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    On the ridge between city and empire, Rome discovers how ambition, law, and war fuse into a single engine of dominion. Theodor Mommsen’s The History of Rome, Book III follows this decisive ascent, depicting how a local polity turned outward and learned to govern distances, dependencies, and diverse peoples. At its heart lies a study of energies—military, civic, economic—that carry Rome across seas while testing the fabric of the republic. The narrative is not a parade of battles; it is an anatomy of power, showing how institutions, interests, and ideals interact as Rome enters the Mediterranean stage.

This book is considered a classic because it united rigorous scholarship with a commanding literary voice at a formative moment in modern historiography. Mommsen’s synthesis of sources, his structural understanding of republican institutions, and his ability to shape a story from fragmentary evidence transformed the study of Rome. The work influenced how later authors balanced analysis with narrative momentum and how they framed empire as a problem for civic identity. Its durable themes—statecraft, law, expansion, and moral responsibility—continue to resonate. Beyond antiquarian interest, it remains a model for writing history that feels intellectually precise and dramatically alive.

Theodor Mommsen (1817–1903) was a German historian, jurist, and epigrapher whose achievements helped define classical studies in the nineteenth century. He composed his Roman History in the mid-1850s, with Book III originally appearing in German during that period and widely disseminated in subsequent translations. The larger project earned him the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1902, a rare recognition for a historian and a testament to the prose and scope of his work. His training in law and inscriptions shaped his method, enabling him to read institutions and documents as living forces in the story of the Roman Republic.

Book III surveys the era when Rome, having consolidated the Italian peninsula, confronted the wider Mediterranean world in the third and second centuries BCE. It examines the city’s shifting posture toward Carthage, the Hellenistic monarchies, and the Greek poleis, and it charts the institutions and practices that supported long-distance power. Mommsen reconstructs the interplay of strategy, finance, and diplomacy while keeping sight of social and economic transformations at home. Rather than enumerate episodes, he highlights recurring patterns—alliances, rivalries, and administrative improvisations—that explain how a republic of citizens began to operate on a transregional scale.

Mommsen’s purpose is interpretive as much as narrative: to explain the mechanisms by which Rome extended authority and absorbed or managed foreign communities. He attends to the Senate’s deliberations, the magistracies’ competencies, and the assemblies’ political rhythms, connecting these structures to logistics, taxation, and military command. His intention is not to celebrate expansion but to illuminate its preconditions and consequences. The book probes how law traveled with legions, how treaties secured compliance, and how the promise of citizenship reshaped allegiance. In doing so, it offers readers a framework for understanding growth as a process governed by rules, habits, and calculated risks.

A hallmark of Book III is the poise with which it balances narrative drive and analytical clarity. Mommsen can render a political debate as vividly as a campaign season, yet he never loses the thread of institutional cause and effect. Character sketches serve argument, not ornament; geography and logistics inform interpretation, not just atmosphere. His prose compresses complex developments into striking, intelligible arcs, giving readers both the sweep of events and the architecture beneath them. The result is a historical account that satisfies scholarly curiosity while sustaining the momentum of a grand story unfolding across coasts and corridors of trade.

Methodologically, the book displays a pioneering fusion of philology, epigraphy, legal history, and critical reading of narrative traditions. Mommsen treats inscriptions, statutes, and coinage as evidence for administrative practice and political culture, testing literary accounts against material traces. He writes within nineteenth-century intellectual horizons, and some value judgments reflect that context, but his discipline in weighing sources set new standards. By articulating what can be known, what must be inferred, and what remains uncertain, he invites readers into the historian’s workshop. The rigor of this approach helped professionalize Roman studies and encouraged subsequent scholarship to argue with evidence rather than assertion.

The influence of Book III extends well beyond classical philology. It modeled how to integrate constitutional analysis with economic and military history and how to connect local institutions to international outcomes. Generations of historians and students learned to see Rome’s rise not as an accident of victory but as a product of governance, logistics, and negotiated allegiance. Its arguments furnished a common vocabulary for debates about empire, citizenship, and law. The work’s wide translation and circulation made it a touchstone in universities and libraries, shaping curricula and inspiring authors who sought a similar blend of learned precision and narrative command.

Within Mommsen’s larger project, Book III functions as a hinge. It follows the formation of an Italian commonwealth and precedes the later analyses of internal upheaval, showing how external engagements intensified domestic pressures. The text traces how new wealth, obligations, and horizons complicated republican procedures, foreshadowing challenges that would occupy subsequent volumes. It links Rome’s Mediterranean ventures to shifts in social composition, administrative practice, and cultural encounter, situating political change within broader material conditions. In this way, the book offers continuity with earlier chapters while preparing readers to understand the strains that emerge as scale and ambition accelerate.

Several themes organize the book’s enduring appeal. Power seeks legitimacy through law, and law is tested by power; institutions generate stability yet must adapt to distance and diversity; strategy draws strength from geography and supply, not just valor. The narrative observes how culture travels with conquest and how alliances bind as much as they restrain. It weighs the promises and costs of hegemony, asking what a republic becomes when responsibility outpaces tradition. Above all, it treats expansion as a moral and administrative problem, compelling readers to consider the burdens of rule alongside the exhilaration of collective success.

For contemporary audiences, these questions remain urgent. States still wrestle with integration, security, and the management of complex alliances; citizens still debate how laws should evolve when horizons widen. Mommsen’s attention to institutional design, civic identity, and the economics of power offers tools for thinking about global governance, transnational obligations, and the fragility of consensus. The prose invites engagement rather than passive reverence, rewarding careful reading with insight into how political communities endure change. Book III’s blend of analysis and narrative ensures that it is not only informative but also compelling, a study of ancient problems that illuminate modern predicaments.

The History of Rome, Book III endures because it marries exacting scholarship with a resonant meditation on power, responsibility, and the uses of law. It presents essential facts with interpretive force, charts Rome’s widening world without sensationalism, and frames events within a coherent architecture of institutions and ideas. Readers come away with a sense of motion and measure, of how a republic negotiated scale while preserving—and stretching—its civic forms. That clarity, discipline, and narrative vigor explain the book’s status as a classic and its ongoing relevance. It remains a demanding, rewarding companion for anyone seeking to understand Rome’s ascent.
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    The book opens after Rome has consolidated control over the Italian peninsula, outlining the political and military structures that sustained this ascendancy. It describes the federation of Italian communities, the gradations of citizenship, and the central role of the Senate in directing policy. Against this background, Mommsen sets the wider Mediterranean stage: Carthage dominates maritime trade and western islands, while Hellenistic monarchies and Greek leagues shape the east. Strategic concerns—security of coasts, access to grain, and control of routes—pull Rome into overseas affairs. The narrative establishes the institutional tools and alliances that frame the Republic’s coming conflicts beyond Italy.

Attention turns to the First Punic War, rooted in Sicilian rivalries and the appeal of the Mamertines at Messana. The account follows Rome’s rapid creation of a fleet, early naval experiments such as the corvus, and major engagements at Mylae and Ecnomus. A Roman expedition into Africa under Regulus ends in defeat, but persistence at sea eventually prevails. The war concludes with the battle off the Aegates Islands and a treaty that transfers Sicily and imposes an indemnity. Rome soon acquires Sardinia and Corsica, forming its first provinces. Carthage, constrained, redirects expansion to Iberia, while Rome solidifies provincial administration and naval capability.

The interwar period features parallel developments. In Spain, Hamilcar Barca, followed by Hasdrubal and Hannibal, builds a Carthaginian power base, founds New Carthage, and negotiates the Ebro treaty. In Italy and the islands, Rome organizes provincial governance, courts and taxation in Sicily, and a regularized praetorian command structure. The narrative also notes Rome’s Adriatic policy through the Illyrian Wars, establishing maritime security and initial contacts with Greece. Tensions mount around Saguntum, a Roman-aligned city south of the Ebro, whose fate becomes the immediate catalyst for renewed hostilities. The book frames these moves as positioning both powers for the larger conflict to come.

The Second Punic War begins with Hannibal’s rapid offensive: the siege of Saguntum, the audacious Alpine crossing, and early victories at the Ticinus and Trebia. At Lake Trasimene, Roman forces suffer another severe defeat. Rome’s response is institutional as well as tactical, with the appointment of Fabius Maximus as dictator and the adoption of delaying strategies to preserve manpower. The narrative tracks Carthaginian attempts to win Italian allies and the pressures on Rome’s confederation. Meanwhile, Roman naval superiority holds, and operations in Spain continue under the Scipio brothers, setting up a multi-theater struggle that strains both coalitions and resources.

Cannae marks the war’s nadir for Rome, bringing heavy losses and prompting defections among southern Italian communities, including Capua and parts of Tarentum. The book details Rome’s exceptional mobilization—new levies, fiscal measures, and refusal to negotiate—and the persistence of key allies that sustain the coalition. Fabius and Marcellus stabilize the situation through selective engagements, sieges, and the recovery of strategic sites. In Spain, setbacks culminate in the deaths of the Scipio commanders, but a new leadership emerges in Publius Cornelius Scipio. His arrival signals a shift in initiative, as he reorganizes forces and targets Carthaginian centers of power along the Iberian coast.

Scipio’s successes in Spain, including the capture of New Carthage and victory at Ilipa, undermine Carthaginian strength and secure Roman positions. In Italy, Hasdrubal’s attempt to reinforce Hannibal ends with defeat at the Metaurus, foiling coordination between the Carthaginian armies. The focus then shifts to Africa, where Scipio’s alliance with Numidian forces, and battles against Carthage and its allies, compel Hannibal’s recall. The confrontation at Zama concludes the war with terms that curtail Carthage’s navy, tribute, and foreign policy. Rome emerges as the dominant western power, reasserts control over Italy, and expands its provincial system while maintaining a complex network of allied communities.

Eastern affairs move to the fore. The First Macedonian War is limited, but it initiates Rome’s involvement across the Adriatic. The Second Macedonian War ends with Roman victory at Cynoscephalae under T. Quinctius Flamininus and a settlement proclaimed as the freedom of the Greeks. The narrative then follows the conflict with Antiochus III of the Seleucid Empire: defeats at Thermopylae, naval engagements culminating at Myonnesus, and the decisive battle of Magnesia. The Treaty of Apamea redistributes territories to allied powers such as Pergamum and Rhodes. Rome avoids permanent occupation, yet its influence deepens, linking security commitments with a growing diplomatic and military presence.

The consolidation continues with the Third Macedonian War against Perseus, culminating at Pydna under L. Aemilius Paullus. Macedon’s monarchy is dismantled; political restructurings and later provincial formation follow. In Greece, unresolved tensions lead to the Achaean War and the destruction of Corinth. Concurrently, renewed hostilities with Carthage end in the Third Punic War; after siege operations, Carthage is captured and destroyed by Scipio Aemilianus. The book also notes protracted Iberian conflicts and administrative refinements in the provinces. By the mid-second century BCE, Rome’s authority extends across the Mediterranean, supported by naval power, allied settlements, taxation regimes, and an expanding senatorial command system.

The concluding sections synthesize the transformation from an Italian hegemon to a Mediterranean empire. They survey the constitutional machinery—Senate leadership, magistracies, and military levies—alongside provincial governance, finance, and law. The narrative emphasizes how Rome paired declarations of autonomy with practical oversight, balancing alliance networks and garrisons. Economic flows, slavery, and land patterns are noted as structural outcomes of conquest. The book closes with Rome unrivaled abroad yet experiencing mounting internal strains. It establishes the groundwork for subsequent political developments, presenting the central outcome of the period: sustained external wars produced dominance, institutions adapted to empire, and new pressures emerged that would shape the Republic’s next phase.
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    The work is set in the middle Roman Republic, roughly from the consolidation of Roman control over the Italian peninsula in the mid-third century BCE to the dual catastrophes of 146 BCE that destroyed Carthage and Corinth. Its geographical frame spans the Mediterranean: Italy and its allied communities, the Punic world centered at Carthage in North Africa and Spain, and the Hellenistic East ruled by Macedon, the Seleucids, and the Ptolemies. This was an era of rapid imperial expansion, sustained warfare, and accelerating social change. The book examines how a city-state’s institutions scaled to Mediterranean hegemony, focusing on concrete campaigns, treaties, and administrative arrangements that tethered distant regions to Rome.

Politically, the setting is a patrician-plebeian nobility monopolizing the higher magistracies and the Senate, while citizen-soldiers and allied contingents furnished the armies. The constitutional mechanisms of consulship, praetorship, and prorogation of command enabled continuous war-making. Economically, bullion flows and slave labor increasingly fueled agrarian and commercial transformations. Culturally, Rome navigated between ancestral mores and Hellenistic influence, especially after deeper engagement with Greece. Strategic theaters included Sicily and Sardinia, Cisalpine Gaul, Iberia’s river valleys and mines, the Adriatic and Aegean basins, and the North African littoral. Mommsen situates events within this web of institutions, logistics, alliances, and rival kingdoms that defined Rome’s rise.

By 265 BCE, after the Samnite conflicts and Pyrrhus’s defeat at Beneventum (275 BCE), Rome had forged the union of Italy, binding Latin colonies, municipal towns, and allied peoples into a military confederation. Strategic roads like the Via Appia (312 BCE) and Via Flaminia (220 BCE) integrated the peninsula, enabling rapid levies and redeployment. This domestic consolidation set the stage for overseas entanglements. The book treats the Italian coalition not as mere background but as the decisive resource underpinning Roman resilience in later crises; the allied manpower system, land distributions, and municipal obligations recur as explanatory tools for victories and for the strains that expansion imposed on the Republic.

The First Punic War (264–241 BCE) began over Messana and the balance of power in Sicily. Rome built a navy from scratch, innovating with the corvus boarding bridge, and won at Mylae (260 BCE) and Ecnomus (256 BCE), though suffering disasters at sea. After protracted attrition, the Roman fleet destroyed Carthage’s at the Aegates Islands (241 BCE). Rome annexed Sicily as its first province, inaugurating the model of overseas taxation and administration. The book uses this war to illustrate institutional adaptability, emphasizing how senatorial direction, citizen perseverance, and logistical learning converted a land power into a naval competitor against an older maritime empire.

In the aftermath, Carthage’s Mercenary or Truceless War (241–237 BCE) ravaged Africa. Rome opportunistically seized Sardinia and Corsica (238 BCE), increasing Carthage’s indemnity. Hamilcar Barca shifted Punic ambitions to Iberia in 237 BCE, exploiting the silver mines around Carthago Nova (founded by Hasdrubal, 228 BCE). The Ebro treaty (c. 226 BCE) set a boundary with Rome’s sphere, yet Saguntum, a Roman ally south of the Ebro, was attacked in 219 BCE. The book connects these developments to the structural causes of the Second Punic War, stressing Rome’s hard peace terms, Carthaginian recovery strategy in Spain, and the fragility of deterrence anchored in ambiguous treaties.

The Second Punic War (218–201 BCE) opened when Hannibal took Saguntum and marched from Spain across the Alps in 218 BCE, bringing elephants and a polyglot army into Italy. He smashed Roman forces at the Trebia (218 BCE) and ambushed them at Lake Trasimene (217 BCE). Rome appointed Quintus Fabius Maximus dictator, adopting a delaying strategy that shadowed Hannibal while avoiding pitched battle. Mommsen dwells on the interplay between Roman political pressures for decisive victory and Fabian caution, reading the period as a test of institutional nerve: the Senate’s steadiness, citizen morale, and the capacity to mobilize allied contingents despite shocking defeats.

At Cannae (216 BCE), Hannibal annihilated a huge Roman army through a classic double envelopment; Capua defected, and southern Italy wavered. Rome levied new legions, enlisted slaves, and held the central allied belt. Syracuse fell in 212 BCE despite Archimedes’ ingenious defenses, and Tarentum was retaken in 209 BCE. In Spain, the Scipio brothers died in 211 BCE, but Publius Cornelius Scipio seized New Carthage in 209, then beat Hasdrubal at Baecula (208 BCE). Hasdrubal’s attempt to reinforce Hannibal ended at the Metaurus (207 BCE), his head hurled into Hannibal’s camp. The book frames these years as the hinge where allied cohesion and strategic depth rescued the Republic.

Scipio carried the war to Africa in 204 BCE, forging alliance with Numidian prince Masinissa against Syphax. Victories near Utica and at the Great Plains (203 BCE) forced Hannibal’s recall. At Zama (202 BCE), Scipio neutralized elephants, shattered Carthaginian lines, and secured peace (201 BCE): Carthage surrendered its fleet, paid 10,000 talents over fifty years, and required Roman consent for war. Rome emerged the paramount Western power. Mommsen emphasizes how this settlement recast Mediterranean politics and transformed Roman command practices, finances, and expectations, entrenching promagistracies and provincial revenues that would sustain further campaigns and, in his view, incubate later social strains.

Domestic tensions surfaced under the stress of war and victory. The Lex Oppia (215 BCE) restricted female display in a time of crisis; its repeal in 195 BCE provoked public demonstrations of matrons and oratory by Cato and others. Cato as censor in 184 BCE pursued moral discipline, while sumptuary measures such as the Lex Orchia (181 BCE) targeted lavish banquets. The Senatus consultum de Bacchanalibus (186 BCE) repressed the Bacchic cult, asserting senatorial control over associations. Mommsen treats these episodes as barometers of class anxieties, gendered norms, and the elite’s effort to police civic order as wealth and Hellenistic habits flooded into Italy.

Provincial administration took firmer shape: Sicily (from 241 BCE) and Sardinia-Corsica (238 BCE) pioneered the model of praetorian governance and agricultural tithes under the Lex Hieronica. After 197 BCE, Hispania Citerior and Ulterior required nearly permanent commands. Promagistracies and increased praetorships adapted the constitution to empire. Publicani, often of the equestrian order, farmed taxes and contracts, foreshadowing later abuses. Allied communities bore heavy levies of troops and supplies. Mommsen links these administrative adjustments to structural inequality: the rise of latifundia worked by slaves captured in wars, the strain on smallholders serving long campaigns, and the growing political weight of non-senatorial capital.

The First Macedonian War (214–205 BCE) pitted Rome and Aetolia against Philip V, ending in the Peace of Phoenice amid the Hannibalic struggle. Renewed conflict in the Second Macedonian War (200–196 BCE) saw T. Quinctius Flamininus defeat Philip at Cynoscephalae (197 BCE) and proclaim the freedom of the Greeks at the Isthmian Games (196 BCE). Aetolian and Achaean League politics intertwined with Roman aims. The book presents these wars as cautious eastern engagements, where Rome balanced prestige, the containment of a Hellenistic monarch, and the rhetoric of liberating poleis—tools that secured influence without immediate annexation.

The Roman-Seleucid War (192–188 BCE) unfolded after Antiochus III entered Greece with Aetolian backing and Hannibal as advisor. Manius Acilius Glabrio beat Antiochus at Thermopylae (191 BCE); Roman and allied fleets won at Eurymedon and Myonnesus (190 BCE). L. Scipio, aided by Africanus and Pergamum’s Eumenes II, crushed the Seleucids at Magnesia (190 BCE). The Treaty of Apamea (188 BCE) stripped Antiochus of Asia Minor north and west of Taurus, imposed a heavy indemnity, and rewarded Pergamum and Rhodes. Mommsen reads the settlement as a template of indirect rule through client kings and tribute, extending Roman power deep into the Aegean world.

The Third Macedonian War (171–168 BCE) ended the Antigonid monarchy. L. Aemilius Paullus’s victory at Pydna (168 BCE), with its decisive phalanx collapse on broken ground, led to partition into four republics and hostage-taking, including Polybius. In 167 BCE, Roman forces devastated Epirus, enslaving tens of thousands. A pretender, Andriscus, sparked the Fourth Macedonian War (150–148 BCE), suppressed by Q. Caecilius Metellus; by 146 BCE, Macedonia became a province. The book treats these campaigns as the definitive shift from protector to hegemon, highlighting the Senate’s punitive settlements and the administrative learning curve in governing former royal territories.

In Hispania after 197 BCE, near-constant campaigning confronted Celtiberian and Iberian resistance. M. Porcius Cato campaigned in 195 BCE, enforcing tributary obligations and founding municipalities. Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus as praetor (180–179 BCE) reorganized settlements and treaties, seeking more stable tax and recruitment bases. Extractive practices, garrisons, and road building intertwined with recurrent unrest, foreshadowing later wars at Numantia. Mommsen uses Spain to show the difficulties of provincial consolidation: cultural fragmentation, fiscal predation by publicani, and the political capital Roman nobles extracted from victories that, cumulatively, drew the Republic into deeper imperial commitments.

In 149–146 BCE, Rome destroyed Carthage after years of Numidian encroachment under Masinissa and Carthaginian rearmament. P. Cornelius Scipio Aemilianus, consul in 147 BCE, tightened the siege, stormed the city, and in 146 BCE razed it; Africa became a province. The same year, tensions with the Achaean League culminated in the Achaean War: L. Mummius defeated the Greeks at Corinth, sacked the city, and dissolved the League. Rome reorganized Greece under Macedonian provincial oversight and client arrangements. Mommsen marks 146 BCE as a watershed, symbolizing the end of major rival powers and the burdens—material and moral—of unchallenged Roman supremacy.

Mommsen’s narrative functions as a political critique by exposing how oligarchic management of limitless war powers corroded republican balances. He underscores the Senate’s effectiveness in crisis yet condemns its parochialism, protection of aristocratic privilege, and tolerance of provincial rapacity. Episodes like the Bacchanalian repression, sumptuary legislation, and the Oppian controversy reveal an elite anxious to police society while reaping spoils. The allied system’s inequities—heavy levies without full citizenship—appear as deferred liabilities. By closely tracing fiscal indemnities, extraordinary commands, and promagistracies, the book interrogates how expedients forged during emergencies hardened into a constitution for empire.

The work also critiques social injustice: the displacement of citizen smallholders by slave-based latifundia; the empowerment of tax-farmers who monetized conquest; and the widening gap between triumphal nobles and communities bearing the costs of victory. He shows imperial ideology masking coercion in Greece and Africa and highlights the dissonance between proclaimed liberty and punitive settlements. Through detailed attention to years, treaties, and administrative mechanisms, Mommsen reveals the structural roots of later crises. His account presents mid-Republican success as ambivalent, insisting that unregulated expansion, class stratification, and legal fictions of hegemony seeded moral decay and future political instability within Rome’s republican framework.
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    Theodor Mommsen was a German classicist, historian, jurist, and epigrapher whose work defined entire fields of Roman studies in the nineteenth century. Celebrated for both the range and precision of his scholarship, he combined philological rigor with a vivid, literary style unusual among historians of antiquity. His multi-volume History of Rome brought ancient politics, society, and law to a broad readership and remains one of the era’s landmark works of historical writing. In recognition of this achievement, he received the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1902, an uncommon honor for a scholar, underscoring his influence on both academic and public understandings of Rome.

Mommsen studied law and the classical disciplines in northern Germany, where he absorbed the methods of the historical school of jurisprudence and the philological training typical of early nineteenth-century universities. An early research journey to Italy proved formative: he examined Latin inscriptions directly, learning to integrate epigraphic evidence with literary sources and legal texts. That training gave him a distinctive, source-driven approach to Roman history. The intellectual climate of a Europe shaped by reform and revolution also sharpened his interest in constitutional development, civic institutions, and the rule of law, themes that would recur throughout his scholarship on the Roman world.

His career progressed through appointments in German-speaking universities, where he taught Roman law, ancient history, and related fields, before he settled for a long period in Berlin. In the mid-1850s he published the opening volumes of his History of Rome, concentrating on the Republic. The work was admired for narrative verve, analytical sweep, and a capacity to make institutional detail engaging. Mommsen’s portrait of Julius Caesar as a statesman of rare energy and vision provoked lively debate, reflecting his willingness to take strong interpretive positions. The books secured an audience far beyond specialists and established his reputation as the leading Roman historian of his generation.

Alongside narrative history, Mommsen produced foundational studies of Roman public law. His multi-volume Roman Constitutional Law investigated the magistracies, assemblies, senate, and the legal frameworks that sustained republican and imperial governance. He later published a comprehensive Roman Criminal Law, synthesizing statutes, procedures, and juridical practice across centuries. These works exemplified his method: exhaustive collection of sources, formal analysis of institutions, and careful attention to historical change. They helped define legal history as an autonomous scholarly field and provided a durable conceptual vocabulary for discussing Roman state structures, influencing jurists, historians, and classicists well into the twentieth century.

Mommsen’s most enduring institutional achievement was his leadership in establishing the Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum, a systematic collection of Latin inscriptions under the aegis of the Berlin Academy. He promoted standardized recording, on-site verification, and comprehensive cataloging across the Roman world. By coordinating teams, travel, and editorial protocols, he transformed epigraphy from a patchwork of antiquarian notes into a modern, collaborative research enterprise. The Corpus supplied primary evidence for chronology, administration, provincial life, and social history, and it remains an indispensable reference. Mommsen also continued to publish on provincial structures, culminating in a wide-ranging study of the Roman Empire’s provinces from the age of Caesar to Diocletian.

A public intellectual as well as a scholar, Mommsen engaged actively in civic life. He participated in parliamentary politics in German lands, argued for constitutional government, and spoke out against antisemitism, positions consistent with his scholarly interest in citizenship and lawful authority. His interventions could be combative, earning him admirers and detractors, but they ensured that debates about antiquity and contemporary governance informed one another. Lectures and essays reached audiences beyond the academy, reinforcing his stature as a national figure whose expertise in Roman institutions offered historical perspective on modern questions of rights, representation, and the relationship between legal frameworks and political power.

In his later years, Mommsen continued to revise, expand, and consolidate his findings, mentoring younger scholars and sustaining large-scale editorial enterprises. The Nobel Prize in Literature recognized not only the scope of his History of Rome but also the stylistic power with which he animated ancient sources. He died in the early twentieth century, leaving an immense corpus that still structures how Roman history is taught and researched. While parts of his interpretation have been revised by subsequent archaeology and historiography, his methods—epigraphic precision, institutional analysis, and literary clarity—remain exemplary. Today, his works are read as classics of both scholarship and historical prose.
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Carthage

The Phoenicians[1]

The Semitic stock occupied a place amidst, and yet aloof from, the
nations of the ancient classical world.  The true centre of the
former lay in the east, that of the latter in the region of the
Mediterranean; and, however wars and migrations may have altered the
line of demarcation and thrown the races across each other, a deep
sense of diversity has always severed, and still severs, the Indo-
Germanic peoples from the Syrian, Israelite, and Arabic nations.
This diversity was no less marked in the case of that Semitic people
which spread more than any other in the direction of the west—the
Phoenicians.  Their native seat was the narrow border of coast bounded
by Asia Minor, the highlands of Syria, and Egypt, and called Canaan[2],
that is, the "plain."  This was the only name which the nation itself
made use of; even in Christian times the African farmer called himself
a Canaanite.  But Canaan received from the Hellenes the name of
Phoenike, the "land of purple," or "land of the red men," and the
Italians also were accustomed to call the Canaanites Punians, as we
are accustomed still to speak of them as the Phoenician or Punic[3] race.

Their Commerce

The land was well adapted for agriculture; but its excellent harbours
and the abundant supply of timber and of metals favoured above all
things the growth of commerce; and it was there perhaps, where the
opulent eastern continent abuts on the wide-spreading Mediterranean
so rich in harbours and islands, that commerce first dawned in all
its greatness upon man.  The Phoenicians directed all the resources of
courage, acuteness, and enthusiasm to the full development of commerce
and its attendant arts of navigation, manufacturing, and colonization,
and thus connected the east and the west.  At an incredibly early
period we find them in Cyprus and Egypt, in Greece and Sicily, in
Africa and Spain, and even on the Atlantic Ocean and the North Sea.
The field of their commerce reached from Sierra Leone and Cornwall
in the west, eastward to the coast of Malabar.  Through their hands
passed the gold and pearls of the East, the purple of Tyre, slaves,
ivory, lions' and panthers' skins from the interior of Africa,
frankincense from Arabia, the linen of Egypt, the pottery and fine
wines of Greece, the copper of Cyprus, the silver of Spain, tin from
England, and iron from Elba.  The Phoenician mariners brought to
every nation whatever it could need or was likely to purchase; and
they roamed everywhere, yet always returned to the narrow home to
which their affections clung.

Their Intellectual Endowments

The Phoenicians are entitled to be commemorated in history by the
side of the Hellenic and Latin nations; but their case affords a
fresh proof, and perhaps the strongest proof of all, that the
development of national energies in antiquity was of a one-sided
character. Those noble and enduring creations in the field of
intellect, which owe their origin to the Aramaean race, do not belong
primarily to the Phoenicians.  While faith and knowledge in a certain
sense were the especial property of the Aramaean nations and first
reached the Indo-Germans from the east, neither the Phoenician
religion nor Phoenician science and art ever, so far as we can
see, held an independent rank among those of the Aramaean family.
The religious conceptions of the Phoenicians were rude and uncouth,
and it seemed as if their worship was meant to foster rather than to
restrain lust and cruelty.  No trace is discernible, at least in times
of clear historical light, of any special influence exercised by their
religion over other nations.  As little do we find any Phoenician
architecture or plastic art at all comparable even to those of Italy,
to say nothing of the lands where art was native.  The most ancient
seat of scientific observation and of its application to practical
purposes was Babylon, or at any rate the region of the Euphrates.  It
was there probably that men first followed the course of the stars; it
was there that they first distinguished and expressed in writing the
sounds of language; it was there that they began to reflect on time
and space and on the powers at work in nature: the earliest traces
of astronomy and chronology, of the alphabet, and of weights and
measures, point to that region.  The Phoenicians doubtless availed
themselves of the artistic and highly developed manufactures of
Babylon for their industry, of the observation of the stars for
their navigation, of the writing of sounds and the adjustment of
measures for their commerce, and distributed many an important germ
of civilization along with their wares; but it cannot be demonstrated
that the alphabet or any other of those ingenious products of the
human mind belonged peculiarly to them, and such religious and
scientific ideas as they were the means of conveying to the Hellenes
were scattered by them more after the fashion of a bird dropping
grains than of the husbandman sowing his seed.  The power which
the Hellenes and even the Italians possessed, of civilizing and
assimilating to themselves the nations susceptible of culture with
whom they came into contact, was wholly wanting in the Phoenicians.
In the field of Roman conquest the Iberian and the Celtic languages
have disappeared before the Romanic tongue; the Berbers of Africa
speak at the present day the same language as they spoke in the times
of the Hannos and the Barcides.

Their Political Qualities

Above all, the Phoenicians, like the rest of the Aramaean nations as
compared with the Indo-Germans, lacked the instinct of political life
—the noble idea of self-governing freedom.  During the most
flourishing times of Sidon and Tyre the land of the Phoenicians was
a perpetual apple of contention between the powers that ruled on the
Euphrates and on the Nile, and was subject sometimes to the Assyrians,
sometimes to the Egyptians.  With half its power Hellenic cities
would have made themselves independent; but the prudent men of Sidon
calculated that the closing of the caravan-routes to the east or of
the ports of Egypt would cost them more than the heaviest tribute, and
so they punctually paid their taxes, as it might happen, to Nineveh or
to Memphis, and even, if they could not avoid it, helped with their
ships to fight the battles of the kings.  And, as at home the
Phoenicians patiently bore the oppression of their masters, so also
abroad they were by no means inclined to exchange the peaceful career
of commerce for a policy of conquest.  Their settlements were
factories.  It was of more moment in their view to deal in buying and
selling with the natives than to acquire extensive territories in
distant lands, and to carry out there the slow and difficult work of
colonization.  They avoided war even with their rivals; they allowed
themselves to be supplanted in Egypt, Greece, Italy, and the east of
Sicily almost without resistance; and in the great naval battles,
which were fought in early times for the supremacy of the western
Mediterranean, at Alalia (217) and at Cumae (280), it was the
Etruscans, and not the Phoenicians, that bore the brunt of the
struggle with the Greeks.  If rivalry could not be avoided, they
compromised the matter as best they could; no attempt was ever made
by the Phoenicians to conquer Caere or Massilia.  Still less, of
course, were the Phoenicians disposed to enter on aggressive war.
On the only occasion in earlier times when they took the field on the
offensive—in the great Sicilian expedition of the African Phoenicians
which ended in their defeat at Himera by Gelo of Syracuse (274)—it
was simply as dutiful subjects of the great-king and in order to avoid
taking part in the campaign against the Hellenes of the east, that
they entered the lists against the Hellenes of the west; just as their
Syrian kinsmen were in fact obliged in that same year to share the
defeat of the Persians at Salamis(1).

This was not the result of cowardice; navigation in unknown waters
and with armed vessels requires brave hearts, and that such were to be
found among the Phoenicians, they often showed.  Still less was it
the result of any lack of tenacity and idiosyncrasy of national
feeling; on the contrary the Aramaeans defended their nationality with
the weapons of intellect as well as with their blood against all the
allurements of Greek civilization and all the coercive measures of
eastern and western despots, and that with an obstinacy which no Indo-
Germanic people has ever equalled, and which to us who are Occidentals
seems to be sometimes more, sometimes less, than human.  It was the
result of that want of political instinct, which amidst all their
lively sense of the ties of race, and amidst all their faithful
attachment to the city of their fathers, formed the most essential
feature in the character of the Phoenicians.  Liberty had no charms
for them, and they lusted not after dominion; "quietly they lived,"
says the Book of Judges, "after the manner of the Sidonians, careless
and secure, and in possession of riches."

Carthage

Of all the Phoenician settlements none attained a more rapid and
secure prosperity than those which were established by the Tyrians and
Sidonians on the south coast of Spain and the north coast of Africa—
regions that lay beyond the reach of the arm of the great-king and the
dangerous rivalry of the mariners of Greece, and in which the natives
held the same relation to the strangers as the Indians in America held
to the Europeans.  Among the numerous and flourishing Phoenician
cities along these shores, the most prominent by far was the "new
town," Karthada or, as the Occidentals called it, Karchedon or
Carthago.  Although not the earliest settlement of the Phoenicians
in this region, and originally perhaps a dependency of the adjoining
Utica, the oldest of the Phoenician towns in Libya, it soon
outstripped its neighbours and even the motherland through the
incomparable advantages of its situation and the energetic activity
of its inhabitants.  It was situated not far from the (former) mouth
of the Bagradas (Mejerda), which flows through the richest corn
district of northern Africa, and was placed on a fertile rising
ground, still occupied with country houses and covered with groves
of olive and orange trees, falling off in a gentle slope towards the
plain, and terminating towards the sea in a sea-girt promontory.
Lying in the heart of the great North-African roadstead, the Gulf of
Tunis, at the very spot where that beautiful basin affords the best
anchorage for vessels of larger size, and where drinkable spring water
is got close by the shore, the place proved singularly favourable for
agriculture and commerce and for the exchange of their respective
commodities—so favourable, that not only was the Tyrian settlement
in that quarter the first of Phoenician mercantile cities, but even
in the Roman period Carthage was no sooner restored than it became the
third city in the empire, and even now, under circumstances far from
favourable and on a site far less judiciously chosen, there exists and
flourishes in that quarter a city of a hundred thousand inhabitants.
The prosperity, agricultural, mercantile, and industrial, of a city
so situated and so peopled, needs no explanation; but the question
requires an answer—in what way did this settlement come to attain
a development of political power, such as no other Phoenician
city possessed?

Carthage Heads the Western Phoenicians in Opposition to the Hellenes

That the Phoenician stock did not even in Carthage renounce its policy
of passiveness, there is no lack of evidence to prove.  Carthage paid,
even down to the times of its prosperity, a ground-rent for the space
occupied by the city to the native Berbers, the tribe of the Maxyes or
Maxitani; and although the sea and the desert sufficiently protected
the city from any assault of the eastern powers, Carthage appears to
have recognized—although but nominally—the supremacy of the great-
king, and to have paid tribute to him occasionally, in order to secure
its commercial communications with Tyre and the East.

But with all their disposition to be submissive and cringing,
circumstances occurred which compelled these Phoenicians to adopt a
more energetic policy.  The stream of Hellenic migration was pouring
ceaselessly towards the west: it had already dislodged the Phoenicians
from Greece proper and Italy, and it was preparing to supplant them
also in Sicily, in Spain, and even in Libya itself.  The Phoenicians
had to make a stand somewhere, if they were not willing to be totally
crushed.  In this case, where they had to deal with Greek traders and
not with the great-king, submission did not suffice to secure the
continuance of their commerce and industry on its former footing,
liable merely to tax and tribute.  Massilia and Cyrene were already
founded; the whole east of Sicily was already in the hands of the
Greeks; it was full time for the Phoenicians to think of serious
resistance.  The Carthaginians undertook the task; after long and
obstinate wars they set a limit to the advance of the Cyrenaeans,
and Hellenism[4] was unable to establish itself to the west of the desert
of Tripolis.  With Carthaginian aid, moreover, the Phoenician settlers
on the western point of Sicily defended themselves against the Greeks,
and readily and gladly submitted to the protection of the powerful
cognate city.(2)  These important successes, which occurred in the
second century of Rome, and which saved for the Phoenicians the south-
western portion of the Mediterranean, served of themselves to give to
the city which had achieved them the hegemony of the nation, and to
alter at the same time its political position.  Carthage was no longer
a mere mercantile city: it aimed at the dominion of Libya and of a
part of the Mediterranean, because it could not avoid doing so.
It is probable that the custom of employing mercenaries contributed
materially to these successes.  That custom came into vogue in Greece
somewhere about the middle of the fourth century of Rome, but among
the Orientals and the Carians more especially it was far older, and it
was perhaps the Phoenicians themselves that began it.  By the system
of foreign recruiting war was converted into a vast pecuniary
speculation, which was quite in keeping with the character and
habits of the Phoenicians.

The Carthaginian Dominion in Africa

It was probably the reflex influence of these successes abroad,
that first led the Carthaginians to change the character of their
occupation in Africa from a tenure of hire and sufferance to one of
proprietorship and conquest.  It appears to have been only about the
year 300 of Rome that the Carthaginian merchants got rid of the rent
for the soil, which they had hitherto been obliged to pay to the
natives.  This change enabled them to prosecute a husbandry of their
own on a great scale.  From the outset the Phoenicians had been
desirous to employ their capital as landlords as well as traders,
and to practise agriculture on a large scale by means of slaves or
hired labourers; a large portion of the Jews in this way served the
merchant-princes of Tyre for daily wages.  Now the Carthaginians
could without restriction extract the produce of the rich Libyan soil
by a system akin to that of the modern planters; slaves in chains
cultivated the land—we find single citizens possessing as many as
twenty thousand of them.  Nor was this all.  The agricultural villages
of the surrounding region—agriculture appears to have been introduced
among the Libyans at a very early period, probably anterior to the
Phoenician settlement, and presumably from Egypt—were subdued by
force of arms, and the free Libyan farmers were transformed into
fellahs, who paid to their lords a fourth part of the produce of the
soil as tribute, and were subjected to a regular system of recruiting
for the formation of a home Carthaginian army.  Hostilities were
constantly occurring with the roving pastoral tribes (—nomades—)
on the borders; but a chain of fortified posts secured the territory
enclosed by them, and the Nomades were slowly driven back into the
deserts and mountains, or were compelled to recognize Carthaginian
supremacy, to pay tribute, and to furnish contingents.  About the
period of the first Punic war their great town Theveste[6] (Tebessa, at
the sources of the Mejerda) was conquered by the Carthaginians.  These
formed the "towns and tribes (—ethne—) of subjects," which appear in
the Carthaginian state-treaties; the former being the non-free Libyan
villages, the latter the subject Nomades.

Libyphoenicians

To this fell to be added the sovereignty of Carthage over the other
Phoenicians in Africa, or the so-called Liby-phoenicians[5].  These
included, on the one hand, the smaller settlements sent forth from
Carthage along the whole northern and part of the north-western coast
of Africa—which cannot have been unimportant, for on the Atlantic
seaboard alone there were settled at one time 30,000 such colonists
—and, on the other hand, the old Phoenician settlements especially
numerous along the coast of the present province of Constantine
and Beylik of Tunis, such as Hippo afterwards called Regius (Bona),
Hadrumetum (Susa), Little Leptis (to the south of Susa)—the second
city of the Phoenicians in Africa—Thapsus (in the same quarter), and
Great Leptis (Lebda to the west of Tripoli).  In what way all these
cities came to be subject to Carthage—whether voluntarily, for their
protection perhaps from the attacks of the Cyrenaeans and Numidians,
or by constraint—can no longer be ascertained; but it is certain that
they are designated as subjects of the Carthaginians even in official
documents, that they had to pull down their walls, and that they had
to pay tribute and furnish contingents to Carthage.  They were
not liable however either to recruiting or to the land-tax, but
contributed a definite amount of men and money, Little Leptis for
instance paying the enormous sum annually of 365 talents (90,000
pounds); moreover they lived on a footing of equality in law with
the Carthaginians, and could marry with them on equal terms.(3)
Utica alone escaped a similar fate and had its walls and independence
preserved to it, less perhaps from its own power than from the pious
feeling of the Carthaginians towards their ancient protectors;
in fact, the Phoenicians cherished for such relations a remarkable
feeling of reverence presenting a thorough contrast to the
indifference of the Greeks.  Even in intercourse with foreigners it is
always "Carthage and Utica" that stipulate and promise in conjunction;
which, of course, did not preclude the far more important "new town"
from practically asserting its hegemony also over Utica.  Thus the
Tyrian factory was converted into the capital of a mighty North
-African empire, which extended from the desert of Tripoli to the
Atlantic Ocean, contenting itself in its western portion (Morocco and
Algiers) with the occupation, and that to some extent superficial, of
a belt along the coast, but in the richer eastern portion (the present
districts of Constantine and Tunis) stretching its sway over the
interior also and constantly pushing its frontier farther to the
south.  The Carthaginians were, as an ancient author significantly
expresses it, converted from Tyrians into Libyans.  Phoenician
civilization prevailed in Libya just as Greek civilization prevailed
in Asia Minor and Syria after the campaigns of Alexander, although
not with the same intensity.  Phoenician was spoken and written at
the courts of the Nomad sheiks, and the more civilized native tribes
adopted for their language the Phoenician alphabet;(4) to Phoenicise
them completely suited neither the genius of the nation nor
the policy of Carthage.

The epoch, at which this transformation of Carthage into the capital
of Libya took place, admits the less of being determined, because
the change doubtless took place gradually.  The author just mentioned
names Hanno as the reformer of the nation.  If the Hanno is meant who
lived at the time of the first war with Rome, he can only be regarded
as having completed the new system, the carrying out of which
presumably occupied the fourth and fifth centuries of Rome.

The flourishing of Carthage was accompanied by a parallel decline
in the great cities of the Phoenician mother-country, in Sidon and
especially in Tyre, the prosperity of which was destroyed partly by
internal commotions, partly by the pressure of external calamities,
particularly of its sieges by Salmanassar in the first, Nebuchodrossor
in the second, and Alexander in the fifth century of Rome.  The noble
families and the old firms of Tyre emigrated for the most part to
the secure and flourishing daughter-city, and carried thither their
intelligence, their capital, and their traditions.  At the time when
the Phoenicians came into contact with Rome, Carthage was as decidedly
the first of Canaanite cities as Rome was the first of the
Latin communities.

Naval Power of Carthage

But the empire of Libya was only half of the power of Carthage; its
maritime and colonial dominion had acquired, during the same period,
a not less powerful development.

Spain

In Spain the chief station of the Phoenicians was the primitive Tyrian
settlement at Gades (Cadiz).  Besides this they possessed to the west
and east of it a chain of factories, and in the interior the region of
the silver mines; so that they held nearly the modern Andalusia and
Granada, or at least the coasts of these provinces.  They made no
effort to acquire the interior from the warlike native nations; they
were content with the possession of the mines and of the stations for
traffic and for shell and other fisheries; and they had difficulty in
maintaining their ground even in these against the adjoining tribes.
It is probable that these possessions were not properly Carthaginian
but Tyrian, and Gades was not reckoned among the cities tributary to
Carthage; but practically, like all the western Phoenicians, it was
under Carthaginian hegemony, as is shown by the aid sent by Carthage
to the Gaditani against the natives, and by the institution of
Carthaginian trading settlements to the westward of Gades.  Ebusus and
the Baleares, again, were occupied by the Carthaginians themselves at
an early period, partly for the fisheries, partly as advanced posts
against the Massiliots, with whom furious conflicts were waged
from these stations.

Sardinia

In like manner the Carthaginians already at the end of the second
century of Rome established themselves in Sardinia, which was
utilized by them precisely in the same way as Libya.  While the
natives withdrew into the mountainous interior of the island to
escape from bondage as agricultural serfs, just as the Numidians in
Africa withdrew to the borders of the desert, Phoenician colonies
were conducted to Caralis (Cagliari) and other important points, and
the fertile districts along the coast were turned to account by the
introduction of Libyan cultivators.

Sicily

Lastly in Sicily the straits of Messana and the larger eastern half of
the island had fallen at an early period into the hands of the Greeks;
but the Phoenicians, with the help of the Carthaginians, retained the
smaller adjacent islands, the Aegates, Melita, Gaulos, Cossyra—the
settlement in Malta especially was rich and flourishing—and they kept
the west and north-west coast of Sicily, whence they maintained
communication with Africa by means of Motya and afterwards of
Lilybaeum and with Sardinia by means of Panormus and Soluntum.
The interior of the island remained in the possession of the natives,
the Elymi, Sicani, and Siceli.  After the further advance of the
Greeks was checked, a state of comparative peace had prevailed in
the island, which even the campaign undertaken by the Carthaginians
at the instigation of the Persians against their Greek neighbours on
the island (274) did not permanently interrupt, and which continued
on the whole to subsist till the Attic expedition to Sicily (339-341).
The two competing nations made up their minds to tolerate each other,
and confined themselves in the main each to its own field.

Maritime Supremacy


Rivalry with Syracuse



All these settlements and possessions were important enough in
themselves; but they were of still greater moment, inasmuch as they
became the pillars of the Carthaginian maritime supremacy.  By their
possession of the south of Spain, of the Baleares, of Sardinia, of
western Sicily and Melita, and by their prevention of Hellenic
colonies on the east coast of Spain, in Corsica, and in the region of
the Syrtes, the masters of the north coast of Africa rendered their
sea a closed one, and monopolized the western straits.  In the
Tyrrhene and Gallic seas alone the Phoenicians were obliged to
admit the rivalry of other nations.  This state of things might
perhaps be endured, so long as the Etruscans and the Greeks served
to counterbalance each other in these waters; with the former, as the
less dangerous rivals, Carthage even entered into an alliance against
the Greeks.  But when, on the fall of the Etruscan power—a fall
which, as is usually the case in such forced alliances, Carthage had
hardly exerted all her power to avert—and after the miscarriage of
the great projects of Alcibiades, Syracuse stood forth as indisputably
the first Greek naval power, not only did the rulers of Syracuse
naturally begin to aspire to dominion over Sicily and lower Italy
and at the same time over the Tyrrhene and Adriatic seas, but the
Carthaginians also were compelled to adopt a more energetic policy.
The immediate result of the long and obstinate conflicts between
them and their equally powerful and infamous antagonist, Dionysius
of Syracuse (348-389), was the annihilation or weakening of the
intervening Sicilian states—a result which both parties had an
interest in accomplishing—and the division of the island between
the Syracusans and Carthaginians.  The most flourishing cities in
the island—Selinus, Himera, Agrigentum, Gela, and Messana—were
utterly destroyed by the Carthaginians in the course of these unhappy
conflicts: and Dionysius was not displeased to see Hellenism destroyed
or suppressed there, so that, leaning for support on foreign
mercenaries enlisted from Italy, Gaul and Spain, he might rule in
greater security over provinces which lay desolate or which were
occupied by military colonies.  The peace, which was concluded after
the victory of the Carthaginian general Mago at Kronion (371), and
which subjected to the Carthaginians the Greek cities of Thermae (the
ancient Himera), Segesta, Heraclea Minoa, Selinus, and a part of the
territory of Agrigentum as far as the Halycus, was regarded by the two
powers contending for the possession of the island as only a temporary
accommodation; on both sides the rivals were ever renewing their
attempts to dispossess each other.  Four several times—in 360 in the
time of Dionysius the elder; in 410 in that of Timoleon; in 445 in
that of Agathocles; in 476 in that of Pyrrhus—the Carthaginians were
masters of all Sicily excepting Syracuse, and were baffled by its
solid walls; almost as often the Syracusans, under able leaders, such
as were the elder Dionysius, Agathocles, and Pyrrhus, seemed equally
on the eve of dislodging the Africans from the island.  But more and
more the balance inclined to the side of the Carthaginians, who were,
as a rule, the aggressors, and who, although they did not follow out
their object with Roman steadfastness, yet conducted their attack with
far greater method and energy than the Greek city, rent and worn out
by factions, conducted its defence.  The Phoenicians might with reason
expect that a pestilence or a foreign -condottiere- would not always
snatch the prey from their hands; and for the time being, at least at
sea, the struggle was already decided:(5) the attempt of Pyrrhus to
re-establish the Syracusan fleet was the last.  After the failure of
that attempt, the Carthaginian fleet commanded without a rival the
whole western Mediterranean; and their endeavours to occupy Syracuse,
Rhegium, and Tarentum, showed the extent of their power and the
objects at which they aimed.  Hand in hand with these attempts went
the endeavour to monopolize more and more the maritime commerce of
this region, at the expense alike of foreigners and of their own
subjects; and it was not the wont of the Carthaginians to recoil from
any violence that might help forward their purpose.  A contemporary
of the Punic wars, Eratosthenes, the father of geography (479-560),
affirms that every foreign mariner sailing towards Sardinia or towards
the Straits of Gades, who fell into the hands of the Carthaginians,
was thrown by them into the sea; and with this statement the fact
completely accords, that Carthage by the treaty of 406 (6) declared
the Spanish, Sardinian, and Libyan ports open to Roman trading
vessels, whereas by that of 448,(7) it totally closed them, with
the exception of the port of Carthage itself, against the same.

Constitution of Carthage


Council


Magistrates



Aristotle, who died about fifty years before the commencement of the
first Punic war, describes the constitution of Carthage as having
changed from a monarchy to an aristocracy, or to a democracy inclining
towards oligarchy, for he designates it by both names.  The conduct
of affairs was immediately vested in the hands of the Council of
Ancients, which, like the Spartan gerusia, consisted of the two kings
nominated annually by the citizens, and of twenty-eight gerusiasts,
who were also, as it appears, chosen annually by the citizens.  It was
this council which mainly transacted the business of the state-making,
for instance, the preliminary arrangements for war, appointing levies
and enlistments, nominating the general, and associating with him a
number of gerusiasts from whom the sub-commanders were regularly
taken; and to it despatches were addressed.  It is doubtful whether by
the side of this small council there existed a larger one; at any rate
it was not of much importance.  As little does any special influence
seem to have belonged to the kings; they acted chiefly as supreme
judges, and they were frequently so named (shofetes, -praetores-).
The power of the general was greater.  Isocrates, the senior
contemporary of Aristotle, says that the Carthaginians had an
oligarchical government at home, but a monarchical government in
the field; and thus the office of the Carthaginian general may be
correctly described by Roman writers as a dictatorship, although the
gerusiasts attached to him must have practically at least restricted
his power and, after he had laid down his office, a regular official
reckoning—unknown among the Romans—awaited him.  There existed no
fixed term of office for the general, and for this very reason he was
doubtless different from the annual king, from whom Aristotle also
expressly distinguishes him.  The combination however of several
offices in one person was not unusual among the Carthaginians, and it
is not therefore surprising that often the same person appears as at
once general and shofete.

Judges

But the gerusia and the magistrates were subordinate to the
corporation of the Hundred and Four (in round numbers the Hundred),
or the Judges, the main bulwark of the Carthaginian oligarchy.
It had no place in the original constitution of Carthage, but, like
the Spartan ephorate, it originated in an aristocratic opposition to
the monarchical elements of that constitution.  As public offices were
purchasable and the number of members forming the supreme board was
small, a single Carthaginian family, eminent above all others in
wealth and military renown, the clan of Mago,(8) threatened to unite
in its own hands the management of the state in peace and war and the
administration of justice.  This led, nearly about the time of the
decemvirs, to an alteration of the constitution and to the appointment
of this new board.  We know that the holding of the quaestorship gave
a title to admission into the body of judges, but that the candidate
had nevertheless to be elected by certain self-electing Boards of Five
(Pentarchies); and that the judges, although presumably by law chosen
from year to year, practically remained in office for a longer
period or indeed for life, for which reason they are usually called
"senators" by the Greeks and Romans.  Obscure as are the details, we
recognize clearly the nature of the body as an oligarchical board
constituted by aristocratic cooptation; an isolated but characteristic
indication of which is found in the fact that there were in Carthage
special baths for the judges over and above the common baths for the
citizens.  They were primarily intended to act as political jurymen,
who summoned the generals in particular, but beyond doubt the shofetes
and gerusiasts also when circumstances required, to a reckoning on
resigning office, and inflicted even capital punishment at pleasure,
often with the most reckless cruelty.  Of course in this as in every
instance, where administrative functionaries are subjected to the
control of another body, the real centre of power passed over from
the controlled to the controlling authority; and it is easy to
understand on the one hand how the latter came to interfere in all
matters of administration—the gerusia for instance submitted
important despatches first to the judges, and then to the people
—and on the other hand how fear of the control at home, which
regularly meted out its award according to success, hampered the
Carthaginian statesman and general in council and action.

Citizens

The body of citizens in Carthage, though not expressly restricted, as
in Sparta, to the attitude of passive bystanders in the business of
the state, appears to have had but a very slight amount of practical
influence on it In the elections to the gerusia a system of open
corruption was the rule; in the nomination of a general the people
were consulted, but only after the nomination had really been made by
proposal on the part of the gerusia; and other questions only went to
the people when the gerusia thought fit or could not otherwise agree.
Assemblies of the people with judicial functions were unknown in
Carthage.  The powerlessness of the citizens probably in the main
resulted from their political organization; the Carthaginian mess-
associations, which are mentioned in this connection and compared
with the Spartan Pheiditia, were probably guilds under oligarchical
management.  Mention is made even of a distinction between "burgesses
of the city" and "manual labourers," which leads us to infer that the
latter held a very inferior position, perhaps beyond the pale of law.

Character of the Government

On a comprehensive view of its several elements, the Carthaginian
constitution appears to have been a government of capitalists, such as
might naturally arise in a burgess-community which had no middle class
of moderate means but consisted on the one hand of an urban rabble
without property and living from hand to mouth, and on the other hand
of great merchants, planters, and genteel overseers.  The system of
repairing the fortunes of decayed grandees at the expense of the
subjects, by despatching them as tax-assessors and taskwork-overseers
to the dependent communities—that infallible token of a rotten urban
oligarchy—was not wanting in Carthage; Aristotle describes it as the
main cause of the tried durability of the Carthaginian constitution.
Up to his time no revolution worth mentioning had taken place in
Carthage either from above or from below.  The multitude remained
without leaders in consequence of the material advantages which the
governing oligarchy was able to offer to all ambitious or necessitous
men of rank, and was satisfied with the crumbs, which in the form of
electoral corruption or otherwise fell to it from the table of the
rich.  A democratic opposition indeed could not fail with such a
government to emerge; but at the time of the first Punic war it was
still quite powerless.  At a later period, partly under the influence
of the defeats which were sustained, its political influence appears
on the increase, and that far more rapidly than the influence of the
similar party at the same period in Rome; the popular assemblies began
to give the ultimate decision in political questions, and broke down
the omnipotence of the Carthaginian oligarchy.  After the termination
of the Hannibalic war it was even enacted, on the proposal of
Hannibal, that no member of the council of a Hundred could hold office
for two consecutive years; and thereby a complete democracy was
introduced, which certainly was under existing circumstances the only
means of saving Carthage, if there was still time to do so.  This
opposition was swayed by a strong patriotic and reforming enthusiasm;
but the fact cannot withal be overlooked, that it rested on a corrupt
and rotten basis.  The body of citizens in Carthage, which is compared
by well-informed Greeks to the people of Alexandria, was so disorderly
that to that extent it had well deserved to be powerless; and it might
well be asked, what good could arise from revolutions, where, as in
Carthage, the boys helped to make them.

Capital and Its Power in Carthage

From a financial point of view, Carthage held in every respect
the first place among the states of antiquity.  At the time of the
Peloponnesian war this Phoenician city was, according to the testimony
of the first of Greek historians, financially superior to all
the Greek states, and its revenues were compared to those of the
great-king; Polybius calls it the wealthiest city in the world.
The intelligent character of the Carthaginian husbandry—which, as was
the case subsequently in Rome, generals and statesmen did not disdain
scientifically to practise and to teach—is attested by the agronomic
treatise of the Carthaginian Mago, which was universally regarded by
the later Greek and Roman farmers as the fundamental code of rational
husbandry, and was not only translated into Greek, but was edited also
in Latin by command of the Roman senate and officially recommended
to the Italian landholders.  A characteristic feature was the close
connection between this Phoenician management of land and that of
capital: it was quoted as a leading maxim of Phoenician husbandry that
one should never acquire more land than he could thoroughly manage.
The rich resources of the country in horses, oxen, sheep, and goats,
in which Libya by reason of its Nomad economy perhaps excelled at that
time, as Polybius testifies, all other lands of the earth, were of
great advantage to the Carthaginians.  As these were the instructors
of the Romans in the art of profitably working the soil, they were so
likewise in the art of turning to good account their subjects; by
virtue of which Carthage reaped indirectly the rents of the "best
part of Europe," and of the rich—and in some portions, such as in
Byzacitis and on the lesser Syrtis, surpassingly productive—region
of northern Africa.  Commerce, which was always regarded in Carthage
as an honourable pursuit, and the shipping and manufactures which
commerce rendered flourishing, brought even in the natural course of
things golden harvests annually to the settlers there; and we have
already indicated how skilfully, by an extensive and evergrowing
system of monopoly, not only all the foreign but also all the inland
commerce of the western Mediterranean, and the whole carrying trade
between the west and east, were more and more concentrated in that
single harbour.

Science and art in Carthage, as afterwards in Rome, seem to have been
mainly dependent on Hellenic influences, but they do not appear to
have been neglected.  There was a respectable Phoenician literature;
and on the conquest of the city there were found rich treasures of
art—not created, it is true, in Carthage, but carried off from
Sicilian temples—and considerable libraries.  But even intellect
there was in the service of capital; the prominent features of its
literature were chiefly agronomic and geographical treatises, such
as the work of Mago already mentioned and the account by the admiral
Hanno of his voyage along the west coast of Africa, which was
originally deposited publicly in one of the Carthaginian temples, and
which is still extant in a translation.  Even the general diffusion of
certain attainments, and particularly of the knowledge of foreign
languages,(9) as to which the Carthage of this epoch probably stood
almost on a level with Rome under the empire, forms an evidence of the
thoroughly practical turn given to Hellenic culture in Carthage.  It
is absolutely impossible to form a conception of the mass of capital
accumulated in this London of antiquity, but some notion at least may
be gained of the sources of public revenue from the fact, that, in
spite of the costly system on which Carthage organized its wars and
in spite of the careless and faithless administration of the state
property, the contributions of its subjects and the customs-revenue
completely covered the expenditure, so that no direct taxes were
levied from the citizens; and further, that even after the second
Punic war, when the power of the state was already broken, the current
expenses and the payment to Rome of a yearly instalment of 48,000
pounds could be met, without levying any tax, merely by a somewhat
stricter management of the finances, and fourteen years after the
peace the state proffered immediate payment of the thirty-six
remaining instalments.  But it was not merely the sum total of its
revenues that evinced the superiority of the financial administration
at Carthage.  The economical principles of a later and more advanced
epoch are found by us in Carthage alone of all the more considerable
states of antiquity.  Mention is made of foreign state-loans, and in
the monetary system we find along with gold and silver mention of a
token-money having no intrinsic value—a species of currency not used
elsewhere in antiquity.  In fact, if government had resolved itself
into mere mercantile speculation, never would any state have solved
the problem more brilliantly than Carthage.

Comparison between Carthage and Rome


In Their Economy



Let us now compare the respective resources of Carthage and Rome.
Both were agricultural and mercantile cities, and nothing more; art
and science had substantially the same altogether subordinate and
altogether practical position in both, except that in this respect
Carthage had made greater progress than Rome.  But in Carthage the
moneyed interest preponderated over the landed, in Rome at this
time the landed still preponderated over the moneyed; and, while
the agriculturists of Carthage were universally large landlords
and slave-holders, in the Rome of this period the great mass of the
burgesses still tilled their fields in person.  The majority of the
population in Rome held property, and was therefore conservative; the
majority in Carthage held no property, and was therefore accessible
to the gold of the rich as well as to the cry of the democrats for
reform.  In Carthage there already prevailed all that opulence which
marks powerful commercial cities, while the manners and police of Rome
still maintained at least externally the severity and frugality of
the olden times.  When the ambassadors of Carthage returned from Rome,
they told their colleagues that the relations of intimacy among the
Roman senators surpassed all conception; that a single set of silver
plate sufficed for the whole senate, and had reappeared in every house
to which the envoys had been invited.  The sneer is a significant
token of the difference in the economic conditions on either side.

In Their Constitution

In both the constitution was aristocratic; the judges governed in
Carthage, as did the senate in Rome, and both on the same system of
police-control.  The strict state of dependence in which the governing
board at Carthage held the individual magistrate, and the injunction
to the citizens absolutely to refrain from learning the Greek language
and to converse with a Greek only through the medium of the public
interpreter, originated in the same spirit as the system of government
at Rome; but in comparison with the cruel harshness and the absolute
precision, bordering on silliness, of this Carthaginian state-
tutelage, the Roman system of fining and censure appears mild and
reasonable.  The Roman senate, which opened its doors to eminent
capacity and in the best sense represented the nation, was able
also to trust it, and had no need to fear the magistrates.
The Carthaginian senate, on the other hand, was based on a jealous
control of administration by the government, and represented
exclusively the leading families; its essence was mistrust of all
above and below it, and therefore it could neither be confident that
the people would follow whither it led, nor free from the dread of
usurpations on the part of the magistrates.  Hence the steady course
of Roman policy, which never receded a step in times of misfortune,
and never threw away the favours of fortune by negligence or
indifference; whereas the Carthaginians desisted from the struggle
when a last effort might perhaps have saved all, and, weary or
forgetful of their great national duties, allowed the half-completed
building to fall to pieces, only to begin it in a few years anew.
Hence the capable magistrate in Rome was ordinarily on a good
understanding with his government; in Carthage he was frequently
at decided feud with his masters at home, and was forced to resist
them by unconstitutional means and to make common cause with the
opposing party of reform.

In the Treatment of Their Subject

Both Carthage and Rome ruled over communities of lineage kindred with
their own, and over numerous others of alien race.  But Rome had
received into her citizenship one district after another, and had
rendered it even legally accessible to the Latin communities; Carthage
from the first maintained her exclusiveness, and did not permit the
dependent districts even to cherish a hope of being some day placed
upon an equal footing.  Rome granted to the communities of kindred
lineage a share in the fruits of victory, especially in the acquired
domains; and sought, by conferring material advantages on the rich and
noble, to gain over at least a party to her own interest in the other
subject states.  Carthage not only retained for herself the produce
of her victories, but even deprived the most privileged cities of
their freedom of trade.  Rome, as a rule, did not wholly take away
independence even from the subject communities, and imposed a fixed
tribute on none; Carthage despatched her overseers everywhere, and
loaded even the old-Phoenician cities with a heavy tribute, while her
subject tribes were practically treated as state-slaves.  In this way
there was not in the compass of the Carthagino-African state a single
community, with the exception of Utica, that would not have been
politically and materially benefited by
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