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Program Description

The Command and General Staff College (CGSC) Art of War Schol-
ar’s program offers a small number of competitively select officers a 
chance to participate in intensive, graduate level seminars and in-depth 
personal research that focuses primarily on understanding strategy and op-
erational art through modern military history. The purpose of the program 
is to produce officers with critical thinking skills and an advanced under-
standing of the art of warfighting. These abilities sare honed by reading, 
researching, thinking, debating and writing about complex issues across 
the full spectrum of modern warfare, from the lessons of the Russo-Jap-
anese war through continuing operations in Afghanistan and Iraq, while 
looking ahead to the twenty-first century evolution of the art of war. 
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Abstract

Over the last two decades, the concept of “mission command” has per-
vaded US Army doctrine and dominated much of its intellectual discourse. 
This manuscript seeks to contribute to this discussion by examining an-
tecedents of mission command found in the armies of Ancient Rome (218 
BC to AD 100). By drawing on extant literary evidence, the author argues 
that Rome’s highly offensive and initiative-oriented way of war influenced 
its development of a command structure that prioritized battlefield dis-
persion, subordinate autonomy, information sharing, inherently flexible 
mission orders, and decentralized operations. The effort Roman leaders 
took to codify and institutionalize these processes moreover reveals their 
reliance on concepts resembling the modern principles of mission com-
mand. This manuscript draws three additional conclusions: (1) nineteenth 
century Prussia was not the first state to develop a command system akin 
to mission command, (2) mission command is a timeless approach to war-
time leadership, and (3) the US Army should continue to employ mission 
command as its primary approach to command and control.
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Chapter 1 
Introduction

On the actual day of battle the general should not take on too 
many tasks. He might exert himself too much, become worn out, 
and overlook some really essential matters.

—Maurice, Strategikon

Subordinates empowered to make decisions during oper-
ations unburden higher echelon commanders from issues that 
distract from necessary broader perspective and focus on critical 
issues.

—HQDA, Army Doctrine Publication 6-0, Mission Com-
mand

Since the dawn of the Roman Republic, historians have spilled much 
ink examining the details of the Roman army. Quintus Fabius Pictor, writ-
ing in the third century BC, might mark the beginning of this tradition 
with his analysis of the Roman army during the Second Punic War.1 Un-
fortunately, because so many historians have followed Fabius’ lead, and 
because of the alluring nature of exploring an institution as capable as 
the Roman army, this tradition has resulted in a field so overwhelmingly 
saturated with historiography that the mere suggestion of writing on the 
Roman army carries with it a connotation of trite unoriginality. Yet this 
neglects to appreciate a genuine gap in the current body of knowledge 
regarding the Roman army’s internal command and control philosophies 
and beliefs. Pat Southern goes as far as to claim that “how the army was 
controlled in battle or on campaign is one of the least illuminated aspects 
of Roman military history.”2 As such, scholars primarily attribute Rome’s 
military effectiveness to some combination of its organizational structure, 
whole-of-state approach, military genius of some of its leaders, or profes-
sionalization of its soldiers. Little space has been devoted to analyzing the 
doctrines and theories surrounding Roman operational and tactical level 
leadership.

The purpose of this manuscript is to examine Rome’s theory of mil-
itary command and control and gauge what incorporated elements we 
would now label as the principles of “mission command.” This question 
first asks whether the armies of Rome possessed a relatively unified theory 
of military leadership, to which I answer it did. This fact is apparent in the 
prevalence of resilient, institutionalized practices and common operating 
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procedures spanning the entire breadth of the period under examination. 
Moreover, extant theoretical military manuals reveal a desire among Ro-
mans to codify these institutions and practices for use by future military 
leaders. 

Secondly, to frame how Rome employed leadership elements resem-
bling modern mission command, I draw on the seven principles of mission 
command as outlined in the 2019 US Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 
6-0, Mission Command: Command and Control of Army Forces. By com-
paring the concepts found in Army Doctrine Publication 6-0 with the re-
corded beliefs and actions of Roman leaders, I draw the conclusion that the 
Romans indeed embraced many of the root principles underpinning mod-
ern US Army leadership doctrine. To a large extent, Rome’s way of war 
was characterized by an intense desire to secure and maintain the initiative 
at the tactical, operational, and strategic levels of war. This desire influ-
enced the development of a military structure that prioritized such things 
as individual and sub-unit spacing, a high concentration of junior-grade 
officers,  and a reward system that encouraged martial aggression.3 It also 
influenced a command style that privileged autonomy of action at the low-
est levels, broad, purpose-oriented mission orders, shared understanding 
at all echelons, the application of trust-building mechanisms, and a meth-
od of control that favored as much decentralization as possible. Such a 
method of leadership is not too dissimilar to the espoused goals of Army 
Doctrine Publication 6-0.

Modern military theorists and practitioners would benefit from an 
examination of mission command in the Roman army. This is particularly 
true as adversaries approach technological parity with the United States. 
Soon, the primary difference between future American defeats or victo-
ries may center on the underlying dimensions of leadership, decentralized 
decision-making, and unity of effort. Consequently, analyses of how pre-
vious armies and states coped with similar changes in circumstance are 
worthwhile. The armies of Rome, despite their temporal distance from 
modernity, offer a promising start to such a study.

Mission Command in Ancient Rome
Current US military doctrine places the origins of mission command 

in the nineteenth century, when Prussian military reformers grappled with 
how best to counter Napoleon Bonaparte’s seemingly effortless advance 
across the European continent.4 The French general’s use of mixed-arms 
formations, his ability to coordinate multiple corps simultaneously, and 
his willingness to execute bold tactical and operational maneuvers com-
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plicated traditional European modes of combat. No longer could adversar-
ies anticipate the relatively straightforward parameters of limited warfare, 
fought with unwieldy block formations of heavy infantry. Instead, war 
now consisted of more numerous and dynamic formations, each one con-
ducting semi-independent and mutually reinforcing actions at what must 
have seemed like dizzying speeds. Likewise, threats and opportunities 
emerged on a rapid basis, often imperceptible to a general until it was too 
late to react.

Prussian observers reasoned that as the complexity of warfare in-
creased, the span of time needed to either exploit an opportunity or react to 
an emerging threat decreased. Thus, those officers positioned best to per-
ceive events as they unfolded required some degree of authority to plan, 
maneuver, and react freely. A single general simply could not make the 
overwhelming number of decisions necessary to manage the fight. More-
over, for this method of command to work, subordinate officers needed a 
clear understanding of their assigned objective and the general’s overall 
intent. Without these parameters in place, the army risked watching as its 
limbs failed to work in a single, orchestrated fashion to achieve its desired 
end state. German officers later codified these principles in their doctrine 
under a concept they termed Auftragstaktik, or “mission-type tactics.”5 

Though modern observers credit Prussian, and later German, military 
theorists with the origins of what we now term mission command, it would 
be worthwhile to examine its antecedents in the ancient world. To a large 
extent the complexities of war experienced by nineteenth century Prus-
sian and French belligerents mirrored warfare two millennia earlier, in Re-
publican and Imperial Rome. At the height of Roman power, field armies 
frequently numbered in the tens of thousands and often possessed some 
combination of skirmishers, infantry, cavalry, missile troops, and artillery. 
Roman commanders employed a variety of combined-arms formations, 
comprised of spearmen, swordsmen, archers, slingers, javelin throwers, 
light cavalry, heavy cavalry, missile cavalry, and an enormous collection 
of artillery pieces, siege engines, and maritime vessels. Likewise, they 
contended with enemies deploying specialty units, ranging from Mace-
donian pikemen to Persian cataphracts to Syracusan engineers operating 
the latest siege engines designed by the famed Archimedes. In short, there 
was no shortage of technological or tactical challenges confronting Ro-
man armies. This is especially true when one considers the enormous as-
sortment of disparate societies, tribes, and cultures spanning the breadth of 
the Roman frontier, each imbued with their own unique set of preferences 
and skills. Each of these units, formations, and systems came with their 
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own set of command considerations, both before and during battle. And, 
for every additional unique unit placed on the battlefield, Roman generals 
experienced an exponentially greater number of combinations and consid-
erations that factored into their decision-making.

Distinctive unit types were not the only forces complicating the bat-
tlefield. Roman generals were routinely concerned with the defense or dis-
ruption of lines of communication, bases of supply, fortifications, urban 
areas, and key terrain—perhaps best evinced by Quintus Fabius Maximus’ 
chess-like maneuvering with Hannibal Barca during the Second Punic 
War.6 They were concerned with the quantity, quality, and capability of 
their engineers, who oversaw—often under direct enemy pressure—obsta-
cle emplacement, bridge building, road laying, camp erection, siegeworks 
construction, and timber harvesting, as Julius Caesar’s commentaries 
on the Gallic War can attest.7 Generals, like Marcus Claudius Marcellus 
during his year-long siege of Syracuse, or Scipio Africanus during his sei-
zure of New Carthage, found themselves commanding joint forces com-
prised of both maritime and land elements working in tandem towards a 
common goal.8 Moreover, unlike their globalized counterparts two mil-
lennia later, Roman officers contended with enemies who employed com-
pletely foreign tactics, weapons, beasts, or machines, which were entirely 
unfamiliar to Roman minds, and sometimes only shortly before battle was 
to commence. 

One must be skeptical of the notion that the inherently dynamic and 
chaotic nature of war pertains solely to modernity. Roman warfare, with 
its scale and complexity, was just as dynamic, chaotic, and uncertain to 
those who experienced it. This conclusion carries even greater weight 
when one considers the nature of the typical Roman army battlefield array. 
Unlike their eastern phalangite cousins (or sixteenth century AD pike and 
shot ancestors, for that matter), the Romans insisted on physically dividing 
their infantry formations into manipular or cohortal subunits, each capa-
ble of operating independent of the main body, and each requiring the di-
rect leadership of their own subordinate officer. Likewise, Roman legions 
were expected to maneuver in immensely varied terrain, ranging from the 
Scottish highlands, to the deserts of Africa, to the forests of Germania, to 
the streets of Jerusalem. Caesar alone, for example, found himself fight-
ing on the northern banks of the English Channel, in the hills of central 
Spain, along French rivers, within Egyptian Alexandria, and on the plains 
of Greece.

With these considerations in mind, it is a real possibility that the 
Romans stumbled upon the notion of mission command well before the 



5

Prussians. Their ability to deploy multifaceted and organizationally com-
plex formations of men, on varying terrain, under unpredictable condi-
tions, and against differing enemies necessitated quality leadership at 
the tactical and operational levels, not to mention a consciously refined 
command and control system. It is unlikely this degree of leadership was 
achieved solely through the individual genius of its senior officials, despite 
what many of the nobility-venerating ancient sources might suggest. The 
harrowing blunders of generals like Gaius Flaminius at Lake Trasimine, 
Marcus Licinius Crassus at Carrhae, and Publius Quinctilius Varus at Teu-
toburg prove enough that individual genius was not necessarily rampant 
among leading Romans. Rather, it is likely that the Romans entrusted and 
empowered their subordinate officers with enough authority to exercise 
operational or tactical flexibility when it mattered most.

Definitions and Methodology
To analyze mission command in the Roman army, it is first necessary 

to identify and define the concept’s seven principles: competence, disci-
plined initiative, risk acceptance, shared understanding, commander’s in-
tent, mission orders, and mutual trust. Competence refers to the tactical 
and technical proficiency of commanders and subordinates—the founda-
tion upon which mutual trust and all other principles rest. Disciplined ini-
tiative refers to the duty subordinates have to exercise initiative within the 
bounds of the operation’s overall purpose. Risk acceptance refers to the 
balancing of soldiers’ safety with mission accomplishment, and the under-
standing that allowing subordinate initiative requires some degree of risk 
to both the mission and the force. Shared understanding occurs when both 
commanders and subordinates hold a common interpretation of the situa-
tion and concept of operations, usually achieved through collaboration and 
an exchange of dialogue.9 Commander’s intent refers to the commander’s 
communication of a “clear and concise expression of the purpose of the 
operation and the desired military end state.”10 Mission orders refer to 
the directives given from commanders to subordinates emphasizing the 
results to be attained—not, how they are to be attained. Lastly, mutual 
trust refers to the “shared confidence” between commanders and subordi-
nates that both can rely on each other to accomplish their assigned task.11  
Taking all these principles together, one can view mission command as 
an approach to command and control that encourages decentralized, pur-
pose-oriented decision-making, enabled by mutual trust and confidence 
between commander and subordinate.
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The first three principles—competence, disciplined initiative, and 
risk acceptance—are inextricably linked, and form the first lens through 
which the Roman army will be examined in chapter two. In this chapter, 
primary source commentary on Roman army institutional training and ed-
ucation is examined to ascertain the level of tactical and technical compe-
tence expected of military officers, ranging from the lowly centurion to the 
general himself. Special attention is paid to the timeframe under examina-
tion: the Middle Republican (ca. 264 BC to 133 BC) army, comprised of 
part-time citizen-soldiers, differed from their Late Republican (ca. 133 BC 
to 27 BC) and Early Imperial (ca. 27 BC to 117 AD) counterparts, usually 
made up of professionalized careerists. Ample evidence suggests that even 
Middle Republican Romans made a conscious effort to produce highly 
competent leaders. For instance Polybius offers a clear indication of the 
tactical expertise expected of soldiers subject to promotion as an officer.12  

Examining competence in Imperial Rome is more difficult as few-
er sources are available to reference, but enough exists to draw gener-
al conclusions. Late-fourth or early-fifth century writer Flavius Vegetius 
Renatus, for instance, records not only what type of training should be 
employed to develop legionary competence, but also what qualities subor-
dinate and senior officers should possess.13 Likewise, the military treatises 
of Sextus Julius Frontinus,  Onasander, and Maurice  provide useful infor-
mation illuminating the level of intelligence and tactical prowess expected 
of officers; for instance, what operational decisions and maneuvers they, 
and subsequently their subordinate officers, should be capable of planning 
and executing.14 It should be noted that unlike modern doctrinal refer-
ences, these military “manuals” were not intended to be necessarily pre-
scriptive in nature. Rather, the Romans viewed these works as suggestive 
compilations of what constituted sensible military thinking.15 Vegetius, for 
instance, laments the fact that by the end of the fourth century the Romans 
seemingly lost their knowledge on erecting camp fortifications, naval af-
fairs, and their high standard of training.16 Whether one is examining the 
Roman armies of either the second century BC or the fourth century AD, 
there existed a generally accepted standardization of what qualities con-
stituted competence within the military, and a desire among Romans to 
measure it.

The remaining two mission command principles analyzed in chap-
ter two center on disciplined initiative and risk acceptance. Both are best 
understood by a close reading of extant battle narratives captured by au-
thors like Polybius, Livy, Caesar, Josephus, and Tacitus, and to a lesser 
extent, Suetonius, and Plutarch. Unlike military manuals, which articulate 
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how an army should operate, battle narratives reveal how the army ac-
tually did operate. They also help the reader understand the breadth and 
depth of certain battlefields and offer a window to analyze the actions of 
subordinate units. For instance, Livy’s description of the Battle of Pydna 
(168 BC), where numerous “small bodies of Roman troops” independent-
ly assaulted into the gaps of Perseus’ Macedonian phalanx along a mile 
and a half front, offers a useful case for examining Roman subordinate 
disciplined initiative.17 Battle narratives should be handled with care. Most 
ancient sources credit the preponderance of battlefield decision-making to 
the general himself. Likewise, where subordinate leaders do emerge in the 
record, they are frequently used to either enrich the text’s moralist content 
or to justify Roman failures. Caesar, for example, blames his defeat at Ger-
govia in 52 BC on the reckless ambition of some of his centurions.18 With 
this in mind, a level of prudent judgment must be applied when analyzing 
battle accounts, taking into consideration both the purpose of the publica-
tion and the physical realities of ancient combat.19 

Beyond narratives, Roman military treatises also offer a wealth of 
information regarding disciplined initiative and risk acceptance. Manuals 
provide insight into what degree of control commanders could anticipate 
employing over their assigned forces, the signaling mechanisms at their 
disposal, and how far apart generals could realistically space their sub-
ordinate units.20 Maurice, for example, tells his readers to assign raiding, 
ambuscade, and outflanking units, and he emphasizes the inherent author-
ity each should have to flexibly accomplish their assigned task. He more-
over stresses the importance of assigning an intelligent officer to command 
these forces—indicating these units could be well outside the sphere of 
the general’s direct control and required a capable officer to lead them.21 
As with battle narratives, caution must be taken when referencing manu-
als as a source of evidence for the prevalence of subordinate disciplined 
initiative. Because the authors wrote manuals for consumption primarily 
by the Roman elite, they often demonstrate a highbrow, elitist opinion of 
lower-class officers and enlisted men, and subsequently cordon off conse-
quential battlefield decision-making as a prerogative ostensibly possessed 
by the nobility.

The second three principles—shared understanding, commander’s 
intent, and mission orders—form the basis of chapter three. As with the 
first three principles, I use both anecdotal evidence and military manuals 
to frame exactly how commanders collected intelligence to form an un-
derstanding of their operational environment, how they shared this under-
standing with their subordinate leaders, and the extent their orders were 
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either purpose-oriented or task-oriented. Specific attention is paid to the 
general’s consilium—his board of military advisors, comprised usually of 
senior officers—and how the consilium served as a meeting where shared 
understanding, commander’s intent, and mission orders occurred.

At the operational level, literary accounts of campaigns provide a 
foundation for an analysis of the second three principles. Plutarch’s de-
scription of Pompey’s war with the pirates in 67-66 BC provides a com-
pelling example of how Roman armies overcame the tyranny of distance 
by employing mission-orders and commander’s intent. Because Pompey 
commanded naval forces spanning the entirety of the Mediterranean Sea, 
he elected to divide the sea into thirteen disparate zones and assigned 
a single subordinate commander to clear each zone of the pirate threat. 
Pompey himself was in no position to oversee the daily activities of each 
subordinate commander. Instead, he offered purpose-oriented guidance: 
clear each zone.22 Additional campaign narratives reveal a similar tenden-
cy: Caesar habitually dispersed his encamped legions by at least dozens 
of miles;  Agricola operated in Britannia with multiple elements operating 
large distances from one another;  and both Metellus Numidicus and Gaius 
Marius separated their forces to chase down Jugurtha.23 

At the tactical level, the prevalence of shared understanding, com-
mander’s intent, and mission orders is more challenging to determine. On 
the one hand, large battles involving elements of a commander’s force 
operating well outside of his sphere of direct control can be reasonably 
assumed to possess a substantial degree of mission orders and shared un-
derstanding. An example of this is Scipio Africanus’s complex assault on 
New Carthage in 209 BC, where at least four independent forces simul-
taneously assaulted the garrison from four separate vectors (two of which 
were from the sea).24 On the other hand, where battles are smaller in size 
and physical realities do not preclude the possibility of direct control, it 
is much more difficult to ascertain with any degree of certainty whether a 
commander genuinely issued his intent or provided mission orders. This 
is especially problematic when one considers the frequency with which 
the ancient sources viewed the battle from only the general’s perspective 
and attributed all decisions of consequence to the general himself. Where 
this occurs, it is necessary to draw on the information found in military 
manuals regarding how generals should implement command and control 
procedures.

Mutual trust is the final principle under examination and forms the 
basis for chapter four. As noted, mutual trust centers on the shared confi-
dence between leader and subordinate that each can and will carry out his 
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assigned task. Measuring this principle with any level of efficacy one must 
first take into account the time, geographic location, and type of unit under 
consideration. For example, leading officials viewed the legions of the Ro-
man Republic, comprised primarily of ethnic Latin or Italian volunteers, 
with less skepticism than their foreign auxiliary counterparts—at least in 
terms of state allegiance. Conversely, the Imperial Roman army observed 
an increasing reliance on foreign mercenaries with questionable loyalties, 
thus degrading the possibility for genuine mutual trust to occur between 
Roman officer and foreign soldier. 

Similarly, legions located on the distant frontiers of Rome often ex-
hibited a lower level of trust than those positioned nearer the capital city. 
One reason for this was the notoriously harsh conditions of frontier gar-
risons, particularly those located along the Danube and Rhine Rivers or 
in Britannia. By the very nature of their location, soldiers posted along 
Rome’s borders were exposed to the most frequent and greatest levels of 
danger; they suffered from chronic sustainment problems, owing to the 
logistical challenges of moving men and materiel that far from Rome (or 
the regional base of supply); and they experienced frequent pay shortag-
es, owing to the lack of centralized Roman oversight over corrupt local 
magistrates who could make a habit of pocketing monies earmarked for 
soldiers’ salaries. This perceived abuse could undermine a large degree of 
trust between legionary and officer, epitomized best by the 14 AD mutinies 
in Germania. Tacitus tells us that malnourished legionaries, fed up with 
their conditions, drew their swords and attacked their centurions, “fling-
ing them, maimed, mangled, and in some cases lifeless…into the River 
Rhine.”25 

The fundamental nature of the Roman government also complicated 
the effective establishment of mutual trust at the operational level. Because 
military leadership was synonymous with political leadership, the vicious 
internal power politics of Rome—characterized by ambition, greed, cor-
ruption, and sabotage—often bled over into the Roman military establish-
ment. Successful generals were blindsided with trumped up legal charges 
by envious colleagues, as with the case of Scipio Africanus, who, after 
defeating Hannibal in the Second Punic War, was so upset with the polit-
ical backstabbing that he had his tombstone epitaph declare: “Ungrateful 
fatherland, you shall not even have my bones.”26 Likewise, leaders vied 
for imperial power vacuums, exemplified in 69 AD, the Year of the Four 
Emperors, when the generals Galba, Otho, Vitellius, and Vespasian each 
committed their legions to seize the throne. Politicians also undercut one 
another for prestigious military assignments, as demonstrated by the vio-
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lent competition between Gaius Marius and Lucius Cornelius Sulla over 
whom was to lead the potentially lucrative and glory-bound expedition 
into Parthia.

A combination of all these factors—era, ethnicity, proximity to 
Rome, and proximity to power—makes an analysis of mutual trust per-
haps the most difficult of all the mission command principles. It was these 
very factors (and the obstacles they presented) that motivated Roman com-
manders to institute a variety of methods to foster and maintain intra-army 
and inter-army trust. Chief among these were Rome’s institutionalization 
of military oaths, religious rituals, and battlefield orations. These three 
mechanisms, handled effectively by a competent general, often had the 
effect of binding legionaries to their general and to the state. They were 
used to suppress mutinous sentiment, minimize desertion or defection, and 
generate allegiance in times of tumultuous civil war. A certain degree of 
universal confidence must have been present for the military to function as 
effectively as it did. Civil-military leaders positioned in Rome indeed sent 
generals marching off on campaigns with little more than trust binding the 
two entities together. This fact is evident in the near-total power the Senate 
voluntarily granted generals like Fabius Maximus, Scipio Africanus, and 
Pompey. Likewise, generals like Caesar, who wittingly penetrated deep 
into enemy territory with little chance of being reinforced from Rome, 
demonstrated a high degree of confidence in the capability, commitment, 
and loyalty of his legionaries.

Overall, an accurate analysis of mission command in ancient Rome 
requires reading many of the primary sources “against the grain.” The two 
best sources for the practice of mission command in the armies of Re-
publican and Imperial Rome are Caesar and Josephus, respectively. Each 
carry with them their own set of considerations. Caesar’s works were un-
doubtedly written for political purposes, consequently calling into ques-
tion some of the technical military details he offers. Likewise, Josephus, 
being a relatively vulnerable prisoner-turned-supporter of Rome, had an 
incentive to embellish the efficacy of the Roman army, perhaps corrupting 
some of the information contained within his writings. Polybius, a former 
Greek military officer and direct observer of Scipio, offers the next best 
source of information. He suffers from the same issues plaguing the works 
of Livy, Tacitus, Appian, Cassius Dio, and Plutarch—namely, the relega-
tion of non-elite subordinates to positions of inconsequence. In the minds 
of these ancient authors, the outcome of battle primarily centered on the 
effectiveness of the general or his immediate lieutenants—everyone else 
was just a passive actor, subject to the decisions of several powerful men.
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Historiography
While no current scholarship exists analyzing the direct relation-

ship between modern “mission command” and the Roman army, several 
historians have contributed to the discussion. Philip Sabin, for example, 
provides a generally accepted framework for understanding Roman battle-
field mechanics. He identifies four key characteristics of infantry combat: 
(1) battle lines clashed for long periods of time, (2) battle lines could be 
“pushed back” great lengths before breaking, (3) supporting units played 
a pivotal role throughout the entirety of the battle, and (4) the victorious 
side would sustain substantially fewer casualties than the defeated side. 
Drawing on these features, Sabin argues that infantry lines likely clashed 
for only a short period of time before one side reached exhaustion and 
retrograded to a ‘safety distance’ a few meters outside of spear or sword 
range. Fighting would then resume once one side physically and mentally 
recovered and charged forward for another round.27 This back-and-forth 
assaulting and retrograding of centuries, maniples, and cohorts, suggests 
that Roman warfare demanded tactical-level leaders who possessed the 
appropriate level of decision-making authority needed to lead their units 
to and from the safety distance.

Jordan F. Slavik and Alexander Zhmodikov’s analyses of Rome’s 
extensive use of the heavy pilum and light telum javelins add to Sabin’s 
findings. Drawing on literary sources, Zhmodikov argues that the Ro-
mans employed their pila not just at the beginning of battle as originally 
thought, but throughout the entirety of the battle.28 Slavik builds on this 
argument and suggests that light infantry—most notably Roman velites—
employed their javelins in the midst of battle to provide “covering fire” for 
heavy infantry units to maneuver, interchange lines, or conduct some other 
atypical task.29 This observation helps elucidate how Roman lines could 
retrograde to the safety distance without prompting an enemy assault, how 
low-level leaders could buy time to reorganize their formations for a sec-
ond charge, and how disparate units could maneuver independently. By 
pairing Slavik’s and Sabin’s findings, one can see not only how Rome’s 
way of warfare called for semi-autonomous leadership at the tactical level, 
but the mechanisms Rome put in place to facilitate it.

Michael J. Taylor adds further to the discussion. By analyzing Ro-
man frontages in comparison to their Macedonian counterparts, Taylor es-
timates the length of the average gap between maniples to be around fifty 
percent of the width of a typical maniple front. This space, Taylor argues, 
allowed for several important actions to occur. First, it enabled light forces 
executing their support-role tasks to pass easily through the Roman le-
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gion. Second, should the need arise, it allowed maniples to quickly change 
vectors—a feat Polybius identifies the Romans were capable of doing at 
the lowest echelons.30 Lastly, it allowed “haphazardly maneuvering mani-
ples to avoid entanglement.”31 Rome’s segregated battle line draws a stark 
contrast to the single, block formations of other ancient armies. As Taylor 
demonstrates, Rome instead deliberately structured its army to allow for 
the flexible maneuvering of its subordinate units—a complex requirement 
that certainly demanded some degree of competent subordinate leadership.   

J. E. Lendon explores Rome’s tolerance for decentralized, low-lev-
el decision-making. Lendon examines Roman warfare through a cultural 
lens and argues Rome’s method of warfare centered on its ability to strike 
a balance between two equally pervasive and dichotomous forces: dis-
ciplina and virtus. Disciplina, Lendon explains, emphasizes a soldier’s 
strict obedience and steadfast commitment to holding one’s position in the 
battleline, despite overwhelming emotional urges to either flee or attack. 
Conversely, virtus emphasizes unabashed, individual martial aggression, 
potentially at the risk of degrading the integrity of the formation. Lendon 
argues it was Rome’s ability to harness and control both disciplina and 
virtus that provided the legions with their ultimate source of power, by 
allowing the young velites and front-ranking legionaries to freely exer-
cise their virtus, while elder veterans maintained the battle line through 
strict observance of disciplina.32 Using Lendon’s theory, one could argue 
Rome’s very culture necessitated tactical-level mission command; the 
natural pugnacity of its warriors demanded they be relatively unshackled 
from the chains of overbearing control, while the fragile nature of ancient 
battle formations simultaneously necessitated unit integrity.

Jeremiah McCall’s recent analysis of Rome’s manipular system 
offers further insight. He posits that the centuries-old institutional sys-
tems comprising the Republican military establishment enabled the state 
to place relatively inexperienced commanders at the head of her armies 
and still prevail. The level of competence inherent in a general’s advisory 
board and his subordinate officer corps ensured his operational and tactical 
decisions were sound. McCall forms the basis of his argument on Sabin’s 
model of combat and emphasizes the importance sub-commanders must 
have played in the actual conduct of the battle—suggesting that when an 
infantry unit successfully outflanked an enemy, it was often due to the 
initiative of a subordinate commander.33 

Synthesizing the arguments of Sabin, Slavik, Zhmodikov, Taylor, 
Lendon, and McCall, offers a comprehensive foundation for the analysis 
of mission command at the tactical level. Rome did not group together 
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and smash a single, dense formation of men against an enemy line. Doing 
so would alleviate any requirement for decision-making below the gener-
al. Instead, separate centuries, maniples, and cohorts comprised Roman 
battle lines, each led by their own officer. Clashes occurred iteratively, to 
and from the safety distance. Spacing between subunits enabled them to 
assault, maneuver, or revector independently, in addition to facilitating the 
coordination and employment of mobile support elements. Likewise, cul-
tural pressures encouraged both aggressive subunit action and disciplined 
synchronization. Indeed, these factors complicated Roman battlefield ac-
tivities and likely demanded some form of decentralized, purpose-driven 
tactical command structure. 

Modern scholars have a difficult time determining a general frame-
work regarding institutionalized command and control practices when 
they elevate their analyses from the tactical to the operational level. This 
is partly due to how individual personalities could affect operational lev-
el leadership—subsequently, the prevalence of mission command—to a 
much greater extent than the relatively mechanistic nature of tactical lead-
ership. Attempting to determine the extent that a typical legate was free 
to exercise disciplined initiative while on campaign, or the degree that a 
campaigning general shared his understanding of the operational environ-
ment with his subordinates, depended as much on the idiosyncrasies of 
that specific individual as it did on the institutional norms of the Roman 
military establishment.

Southern further elucidates how the temperament of Rome’s high-
est magistrates could drastically influence operational level leadership. 
To maintain the Empire’s security, the emperor needed to deploy capable 
armies led by competent commanders to its frontiers. These same com-
manders could present a credible threat to imperial rule; if too success-
ful, influential and powerful these generals could (and often did) attempt 
usurpation. Because of this “continual dilemma,” particularly paranoid or 
jealous emperors were inclined to deliberately curtail the autonomy and 
progress of certain generals—such as Claudius’s recalling of Domitius 
Corbulo’s legions operating east of the Rhine.34 This practice could in-
stigate a further trickling down of draconian, hierarchal leadership pro-
cedures and subsequently extinguish any potential for genuine mission 
command to occur.

When not deliberately constrained by overly-suspicious emperors, 
scholars largely agreed that generals enjoyed relatively free reign to pros-
ecute their campaigns as they saw fit. Southern, for instance, notes that as 
long as generals operated within the overarching framework of the em-
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peror’s instructions, they were free to make decisions on the spot to meet 
their objectives.35  Likewise, Nathan Rosenstein notes that the senate af-
forded Republican-era generals “a great deal of latitude” to make war and 
peace or otherwise act as they saw fit while on campaign.36 This must have 
been particularly true as Roman territories expanded, lines of communi-
cation lengthened, and official guidance from Rome took an unacceptable 
amount of time to reach generals and their staffs. If one considers the great 
distances which generals operated from in  central Italy, one might reason 
that the Roman military establishment necessitated a greater degree of op-
erational-level mission command than even modern armies do.

Adrian Goldsworthy’s analysis of the campaigning Roman army of-
fers a compelling explanation for this phenomenon. Goldsworthy explains 
that Rome’s method of warfare called for adopting the offensive as soon 
as possible, and its desire to bring a rapid, decisive conclusion to conflict 
encouraged generals to seize the initiative and dictate the course of the 
fighting.37 Caesar in Gaul, Cestius Gallus in Judaea, and Decianus Catus 
in Britannia all reveal Rome’s willingness to respond rapidly to emerging 
threats with whatever troops were available—even if these forces were 
drastically outnumbered—and indeed reflect the inherent authority com-
manders at almost every echelon enjoyed. The very nature of this method 
of warfare, then, mirrors modern doctrinal descriptions of mission com-
mand. Army Doctrine Publication 6-0 explains “decentralized execution 
is essential to seizing, retaining, and exploiting the operational initiative,” 
particularly in uncertain, or rapidly changing environments.38 Command-
ers, must achieve a “tempo and intensity that enemy forces cannot match,” 
must disseminate information to the lowest possible level, articulate their 
intent, and empower subordinates to exercise disciplined initiative.39 

Scholars’ discussions of operational level leadership have had more 
to do with generals’ personal activities before, during, and after battle, and 
less to do with how they implemented command and control mechanisms. 
Goldsworthy, for example, explains that the general’s purpose was to “di-
rect his army as units of troops to achieve victory…through the issues of 
orders and communications with subordinates and units,” but the scope of 
his work largely precludes him from illuminating the topic much further.40  

Likewise, Rosemary Moore describes Roman commanders as being capa-
ble of “leading large, complex armies on long campaigns” but offers little 
in the way of judging how decisions were made at the general, legate, or 
tribune levels.41 Again, this void in the body of knowledge could be a con-
sequence of the difficulty of interpreting and reducing the beliefs and ac-
tions of countless individual personalities spanning hundreds of years into 
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some useful overarching framework. But if political historians can piece 
together and describe the root beliefs underpinning something like Roman 
foreign policy, then military historians should be able to do the same for 
Roman military leadership principles.
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Chapter 2 
Competence, Disciplined Initiative, and Risk Acceptance

When the storm of war is at hand repeatedly shattering, 
overthrowing, and bringing varied conditions, the sight of present 
circumstances demands expedients based on the exigencies of the 
moment, which necessity of chance rather than the memory of 
experience suggests.

—Onasander, Strategikos

War is inherently chaotic, demanding an approach to the 
command and control of operations that does not attempt to im-
pose perfect order, but rather makes allowances for uncertainty 
created by chance and friction.

—HQDA, Army Doctrine Publication 6-0, Mission Com-
mand

Displays of competence, disciplined initiative, and risk acceptance 
are the most easily recognizable indicators of whether a military organi-
zation operates under a mission command construct. This is due largely to 
the overt nature of the principles themselves. Unlike the relatively abstract 
concepts of “shared understanding” or “mutual trust,” the decisions and 
actions of commanders and subordinates are concrete and measurable—
they either happened or they did not. This quality makes an analysis of 
these three principles not only a useful starting point, but a necessary one, 
as the conspicuous absence of just one would significantly detract from 
the possibility that the Romans embraced the holistic concept of mission 
command in any meaningful way.

Grouping these three principles together is also necessary because of 
their symbiotic relationship. Commanders are only willing to accept and 
underwrite the risks associated with subordinate decision-making if they 
are confident in their subordinates’ level of competence. That is, a prudent 
commander must have faith that their subordinate leaders are intelligent 
and capable enough to make the right decisions at the right times before 
assigning them a task. Any military organization hoping to apply and prof-
it from decentralized command must therefore take an active approach in 
developing the tactical and technical aptitude of its subordinate leaders.

 Throughout this chapter, I argue Rome’s unique battlefield orga-
nization required an approach to command and control that acknowledged 
and encouraged a large degree of subordinate disciplined initiative. Ev-
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idence of Rome’s manipular, and later cohort, structure reveals an army 
consisting of dozens of independent and distinct formations of men—each 
requiring local leadership and a comparatively large amount of maneu-
ver space between adjacent units. Roman commanders frequently relied 
on this segmented formation to achieve success by capitalizing on the 
semi-autonomy of its disparate elements to flexibly assault into the gaps 
of enemy lines, reinforce holes in Roman lines, or rapidly exploit fleeting 
battlefield opportunities.

I further argue that the difficulty commanders had observing and 
controlling these complex field armies resulted in a general willingness 
to assume the risks associated with such decentralized decision-making. 
Commanders’ limited ability to rapidly communicate complex orders of-
ten precluded any attempt by them to establish strict, hierarchical control. 
Instead, commanders both acknowledged the need for and rewarded local 
decision-making—in essence, relying on the judgement of the collective 
to offset the impracticability of relying on the judgement of a single per-
son.

Lastly, I argue this method of warfare compelled Rome to establish 
and maintain a competent, meritocratic subordinate officer corps. Rome’s 
reliance on subordinate disciplined initiative and its willingness to assume 
the risks associated with decentralized decision-making provided an impe-
tus for the state to internalize a common understanding of what constituted 
a “competent” leader, and furthermore put mechanisms in place to ensure 
those leaders were identified and elevated through the ranks.

The Roman Battlefield
The Roman battlefield was a chaotic place. Heavy infantry forma-

tions clashed, retrograded, revectored, interchanged lines, and clashed 
again; light infantry formations ebbed and flowed through battle lines, 
skirmished ahead of the army, seized key terrain, and massed missile fire; 
cavalry formations conducted pursuits, harassments, and frontal, flank, and 
rear assaults; and detached combined arms formations conducted envelop-
ment, raiding, and ambuscade operations. Contemporary military manuals 
attest to the chaotic nature of the Roman battlefield: Onasander compares 
battle to the volatile conditions of sea voyage,  Maurice to the movement 
of water, “which flows now forward now backward,”  and Vegetius alerts 
his readers to the ubiquitous presence of untethered, mobile detachments, 
flexibly operating throughout the depth of the battlefield.1 

One reason for the complexity of Roman warfare derives from its 
army’s intricate battlefield organization. Unlike Classical Greek phalanx-
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es (ca. fifth and fourth centuries BC), or Hellenistic pike formations (ca. 
fourth through second centuries BC), each characterized by dense forma-
tions of spearmen standing shoulder-to-shoulder in a single line, Middle 
Republican Rome (third and second centuries BC) physically divided its 
legions into four segmented and mutually supporting lines.2 At the head 
of the army stood a single line of roughly twelve hundred velites—the 
youngest soldiers in the legion, armed with a small shield, a sword, and 
several javelins. As the legion’s principal skirmishers, velites enjoyed near 
total autonomy, free to assault the enemy and withdraw as battlefield con-
ditions permitted.3 They had no officers commanding their formation, but 
were instead internally driven by the powerful cultural force of virtus and 
the desire to be recognized for martial prowess.4 Virtus and a lack of strict 
hierarchical control resulted in a shapeless mass of light infantrymen—
encompassing nearly 30 percent of the legion’s total strength—swarming 
the enemy like hornets, able to poke holes and exploit cracks in the enemy 
line.

The remaining three lines were more refined in structure, but no less 
complex: the second line consisted of twelve hundred hastati swords-
men, only slightly older and slightly better equipped than the velites; the 
third line consisted of twelve hundred principes swordsmen—men at the 
“prime of their life” and likewise more experienced than the hastati; and 
the last line was made up of six hundred triarii spearmen—the most ex-
perienced, but oldest, soldiers in the legion. Each line was subdivided into 
ten equal-sized maniples, colloquially translated as “handfuls” of men. 
The maniples of the hastati and principes were further subdivided into 
two, sixty-man centuries, each led by a junior officer, the centurion. Once 
arrayed on the battlefield, maniples were physically separated by a space 
equaling roughly fifty percent of a maniple’s width, and each line would 
be offset from the line ahead of it, so that the formations appeared like 
checkers on a checkerboard.5 

Understanding the force array of the legion  allows one to better 
visualize the number of independent, moving pieces present on a Roman 
battlefield.6 A cursory survey of just the legion’s infantry reveals a forma-
tion of men extending nearly three quarters of a mile in length, divided into 
four distinct lines in depth, with nine clear breaks in the second, third, and 
fourth lines.7 The entire infantry formation would boast fifty-one distinct 
groupings of men, each (save for the leaderless velites) led by a centurion. 
An emphasis would be placed on physically dividing the formations, a 
tradition unique to the Romans, facilitating the flexible commitment of 
secondary and tertiary lines at critical moments.8  



22

Moreover, because legionaries were predominantly swordsmen and 
not spearmen, each legionary required greater spacing between each man 
within the formation, permit his unimpeded rotation of sword and shield. 
Polybius comments that where Macedonian spearmen required only three 
feet of space per man, the Roman legionary required six.9 Overall, the de-
ployed Roman legion appeared more analogous to a modern army’s battle-
field array—with segregated companies and platoons physically dispersed 
but generally in line formation—than a condensed army sporting a single, 
mass block of men.10 

The Roman army’s gradual transition from a manipular to a cohortal 
structure in the second century BC. changed the fundamental principles of 
maintaining unit spacing and local leadership only slightly. Instead of four 
lines divided into ten maniples each, the Roman cohortal structure typi-
cally fielded three lines—the triplex acies—with four cohorts in the first 
line and three cohorts each in the second and third lines. Cohorts were still 
subdivided into centuries, with the first cohort possessing five 150-man 
centuries, and the remaining nine cohorts possessing six eighty-man cen-
turies. A single centurion still led each century, and the pilus prior—the 
cohort’s senior ranking centurion—likely dual-hatted the responsibilities 
of commanding both his respective century, and the cohort in its entirety.11 

Under the cohortal structure, physical separation of units and the reliance 
on subordinate leadership still characterized Rome’s principal battlefield 
organization, as did the capacity to flexibly commit rear-echelon cohorts 
to the fight. 

Figure 2.1. Polybian Manipular Legion, ca. Third Century BC.

Source: Created by author.
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Julius Caesar’s struggle at the Battle of the Sambre in 57 BC reveals 
what could happen should subunit spacing and low-level command be-
come compromised. During the battle, Caesar observed the legion on his 
right flank as it quickly compressed from the weight of a Nervii ambush. 
He writes: “Because their standards were crowded together the men of 
the Twelfth were packed so close that they obstructed one another in the 
fighting.” He goes on to state that all but a few of the legion’s centurions 
had been killed or wounded, creating a void in critical leadership at the 
century and cohort echelons. Seeing these issues, Caesar writes that he 
made his way to the front line and ordered the remaining centurions to as-
sault forward and open the ranks, so that the men could more easily fight.12 
Though this anecdote could perhaps amount to little more than a moment 
of shameless self-aggrandizement, the reasoning Caesar provides his read-
ers for the legion’s inability to effectively counter the ambush—namely, a 
lack of subordinate maneuver space and local leadership—nonetheless re-
veals his belief that both of these conditions needed to exist for the proper 
functioning of the army.

Tactical Disciplined Initiative
Given the historic difficulty of maintaining unit cohesion in ancient 

battle calls into question why Rome elected to deploy such a complicat-
ed and dispersed array. The answer lays in the benefits this organization 
offered the army. Unlike a contiguous phalanx, each independent century 

Figure 2.2. Marian Cohortal Legion, ca. Late Second Century BC.

Source: Created by author.
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and maniple enjoyed both the local leadership and physical space it need-
ed to effectively react and maneuver upon emerging threats or opportu-
nities. Polybius explains, “the order of a Roman force” enables “every 
man individually and in common with his fellows to present a front in any 
direction, the maniples which are nearest to danger turning themselves 
by single movement to face it.”13 Over two hundred years later, Josephus 
demonstrates this enduring quality by characterizing Roman ranks as fluid 
in their maneuvers and legionaries as highly responsive to orders, sig-
nals, and necessary actions.14 Indeed, the Roman tradition of warfare was 
a calculated risk—a careful balance of loosening direct control over sub-
ordinate units just enough to capitalize on the natural fluidity and respon-
siveness it afforded the army. In other words, the Romans continuously 
gambled on the idea that the benefit of tactical flexibility outweighed the 
risks associated with decentralized subordinate decision-making.

Several compelling examples reveal the dynamic and relatively 
loose internal order of a fielded legion. Livy tells us that a customary oath 
legionaries swore to one another before battle declared that no man would 
“quit the ranks, save to fetch or pick up a weapon, to strike an enemy, 
or to save a comrade.”15 The oath’s caveats allowing internal maneuver-
ings under these specific circumstances are noteworthy: if a formation was 
threatened, a piece of equipment retrievable, or an enemy vulnerable, le-
gionaries were wholly permitted, if not encouraged, to maneuver forward, 
laterally, or diagonally in the midst of battle. 

Battle narratives repeatedly demonstrate this phenomenon. During 
the Battle of Pydna in 168 BC, Cato’s son, Marcus, lost his sword in battle, 
so he “ran along the ranks telling every friend and companion whom he 
saw,” until he gathered a “goodly number of brave men…and fell upon 
the enemy,” in order to recover it.16 Marius’ pitched battle against Boeorix 
and the Cimbri during the Battle of Vercellae in 101 BC was a similar 
occurrence. Though Marius observed Boeorix conducting a feint on his 
left flank, threatening to overextend the Romans’ line, Marius could not 
prevent one of his subordinate formations from pursuing the enemy, thus 
falling into the trap.17 Likewise, during the fight for Antonia in 70 AD, the 
Syrian auxiliary Sabinus, followed by eleven others, personally elected to 
assault the fortified walls to break through the Jewish defenses. His actions 
were not only self-directed, but implicitly approved by Titus, commander 
of the overall force.18 

Rome’s acceptance of subunit semi-autonomy existed because its 
military command and control structure relied to a large extent on sub-
ordinate disciplined initiative. This fact is evident in both extant military 
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manuals and battle narratives. Maurice repeatedly advises that outflanking 
formations should possess the ability to launch an immediate attack if they 
observed an unorganized enemy.19 He likewise states ambuscade parties 
and flanking elements, led by “courageous and intelligent officers,” should 
have the authority to decide when and where to strike an enemy’s rear, 
flank, or baggage train.20 Vegetius, too, emphasizes the importance for 
officers to capitalize on fleeting opportunities. He states, “opportunity in 
war is often more to be depended on than courage,” and that good officers 
engage in actions when induced by opportunity.21 

Polybius’ account of the Battle of Cynoscephalae in 197 BC—
Rome’s first significant victory against Philip V’s Macedonians—reveals 
these military treatise’s principles in action. Polybius writes:

The main body of the Roman right followed and slaughtered the 
flying Macedonians. But one of the tribunes, with about twenty 
maniples, having made up his mind on his own account what 
ought to be done next, contributed by his action very greatly to 
the general victory. He saw that the division which was person-
ally commanded by Philip was much farther forward than the 
rest of the enemy, and was pressing hard upon the Roman left 
by its superior weight; he therefore left the right, which was by 
this time clearly victorious, and directing his march towards the 
part of the field where a struggle was still going on, he managed 
to get behind the Macedonians and charge them on the rear.22 
In this case, the tribune not only observed and exploited an enemy 

vulnerability, but he did so explicitly under his own authority. Moreover, 
his actions fell in line with the oath Livy records that expressly authorizes 
soldiers to break formation if it was to strike an enemy or to save a com-
rade.

The Battle of Pydna, 168 BC, between the armies of Lucius Aemilius 
Paullus and the Macedonian king Perseus, illustrates one of the best ex-
amples of Roman generals relying on junior officer disciplined initiative. 
Polybius writes that a well-formed Macedonian phalanx, with its impene-
trable front of overlapping sarissa pikes, was an insurmountable force un-
less uneven terrain disrupted its formation.23 But broken terrain alone does 
not defeat a phalanx; this task requires an enemy force flexible enough 
for independent segments to rapidly assault into the phalanx’s gaps. This 
is what occurred at Pydna. Livy states that “the most probable explana-
tion of the victory is that several separate engagements were going on all 
over the field,” and that the Macedonian phalanx was “forced to meet the 
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repeated charges of small bodies of Roman troops…and wherever there 
were gaps [in the phalanx,] the Romans worked their way amongst [the 
Macedonians’] ranks.”24 

Admittedly, Plutarch, in his account of the battle, suggests Paullus 
himself divided the legions into subunits and ordered their independent 
assaults, but this claim seems to embody the hallmark characteristic of 
sources attributing all decisions of moment to the commander.25 There are 
two reasons why Plutarch’s description likely falls under this category. 
First, Livy makes no mention of Paullus directing these independent as-
saults. Second, Taylor estimates that the battle lines at Pydna likely ex-
tended over a mile and a half in length—a distance difficult for a single 
general to effectively observe, much less control. On horseback it would 
take Paullus at least ten minutes to simply swing around from one side 
of the battlefield to the other, and that is assuming there were no stops 
for cover or to issue orders along the way.26 Instead, it is reasonable to 
presume that the numerous, independent and simultaneous assaults were 
the result of Rome’s tradition of encouraging subunit initiative—a fact 
evinced by Plutarch’s own description of a local Pelignian commander 
in the same battle who, unprovoked, hurled his unit’s standard into the 
Macedonian phalanx to compel his formation to assault the enemy line.27 

The multi-line battlefield array likewise illustrates how disciplined 
initiative was a built-in feature of the Roman command and control system. 
Goldsworthy, drawing on several of Caesar’s battle narratives, concludes 
that the legion’s second line often quickly became involved in combat 
soon after the first line met the enemy—only the third line was generally 
free for the general to employ as a reserve.28 Though Caesar’s exploits 
occurred a century and a half after the 202 BC Battle of Zama, Goldswor-
thy’s observation falls generally in line with Polybius’ description of the 
battle. Polybius explicitly states that when the first line of hastati maniples 
became disorganized after clashing with Hannibal’s Carthaginians, it was 
the officers of the second line principes that made the decision to commit 
their maniples to reinforce the first line. Only once the Carthaginian line 
collapsed did Scipio himself resume direct control over the movements of 
his subordinate forces.29 The implication of this phenomenon is that the 
second line was never intended to be subject to direct, hierarchical con-
trol—at least not until the enemy was routed. Rather, the local officers of 
the second line themselves held the responsibility of determining when to 
commit their maniples to the fight. 

 While subordinate initiative generally afforded Rome a battlefield 
advantage it could also occasion disaster, as illustrated by the Battle of 
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Cannae in 216 BC, see Figure 2.3.). During the battle, Hannibal deployed 
his formation in a convex line, with the bulged-out center facing toward 
the Roman army. He positioned his less reliable Celtic auxiliary forces 
in the center and his Carthaginian heavy infantry on the wings. As the 
two armies met, the Roman maniples, observing the Carthaginian center’s 
ostensibly exposed flanks, executed their traditional authority to seize an 
opportunity: they revectored their maniples to converge on the Celtic for-
mation from both sides, subsequently driving Hannibal’s center back. This 
maneuver converted Hannibal’s convex line into a concave one, placing 
his heavy Carthaginian infantry behind Rome’s now congregated mani-
ples. Hannibal closed the trap by executing a simultaneous double-envel-
opment, leading to the utter annihilation of the Roman army.30 Hannibal’s 
cleverness at Cannae was not just his ability to envelop Roman forces, but 
his ability to anticipate and develop a scheme of maneuver centered on 
countering Rome’s tradition of decentralized command.

Rome’s system of military rewards provides additional insight into 
the degree that the army sought to foster subordinate disciplined initiative. 
Because ancient warfare required individuals to wittingly assault into the 
teeth of the enemy, many scholars categorize the reward structure as a 
mechanism simply intended to induce martial courage in the face of im-
minent danger.31 But this view seems to capture only half of its purpose; 
the other half deals with recognizing subordinate leadership potential and 
promoting those who exercise initiative in the absence of orders. Polybius, 
for instance, explicitly states men received military rewards not just for 
killing an enemy, but for doing so when “individual risk-taking [was] not 
inescapable.”32 That is, rewards encouraged and incentivized legionaries 
to act beyond the conventional, expected scope of their assigned duties—
to do more than simply follow orders. In practice, this could manifest as 
launching an un-ordered assault, or quickly maneuvering to save a group 
of fellow Romans.

Though possibly rife with allegory, Pliny the Elder’s description of 
the actions of the centurion Cneius Petrius Atinas provides an example of 
subordinate leaders receiving recognition for their initiative. Pliny states 
that Atinas’ legion, cut off in all directions by Cimbrian forces, struggled 
as its indecisive military tribune hesitated to act. Atinas, observing the 
issue, elected to kill the tribune, take control of the formation, and lead 
his legion to safety. For his actions, Atinas received the corona graminae, 
or “grass crown”—perhaps the most venerated of all military crowns, and 
one bestowed upon someone who saved an entire legion from annihila-
tion.33 
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Those who displayed this kind of initiative were usually rewarded 
not just with increased pay or public symbols denoting valor, but in leader-
ship promotion—a clear indication of Rome’s deliberate attempt to place 
individuals with these attributes into positions of command. Onasander 
states that a general “should honor those soldiers who have faced dan-
ger most bravely” with “appointments to commands, such as over fifties, 
over hundreds, over companies, [and] over squads.”34 Likewise, Caesar 
frequently rationalizes his decision to either promote or demote legionar-
ies on the grounds of their bravery.35 The story of fabled Titus Pullo and 
Lucius Vorenus, in fact, brings to life both Polybius’ and Onasander’s de-
scriptions of whom should be rewarded and how. The two centurions, both 
competing for promotion to primus pilus, agreed that the dispute could be 
best settled by their launching of an attack against the besieging Gallic 

Figure 2.3. Battle of Canne, 216 BC.

Source: Created by author.
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forces.36 Both Pullo and Vorenus understood the Roman promotion sys-
tem and the importance disciplined initiative played in achieving the next 
higher position of command.

Tactical Risk Acceptance
Rome’s tradition of relying upon a relatively decentralized command 

and control system is probably also a result of the natural difficulty com-
manders had both observing and controlling their subordinate forces. On 
a battlefield that could extend up to two miles in length, commanders pos-
sessed few options for communicating to their subordinate forces, each 
with their own limitations: instruments, smoke, fire, couriers, or their own 
presence. Instruments (e.g., bugles, trumpets, horns) offered the most ex-
pedient method but could fail to reach the ears of distant soldiers engaged 
in combat. This happened to Caesar during the Battle of Gergovia, where 
he incurred significant losses after all but his Tenth Legion failed to hear 
his signal to halt.37 Instruments were also limited by their ability to com-
municate only pre-planned, simple messages—such as halt, advance, or 
retreat.38 As any modern commander can attest, simple messages are use-
ful only if operations occur according to plan but fail when conditions be-
come complex. Rome’s disaster at the Teutoburg Forest, 9 AD, illuminates 
this fact. Tacitus cites the confusion and disorganization of the ambush 
as the primary reason for soldiers’ inability (or unwillingness) to quickly 
respond to signals and orders.39 Fire and smoke offered a similarly rapid 
expedient, capable of quickly carrying messages over great distances, but 
were likewise limited by their capacity to convey only simple messages.40 

The use of couriers is the next viable option, and perhaps the best 
one for communicating complex ideas, but it suffers from its own set of 
problems. Onasander states that passing orders down the line is time con-
suming, can cause confusion, and orders can become skewed given the 
likelihood of “one man, through ignorance, add[ing] something to what 
the general has said and another omit[ting] something.”41 Confusion is 
what occurred during the Battle of Philippi, 42 BC, when Marcus Junius 
Brutus’ couriers failed to synchronize their delivery of his orders to attack, 
resulting in the line assaulting unevenly.42 Couriers might also not make 
it to their destination, as demonstrated during Crassus’ defeat at Carrhae, 
where several of the general’s couriers were either killed or disrupted by 
Parthian forces.43 More importantly, generals’ use of couriers to control the 
actions of subunits already engaged in combat must have been extremely 
difficult, owing to the length of time it would take a courier to reach the 
subordinate unit, locate the local commander, and convey the message, all 
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while under the threat of missile fire or direct enemy confrontation. Mar-
ius’ inability to effectively communicate to his left flank during Boeorix’s 
feint, discussed earlier, illustrates this fact.44 

Lastly, a general could attempt to directly control his formation by 
personally riding up and down the line issuing orders.45 This method has 
obvious limitations, and is one Onasander describes as a mark of an in-
experienced commander.46 To begin with, a single commander could only 
observe a small portion of a battle at any given time and therefore could 
have difficulty knowing where his leadership was most needed. Goldswor-
thy, drawing from the Victorian Artillerist’s Manual, estimates a general 
could only distinguish between a cavalry and infantry formation at 1,190 
meters, and could only make out uniforms at 450 meters. This fact clar-
ifies the frequency with which the sources mention leaders and soldiers 
mistaking friend for foe, or vice versa.47 Additionally, even if a gener-
al could observe the entire battlefield, he could not be everywhere all at 
once, limiting his ability to effectively control various events occurring 
simultaneously across a wide front. Vegetius points out that, given “the 
confusion of battle,” a single voice simply could not issue the number of 
orders needing to be executed “on the spur of the moment,”  and required 
the use of instruments at a minimum.48 This is especially true if the army 
under question is a massive one. Tiberius, for instance, felt his army of 
ten legions in Pannonia was simply too large a force for him to effectively 
manage, and he thus sent a portion of it back to Rome.49 

Overall, the physical realities of ancient combat impeded any notion 
of relying on a single general to control the actions of an entire army. 
This is especially true with the particularly complex Roman legion, which 
could field upwards of fifty distinct subunit formations. Commanders 
therefore willingly accepted some degree of risk, by allowing their cen-
turions and tribunes the authority to make pertinent decisions and execute 
them without first seeking approval. This level of risk did not have to be 
great, and many commanders doubtless took measures to reduce it. Mau-
rice, for instance, recommends generals should “know the inclinations and 
tendencies of each officer,” so that he “will know better what duties should 
be assigned to each one.”50 Likewise, Onasander emphasizes that while a 
general should never gamble with his entire army, he should grant certain 
soldiers the right to take high-payoff risks—“for if they succeed they are 
of great assistance, but if they fail they do not cause corresponding loss.”51  
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Tactical Competence
Because Rome relied on subordinate disciplined initiative to off-

set the difficulty commanders had in controlling their formations, Rome 
placed significant emphasis on the competence of its junior leaders.52 To 
begin with, simply earning a promotion to the rank of centurion took a con-
siderable amount of time; Southern estimates it took an ordinary legionary 
around twelve to fifteen years of service.53 Compared to the roughly six 
years it takes a modern American officer to reach an equivalent rank, the 
qualifications of earning a position as a centurion demanded a consider-
able amount of military experience. The storied career of Spurius Ligusti-
nus, who spent two decades campaigning in Spain and Greece—earning 
six civic crowns  and serving as first centurion of the triarii on four occa-
sions along the way—provides one example.54 Despite possessing such an 
extensive military resume, Livy tells us Ligustinus’ appointment as a cen-
turion was not a guarantee; only after publicly making his case, pointing 
to his years of service and previous awards for valor, did the Senate and 
tribunes assign him the rank.55 

Not all junior officers possessed Ligustinus’ tactical experience. A 
member of the equestrian class could simply purchase the rank of centu-
rion, as demonstrated by several extant inscriptions.56 This usually result-
ed in the new officer commanding one of Rome’s auxiliary forces until 
he demonstrated his potential to lead in the legion proper.57 Likewise, as 
Rome transitioned from Middle to Late Republic, qualifiers like social sta-
tus, nobility, or wealth increasingly mattered less compared to martial ex-
perience. Marius’ speech denouncing the military capabilities of his aris-
tocratic opponents reveals the extent many Romans by the Late Republic 
prioritized merit over blood. Regarding his combat experience, he states: 
“What they have but heard or read, I have witnessed or performed. What 
they have learned from books, I have acquired in the field; and whether 
deeds or words are of greater estimation, it is for you to consider.”58 

In any event, the collective experience resident within the centurion 
ensured the whole institution was a highly capable and intelligent body. 
The sources repeatedly allude to such a fact: Polybius tells us senior cen-
turions served on a general’s military council;  Onasander states a gener-
al should call upon his trusted subordinate commanders before making a 
decision;  and a volume of descriptions offered by Tacitus, Plutarch, Livy, 
Caesar, and Josephus all reveal the influence centurions had on their com-
manders’ decisions.59 Livy describes how the centurion Quintus Navius 
developed an innovative tactical approach for countering Hannibal’s re-
cently enlisted Capuan cavalry during the Second Punic War. His actions 
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received him recognition from the general.60 Likewise, Livy tells us three 
centurions dispatched by Scipio to train Numidian forces so impressed the 
Numidian king Syphax that the latter asked Rome if one could remain to 
serve as his permanent military advisor.61 Moreover, many of the appoint-
ed military tribunes of the Middle Republic came from the ranks of the 
centurionate.62 Perhaps most revealing of all is the fact that the Senate se-
lected a centurion, Marcus Centenius, as commander of an eight thousand 
man force to halt Hannibal after suffering a string of catastrophic defeats 
at the Carthaginian’s hands.63 

 Indeed, though Rome had no standardized war college or institution-
alized metric for measuring competence, the state certainly still managed 
to develop and recognize tactically proficient junior and mid-level officers. 
The sources usually couched their descriptions of “competent” leadership 
in the simple terms of “courage” or “valor,” but this is likely because the 
ancient authors felt little need to expound deeper on a subject so acute-
ly entrenched in their virtus-driven society. To an observer far removed 
from Rome’s cultural idiosyncrasies, it seems “competence” involved 
more than simple courage; it involved understanding the situation, mak-
ing decisions, seizing opportunities, taking control, and turning chaos into 
order. It involved the judicious application of courage. Caesar’s centurion 
Marcus Petronius—who led a heroic assault against the Gauls—was still 
an incompetent leader because his assault was reckless, driven by visions 
of glory, and it resulted in significant losses.64 In comparison, officers like 
Cneius Petrius Atinas—ones who weighed options, took calculated risks, 
and acted boldly—Rome styled as “competent” leaders.

Operational Disciplined Initiative
Like all pre-modern, pre-radio militaries, the armies of Rome had 

almost no ability to institute direct, hierarchical control at the operation-
al level—the distances involved were simply too vast and the methods 
of communication too slow. At optimum speeds, messages from Raetia 
(roughly modern-day Switzerland) to Rome could take as long as three 
days; from Germania they could take six; from Britannia, nine to ten days; 
and from the eastern provinces, they could take upwards of two weeks.65 

It is worth considering for a moment exactly how far on-the-ground con-
ditions could change in such a length of time. In just three days, armies 
could travel somewhere between thirty and sixty miles.66 In six days—the 
time it would take for a general to send a message from Raetia to Rome 
and receive a reply—armies could move upwards of sixty to 120 miles, 
or the road distance from Rome to Naples. In fact, it would take about as 
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much time for Caesar to send a message to Rome and receive a reply as 
it did for him to build his famous bridge across the Rhine and launch a 
punitive campaign into Germania.67 Several other examples provide useful 
context: Hannibal purportedly crossed the Alps in sixteen days;68 Scipio 
Africanus assaulted and seized New Carthage in only a few days;69 and 
within only a week of Caesar crossing the Rubicon, Pompey and the con-
suls were forced to withdraw from Rome.70 

Given such considerable time lags, any change in campaign strategy 
directed from Rome could be woefully late in execution or potentially en-
tirely irrelevant. Gaius Suetonius Paulinus’ campaign against a festering 
resistance in Britannia is a good example. In 60 or 61 AD, Paulinus, then 
governor of the province, decided to seize the small northeastern island of 
Mona in the hopes of removing his enemy’s primary source of supply. His 
army’s temporary absence from the mainland prompted Boudica, lead-
er of the Britons’ resistance movement, to strike deep south into Rome’s 
provincial holdings. The results were devastating—her armies looted and 
pillaged multiple towns, destroyed garrisons, crushed at least one Roman 
response force, and threatened the empire’s control over the province in its 
entirety. Upon hearing the news, likely at least a week after the fact, elites 
in Rome recalled Paulinus and replaced him with a more reserved, amena-
ble commander in the hopes of mollifying future restlessness.71 Though 
their actions were prudent, the distances involved ensured they could not 
take effect until after Boudica’s rebellion killed perhaps seventy thousand 
Roman citizens and allies.72 

Time-distance issues were not only an affliction on Roman high 
command but plagued campaigning generals themselves. This was partic-
ularly true if commanders were conducting a form of warfare necessitating 
the dispersion of their forces—for example, during counter-guerilla, coun-
terinsurgency, or regional stability operations. Given the vast territorial 
expanses frequently involved in these activities, generals executing them 
often granted a great deal of authority to their subordinate commanders. 
A good example of this occurred in Numidia during the Jugurthine War. 

Jugurtha, after losing control of his principal base of operations, took 
to a form of irregular warfare that centered on disrupting Roman sustain-
ment efforts, launching surprise attacks, and avoiding pitched battle. In 
response, Metellus, Rome’s overall commander in the theater, divided his 
army into two forces, one led by Gaius Marius and the other led by him-
self. Sallust tells us both forces generally operated near enough to mutu-
ally support one another, but on at least one occasion Jugurtha was able to 
deliberately exploit the army’s separation. Jugurtha massed his forces on 
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Marius’ detachment while the latter was conducting resupply operations 
in Sicca—a town almost thirty-five miles away from Metellus’ forces at 
Zama. Though Jugurtha nearly trapped and annihilated Marius’ formation, 
the latter managed to repel Jugurtha’s forces, complete his mission, and 
make his way back to reinforce Metellus.73 

Caesar’s war in Gaul is perhaps the best evidence of a generals’ dis-
persed army requiring the empowerment of subordinate commanders. In 
fall of 54 BC, after four years of campaigning in Gaul, Caesar divided his 
legions into eight different camps, each separated up to one hundred miles 
apart (see Figure 2.4.).74 His reasons for doing so were twofold: first, his 
army’s supply requirements simply demanded he split his army. Second, 
dispersing his army enabled Caesar to stabilize the region and consolidate 
his recently seized holdings. While encamped, several Belgic tribes took 
up arms and threatened a series of attacks on the isolated legions. Upon 
hearing this, the Fourteenth Legion, led by the legates Cotta and Sabinus, 
elected to break camp to link up with a neighboring legion. Though Cot-
ta’s and Sabinus’ legion would ultimately fall into an ambush and become 
annihilated nearly to a man, their ability to analyze the current situation, 
develop a course of action, and execute it without orders from Caesar 
demonstrates their inherent authority. Though Caesar castigates Sabinus 
for his decision, he does not fault him for taking the initiative per se, mere-
ly that it was a rash decision.75

Labienus, another of Caesar’s encamped legates, also demonstrates 
the extent subordinate commanders were free to make decisions—this 
time with a more positive outcome. As Caesar and his legates were com-
batting Nervii forces elsewhere, Labienus observed an enemy force of the 
Treveri tribe conducting patrols in his vicinity, threatening to besiege his 
camp. In response, Labienus raised a significant cavalry force from across 
neighboring villages and conducted an incursion against the Treveri with 
effective results. His detachment chased down and killed Indutiomarus, 
leader of the tribe’s force, and slaughtered the remaining Gallic combat-
ants. Caesar lauded Labienus’ initiative and states his efforts resulted in 
the dispersion of the remaining pockets of resistance in the region, thereby 
allowing “rule over relative calm in Gaul.”76 

It is important to note that while the ancient sources tend to reflect 
more deeply on pitched battles given the weight of their outcome on the 
political stage, dispersed stability operations were more likely the day-to-
day norm in Roman military affairs. To be sure, Rome’s initial annexation 
of territories owes to its rapid success in major offensive operations. But 
ultimate control of any territory, particularly those recently annexed, owes 
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to the routine, decades-long process of continuous, wide-area security.77 

Consider the fact that around 100 AD, Rome positioned eight legions with 
attached auxiliaries along the Rhine, six along the Danube, three in His-
pania, three in Britannia, two across Africa, and six along their eastern 
border with Parthia.78 Each of these strung out army groups were nec-
essary not only to maintain a defensive perimeter against invasion, but 
to manage Rome’s control over its territories most prone to insurrection. 
Indeed, the disproportionate amount of military effort Rome placed on 
dispersed operations helps to explain its institutional internalization of 
subordinate disciplined initiative at the operational level.

Frontier armies contended not only with perpetual regional instabil-
ity but with the possibility of enemy invasion from virtually any direction 
by any number of differing enemies. This omnipresent, hybrid threat pre-
sented no single entity upon which Roman commanders could orient their 
actions. It likewise made the military situation at any given moment diffi-
cult to predict—thereby warranting a significant loosening of hierarchical 
control. The sudden uprising of a Frisian force in Germania in 28 AD illus-

Figure 2.4. Caesar’s Encamped  Legions, Winter, 54/53 BC.

Source: Created by the author using map from Kurt A. Raaflaub and Robert B. 
Strassler, eds., The Landmark Julius Caesar (New York, NY: Anchor Books, 
2017), 163.
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trates this point. Tacitus explains that unchecked Roman rapacity towards 
the Frisii incited a local military response, resulting in a Roman garrison 
quickly falling under siege. Lucius Apronius, governor of the province, 
immediately responded by raising a combined army from legions span-
ning both Upper Germany and Lower Germany and marching against the 
tribe. Although Apronius’ actions ultimately raised the siege, at least thir-
teen hundred legionaries died in the span of only two days.79 Such sudden 
and monumental shifts in the operational environment indeed cemented 
the need for local autonomy.

Operational Risk Acceptance
If risk acceptance is measured in a leader’s willingness to underwrite 

the honest mistakes of his subordinates, then Rome certainly embraced 
this concept at the operational level. Rome’s high command notoriously 
overlooked the failures of its campaigning generals.80 Marcus Minucius 
Rufus’ disaster at the Battle of Geronium in 217 BC provides a clear ex-
ample. Polybius states that although participants of the battle understood 
it was Minucius’ overconfidence and brazen actions that led him into Han-
nibal’s trap, resulting in significant casualties, the Senate instead blamed 
it on the inexperience of the soldiers themselves.81 One year later, Livy 
states the citizens of Rome thanked Gaius Terentius Varro for “not having 
despaired of the state,” despite the very fact that he had been chiefly re-
sponsible for the virtual eradication of eight Roman legions at the Battle of 
Cannae.82 The consul Quintus Marcius Philippus, who suffered a serious 
defeat in Liguria in 186 BC after blundering into an ambush not only went 
unpunished but was “later reelected to the consulship in a year when seri-
ous campaigning appeared imminent.”83 Likewise, Paulinus, whose Mona 
operation prompted the Boudican rebellion, evidently experienced no sig-
nificant reprimand short of losing his governorship over Britannia.84 This 
is not to suggest all incompetent generals were entirely free from scrutiny, 
but enough evidence exists to indicate that overall, Rome, at least during 
the Middle to Late Republic, generally took a restrained approach when 
penalizing the professional command failures of its generals.85 

 Rome’s relative willingness to overlook the tactical or operational 
(though not ethical) faults of its generals contrasts with the practices of 
other contemporary states. Carthage was notoriously brutal toward those 
commanders who failed to demonstrate sufficient skill in battle. Richard 
Miles posits that although Carthaginian commanders “made decisions 
with considerable autonomy while on campaign,” Carthage’s ruling elite 
would retrospectively audit their actions and, if needed, assign punish-
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ments accordingly. Periodically their judgement would result in the literal 
crucifixion of a particularly incapable general.86 Likewise, though outside 
of our period, Thucydides’ fate for failing to save Amphipolis during the 
Peloponnesian War was a twenty-year exile—a punishment Athens fre-
quently leveraged against ineffective or morally corrupt commanders.87 

Rome’s general reluctance to viciously punish those commanders 
who led their armies into large operational blunders should not be mis-
taken as an example of its tolerance for failure, or some inherent form of 
intragovernmental mercy. Instead, it should be viewed as a consciously 
developed and institutionally enforced mechanism intended to encourage 
rapid decision-making in operational environments where the benefits of 
such rapidity more often outweighed its associated risks. Vegetius’ de-
scription of when to use punishments and when to use rewards illustrate 
this idea: “Soldiers are corrected by fear and punishment in camp, on 
campaign hope and rewards make them behave better.”88 Ancient authors 
recorded defeats like Trebia, Trasimene, Cannae, and even Teutoburg not 
solely because of their devastating military effects, but because they were 
entirely uncommon. The countless number of engagements and battles 
Rome undertook not recorded in history are the true testament to the ef-
ficacy of its risk-tolerant leadership philosophy. Indeed, while many ob-
servers characterize Rome’s draconian discipline system as a source of its 
military strength, it is worth noting that Rome’s application of such disci-
pline extended primarily to those who demonstrated cowardice in battle or 
complacency while in camp. Otherwise, the ancient sources are relatively 
silent when one looks for evidence that Rome strictly punished those tri-
bunes, legates, or generals who attempted to seize the initiative while on 
campaign.89  

Operational Competence
Ascertaining the importance Rome placed on fielding competent leg-

ates and generals one must first consider the era under examination. Early 
to Middle Republican Rome fielded armies led almost exclusively by the 
nobility. Aristocratic blood was a prerequisite for command, occasioning 
the possibility that men with little previous military experience could be 
thrust into significant positions of leadership. This fact, at face value, might 
suggest Rome placed almost no emphasis on the professional expertise 
of its senior officers. Such logic fails to acknowledge Rome’s intercon-
nected cultural relationship between the nobility and martial leadership. 
The primary activity of Republican Roman aristocrats centered on public 
service—whether that be in religious, political, or military realms—and 
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often exposed those nobles hoping to climb the political ladder to military 
service early on in their careers. Polybius evinces this fact by suggesting 
no citizen was eligible to hold public office until he had completed at least 
ten years of military service.90 The actions of Marcus Fabius Buteo adds 
additional context. After the 216 BC Battle of Cannae, where Rome saw 
its senators slain in battle, Fabius was tasked with appointing a number of 
new senators to fill the vacant billets. Livy states Fabius first selected men 
who had previously held offices as junior magistrates, then selected men 
with no prior political service but whom had “spoils of an enemy set up in 
their houses or had received a ‘civic crown’.”91  

Military service as a precondition to serve in public office also helps 
to explain the number of instances where the sources attest to young elites 
accompanying and observing senior campaigning commanders.92 Caesar, 
for instance, references junior prefects whom, “out of friendship,” followed 
him during his exploits in Gaul. He specifically cites their inexperience as 
a cause of their cowardice before the Battle of Vesontio.93 Likewise, Ti-
berius Gracchus, while in his early twenties, accompanied Scipio Aemil-
ianus to Africa during the Third Punic War.94 Quintus Metellus Numidicus’ 
twenty year old son, too, accompanied his father during the Jugurthine 
War.95 The exposure young aristocrats had to martial leadership by virtue 
of their proximity to campaigning generals undoubtedly offered them an 
opportunity to at least observe the art of command during their formative 
years. This should not be construed as a formal, institutionalized system 
of training, but its informal method of indoctrination at least provided a 
baseline level of knowledge from which prospective senior officers could 
draw upon later in their careers.96 

There is little doubt that Republican Rome required significantly less 
proof of professional expertise when selecting its senior officers—its leg-
ates (often drawn from among the senators) and generals (often elected 
consuls)—than from more junior ones—primarily, its tribunes and centu-
rions. This has led McCall to argue that the internal systems and processes 
of the Roman army simply alleviated the need for competent senior lead-
ership; its junior officer corps and its centuries-old institutional mecha-
nisms were enough to often guarantee success on the battlefield.97 Others 
have argued that a modern, anachronistic understanding of what consti-
tutes competent generalship corrupts our view of what was considered 
“competent” generalship during the Republic and Principate eras. Gold-
sworthy suggests it was not a general’s ability to envisage and execute 
grand strategy that made him competent, but rather his ability to interpret 
intelligence, decide when and where to fight, and his ability to employ his 
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reserves at the proper time—demanding tasks, indeed, and ones that many 
generals during this time were wholly capable of executing.98 

In either case, Republican Rome’s willingness to assign compara-
tively inexperienced commanders is not necessarily an indication that it 
placed no value on the competence of its senior leaders. Instead, it could 
simply be an indication that its military establishment placed a greater 
portion of its faith in the abilities of a general’s staff and his subordinate 
leaders to provide him sound counsel. As mentioned previously, Roman 
generals routinely relied on the advice offered to them by their senior cen-
turions. Likewise, the legions’ twelve military tribunes—the commander’s 
direct subordinates—often augmented a commander’s abilities. Polybius 
states military tribunes were required to possess at least five to ten years of 
military service, and those of the first four raised legions were voted into 
office by the assembly, rather than simply appointed by the command-
er himself. This voting process suggests tribunes possessed at least some 
universally agreed upon degree of military qualifications.99 Moreover, the 
military tribunes were often drawn from among the centurionate or the 
equites, presumably bringing with them a wealth of experience and tac-
tical know-how.100 It is safe to assume that any risk Rome undertook by 
appointing an inexperienced member of its nobility to a position of com-
mand was mitigated by the number of experts resident within his council.

The pipeline for developing commanders during the Empire took 
on a more formal approach than their Republican ancestors. The gener-
al career path of a senator began in his twenties, where he would serve 
as tribunus laticlavius for several years in a legion. Afterwards, he may 
serve in a civil administrative role until his next appointment as a legate, 
commanding a legion for three to four additional years.101 By this time, the 
officer was usually in his thirties and possessed relatively extensive expe-
rience leading men in both a military and civil capacity. An indication that 
the Roman Empire increased the importance placed on competent senior 
leadership was also evident in the increasing social mobility for non-aris-
tocrats to move into the equestrian class, and for those equestrians to move 
into positions historically reserved for the nobility.102 

Though Rome enacted a series of more stringent requirements for 
the career progression of senior officers during the Principate, the require-
ment for demonstrated military “competence” at this echelon still paled 
in comparison to those requirements found in the centurionate. Elevation 
from standard legionary to centurion usually took over a decade of hard 
campaigning, wrought with danger and backbreaking labor. Despite sev-
eral notable attempts to make senior officer promotions meritocratic, these 
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legacies from Republican Rome continued, with ever-present tensions be-
tween status and ability frequently weighing in favor of the former.

Conclusion
Several themes emerge offering compelling evidence that the Ro-

man army not only encouraged subordinate disciplined initiative but relied 
on it. Rome’s battlefield array was expansive and highly dispersed, with 
subordinate units deliberately positioned to best maximize their mobili-
ty. Moreover, Rome routinely found itself engaged in counter insurgency, 
wide area security, and stability operations, demanding the spreading out of 
numerous formations of soldiers executing independent tasks. To manage 
this, its legions boasted a high concentration of junior- and middle-grade 
officers, each empowered with a considerable degree of decision-making 
authority. Rome’s reward system incentivized virtus and aggressive spirit, 
and its promotion system favored those who demonstrated a history of 
prudent, battlefield initiative. Moreover, its disciplinary system typically 
neglected to punish officers who met with tactical failure, so long as their 
actions were offensively minded. Conversely, Rome labeled failures to act 
as instances of cowardice or indiscipline, inviting harsh penalty. It was a 
combination of all these factors—legionary organization, officer density, 
battlefield array, geographic distances, virtus, discipline, rewards, promo-
tions, and punishments—working in tandem that influenced Rome’s em-
ployment of these first three principles of mission command.
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Chapter 3 
Shared Understanding, Commander’s Intent, and Mission 

Orders

The general should either choose a staff to participate in all 
his councils and share in his decisions…or summon as members 
of his council a selected group of the most respected command-
ers, since it is not safe that the opinions of one single man, on his 
sole judgement, should be adopted.

—Onasander, Strategikos

No single person is ever sufficiently informed to make every 
important decision, nor can a single person keep up with the num-
ber of decisions that need to be made during combat.

—HQDA, Army Doctrine Publication 6-0, Mission Com-
mand

Empowering subordinates with sthe authority to execute in a de-
centralized manner is inherently risky. Subordinates can take actions that 
fall short or entirely outside the realm of the leader’s intended objectives. 
Worse, their actions can desynchronize, disrupt, or undermine the leader’s 
overarching plan in its entirety. Brazen subordinates can hurriedly blunder 
into tactical dilemmas; the cowardly rationalize inaction, the imprudent 
squander resources, and the unintelligent ones threaten the welfare of all. 
Fostering subordinate competence is a fundamental step toward mitigating 
these risks. Equally pressing are the efforts a leader takes to provide the 
members of his organization with a clear description of his intentions for 
both the overall operation and each subordinate’s contributing parts. He 
or she must likewise align perspectives and expectations by ensuring all 
members share a common understanding of the situation. Armed with this 
knowledge, subordinate leaders are better able to focus their energies in a 
more synchronized and productive manner.

Roman military leaders were all too familiar with these subtleties 
of command and control. Commanders at the operational level learned 
through observation and experience the benefits derived from collecting 
and sharing pivotal military information. They understood the importance 
of issuing innately flexible orders, ones that privileged ends over means, 
particularly in unpredictable environments. They understood they profited 
most when they were able to detect and operate within that elusive space 
between complete subordinate independence and domineering microman-
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agement. For the principal factors that cultivated this understanding, one 
need not look much further than the prosaic realities of sluggish commu-
nication speeds in the ancient world. Indeed, a general’s inability to know 
everything at once certainly weighed heavy on the minds of military the-
orists, but so too did more philosophical considerations, like Rome’s con-
tinual struggle to harmonize the seemingly contradictory cultural values of 
virtus and disciplina. Moreover, generations of near-continuous warfare, 
inundated with countless lessons taught by sharpened iron, simply ham-
mered this method of command and control into its surprisingly elegant 
shape.

In this chapter, I argue the military consilium served as the primary 
means by which Roman leaders shared amongst themselves their under-
standing of the operational environment, and where commanders issued 
both their intent and orders. A survey of who typically attended the event 
and what issues they discussed reveals the consilium’s purpose as an in-
telligence-sharing platform and a forum for planning and deliberation. 
Moreover, the types of decisions made, and the orders produced therein, 
were indicative of Rome’s reliance on the meeting to both communicate 
intent and synchronize operations. Copious anecdotal evidence testifies to 
these facts, as do the words of military thinkers spanning the period under 
examination.

I further argue Rome’s reconnaissance operations and human intel-
ligence activities were taken not just to inform the commander but to ele-
vate the entire army’s situational understanding. Ideally, commanders’ in-
formation-collection expeditions, whether conducted personally or tasked 
to a subordinate, served as an input to the consilium, and their findings—
along with the general’s intent—were disseminated down to each echelon 
in an iterative fashion. This process ensured the entire army understood 
the environment and their part of the plan—a feature particularly critical 
to those subordinate leaders charged with operating independent from the 
army’s main body.

Lastly, I argue the Roman military establishment encouraged the use 
of deliberately open-ended mission orders, owing primarily to the difficul-
ties of long-distance messaging and the unpredictable nature of warfare. 
At the strategic-operational level, the senate or emperor habitually issued 
simple directives caged in purpose-oriented terms (e.g., conquer a people, 
restore peace, protect an ally, etc.) to their generals. The means by which a 
general carried out these directives were usually his decision alone, exem-
plified by his holding of supreme military authority over his assigned the-
ater of war. At the operational-tactical level, slow communication speeds 
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likewise compelled campaigning generals to issue purpose-oriented direc-
tives to their subordinates. The inability of generals to understand or pre-
dict the local conditions surrounding their detached formations necessitat-
ed inherently flexible orders, steeped with caveats allowing for a degree of 
autonomy. To bound this freedom of action generals routinely emphasized 
key aspects of the operation—their intent—which could not be neglected.

The Roman Military Consilium
Perhaps the best place to identify evidence of Rome’s implementa-

tion of shared understanding, commander’s intent, and mission orders is 
in the literary accounts of its military consilia. The consilium, traditionally 
translated as “council of war,” was a meeting called by the general, usual-
ly before battle, where he and various officers and staff members  would 
engage in dialogue regarding the conduct of future operations.1 Interest-
ingly, there does not seem to be a universally prescribed set of attendees. 
It seems the commander was generally free to determine his audience, 
adjusting it as conditions dictated. In almost every surviving record the 
commander included his most senior subordinate officers—legates and 
tribunes—particularly those who were commanders of major legionary or 
auxiliary subunits.2 Also in attendance were those individuals who were 
previously tasked with scouting or information collection operations.3 

This was especially true during the Principate, when governors had more 
permanent staffs manned by officials like the beneficiarii consularis, who 
appear to have been responsible for intelligence-gathering.4 Commanders 
also almost certainly included their senior centurions, as Polybius explic-
itly states.5 Regardless of whom was in attendance, military thinkers made 
it clear that the important part of a consilium was conducting in-person 
dialogue with all relevant actors.6 

A survey of the consilium’s typical attendees sheds light on the dif-
ferent purposes of the meeting. First, it served as a venue for the general 
to receive the observations and advice of his staff and subordinate com-
manders, as well as a place to share his own understanding of the situation. 
This often took the form of what one would normally expect in a mission 
briefing: analysis of the enemy, the environment, and the status of friendly 
forces. Second, it served as a forum for deliberating, planning, and ulti-
mately selecting a course of action.7 During this phase, attendees would 
critically and logically analyze the merits of differing courses of action, 
and the general would either select one, modify one, or create an entirely 
new one.8 The consilium was also where a commander would issue his 
orders to each independent unit and offer any final considerations.
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Once participants gained a collective understanding of the situation, 
subordinate commanders could form an ad hoc meeting of their own for 
the purpose of briefing the operation to their subordinate leaders. Ona-
sander provides an explanation of this procedure: 

The general should communicate his orders to his higher of-
ficers and they should repeat them to the officers next below 
them who in turn pass them to their subordinates, and so on to 
the lowest, the higher officers in each case telling the orders to 
those below them.9  
To ascertain the extent these procedures were followed by every gen-

eral is impossible, but multiple examples, explored later in this chapter, 
reveal that it occurred at least relatively frequently. Moreover, even a su-
perficial examination of various battles illuminates the fact that multiple 
detachments of a single army, widely separated, were indeed capable of 
coordinating and executing operations simultaneously under the direction 
of an overarching plan. This would suggest the Roman military establish-
ment had at the very least a method for not only developing plans, but 
also disseminating them to all parts of its army (and not infrequently, the 
army’s supporting naval detachments).

One should be careful not to interpret the process by which Roman 
commanders issued purpose-oriented orders as a clear sign that they prac-
ticed mission command precisely how modern US Army doctrine sug-
gests. Both narratives and military manuals betray an ever-present fear 
among generals that deserters or captured soldiers may divulge operation-
al plans to the enemy. This fear drove many commanders to refrain from 
revealing their overall intentions and encouraged authors like Vegetius, 
Frontinus, and Maurice to codify this practice into their manuals.10 Fronti-
nus, for example, devotes the entire first book in Strategems to techniques 
for “concealing one’s plans” not only from the enemy, but at times from 
one’s own soldiers.11 That being said, a number of variables were at play 
regarding exactly how commanders elected to balance the risk of their 
plans falling into enemy hands with the risk of hoarding pertinent informa-
tion. As this manuscript will explore in chapter four, much of this decision 
deals with the nature of a general’s operation and the existing level of trust 
between himself and his subordinates.

One simple example of a general leveraging the consilium to execute 
shared understanding, commander’s intent, and mission orders is Marcus 
Otho’s council before the First Battle of Bedriacum, 69 AD. Plutarch tells 
us that several days before the battle, Otho gathered his commanders to 
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hear their recommendations on what actions he should take regarding the 
enemy’s occupation of a camp near Cremona. Two officers proposed an 
immediate attack, despite Otho possessing an inferior sized army. They 
justified their logic by suggesting Otho’s recent victories made his soldiers 
flush with confidence and vigor. Three other commanders dissented, ar-
guing Otho should instead wait until reinforcements have arrived, which 
would not only add to his overall strength but also compound the legion-
aries’ confidence. Otho eventually chose the formers’ recommendation. 
Otho himself then moved to Brixellum, leaving his commanders to carry 
out the plan. Plutarch states that as the commanders deliberated on exactly 
when to attack, given the taxing distance the soldiers had to march, Otho 
sent orders to “not wait or delay, but to march at once against the enemy.”12 

Though Otho’s army suffered a defeat at the battle, his consilium 
sheds important light on how the group shared information and how Otho 
passed his orders. First, attendees were free to offer their analysis of the 
situation, taking into consideration such things as force ratios, distanc-
es, operational tempo, and morale. Second, after the members attained a 
common understanding of the situation, Otho issued his intent and orders, 
emphasizing speed above all other considerations. Third, and importantly, 
Otho’s orders were simple and clear: attack to defeat the enemy. His ab-
sence from the battle moreover signals the freedom he granted his subor-
dinates on how exactly they would execute the operation.13 

On the eve of his invasion of Britannia in 55 BC, Caesar records his 
use of a consilium to orchestrate a much more complex operation. Caesar 
explicitly states that he called a meeting of his officers to discuss the oper-
ation and the intelligence gathered by one of his tribunes (presumably also 
present at the meeting) regarding the terrain and the enemy. Caesar pays 
special attention to the suitability of landing sites, obstacles, high ground, 
and the disposition, strength, and armament of the enemy. He then issued 
orders to each of his subordinate commanders, stressing that the nature of 
naval operations demanded close synchronization and required each of 
them “to carry out all their tasks at a nod and at the right moment.”14 Cae-
sar had previously issued orders to several of his other legates who were 
responsible for executing shaping operations in concert with the invasion: 
two were tasked to attack several tribes still in Gaul, so as to preclude the 
enemy from maneuvering against Caesar’s rear; one was to guard the har-
bor at Gaul, presumably to secure a retrograde site for his fleet; and sev-
eral others were to command the warships in direct support of the ground 
invasion force.15 The latter proved essential during execution. As Caesar’s 
forces conducted the amphibious landing, he ordered his warships to ma-
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neuver and set down a base of missile fire against the defending forces, 
ultimately providing his legionaries enough freedom to secure the landing 
site.16 

Caesar’s description of his orders process reveals his application of 
the three principles outlined in this chapter. He ensured reciprocal shared 
understanding by initially sending a tribune to scout the area and then by 
discussing his findings at length with his subordinates. He then assigned 
each of his subordinate commanders clear, purpose-oriented tasks: fix ene-
my forces in the rear, secure key terrain, provide support-by-fire, and seize 
the landing site. Finally, Caesar underpinned his assigned mission orders 
with the importance of executing operations in an orchestrated fashion and 
made clear the purpose each subcomponent had on the overall operation. 
Indeed, Caesar’s consilium does not look too dissimilar to a modern com-
mander’s operations order briefing, complete with commander’s intent, 
key organizational tasks, and tasks to subordinate units.

Of course, a general’s access to and use of a board of advisors did 
not necessarily guarantee success. Generals either too obdurate or too im-
pulsive to heed the recommendations of their council could just as easily 
override that advice and instead direct the army down a disastrous path. 
This is what occurred under the command of Gaius Flaminius prior to the 
217 BC battle at Lake Trasimene. Polybius explains that Hannibal decided 
on a plan that would exploit Flaminius’ recklessness by burning and pil-
laging the Roman countryside to entice the latter into a battle in which he 
would be ill-prepared. The tactic worked. Despite his advisors cautioning 
him to “wait until the other consul arrived, and to fight only with an army 
consisting of all the legions combined,” Flaminius—unwilling to face 
public repudiation for allowing such activity to continue—elected instead 
to break camp and take to the field.17 The battle resulted in one of Rome’s 
most spectacular military disasters, with Polybius reporting around 15,000 
Romans killed in the ambush and another 15,000 captured.18 Though Poly-
bius’ estimates could be inflated, Flaminius’ failure to heed the advice of 
his council certainly contributed to Rome’s ongoing, abysmal handling of 
Hannibal’s invasion.

Importantly, the consilium did not have to be a formal, drawn-out 
event. Such a requirement would have likely hindered the rapid dissem-
ination of critical information and guidance. Instead, the council could 
simply be an ad hoc huddle of key leaders, intended to cross-level the 
observations of the group. Onasander even suggests that plans developed 
at the very moment of battle were sometimes preferable to those devel-
oped before battle, considering how quickly conditions could change from 
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what was previously anticipated.19 Vespasian’s difficulty seizing the city 
of Jotapata in 67 AD provides a good example. Josephus tells us that a 
ring of mountains screened the city, making it screened to approaching 
armies until they had finally reached the site. Once they observed the city, 
they saw that it was situated on a mountain with precipices surrounding 
three sides and a wall protecting the only approachable one. This situation 
is what probably led Vespasian to call a consilium after his legionaries 
had already engaged with the Jewish defenders. During the meeting, the 
attendees discussed how best to overcome both the physical obstacles of 
the terrain and the determination of the defending forces.20 

Commanders could also call military consilia for strategic matters. 
In 149 BC, at the opening stages of the Third Punic War, Rome deployed a 
fleet to the citadel of Utica under the command of the two consuls Marcius 
Censorinus and Manius Manilius. Carthaginian leaders, panic-stricken at 
the news, sent envoys to inform the consuls of Carthage’s willingness to 
obey orders from Rome. The consuls called a formal consilium to greet 
the Carthaginian delegation and, after an exchange of dialogue, ordered 
the disarming and complete removal of the Carthaginian people from the 
city.21 Though Polybius is rather laconic in his description of the event, it is 
important to note that, Roman commanders called the consilium—with all 
its trappings and attendees—for the strict purpose of receiving, digesting, 
and making use of information that should be considered nothing less than 
national importance.

Evidence of Rome’s reliance on military consilia to communicate 
information, make decisions, and issue orders extends well beyond anec-
dotal references. Sources frequently report on the consilium’s importance 
and recommend commanders call the meeting routinely. Onasander, for 
instance, wrote the epigraph of this chapter in the first century AD, which 
warns future commanders of the dangers in making decisions without first 
consulting their staffs. Around three hundred years later, Vegetius writes 
something similar: 

An important art useful to a general is to call in persons from the 
entire army who are knowledgeable about war and aware of their own and 
the enemy’s forces, and to hold frequent discussions with them…to decide 
whether he or the enemy has the greater number of fighters, whether his 
own men or the enemy’s are better armed and armored and which side is 
the more highly trained or the braver in warfare.22 

Two centuries later, Maurice advised along related lines, directing 
generals to assemble their officers for the purpose of planning and issuing 
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orders.23 These theorists’ descriptions reveal the logic behind many of the 
planning activities carried out by those like Otho, Caesar, Flaminius, and 
Vespasian. Namely, the calling in of staff and subordinate commanders 
to share and analyze information, deliberate courses of action, and issue 
orders.

If not a full-blown institutionally rooted practice, then three com-
pelling patterns emerged suggesting the consilium was, at the very least, a 
prominent and near-ubiquitous military decision-making event. The first 
deals with their frequent reference in both military manuals and battle nar-
ratives. Though no single document reveals a prescriptive format for agen-
da items or attendees, the two literary source-groups corroborate enough 
similarities to suggest the meeting was a regularly executed and highly 
regarded event. Second, the consilium’s presence throughout the entirety 
of our period, from the Middle Republic to the Early Principate, indicates 
the practice was an agreed upon and generationally adopted process for 
at least three hundred years.24 Lastly, generals varying in both talent and 
temperament employed the consilium, evinced by the fact that leaders as 
different as Flaminius, Otho, Fabius Maximus, and Caesar executed the 
event. The meeting was not just the habit of one leader, or of even one type 
of leader, but of almost all leaders—bold, cautious, intelligent, or inept.25 

Thus, not only was the consilium a persistent and widely practiced com-
mand and control mechanism, but also one that centered on the sharing of 
information and the issuing of intent and orders.

Shared Understanding
The efficacy of a pre-battle consilium hinges first and foremost on 

the information inputted into the meeting. This fact demands a closer 
examination of exactly how commanders went about acquiring and dis-
seminating such information. Unsurprisingly, the preeminent method of 
acquiring intelligence was reconnaissance. Though Rome suffered from a 
rather unfortunate reconnaissance record early in her history, by the Mid-
dle Republic to Late Republic this trend generally improved, with generals 
increasingly seeking to achieve victory through strategy and cunning rath-
er than unabashed virtus and courage.26 Secondly, commanders extract-
ed information from deserters, enemy prisoners, locals, and allied forces. 
Commanders also benefitted from previously recorded itineraries, geogra-
phies, and comentarii, each of which offered a relatively useful source of 
topographic, ethnographic, and military information for campaign plan-
ning and execution.27 Commanders ignored none of these methods of in-
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formation-collection, as all were instrumental in obtaining and establish-
ing a universal understanding both at the tactical and operational level.

Like modern armies, Roman commanders at all echelons used in-
formation gleaned from reconnaissance operations to not only inform the 
general, but to enhance shared understanding across the entire army. Cae-
sar’s dissemination of his tribune’s findings before his 55 BC invasion 
of Britannia, discussed above, is just one example. In the fall of 53 BC, 
Caesar executed a similar strategy during a punitive campaign against 
Ambiorix and the Eburones tribe. Caesar writes that he sent a subordinate 
commander, Lucius Minucius Basilus, ahead of his army to see if the latter 
could identify an enemy vulnerability upon which he could rapidly ex-
ploit.28 Basilus executed his orders as directed, and his actions resulted in 
the dispersion of Ambiorix’s army. In response, Caesar split his army into 
three parts, two led by his legates and the third by himself, with the task of 
hunting down and destroying any pockets of Eburones resistance. Because 
the tribe scattered across the region, Caesar understood communication 
and situational awareness was vital. He ordered his subordinate command-
ers to later meet with him, “so that they could discuss their plans, scruti-
nize the enemy’s strategy, and give a fresh impetus to the campaign.”29  

It was through this cyclical and recursive effort to fight for information, 
share it, and act upon it that Caesar was able to eventually subdue and 
ultimately eradicate the elusive Gallic tribe.

The primacy Roman commanders placed on careful reconnaissance 
operations to cross-level pertinent information is evident in the frequency 
in which the generals themselves would lead such operations. Josephus 
makes this clear with his references to Titus’ habit of personally leading 
information-gathering expeditions prior to the commencement of hostili-
ties.30 During one such mission, in 70 AD, Josephus explicitly states Titus 
rode with members of his staff to identify a suitable point of penetration 
on the site of Jerusalem. After gaining an initial understanding of the sit-
uation, to include the construction of the fortress and the disposition of 
its defenders, Titus elected to move straight into a siege operation. Using 
the information he acquired, the Roman commander communicated his 
findings and issued his guidance to his subordinate commanders and com-
menced the operation.31 

Agricola’s campaigns as governor of Britannia from 77 to 84 AD 
likewise demonstrated how generals could translate reconnaissance into 
shared understanding. Tacitus tells us the Roman commander sent out 
large groups of scouts “in every direction” to scour the landscape in search 
of enemy forces, and in turn the scouts reported their findings.32 More-
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over, like Titus in Jerusalem, Agricola frequently led reconnaissance op-
erations himself. Tacitus indicates these efforts enabled Agricola to carry 
out a comprehensive counter-insurgency operation—the nature of which, 
history has shown us, so necessarily relies on the rapid, horizontal passing 
of pertinent information. Tacitus writes: “[Agricola] reconnoitered estuar-
ies and forests personally. And all the while he gave the enemy no rest, by 
launching sudden plundering raids.”33 If Tacitus is to be believed, Agrico-
la’s campaigns were not only an example of Roman tenacity in the face of 
relentless uprising, but one of effective operational intelligence sharing.

Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo’s campaign against the Armenian king 
Tiridates in 58 AD perhaps best exemplifies a commander’s use of recon-
naissance efforts to fuel operational understanding. After receiving orders 
from the emperor Nero to secure Armenia,  Corbulo found the kingdom 
under routine incursion by Tiridates’ armies.34 His initial response was 
to bring the king to pitched battle, but after several failed efforts to do 
so, Corbulo decided on a plan to storm three of Tiridates’ fortresses. To 
accomplish this Tacitus explains that the Roman commander personally 
examined the fortifications, made “appropriate arrangements for the as-
sault,” and accordingly task-organized his army into three independent 
forces.35 He was to lead one detachment against Volandum, the strongest 
fortress in the prefecture, and the other two he assigned to his legate and 
camp prefect. The details of the plan established, Corbulo unleashed his 
army, and all three forces effectively seized their objectives in a single 
day.36 There is little doubt the simultaneity and overwhelming success of 
the operation rests in large part on the emphasis Corbulo placed on careful 
reconnaissance and collaborative planning.37  

Though much more difficult to carry out, given the technological 
limitations of the era, both military manuals and anecdotal evidence attest 
to the primacy Roman commanders placed on sharing information during 
battle, as well as before it. Onasander, for instance, insists that it was im-
perative for generals to remain continuously accessible to “every man who 
wishes to report anything,” for their failure to do so could result in the 
general missing out on information critical to the moment.38 Good com-
manders heeded this advice, and established mechanisms for alerting the 
unit of significant events or activities while executing operations. During 
the Siege of Numantia in 134-133 BC, Scipio Aemilianus instructed his 
subordinates to raise a red flag if they fell under attack during the day, and 
to light a fire if it was night.39 Given the length of his lines, Scipio under-
stood that any hope for an effective response by either himself or nearby 
units required a method for rapidly transmitting such information.
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Commanders, especially at the operational level, relied on more than 
just reconnaissance findings to attain a common understanding. Often, they 
augmented this with information from a multitude of sources, to include 
intelligence provided by locals, allies, captives, or deserters.40 Caesar, for 
instance, during his second invasion of Britannia in 54 BC, coupled infor-
mation derived from previous reconnaissance efforts with information he 
obtained from interrogated prisoners to discern both a suitable landing site 
and the disposition of enemy forces on the island.41 Armed with this infor-
mation, Caesar divided his army into three independent forces and initiat-
ed offensive operations. Revealingly, Caesar halted his armies before they 
advanced too far because he felt he knew too little about the terrain in that 
region.42 Such attention to the gathering, interpreting, and weighing of in-
formation illuminates the importance Caesar placed on ensuring his forces 
maintained an accurate, collective grasp of the operational environment.

Campaigns like those above reveal a theme echoed in the military 
manuals—namely, the folly of attempting to execute operations without 
first determining the nature of the operational environment. On multiple 
occasions, Vegetius draws attention to the importance of “knowing the 
habits of the enemy” and recommends generals should maintain itineraries 
of all regions “written out in the fullest detail,” so that he may know the 
geography of the landscape.43 To obtain knowledge about the enemy and 
the land, Vegetius urges generals to “reconnoiter assiduously,” and to cor-
roborate the totality of information derived from “traitors and deserters,” 
and “intelligent men, men of rank, and those who know the localities.”44 

Frontinus, likewise, devotes a chapter in his first book on various means 
by which a general can take to discover the enemy’s plans.45 Caesar’s at-
tempt to draw such information from merchants sailing between Gaul and 
Britannia demonstrate these information-gathering techniques in action.46 

It is important to note that this information was not just for the 
commander to consume. The essence of shared understanding is the 
conveyance of this information across all echelons, so that subordinate 
commanders and generals alike can exploit its value. Maurice captures 
this sentiment, writing “whatever terrain the general chooses, he should 
make his troops familiar with it. They will then be able to avoid rough 
spots and because of their knowledge of the area will fight the enemy with 
confidence.”47 Vegetius emphasizes a similar point, arguing that generals 
should take measures to ensure their soldiers are familiar with the enemy 
as much as possible.48 In practice, this looks an awful lot like Scipio Afri-
canus’ 209 BC seizure of New Carthage. 
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Polybius explains that Scipio took great lengths to acquire informa-
tion on the disposition of Carthaginian forces, the topography of the town, 
its defenses, and the surrounding lagoon from a combination of local fish-
erman and others “who were well informed.”49 After careful analysis and 
planning, Scipio determined he could assault the town, so he summoned a 
consilium and presented the details of his findings, pointing out to his men 
the practicability of the plan and the logic he used to construct it.50 His 
soldiers thereafter seized the town, executing an elaborate, four-pronged 
assault, complete with naval support, ground assault forces, and an esca-
lade team that was able to exploit the adjacent lagoon’s shallow depth at 
low-tide to surreptitiously gain access to the wall.

It was through these efforts—the continuous acquiring of intelligence 
and sharing of information—commanders could realistically expect their 
armies be capable of executing complex, comprehensive battles and cam-
paigns. If the system malfunctioned, and the requisite level of information 
failed to flow both vertically and horizontally, generals had few options 
other than to imprudently advance into the unknown or to halt operations 
altogether. Tiberius’ anxiety-ladened two-year campaign in the dark re-
cesses of Germania, only a year after the 9 AD Varian disaster, illustrates 
this point. Suetonius writes: “[Tiberius] took no actions without the back-
ing of his council; though in all other situations he had been content to 
rely on the judgment of himself alone, now, against his habit, he consulted 
with numerous men as to how the war should be conducted.”51 In other 
words, the need for collaborative planning and an agreed-upon approach 
(i.e., shared understanding of both the operation and the environment) was 
greatest when the situation was either unpredictable, serious, or both.

Commander’s Intent and Mission Orders
Understanding the flow of military orders from senate or emperor 

through general to subordinate commander(s) requires first making sense 
of the oftentimes convoluted command relationships inherent in the Ro-
man political-military establishment. During the Republic, the senate and 
assembly fought its wars by assigning a magistrate to a theater of war (pro-
vincia)  and investing him with supreme military and judicial authority 
(imperium)  over that location and its forces.52 This office, usually held by 
a consul or praetor, expired after a single year and gave its holder immense 
authority to not only prosecute the war as he saw fit but to also engage in 
diplomatic efforts on behalf of the state. Under certain circumstances, the 
senate would extend the one-year limit by one or two more, appointing 
these magistrates as proconsuls or propraetors.53 The habit of extending 
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command authorities increased throughout the Late Republic, as political 
competition and changes in aristocratic culture saw a break with tradition, 
resulting in the near-unrestrained powers of disruptive generals like Mar-
ius, Sulla, Pompey, and Caesar. As Rome transitioned from Republic to 
Empire, authorities changed slightly, with emperors now possessing unin-
terrupted imperium, among other powers, over virtually the entire empire. 
This authority extended to Rome’s imperial provincial governors (usually 
legati pro praetore), as well, whom the emperor invested with the power 
to likewise prosecute Rome’s wars, of course, under his guidance.54 

As noted earlier, the gradual expansion of the Roman Republic’s bor-
ders increasingly precluded the senate from exercising any realistic, direct 
oversight over its generals abroad. Sluggish communication speeds and 
the unpredictable nature of war joined to make any message sent from 
the senate perhaps entirely moot by the time it reached a general’s ears. 
The practice of investing campaigning generals with imperium in their 
provinciae partially offset this problem, by allowing commanders to make 
decisions, administer justice, and conduct diplomatic affairs of moment 
with little fear of legal prosecution or public repudiation, so long as their 
actions were in keeping with the interest of the state. Generals situated 
along Rome’s peripheries enjoyed great legal latitude in making war and 
peace, supporting allies, and conducting military operations.55  

Roman leaders additionally offset this long-distance communication 
issue by providing their campaigning generals with clear, purpose-orient-
ed orders. These orders often took the form of simple directives, tasking 
a commander to punish a particular enemy, subdue a territory, protect an 
ally, or maintain peace.56 Livy’s description of how Rome handled the 
encroachment of Philip V of Macedon during the First Macedonian War, 
214-205 BC, provides a good example. The senate, determined to deter 
Philip from further belligerence, passed a motion appointing Marcus Vale-
rius Laevinus the rank of propraetor with imperium and subsequently sent 
him to Macedonia with a fleet of ships. There, Laevinus met with a Ro-
man ambassador who informed him of Philip’s recent nefarious activities, 
and “the two agreed that the Romans must undertake the war with greater 
vigour.”57 The mission the senate assigned to Laevinus was simple: pre-
vent Philips’ movements into Roman allied territory. Laevinus’ decisions 
on whether, where, when, and how he should undertake offensive military 
operations to achieve this end were his alone.

Scipio Africanus’ appointment as proconsul of Rome’s army in 
Spain in 211 BC sheds light on the Republic’s process of assigning a com-
mander imperium over a provincia with orders to carry out a task. Livy 
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writes that the senate, fearing revolts in Spain could lead to Rome’s loss 
of the peninsula in its entirety, “favored an increase of the army and the 
sending of a commander-in-chief” to contest Carthaginian presence there. 
Unable to decide on a name, they put the question to vote in the assembly, 
with Scipio receiving unanimous approval.58 Scipio, now armed with the 
senate’s orders and intent, set out to conduct an aggressive offensive cam-
paign against the Carthaginians and their allies. According to Polybius, it 
was Scipio himself who decided on the details of the campaign—specif-
ically the decision to concentrate his forces and execute a bold and rapid 
seizure of New Carthage.59 Scipio Africanus’ operational plans contrasted 
significantly with those of his father, Publius Cornelius Scipio, who had 
died while commanding Rome’s armies in Spain the previous year. The 
elder Scipio had dispersed his forces into independent detachments and 
relied heavily on Rome’s Celtiberian allies—a fatal mistake, in Scipio Af-
ricanus’ estimation.60 The operational and tactical latitude the Scipiones 
enjoyed while planning and executing their campaigns reflect Roman high 
command’s disinclination to dictate anything more than the strategic-level 
effect they desired to see. The rest was up to the commander.

The operational latitude generals enjoyed was not absolute, and tend-
ed to reflect a combination of contributing factors including the complex-
ity of the task, the nature of the adversary, and the political climate of the 
era. If the senate assigned a particularly difficult mission with no obvious 
solution, then generals were often left quite alone to their devices. Quintus 
Fabius’ freedom to pursue an entirely counterculture strategy of avoiding 
pitched battle with Hannibal, despite much denigration from both hawkish 
senators and his own army, demonstrates this fact.61  

So too does Pompey’s 67-66 BC campaign against the Cilician pi-
rates. Because the piratic problem was of national consequence, and be-
cause no previous commanders had been able to solve it, the senate al-
located Pompey not only five hundred ships and near-unlimited money, 
but also granted him imperium over nearly the entire state. He used these 
resources to plan and execute a comprehensive campaign, involving the 
splitting up of the Mediterranean into thirteen parts, each resourced with 
ships, legionaries, and an able commander.62 

Caesar’s Gallic campaigns, on the other hand, reveal the ostensible 
limits set by the senate regarding a general’s freedom of action. As three 
ancient texts make clear, Caesar’s assignment as governor of Cisalpine 
and Transalpine Gaul carried with it no specific task of conducting offen-
sive operations into independent Gaul.63 Yet, Caesar launched Rome into a 
deep, eight-year operation, marching his armies well outside his nominal 
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provincia, with almost no senatorial impetus behind the decision to do so. 
Caesar’s own writings betray his understanding that he was operating in a 
legal gray zone, saturated as they are with self-justifications for continued 
aggression against the Helvetii and Suebi.64 This is not to suggest that the 
Roman elite were intolerant of imperial land-grabbing or saber-rattling, 
as certainly they were not.65 Such divergence from the senate’s initial in-
tent needed to at least align with the state’s interests (rather than just the 
individual’s interests) and maintain some semblance of legal legitimacy. 
It was at these crucial junctures, the senate claimed, that Caesar’s rivals 
demanded his recall from Gaul and immediate placement on trial. Polit-
ical infighting between Cato’s and Caesar’s respective parties doubtless 
contributed to the animosity towards the latter. But Caesar’s case reveals 
the types of civil-military mechanisms and juris prudence at the senate’s 
disposal to ostensibly reign in a general’s actions and bound them within 
senatorial intent.

Marcus Tullius Cicero’s attack against Aulus Gabinius likewise re-
veals the legal framework constraining governors’ actions. In 55 BC, Ga-
binius, then governor of Syria, unilaterally marched his armies into Egypt 
to forcibly restore Ptolemy XII to the throne. Cicero writes: 

I say nothing of his leaving his province, of his taking his army 
out of it, of his declaring and carrying on war of his own accord, 
of his entering a foreign kingdom without any command from 
the people or from the senate to do so; conduct of which many 
of the ancient laws, and especially the Cornelian law concerning 
treason, and the Julian law concerning extortion, forbid in the 
plainest manner.66 
Cicero summarizes his argument rhetorically quipping: “When was it 

that either this senatorial body or the Roman people undertook this war?” 
Cicero was quite cognizant of and willing to cite extant black-and-white 
legal precedent restricting a governor’s actions. 

During the Principate it was primarily the emperor, and not the sen-
ate, who provided over-arching foreign policy guidance, orders, and in-
tent to imperium-wielding magistrates. These orders, though usually more 
prescriptive than during the Republic,  still necessarily allowed for a great 
deal of latitude.67 The directions Nero gave to two of Rome’s allied kings 
in the war against Parthia for control of Armenia demonstrates this point. 
Tacitus writes that Nero instructed the two kings to take their directions 
from either Corbulo, whom had Armenia as his provincia, or Quadratus 
Ummidius, then governor of Syria. Nero specifies their support should 
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go to whomever needed it most, “depending on the requirements of the 
war.”68 Nero held little desire to formally task-organize the kings’ armies 
under a single commander, as he understood his commanders would know 
their own circumstances and needs better. 

Accounts of generals controlling their subordinate officers in the 
field likewise illustrate Rome’s reliance on commander’s intent and mis-
sion orders. As noted, this process usually started at the general’s consili-
um and filtered its way down through consecutive meetings held by sub-
ordinate echelons.69 Critically, all were to understand their part of the plan 
and any major themes the general wanted to stress—for instance, speed, 
simultaneity, stealth, fervor, or something else. Before the Battle of Gergo-
via, 52 BC, Caesar, noting his army’s disadvantageous position in the low 
ground, called a meeting of his subordinate officers to emphasize the need 
for rapidity in their planned raid against a vacant enemy camp. He also 
reminded his officers of the limited nature of the raid—the legions must 
not advance too far and become decisively engaged.70 Separately, Cassius 
Dio describes an event whereby Caesar explicitly ordered his lieutenants 
and subaltern officers to communicate down to each soldier his empha-
sis on zeal before they were to conduct battle against Ariovistus. Dio has 
Caesar declare: “My purpose is that you yourselves…may also teach the 
others their whole duty. For they will be benefited more by hearing it from 
you individually and repeatedly than they would from learning it but once 
from my lips.”71 

The practice of communicating intent and clear, purpose-oriented 
directives was particularly important if the conditions of the environment 
were unknown, volatile, or especially hostile. Rome’s frontiers along the 
Rhine and Danube, in the minds of most Romans, were regions riddled 
with these ominous qualities, thus compelling commanders to act accord-
ingly. Tiberius, while on campaign in Germania, wrote out and dissemi-
nated to his subordinate officers all of his orders for the next day, “adding 
the warning that if anyone was uncertain of anything, he was to apply to 
him personally and no other, no matter what hour of the night.”72 Six years 
later, Germanicus, treading in the footsteps of his uncle before him, made 
a habit of calling consilia before battle in order to communicate both his 
understanding of the situation and his guidance for the operation.73 

We can presume this filtering down of intent and orders enabled each 
echelon’s leaders to tweak their portion of the plan to maximize its effi-
ciency and efficacy. In particularly unpredictable situations, good gener-
als deliberately built this feature into their plans while doling out orders. 
During the Battle of Alesia, 52 BC, Caesar gave his legate Titus Labienus 
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open-ended orders to either defend the camp walls or withdraw and con-
duct a sortie, depending on the latter’s judgement.74 Similarly, during his 
second invasion of Britannia, Caesar ordered Labienus to “watch over the 
harbors…find out what was happening in Gaul, and [to] make his plans 
according to circumstances and events.”75 Caesar’s orders here align al-
most exactly with the modern US understanding of what mission orders 
should entail—namely, ones that “enable subordinates to understand the 
situation,” and allow them “to exercise initiative in planning, preparing, 
and executing their operations.” 76 Here, Caesar not only provides his in-
tent but encourages his subordinate to modify his plans as needed to meet 
the operation’s overall purpose.77 

Perhaps the best testament to Caesar’s use of mission orders appears 
in the winter of 54 BC, when he directs Labienus to evacuate his winter 
quarters and join Caesar in a planned attack against the Nervii. Important-
ly, Caesar adds the caveat that Labienus should only join him “if he could 
do so without harm to the overall campaign.” The legate responded that he 
could not support the attack, owing to the concentration of hostile Treve-
rian forces outside his camp. Labienus believed that if he were to depart 
in haste, the Treveri would overwhelm his legion, especially because they 
were flush with confidence from their recent annihilation of Sabinus’ and 
Cotta’s legions. Caesar notes that he “approved of Labienus’ assessment of 
the situation,” despite his frustration at losing a legion’s worth of combat 
power.78 

Ascertaining the extent generals issued open-ended mission orders 
during the Principate is more difficult than during the Republic, owing 
primarily to the limited evidence. What evidence we do have—primari-
ly Josephus—suggests this trend continued well after Caesar. A close ex-
amination of Vespasian’s opening moves during his Galilean campaign 
in the summer of 67 AD, for instance, reveals the operational flexibility 
likely built into his orders. Vespasian orchestrated three near-simultaneous 
assaults against enemy strongholds using his Fifth, Tenth, and Fifteenth 
Legions. After first laying siege to the town of Jotapata, Vespasian ordered 
Trajan,  commander of Tenth Legion, to suppress the revolting nearby 
town of Japha.79 Josephus writes that as Trajan’s army approached Japha, 
he fell immediately upon the assembled defenders and pursued them into 
the city. Titus, at the request of Trajan, eventually took over command and 
completed the town’s seizure.80 Simultaneously, Vespasian sent Sextus Ce-
realius Vettulanus, commander of Fifth Legion, against a Samaritan force 
that had assembled atop Mount Gerizim. Unlike Trajan, Cerealius chose 
not to conduct an immediate assault, observing the enemy’s advantageous 
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position on the high ground, and instead chose to surround their position 
until the summer’s heat reduced their numbers. Only after several perished 
and many deserted did Cerealius advance to finish the Samaritans off.81 

Several days later, Vespasian’s siege against Jotapata succeeded, with a 
detachment of his men surreptitiously gaining access to the walls, allow-
ing his army to pour in.82 Overall, in the span of a week, three separate 
Jewish strongholds fell to three different commanders using three different 
techniques. The conduct of the campaign, and the various means by which 
his commanders accomplished their orders, suggests Vespasian’s orders 
were like those of their Republican ancestors. Namely, they lacked rigidity 
in how commanders were to overcome local conditions in pursuit of their 
ends. 

Of course, not all orders were open for interpretation or modification. 
Commanders cognizant of conditions necessitating a stricter level of con-
trol were more than willing to issue highly prescriptive orders and could 
dispense equally draconian punishments if those orders went unfollowed. 

Figure 3.1.  Initial Stages of Vespasian’s Galilean Campaign, 67 AD.

Source: Created by author using map from Martin Goodman, Rome and Jerusa-
lem: The Clash of Ancient Civilizations (New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 2007), 
13.
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Corbulo’s senior centurion, Paccius Orfitus, for instance, asked permis-
sion to lead an immediate attack against Tiridates’ temporarily disorga-
nized forces. Corbulo denied his request, instructing Orfitus to wait until 
additional forces arrived. The centurion broke these orders and assaulted 
anyway, resulting in his formation’s defeat and subsequent rout. Worse, 
news of this event unnerved the enroute reinforcements to such a degree 
that they instead turned back to their respective camps. Incensed, Corbulo 
punished Orfitus by forcing him and his men to ignominiously sleep out-
side the camp’s walls.83 

Anecdotes like these invoke fantastical images of incontrovertible 
Roman disciplina, where strict observance of highly prescriptive orders 
served as perhaps the principal component of hierarchical command and 
control. Indeed, the Romans perpetuated such an impression amongst 
themselves, by the retelling of their own mythological past where prom-
inent figures like Titus Manlius Torquatus, the Roman consul who slew 
his own son for disobeying military orders, dominated military and social 
culture.84 Taken at face value these traditions may seem to contradict any 
notion of “mission command”—particularly those aspects like mission or-
ders and disciplined initiative—but should instead be viewed as only one 
side of a two-sided coin. Evidence exists to suggest Roman military culture 
valued discipline and obedience to orders. The Romans also consciously 
discouraged the use of such prescriptive orders that subordinates could 
find themselves hamstrung when conditions altered. Moreover, there was 
a difference between acting in the absence of orders (or within the bounds 
of loose orders) and deliberately disobeying explicit orders. It is these last 
two points that are most frequently ignored in one-dimensional caricatures 
of a hyper-disciplinarian Roman army. After all, the Romans also cheer-
fully retold the myth of the young legionary Marcus Curtius who, without 
orders, jumped into a fiery crack in the earth’s surface to save the city.85 

Conclusion
Roman commanders, struck a balance by issuing orders with as 

much innate flexibility as the situation allowed. Even appropriately scaled 
mission orders retained residual risk, so commanders offset this risk by 
emphasizing key tasks and major themes that they saw as too pivotal for 
subordinates to neglect—i.e., their intent. Likewise, decentralized execu-
tion required subordinates to have a handle on both the operating envi-
ronment and the purpose of the overall operation, as both things informed 
and guided their local decision-making. The commander created and used 
his consilium, and those of his subordinate echelons, to disseminate such 
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information—i.e., shared understanding. At the same time, the consil-
ium was a means to inform the general himself serving as a venue for 
his staff to receive, digest, deliberate on, and interpret intelligence and 
advice. This enabled him to better refine the outputs of his meeting—i.e., 
his mission orders. Thus, the entire command and control process was 
designed around striking the most effective balance between hierarchical 
and decentralized control. As the Romans discovered, and the Prussians 
later codified, neither style was ideal in its absolute form. Leaders under 
a strict, hierarchical system are either too slow or too constrained to adapt 
to changing circumstance. Conversely, leaders under a fully decentralized 
system fail to work in unison.

Interestingly, this balance parallels and in part reflects Rome’s strug-
gle to harmonize the cultural forces of virtus and disciplina.86 Where vir-
tus calls for martial aggression and unilateral action, disciplina calls for 
“holding the line,” temperance, and obedience. The army required and 
valued both traits, as reflected in the legendary stories of Marcus Curtius 
and Titus Manlius Torquatus. But one side could not dominate the other, 
lest the army devolve into either an unresponsive, rigid mass or haphaz-
ard chaos. The principles explored in this chapter can be seen as a means 
Rome took to bound the countless independent actions of its virtus-driven 
leaders under the auspices of disciplina, intended to orchestrate an army 
that is objective-focused yet adaptable.  Ideally, when leaders struck the 
right balance, senators, emperors, and generals could simply point their 
armies at a problem and unleash them.
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Chapter 4 
Mutual Trust

You forget that it is success that earns generals the goodwill 
of their armies, and failure their loathing. Good soldiers should 
not suspect they are distrusted, nor bad soldiers know they are 
feared, because the fear we feel provokes greater insubordination 
among the latter and erodes the loyalty of the former.

—Caesar, The Civil War

Trust is based on personal qualities, such as professional 
competence, character, and commitment. Soldiers must see val-
ues in action before such actions become a basis for trust.

—HQDA, Army Doctrine Publication 6-0, Mission Com-
mand

As we have seen, the armies of Rome routinely struggled with issues 
of trust. Commanders were concerned with deserters betraying their op-
erational plans to the enemy, disruptive pay and logistics issues fomented 
mutinous sentiments within armies, power politics sowed the seeds for 
inter- and intra-army divisions, and mercenary armies turned their weap-
ons in support of whomever paid most. In this chapter, I argue Rome took 
active steps to curb the negative effects of such trust issues, through the 
employment of oaths, religious customs, and deliberative rhetoric. 

Modern US doctrine describes mutual trust as the “shared confi-
dence” between commanders and subordinates that each can and will reli-
ably carry out their assigned responsibilities. Trust, doctrine writers argue, 
flows throughout the chain of command, both vertically and horizontally, 
and serves as the bedrock upon which effective mission command rests.1 
Generally speaking, trust is highly personal in nature, contingent on a vir-
tually limitless number of influencing factors, both internal and external to 
those giving or receiving it. Professionalism, character, training, morale, 
ideology, and perceived levels of competence are just a few of these fac-
tors. Such a wide net of considerations—nearly all of which are impossi-
ble to measure in any quantitative way—makes any attempt to study the 
existence of mutual trust in the armies of ancient Rome difficult. Here, in-
stead of arguing how individual leaders or armies cultivated mutual trust, 
this chapter will explore what institutional mechanisms Rome habitual-
ly employed to create an environment conducive to intra-army trust, and 
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whether these mechanisms favorably set conditions for a greater level of 
decentralized command and control within the army.

Narrowing our focus to just institutional trust mechanisms still pres-
ents an utterly complex subject involving numerous possible solutions. 
Only three trust-building mechanisms are herein examined: military oaths; 
religion (auspicia and pre-battle rituals); and deliberative rhetoric (battle-
field orations, harangues, and exhortations). I have selected these three 
mechanisms for two primary reasons. First, all three were nearly ubiqui-
tous throughout the entirety of our period. From Rome’s earliest recorded 
histories up through the Late Empire its leaders relied on oaths, religion, 
and speeches to bind armies to leaders, and leaders to the state. Second, 
the form of these mechanisms changed only little throughout our period, 
as opposed to others, like the centuries-long evolution of unit homage or 
the professionalization of the army.

Throughout this chapter, I argue Roman military leaders’ efforts to 
nurture and institutionalize these three trust-building mechanisms indi-
cate that their military establishment required, and took serious efforts to 
foster, a considerable degree of trust necessary to carry out its relatively 
decentralized way of war. These mechanisms were, in part, how Roman 
commanders sought to deliberately win over the minds—not just the bod-
ies—of those they led.

Oaths
Evidence suggests military oaths in ancient Rome served as a rel-

atively powerful binding agent commanders could leverage to not only 
maintain soldiers’ allegiance to the state and themselves, but also to en-
sure legionaries would obey orders despite hardship and imminent danger. 
Both the prevalence of pietas—the strict observance of laws, religious 
practices, and obligations to one’s family and state —in Roman culture 
and the legal connotations connected to oaths themselves ensured these 
pledges of fidelity carried significant weight in the minds of soldiers, com-
manders, and the body politic.2

Like most modern armies, mutual trust in the Roman army often 
began with new enlistees taking a customary oath of allegiance, the sacra-
mentum.3 During the Early and Middle Republic, enlistees took this oath 
before a senior magistrate during the lengthy, annual process of enrolling 
a new legion. The sacramentum was, in fact, the legal enrollment of the 
soldier into military service. While we no longer know the exact words, 
Polybius’ commentary suggests that each legionary swore at a minimum 
to “obey his officers and execute their orders as far as in his power.”4 
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Under the direction of the consuls, the conduct of this compulsory oath 
likewise extended to the soldiers of other allied cities in Italy, binding both 
consular armies and any attached auxiliaries to the Roman state.

Cicero’s anecdote of Cato the Elder’s son, Marcus, reveals the legal-
ities surrounding the sacramentum and its symbolic significance. Cicero 
explains that Marcus was once part of a legion serving under the governor 
Popilius, but when Popilius disbanded the legion, Marcus was disbanded 
with it. Consequently, Marcus, desiring to stay in the army, requested to 
join a new legion. Cato mandated that if his son was to rejoin, he must 
first take an entirely new oath of allegiance. Cicero explains Cato’s con-
cern was one “rooted in the scrupulous observance of laws”—that Marcus’ 
original oath was now void, and that his legal status as soldier could only 
be reinstated by taking another sacramentum.5 

Modern observers may be skeptical of just how much institutional 
trust Roman leaders could extract from something as nebulous as oath-tak-
ing, but they should consider both the deeply symbolic and the more prag-
matic legal connotations inherent in the practice. Symbolically, oaths 
occurred in a society ostensibly steeped in pietas. In the Roman world, 
perceptions of impiety—of oath-breaking in particular—could fundamen-
tally damage one’s status as citizen, family member, soldier, or politician. 
Though exceptions certainly existed, numerous ancient authors echo this 
theme, perhaps epitomized best by Publius Scipio’s disparagement of his 
mutinying troops in 206 BC: “Can I call you soldiers when you have…
broken the solemn obligations of your military oath? Your appearance…I 
recognize as those of my fellow-countrymen, but I see that your actions…
are those of your country’s foes.”6 

The pervasiveness of pietas in Roman military culture is likewise ev-
ident in some peculiar stories. Polybius, for instance, provides an anecdote 
regarding a detained soldier after the battle of Cannae who took creative 
license to both honor and circumvent the requirements of his oath:

Upon [the Roman prisoners’] naming ten of their most distin-
guished members, [Hannibal] sent them off after making them 
swear that they would return to him. One of those nominated 
just as he was going out of the camp said he had forgotten some-
thing and went back, and after recovering the thing he had left 
behind again took his departure, thinking that by his return he 
had kept his faith and absolved himself of his oath.7 
Though this story ended poorly for the Roman, who was later de-

tained by his own kinsmen for seeking personal safety at the expense of 
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his fellow countrymen, the anecdote nevertheless reveals how personal-
ly binding oaths could be to certain individuals. Appian sheds additional 
light in a description of Flavius Fimbria’s defeat by Sulla in 85 BC. See-
ing their position as tenuous, and unwilling to fight Sulla’s army, several 
officers serving under Fimbria refused to swear an oath of loyalty to him 
despite the latter threatening them at sword-point to do so.8 

Perhaps more important to genuine trust-building was a separate, 
originally voluntary oath taken by legionaries not to the state or consul, 
but to each other.9 This oath, mentioned in chapter two and recorded by 
Livy, expressed the oath-taker’s pledge to neither desert the formation nor 
break ranks unless it was to retrieve a weapon, strike an enemy, or save a 
comrade. It is important to note the voluntary nature of this oath and its ex-
istence despite any (pre-216 BC) legal requirement to do so. As Rawlings 
observes, such an oath not only likely promoted unit cohesion, but also 
sustained “resilience in relatively amorphous swarms of men” during the 
chaos of combat.10 In other words, the Roman method of warfare—char-
acterized by the relatively decentralized employment of semi-autonomous 
formations—hinged upon and benefitted from an exchange of oaths be-
tween the legionaries themselves.

It appears Roman military leaders identified the significance of this 
oath and combined it with the sacramentum on the eve of Cannae, 216 
BC, to form a single, compulsory oath termed the ius iurandum.11 Rome’s 
decision to institutionalize the ius iurandum in the midst of contending 
with one of its greatest existential threats—Hannibal Barca—certainly in-
dicates Roman leaders desired to capitalize on this preexisting comradery 
concept and saw value in its permanent application.

Beyond their symbolic connotations, oaths carried more pragmat-
ic legal considerations—particularly, the unique penalties assigned to the 
crime of oath-breaking. Dionysius of Halicarnassus indicates oaths, cou-
pled with a commander’s imperium, gave “commanders the authority to put 
to death without a trial all who are disobedient or desert their standards.”12 
Likewise, Polybius explicitly states those who lied under oath suffered 
the penalty of the fustuarium, whereby fellow campmates would beat the 
condemned man to death. Moreover, those who stole from camp—a vi-
olation of a separate oath taken by soldiers once encamped —suffered a 
similar fate.13 While the use of oaths to further legitimize martial authority, 
in this respect, may not have fostered a particularly positive environment, 
it almost certainly enhanced a commander’s belief that his soldiers would 
obey his orders and would act in accordance with military law.
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From around the time of the second-century Marian reforms on-
wards, oaths took on a more personal tone, with soldiers swearing alle-
giance principally to their general and only secondarily, if at all, to the 
state. Sulla, for instance, witnessed his troops take a voluntary oath to him, 
swearing they would remain with him during his civil war against Marius, 
shortly before offering him a proportion of their own money so that he 
could sustain his war effort.14 Similarly, before the battle of Dyrrachium in 
48 BC, Pompey’s officers and soldiers took an oath to not desert him and 
to “submit to whatever outcome Fortune granted [their] commander”—ef-
fectively binding the fate of the entire army directly to Pompey’s.15 This 
tradition of personalized oath-taking continued throughout the Principate 
(particularly during the Year of the Four Emperors) and well into the Late 
Empire, with soldiers required to pledge their allegiance directly to the 
emperor on an annual basis.16 

While it may be impossible to judge the exact extent soldiers and 
leaders relied on oaths to cement a level of mutual trust, it is difficult to be-
lieve that the practice was altogether an ineffectual one. Both the longevity 
of the practice and a corpus of anecdotal evidence tend to demonstrate the 
binding effect oathtaking had on the military institution. An illustrative 
example of the latter occurs during Caesar’s siege of Pompey’s Spanish 
army in 49 BC, at the Battle of Ilerda. Caesar explains Pompey’s legate, 
Petreius, fearful that his soldiers would soon defect to Caesar’s side, “went 
around to all the maniples in his camp,” tearfully pleading for their contin-
ued loyalty. For himself, Petreius took an oath not to desert the army nor 
commit treason. The tribunes and centurions immediately followed suit, 
and eventually the soldiers themselves, century by century, repeated the 
oath. This dramatic process, Caesar explains, led Petreius’ camp to under-
go “a complete change of mood,” and that “the business at hand became 
again the waging of war.”17 In other words, productive military activity 
could only occur once mutual trust was reestablished through a public 
exchange of vows. 

Petreius’ frantic attempt to cement the loyalty of his troops before Il-
erda, support the notion that Roman military leaders indeed sought to cap-
italize on the legal and moral properties of oaths and their use in fostering 
group unity and trust—particularly when the situation was unstable, like 
Varro’s and Paulus’ institutionalization of the ius iurandum before Can-
nae. This theme is echoed in anecdotes peppered throughout the entirety 
of our period. After executing the ringleaders of a mutiny at Sucro, Scipio 
reinstated order by forcing his remaining legionaries to swear an oath of 
allegiance;  Caesar, Domitius, Quinctilius Varus, and Pompey routinely 
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mandated oaths of allegiance during the ups and downs of their civil war;  
Germanicus measured the significance of a mutiny along the Rhine by the 
willingness of his soldiers to take an oath of allegiance;  during the chaotic 
year of 69 AD, various armies, citizens, and supporters of Otho, Galba, 
Vitellius, and Vespasian each publicized their support for their respective 
would-be emperor by taking oaths.18 The authors here repeat an important 
theme: when conditions strain the sinews of intra-army trust, whether they 
be from extreme hardship, mutiny, or civil war, commanders’ first order 
of business was to refortify this trust through the public act of oath-taking.

Of course, even with the combination of cultural pietas and oathtak-
ing, mutual trust between soldier, commander, and Roman elite was not a 
certainty. This was particularly true during times of tumultuous civil war, 
where entire armies could defect, revolt, or refuse to fight. Nevertheless, 
it was exactly during these times where we see oaths play the biggest role, 
with commanders and soldiers continuously groping for some tangible in-
dication that those around them could be counted on to perform their duty.

Religion, Auspicia, and Pre-Battle Rituals
Like oaths, Rome leveraged religion to cement trust between legion-

ary and general. A general’s power of auspicia gave him an opportunity 
to demonstrate the divine backing he enjoyed, which enhanced both his 
credibility and favor with the gods in the eyes of his soldiers. This had 
the subsequent effect of ostensibly limiting the level of skepticism sol-
diers had regarding their general’s plans, or, possibly, his overall level of 
competence. Moreover, a general’s ability to leverage favorable omens, 
portents, and dreams—or skillfully negotiate unfavorable ones—could 
likewise enhance the level of trust soldiers enjoyed in their commander.

Much has been written about religion in the Roman armies and 
the positive effects it had on fostering martial corporate identity.19 This 
scholarship has primarily centered on the cultic traditions of the legions, 
the synchronization of the imperial calendar and religious festivals with 
military ones, and the public worshipping of iconography, ranging from 
abstract deities to the emperor himself. These studies amount to a clear 
depiction of the Roman army as an institution deliberately saturated with 
daily reminders of the divine backing of the Republic’s (and, later, the 
emperor’s) authority and purpose. Oliver Stoll suggests, quite simply, that 
religious ritual “served to strengthen and to display [Roman] power.”20 It 
is quite clear religious ceremony was ubiquitous in the army—Polybius 
argues that in Rome, “nothing plays a more elaborate or extensive role 
in people’s private lives and in the political sphere than superstition.”21 
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What is harder to discern is exactly how influential religious ceremony 
was in cultivating trust within the army, thus the employment of mission 
command. 

Alongside their power of imperium, commanders enjoyed the pow-
er of auspicia—the right to consult the gods.22 Before battle, command-
ers were obligated to conduct the auspices, a ritual intended to determine 
whether the army enjoyed divine backing. Goldsworthy, citing a study 
conducted by Helgeland, argues these pre-battle rites “were familiar and 
reassuring to men anxious about what was to come.”23 Indeed, Polybius 
argues this very point when crediting both the semi-mythical Spartan re-
gent Lycurgus and Scipio Africanus for using religion to gain the trust of 
their subordinates:

For we must not suppose that it was from superstition that Ly-
curgus continually consulted the Pythian priestess in the estab-
lishment of the Lacedaemonian constitution; nor that Publius 
[Scipio] depended on dreams and ominous words for his suc-
cess in securing empire for his country. But…both saw that the 
majority of mankind cannot be got to accept contentedly what 
is new and strange, nor to face dangers with courage, without 
some hope of divine favor.24 
Scipio, before his joint land and maritime seizure of New Carthage, 

inspired his men by relating to them not only the minute details of his plan, 
but a dream he had had whereby Neptune offered to provide his support. 
Polybius writes: “The skillful mixture in this speech of accurate calcula-
tion…and a reference to Divine Providence, created a great impression 
and enthusiasm in the minds of the young solders.”25 

Despite Polybius’ skepticism, other ancient sources took command-
ers’ beliefs in portents, omens, dreams, and pre-battle auspices at face val-
ue. Plutarch tells us that Paullus, before the Battle of Pydna, sacrificed 
eleven cows and twenty-one oxen to Hercules before receiving favor-
able omens. Interestingly, he made these sacrifices in response to a lunar 
eclipse, despite having an ostensible scientific understanding of that phe-
nomenon.26 Both Livy and Frontinus state that Gaius Sulpicius Gallus, 
one of Paullus’ tribunes, had predicted the lunar eclipse and explained the 
phenomenon to the men beforehand, so they would not perceive it as a bad 
omen.27 Likewise, Marius calmed the restlessness of his soldiers by telling 
them it was not his lack of faith in their abilities that forced him to delay 
battle with the Teutones, but his desire to wait for the manifestation of a 
favorable prophecy.28 In 16 AD, both a dream and favorable auspices en-
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couraged Germanicus to conduct battle against Arminius. Tacitus signals 
Germanicus used these portents in a speech to gain commitment from his 
officers and men.29  

Whether commanders themselves were true believers is almost irrel-
evant in this context. Enough evidence exists to suggest that many soldiers 
themselves indeed took rites and portents very seriously, and commanders 
generally understood that any action they took contrary to religious ritual 
risked losing the faith of their army.30 As John Najemy notes, this notion 
finds its roots in a story recounted by Livy regarding the Roman consul 
Lucius Papirius during a campaign against the Samnites. Papirius, with his 
army well positioned and eager for battle, ordered his augury-taker to di-
vine the will of the gods, but the auspices continued to return unfavorable. 
The augur, knowing Papirius’ army was clamoring for battle, lied about 
the outcome of the auspices, claiming they were indeed favorable—a fact 
coming to Papirius’ attention only shortly after. Papirius decided to go 
ahead with the battle anyway, but quickly discovered that rumors of the 
scandal had circulated throughout his army, threatening to undermine his 
own credibility as commander. Papirius solved the issue by sending the 
augurs to the front, where a Roman javelin “accidently” struck and killed 
their chief. To Paprius’ benefit, this had the effect of cleansing the army 
and reinstating divine goodwill, allowing the army to function properly 
and achieve victory.31 

Papirius’ story illuminates how command leadership, religion, and 
the soldiery intersect—a topic covered by the authors of the extant mili-
tary texts. Frontinus devotes an entire chapter on how commanders could 
“dispel the fears inspired in soldiers by adverse omens.”32 Onasander in-
forms his readers that generals should take the auspices before every bat-
tle, and that a general should “summon all his officers to inspect the offer-
ings, that, after seeing, they may tell the soldiers to be of good courage.” 
Perhaps more importantly, and as evidenced by excerpts in the sources, 
Onasander argues favorable auspices were important because the soldiers 
themselves were “on alert, every man, [watching] closely for omens of 
sight and sound.”33 Thus, we have two important principles at play for 
the Roman commander. First, he should publicize favorable omens and 
indications of divine backing to the largest extent possible, by inviting 
witnesses and soldiers to observe and disseminate positive interpretations. 
Second, he should be weary of and take steps to mitigate instances of un-
favorable omens. Failure to do either could result in the deployment of a 
less confident—therefore, less capable—army. 
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Several examples reveal the extent soldiers were “on alert” for 
omens. In 46 BC, during the battle of Thapsus, Caesar found himself un-
able to check a formation of his men from acting on what they perceived 
as a sign from the gods that victory was assured.34 Prior, when Caesar 
slipped and fell to the earth after disembarking at Africa, Caesar quick-
ly contorted the event into a positive one by exclaiming before his men: 
“I’ve got you, Africa.”35 Scipio, according to Frontinus, did something 
similar upon reaching Africa. When he fell, Scipio noticed his soldiers 
were aghast by the omen, so he sought to turn the moment into one of 
encouragement by stating: “Congratulate me, my men! I have hit Africa 
hard.”36 When a Gallic charge frightened Marcellus’ horse, causing it to 
wheel about, the general pretended the move was a deliberate one and 
feigned prayer to the sun, preventing his men from perceiving the event 
as inauspicious.37 Crassus, too, attempted to turn fell omens, but with less 
success. Plutarch has Crassus accidently drop the viscera—the animal’s 
entrails—after a sacrificial ritual. Knowing the sign was a bad one, Cras-
sus meekly responded to his distressed soldiers: “Such is old age; but no 
weapon, you may be sure, shall fall from its hands.”38 Like Papirius’ army 
after discovering the fraudulence behind their own auspices, the reactions 
of Caesar’s, Scipio’s, and Crassus’ men illustrate the reality behind Ona-
sander’s words: that a typical legionary not only maintained awareness of 
auspices, omens and portents, but his battlefield faith could be genuinely 
shaken by their outcome.39 

Beyond augury rituals and interpreting omens, commanders wield-
ing auspicia could perform a lustratio ceremony on their armies. The lus-
tratio was a purifying ritual, usually involving animal sacrifice, intended 
to cleanse an individual, army, or city of spiritual malice. Onasander in-
sists generals should conduct the ceremony before leading their armies 
out to battle.40 It is difficult to determine exactly how much the lustratio 
cultivated intra-army trust, but some evidence indicates it was important.41 

Caesar, for instance, records his conduct of the lustratio on two occasions. 
The first occurs in 50 B.C., upon the conclusion of his pacification of Gaul, 
when rumors increasingly indicated Caesar’s political enemies were ma-
neuvering against him and attempting to turn his chief lieutenant, Labi-
enus, to their side. Caesar writes that he gathered his legions, conducted 
the ritual, and appointed Labienus in charge of Cisalpine Gaul.42 Strauss 
and Raaflaub argue, compellingly, that Caesar used the ceremony to tie his 
soldiers (and likely, Labienus) even more closely to himself, knowing he 
would soon “need them for a very different purpose,”—that is, to march 
across the Rubicon and initiate civil war.43 The second occasion involves 
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Caesar’s use of the ceremony before seeking decisive battle against Metel-
lus Scipio in 46 BC. The author emphasizes Caesar’s anxiety regarding his 
soldiers’ inexperience fighting against non-Gallic armies, and the efforts 
he took to familiarize his soldiers with their current enemy.44 His use of 
the ceremony may have been an additional effort to further enhance his 
soldiers fighting spirit and their faith in his and their own abilities. 

The fact that some of the brightest minds of the time repeatedly com-
mented on how influential religious rites were to soldiers and officers indi-
cates there was a large degree of truth to this idea. Goldsworthy does point 
out that legionaries seemingly fought just as well in instances where a lack 
of time—caused by a surprise attack or ambush—precluded the opportu-
nity for proper rites.45 But these instances should be viewed in context, 
where legionaries and officers were motivated by a sense of shock and 
communal fear to work together to survive. These instances differ drasti-
cally from the alternative, relatively formal process of slowly drawing up 
the lines and facing the opposing force for pitched battle. 

Though it may be impossible to determine the exact extent religious 
ritual fostered trust, it appears most commanders indeed viewed it as a 
critical component to battlefield performance. Like oaths, favorable omens 
and the notion of divine backing likely had the effect of inflating legionary 
confidence and subordinate initiative—two factors paramount to Rome’s 
way of war. Even if a commander himself did not believe in the gods or 
divine intervention, it was beneficial for him to appear like he did.

Deliberative Rhetoric

The use of deliberative rhetoric, primarily in the form of battlefield 
orations,  offered generals an additional opportunity to strengthen mu-
tual trust.46 Traditionally, pre-battle speeches are depicted as little more 
than tools generals used to excite their men to battle and to steel their 
nerves before imminent danger.47 This characterization is reflected in the 
work of Onasander, who suggests a general’s words can “awake in the 
soul” men’s readiness for conflict.48 It overlooks an important subtlety 
that goes beyond the mere stimulation of pugnacious spirit: battlefield 
speeches were a tool uniquely designed to foster a level of confidence 
between legionary and general. They were an act of oratory, intended to 
convince an army of the general’s tactical competence, his generosity, the 
affection he had for his soldiers, and his role as administrator of rewards, 
pay, and promotions. As such, effective speech could bind an army closer 
to a general and could help to reduce an army’s collective sense of self-
doubt, uncertainty, or skepticism before, during, or after battle.
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As an act of oratory, battlefield speeches were subject to the princi-
ples of classical rhetoric—a massive topic with much outside the scope 
of this manuscript.  Greco-Roman thought divided rhetorical oratory into 
three primary categories: demonstrative (epideictic), judicial, and delib-
erative. Where demonstrative primarily deals with commemorating an 
individual, and where judicial deals with courtroom accusations or de-
fenses, deliberative deals with matters of policy—that is, arguing before 
an assembly the merits of adopting a certain course of action.49 It is un-
der the deliberative category that a general’s battlefield speech falls.50 To 
fully extract the collective fighting power from his army, to establish an 
environment conducive to subordinate initiative and maneuver, a general 
must convince his legionaries and subordinate officers of their own supe-
rior abilities, the soundness of the overall plan, and the high likelihood of 
victory. Quintilian notes how an effective use of eloquent oratory can help 
remove historic barriers to soldierly performance:

Again, will not this same man…if in time of war he be called 
upon to inspire his soldiers with courage for the fray, draw for 
his eloquence on the innermost precepts of philosophy? For 
how can men who stand upon the verge of battle banish all the 
crowding fears of hardship, pain and death from their minds, 
unless those fears be replaced by the sense of the duty that they 
owe their country, by courage and the lively image of a soldier’s 
honor?51 
Much like convincing an assembly to adopt a political plan, Quintil-

ian describes here a general’s use of deliberative oratory to unify his sol-
diers’ sense of collective purpose—by appealing to the cultural precepts of 
soldierly virtus, honor, and duty. 

It would be difficult to overstate the significance of oratory and rhet-
oric in Roman political life. By the Late Republic, an education in Rome 
meant an education centered almost entirely on Greek and Latin gram-
mar and rhetoric with the principal output of establishing a foundation of 
knowledge conducive for future careers in legal, administrative, or mil-
itary capacities.52 While the technical details of these fields could vary 
significantly, they all had in common the requirement of public leadership. 
And leadership, in the minds of most Romans, was inseparable from rhet-
oric and the ability to persuade others to action.53

Importantly, a firm training in rhetorical principles served the dual 
purpose of not only boosting the confidence of those whom a leader 
wished to influence, but also the confidence of the orator himself. Antho-
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ny Zupancic argues the educational regimen Roman students underwent, 
constructed and reinforced through the continuous practice of rhetorical 
exercises, directly translated to a student’s eventual “unquestioning belief 
in the self,”—and, accordingly, the confidence he would need to command 
in battle.54 An ability to successfully analyze a cause, formulate a coherent 
argumentative plan, arrange pertinent evidence, anticipate an opponent’s 
countermoves, and deliver a speech with clarity and eloquence strikes 
some formulaic resemblance to organizing for and conducting battle. 
Zupancic notes that even the common name for “school” had both military 
and educational connotations: where combatants trained for combat in a 
ludus, students studied rhetoric at a ludus dicendi.55 

A student’s routine success at rhetorical exercises would have un-
doubtedly inflated his sense of cognitive ability, thus his confidence—a 
fact to which both Aristotle and Quintilian point.56 Indeed, Cicero suggests 
such a connection between rhetoric and faculty of mind, stating the former 
“gives verbal expression to the thoughts and purposes of the mind in such 
a manner as to have the power of driving hearers forward in any direction 
in which it has applied its weight.”57 

Perhaps the most important subcomponent of a general’s battlefield 
speech was his exordium, or exhortation. The exordium was the introduc-
tory statements an orator made to first earn the goodwill of his listeners—
to render them “well disposed towards the speaker, attentive, and willing 
to receive information.”58 In order to achieve goodwill, Cicero tells us 
an effective exordium should dwell on: (1) the speaker’s own honorable 
character and his previous services to the state, (2) the opponent’s faults 
or malignant activities, and (3) the gravity of the cause at stake.59 Be-
yond grabbing the attention of the listeners, these three topics would also 
enhance the speaker’s perceived credibility (i.e., his ethos) and therefore 
the merits of his opinion (i.e., logos). Quintilian suggests this credibility 
carried enormous weight in deliberative speeches, “For he, who would 
have all men trust his judgement as to what is expedient and honorable, 
should both possess and be regarded as possessing genuine wisdom and 
excellence of character.”60 In other words, an exordium was a deliberate 
rhetorical device employed to reinforce trust between listener and speaker.

To foster trust through deliberative oratory, generals routinely em-
ployed some combination of the three rhetorical proofs outlined by Aris-
totle centuries earlier: (1) ethos, an appeal to the credibility and character 
of the speaker, (2) pathos, to the emotions of the audience, and (3) logos, 
to the logic of the argument itself.61 Using these three proofs, a general’s 
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exhortation could incite martial courage, dissuade dissent, and gain com-
mitment from his men.

Regarding ethos, a general could establish his credibility by pointing 
out to his men his own tactical genius. This could have the effect of making 
soldiers more willing to obey their commander’s orders, believing his de-
cisions and directives to be wise ones. Recall that, doctrinally, mutual trust 
develops best when soldiers have faith in their commander’s competence, 
much like commanders are more willing to assume risk if they have faith 
in their soldiers’ abilities. A Roman general’s primary contribution to the 
battle was his advantageous setting of conditions leading up to the fight—
afterwards, it was principally up to his men. If a general could display 
that he adequately upheld (or historically upholds) his end of the deal, his 
soldiers might be more willing to uphold theirs. Before attacking the Trev-
eri, Labienus told his men that the enemy had been outmaneuvered onto 
unfavorable terrain.62 Caesar, after his defeat at Gergovia, harangued his 
subordinate officers and men for maneuvering onto unfavorable ground, 
and noted his own refusal to do so, even if victory was virtually certain.63 

Curio, in a speech to his near-treacherous soldiers in Utica, turned their 
spirits by noting both his own and Caesar’s historic battlefield achieve-
ments.64 Likewise, Pompey, on the eve of civil war, earned the trust of his 
nervous army by pointing out the fact that he had never been vanquished 
in battle.65 

Beyond tactical brilliance, a general could establish his ethos by elud-
ing to his own virtus and his willingness to endure danger and hardship 
alongside his men.66 This method harkens back to Alexander the Great, 
who employed this rhetorical device in a speech given to his mutinous 
troops at Opis. After stating that he ate the same food as his soldiers (and 
slept even less than them), Alexander purportedly declared: “Does any 
man among you honestly feel that he has suffered more for me than I have 
suffered for him? Come now—if you are wounded, strip and show your 
wounds, and I will show mine. There is no part of my body but my back 
which has not a scar.”67 Perhaps no other general established his ethos 
in this way better than the soldier-general Marius. Before an assembly 
of prospective enlistees, Marius contrasted how he earned the consulship 
with those undeserving, nepotistic aristocrats before him: 

I cannot justify your confidence by bringing forth the portraits 
or triumphs or consulships of my ancestors; but, if circumstanc-
es demand, I can bring forth spears, a banner, medallions, other 
military honors, and in addition the scars on the front of my 
body. These are my family portraits, my nobility, not an inheri-
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tance bequeathed to me, as theirs is, but won by my own many 
labors and dangers.68 
Keeping in line with the elements of a proper exordium, after ce-

menting his own ethos, Marius concluded his speech by condemning the 
corruption and greed of his opponents and emphasizing the seriousness of 
the cause.

A general’s use of pathos could likewise earn the trust of his sub-
ordinates. A theme routinely communicated in battlefield orations is the 
idea that the general’s hand had been forced, and that he had little recourse 
but to subject his soldiers to battle. A policy of displacing blame for his 
soldiers’ forthcoming hardship allowed the commander to present himself 
not only as a common victim alongside his men, but as a concerned guard-
ian—one who reluctantly shouldered the unfortunate task of exposing his 
men to inevitable pain and suffering. Caesar did this well during the 52 BC 
siege of Avaricum. Caesar wrote that he approached his legions one at a 
time and told them that “he would abandon the siege if it was too painful 
for them to endure the shortage of food.” Unwilling to suffer the disgrace 
of abandoning the effort, his men begged him not to end it.69 Likewise, 
Plutarch has Antony dramatically pray to the gods before an assembly of 
his men, “that if any retribution were to follow his former successes, it 
should fall on him alone, and that [the gods] should grant the rest of the 
army safety and victory.”70 These interactions ring of almost parental ob-
ligation, where legionaries are encouraged to trust that their general cared 
deeply for them, and that any trouble that should befall them was either 
outside of their commander’s control or borne from dire necessity.71 

Onasander, in fact, explicitly advises commanders to approach their 
pre-battle orations in such fashion. He writes that a general should vo-
cally communicate the idea that he was going to battle “not by his own 
preference,” but out of necessity, and that “he has not failed to consider 
the dangers that fall to the lot of combatants.”72 Again, Caesar provides an 
almost exact replication of Onasander’s model. On the eve of the battle of 
Pharsalus, 48 BC, Caesar spoke at length before his assembled army re-
garding the steps he fruitlessly took to secure peace with Pompey to avoid 
war. “He had never wished to waste soldiers’ blood,” Caesar declared, “or 
deprive the state of the army fighting on either side.”73 He did this again 
later in the civil war, preaching before his assembled soldiers that, “he 
ought to be considered guilty of the utmost injustice if he did not hold their 
life dearer than his personal safety.”74 
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If emotional displays of affection failed to move some particularly 
skeptical soldiers, as must have occurred in many cases, then a more con-
crete, transactional approach—invoking the logos of the speech—could 
be used to garner trust. Generals habitually interwove the possibilities of 
rewards, in the form of spoils, glory, and promotion, before their men.75 

Importantly, a general made certain their soldiers understood these gifts 
were from, above all, himself—this was a quid pro quo relationship, con-
tingent on a reciprocation of trust that the soldiers would fight, and the 
general would reward them for it. Again, we see Alexander employ this at 
Opis, where he chastises his men for refusing to fight, despite his making 
them rich: “You are masters of the gold of Lydia, the treasures of Persia, 
the wealth of India. From all this which I have labored to win for you, what 
is left for myself except the purple and this crown?”76 

Caesar, a supposed reader of Alexander’s exploits,  demonstrates a 
similar willingness to exhort the promises of rewards in return for their 
loyalty.77 While embarked at Brundisium, Caesar told his men to think 
nothing of leaving their possessions and slaves behind so that more men 
could fit on the ships. Instead of concerning themselves with their aban-
doned goods, he suggested, “They should place all their hopes in victory 
and in Caesar’s generosity.”78 Similarly, Domitius Ahenobarbus, preparing 
to defend against Caesar’s armies at Cornifium, promised his soldiers par-
cels of land taken from his own personal estates to cement their loyalty.79 

Titus, upon conclusion of the Jewish wars, illuminates an example 
of such an arrangement. Josephus relates that Titus had a large platform 
built in the center of the camp, and in a grandiose display before his entire 
army he presented the men “who had distinguished themselves in the fight 
with more than usual vigor” with silver spears, gold crowns, spoils of war, 
and promotions.80 In this case, not only does Titus uphold his end of the 
transaction, but he further solidifies his ethos by serving as an exemplar of 
the upright Roman commander who heaps praise, glory, and promotions 
on his particularly courageous soldiers.

An appeal to logos during battlefield orations also included a gener-
al’s ability to articulate exactly why victory was certain. This often includ-
ed an exhortation of the various resources, stratagems, or virtues his side 
possessed over the enemy’s. Before an assembly of his officers, Caesar 
argued why his men should stop fretting about going to war with the Ger-
mans: “These Germans were the same soldiers that the Helvetii had often 
met in battle and usually defeated…yet these Helvetii themselves had not 
proved a match for our army.” He continued, stating that not only had 
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previous Roman generals defeated German threats, but the Romans them-
selves had recently defeated a slave rebellion comprised of men trained 
and equipped in the superior Roman fashion.81 Scipio, too, leveraged logos 
in a speech to his men before assaulting New Carthage, pointing out the 
details of his plan and its feasibility.82 An appeal to logos could also in-
clude highlighting the weaknesses of the enemy—ones the general intends 
to exploit. For instance, Vegetius tells future generals to increase the confi-
dence of the soldiers by pointing out to them “the cowardice and mistakes 
of their opponents, and [to] remind them of any occasion on which they 
have been beaten by [the Romans] in the past.”83 

Regardless of exactly how a general employed logos in his speech, 
the point of appealing to logic was to cognitively free his soldiers’ minds 
from either the anxiety or the doubt they may have had about the outcome 
of the battle. This mental unshackling allowed soldiers and subordinate 
officers to instinctively trust in the higher plan and execute their assigned 
tasks with unobstructed determination. Indeed, Pompey, promising an 
easy victory to his officers before the battle of Pharsalus, explicitly stated: 
“I know that I promise a thing almost incredible; but hear the logic of my 
plan, so that you may march to battle with more confidence and resolu-
tion.” After explaining his plan, Pompey’s officers extolled his genius and 
a round of oaths followed to solidify the group.84 

Overall, the development of mutual trust, as modern doctrine points 
out, is a personal affair requiring a significant degree of interaction be-
tween the leader and the led, an indication that the leader cares about the 
led, and a level of shared experience between the two. Roman generals 
understood that these instances of public speech were an important way to 
capitalize on an opportunity to further cement their bond with their men.

Conclusion
Roman military leaders took relatively significant steps to foster trust 

within their armies. It seems disingenuous to presume these efforts were 
merely an attempt to counter the natural forces breaking armies apart—for 
instance, the threat of mass desertion, mutiny, or defection. While oaths, 
religion, and rhetoric were indeed tools used to prevent disintegration of 
the army at critical moments, they were paramount for the army to operate 
as it was designed to function: as an army heavily reliant on subordinate 
disciplined initiative, risk acceptance, and open-ended mission orders. 
The institutionalization of these trust mechanisms helped achieve this end, 
by supplying soldiers with the faith and clear-headedness they needed to 
operate semi-autonomously, and generals with the trust they needed to 
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loosen their grip on hierarchical control. Rome’s habitual willingness to 
delegate operational and tactical level decision-making down to the lowest 
echelons, as demonstrated throughout this thesis, must have rested upon 
some foundation of trust. 
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Chapter 5 
Conclusion

There is no better corrective of human behavior than knowl-
edge of past events.

—Polybius, The Histories

It is fashionable among officers and students of military history to 
portray modern Western armies as predominantly the descendants of nine-
teenth century Prusso-German military thought. The theories and princi-
ples trumpeted by Carl von Clausewitz, Gerhard von Scarnhorst, August 
Neidhardt von Gneisenau, and Helmuth von Moltke fill the bookshelves 
and curricula of modern service academies and war colleges. Scholars 
credit these thinkers with developing the general staff system, professional 
military education, and a meritocratic officer promotion system. They are 
exalted for envisioning concepts like centers of gravity, decisive points, 
operational force concentration, and strategic envelopment. Perhaps no 
concept receives more attention and attribution to Prusso-German thought 
than the idea of mission command.1 

Whether by mission command we mean the more precise term of 
‘Auftragstaktik’ or its anglicized cousins ‘mission orders,’ ‘mission-type 
tactics,’ or ‘command by directive’ matters little. What does matter is 
the fact that many modern scholars see mission command as a distinctly 
Prusso-German intellectual development. Isabel Hull calls Auftragstaktik 
a “unique hallmark of the German army,” and one that contributed sub-
stantially to the German army’s singular effectiveness.2 Daniel J. Hughes 
claims “there is no doubt that much of modern military theory bears the 
mark of the Prusso-German [command] system.”3 Geoffrey Megargee re-
fers to mission command as a “uniquely German principle of command.”4 

And, more recently, Donald E. Vandergriff simply refers to mission com-
mand as a “Prussian/German concept.”5 All of these authors agree that 
nineteenth through early-twentieth century Germany, with its offen-
sive-mindedness and its perceived need to remain highly adaptable during 
the exigencies of war, developed a command system that empowered the 
lowest echelon leaders with the widest possible latitude to act under the 
confines of a broader mission.

Throughout this manuscript, I have attempted to counter this narra-
tive by drawing on primary source military treatises and campaign narra-
tives to illustrate how Republican and early Imperial Rome exercised a 
command system positively similar to the one developed by the German 
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Army (and later adopted by the US Army). Like Germany, Rome’s way 
of war rested on the fundamental belief of seizing the initiative at the tac-
tical, operational, and strategic levels of war. This belief, coupled with 
the twin obstacles of expansive distances and the limitations of pre-radio 
communications, contributed to Rome’s willingness to execute operations 
in a uniquely decentralized manner. It organized its legions into numerous, 
semi-autonomous and therefore highly responsive subunit formations, dis-
persed with the physical space they needed to maneuver freely. Leading 
these formations was an officer corps comprised of centurions and tribunes 
promoted primarily on account of their demonstrated history of making 
unilateral, calculated, and bold combat decisions. Campaigning generals 
enjoyed a similar level of operational latitude, empowered by the senate or 
emperor with the authority they required to execute operations in a rapid 
manner. Rome’s way of war called for disciplined initiative from the low-
est legionary to the highest general. It offset the risks associated with such 
subordinate autonomy by promoting the most competent of its officers.

Also like the Germans, Rome placed a premium on shared under-
standing and the issuing of broad, purpose-oriented mission orders. It 
achieved this primarily through its use of the military consilium, where 
commanders and staffs discussed pertinent intelligence reports, deliberated 
on courses of action, and finalized plans. The limitations of long-distance 
communications ensured commanders’ orders were inherently flexible, al-
lowing subordinate commanders to react to unforeseen friction without 
first seeking approval. Moreover, subordinate commanders communicated 
these orders down to the lowest ranks through an iterative process at each 
echelon, so that each subsection of the army understood its piece of the 
larger operation. Bounding the entire process was a commander’s commu-
nicated intent—those facets of the operation he deemed most important 
for all members to understand. While certain highly synchronized oper-
ations called for more prescriptive orders, the Romans tended to favor a 
loosening of the reigns as often as often as possible.

Lastly, the Romans understood the crux of their decentralized com-
mand system centered on a significant degree of two-way trust. Generals 
could capitalize on decentralized operations only if they had confidence in 
their soldiers’ capabilities, competence, and loyalty. Likewise, legionaries 
were only willing to take risky, bold actions if they felt their general was 
intelligent, tactically-savvy, and would reward them for their efforts. The 
Romans institutionalized this two-way trust through various means, but 
perhaps the most visible ones involved their use of oaths, religion, and 
pre-battle exhortations. Public displays of pledges, rituals, and delibera-
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tive rhetoric ensured both legionary and general understood the other was 
committed and willing to execute his share of the task. Without first estab-
lishing this level of trust, the organization could not function properly, and 
time and time again military activities came to a grinding halt.

Determining whether it was the Romans or the Prussians who first 
developed the root principles underpinning mission command is more than 
just pedantic historical banter. I would argue it is in fact as significant to 
the US Army as any ongoing debate orbiting military circles today. On the 
one hand, if the Prussian army genuinely invented something like Auftrag-
staktik, then this illustrates little more than an example of an institution 
adapting to its current environment. Clausewitz, Scarnhorst, and Moltke 
lived in the wake of when Napoleonic revolutionary warfare clashed with 
nineteenth century industrialism. Prussia’s command innovation would in-
dicate only that large, European conscript armies outfitted with late-nine-
teenth century firearms moving upon rail networks required a shift from 
existing models of command and control. It would suggest modern mili-
tary leaders could and should replace mission command once it inevitably 
falls into irrelevancy. On the other hand, if the Romans indeed operat-
ed using a mission command construct, then this reveals an approach to 
command and control as timeless as other principles of war. It suggests 
the foundational ideas behind mission command are, and probably always 
have been, an integral part of the nature of wartime leadership—not just a 
command expedient applicable only to certain environmental conditions. 
The longevity of the practice, surviving at least two thousand years of 
evolving warfare, would testify to its fundamental nature. It would be a 
positive indication that any modern military that continues to apply mis-
sion command is acting in accordance with nature and is on the correct 
path.

The implications of this discussion are especially important consid-
ering how powerful a force the information age has been on morphing 
the character of modern war. The advent of long-range precision fires, 
real-time intelligence sharing, cyber effects, and truly joint, multi-domain 
operations has many observers raising red flags about the wisdom of de-
faulting to a method of command that favors decentralized operations. In 
an environment where one wrong move could undo a highly synchronized 
operation (and subsequently result in the rapid annihilation of an entire 
combat formation), one wonders whether mission command has a place 
in modern combat. Conrad Crane argues “the concept of mission com-
mand…appears to be impractical for the synchronization required against 
a competent and capable near-peer.”6 Likewise, Amos Fox argues that the 
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conditions allowing for the concept of Auftragstaktik to “develop organ-
ically” in the German army are different from both the globe’s current 
operational environment and America’s tech-centric way of war.7 Fox is 
correct in asserting the technological and cultural differences between 
twenty-first century America and twentieth-century Germany, but these 
differences also certainly existed between twentieth-century Germany and 
first-century Rome. Yet, both Germany and Rome identified the need for 
and capitalized on a similar method of decentralized command and con-
trol.

As different as modern combat may appear to be from that of our 
ancestors, we should remember that there will always exist principles that 
transcend time. Despite living two thousand years apart, both Caesar and 
Moltke would appreciate the inherent power behind concepts like mass, 
surprise, simplicity, and economy of force. Mission command would ap-
pear to be a similarly timeless principle. Victorious armies will almost 
always be the ones that can exploit opportunities and react to threats faster 
than their opponents. And the surest way to attain this quality is to empow-
er subordinate formations with as much flexibility and decision-making 
authority as possible. If the US Army succumbs to the false perception 
that times now are so radically different from the past two millennia, and 
subsequently chooses to curtail its privileging of decentralized operations, 
it will likely suffer early disasters in its next big war as a result.

To my knowledge, no other scholarship exists examining the degree 
to which other premodern armies employed a command system akin to 
mission command. Research on this topic may shed additional light on 
the longevity and potentially widespread use of practice. In the West, an 
examination of the military command philosophies of the Late Roman and 
Holy Roman Empires could reveal continuities bridging the time between 
Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages. Of particular interest may be how 
the Late Roman Empire evolved its command systems in response to an 
increasing reliance on foreign armies, most notably the self-led foederati.8 

Control of these formations likely strained perceptions of mutual trust, 
competence, and the willingness of the Romans to permit an appreciable 
degree of disciplined initiative. Perhaps just as insightful may be an exam-
ination of how command and control within ‘barbarian’ armies themselves 
evolved after centuries of contact with the Roman Empire—for instance, 
the Goths, Vandals, or Huns. In the Near East, the Byzantine and Sassan-
id Empires, along with their string of descendant empires and kingdoms, 
could serve a similar purpose but with the added benefit of offering a less 
Eurocentric perspective.
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In either case, it is my belief that modern scholars and military prac-
titioners benefit from a comprehensive understanding of the ancient roots 
of mission command. To place its development only in the nineteenth cen-
tury is to overlook its legitimate historical legacy; to disguise its funda-
mental nature, therefore making it susceptible to ousting at the first sign of 
difficulty in its application. Like the United States, the Romans operated in 
a world where complexity, friction, and chaos dominated the battlefield. In 
response, the Romans adopted an approach to command and control that 
enabled their armies to seize the initiative at the earliest possible moments 
and maintain that initiative until their enemies were sufficiently subdued. 
As insulting as it may be to modern sensibilities, the US Army’s way of 
war is not too dissimilar to that of the Romans. It is highly offensive, ini-
tiative-oriented, and focused on the annihilation of its adversaries. It calls 
for the projection of a significant level combat power to faraway places 
against differing enemies under varying conditions. In short, it calls for 
a command model that privileges subordinate initiative, flexibility, and 
adaptability.
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 1. For example, see Robert M. Citino, The German Way of War: From the 
Thirty Years’ War to the Third Reich (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 
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 6. Conrad Crane, “Mission Command and Multi-Domain Battle Don’t 
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52.
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terms to provide military forces for Rome’s use. Hornblower, et al., 582.
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Appendix A  
Occurances of Staff and Subordinate Commander 

Deliberations in Military Consilia, 218 B.C.-A.D. 70
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Figure A.1. Occurances of Staff and Subordinate Commander Deliberations in 
Military Consilia, 218 BC-AD 70.
Source: Created by author. 
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