
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The Roman army described in this chapter would continue to be employed throughout

the majority of the tumultuous first century B.C, with the recurring theme of land grants and

loot from individual commanders to loyal legions continuing until the rise of the Empire in

the late first century B.C. In many ways, the reforms which Augustus instituted were the

natural conclusion of the half millennium covered in this essay. The mounting social disorder

which led to the adoption of autocracy, is in many respects mirrored and was directly

connected to the evolution of the Roman army and its subsequent, drastic reorganisation by

its first emperor. Some of the changes included: volunteers who served for a fixed number of

years, receiving a fixed payment upon their discharge (often in the form of land grants

administered by the state); establishing a bespoke military treasury, the aerarium; a ban on

donations from commanders to their men; and the institution of official, supplementary

auxiliary cohorts from foreign nations to serve as specialists134. Augustus’ experience in the

civil wars had undoubtedly led to these changes. The Roman army, after five centuries of

evolution, had an organised, professional standing army that would assist Rome in doubling

her territory during Augustus’ long, prosperous reign.

134 Boatwright et al., The Romans, 303.
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Conclusion:

Having now covered nearly 500 years of Roman military history, it seems obvious that the

development of the Roman armed forces was an incredibly diverse and multifaceted process.

Roman society defined the army and the Roman army defined its society, the army and state

were indivisible parts of the same whole. Of course, there were a plethora of internal and

external factors that spurred development onwards, and to say that the evolution of the

Roman military rested wholly on disquiet and change within their socio-political system as a

result of expansion would be erroneous, as I hope this paper has substantiated.

The organisation of the Roman legion (i.e the manipular-polybian system), proved

itself countless times to be an extremely effective method of fighting. During the Samnite

Wars, the Roman phalanx proved too rigid for the rough terrain, therefore the Romans

changed their fighting formation to better suit the circumstances (possibly adopting it from

the Samnites themselves), highlighting their undogmatic approach to their military methods.

The same can be said of the use of the gladius and pilum, likely adopted from the Spanish

and the Etruscans respectively, which the Roman legionaries used to such devastating effect,

revolutionising the methods by which they fought. Rome’s ability to draw manpower from

her Italian allies, and the incorporation of alae socii into the consular armies substantially

increased Roman manpower and absorbed losses, allowing for an increased scale of military

expansion which further instigated change within the Roman military. Additionally, the

specialist roles which the alae adopted allowed the Romans to focus on perfecting the

infantry-oriented, close order fighting style for which they came to be so widely renowned.

Rome’s territorial expansion played a key role in the further changes which arose. The

increased distances at which warfare was now conducted led to the development of complex

logistical systems and a remarkably efficient camp building habit that would come to define

the Roman army in the centuries to come. The scale of conflict that the Romans faced in the

third century B.C (e.g the battle of Cannae) forced them into altering their command

delegation and learning to field larger armies. Marius’ reforms at the end of the second

century were also intended to meet the increasing scale of Rome’s foreign wars by making

the average legionary more maneuverable and self-sufficient. The eradication of the

traditional ranks denoted by the class system brought about by Marius also had far-reaching

implications for the professionalisation of the army about a century later. Additionally,

Rome’s expansion exposed her crucial weakness in regards to naval combat, but the

willingness to adapt to Carthaginian ship-building methods after successive defeats would see
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the Romans become the dominant naval power of the Mediterranean, further evidence of their

ability to adapt to changing fortunes and circumstances. This rapid expansion of her borders

would also lead to the primary factor that spurred change and development in the Roman

armed forces.

The pernicious socio-economic issues that plagued the Republic and reached their

tipping point in the second century B.C were directly a consequence of the unprecedented

expansion that the Romans experienced in the third and second centuries B.C. The antiquated

army, consisting of citizen-farmers simply could not keep up with the expanding Roman

territorial gains. The land reforms and the manpower crisis brought about by these

socio-economic and geographical factors were by far the most important impetuses for

change. These socio-political issues would result directly in the development of a standing,

professional army. The inability of the Roman social system to bear the weight of her

expansion would culminate in the bloodshed and strife the state experienced in the first

century B.C and the subsequent re-organisation of the army by Augustus into a fully

professional entity.

By now it should be clear that the traditional view of the socio-economic factors being

the primary driving force behind the evolution of the Roman military is far from wrong.

However, as is almost always the case with ancient history, the reality is far from simple.

There were a plethora of factors which drove the Roman army’s need for change, which can

often be left by the wayside in the grander scheme of Roman history. I hope that this work

has brought out some of the overlooked aspects of Roman military development in the

heyday of the Roman republican era.
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