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The Fall of Carthage:

An Historical Essay on the Folly of Disarmament

(BAH41)


The fall of Carthage, a powerful North African nation of the ancient world, is one of the most intriguing and tragic events in the history of the western world. Her fall was vicious and complete. It is so tragic because it was so avoidable. A series of events characterized by political trickery, treachery and deceit on the part of Rome, and national security blunders on the part of Carthage, led to the fall of a formerly great and prosperous nation. In this essay we shall examine this tragedy of human miscalculation from three aspects: its origins, its causes (both internal and external) and, most importantly, it’s abiding message.


Carthage was situated in strategically advantageous location on the uppermost coast of North Africa. Along with Tyre and Sidon, she enjoyed great wealth and prominence due to her success in sea trade. As a result of a series of attacks from Shalmaneser, Nebuchadrezzar and Alexander against Tyre, many Tyrian aristocrats and upper class relocated to Africa (and many of these to Carthage) increasing her power and in​fluence throughout the Mediterranean.


The Carthaginians were a Semitic people akin to the Jews. Will Durant described them in this way: “The men grew beards but usually shaved the upper lip with bronze razors. Most of them wore a fez or a turban, shoes or sandals, and a long loose gown . . . the woman led, for the most part, a veiled and secluded life . . . both sexes used jewelry and perfume and occasionally displayed a ring in the nose . . . Greek and Roman writers describe them as heavy eaters and drinkers . . . Polybius reported that in Carthage nothing that results in pro​fit is regarded as disgraceful.”


The Greek historian Plutarch has provided us with an observation that gives us a clue to a telling and detrimental character flaw which, according to him, characterized the people of Carthage. He described them as “harsh and gloomy, docile to their rulers hard to their subjects, running to extremes of cowardice in fear and of savagery in anger, stubborn in decisions, austere, and unresponsive to amusement or the graces of life.” The italicized statement above gives us insight into the Carthaginian psyche. The inability to think clearly in time of national crisis will insure the defeat of any nation regardless of its military strength. If Plutarch is correct in his estimation of the Carthaginians, they probably met the crisis with Rome with emotion rather than clear thinking. Unfortunately, emotion is without the capacity to think - the most crucial of all ingredients in a time of great decision. Under pressure, emotion can do but one thing: react. Whether that reaction be one of fear, panic, or hysteria, it is emotive and counter-productive. Thus, Plutarch tells us, that their tendency was to cowardice in fear. The courageous man thinks under pressure, even though he fears; the coward simply emotes. This flaw then, coupled with an irresponsible goal of enjoying peace at any cost, resulted in Carthage literally delivering herself into Rome’s hands as a limp, rag-doll nation to be manipulated at Roman will, all the while enjoying self-imposed defenselessness and calling it peace. 


Rome was asked what she thought of Carthage expanding into Sicily; Rome answered with the first Punic war. Rome was asked what she thought of Carthage expanding into Spain; Rome answered with the second Punic war. After a surprising near defeat at the hand of the brilliant Carthaginian warrior Hannibal and his herd of elephants, Scipio the Younger engaged the great captain and finally gained the victory for Rome. At Zama, fifty miles south of Carthage, Scipio left the battlefield littered with 20,000 dead Carthaginians.


Crisis had come and Carthage, true to form, exhibited her cowardice in fear by agreeing to Rome’s post-war demands without objection. Hannibal, in all likelihood disgusted by seeing all that he had battled for trodden under foot, advised the leadership of his government to accept defeat and agree to the demands. The demands were hard. Carthage was to:

1. Pay Rome 200 talents ($720,000) each year for the next fifty years,

2. Hand over her entire navy with the exception of ten triremes,
 and

3. Agree not to engage in warfare without Roman consent.

The folly of acquiescing to the last of these demands is incalculable. What could possibly be more self-crippling than agreeing to surrender your nation’s right to defend herself? Carthage had, in effect, swallowed a time bomb. 

The trouble began afresh when Marcus Porcius Cato, the great Roman censor, general and writer, visited Carthage on an official mission in 175 B.C.  Cato was stunned to see how quickly the city had recovered from the second Punic War. After noting the wealth they had accumulated from commerce, the weaponry they had stockpiled and the agricult​ural prosperity they now enjoyed, Cato returned to Rome determined to destroy Carthage. He appeared before the Senate with the fresh figs he had picked on his trip and, reminding his colleagues of how near Carthage was to Rome, began a campaign – backed by the conservative right - to obliterate the North African city. From that day on, Cato would conclude each speech that  he made before the Senate, regardless of the topic at hand, with the words: “Ceterum censeo delendam esse Carthaginem” – Besides, I think that Carthage must be destroyed.

During this time Masinissa, the king of Numidia, began attacking Carthaginian territory and claiming it as his own. Because of the paralyzing agreement that she made following the second Punic War, Carthage could not protect her own borders without permission from Rome. Masinissa had gained the favor of Rome and - if we take into consideration Cato’s incessant warning that Carthage must be dealt with - it is not improbable that Rome paid Numidia to repeatedly sack Carthage.

The story went like this: Masinissa would raid Carthaginian territory; Carthage would dispatch ambassadors to Rome to protest and request permission to defend her property; Rome, claiming that they saw no need for aggressive action, would deny the request. On and on it went (attack by Numidia – ambassadors dispatched to Rome - refusal by Rome) until 151 B.C. when Carthage made the last of the promised fifty $720,000 payments to Rome. Her monetary debt now paid, Carthage felt that her obligations to Rome were fulfilled and immediately declared war against Numidia. This gave the Roman conservative right the excuse they needed. One year later the third Punic War began.

A weakened Carthage was no match for Roman might. Rome promised Carthage that if she would agree to certain demands (sound familiar?), she would be permitted to retain her freedom and territorial boundaries. Once again that self-defeating Carthaginian virtue of chicken-heartedness surfaced. Incredibly, they agreed to:

1. Hand over 300 children of noble families as hostages to safeguard against disobedience.

2. Surrender the remainder of their navy in its entirety.

3. Give up a large quantity of grain.

4. Surrender every remaining article of weaponry down to the last spear.


When every last demand had been met, the Romans ordered that the citizenry of Carthage be moved ten miles from the city and that it be burned to the ground. Realizing that they had been played for fools they did what they did best: flipped out! They tore their politicians limb from limb, they stoned their ambassadors to death, they killed any Italians they could find, and, of course, they cried. 


Realizing their great folly, they did, for a brief moment, make a valiant attempt to defend themselves - their woman even cut off their hair to make ropes for catapults. Although they were able to produce a tremendous amount of artillery in a short period of time, it was too late. The time bomb had finally exploded. The city burned for seventeen days, was plowed and sown with salt. 


The tragedy of Carthage was the direct result of their disarmament policy. Like all great lessons of history, if not learned is sure to be repeated. The American left and the no-nukes crowd are unified in their goal of seeing our nation disarm itself. Thus we can make both an individual and national application to the fall of Carthage. On an individual level, legislation which would hinder law-abiding citizens from exercising their Second Amendment right to posses and carry firearms is nothing short of an advertisement to our loss of freedom, not to mention a direct attack against the Constitution of the United States. We would also be wise to remember that the registration and confiscation of firearms preceded every communist takeover of a Western European nation. On a national level, we must identify as an overarching principle of human history that freedom comes through military victory. A nation that allows itself to fall behind in the battle for military supremacy does not remain a free nation for long. The axiom remains true: ‘Let those who desire peace, prepare for war.’


We can only imagine how the Carthaginians felt when they realized their disastrous error: loved ones killed or sold into slavery, their city an incendiary reduced to ash, their wealth plundered as they reaped the harvest of decisions made for political expediency. May our nation never be so foolish.

� Ancient galleys having three banks of oars.
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