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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Reasons for the War

Hans Beck

Causes and Caveats

As to the reasons why they broke the peace, I propose first to write an account 
of the causes of complaint which they had against each other and of the specific 
instances where their interests clashed. … But the truest cause for the war was, 
I believe, the one least openly expressed. What made war inevitable was the 
growth of Athenian power and the fear which this caused in Sparta.

These lines stem from the famous fifth-century Athenian historian Thucydides 
(1.23), who set out to explore the underlying forces that triggered what he 
believed was the greatest disturbance of mankind, the so-called Peloponnesian 
War (432/1 to 404 BC). There is a lively scholarly debate on what Thucydides 
meant by this precisely, but it is generally accepted that the explicit distinction 
between superficial “causes” (aitiai in Greek) and a more profound, “truest 
cause” (alethestate prophasis) is his “greatest single contribution to later 
 history-writing” (Hornblower 1991, 65). Discerning underlying reasons from 
publicly alleged causes and grievances has since become axiomatic to an 
 understanding of the origins of war. While the allegations may well have 
 genuine explanatory force, especially in their capacity to trigger hostilities, the 
readiness of societies to embark on major warfare requires a far more complex 
explanation. That war itself results from a lack of choice or predetermination 
is hard to swallow, and Thucydides’ notion of inevitability, or necessity 
(ananke, in Greek), is arguably unsatisfactory. All the same, it helps to 
 understand why he has found so many followers from Machiavelli to modern 
“realists,” who subscribe to the belief that conflict and confrontation are 
defining — and inevitable — features governing interstate relations.
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226 The Second Punic War 

The debate on the origins of the Second Punic War is even livelier, and it is 
certainly more controversial. An enormous amount of ink has been spilled on 
the topic, both by ancient authorities and modern scholars, and it is baffling 
to see how passionately, if not fiercely, some writers engage in what seems to 
be an endless story.1 The topic is, of course, of some relevance. For the Greek 
historian Polybius, a contemporary of the Third Punic War, the war with 
Hannibal marked the beginning of a period of “the fifty-three years [from 220 
to 167] in which the Romans succeeded in bringing almost the whole  inhabited 
world under their rule” (1.1.5). The Hannibalic War hence was considered 
the defining moment in the history of Rome’s foreign expansion, from regional 
power in Italy to empire, and of the entire Mediterranean world.

This view was universally accepted in antiquity. Toward the end of the 
Republic, if not earlier, the transformation of the Mediterranean Sea into a 
“Roman sea” (mare nostrum: Caesar, BGall. 5.1.2) was seen as a teleological 
development. The only real threat to this came from Hannibal, who in the 
early years of the Second Punic War inflicted a series of disastrous defeats on 
the Romans. But those crisis years did not break Rome’s power, let alone its 
spirit. Instead, Augustan propaganda presented those defeats as tests of 
 endurance, which made the Romans even more determined to pursue their 
course of action (Livy 22.54.10). The expansion of Rome from city-state to 
empire was thus regarded as a linear process, carried out in a series of just 
wars, with the war against Hannibal its climax. This reading of the past was 
complemented by overtones of divine support for Rome’s cause against 
Carthage and the deceitful deeds of Hannibal. In the aftermath of the Second 
Punic War, the term Punica fides (“Punic fidelity”) soon became a prominent 
Roman proverb for notorious unfaithfulness, which captures the spirit of 
 stigmatization of anything Punic and, in contrast, the praising of Roman 
 loyalty and justice.2

Modern writers picked up on the propagandistic undertones, charging their 
accounts with subtle (and sometimes not so subtle) verdicts of cultural 
 chauvinism. A more harmless version was the identification of Rome and 
Carthage as stereotypical land and sea powers respectively, the one relying on 
agrarian income and leading a frugal lifestyle, the other perceived as a Punic 
trading empire, indulging in luxury goods from overseas. This perception was 
particularly prominent in post-Enlightenment Germany, where it paved the 
way for more detrimental scholarly opinions. Some of these asserted ethnic 
and, at times, racial differences between Romans and Carthaginians, which, in 
turn, were promoted as the underlying causes of their conflict.3 Today’s schol-
arship is not free from contemporary ideologies, especially in light of what has 
been framed the “clash of civilizations.” The vast majority of historians, it 
should be said, disagree with an oversimplified scheme of tracing the roots of 
today’s cultural, religious, or ethnic conflicts back to the ancient Mediterranean 
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 The Reasons for the War 227

world. But the underlying notion that the Second Punic War was, indeed, an 
event of geopolitical importance stands largely unquestioned.

The first caveat kicks in here. It is almost banal, but too important to go 
unmentioned, that both powers were unaware of the fact their conflict would 
alter the face of the earth when they entered into the Second Punic War. In 
the eyes of contemporaries, it was not a struggle for world hegemony. This 
does not mean that both parties were unconscious in their actions, let alone 
ignorant of the more immediate implications. Before a Roman embassy arrived 
at Carthage in the spring of 218, authorized to declare war if the Carthaginians 
refused to comply with its demands, the senate at Rome had revisited all 
 conceivable scenarios. Roman power had grown steadily since the end of the 
First Punic War (264–241). In Italy, Rome’s position was firmly strengthened 
in a series of campaigns against the Gauls and other tribes north of the Po 
river. At the same time, the establishment of more permanent dominions in 
Sicily and Sardinia added to the arrondissement of Roman power overseas. In 
225, the Roman formula togatorum (register of enrolled forces) listed 700,000 
infantrymen and 70,000 cavalry, including the joint forces of Romans, Italians, 
and other allies (Pol. 2.24).

This was a relatively comfortable position from which to embark on a war 
with Carthage, yet the First Punic War taught the Romans that such a conflict 
was likely to be extremely wearying. After a series of large naval campaigns, 
the war dragged on, forcing the Romans to deploy infantry troops to Sicily on 
a permanent basis. Fighting there soon came to a stalemate, with little progress 
but high casualties (note, e.g., Fabius Pictor, FRH 1 F28). The battlefields of 
the new war with Carthage were expected to be in Spain and Africa, territories 
that were even more remote, and more consuming, than the Sicilian war 
theater. Later Roman tradition claims that some senators, in light of this, 
warned of and raised doubts concerning the dangers of such a large overseas 
adventure (Dio 13, fr. 55.1–8, contra Pol. 3.20.1). Authentic or not, it is clear 
that Rome had no reason to anticipate a quick decision on the battlefield. 
Driving Hannibal’s forces out of their Iberian strongholds, and hence 
 disconnecting Carthage from its resources in the western Mediterranean was 
difficult enough. This, however, was a clearly limited scope. At Rome, no one 
fantasized about world hegemony.

On the Carthaginian side, the scope was more concrete. Weakened by the 
harsh stipulations of the peace treaty that concluded the First Punic War, and 
following the losses suffered in a conflict with their previous mercenary forces, 
Carthaginian politics of the 230s and 220s were determined by a desperate 
need for compensation. This is a more or less conventional view of the rise of 
Barcid rule in Iberia, in the sense that it regards the exploration of new 
resources as its main purpose (see below). Nonetheless, it certainly helps to 
capture the situation and put Carthaginian actions into perspective.
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Hannibal’s strategy was built on the assumption that he would defeat the 
Romans in pitched battle and then have them agree to a peace treaty that 
redefined the parameters of their relations and respective spheres of interest. 
Such reasoning was in line with the dialectic of interstate relations in the 
Hellenistic world. The constant competition to maximize power and resources, 
as well as their influence on other states in order to communicate their  pursuits, 
called for accelerated renegotiations of any given status quo. Consequently, 
the immediate results of warfare — the recognition of spheres of interest, the 
payment of indemnities, or the loss of territories — were temporary at best, 
since they were exposed to the challenges of future warfare that might well 
lead to a revision of previous arrangements. This interpretation of the mechan-
ics of interstate affairs must have been on Hannibal’s mind when he marched 
against Italy: a surprise attack and a series of victorious battles, followed by a 
peace treaty that realigned the current state of affairs between Rome and 
Carthage. What in hindsight, then, looks like a struggle for world hegemony 
was, in fact, a conflict rooted in, and confined to, the power relations in the 
western Mediterranean basin. None of the parties involved anticipated that 
the Hellenistic superpowers of the eastern Mediterranean would crumble and 
fall only a few decades later, one after the other eliminated by the victor of the 
Second Punic War.

The second caveat has similar bearings. Several ancient authors produced 
contemporary histories that included a synopsis of the events leading to the 
Hannibalic War, relying on first-class evidence such as eyewitness accounts, 
the study of documents, and sometimes active participation in the events 
described. At Rome, at least three writers stand out. The earliest of them is 
Q. Fabius Pictor, a senator (probably of praetorian rank) and legate during the 
war (cf. Chapter 7). Fabius’ work on the history of Rome, from its origins to 
his own days, marked the beginnings of Roman history writing. It is easy to 
see how the Second Punic War stimulated the emergence of the genre, the 
calamities of warfare calling for a new type of discourse on state action and 
social meaning (in Greece, the Peloponnesian War had similar bearings on 
Thucydides’ writing). Fabius’ formative impact on Roman historiography can 
already be detected in the writings of his most immediate successor, L. Cincius 
Alimentus, praetor in 210 and at some point prisoner in Hannibal’s camp 
(FRH 2 F10). His account largely followed Fabius’ lead, both in terms of 
structure and contents. Finally, M. Porcius Cato, as a young tribune, cut his 
teeth in the later stages of the war and went on to the consulship in 195. His 
work on the history of Italy, entitled Origines (“The Beginnings”), was  written 
some time after 170. It set a different tone than Fabius’, but its emphasis on 
geography and spheres of interest in the western Mediterranean (FRH 3 
F4.10; 7.5) betrays that Cato, too, made an opinionated, innovative, and 
 lasting contribution to the ancient discussion on the causes of the war.4
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The writings of these historians were complemented by the works of 
Q. Ennius, who published a monumental epic poem on Roman history 
(Annales), from the downfall of Troy to his present days. It was hugely suc-
cessful;  recitations attracted large crowds, and many readers memorized long 
passages by heart.5 Neither Ennius’ nor any of the other accounts mentioned 
here have survived in full. But the messages of these authorities resonate in the 
works of later periods, notably in those of Polybius and Livy, which invite an 
 understanding of the Roman point of view. The reasons for the Hannibalic 
War, as put forth by Fabius Pictor and writers after him, are relatively well 
known.

For Carthage, the opposite holds true. Hannibal had two professional 
 historians in his staff, Sosylus of Sparta and Silenus from Sicily, who produced 
what seem to be extremely competent accounts of the war as it unfolded. 
Their works have been lost (merely three fragments survive). Another  historian, 
Philinus of Acragas, wrote a pro-Carthaginian account of the First Punic War, 
which assembled valuable information on the relations between Rome and 
Carthage prior to the Hannibalic War, including recognitions of spheres of 
interest and treaty obligations. Philinus’ work, too, is almost entirely lost (five 
fragments survive), and it has become an exercise in precarious Quellenforschung 
to recover fragments of his work from later sources. This process is  treacherous 
in and of itself. For instance, it has been shown that Polybius, while following 
Philinus throughout many sections of his introductory chapters, seems to 
have interwoven the accounts of his forerunners to a degree that makes it 
virtually impossible to discern Philinus from other sources. But even if the 
attempt of Quellenforschung was more fruitful, it must be remembered that 
the text would have been extrapolated from sources opposed to Philinus and 
the viewpoint he presented. In other words, the writings of pro-Carthaginian 
authors are lost, and what little there is left is transmitted via sources that were 
highly critical of, if not openly hostile to, their interpretation. The Carthaginian 
tradition has been wiped out. With it much of the most fundamental informa-
tion on Carthage’s political culture and decision-making process, its ruling 
elite and its conduct of interstate affairs has vanished.6

This alone should raise suspicions about a strictly legalistic approach to the 
Kriegsschuldfrage. With no Carthaginian sources available, it is highly ques-
tionable to apportion blame, raise allegations, or make accusations of treaty 
breaches. The details of this will be discussed below, but for now it is 
 important to note that whatever has been transmitted in our sources comes 
through the filter of the Roman tradition. This tradition, however, bears the 
marks of innate sociocentrism; its validity, or “truth,” was unquestioned by 
Roman society simply because it originated from within that society.7 
Moreover, as the Mediterranean empire expanded, so Rome’s degree of con-
fidence in its own cause grew. In light of such contamination, one should 
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accept that much of the actual background history of the origins of the 
Second Punic War is lost beyond recovery.

Causes of Complaint

The Romans had a clear understanding of the origins of the war. As far as 
immediate causes of complaint were concerned, the capture of Saguntum was 
considered an act of aggression that forced them to respond. This view was 
already promoted by Fabius Pictor, who, as a senator, was most likely present 
during the discussions in the house when the news of the fall of Saguntum 
arrived. In Fabius’ work, Hannibal’s attack was sweepingly labeled an “injus-
tice” (adikia in Greek: FRH 1 F31). This view became the dominant one. It 
was accepted by many writers after him, including Polybius. In fact, Saguntum 
was soon singled out as the event which outstripped all others leading up to 
the war. Such an overemphasis naturally raises suspicion, and it invites a brief 
revision of the particulars of the Saguntum case. The issue is notoriously 
debated among scholars, and it seems almost like flogging a dead horse to 
revisit it (cf. also Chapters 11, 12 and 16 for debate).

Saguntum was a coastal city in eastern Spain, lying south of the Ebro river. 
At some point in 226, a Roman delegation traveled to Spain to conclude a 
treaty with Hasdrubal. The main reference for this Ebro treaty is Polybius, 
who says that it contained only the clause that “the Carthaginians will not 
cross the Ebro River under arms” (3.29.3). It thus appears that both parties 
defined their respective spheres of power in Spain; Carthage was left with the 
territories south of the Ebro while the Romans claimed suzerainty over 
 everything north of it. Saguntum had signed an agreement with the Romans 
at some point prior to the Ebro treaty; Polybius, who makes only vague 
 reference to this, says that that happened “many years” (3.30.1) before 
Hannibal took up the Barcid command in Spain in 221. Modern scholars are 
puzzled by just how many years before 221 that pact came into being. The 
sack of Saguntum could have been regarded as adikia if the city was a friend 
of Rome and hence possibly acknowledged as a Roman protectorate prior to 
the Ebro treaty. On the other hand, an alliance after the Ebro treaty would 
have been seen as hostile Roman penetration of the demarcated Carthaginian 
sphere of interest in Spain.8

The silence on the sequence of events is not the only missing piece of the 
puzzle. The nature of Rome’s relations with Saguntum is also obfuscated. 
Polybius claims that it was considered an alliance, and it seems that this view 
was uttered by Roman envoys to Carthage as early as 218. But a formal  alliance 
is improbable. Polybius depicts this relationship originating from an act of self-
surrender (deditio) by the Saguntines, who are said to have “given  themselves 
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into the fides (‘good faith,’ in Greek pistis) of Rome” (3.15.8). There are 
various hypotheses as to what that deditio entailed and if indeed it made the 
Saguntines formal allies of Rome. Yet it is worth remembering that one should 
not assume too formalistic categories in Roman foreign relations in the mid 
Republican period. The persistent reference to fides implies that the Saguntines 
were simply friends of the Romans, rather than allied subjects.9 The whole 
idea, then, of a Carthaginian attack on a Roman ally which forced the Romans 
to retaliate falls short of being a smokescreen.

No matter what the nature of their relations were, when Hannibal attacked 
Saguntum in the spring of 219 and laid siege to the city for the next eight 
months, the senate at Rome did nothing but debate and send embassies. This 
inaction posed a significant embarrassment to the Romans. In fact, in light of 
much boasted fides it was so embarrassing that it called for yet another 
 obfuscation. Livy’s narrative, which may reflect contemporary voices,  preserves 
traces of a tradition that placed both the siege and fall of Saguntum and 
Hannibal’s invasion of Italy into one consular year — that of 218 — which 
dramatically cut short the course of events (21.15.1–5). At the same time, this 
exculpated the Romans from the allegation of inertia during the siege of an 
ally and friend. In such a revised chronology, there was simply no time to aid 
the Saguntines. In summary, then, the Saguntum affair is shaky at best. Rome 
promoted it as decisive cause of complaint, but references to the event lack 
precision and verifiable detail in virtually all regards. It is almost as if Saguntum 
is a red herring.

In any case, the affairs revolving around Saguntum were only the latest 
chapter in a long history of Carthaginian contraventions of earlier contracts. 
In Cato’s history, the list of Punic treaty breaches mounted up to six instances 
(FRH 3 F4.9). The textual problems aside — it is not quite clear if Cato refers 
to contraventions to six treaties or six contraventions to one and the same 
treaty — it is obvious that any such list resembles a “swathe of invented 
 confrontations” (Hoyos 1997, 147) rather than something that should be 
taken at face value. The spirit in which such a stigmatization of “treaty- 
breaking Punics” (Poeni foedifragi: Cic. Off. 1.12) was advertised has already 
been mentioned. The subject matter of it naturally relates to the vexed  problem 
of Romano-Carthaginian treaties, another scholarly minefield that needs to be 
crossed, albeit quickly.

Polybius outlines six treaties between Rome and Carthage, five authentic 
and one false, which he presents as relevant to the history of their mutual 
 relations (3.22–27). The five authentic treaties were signed in 509, 348, 279, 
at the end of the First Punic War (241) and again in 226, the aforementioned 
Ebro treaty. The sixth agreement in this list is the so-called Philinus treaty, 
probably from around 306, which Polybius, in a celebrated passage, dismisses 
as fake (3.26). Unlike the authentic treaties, which were preserved on bronze 
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tablets in the treasury of the aediles, Polybius was unable to find any traces of 
Philinus’ treaty in the state archive. It is futile to argue, as so many have done, 
that a copy of the treaty reported by Philinus was kept somewhere else, or that 
Polybius had no full access to the archive, that the treaty may well had been 
hidden from him, or that it was removed altogether, and so on. “In fact,” 
Polybius forcefully concludes, “there is no such document at all, nor was there 
ever” (3.26.5).

According to Philinus, the treaty stipulated that “the Romans were  obligated 
to stay away from the whole of Sicily and the Carthaginians from the whole of 
Italy” (FGrH 174 F1). Such a division of interest spheres would have been in 
line with the inherent logic of earlier and later treaties. Its implications  resemble 
those of the Ebro treaty. For, if authentic, Rome’s decision to cross into Sicily, 
the campaign that triggered the First Punic War, would have been an open 
breach of the Philinus treaty, just as the alliance with Saguntum would have 
been a contravention of the Ebro treaty (if the latter indeed was concluded 
prior to the deditio of the Saguntines). The issue will likely remain  unresolved — 
Philinus’ promotion of the cause and Polybius’ rejection both carry the same 
weight, with neither prevailing over the other. But maybe there is indeed one 
piece of evidence that speaks in favor of Philinus. Polybius states that the 
treaty of 279 was largely a renewal of that of 348 (3.25.1–2), which had 
allowed the Carthaginians to seize territory in Latium. By the time of the 
Pyrrhic War, the Romans insisted that all of Italy, and certainly Latium, was 
their sole sphere of interest. This is confirmed by various, independent sources. 
It is thus inconceivable that, by the 280s or 270s, the seizure of territory in 
Latium was granted to Carthage, which implies that the treaty of 348 must 
have been modified at some point before an additional renewal was stipulated 
in 279. The Philinus treaty could have provided such a readjustment.10

To be sure, if this reconstruction is authentic, it does not necessarily make 
Polybius a “liar.”11 It is difficult to conceive that Polybius, who is so  opinionated 
here, would have boasted about the matter if indeed he had known the 
 opposite to hold true. One cannot but assert that Polybius believed in what 
he wrote. When actually commenting on the Roman crossing to Sicily prior 
to the First Punic War, he makes it clear that he disapproved of the Romans’ 
original consent to have received the Mamertines into their friendship and 
afterwards to have helped them, since the Mamertines had “treacherously 
seized not only Messana but Rhegium” (3.26.7). Polybius, hence, went as far 
as to criticize Rome’s course of action as morally flawed but, juristically, he felt 
the need to acknowledge that such behavior complied with existing treaties.

What is more likely, then, is that Polybius’ judgment was deeply prefigured 
by Rome’s worldview as promoted since the works of Fabius Pictor, Cincius, 
and Cato. The commonly accepted view was that the Carthaginians had 
attacked a loyal Roman ally, that they were notorious treaty breakers, and that 
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they had no reliable structures of government (on which see below). This 
attitude was highly coherent in itself, and much conforming to Roman 
 self-perceptions. It created a perfect “other” to Roman society — the Romans 
operated on fides, they respected existing treaties, and they lived in a 
 well-governed res publica. The sociocentricity of this view made it most 
 compelling. This means that Roman society never challenged the validity of 
this attitude. It had originated from within society and was promoted to give 
order and meaning to its actions; this alone made it true. In this line of 
 reasoning, there was simply no place for a treaty like that proclaimed by 
Philinus. Polybius says that most Romans were largely ignorant of the earlier 
treaties between Carthage and Rome, since they had been concluded so long 
ago (3.26.2). What preserved them from total obliteration was the existence 
of actual hard copies, the oldest of which were written in difficult Latin and in 
rough shape. In other words, the historical memory of even Rome’s ruling 
elite did not last long enough to actively remember the existence of those 
agreements, let alone their details. It is easy to see how the Philinus treaty 
could have fallen through the cracks of society’s memory. And the disappear-
ance of a hard copy could be attributed to so many different reasons that it 
shouldn’t give scholars reason for pause.

All of this leads one to reason that Rome and Carthage, while at peace, 
shared a lively exchange of goods and ideas, and that they concluded a series 
of treaties in which their respective spheres of interest were defined as both 
states grew to become hegemonic leaders in their respective realms. Yet despite 
various attempts to trace divisions and demarcate suzerainty spheres,  interstate 
relations in the western Mediterranean prove to have been more complex. 
Most importantly, in the actual state of affairs Rome and Carthage were active 
agents in the other’s dominion. Such an environment naturally triggered 
grievances that revolved around the thorny issue of treaty obligations. But the 
breach of any of those agreements does not explain the recorded reasons for 
war, nor does it fully account for the underlying reasons, domestic and abroad, 
that paved the road to war.

Underlying Reasons

Before Hannibal left for Spain with his father in 237, four years after the end 
of the First Punic War, Hamilcar “took him by the hand, led him up to the 
altar [i.e., where the departure sacrifice was performed], bade him lay his 
hand on the victim and swear never to be the friend of the Romans” (Pol. 
3.11.6–7). Hannibal, aged nine, did as his father told him to, sealing his oath 
as a binding spell on his life. The episode of Hannibal’s oath was hugely 
popular in Roman tradition. Although it is not entirely clear when it was first 
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circulated — Polybius is the earliest authority to report it — it almost  certainly 
was connected to a more general belief that was shared by the Hannibalic War 
generation.

According to Fabius Pictor, Hasdrubal, who had succeeded to the Barcid 
command after the death of Hamilcar in 229, was full of “acquisitiveness and 
power-lust” (pleonexia and philarchia in Greek: FRH 1 F31). His hatred for 
the Romans led him to handle affairs in Spain in a way that was openly opposed 
by the leading men at Carthage. When confronted with requests for modesty, 
Hasdrubal allegedly sought to overthrow the home government. The plan fell 
through and he henceforth acted even more despotically and independently 
from his home government. Hannibal followed that path when he  precipitated 
war against Rome “off his own bat and against the will of the Carthaginians” 
(Fabius Pictor, FRH 1 F31). From the Roman point of view, his actions came 
full circle, affirming his famous oath of eternal hostility.

In antiquity, the “wrath of the Barcids” figured as the most prominent 
underlying reason for the Hannibalic War. According to the Romans, the 
hatred of Hamilcar, Hasdrubal, and Hannibal was bound to trigger a war: at 
some point it would bring about a clash with the Romans and their allies. That 
motive was even more forceful since, in its extended version, it included the 
claim that the headstrong Barcids had dissociated themselves from their home 
government. Consequently, that line of argument prepared the ground for a 
most ingenious apologetic strategy, allowing Roman writers to put into 
Carthaginian mouths that the Barcids acted in discord with the existing  treaties 
between Rome and Carthage.

The “wrath of the Barcids” can be dismissed from the academic discussion; 
it is not convincing to credit Barcid resentment over issues with Rome as a 
driving element in the relations between the two. Most likely, this was yet 
another way to shift all blame to Carthage’s side. But this is not to deny, of 
course, that the Carthaginians, and the Barcids in particular, must have felt 
unrelenting grudges against Rome. The Peace of 241 had put Carthage in a 
difficult position. In its final version, which was ratified by the People’s 
assembly at Rome, it was agreed, inter alia, that the Carthaginians should 
evacuate all of Sicily as well as the islands between Sicily and Italy and pay 
nearly 80 tons of silver in 10 annual installments.12 That this agreement threw 
Carthage into more than an economic crisis is readily illustrated by the so-
called Truceless War (241–238), a revolt of the mercenary armies that had 
fought for Carthage throughout the war against Rome. The indemnities 
imposed by the Romans brought the payments for the mercenaries for past 
services to a grinding halt. They then took things into their own hands, and 
the Carthaginians required more than two years to crush the rebel force, 
secure the very basic supplies of their city, and finally consolidate their posi-
tion in North Africa.13
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In the next year, the Barcids set sail for Spain. The declared goal of their 
mission was to explore new sources of income. To achieve this, the  government 
at home may have hoped to turn the coastal regions of southern and eastern 
Spain into some sort of Carthaginian dominion, although the details of this 
were subject to future developments. Spain, in any case, was crucial. As a 
result of the Truceless War Carthage was excluded from Sardinia (238). 
Another series of minor confrontations with Rome is reported for the  following 
years, the authenticity of which is not always ascertained, but the general trend 
is clear. In 241 and again throughout the 230s, Carthage’s radius of action in 
the western Mediterranean was persistently curbed — Sicily, Lipari, Sardinia, 
the coastal strip of Liguria were all sealed off, leaving Spain as the only source 
of compensation. The Carthaginians had already exercised some influence on 
Iberian affairs in the past. The region was not unfamiliar to them; there seems 
to have been a network of contacts and communications that remained by and 
large intact throughout the first war with Rome. If the Peace of 241 was ever 
to be revised, the grounds for such a revision lay in Iberia. On the Barcids 
rested the hopes of Carthaginian society.

Naturally, this put Hamilcar Barca in a strong position. How strong a 
 position is a different matter. The political arrangement between him and the 
home government is notoriously debated (cf. Chapter 12). Scholars have gone 
to great pains deciphering the legal underpinnings of Barcid leadership — 
some have even asserted a de facto military monarchy — but given how little 
is known about the politics and society at Carthage, that task is likely to remain 
fruitless. In any case, under Hasdrubal, Hamilcar’s successor in the Iberian 
command, the autonomy of the Barcids was bolstered by the foundation of a 
new administrative, economic, and military centre, Carthago Nova, in circa 
225 and by the minting of new coinage that heralded a dynastic rule in Iberia. 
Nevertheless, as seen above, notions of Hasdrubal’s alienation of the 
Carthaginian leaders at home are mostly a Roman invention. There is not a 
single piece of unbiased evidence that hints at discontent at Carthage with the 
Barcid conduct of affairs in Spain.14

On the other hand, the growing stretch of authority between Carthage and 
Spain that accompanied the rise of the Barcid Empire must have dismayed the 
Romans in their dealings with Punic Iberia. Cassius Dio reports (fr. 48) that 
in 231 the Romans sent their first embassy to Spain to check on Hamilcar. 
The note does raise suspicions since it resembles references to later embassies, 
but it might very well be authentic. Five years later, the Ebro treaty was struck 
between another Roman delegation and Hasdrubal, which indicates that the 
Romans regarded the Barcids as representatives of the Carthaginian state. 
According to Polybius, in 220, on the eve of the Saguntum affair, another 
embassy was sent. Various attempts have been made to determine the precise 
mandate of that mission, with no cogent conclusions. But for the moment it 
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is worth noting that the Roman envoys, after a heated discussion with 
Hannibal, traveled from Iberia to Carthage to see if his actions were backed 
by the home government. Finally, when the Romans declared war in 218, 
after news on the fall of Saguntum had arrived, the embassy was sent not to 
Hannibal but directly to Carthage. It is not altogether unreasonable, then, to 
see how, and why, Roman allegations of Carthaginian unfaithfulness came 
into being. For a decade or so, the senate dealt with different Carthaginian 
authorities. Throughout that exchange, the Barcids and their home  government 
were mostly acting hand in hand, but the division as such of state authority 
between a dynasty and the state, along with their different styles and settings 
of communication, was certainly alien to Roman political culture.

It has been stated that the Romans for long paid no attention to the Iberian 
theatre, but that reading is formulated with the deception of hindsight. From 
their first embassy to Hamilcar to a treaty with Hasdrubal and another embassy 
to Hannibal and Carthage, they persistently indicated interest in Iberian 
affairs. Since the western Mediterranean was only one sphere of action among 
others, it is even more misleading to speak of Roman uninterest in the rise of 
the Barcids. But why did the Romans get involved in Punic dealings in Iberia 
at all? Did they, as many have argued, fear a strike at Sardinia and Sicily, and 
were they therefore planning for a pre-emptive war? Were the Romans deter-
mined to swallow the Carthaginian domain? Or were they not planning for 
war at all, but merely responding to the situation as the Barcids unfolded it?

These questions naturally lead to the more general issue of the guiding 
principles and goals of Roman foreign policy, which must be placed in a wider 
context of Roman political culture. The issue is of extreme importance, and it 
would be highly desirable to provide a similar contextualization of Carthage’s 
foreign behavior. Yet the sources simply do not allow for this. Roman  tradition 
often labels the Barcids with a Greek-style democratic and demagogic tenor. 
By implication, Hannibal’s dynasty seems to have enjoyed widespread popular 
support for ruthless foreign expansion. Such a picture is too stereotypical to 
cast light on Carthage’s political culture. It is important, and frustrating, to 
recall this lack of information.15

For Rome, more can be said. In a hugely influential study, it was argued 
that the Republic was so successful as an imperial power because of its 
 exceptional bellicosity and thirst for plunder and booty.16 That thesis was, in 
turn, a response to the traditional scholarly belief in Rome’s “defensive 
 imperialism,” as postulated by the greatest Roman historian of all times, 
Theodor Mommsen. According to Mommsen, Rome fought mostly defensive 
wars, and its empire was thus merely regarded as a by-product of its victories 
in an endless series of unsought military conflicts. More recently, Roman 
 dealings prior to the Hannibalic War were once again interpreted along those 
lines, when they were described as “essentially defensive, in the sense that they 
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were prompted above all by the wish to curb Carthaginian expansion in 
Spain.”17 On the other side of that debate, it was argued that the Romans 
were no more bellicose or imperialistic than any other Mediterranean society, 
they were simply better at war.18

It is a common thing to label scholarly attitudes in order to communicate 
them, and it is usually acknowledged that the academic investigation behind 
such reductions is much more complex. Yet the labels of that particular 
debate — offensive, defensive, bellicose, and so on — are not entirely help-
ful. Nor is the concept of imperialism, with its manifold modern assump-
tions. For instance, it is hard to see how the intention to curb another state’s 
expansion in the area of a third party qualifies as “essentially defensive.” 
Along the same lines, such action could easily be labeled as “imperialistic” or 
“essentially offensive” (or maybe “imperialistically offensive”). All states of 
the ancient Mediterranean took part in the competition to maximize their 
power and resources as well as their influence on other societies in order to 
achieve their aims. But not all did so on the same societal, economic, and 
cultural presumptions.

At Rome, the affairs of the Republic were firmly in the hands of a ruling 
elite, the members of which filled the public offices with and without 
 imperium. Since the late fourth century, if not earlier, success in office, in 
politics, and on the battlefield vindicated the aristocracy’s claim to leadership. 
Service to the Republic served as the most exclusive vehicle of social distinc-
tion. Consequently, the link between public achievement and social hierarchy 
created a climate of fierce competition. Firstly, Roman society operated on 
the assumption that achievement, as such, was tied to office-holding, which 
provided the only platform for distinction. But the number of offices was 
notoriously small; on the eve of the Hannibalic War a mere six magistracies 
with imperial command were available each year. Secondly, the nature of 
 aristocratic achievement was clearly a military one. Imperium-holders were 
expected, and in any case called upon, to expand the Republic’s territories, 
increase its resources, and reduce its foreign enemies. The famous elogia of 
the Scipios, some of which predate the Second Punic War, shed much light on 
this. They list the public offices held by the deceased and then boast about the 
enemies that were subdued under each family member. Two elogia explicitly 
state that the Scipios earned their distinction apud vos, i.e., “among you” and, 
in this sense, “for you,” which highlights the connection between public serv-
ice and social  distinction.19

Toward the end of the Second Punic War, aristocratic competition for 
 honour and distinction clearly left its marks on the actual course of warfare. 
The consuls of 203, Cn. Servilius Caepio and C. Servilius Geminus, were 
assigned commands in Italy, yet toward the end of their term, Caepio crossed 
into Sicily, hoping that he would enter the African war theater from there. In 
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202, the consul Ti. Claudius Nero forcefully insisted on Africa as his 
 provincia — his demand was articulated so forcefully that the Senate could 
not but allow him to cross into Africa with the same command (parique impe-
rio) as Scipio Africanus. Cn. Cornelius Lentulus (cos. 201) made the same 
request in the following year. In the meantime, P. Cornelius Scipio (cos. 
I 205), who was in fact in charge of the African campaign, did whatever he 
could to conclude the war under his own imperium in order to harvest the 
glory of victory over Hannibal.20 The pattern is well known. Roman generals 
tended to either drag out warfare or take a short cut to peace, depending on 
the time frame of their command power, so that they could earn the distinc-
tion of victory. Concerns about the treatment of enemies came second. The 
career of T. Quinctius Flamininus is the most famous example for this.

Would Roman nobles also initiate a war solely on the grounds of earning 
glory? The case of Ap. Claudius Caudex (cos. 264) immediately comes to 
mind, although much of the tradition about him is highly contaminated. Also, 
the post-Hannibalic War era provides ample evidence, including Cn. Manlius 
Vulso’s sordid campaign against the Galatians (189). But the matter is more 
sustained, and its ramifications more far-reaching, than these instances sug-
gest. In a more recent study on the First Punic War, it is argued that warfare 
between Carthage and Rome was mostly determined by the military ethos of 
the nobility as well as personal ambitions of its members. According to that 
interpretation, the quest for aristocratic glory was a driving force in Roman 
foreign affairs — the author even questions if there was any long-term strategy 
at all to balance, or control, that force — while Carthaginian policies are 
understood as a response to the developing claims of Rome’s generals.21

The quest for distinction was deeply rooted in Roman political culture. 
Demands to increase the Republic, surpass the ancestors (maiores), and set 
new precedents of exemplary behavior were omnipresent. More than that, 
this competitive ethos soon became compulsory, as it created certain expecta-
tions on the part of the common people. In order to gain popular support and 
be (re-)elected to office, Roman aristocrats simply had to be successful. In this 
sense, the burden to achieve was a vital presumption for the recognition, and 
reassurance, of a family’s social status. Much of that family’s symbolic capital 
rested on the famous feats of its ancestors, its persistent renewal through the 
glorious deeds of the present generation, and on the prospective promise to 
live up to those ideals in future. To engage, not only in warfare, but in territo-
rial expansion with the purpose of subduing foreign lands and societies was a 
compulsory, if not natural behavior. War and empire-building were immediate 
mandates, not because the Romans were more bellicose than other societies 
or because they had the “hearts of wolves, insatiable of blood, and ever greedy 
and lusting after power and riches,” as has been remarked by one of Rome’s 
greatest enemies, Mithridates of Pontus (reported by Just. 38.6.8). Military 
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success was built into the very foundations of Roman political culture. It 
served both as the starting assumption and as the implicit agenda of that 
 culture. On the eve of the Hannibalic War, many senatorial families were ready 
and willing, if not eager, to take on the mandate of making Rome greater.22

“What Made War Inevitable”

Had another war between Rome and Carthage then become a necessity? In 
the decade after the peace that concluded the First Punic War, Carthaginian 
politics were driven by silent preparations for revision. The rise of Barcid 
power in Spain was clearly a backup operation to pay Rome the war 
 indemnities, as Hamilcar Barca famously put it when first confronted with 
investigations by Roman emissaries. But the desire to recover from the dev-
astating blow of the Lutatius treaty must have been only one goal among 
others. The nature of Mediterranean interstate affairs, Hellenistic affairs in 
particular, saw the  expansion of power over other states as a legitimate course 
of action that was never questioned. Yet the extension of state power 
depended on many factors that did not always coincide (military prowess, 
manpower and resources, able leadership, the lack of any of these on the side 
of the opponents). While some states, at any given time, found themselves in 
an unfavorable constellation, and hence fell prey to others, their fortunes 
would almost certainly turn at some point in the future. That would be the 
moment for the resolution of past grievances. Carthaginian society staked 
much on such a turn of fortunes, with Spain as an almost ideal platform for 
recovery. To pursue this policy, the authorities at Carthage seem to have 
made huge concessions to their  commanders. Maybe Carthage and the 
Barcid dominion in Iberia did in fact become a state conglomeration that 
was glued by some sort of dynastic power. But such a development makes 
sense only if the Carthaginians, at home and in Spain, all agreed that the 
revision of the power structure in the western Mediterranean was highly 
desirable, if not necessary.

The Roman concept of interstate relations was different. Rome did  recognize 
the equality of some other powers. Yet equality was conceded “only beyond 
the range of effective power, and every attempt was made to build up power 
where it had shown itself deficient” (Badian 1968, 5). It is almost too banal 
to mention, but too important not to acknowledge, that this verdict holds 
true for the entire history of the Roman Republic. The only limitations came 
in 53 BC and again in AD 9, when after two devastating battles at Carrhae and 
in the Teutoburger Forest a policy of factual coexistence was eventually 
 implemented vis-à-vis the Parthian Empire and Germany. Until then, the 
Roman Republic had not had a single neighbor that was not reduced in war.
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Much of that expansion was geared toward the realization of the ruling 
elite’s binding ethos, including its almost total commitment to public service 
and military success. This ideal vindicated the leadership of the nobility as a 
distinct social class, and it was supported actively and consciously by Roman 
society in general, including the lower classes, who looked at it almost as a 
guarantee for the well-being of the community as a whole. Throughout the 
third century, in two major wars against Pyrrhus and Carthage and then again 
in a series of campaigns in northern Italy and Illyria during the 230s and 220s, 
the inherent mechanics of that political culture had shown themselves to be 
extremely successful. When Barcid Iberia appeared on the Roman radar a few 
years after 237, the nobility responded with the dispatch of embassies and the 
formation of more regular ties with some cities in the region which, in turn, 
reported back to the Senate to keep it informed about Carthaginian  movements. 
Rome’s response manifested itself in very basic stipulations: the reassurance of 
earlier treaties, the demarcation of spheres of interest, and the creation of 
friendship ties. As the dealings between Rome and Carthage in Iberia 
 intensified, those arrangements did not help to govern their grievances, let 
alone contain them. Instead, both sides looked at them as causes for  complaint 
that justified their actions toward the road to war. The extent of the coming 
conflict was of course unanticipated. At Carthage, no one imagined just how 
close Hannibal would come to a total revision of the Peace of 241. The Senate 
at Rome was probably more optimistic, but when Roman envoys declared war 
on Carthage in the spring 218, no one foresaw that victory and annihilation 
would be separated only by a very, very thin line.
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16. Harris 1979; and 1984a.
17. Cf. Rich 1996, 19 (quote). Similar views include Kostial 1995 and Hoyos 1998.
18. Eckstein 2006, with review by Hölkeskamp, CR 59 (2009); cf. also Eckstein 

2008.
19. Elogia of the Scipios: L. Cornelius Scipio Barbatus (cos. 298): CIL 12 6/7 = CIL 

6.8.3 1284/5 Add. = ILS 1/2. L. Cornelius Scipio (cos. 259): CIL 12 8/9 = 
CIL 6.8.3 1286/7 Add. = ILS 3. Cf. Coarelli 1972; Flower 1996, 160–180.

20. Cf. MRR under each year and Beck 2005, 350–353 for more details.
21. See Bleckmann 2002, with review by H. Beck, Gnomon 77 (2005), 689–693.
22. The bearings of aristocratic prestige and honor on Roman political culture were 

highlighted in the recent debate on the rule of the nobility, most notably by 
Flaig 1995 and Hölkeskamp 2004b, 93–105; cf. also Beck 2005, 9–30.

Hoyos_c13.indd   241Hoyos_c13.indd   241 12/2/2010   9:24:15 PM12/2/2010   9:24:15 PM




