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CARTHAGE AND WHY IT MATTERS 

By Raymond White 

 

 What’s the point of studying history? I mean other than that it’s a fun source of 

entertaining stories and good sources for movie scripts. Why should we bother to understand 

what went on decades or centuries or millennia ago?  

There is a really practical reason to know history, which is: because if we do not, we are 

almost certain to repeat the mistakes of the past. History matters if for no other reason than that 

knowing it might save us all. 

 Now, to the Carthaginian war and its three phases: the 1
st
, 2

nd
, and 3

rd
 Punic Wars. There 

is no city of Carthage today. They lost and were annihilated. No surprise there; that’s the risk of 

war. But there is a surprise — not that they lost (someone always loses) but how they lost and the 

frightening lesson their defeat holds for us today.  

 

PUNIC WAR I: 264-241 B.C. 
 

 Carthage was located on the coast of North Africa in modern-day Tunisia. It’s mortal 

enemy was Rome which was in ascendancy.  

The facts of the war are long and tedious and not germane to this essay. What is germane 

is that although Carthage had won every land battle with the Romans, in 244 B.C., Carthage 

demobilized a large part of their navy to save money, and in 242, the Romans constructed a 

battle fleet. So, while Carthage was anticipating peace, Rome was preparing for war. That was 

Carthage’s first major blunder. 

The result: Carthage lost a major navel battle, the Battle of Aegates Islands in March of 

241 which ended the First Punic War in Rome’s favor. 

 

PUNIC WAR II: 218-201 B.C. 
 

 The larger-than-life character of this second war was Hannibal. He is probably most 

remembered today for his legendary march from Spain, across the Alps, and into Italy in 218. He 

won every battle, most notably the Battle of Cannae in 216 with a double envelopment.  

So, if he won every battle, how is it that he lost the war? 

 Some authors blame Hannibal for not immediately marching on Rome after the Battle of 

Cannae. But more astute authors accept that Hannibal’s army had paid a heavy price for its 

victory at Cannae, and a direct attack on Rome at that point of weakness would likely result in a 

defeat. What Hannibal needed, and asked for, was reinforcements from Carthage so that he could 

march on Rome.  

Hannibal sent his brother Mago to Carthage along with gold stripped from dead Roman 

soldiers which Mago presented to the senate. The gold did impress the Carthaginian senators 

who then sent 4,000 horsemen to Hannibal. But that was just a token reinforcement. That the 

senators soon sent 13,000 soldiers plus 1,500 more horsemen to Spain shows how unconcerned 

the senators were for “Hannibal’s war.” So, ultimately, Hannibal’s defeat lay at the feet of the 

anti-war senators. Actually, “anti-war” is too kind. What they really were was fickle. There were 

for Hannibal when he was doing well, and against Hannibal when he had problems. Hannibal’s 
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problem then (other than the Romans) was that he never had a firm political resolve from the 

senate. From the moment he arrived in Italy, he was on his own, and that was his undoing. 

 

PUNIC WAR III: 149-146 B.C. 
 

 Once Carthage had lost the second Punic War, North Africa became just another 

extension of the vast Roman empire, Carthage had no military and so it turned its attention to 

business, just as Japan did after World War II.  

That would have been fine except that they were very good at it. So good that, while they 

were formally a military threat to Rome, now they were an economic threat, or at least an 

economic nuisance, just as America’s new cotton industry in the 18
th

 century threatened to put 

England’s linen industry out of business.  

 Ironically, Carthage deference to business was a result of Rome’s demand from them for 

tribute: 200 silver talents to be paid every year for 50 years. But the real problem, which was 

unexpected, came in 151 when Carthage finished paying off that entire debt.  

Now, our instinct would be to think of that as a good thing ― we always want to be debt 

free. But in this case, it was a very bad thing because without that money coming in from 

Carthage, Rome had no incentive to not destroy it. In fact, it had a strong incentive to destroy it; 

namely, the population of Rome was 400,000 and rising, and feeding that rising population was a 

growing problem, and the farmlands of Carthage were lush, (which is why three centuries later 

when the Vandals attacked Rome, they began by attacking North Africa, the heartland of Rome’s 

food production). 

Further, one important Roman senator, Cato the Elder, concluded every one of his 

speeches to the Senate with these words: “Carthago delanda est.” In English: “Burn Carthage to 

the ground.” And finally, the senate decided that Cato was right and Rome did just that. 

 In 149, Rome declared an unprovoked war on Carthage. The people endured siege and 

fought valiantly for three years. But finally, in 146, the Romans captured the city, enslaved all of 

its 50,000 survivors, and burned the city for 17 days. All Carthaginian territory was annexed and 

became the Roman province of Africa. And that was the end of Carthage. 

 

[4] WHY IT MATTERS 

 

 What lessons might we glean from this somber story of the fall of Carthage? Maybe this:  

Keep all this in mind when you think about America’s two political parties and their see-saw, 

back and forth, wishy-washy, always changing and always competing attitudes about war. Just a 

few examples: [1] Eisenhower arranged a joint attack calculated to take Cuba back from Castro, 

but Kennedy refused the promised navel support thus guaranteeing the Bay of Pigs defeat and 

the slaughter of our own allies. [2] Nixon had won the Viet Nam war, but the democrat senate 

gave the prize away to our enemy. [3] Bush Jr. defeated the Taliban in Afghanistan and all was 

well, until Obama announced a pullout date and gave our enemies carte blanche to create ISIS. 

And so the do-sa-do continues. One administration fights, and the next surrenders. 

We so easily forget that in war, the first rule is make sure you win, and decisively, or 

your enemy may one day return to destroy you. That is the lesson of Carthage.  


