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Village to An Empire Coursework

“Based on a critical discussion of the available ancient sources, analyse the reasons that resulted in the Second Punic War.”

The war that was fought between the Romans and the Carthaginians, famously led by Hannibal, is one the most important conflicts in Rome’s history. However, what is up to debate is what exactly led to these two power houses to wage war against another. Ancient sources such as Appian, and Polybios. Who discuss in their respective works what they truly thought was the reason that these military powers went to war against another. It is on this subject and question that the authors debate. The conflict began in 218 BC and ended in 201 BC. At this point Rome had won the first Punic war, which ended with Carthage seceding Sicily in 241 BC. In 237 BC Carthage sets their gaze upon Spain as an expansion and even sets up part of their military in the southern region of Spain. It is within the years leading to 218 BC that theories can be brought to fruition as to what started the war, these ideas include Hannibal keeping an oath he made about being the enemy of Rome, The Carthaginians themselves openly looking for conflict and revenge, or just rivalry. All valid reasons for war to be waged, however Sources all claim different theories as to why the war even began, and to make it harder, some tend to swim in the realm of propaganda. 
After Carthage had made their military presence in Southern Spain and in 226 BC, Hasdrubal agreed and signed an agreement that stated that the Carthaginians would not cross the river Ebro, and into Roman territory. So, from here it feels like the idea that Rome wanted war, is not true, as they did not declare war when southern Spain was taken over. This theory that One side of the conflict was openly looking for war, was mentioned by Appian, who wrote “The Carthaginians, under the lead of Hannibal, violated this treaty also by crossing this stream, and having done so Hannibal marched against Italy”[footnoteRef:1](Appian’s Roman History, book VIII, 411). Now here Appian is not directly saying that the Carthaginians were openly looking to wage war against Rome, however the way he goes about describing Hannibal, breaking the peace treaty and attacking Saguntum, who were an ally of Rome, and the reason why the treaty was drawn up, this violation of the treaty led to war.  Appian’s narrative makes the Carthaginians seem very lenient to violence and war, as well as very uncaring about a treaty. But This idea can be welcomed as decent theory as Rome in this perspective is not directly engaging in war, but rather trying to first resolve the issue with peace. The only cavoite to this is that Appian is from Alexandria, but carries Roman citizenship and was most active during the reign of emperors Hadrian and Trajan to name a few. So, Appian could be biased to Rome, and thus write as such. However, the argument against this is that Hannibal carried a very anti-Roman attitude. Which is seen in his actions, specifically his attack on Saguntum. Which was a direct violation of the treaty that his processor signed.  Appian again makes note of this violation, “Hannibal marched against Italy, leaving the command in Spain in the hands of others”[footnoteRef:2](Appian’s Roman History, book VIII, 411).  Appian here in talking about the war being started by the Carthaginian force. This anti-Roman idea is obvious here as Appian states that Hannibal had left his command in Spain to pursue the Romans. He went out of his way to break the treaty and openly wage war with the Romans because of this, the war began.  [1:  Appian’s Roman History, book VIII, chapter 2, page 411 ]  [2:  Appian’s Roman History, book VIII,  chapter 2, page 411] 

It can also be argued that in fact, the Romans were at fault for this war beginning as the romans seemed to not hesitate to declare war in 218 BC Against Hannibal.  Appian does not mention this really in his work, but he does however provide some insight as to why the Carthaginians would wage war with Rome.  “Others thought that the Carthaginians were emboldened to attack Italy because they were not molested at home, and that if war were brought to their own doors they would recall Hannibal”[footnoteRef:3] (Appian’s Roman History, Book VIII, 413).  It is here that Appian suggests that the war was brought about by their own lack of conflict and neighbourly rivalry, causing them to look to expand their kingdom across the Mediterranean.  The possible lack of any local conflict closer to home would also be a factor to why Hannibal attacks. However again even though this theory is valid, it is still coming from the words of a Roman citizen, so there will be some bias towards Rome and to the legitimacy of the theory as well. Since the possible evidence from the author’s perspective would have only been through word of mouth.  Another theory that has been brought up by a relatively modern source in the form of Rome and the ancient world, by David Potter, who states, “Hannibal, whose father had made him-while still a young boy-swear an oath in the temple Carthage’s chief god to be Rome’s enemy forever, had devoted himself to the study of Roman institutions from an early age”[footnoteRef:4] (Rome and the ancient World, 68).  This poses an interesting theory that be can be connected to the start of the second conflict itself, as this draws out the idea of the war being started by the Carthaginians because of Hannibal’s oath to be Rome’s enemy. Now this thing about the oath, can be drawn as a parallel to the Aeneid.  [3:  Appian’s Roman History, book VIII, chapter 2, page 413]  [4:  Rome and the ancient world, David Potter, ] 

Virgil’s Aeneid can also provide some insight as what was the cause. The text itself is not really going to be that reliable as it is an epic, and was written as a piece of propaganda. But in any case, the second book still outlines clearly, they cause, but goes into the realm of myth. The second book details Aeneas helping with the building of what will become carthage, and his romance with dido, and how she committed suicide. It is in this same part that Virgil insinuates the idea that her death is what will lead to the rivalry between Rome and Carthage. “You have destroyed yourself and me together, sister, the Sidonian senate and people, and your city!”[footnoteRef:5] (The Aeneid, book IV, 682-683, 469).   Now this should also be taken as a grain of salt as this was in an epic poem, written by Virgil who was commissioned by Augustus to write it. So, the poem being Propaganda should not be taken seriously, as this was written to rewrite the foundation of Rome and its feats. Polybios also talks heavily about the theory That the war was started when Hannibal’s father told Hannibal to be always the enemy to Rome, “but circumstances put it in the power of Hannibal to give only too manifest proof of his inherited hatred of Rome”[footnoteRef:6](The Histories, Book III, 4-5, 33).  So, the concept of Hannibal being influenced by his dad to be the enemy of Rome, turns to be more popular as even the later modern source, disclaims earlier. This idea as a cause seems the most plausible, because it is one of the few that do not show a bias opinion or clear side. This idea is also supported by the fact that in the aftermath of the first Punic War, the Carthaginians grew bitter towards the Romans since they had to give the Romans Sicily, which used to belong to the Carthaginians.  [5:  The Aeneid, Virgil, Book IV, page 469, lines 682-683]  [6:  The histories book III, Polybios, ] 

In conclusion, the best case of what caused the second war, can be that it was a mixture of things, the Carthaginians giving up Sicily to the Romans at the end of the first Punic War, Hannibal and is anti-Rome beliefs. These parts in some way all affected the outcome being war. The hatred that Carthage had gained towards Rome by the end of the first war, indicates that they were probably already suited for revenge and to take back their lost territory. But then on top of that there is Hannibal being anti-Roman, and being the enemy of Rome forever. But it’s the attack of Saguntum that would finally get a violent reaction out of Rome. All that aside, the only issue with pin pointing the exact reasoning for the cause of the war, is the Ancient sources themselves. The sources are either fragmented, biased, propaganda, or simply lost to us which is misleading, and makes finding the direct cause tricky, as each author will claim a different cause. It is also tricky as the evidence these authors would have most like gathered from the time they wrote would have been from word of mouth. 
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