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Abstract: The history of the wars between Carthage and Rome was rewritten by two pro-Roman historians, Polybius and
Titus Livius. The former, while usually more reliable, revised facts that would have shown his employers, the Scipionic/Aemili-
an family, in an unfavorable light, while the latter, a clear Roman patriotic propagandist, embellished history to suit his
purposes. Accounts of the wars by Carthaginian historians seem to have been lost or been conveniently destroyed. Never-
theless, gaps and contradictions in the Roman accounts, together with a modern understanding of human motivation and
environmental circumstances, allow for the reconstruction of the original events. A case in point is the battle of Cannae, in
216 BCE, where a modern analysis reveals the real reasons for Hannibal s victory, the true strengths of the armies of Romans
and Carthaginians, the identity of the actual commander of the Roman forces, the correct casualty figures, and the likely
reasons for Hannibal s refusal to march on Rome following his great victory.

Keywords: Historical Revisionism, Hannibal, Punic Wars, Cannae, Polybius, Titus Livius, Historical Reconstruction

HE BATTLE OF Cannae, between the
multi-ethnic forces of the Carthaginian gen-
eral Hannibal Barca and the much larger
Roman army under the command of consuls
Lucius Aemilius Paulus and Gaius Terentius Varro,
in 216 BCE, was without a doubt one of the most
significant battles in history. Nevertheless, many
important details of this engagement remain uncer-
tain and controversial. This paper proposes a reinter-
pretation of several critical factors in the conflict:
the actual size of the opposing armies, the jdentity
of the Roman battle commander, the numbers of
casualties, the reason behind Hannibal’s strategy and
amazing victory, and the factors that precluded
Hannibal’s marching against Rome immediately at
the conclusion of the battle. The methods of logical
inference, internal consistency, and psychological
analysis, will be used to support our conclusions.
History was written by the victors. Nowhere is
this dictum truer than in the case of the three wars
waged between Carthage and Rome (264-241, 218-
201, and 149-146 BCE). Even the name by which
these conflicts are known reflects a Roman bias:
Punic Wars. Surely historians in the maritime and
mercantile city-state of Carthage would have referred
to the conflicts as Roman Wars. As it is, historical
records that were produced by the Carthaginian side
have been totally obliterated or lost, and most of
what we have was penned by pro-Roman sources.
Of these sources, the two most important ones are
the accounts of Polybius and Livy (Titus Livius).
Polybius was Greek. He lived from approximately
200 to 118 BCE, and thus was alive only through

the course of the third war, which he was able to
witness first hand. A military man, he was enslaved
by the Romans, and came to serve the Aemilian/Sci-
pionic family, becoming friend and mentor of Scipio
Aemilianus, the destroyer of Carthage. He wrote
about 50 years after Cannae, and his works are gen-
erally regarded as more reliable than those of Livy
(e.g., Lancel, 47-51; Barcelo, 279; Seibert 1993a, 1-
2, 1993b, 44-52). Apparently he made an effort to
retrace Hannibal’s steps over the Alps and inter-
viewed survivors of the second war. Nevertheless,
his objectivity and accuracy becomes suspect when
he writes about members of the family he served.

Livy lived from 59 BCE to 17 CE (or 64 BCE to
12 CE). He was essentially a Roman moralist and
propagandist, whose historical accounts, although
beautifully written, contain many fictionalized incid-
ents, such as speeches (which he pretends to quote
verbatim) and anecdotes, clearly invented to embel-
lish the record and provide an inspirational and pat-
riotic narrative for his Roman audience. Closer to a
novelist than to an objective chronicler of the past,
his history of Rome and the Punic Wars is less reli-
able than that of Polybius, and should be used only
with great caution and reluctance to fill gaps in the
incomplete Polybian account.

In what follows, we will consider a series of
problem areas that emerge from an examination of
the historical accounts of the battle of Cannae
provided by Polybius and Livy.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF THE HUMANITIES, VOLUME 4, 2006
http://www.Humanities-Journal.com, ISSN 1447-9508 (print), 1447-9559 (online)
© Common Ground, Yozan D. Mosig, Imene Belhassen, All Rights Reserved, Permissions: cg-support@commongroundpublishing.com




[image: image5.jpg]INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF THE HUMANITIES, VOLUME 4

The Size of the Opposing Armies

After being defeated in the cavalry encounter at the
Ticinus river (218 BCE), at the battle of the Trebia
(218 BCE), and at Lake Trasimenus (217 BCE), the
Romans decided to raise a massive army to get rid
of Hannibal once and for all. Polybius (II1.107) tells
us that the Romans recruited eight legions, to be
matched by an equal number of legions from their
Italian allies, and that the numerical strength of each
legion was increased from 4,000 to 5,000. Con-
sequently, the size of the infantry forces marshaled
by the Romans totaled 80,000. This number is usu-
ally accepted as valid by most historians. The ques-
tion, though, is the size of the cavalry complement
of each legion, and the total strength of the Roman
horse. Since the previous defeats of the Romans had
been a direct result of the numerical superiority of
the Carthaginian horse, it stands to reason that in re-
cruiting cavalry complements for their enlarged le-
gions, the Romans also increased the size of the
equestrian forces accompanying each legion, prob-
ably from 200 to at least 300, or perhaps even 350
or 400. Polybius (I11.107) states that “on occasions
of exceptional gravity” the Romans increased the
size to 300, and that the numbers of the allied cavalry
were required to be “three times as numerous as the
Roman.” Hannibal’s successive defeats of three Ro-
man armies certainly constituted an “occasion of
exceptional gravity,” for the very survival of the
Republic seemed to be at stake, and it makes sense
to assume that the cavalry, whose weakness had
contributed to the previous defeats, was particularly
strengthened. Polybius indicated elsewhere (V1.25)
that a typical legion of his day included 300 horse
riders (rather than 200), which makes an enhanced
figure of 400 for “special occasions” even more
likely. If we use the figure of 400 per Roman legion
(or atotal of 3200 for the eight legions raised for the
battle), and triple that number, counting the strength
for each allied legion as 1,200 (giving a total of
9,600), we arrive at a combined cavalry of 12,800.
This would mean that the Romans not only out-
numbered Hannibal’s infantry forces (which con-
sisted 0of 40,000) two to one, but also held numerical
superiority in cavalry (Hannibal’s numbering
10,000). Even if we accept only an increment for
“occasions of exceptional gravity” of 300, this would
give us 2,400 (300 x 8) Roman and 7,200 (900 x 8)
allied cavalry, or a total of 9,600. The Romans had
at least practical numerical equality with Hannibal’s
horsemen.

Polybius (I11.107), though, lists the strength of the
Roman horse only as “over 6,000.” Why this discrep-
ancy? Perhaps one reason can be found in the fact
that the Romans consistently rationalized their de-
feats by attributing them to Hannibal’s superior
cavalry numbers, so that accepting that they actually

held superiority, or at least parity, in cavalry, at the
moment of their greatest disaster, would have made
their defeat that much more shameful. The Romans
regarded themselves as the best warriors of their
time, and Hannibal’s victories needed to be explained
away in order to maintain that self-image. While
necessarily recognizing his genius (for how could
they have been defeated by a lesser general?), they
needed a way to excuse and justify their own failure.

Some (e.g., Daly, 74-75) have argued that the lar-
ger numbers for the Roman horse are unlikely be-
cause “early encounters between Roman and Numidi-
an cavalry suggest no significant qualitative differ-
ence between the two” and that therefore “the anni-
hilation of the citizen cavalry at Cannae can be
largely explained by their being greatly out-
numbered.” As we will see below, though, there was
a different reason for the defeat of the Roman and
allied horse, which did not preclude their actual nu-
merical superiority. It can also not be argued that the
Romans would not have been able to raise a larger
cavalry force due to a shortage of horses or riders,
for even after Cannae they continued recruiting cav-
alry contingents for scores of legions.

The Command of the Roman Army at
Cannae

Although two consuls, Lucius Aemilius Paulus and
Gaius Terentius Varro, were in charge of the largest
army Rome had ever raised, they alternated actual
command day by day. Who was in command the day
of the battle, and who was, therefore, responsible for
the worst defeat in Roman history? Polybius (III.113)
and Livy (XXII.45), who essentially copies Polybius
here, state that it was Terentius Varro’s turn to take
command on that fateful day of August 2,216 BCE.
Aemilius Paulus is described as being reluctant to
engage, and Varro’s rashness has been blamed for
the disaster. But the evidence suggests otherwise.
As Seibert (1993a, 192) has pointed out, the consul
in command would have traditionally led the right
wing, where the Roman horse (the equites) were
placed. Varro was in charge of the left wing, that of
the allied cavalry. It was Aemilius Paulus who can
therefore be identified as the consul in command that
day. As an employee of the Aemilian family, Polybi-
us would have had the motivation to disguise this
fact by blaming Varro instead, in order to protect the
reputation of Aemilius Paulus. Two additional facts
support the contention that Paulus, and not Varro,
was in command. After being wounded, Paulus was
offered the opportunity to escape from the field, but
chose to stay and face certain death, which would
be consistent with the shame he would have experi-
enced at the unfolding disaster, had it been his re-
sponsibility. Varro, on the other hand, was able to
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them victory. They were not bothered by the fact
that cavalry could operate effectively on such terrain,
for, after all, they had now equestrian equality or
even superiority. For this reason, the story of Paulus
and Varro disagreeing on the location of the battle
is, in all likelihood, fictitious.

The battle plan of the Romans clearly intended to
puncture through the Carthaginian center with their
massive phalange-like infantry force, and to envelope
the defeated Carthaginian forces to the right and left
of the broken center. But their expectations did not
come to be. The genius of Hannibal allowed him,
not only to use the predictable Roman elitism to de-
feat their cavalry, but to achieve the apparently im-
possible, the total envelopment of the larger army
by his much smaller one, and the complete annihila-
tion of the enemy.

By advancing his troops in a convex arc, Hannibal
ensured that the initial engagement between the ad-
vancing Roman phalange and his forces was concen-
trated in the very center, so that the Romans not in
the immediate center would be drawn to it, in order
to be able to engage, compacting their army more
and more towards the middle. Although his Gauls
and Spaniards were, to an extent, his weakest and
most expendable forces, Hannibal himself, together
with his brother Mago, commanded the center, and
made sure that the Carthaginian army gradually
pulled back in an orderly fashion, making the convex
front gradually straight, and then actually concave.
The huge Roman force, undoubtedly believing they
were winning, continued to advance into the sack-
like trap formed by the gradually withdrawing
Carthaginian forces. At the critical moment, the elite
African veterans Hannibal kept in reserve, 5,000 on
each side, wheeled in, and attacked the flanks of the
trapped Roman army, stopping its advance, as in the
arms of a vise, pressing the Romans together more
and more, until they were hardly able to move. Any
possibility of retreat was blocked by Hasdrubal’s
horsemen at the rear. The Carthaginian center did
not break, and reversed its retreat as the Roman army
became gradually immobilized. Only those at the
borders could fight at all, and even they had insuffi-
cient space to wield their swords. Meanwhile, those
inside of the trapped army were essentially sentenced
to wait for their turn to die. Within a few hours, the
greatest army Rome had ever raised was no more.

Hannibal’s victory was the result of a number of
factors: Roman elitism and predictability, the agility
of the Numidian cavalry, the discipline of all of his
forces, who were able to implement his master plan
in clockwork fashion, and, above all, his own tactical
and strategic vision. His victory most certainly did
not depend on luck, nor was it the result of the incom-
petence of Aemilius Paulus, and much less of Varro,
nor of the Volturnus wind that was said to be blowing

in the faces of the Roman soldiers. The fatal flaw
was also not the Roman practice of alternating daily
command. What doomed them at Cannae was ulti-
mately their own arrogance and the genius of their
greatest adversary.

The Casualty Figures at Cannae

Polybius (I1.117) states that only 70 of the allied
cavalry managed to escape with Varro and that 300
others “reached different cities in scattered groups.”
He further indicates that some 10,000 Romans were
captured, “but not in the actual battle, while only
perhaps three thousand escaped from the field to
neighboring towns.” He adds; “All the rest, number-
ing about seventy thousand, died bravely.” As for
Hannibal’s losses, Polybius lists “about four thousand
Celts, fifteen hundred Spaniards and Africans, and
two hundred cavalry,” or a total of 5,700. Livy
(XXII1.49), on the other hand, gives a lesser figure
for the Roman losses (about 50,000) and a larger for
the Cartaginian dead (8,000). Some historians (e.g.,
Goldsworthy, Daly) have balked at accepting the
Polybian figures, because they seem larger than
possible if one assumes that the Romans had only
6,000 cavalry. Their total strength would have been
80,000 infantry plus 6,000 horse, or 86,000, and
Polybius’s figures, 70,000 fallen, plus 10,000 prison-
ers, plus up to 10,000 survivors, total about 90,000.
But we have already established that the real cavalry
strength of the Roman army at Cannae was in all
likelihood somewhere between 9,600 and 12,800.
Taking these revised figures into account, Polybius’s
casualty numbers seem quite plausible, and no con-
tradiction exists. In view of the overall greater reliab-
ility of Polybius’s account over Livy’s, it seems
reasonable to accept that, indeed, 70,000 Romans
and a little over 5,000 of Hannibal’s men died on the
plain of Cannae, on August 2, 216 BCE.

The Reasons for Hannibal not Marching
Against Rome in the Aftermath of
Cannae

Much has been made of Hannibal’s apparent failure
to capitalize on his victory at Cannae by marching
immediately against Rome, after the annihilation of
its greatest army, and thus ending the bloody conflict
with the sacking of the city on the Tiber. This alleged
failure is the subject of an often quoted anecdote, in
all likelihood fictitious, in which Maharbal, com-
mander of the Numidian cavalry, urges Hannibal in
vain to march without delay against Rome, telling
him: “In five days you shall banquet in the Capitol!
Follow after; I will precede you with the cavalry that
the Romans may know that you are there before they
know that you are coming!” Upon Hannibal’s refusal,
he rebukes him by saying: “In very truth the gods
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and upon returning to Rome was received with open
arms and congratulated for not having despaired of
the Republic (e.g., de Beer, 216). Had he been the
commander responsible for the annihilation of
Rome’s greatest army, it is highly unlikely that he
would have enjoyed such a reception! The Romans
notoriously did not reward their failed generals, much
less assign them to further military commands, as
was later the case with Varro (Dodge, 411,428). We
must conclude that Lucius Aemilius Paulus, and not
Varro, was the Roman commander at the battle of
Cannae.

The Reasons for Hannibal ’s Victory at
Cannae

The deployment of forces on the plain of Cannae, to
the right of the Aufidus (now Ofanto) river, close to
the modern city of Barletta, in southeastern Italy,
seems to have been as follows. The Roman horse,
numbering 2,400 (or 3,200, if we accept the enhance-
ment of 400 per legion) was on the right wing,
commanded by Aemilius Paulus. The allied cavalry,
numbering 7,200 (or 9,600), formed the left wing,
and was under the command of Terentius Varro. The
center, led by Minucius and Servilius, consisted of
the massed infantry forces, placed in more compact
and deeper formation than was usual for a Roman
army. Their number was 80,000 minus the forces
left to guard the Roman camps on both sides of the
river. The front line consisted of skirmishers. The
Roman army faced south.

Hannibal’s army faced north, and it also had cav-
alry contingents on both flanks. On the Carthaginian
left wing, facing the 2,400-3,200 Roman equites,
Hannibal placed his 6,000-strong heavy Celtic and
Iberian horse, led by Hasdrubal (no relation to Han-
nibal’s brother by that name). On the right wing he
deployed the Numidian horse, led by Hanno (or
Maharbal), numbering 4,000, and facing the 7,200~
9,600 allied horse. In the center he placed his in-
fantry, some 40,000 (minus forces left to defend his
camp on the left side of the river). They consisted of
Gauls interspersed with contingents of Iberians, plus
his African veterans (5,000 on each side) as a reserve
force. The Carthaginian center formation advanced
as a convex semicircle (as seen from the Roman
side). In front was a line of skirmishers.

Hannibal had to have planned his troop deploy-
ment well before the battle, it could not have been
an improvisation conceived on the spot as the Roman
army was moving into place. Why did Hannibal
choose to position his forces as he did? What was
the fatal flaw he recognized in the Roman formation,
and how could Hannibal have predicted it?

YOZAN D. MOSIG, IMENE BELHASSEN

It can be argued that what did the Romans in was,
above all, their elitism. Hannibal knew that the Ro-
man nobility would ride on the right, and not together
with their “lesser” peers, the Italian allies. If the Ro-
mans had divided their total cavalry into two equal
forces, deployed on either side of the field, the out-
come of the battle might have been quite different.
But they predictably placed the smaller elite Roman
force on the right, and Hannibal was able to deploy
against them the heavy Celtic and Iberian horse under
Hasdrubal, outnumbering them by more than two to
one, and practically assuring victory on that side.

It is important to note that Hannibal’s total cavalry
force consisted of two totally different equestrian
contingents: Celtic/Iberian and Numidian. The heavy
Celtic and Iberian riders formed a shock force that
would crush their outnumbered Roman counterparts,
the cavalry battle becoming compacted between the
river and the Roman right infantry flank, to the point
that riders would have to dismount in order to fight,
lacking sufficient room to maneuver. The Numidian
horse, on the other hand, which Hannibal placed on
his own right wing, was a highly mobile force, spe-
cializing in hit and run clashes, and its riders were
arguably the best in the world at that time. Their
tactics involved advancing and retreating, circling
and changing directions, closing in to strike and im-
mediately withdrawing too far away to be struck.
They were the ideal forces to harass and keep busy
the larger contingent of allied horse on the Roman
left, who were unable to match the agility of the
Numidians.

As the Celtic and Iberian horse routed the Roman
cavalry, rather than chase after the few survivors,
the disciplined riders under Hasdrubal rode swiftly
behind the battlefield to fall upon the allied horse at
the opposite side, the forces kept in check by the
harassing Numidians. The allied cavalry under Varro
broke, and his riders fled from the field with tremend-
ous losses, being chased by the Numidians. Mean-
while, the heavy horse under Hasdrubal wheeled
around once again and fell upon the back of the Ro-
man army. In the meantime, Hannibal had sprung a
trap he had hidden in plain sight.

It is tempting to regard the choice of a flat plain,
such as that at Cannae, as terrain for the great battle,
a blunder on the part of Paulus or Varro, because it
was ideal for the maneuverability of Hannibal’s for-
midable cavalry. But the Romans had an important
reason to choose to do battle on an open plain: it
precluded the hiding of forces for an ambuscade, a
Hannibalic tactic that had resulted in heavy Roman
losses at the Trebia and at Lake Trasimenus (where
Hannibal actually managed to hide his entire army
in ambush!). Since on the plain of Cannae no ambus-
cade was possible, the Romans were confident that
their massive numerical superiority would guarantee
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how to gain a victory, Hannibal: you know not how
to use one” (Livy XXII.51). Livy presented this bit
of nonsense to bolster his own thesis: “That day’s
delay is generally believed to have saved the City
and the empire” (XXII.51). As Seibert (1993a, 199)
has pointed out, the Roman origin of this story is
clear from the reference to “banqueting in the Capit-
ol,” for Maharbal could hardly have known that this
was customary for a returning victorious Roman
general!

But was Hannibal’s “failure” to march on Rome
indeed a blunder? Why did he choose not to proceed
toward the capital of his enemies, after his greatest
victory? We will attempt to answer the second
question first.

Hannibal was born into a culture quite different
from that of Rome. Carthage was a maritime mer-
chant city-state, ruling over commerce in the Medi-
terranean world. The philosophy of a business-ori-
ented realm is typically not militaristic, for war
functions as an impediment rather than a facilitator
of commerce. Conflicts and disagreements tend to
be settled by trade, negotiation, and compromise,
rather than by war, violence, and destruction. The
historical record suggests that although Carthaginians
were able to wage war when necessary, they were
not a warlike society. When circumstances forced
armed conflict, they preferred to hire mercenaries to
do the fighting for them. Mercenaries can be hired,
paid, and dismissed. The Carthaginians did not
maintain a regular citizen army. When given a
choice, they preferred a negotiated peace to violent
conquest. Being a product of a mercantile society,
the character of Hannibal, the man, must have been
affected by this social background.

Hannibal was an educated man. He was able to
communicate in many languages, among them Greek,
and it is likely that he was well read in the Greek
classics. One of his tutors, Sosylos, was from Sparta,
and another, Silenos, was a Greek from Sicily. It is
likely that Hannibal was familiar, not only with the
works of Homer, Herodotus, Thucydides, and
Xenophon, but also with those of Greek philosophers,
such as Heraklitus, Parmenides, Plato, and above all,
Aristotle, tutor to Alexander the Great, whom he
greatly admired.

From age nine, Hannibal grew up in Spain, among
the forces of his father, the Carthaginian general
Hamilcar Barca, who made sure that his son contin-
ued to have the best of tutors, and who undoubtedly
inculcated in him the values of Carthaginian society.
To assume that because he grew up surrounded by
the Carthaginian colonial forces in Spain he only
learned soldiering (at which he undoubtedly excelled)
is unjustified. It seems likely that Hannibal, far from
being a violent man filled with hatred of the Roman
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enemies of Carthage, was a rational, cultivated indi-
vidual. The story of his childhood oath of eternal
enmity against Rome is most likely apocryphal, and
in any case, it was an oath never to become a “friend”
(meaning “a subject”) of Rome, rather than a profes-
sion of hatred. It is quite possible that rather than
delighting in warfare, Hannibal engaged in it only
out of necessity for the protection of his country.
There is no doubt that he was patriotic, and that he
placed the welfare and glory of Carthage above his
own, even at times when his city-state failed to sup-
port him.

The document he prepared for the treaty of
Carthage with king Philip V of Macedon, in 215
BCE (recorded by Polybius, VII.9), reveals not only
that he was highly educated, respectful of religious
traditions, and well aware of diplomacy and protocol,
but also that his plans and intentions did not include
the destruction of Rome. It is clear from this docu-
ment that Hannibal merely intended to curb the ex-
pansionistic military imperialism of Rome, and re-
strict the Romans to their own geographical region
in the middle of the Italian peninsula (Lancel, 192-
194). This would have resulted in freedom for the
cities previously subjugated by the Romans, espe-
cially the Greek colonies at the south of the penin-
sula, as well as the liberation of the Gallic tribes in
the north. Naturally, it would also have allowed
Carthage to retain its commercial pre-eminence in
the Mediterranean.

The Romans (especially Livy), portrayed Hannibal
as greedy, cruel, faithless, and treacherous, charges
that were actually truer about the Romans themselves
(consonant with the workings of the ego defense
mechanism of projection, attributing to someone else
flaws one is unwilling to recognize in oneself). This
is not to argue that Hannibal was flawless, of course,
but he certainly was not crueler than his adversaries,
who demonstrated terrible brutality and vengefulness
upon retaking cities that had previously allied them-
selves with the Carthaginians. For those interested
in Hannibal’s character, the excellent books on the
subject by Gottlob Egelhaaf (1922) and Edmund
Groag (1967) are still highly recommended.

If we now imagine this brilliant general, an edu-
cated and cultured person from a society that settled
disagreements through compromise and negotiation,
standing on the bloody field of Cannae, littered with
75,000 dead and countless wounded and maimed,
we can speculate that the spectacle was not one in
which he would have taken great pleasure. While
acknowledging the necessity of achieving victory in
the face of a ruthless and intransigent enemy, his
emotions were probably closer to revulsion and
consternation. In this mindset, for him to contemplate
now the destruction of a great city, resulting in hun-
dreds of thousands of additional deaths, men, women,
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and children, would not have resulted in eagerness
to implement such macabre vision (quite the oppos-
ite, by the way, seems to have been the case with
Scipio Aemilianus, the architect of the destruction
of Carthage 70 years later, whose only regret after
killing three fourths of a million people, seems to
have been the thought that some day Rome herself
might suffer the same fate!). An immediate march
against Rome was then incompatible, not only with
Hannibal’s goals and intentions, but also with his
character and personality.

But would it have made sense to attempt such a
march at all? Rome was a large city, defended by
huge walls, which Hannibal’s troops would have
been unable to breach, lacking siege equipment. Be-
sides, his numbers were insufficient for a successful
siege. Parking his relatively small army in front of
the walls of Rome would have allowed them to be
trapped between the city’s defenses and reinforce-
ments arriving from all corners of the peninsula, and
would have accomplished nothing but his own de-
struction. It must be remembered that, while Hanni-
bal was in a foreign land, cut off from his supply
lines, and unable to receive reinforcements, the
manpower potential of the Roman federation was in
excess of 700,000! (Dodge, 95).

There was still another reason why Hannibal could
not have simply marched on Rome right after the
battle of Cannae. As John Shean argues quite convin-
cingly, the logistical limitations of Hannibal’s army
would have made it impossible at that point (Shean,
159-187). Without a permanent base of supply,
Hannibal did not have the resources to feed his anim-
als and men on a march of over 200 km without ad-
equate preparation. Additionally, he had to take care
of an indeterminate, but certainly large, number of
wounded.

There is also a further socio-cultural and political
reason for why Hannibal would not have contem-
plated such an action, even had it been feasible. In
the tradition of the Mediterranean world of his day
(Greek, Macedonian, Carthaginian), a defeat such
as the one inflicted on Rome at Cannae would have
led inevitably to a negotiated peace. Rome, having
been repeatedly defeated in the field and having had
its greatest army annihilated, would have been expec-
ted to agree to peace terms that included some com-
pensation paid to the victor. But the Romans refused
to negotiate, and, showing a total disregard for hu-
man life, even that of their own citizens, refused to
ransom their captured soldiers, branding them as
cowards simply due to the fact that they were still
alive! This was something Hannibal could not have
foreseen. Once the Roman attitude became apparent,
Hannibal continued with his original plan of liberat-
ing the people subjugated by Rome in order to
gradually achieve the defection of Rome’s allies. He

almost succeeded. His strategy was sound, and the
causes for its ultimate failure can be found, not in
some intrinsic weakness in his plan, but in two
factors. The first one was the reluctance of the people
of Capua, Tarentum, and other liberated cities, to
actually serve in Hannibal’s army and risk making
the ultimate sacrifice in defense of their newly gained
freedom. The other consisted of the myopic and
misguided policies of his mother city, Carthage. The
Carthaginian senate repeatedly failed to fully support
their greatest field commander, showing more con-
cern for the protection of their silver mines in Spain
than for the resolution of the struggle in the Italian
peninsula, the war theatre in which final victory or
defeat would be decided.

Marching on Rome in the aftermath of Cannae
was thus logistically impractical, strategically suicid-
al, philosophically unacceptable, and psychologically
incompatible with Hannibal’s cultural upbringing
and personality. After Cannae, Hannibal remained
in Italy for 13 more years, during which time he was
never actually defeated by the Romans, who were
now satisfied with following him at a distance and
avoiding any further pitched battles with him. With
his limited numbers he could not be everywhere to
protect his allies, and the cities he had liberated were
recaptured by the Romans, one by one. Had they, as
well as Carthage, supported him with all their re-
sources, the outcome of the war would have been
most likely different. That they did not, and that he
consequently failed, is perhaps one of the greatest
tragedies in human history.

Conclusion

The Lessons of History

It is interesting to speculate on the consequences the
victory of Rome over Carthage had for the sub-
sequent history of the rest of the world, and on how
different that history might have been if Carthage,
and not Rome, had prevailed.

Rome was a militaristic society, where martial
prowess and victory were valued above everything
else. Advancement in Roman society depended on
military record. The Romans regarded themselves
as an elite destined to rule, and everyone else as in-
ferior. In their thirst for conquest, they were the ori-
ginal developers of the policy of pre-emptive war-
fare. The expansion of empire that followed the wars
against Carthage was characterized by the destruction
of anyone who they suspected could become a rival
in the future. Their disregard for human life is
demonstrated by instances of genocide, such as the
holocaust of Carthage, by the destruction and mas-
sacre of Corinth, the sack of Jerusalem, and many
more atrocities. Their society, although not unique
in this respect, was based on the institution of




[image: image10.jpg]slavery. That they were good at codifying laws and
at building aqueducts and monuments has led many
to ignore the darker side of the Republic, and later,
the Empire.

Ever since the defeat of Carthage, the history of
the West has followed on the footsteps of Rome. It
has been characterized by warfare, bloodshed, and
conquest, by the establishment of empire, and later
by efforts to replicate the Roman Empire after it fi-
nally collapsed. Hitler’s Thousand-Year Reich was
based on his dream to create an empire like Rome’s.
Two books recently released in Germany, Michael
Ewert’s Amerikas punische Kriege: Niedergang,
Terror und Gehirnwaesche, and Peter Bender’s
Weltmacht Amerika-Das neue Rom, present compel-
ling arguments that the same is true for the current
policies of the Bush administration.

How different the world would have unfolded if
Hannibal had been victorious, and the mercantile
culture of Carthage, based on barter, business, ex-
change, negotiation, and compromise, had become
the model for future generations! Perhaps peaceful
coexistence rather than armed confrontation and
conquest would have become the norm rather than
the exception, and the tragic millennia of constant
warfare could have been avoided. Peace and stability
are the necessary prerequisites for successful com-
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merce. A Carthaginian victory would perhaps have
resulted in a more rational society, in which might
does not make right. Carthage did not try to impose
its religion, beliefs, or even political system, on its
allies, or within its sphere of influence. Could per-
haps a spirit of tolerance have developed, instead of
centuries of intolerance, repression, and religious
persecution? It is impossible for us to know, of
course. But there is little doubt that the second war
between Rome and Carthage, the so-called Hannibal-
ic war, was a major turning point in world history,
and that the road not taken might have resulted in a
radically different future.

Returning to our original thesis, we have found
that the history of Hannibal’s epic struggle against
Rome was distorted and misrepresented by the vic-
tors. In the case of the battle of Cannae, the Roman
account changed the actual size of the armies, attrib-
uted Roman defeat to the wrong commander, reduced
(with Livy) the casualty figures of the defeated, failed
to give the real reasons for the Roman disaster, and
proposed a fictitious misjudgment on Hannibal’s part
as the reason for his ultimate failure. It is hoped that
the arguments presented in the present paper will
help to reconstruct the events that transpired at Can-
nae in 216 BCE, and to put Hannibal in a different
historical perspective.
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