Scholarship on Roman military diplomas has often emphasized their role in blurring the rigid boundaries between citizens and non-citizens. Clifford Ando, for instance, argues that diplomas were instruments of Roman imperial policy, functioning not just as rewards for military service but as deliberate tools to integrate provincials into the Roman state (Ando, Imperial Ideology and Provincial Loyalty in the Roman Empire, 2000). This perspective highlights the dynamic nature of Roman citizenship, portraying it as a mechanism of assimilation and a cornerstone of the empire’s stability. While Ando’s interpretation underscores the inclusive potential of the Roman system, it also invites critical reflection on the limitations and implications of this process.
Ando’s assertion that the diploma facilitated integration must be understood within the broader context of Roman legal and social stratification. While diplomas granted citizenship to non-citizen auxiliaries and their families, this pathway was accessible only to a small, select group. Most non-citizens in the empire, including women, slaves, and non-combatants, remained excluded from this privilege. Thus, rather than erasing the boundaries between citizens and non-citizens, the diploma reinforced them by emphasizing the exceptional nature of such upward mobility. It celebrated service to the Roman state while maintaining the broader exclusionary structure of Roman society.
Moreover, scholars like Alison Cooley have questioned whether the diploma’s grant of citizenship represented genuine integration or a more superficial alignment with imperial objectives. Cooley posits that the process was less about fostering equality and more about cultivating loyalty among a key group—auxiliary soldiers—who were essential for Rome’s military and administrative needs (Cooley, The Cambridge Manual of Latin Epigraphy, 2012). In this light, the diploma can be seen as a pragmatic instrument of control rather than a symbol of inclusivity. By tethering citizenship to military service, Rome extended privileges selectively, ensuring that only those who demonstrated absolute allegiance could access its benefits.
Critically, the use of diplomas as tools of integration also raises questions about the performative nature of Roman citizenship. The physical document and its formal bestowal symbolized the empire’s power to confer identity. However, as Ando’s critics suggest, the underlying hierarchies remained intact. Citizenship granted through diplomas was a reward for compliance, not a redefinition of the societal order.
In conclusion, while scholars like Ando emphasize the integrative potential of Roman diplomas, critical engagement reveals their role in perpetuating and managing boundaries. They blurred lines selectively, reinforcing the stratified nature of Roman society while maintaining the illusion of inclusivity. Thus, diplomas reflect both the permeability and the enduring rigidity of Roman social boundaries.
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