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Institutions 
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This paper examines the Roman Republic’s military and its place in the 
Mediterranean before and after the Second Punic War. The works of Polybius, 
Livy, and Appian serve as the primary sources for this paper. Rome’s defeats at 
Trebia, Lake Trasimene, and especially Cannae, were instigators for the 
implementation of massive reforms to its military institution. Such changes will 
bring Rome’s military force closer to that of the one that conquered the 
Mediterranean Basin. Though these reforms would bring about Rome’s victory in 
the Second Punic War and beyond, they would also bring with them dire 
repercussions in the political and social realms of its society. The Republic will 
forever be changed by its second war with Carthage. Rome would continue to 
expand through greater military campaigns. This paper argues that the changes to 
Rome’s military during the Second Punic War had a hand in creating the turmoil 
of the last century of the Roman Republic. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Southeast of Rome in 216 B.C., along the Aufidius River, lay a village that would 

become immortalized in military history: the village of Cannae. This is where Rome, 

after a series of costly and humiliating defeats at the hands of Hannibal Barca of 

Carthage, assembled the largest army in the history of the Republic. However, Cannae 

would not be remembered as the battle that destroyed the invaders that crossed over the 

Alps to enact revenge for the First Punic War. Instead, it would cement Hannibal’s legacy 

as a brilliant military strategist and make Cannae the site of one of the greatest number of 

casualties an army ever experienced in a single day. The ancient Greek historian, 

Polybius, claimed that 70,000 Romans were killed1 while the Roman historian, Livy, 

estimated 43,000.2  

The impact that Cannae and the Second Punic War in general had on the Roman 

military institution made the old system unsustainable. A series of reforms were enacted 

in order for the Roman army to be preserved through the devastating losses of Trebia 

(218 B.C.), Lake Trasimene (217 B.C.), and especially Cannae. These reforms expanded 

the role, size, and structure of the military and created long-term changes to the Roman 

society itself. From the experiences and lessons of the Second Punic War, the Roman 

military would become more like the fighting force that would create an empire that 

 
1 Polybius, The Rise of the Roman Empire, trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert (London: Penguin, 2003), 262, 

Kindle. 
 

2 Livy, Hannibal’s War, trans. John C. Yardley (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 118-23. 
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stretched from Hadrian’s wall in Britannia to the deserts of Arabia. In this thesis, I will 

examine these reforms and attempt to answer the following question: did the Second 

Punic War, by initiating a series of changes in the structure and function of the military 

and political institutions, influence the end of the Republic? 

The Roman Republic Before the Second Punic War 

 In order to better understand how the Second Punic War affected Roman military 

reforms, we must first examine what Rome’s military looked like before the war. Prior to 

the Punic Wars, the Roman Republic was relegated to the Italian peninsula. By 275 B.C., 

the Republic had become the dominant power in the peninsula and joined together the 

Etruscans in the north and the Greek city-states in the south, while also maintaining a vast 

array of alliances in the Mediterranean.3 Power was contained within the Senate, made up 

of Rome’s aristocracy. It was a stable yet adaptable society that was growing in 

prominence on the world stage. Historian David Gwynn describes the state of the 

Republic before the wars with Carthage in this way: “The Roman Republic was a living 

entity, a complex and dynamic world that evolved with time yet always remained 

distinctively Roman. The social structure was an ordered pyramid from the senatorial 

aristocracy at the peak to the smaller farmers and craftsmen and the numerous slaves who 

provided much of the workforce.”4 

 
3 David M. Gwynn, The Roman Republic: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2012), 12, Kindle.  
 

4 Gwynn, The Roman Republic, 25. 
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War was an essential aspect of Roman society during the early days of the 

Republic. Rome would wage war against its neighbors almost every year.5 Sacred 

ceremonies and rituals would be performed to mark the beginning and end of the 

campaigning season.6 All Roman citizens, except for the poorest and freedmen, were 

required by law to serve in the military for several years. During the early and middle 

Republic, most citizens in their youth would have served in several campaigns.7 Romans 

were then divided into military ranks based on property class; for example, legionaries 

were made up of the wealthy elite.8 

 Rome’s place as a society contained within the confines of the Italian peninsula 

was not to last. The wars fought against their rival Carthage would change not just 

themselves but the world. Rome’s borders would grow and new battlefields would be 

encountered. In his article “Rome and Carthage,” John Lazenby outlines the impact that 

the Punic Wars had on Rome’s radical transformation: 

The wars between Rome and Carthage, the Punic Wars, were arguably the  most 
critical Rome ever fought. Before the first, Rome was a purely Italian power and 
its forces had never operated outside peninsular Italy; by the end of the last, its 
armies had fought in Sicily, Africa, Albania, France, Spain, Greece, and Turkey, 
and it had acquired its first provinces in Sicily, Sardinia, Spain, and Africa and 
now dominated the Mediterranean world.9  

 

 
5 John Rich, “Introduction,” in War and Society in the Roman World, eds. John Rich and Graham 

Shipley (London: Routledge, 1995), 1. 
 
6 Rich, “Introduction,” in War and Society in the Roman World, 1. 
 
7 Rich, “Introduction,” in War and Society in the Roman World, 1. 

 
8 Rich, “Introduction,” in War and Society in the Roman World, 1. 
 
9 John F. Lazenby, “Rome and Carthage,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Roman Republic, ed. 
Harriet I. Flower (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 260, Kindle. 
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It is important to understand that Rome’s transition into the leading power of the 

Mediterranean Basin was a relatively expedient one. From securing its position as the 

leading power among the Italian tribes to expanding into Spain and Greece took less than 

eighty years. The Punic Wars would set Rome on a path of massive expansion and 

dominance in the Mediterranean region. Such a momentous achievement would inspire 

ancient historians to record the deeds and event that brought the Roman Republic to a 

place of prominence on the world stage. 

Primary Sources 

A Note About Dealing with Ancient Primary Sources 

 There is a famous saying about history: that it is “written by the victors.” Because 

modern historians are writing about ancient events with incomplete, biased, or sometimes 

entirely questionable sources, in many cases they can only use their best judgment and 

make an educated guess. Certainty is often unattainable. Additionally, when dealing with 

ancient warfare, each army is different, and a product of the culture and values of their 

society of origin, which is difficult to pin down so many years later.  

 There are three primary sources that are useful to my thesis. However, the 

primary source material is significantly limited in general, as much of the material no 

longer survives. Many of the secondary scholars I have read make this observation. 

Additionally, nearly all of the evidence still in existence is pro-Roman.10 If there was a 

Carthaginian source written about the Punic Wars, it did not survive Rome’s conquest 

 
10 Lazenby, “Rome and Carthage,” 264. 
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and/or the test of time.11 The following three authors constitute our primary sources for 

this period in Rome’s history: Polybius, Livy, and Appian. 

Polybius: The Histories 

 Polybius was a Greek historian who lived from around 200 - 118 B.C. He became 

a hostage to Rome after Rome conquered Macedon in 167 B.C. His writings, entitled The 

Histories, cover the period of 264 - 146 B.C., including accounts of the Punic Wars and 

military battles. His sources included a variety of written and oral sources that are now 

lost and he used documentary evidence such as treaties. He had a significant amount of 

political and military experience that was put to use in his writings. Significantly for my 

thesis, Polybius recognized the importance of the Punic Wars for Rome!s emergence as a 

world power.12 The Histories was written to explain why Rome had expanded to a 

massive size in such a short amount of time.13 Polybius took on a more pragmatic 

approach to writing history. His focus on politics and military engagements involved a 

more factual presentation of events rather than an emotional and artistic interpretation.14 

In Polybius’ view, using an emotional and artistic style of writing history allowed it to be 

associated with tragedy.15 Polybius is used by nearly all other historians writing about the 

Punic Wars, and our next author, Livy, relied heavily on him.  

 

 
11 Lazenby, “Rome and Carthage,” 264. 
 

12 Frank W. Walbank, “Introduction,” in The Rise of the Roman Empire, trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert (London: 
Penguin, 2003), 11, Kindle. 

 
13 Walbank, “Introduction,” in The Rise of the Roman Empire, 16. 
 
14 Walbank, “Introduction,” in The Rise of the Roman Empire, 20. 
 
15 Walbank, “Introduction,” in The Rise of the Roman Empire, 21. 
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Livy: From the Foundation of the City 

 Titus Livius (or Livy) lived from around 64 B.C. - 12 A.D. and began writing his 

history From the Foundation of the City around 27 B.C. At this time, Caesar Augustus 

was establishing his rule of the Roman Empire. He wrote a total of 142 books, of which 

only 35 (books 1 - 10 and 21 - 45) have survived. Livy’s books 21 - 30 pertain to the 

Second Punic War, a section that modern historians title Hannibal’s War. It is important 

to note that Livy’s history was not a work commissioned by Augustus. This gave Livy 

the freedom to openly question whether Julius Caesar’s actions benefited the Roman 

people and even praise Caesar’s adversary Pompey.16 

 Livy placed “literary art, psychological description, and moralizing comment” as 

his chief concern when writing his history, unlike Polybius.17 This can cause issues in 

providing an accurate account of events that took place. Livy also provides speeches 

given by the generals and leaders of the armies that showcase the “emotional depth to a 

situation, illustrate a person’s character, or dramatize the pros and cons in a difficult 

debate.”18 These speeches were created by Livy either in the spirit of a contemporary 

orator or in the form of dramatic realism in an attempt to present a clear description of the 

events that transpired. To Livy, the Second Punic War showed the height of Rome’s 

virtue, strength, and durability.  

 

 

 
16 John C. Yardley, “Introduction,” in Hannibal’s War, trans. John C. Yardley (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2009), ix. 
 
17 Yardley, “Introduction,” in Hannibal’s War, ix. 

 
18 Yardley, “Introduction,” in Hannibal’s War, xxiii. 
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Appian: Roman History 

 Appian of Alexandria lived from around 95 - 165 A.D. and wrote the Roman 

History, a work comprised of 24 books. These books focus on the battles and conquests 

of Rome from its inception to Trajan's campaigns in Arabia. However, his battle 

narratives can be lacking in information.19 Books 5 - 8 contain Appian’s writings on the 

Punic Wars. It is probable that he used Polybius as a source for writing his Second and 

Third Punic War sections; however, his recount of the Battle of Cannae deviates greatly 

from Polybius’ writings.20 Appian provides more topographical clarity and moves further 

away from a Roman-focused presentation of history than earlier historians had done in 

their writings.21 

The Value of These Sources 

 These sources provide a valuable contribution in understanding the events that 

transpired during the Roman Republic. That is not to say that these sources are unbiased. 

All three sources certainly place Rome in a more favorable light than the Carthaginians. 

However, they still provide a description of other sources that they used in the creation of 

their accounts. Many times, they support each other’s retelling of events. It is still 

important to keep a skeptical mind when reading their accounts, especially whom they 

are praising and condemning. It is a great tragedy that sources from the Carthaginian 

 
19 Gregory Daly, Cannae: The Experience of Battle in the Second Punic War (London: Routledge, 

2003), 25. 
 
20 Daly, Cannae, 25.  
 
21 John Carter, “Introduction,” in The Civil Wars, trans. John Carter (London: Penguin, 1996), ix. 
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perspective did not survive, for it would be extremely beneficial to compare and contrast 

the two differing sides of the Punic Wars. 

Scope 

 In order to adequately present how the Roman military adapted to the exigencies 

of the Second Punic War and what consequences these changes had for the stability of 

the Republic, I will divide my paper into four chapters. The first chapter will cover the 

state of the Roman military prior to the Second Punic War. This will involve a discussion 

of the military enlistment requirements and the leadership structure. Providing this 

context will provide a before and after comparison in order for readers to better see and 

understand the changes that occurred after the Second Punic War.  

 The second chapter will introduce the Second Punic War and showcase the battles 

of Trebia, Lake Trasimene, and Cannae. The Battle of Cannae will be described in detail 

in order for readers to better see the battle’s significance in Roman history, since, as I will 

argue, Cannae was a tipping point for Rome’s recognition of its need to bring about 

changes in its military.  

 Chapter three will begin the examination of the changes in military tactics and 

structure that took place as a direct result of Rome’s catastrophic losses at the beginning 

of the Second Punic War. These changes would be felt long after the fall of the Roman 

Republic and, I will argue, may have had a role to play in its ultimate downfall. 

 The last chapter will investigate the changes in the relationship that politics and 

military engagements shared in the Roman Republic. War was an indispensable way to 

gain political power in Rome. The Second Punic War brought about changes to the 

Roman military institution that accelerated this means of gaining political power, and its 
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consequences would be felt for the centuries to come. The competing ambitions of the 

Roman aristocracy would push Rome towards greater expansion. However, the constant 

wars of expansion would bring about unforeseen consequences and push the Republic 

into tumultuous times.  

 The conclusion to this paper will explore the consequences of these changes in 

later Roman history, including the era of the early empire. I will argue, for instance, that 

the clash of private armies in the late Republic was a product of the military and political 

alterations that took place within Roman society in the aftermath of the Second Punic 

War. As for Cannae, its memory would remain in the Roman mind long after the 

Republic. The great poet Virgil ensured that Cannae would remain part of Rome’s story 

when he wrote his magnum opus, The Aeneid.  

The Importance of this Paper 

 The foundations of Western culture are built upon the elements and structure of 

Roman society. It is valuable and instructive to investigate its history, and the function of 

its military falls within that framework. The military of any society is one of its most 

important pillars; once it topples or experiences degradation, all other pillars are in 

danger, and the society’s most cherished foundations can be wiped out. Additionally, 

there is much to learn here about rising from defeat and the power of excellent 

adaptability. Certainly, Rome’s military displayed these two qualities in excess, as well 

as a willingness to self-critique, diagnose, and adapt when necessary. Rome’s collective 

ability to think broadly and experiment allowed it to emulate the strategies of its enemies, 

as well as to give honor where honor was due in their admiration towards their great 

enemy, Hannibal. However, such changes to a vital institution such as the military would 
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not be relegated to its own pillar of society. Consequences would come in the form of 

rivalries between successful generals and senators. In the aftermath of the Second Punic 

War, conquest was far too desirable a feature in Roman society to discontinue its 

campaigns for expansion. Though the Republic’s ability to adapt in the chaotic times of 

the Second Punic War may have spared them from defeat, it inadvertently laid the 

groundwork for its eventual downfall. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 Rome’s Military Activity Prior to the Second Punic War 

In this chapter, I will provide a summary of the pivotal wars that the Roman 

Republic was engaged in prior to the Second Punic War; in doing so I hope to ascertain 

whether there are any unique attributes of the Roman military’s power and tactics 

compared to its neighbors and Carthage. Initially, the military of the early Roman 

Republic, though active, was not unlike its neighbors, and the transition between a 

monarchial government and a Republic was chaotic, as conflicts with neighbors emerged 

and increased. The Samnites, Etruscans, Gauls, and Umbrians surrounded Rome and 

would wage war for territory, revenge, and control of the Italian Peninsula from the fifth 

to the mid-fourth century. However, after achieving victory in the Third Samnite War, 

Rome managed to secure its control and influence in the region. However, the Republic 

wanted more than the achievement of a secured state, but rather sought to become the 

dominant power in the peninsula. By the time of Rome’s first war with Carthage in 264 

B.C., Rome had become a formidable force in the Mediterranean with its vast trade 

networks and alliances. The war, however, would take Rome out of its confines on the 

peninsula. The Roman military would fight in the islands of Sicily and Corsica and on the 

waters of the Mediterranean Sea. From this war, Rome would rapidly expand its borders 

and defeat Carthage in its own arena. 
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Carthage’s Rise to an Empire 

 Before we address Rome’s rise to power, however, let us first explore the rise of 

its great nemesis: Carthage. Carthage is believed to have originated as one of the Tyrian 

colonies that grew at a uniquely rapid rate.22 The goal of these colonies was to construct a 

vast trade network that connected diverse markets and smaller Phoenician trading 

stations.23 Carthage, however, was located in one of the most ideal locations for 

achieving this goal. The east-west trade route (from the Levant to Spain) and the north-

south trade route (that connected the cities of Sicily, Sardinia, Italy, mainland Greece, 

and the Aegean region) were linked together at Carthage.24  

 Eventually, Carthage would turn to military action to expand its influence. In the 

middle of the sixth century, Carthage worked with its neighboring allies to repel foreign 

enemies: for example, they allied with the Etruscans against the Phocaeans in 540 BC 

and with the native Libyans against Spartan colonists around the late sixth century.25 The 

catalyst for Carthage to expand its trade network was the fall of Tyrian shipping along the 

Levantine-Spanish trade routes. This was due to the over-supply of silver to the Near 

East, and the subsequent collapse of the silver trade in Tyre. The Levantine-Spanish trade 

routes had previously played a central role in Carthage’s formation.26 With Tyre out of 

the way, however, Carthage could expand its own trade routes. By the end of the sixth 

 
22 Richard Miles, Carthage Must Be Destroyed: The Rise and Fall of an Ancient Civilization (New 

York: Penguin, 2010), 81, Kindle. 
 

23 Miles, Carthage Must Be Destroyed, 81. 
 
24 Miles, Carthage Must Be Destroyed, 81. 
 
25 Walter Ameling, “The Rise of Carthage to 264 BC,” in A Companion to the Punic Wars, ed. Dexter 
Hoyos (Chichester, West Sussex: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2011), 42, Kindle. 
 
26 Miles, Carthage Must Be Destroyed, 94. 
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century, Carthage began to expand beyond its city walls by gaining control of the 

Phoenician cities in Sicily and Sardinia.27 This marks the period where Carthage began its 

transformation from a western Phoenician culture into its own Punic culture. Little is 

known about Carthage’s expansion around 500 BC. However, it is clear that around this 

time Carthage expanded its reach along the North African coast as well. Carthage 

engaged in several wars with Syracuse and its Greek allies in order to hold on to its 

Sicilian foothold.28 In addition, Carthage may have had holdings in Spain as well by the 

middle of the fourth century, according to the wording found in the second Roman-

Carthaginian treaty:29 

 ‘There shall be friendship on the following conditions between the Romans and 
 their allies, and the Carthaginians, Tyrians, people of Utica30 and their respective 
 allies. The Romans shall not make raids, or trade or found a city on the farther 
 side of the Fair Promontory31, Mastia32 or Tarsium33.’34 

Rome’s Military Prior to the Punic Wars 

 Thus far Carthage. Turning back to the Roman Republic, no professional or 

permanent army existed until the last century of the Roman Republic. Warfare was 

 
27 Ameling, “The Rise of Carthage to 264 BC,” 43. 
 

28 Ameling, “The Rise of Carthage to 264 BC,” 46. 
 
29 Ameling, “The Rise of Carthage to 264 BC,” 49. 
 
30 A city of the coast of North Africa. 
 
31 The northeastern coast of Sicily. 
 
32 Iberian settlement in southeastern Spain. 
 
33 Polybius was probably referring to Tarshish. 
 
34 Polybius, The Rise of the Roman Empire, trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert, 190. 
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certainly a frequent phenomenon in which the Republic was engaged.35 However, prior to 

the Second Punic War, wars were conducted as seasonal campaigns.36 From 499 to 390 

B.C., the vast majority of the wars Rome engaged in were fought alongside Latin allies 

and took place around the city and the Latin plains.37 Rome’s main adversaries at this 

time were the southern Etruscans, the Aequi (a tribe to the east in the Apennine 

Mountains), and the Volsci (a tribe south of Rome). During the fifth century, the Aequi 

and the Volsci took Roman land, exposing most of Roman and Latin territory to frequent 

raiding.38 The military actions during the fifth century were therefore wars of survival for 

the Romans. At this time, however, war for Romans and their opponents was seasonal 

and relatively primitive: many of them would be nothing more than organized raids for 

plunder.39 Historian John Serrati notes that: 

      War-bands are also likely to have been responsible for the early Romans’ 
  reputation as raiders and cattle rustlers, reflected both in the legend of Romulus 
 and Remus and in stories of how the former populated early Rome with criminals 
 and brigands. The raiding and pillaging of neighbors is ubiquitous in Livy’s and 
 Dionysius’ accounts of early Roman warfare.40 
 

During these early years, the vast majority of Roman soldiers were farmers by 

trade.41 Because Rome had no standing army, soldiers were required to pay for their own 

 
35 Gwynn, The Roman Republic, 32. 
 

36 Daly, Cannae, 50. 
 
37 Stephen Oakley, “The Roman Conquest of Italy,” in War and Society in the Roman World, eds. John 
Rich and Graham Shipley (New York, New York: Routledge, 1995), 10.  
 
38 Oakley, “The Roman Conquest of Italy,” 13.  
 
39 Oakley, “The Roman Conquest of Italy,” 13.  
 
40 John Serrati, “The Rise of Rome to 264 BC,” in A Companion to the Punic Wars, ed. Dexter Hoyos 
(Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 13, Kindle.  
 
41 Gwynn, The Roman Republic, 32. 
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equipment. This would mean that there was a requirement for one to own property in 

order to serve in the military. Those who did have enough property were part of the 

assidui, those eligible for military service.42 In times of war, they would leave their fields 

and form an army. Among those who qualified as assidui, it was the duty of all seventeen 

to forty-six-year-old men to serve in the army.43  

Historian Stephen Oakley has identified three elements that would alter this initial 

state of affairs: “the use of allied manpower, the need for land, the hope of profit from 

war, and above all the expectation that one would have to fight almost every year.”44 It is 

the first element that would ultimately alter the balance of power in the region.45 An 

alliance with Rome was a desirable one. Not only would Rome send troops to fight in 

battles that their allies were engaged in, but it would also not require tribute from them.46 

However, what the Republic did require from its allies was a supply of troops to call 

upon when Rome did go to war.47 This alliance system would only work if Rome was 

viewed as the superior power in the region, which may have been one of the reasons why 

Rome was seeking a rapid expansion: as historian David Gwynn notes, “Rome did not 

require financial tribute from its allies, however, its superiority was only explicit in times 

of war when the allied contingents were summoned for the army. The need to assert this 

superiority, as well as to fulfill its promise to protect its allies, would help to drive Roman 

 
42 Gwynn, The Roman Republic, 32. 
 

43 Lazenby, “Rome and Carthage,” 270. 
  
44 Oakley, “The Roman Conquest of Italy,” 14. 
 
45 Daly, Cannae, 11. 
 
46 Gwynn, The Roman Republic, 14.  
 
47 Rich, “Introduction,” in War and Society in the Roman World, 2. 
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aggression throughout Republican history.”48 Another possible reason was the lack of 

assured loyalty that Rome’s allies would show if Rome was ever truly threatened. So, in 

order to prevent the allies from turning against it, Rome used warfare as a means of 

keeping its allies occupied fighting for Rome. Momigliano describes this theory in the 

following way: 

The socii (allies)… could not be expected to be automatically loyal. Yet they were 
 necessary. They had to be kept busy by war, because otherwise the whole 
 building of the Roman organization would collapse. As military obligations were 
 the only visible tie between and the allies, Rome had to make the most of these 
 obligations lest they become meaningless, or, worse, lest the allied armies turned 
 against Rome.49 
 
 Military engagements became more frequent after the Punic Wars. It was not until 

the last century of the Roman Republic that the state began providing payment for 

soldiers and took over the production of arms and weapons.50 These actions solidified the 

uniform appearance and tactics of the Roman army, being crucial for the empire that 

would eventually come into being. 

Roman Military Engagements Prior to the Punic Wars 

 However, in order to achieve dominance over their enemies, Rome needed to 

change the manner in which it would conduct its wars. By the mid-fourth century B.C., 

Rome’s campaigns became more organized and ambitious.51 Warfare became more far-

reaching and more frequent; from 415 to 265 B.C., there are only thirteen years that 

 
48 Gwynn, The Roman Republic, 14. 
 

49 Oakley, “The Roman Conquest of Italy,” 17. 
 
50 Gwynn, The Roman Republic, 32. 
 
51 Oakley, “The Roman Conquest of Italy,” 14.  
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Stephan Oakley found no records of Rome engaging in warfare.52 Prior to this time, 

Rome was engaged in wars mainly in the surrounding regions of the city. The mid-fourth 

century saw Rome venture all across the Italian Peninsula. The Republic also increased 

its confiscation of the land previously held by its defeated foes, justifying such actions by 

claiming the need for security.53 This exacerbated annexation of land could have been a 

result of Rome’s defensive mentality that was formed during the years of survival in the 

fifth century B.C. Rome seems to have believed that its security would always be 

threatened if its enemies were not completely eliminated.54 By 300 B.C., however, it is 

difficult to justify Rome’s warfare activities as solely a way to protect the homeland. By 

this period, Rome was actively provoking the Samnites into war by creating alliances 

with their enemies.55 Even Polybius acknowledged that Rome’s engagement in the 

Pyrrhic War was out of desire for the domination for all of Italy: “They [Rome] now for 

the first time, made war upon the rest of Italy, not as if its inhabitants were foreigners, but 

rather as if the country were already rightfully their own.”56 

 The Republic would grow rapidly from a long string of military victories starting 

in the mid-fourth century B.C.57 Rome conquered virtually all of Latium in the Latin War 

(338 B.C.), including the Volsci, thereby controlling central Italy. A series of wars with 

the Samnites would rage on from 343 to 290 B.C. By the conclusion of the Second 

 
52 Oakley, “The Roman Conquest of Italy,” 15-16. 
 

53 Oakley, “The Roman Conquest of Italy,” 12-13. 
 
54 Oakley, “The Roman Conquest of Italy,” 13. 
 
55 Oakley, “The Roman Conquest of Italy,” 31.  
 
56 Polybius, The Rise of the Roman Empire, trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert, 46.  
 
57 Rich, “Introduction,” in War and Society in the Roman World, 2.  



 18 

Samnite War (327-304 B.C.), Rome had become the dominant power in the Italian 

peninsula, having subjugated the Aequi and expanding into southern-central Italy. 

Rome’s neighbors had been put into a situation where they too believed that their security 

would never be assured unless Rome was destroyed. In a final attempt to put an end to 

Roman expansion, the Samnites allied themselves with the Gauls, Etruscans, and the 

Umbrians (tribes northeast of Rome).58 Thus began the Third Samnite War which lasted 

from 298 to 290 B.C. The war reached its zenith in 295 B.C. at the Battle of Sentinum 

when consul Quintus Fabius Maximus Rullianus achieved a decisive victory over the 

coalition, described by Stephen Oakley as “the single most important event in Rome’s 

march to dominion in Italy.”59  

After the conclusion of the Samnite Wars, the Roman Republic began growing its 

influence near the Greek city-states of southern Italy. This provoked Tarentum (the 

largest and most powerful of the Greek city-states in the region) to attack a Roman fleet 

off the coast of Magna Gracia in 282 B.C. According to Appian, the Tarentines destroyed 

four ships and captured one, citing an old treaty that Rome had broken by sailing past the 

boundary of Lacinium.60 This war between Rome and Tarentum was known as the 

Pyrrhic War (280-275) after the Tarentines requested and received the aid of the Pyrrhus, 

a king of the region of Epirus. The war ended with Rome defeating King Pyrrhus and 

conquering all of the Greek city-states of southern Italy.  
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Roman glorification of war reached new heights between the fourth and third 

century B.C. Consuls and generals would host more triumphs and at a greater frequency 

during this time than at any other period in the Republic’s history. Oakley notes that “for 

the eighteen years between 312 and 293 the Triumphal Fasti record eighteen triumphs, 

and for the nineteen years between 282 and 264 no fewer than twenty-two triumphs.61 

These wars brought security, wealth, and power to the Republic as well as a new 

array of allies who could be called upon in times of war. By incorporating these 

conquered peoples into the Roman culture and identity, Rome acquired land and of equal 

importance, newly loyal citizens, thereby increasing the stability and influence of the 

Republic. 

The First Punic War 

 Rome’s wars with Carthage would take the Republic to new heights. The First 

Punic War was a conflict that started from a mercenary group called the Mamertines62 

capturing the city of Messana in Sicily.63 These mercenaries were Italian mercenaries 

who generally inhabited Campania (a region south of Rome). They were hired by 

Syracuse to wage war against the Sicilians but instead deserted and began to attack the 

territories of Syracuse, upon which the king of Syracuse attacked and killed the leaders of 

the Mamertines.64 The Mamertines then appealed to Carthage, with whose help they were 

able to push the king of Syracuse back to his own territories. However, the Mamertines 
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then appealed for Rome’s assistance, citing their status as Italians when they realized that 

Carthage had no intention of leaving the region.65 According to Polybius, Rome’s 

greatest concern was Carthage gaining a vital foothold in Italy: 

 …the Carthaginians had brought not only Africa but also large parts of Spain 
 under their rule, and that they were the masters of all the islands in the Sardinian 
 and Tyrrhenian Seas. If the Carthaginians gained control of Sicily, they would 
 prove the most vexatious and dangerous of neighbours, since they would encircle 
 Italy on every side and threaten every part of the country, and this was a prospect 
 which the Romans dreaded.66 
 
Not wanting this to happen, Rome engaged in a war with Carthage that would last for the 

next twenty-five years. However, this war would not be like the other wars Rome fought. 

For the first time, the Roman military would fight outside the Italian peninsula and would 

have to drastically improve its military capabilities in order to defeat the might of 

Carthage.67   

 The greatest strength that Carthage held was, as Polybius puts it, its 

“unchallenged supremacy at sea.”68 Carthage was the leader in innovative naval 

technology throughout the fourth century B.C. It was the first to create the quadrireme, 

which was more powerful and larger than its predecessor, the trireme, that had ruled the 

seas for the past two hundred years.69 The quadrireme achieved greater speeds due to the 

additional bank of oars, could carry more soldiers, and was ideal for coastal operations 
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due to its shallow draught.70 Rome, on the other hand, had very little experience in naval 

warfare. The last time Romans tried to engage an enemy on the sea was in 282 B.C. 

against the Tarentines. In that war, its already rather small fleet was nearly destroyed, and 

Rome had been forced to rely on its allies to transport its troops.71  

 Carthage also relied on mercenaries to form their army, because they did not 

require their citizens to serve abroad, except possibly at sea. This may suggest that 

Carthage had a more “professional” army than did Rome.72 The groups hired by the 

Carthaginians included their neighboring tribes (the Libyans, Numidians, and Moors) and 

tribes outside of the African coast (the Iberians, Lusitanians, Celts, and Balearians).73 

However, this came with the adverse side effect of making it difficult to mobilize their 

army for war due to financial reasons.74 There was also the fear of a mutiny when using 

mercenaries who would turn on their client if they were unable to pay them for their 

services. Such an event, called the Truceless War, would indeed take place in the 

aftermath of the First Punic War. 

 Another advantage that Carthage initially held over the Romans was its 

generalship system. A Roman consul held their position for only one year before needing 

to be elected for another year.75 This system forced consuls to seek only decisive actions 
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against their enemies, in order to show their effectiveness as a consul when election time 

arrived. This could have disastrous consequences for the Romans when deciding to 

engage in a battle under unfavorable terms. The Carthaginian generals however, often 

held their post for many years.76 This difference would become very advantageous to the 

Carthaginians in the land battles of the First Punic War. The environment of Sicily and 

Syracuse in particular consisted of hills and fortified cities which favored tactics 

involving sieges and lightning raids.77 The Carthaginian generals could afford to spend 

time fighting a war of attrition, while the Roman consuls had no such luxury if they 

wished to keep their command post. One such an example was the siege of Lilybaeum. In 

250 B.C., the Romans attempted to capture Lilybaeum, one of the last strongholds for 

Carthage in Sicily. Having failed to conquer the well-fortified city with far superior 

numbers, the Romans attempted to cut off city from supplies by destroying Carthage’s 

shipping routes.78 The consul, Publius Claudius Pulcher, decided to launch a surprise 

attack on the far better trained and equipped Carthaginian fleet stationed in the city of 

Drepana and was soundly defeated. Polybius described the failure of the consul’s surprise 

attack at Drepana: 

 Pulcher, the Roman commander, had assumed that the enemy would be so 
 dismayed by his arrival that they would avoid an action; but when he saw that on 
 the contrary the Carthaginians were determined to fight and that some of his own 
 vessels were by now  inside the harbour, others in the entrance, and others still 
 approaching it, he gave orders for the open sea. Because of the abruptness  of the 
 turn, the result of this manoeuvre was to cause some of the ships inside the 
 harbour to foul those which were entering it; it also created great confusion 
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 among the crews, and a number of vessels had the blades of their oars snapped as 
 they collided with one another.79 
 
Polybius even noted that Rome’s lack of experience in naval warfare contributed to its 

defeat: 

 …the Romans were then obliged to turn, and were at once in difficulties because  
of the  weight of their hulls and the inexperience of their rowers, whereupon the 

 Carthaginians  often rammed and sank many of them…This, then, was the adverse 
 situation in which the  Roman fleet found itself in every part of the battle, with 
 some ships sticking fast in the shallows and others running aground, and when the 
 Roman consul saw what was happening he took to flight.80 
 
Due to the failure of preventing the city of Lilybaeum from gaining supplies, the siege of 

Lilybaeum would continue for another eight years. 

 However, the Romans came into the conflict with advantages of their own. In 

particular, what made the Roman military so effective was its relentless adaptability and 

its access to a massive amount of manpower from the city's citizenry and allies. The 

Battle of the Aegates provides an excellent example of the former advantage, illustrating 

Rome’s ability to be galvanized by loss to pursue new tactics. Prior to the battle, Rome 

had lost two previous naval fleets; indeed, it was forced to ask its citizens to privately pay 

to construct a third one.81 According to Polybius, the Carthaginians were surprised to 

learn that the Romans were trying again to defeat them at sea.82 The Romans, however, 

had learned from their mistakes in previous battles. As historian Richard Miles puts it:  

This time that state of preparation of each force was exactly the opposite of what 
it had been at the battle of Drepana, and since the conditions were the opposite, 
the results of the battle were the opposite. The Romans had reformed their 
methods of ship-building and had also removed all heavy equipment from their 
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vessels, leaving only what was required for the battle. Their rowers worked in 
complete unison and gave excellent service, while their marines were all men 
selected from the legions for their indomitable spirit and thoroughly seasoned in 
battle. With the Carthaginians it was the reverse.83  

 
Part of the issue for Carthage was that the innovations that the Carthaginians had 

previously implemented to make their ships more powerful and durable also made them 

unwieldy and heavy. While moving all the rowers to one oar box allowed them to 

reinforce the hull, it also added too much weight to navigate well.84 At the Battle of the 

Aegates, the Romans adapted to this Carthaginian weakness by adapting a hooked plank 

onto their ships that could be lowered onto the enemy vessel, allowing Roman soldiers to 

board it fairly easily. Using this adaptation, the Romans were able beat the Carthaginians 

at this crucial battle, sinking fifty ships and capturing another seventy with a total of 

10,000 prisoners.85 As a result of this battle, Carthage would sue for peace, making Rome 

the victor of the First Punic War.  

 Perhaps more crucial, however, was Rome’s second advantage. Rome had a 

unique ability to incorporate people who were defeated by them into their society. By the 

later third century, it is estimated that a third of the people living in Italy south of the Po 

River were under Rome’s direct rule, while the rest of Rome’s defeated enemies were 

made into allies who would be called upon when Rome was engaged in war.86 Miles 

describes this process of assimilation of Rome’s neighbors and compares it to other 

societies at the time:  
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Rome!s greatest strength in this regard was an extraordinary ability to integrate 
quickly and efficiently the native populations of the newly subjugated lands and 
thereby create a large and very stable territory for itself. By using newly created 
legal statuses rather than ethnicity or geography as the basis for membership of 
the state, Rome quickly drew on a huge reservoir of human resources to fight its 
battles, rather than relying on mercenaries like most of the Mediterranean world.87 

 
Such a vast pool of potential military recruits allowed Rome to fight in multiple regions 

simultaneously.88 Since Carthage used mercenaries, its army could only be as large as 

Carthage’s finances would allow. The longer Carthage was embroiled in a war, the harder 

it was to pay its mercenaries to continue the war effort. The Battle of Drepana during the 

First Punic War in 249 B.C. is one such example. The Roman fleet lost ninety-three out 

of 120 ships in the battle and even more were destroyed during a storm while retreating.89 

It would be eight years before they attempted to engage Carthage on the seas again. 

However, Carthage could not build on that momentum due to a lack of resources caused 

by the years of war: the Carthaginians could not afford to buy a new army, so they 

resorted to guerrilla tactics led by Hamilcar Barca in Sicily which failed to result in a 

decisive victory.90 Meanwhile, Rome was able to use the resources of its vast population 

to rebuild a fleet and, using the innovative naval techniques outlined above, win the First 

Punic War. More importantly, Rome had the ability to survive devastating losses of its 

troops which would normally mark the end of an ancient society’s capability to wage 

war, a capacity which would prove crucial during the Second Punic War following the 

disaster at Cannae. 

 
87 Miles, Carthage Must Be Destroyed, 191. 
 

88 Rich, “Introduction,” in War and Society in the Roman World, 2. 
 
89 Polybius, The Rise of the Roman Empire, trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert, 95.  
 
90 Polybius, The Rise of the Roman Empire, trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert, 101. 



 26 

 When Carthage lost the First Punic War to Rome, it was a major blow to their 

power in the Mediterranean, involving the loss of Sicily. Carthage had been secure in 

their domination on the seas and their status as a wealthy and stable civilization. Now, 

they had been defeated by an adaptable and dangerous opponent, a situation they would 

seek to reverse during the Second Punic War. 

Conclusion 

 Chapter one was designed to provide an analysis of the Roman Republic’s 

military prior to the changes it would undergo during and after the Second Punic War. 

Rome’s stubborn adaptability and ability to generate vast manpower from its system of 

alliances made it successful in the conquest of the Italian Peninsula and Sicily. However, 

the Republic struggled with uniformity within its ranks and the high qualifications for 

service prevented it from tapping into an even greater population pool. The consulship 

system also caused repeated problems with consuls engaging in battles on unfavorable 

terms in order to win re-election. Each of these qualifications, engagements, and 

strengths of the Roman military would be altered in some way or form by the Second 

Punic War, particularly as a consequence of their colossal defeat at Cannae. By knowing 

the history of the Roman military culture and how it operated during the Early Republic, 

we can profitably compare it to the innovations that emerged from the Second Punic War.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

The Course of the Second Punic War and the Battle of Cannae 

The Roman Republic reached new heights after its victory over Carthage in the 

First Punic War. It had become the leading power in the Mediterranean and grew in 

wealth as it acquired Carthage’s holdings in Sicily. However, within a generation, all of 

that would be threatened. From the north, a general who had his sights on Rome would 

raid and burn the Italian Peninsula and bring the military might of the Republic to the 

brink of collapse. The obsolete rules within the Roman military would become a cudgel 

for Hannibal to wield to great effect. Rome would come to terms with this need for 

change after a disastrous defeat at the battle of Cannae. Tactics, leadership, structure, and 

qualifications would all be altered in order for Rome to survive Cannae and other 

devastating losses during the Second Punic War. This war would serve as a trial-by-fire 

for the Roman military. The military system that emerged from this trial, however, would 

look more like the one that would conquer the Mediterranean basin within two centuries. 

The Causes of the Second Punic War 

 Before discussing this war that would have such a lasting impact on Rome, it is 

important to examine its causes. The First Punic War was a devastating loss for the 

Carthaginian Empire. Carthage had lost its holdings in Sicily and was forced to pay 

tribute to Rome. They also had 20,000 mercenaries returning from Sicily who had been 
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promised vast amounts in payment for service.91 Carthaginian military leaders managed 

to negotiate with the mercenaries about their pay, but some within the group rejected the 

agreement and started a violent revolt. These mercenaries also managed to incite the 

subjected Libyan peoples to rebel against their Carthaginian rulers, thus starting the 

Truceless War.92 One of the critical moments of this war was when mercenaries who had 

been stationed in Sardinia seized the island and massacred its Carthaginian residents: 

…the mercenaries who garrisoned Sardinia…attacked the Carthaginians in the 
island. They began by shutting up in the citadel and putting to death Bostar, the 
commander of the foreign contingent, and his compatriots. Next, when the 
Carthaginians sent Hanno over in command of a fresh force, this force deserted 
him and joined the mutineers, who thereupon took him prisoner and at once 
crucified him. After this, devising the most exquisite torments, they tortured and 
murdered all the Carthaginians in the island….93 
 
The war lasted for three years until Carthage eventually managed to capture or 

kill the leaders of the various rebellions. When Carthage tried to reclaim Sardinia, 

however, Rome threatened them with war if it did not renounce its claim to the island as 

well as Corsica and pay them 1,200 talents.94 Rome made this move knowing full well 

that Carthage was in no state to fight another war. Carthage was therefore forced to agree 

to these terms, once again humiliated and territorially diminished by Rome. 

 However, in 237 B.C., Carthage attempted to rebuild its empire by ordering 

Hamilcar to take an expeditionary force to Iberia.95 Polybius interpreted Hamilcar’s 
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invasion of Spain was an attempt to establish a platform to launch a war of revenge 

against the Romans: 

 For Hamilcar, the anger provoked by the latest injustice – which all his 
 compatriots now shared – was added to the grievance he already nursed from the 
 past; then as soon as he had secured his country’s safety by suppressing the 
 rebellion of the mercenaries, he at once threw all his energies into the conquest 
 of Spain with the object of using these resources to prepare for a war against 
 Rome.96 
 
However, Gregory Daly argues that it was more likely that Carthage sent Hamilcar to 

resupply its treasury.97 The Iberian Peninsula contained the vital silver mines that would 

allow Carthage to rebuild its trade network and economy. After nine years of successful 

campaigns against the Iberian tribes, Hamilcar died in battle, thereby paving the way for 

his son Hannibal Barca to become commander of the Carthaginian army.98 Soon, the 

Carthaginian victories in Iberia began causing concern for the city of Massilia, Rome’s 

ally on the southern coast of Gaul, which soon asked for Rome’s aid to combat 

Carthaginian expansion.99 This brought about the creation of a treaty that limited 

Carthage’s influence to south of the Ebro River in 226 B.C.100 However, it would appear 

that Rome was breaking this treaty by its willingness to protect its recently formed 

alliance with the Iberian city of Saguntum (which was south of the Ebro). Constant 

interference by the Romans in Carthaginian affairs brought about resentment in Hannibal 
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and prodded old wounds created by Rome’s actions after the First Punic War.101 Hannibal 

asserted that Carthage was independent of Rome and was not beholden its demands. This 

culminated with Hannibal’s decision to capture Saguntum in 219 B.C. Such an action 

caused the Roman Senate to send Carthage an ultimatum: either abandon the city and 

hand Hannibal over to them, or face war.102 Carthage decided on the latter and Hannibal 

marched his army over the Ebro River, thereby officially breaking the Ebro Treaty and 

starting the Second Punic War.103 

Opening Strategies: Rome and Carthage 

 The Republic’s expectation versus the reality of how the Second Punic War 

would be conducted were totally at odds. Rome’s decision on where to place troops in 

218 B.C. does not suggest that it expected to fight a defensive war. Rather, it appears that 

Rome was planning an aggressive ‘pincer strategy’ with one army sent to Spain and the 

other sent to Africa.104 Consul Publius Cornelius Scipio led the army toward Spain, 

probably with the intent to engage Hannibal’s forces at the Rhone in present-day France 

and then launch an offensive in northern Spain, preventing Hannibal from reaching Italy. 

Consul Tiberius Sempronius Longus commanded the second army stationed at Sicily. It 

seems likely that Longus was charged with the task of using his army’s presence in a way 

that could make a demonstration of power, and would attempt to sway Carthage’s Libyan 
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subjects into switching sides.105 Such an event had occurred during the First Punic War 

when the Numidians took advantage of the chaos caused by Marcus Atilius Regulus’ 

invasion of North Africa and started an uprising against Carthage.106 The Republic may 

have expected that the Second Punic War would be conducted in the same fashion as the 

first, just on different playing fields. Initially, this plan would not come to fruition. Later 

in the war, however, Rome’s victories in Spain would prove to be decisive and Publius 

Scipio’s son, later known as Scipio Africanus, would lead a victorious expedition to 

Africa. 

 There is evidence to suggest that Hannibal’s goal, at least initially, was not to 

destroy Rome, but remove its status as the leading power in the region.107 One such piece 

of evidence can be found in the treaty that Hannibal signed with King Philip V of 

Macedon in 215 B.C. that expected Rome’s continual existence: 

Sixth, that when the gods have granted us victory in the war against the Romans 
and their allies, if the Romans shall request the Carthaginians to make terms of 
peace, we shall make such an agreement as shall include you too, and on the 
following conditions: That the Romans shall never be permitted to make war on 
you.108 

 
According to Livy, after Cannae, Hannibal declared that he was fighting Rome for honor 

and empire, not for Rome’s destruction.109 If Rome were to be leveled down to just 
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another Italian power, this would allow Carthage to regain Sicily, Sardinia, and its other 

lost holdings.  

 Hannibal also must have been well aware of his lack of resources and troops 

needed to conquer Italy. According to Polybius, Rome’s army and the armies of its allies 

were made of 700,000 infantry and 70,000 cavalry, while Hannibal invaded Italy with 

less than 20,000 men.110 While these figures of Rome’s manpower are almost certainly an 

overestimation, it still shows the daunting task that Hannibal had to overcome.111 

Hannibal decided that he must engage Rome’s army on his terms, meaning that he would 

not be provoked into a battle if the odds were not in his favor. Also, Hannibal knew that 

Rome’s alliance structure was an asset to Rome only if Rome was viewed as being 

capable of defending its allies. Rome’s allies, after all, made up more than half of Rome’s 

potential manpower.112 By defeating Rome on the battlefield with a significantly smaller 

army, Hannibal hoped that the Republic’s weakened status would cause its allies to defect 

to Carthage’s side. This would strike a double blow to his enemies: Rome would lose a 

significant amount of manpower and Carthage’s numbers would increase. 

The Second Punic War: Battles Before Cannae 

 The opening stages of the Second Punic War largely revolved around Hannibal’s 

ambitious plan to descend into Italy over the Alps, a move that would be immortalized in 

history. This decision had the effect of forcing the Romans to retract their pincer 
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strategy.113 Consul Publius Cornelius Scipio failed to find Hannibal’s main army at the 

Rhone, causing him to send his brother, Gnaeus, to Spain in order to prevent 

reinforcements from reaching Hannibal. Scipio then preceded to retreat to northern Italy 

and wait until Hannibal arrived.114 Once they realized that Hannibal and his army had 

survived the Alps, the Roman Senate recalled the second consul, Tiberius Longus, from 

Sicily to aid Scipio’s army, thereby cancelling the attack on Africa.115 Hannibal would 

find great success in the early battles of the Italian campaign. Prior to Cannae, Rome 

would suffer two devastating defeats at Trebia (218 B.C.) and Lake Trasimene (217 

B.C.), which would only add to the crisis Rome would face after Cannae.  

 In an attempt to prevent Hannibal from uniting with his allies, the Celtic Insubres 

and Boii, Scipio attacked Hannibal’s forces in northern Italy soon after he had descended 

from the Alps.116 The consul’s cavalry suffered many losses (including his own injury) 

and the defeat forced him to hold his position at the river Trebia until his co-consul, 

Longus, arrived. When Longus arrived however, he decided to attack Hannibal head on, 

relying on Rome’s numerical superiority despite Scipio’s urge toward restraint.117 

According to Polybius, the Romans had 36,000 infantry (16,000 Roman and 20,000 

allied) and around 4,000 cavalry.118 Polybius recorded Hannibal’s army consisted of 
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20,000 infantry and around 10,000 cavalry.119 However, Longus fell into an ambush set 

by Hannibal the night before the intended confrontation, and only about 10,000 soldiers 

managed to escape.120 Northern Celtic Italy was now under Hannibal’s control.  

 The two new consuls elected in 217 B.C., Servilius Geminus and Gaius 

Flaminius, were tasked with preventing Hannibal’s army from advancing into central 

Italy. Unsure of which route Hannibal would take, the consuls decided to separate to 

cover more ground.121 Hannibal took the route towards Gaius Flaminius and drew the 

latter’s army out into a hastened and ill-advised pursuit.122 Flaminius and his army ended 

up becoming trapped on the east shore of Lake Trasimene, without Geminius’ army to 

support them. Around 15,000 Romans and allies were lost at this battle, including 

Flaminius himself.123 

 As a result of these victories, Hannibal’s campaign to gain allies and resources in 

Italy itself began to bear fruit. He released non-Roman prisoners without ransom, 

claiming that he had come to fight for their liberation against Rome.124 A few days after 

the battle at Lake Trasimene, the consul Geminus engaged with Hannibal’s forces and 

lost nearly all of his 4,000 cavalry.125 After Hannibal sent word of his victories to the 

Council in Carthage, there were celebrations in North Africa, and the Council responded 
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by promising support for both the Italian and Spanish campaigns.126 Spain mattered 

because one of Hannibal’s brothers was there, feeding new troops to Hannibal’s army; 

additionally, Spain’s silver mines were a source of wealth to potentially rebuild the 

empire of Carthage. The same could not be said about Rome. Fear took hold of the 

people of Rome, and desperation caused them to set aside their republican system for a 

dictatorship. Miles describes the chaos that was taking place in Rome: 

The mood in Rome was one of panic, as news of this latest and most terrible 
defeat trickled in with the survivors. The populace had thronged around the 
Forum Romanum and the Senate House, waiting for confirmation from the 
magistrates. On this occasion the disaster was such that no positive spin could be 
put on it. One of the praetors climbed on the speaker’s rostrum and simply said, 
‘Pugna magna victi sumus’—‘We have been defeated in a great battle.’ With one 
consul dead and the other unable to return, the Romans decided to compromise 
Republican ideology and appoint a dictator, a temporary autocrat allowed by the 
constitution only in times of intense crisis. 127  

 
The Roman Constitution allowed the appointment of a temporary dictator in times of 

national danger. Accordingly, Quintus Fabius Maximus was appointed dictator due to his 

experience as twice consul and once censor. Additionally, Livy notes that Fabius was 

now serving for the second time as dictator, after his first appointment around 221 B.C.128 

The last time Rome had appointed a dictator was three years prior, with Lucius Caecilius 

Metellus, in 224 B.C. In regard to the second dictatorship of Fabius, which happened as a 

result of the defeat at Lake Trasimene, Polybius writes,  

Not only the people but even the Senate were dismayed. It was therefore resolved 
to set aside the normal process of government through annually elected 
magistrates and adopt more radical measures to meet the crisis; there was a 
general feeling that the situation of Rome and the circumstances which now 
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threatened the people demanded the appointment of a single commander with 
absolute powers.129 
 

The Path to Cannae 

 The months between Fabius’ election and the Battle of Cannae involved no major 

direct confrontation between the two armies. Fabius, learning from the failures of his 

predecessors, would not attack Hannibal’s army head-on. Instead, he shadowed his 

enemy from a distance, made camp in the hills, and took out raiding parties if the 

opportunity presented itself, essentially fighting a war of attrition.130  

 During this time, Hannibal stayed close to the Adriatic coast, allowing his men an 

opportunity to recuperate, heal, and rest from the exertions of victory. He launched 

several raids in the fertile lands of Campania and Benvento and sent word to Carthage of 

his success.131 However, he was continuously followed by Fabius and his army. 

 Fabius would only attack if the best circumstances aligned. Hannibal made 

several attempts to pressure the Roman army into direct warfare by raiding nearby 

territories. However, Fabius remained firm in his strategy against overt aggression, hence 

his posthumous epithet, cunctator, or “delayer.” His strategy appeared to bear fruit when 

Hannibal, out of impatience, allowed himself to be surrounded in a valley near Campania, 

resulting in the death of 800 Carthaginian soldiers.132  

 However, such tactics were not well appreciated by Fabius’ soldiers or the people 

of Rome. Decades of Roman success through direct engagements against their enemies 
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fostered the perception that non-aggressive action was un-Roman.133 The unfavorable 

opinion of Fabius only grew when Hannibal managed to escape from Campania by using 

cattle to trick the Romans into thinking that they were being attacked at night. After 

Quintus Fabius’ six-month term as dictator ended, he was replaced by two consuls: 

Lucius Aemilius Paullus and Gaius Terentius Varro.134 These new consuls turned away 

from Fabius’s delaying tactics and were sought to engage Hannibal in an open and direct 

battle. 

 In 216 B.C., Hannibal moved his troops to a small fortified village called Cannae 

that was being used as a grain depot by the Romans.135 It held a strategic position that 

controlled the fertile lands of Apulia’s coastal plain and the valley of the Aufidus River, 

thereby linking Apulia with Campania.136 The Senate responded by giving orders to the 

two consuls to engage Hannibal’s forces in open combat at Cannae. 

The Battle of Cannae 

 The Battle of Cannae would be fought by the largest army ever assembled by the 

Romans at the time. The Republic made the unprecedented decision to send eight legions 

into battle instead of the usual four, each legion consisting of 5,000 infantry and 300 

cavalry.137 Rome’s allies also sent eight legions, each composed of 5,000 infantry and 

600 cavalry.138 These allies include the Sabines and Etruscans of central Italy, the 
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Umbrians of the Apennines, and the Veneti and Cenomani from Cisalpine Gaul (northern 

Italy).139 According to Polybius, the Romans and its allies had a combined total 80,000 

infantry (10,000 of which would be stationed at the camp) and over 6,000 cavalry.140 

Both Livy and Appian support these numbers in their writings, the former recording that 

Rome had 87,200 troops and the latter recording 76,000 excluding the troops at the 

camp.141 Some historians believe that the Roman army was far smaller in size, closer to 

the 45,000—50,000 range.142 However, this would assume that Rome was willing to 

engage the Carthaginian army with only a slim advantage in its infantry numbers and be 

significantly outnumbered in cavalry, which would mean that they did not learn their 

lesson in their defeat at Trebia. Such historians also argue that Rome suffered far fewer 

causalities with 30,000 killed or captured and only 15,000 survived.143 However, these 

numbers do not greatly exceed Rome’s losses in the previous battles, making the defeat at 

Cannae nowhere near the dreaded catastrophe that would echo throughout the Roman era. 

It is better to lean toward Polybius’ numbers, with perhaps slightly less than 70,000 

infantry and slightly over 6,000 cavalry.144 

 Carthage’s numbers at Cannae are only known by non-Carthaginian sources. 

According to Polybius and Livy, Hannibal’s army consisted of 40,000 infantry and 

 
138 Daly, Cannae, 26. 
 

139 Polybius, The Rise of the Roman Empire, trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert, 130. 
 
140 Polybius, The Rise of the Roman Empire, trans. Ian Scott-Kilvert, 258.  
 
141 Livy, Hannibal’s War, trans. John C. Yardley, 105. And Appian, Delphi Complete Works of Appian, 
trans. Horace White, 2000. 
 
142 Daly, Cannae, 28. 
 
143 Daly, Cannae, 28. 
 
144 Daly, Cannae, 29. 



 39 

10,000 cavalry.145 Due to the near complete lack of Carthaginian sources available to us 

today, one must rely on figures presented by the these authors.146 

Formations of the Two Armies147 

 The Battle of Cannae took place when Varro was serving as the lead consul. 

Varro and his co-consul Paullus deployed their troops in the normal Roman fashion, with 

cavalry on the wings, the infantry in middle, and skirmishers ahead of the main force.148 

The only unique alteration that Varro implemented was in the individual maniples, which 

were sub-units of the Roman infantry.149 Each maniple was composed of three lines of 

soldiers: the hastati (the front line), the principes (the middle line), and triarii (the back 

line). They were placed closer together than normal and their formation greater in depth 

than in width.150 Varro’s reason for this change was probably that he wanted to use 

Rome’s numerical advantage by turning the infantry into a giant phalanx that would drive 

straight through Hannibal’s army.151 Such a narrow formation would also allow the 

massive and inexperienced Roman army to advance quickly without losing formation.152 
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However, this removed the flexibility aspect of the Roman manipular system, which 

required a greater amount of space for each maniple to function properly. There was also 

the issue that a sizable portion of the Roman army were inexperienced and not yet trained 

to function as a single unit. Not even the Roman officers had any experience in 

commanding an army of this magnitude.153  

 Hannibal’s formation was designed to perfectly counteract Rome’s. Similar to the 

Romans, he sent his skirmishers ahead from the main body of his force.154 Hannibal 

placed his heavier cavalry (comprised of Iberians and Celts) on his left wing facing the 

Roman citizen cavalry. In the center was the infantry, made up of Libyans, Celts, and 

Iberians, in a crescent shaped formation. The right wing was the Numidian cavalry that 

faced the Roman allied cavalry. But what made Hannibal’s formation so unique was the 

intentional weakness in his infantry composition. The less reliable Celts and Iberians 

made up the center of the infantry army while Hannibal’s best troops, the Libyans, were 

placed on either side of the infantry line.155 Polybius described Hannibal’s infantry in the 

following way: 

At this stage his [Hannibal] whole army was drawn up in a straight line, but he 
then moved forward the central contingents of the Spaniards [Iberians] and Celts, 
keeping the flanking units in contact with them to suit his plan; this formation 
produced a crescent-shaped bulge, with the line of the flanking companies 
thinning out as it was extended. The object of this arrangement was to begin the 
battle with the Spaniards [Iberians] and Celts and use the Africans [Libyans] as a 
reserve to support them.156 
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This formation would become crucial to the events that followed. 

The Battle  

 The battle of Cannae began with the armies’"skirmishers moving ahead of their 

main forces and engaging with each other, ending with no real advantage for either side. 

The next phase involved each sides’ respective cavalry units. Carthage!s heavy cavalry, 

made up of Celts and Iberians, engaged the Roman citizen cavalry near the river Aufidus 

while Hannibal!s Numidians engaged Rome!s allied cavalry on the opposite side of the 

battlefield. The allied cavalry could not protect the left flank of Rome!s infantry while 

fighting against the Numidians and Rome!s own citizen cavalry were defeated by 

Carthage!s heavy cavalry, thereby exposing the right flank as well. Eventually, the 

skirmishers re-joined their respective infantry and Rome tried to gain the advantage by 

pressing into Hannibal!s front line. However, this action had been anticipated by 

Hannibal. His crescent-shaped front line began to collapse, allowing the Libyan heavy 

infantry units to attack Rome!s infantry from both flanks.157 The Celtic and Iberian 

cavalry, after defeating the Roman citizen cavalry, aided their Numidian counterparts in 

defeating their opponents. As the Roman allied cavalry started to flee, the Numidians 

began a pursuit. The heavy cavalry then started a concerted attack on the Roman 

infantry!s rear, encircling the Roman army. From then it was only a matter of time until 

nearly all of them were destroyed.158 
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The Causalities of Cannae 

 By intentionally creating a weak center, Hannibal had allowed the Romans to fall 

into a trap, allowing his stronger infantry and faster cavalry on the wings to surround the 

Roman army.159 The complete destruction of the Roman citizen cavalry, on the other 

hand, can largely be explained due to their being greatly outnumbered by the heavy 

cavalry of the Celts and Iberians.160 The casualties in this battle were almost completely 

one-sided. Cannae would be remembered as one of Rome’s greatest military disasters. 

Livy paints a vivid and likely quite accurate picture of the aftermath of Cannae: 

At first light the next day, the Carthaginians proceeded to gather the spoils and 
inspect the slaughter, which was a shocking sight even to the enemy. Romans, 
infantry and cavalry, lay in their thousands all over the field as the fighting, or 
their flight, happened to have brought them together. Some gory figures rose up 
from the midst of the carnage when their wounds, smarting in the cool of the 
morning, roused them to consciousness, and they were cut down by the enemy. 
Some the Carthaginians found lying there, alive, with thighs and knee-tendons 
severed, exposing their necks and telling them to shed the last of their blood. 
Others were discovered with their heads buried in freshly dug earth—they had 
evidently made holes and suffocated themselves by covering their faces with the 
soil.161 

 
Writers give conflicting accounts of the amount of casualties Rome suffered. Daly 

believes that Livy’s numbers are the most convincing, arguing that Livy’s numbers 

support the fact that Rome was able to form two new legions from the survivors of 

Cannae.162 Livy wrote that 45,500 Roman infantry and 2,700 cavalry were killed, 19,300 

were captured, and only 14,550 managed to escape.163 Consul Lucius Aemilius Paullus 
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was included in the number of Romans killed in the battle, refusing to take a horse and 

leave his men behind despite being injured himself.164 Rome also lost twenty-nine senior 

commanders and eight senators.165 However, consul Gaius Terentius Varro, the consul in 

power on the day of the battle, was one of the few Romans who did manage to escape, 

having been with the fleeing Roman allied cavalry.166 

 The Carthaginian army suffered casualties in the low thousands, most of which 

were Hannibal’s Celtic soldiers on the infantry’s front lines. Polybius stated that the 

Carthaginians lost 4,000 Celts, 1,500 Spaniards and Africans, and 200 cavalry.167 It is 

obvious that the casualties of the two armies are nowhere near equal in comparison: 

Carthage had won a decisive and stunning victory at Cannae. 

Conclusion 

 The first battles of the Second Punic War were a turning point for the Republic’s 

military institution, with Cannae at the epicenter. It can be estimated that Rome had lost 

close to 120,000 soldiers from the time that Hannibal survived the Alps to the bloodshed 

of Cannae.168 Rome was also rapidly losing allies: historian John Lazenby, for example, 

has calculated that most of the Campanians and forty percent of Rome’s other allies had 

defected to Hannibal by 212 B.C.169 Hellenistic warfare models stipulated that Rome 
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ought to have surrendered after such a devastating defeat at Cannae by the hands of 

Hannibal and his army.170 However, as Dexter Hoyos comments, “The Punic Wars were 

never a struggle between west and east (the popular portrayal) but, rather, between two 

western powers each under the powerful, and constantly growing, influence of the 

Hellenistic east. Both Rome and Carthage found Greek cultural forms appealing, 

Carthage earlier than Rome.”171 Instead of following the usual Greek form, the defeat 

spurred Rome to make significant changes in its approach to war: changes that would 

have profound military and social consequences.
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CHAPTER THREE 

Changes to Military Tactics and Structure During the Second Punic War 

In the aftermath of the Battle of Cannae, the Roman Republic was reeling from 

the most devastating defeat they had ever suffered. It was rumored that Hannibal was 

about to march on the city of Rome itself.172 If the Republic was to survive, it would need 

to quickly adapt. Tactics that were once considered to be un-Roman now began to be 

accepted as legitimate battle strategy. In this chapter, I will provide an overview of the 

changes to the military tactics and structure during and after the Second Punic War. The 

requirements to be an assiduus, for instance, were lowered in order to replenish the vastly 

depleted numbers in the army. Stronger ties of unity among allies were formed through 

the introduction of oaths. Rome would also need its own Hannibal, whom they found 

from among one of their military elite families—the Scipios. 

The Acceptance of Fabian Tactics 

 After Cannae, Rome was in no position to initiate offensive tactics. Recognizing 

the gravity of their situation, the Republic decided to elect as consul someone who had 

already shown that they would not be drawn into a potentially disastrous battle. 

Accordingly, in 215 B.C., Quintus Fabius Maximus was elected consul.173 The Roman
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Senate now fully embraced Fabius’ strategy of cunctatio (delaying battle until 

circumstances are in one’s favor).174 This strategy allowed Rome to rebuild its army. 

Another beneficial aspect of this strategy was that the longer Rome delayed battle, the 

greater the depletion of Hannibal’s resources, which were difficult for him to attain. 

Consul Fabius and his colleague, Marcus Claudius Marcellus, managed to restore the 

power of the Roman military by restricting Hannibal’s movements and buying time for 

Rome’s manpower to re-grow through recruitment.175 While his smaller victories in 

southern Italy were to Hannibal’s advantage, serving “as a base for recruiting, 

provisioning and wintering,” Howard Scullard notes that “it was also a responsibility: it 

crippled his freedom of movement, for he must protect his new allies.”176 Due to their 

efforts, the two consuls were called the #Sword and Shield of Rome.’ By 212 B.C., 

50,000 of the Roman army’s estimated 200,000 soldiers in the field were solely dedicated 

to restricting Hannibal’s movements and defeating defecting allies.177  

 The Senate also knew that they needed to ensure that Rome’s alliances remained 

intact if they wished to cut off Hannibal’s supply of men. One of the most crucial battles 

that Rome waged in order to restore its allies was the siege of Capua, one of the vital 

cities of Campania. In 211 B.C., two new proconsuls, Claudius Pulcher and Fulvius 

Flaccus, were sent to finish the siege of Capua.178 In a demonstration of Rome’s ability to 
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accept new strategies, the two proconsuls adopted Fabian tactics, ignoring Hannibal’s 

provocations into battle and refusing to abandon the siege when Hannibal made a feint 

attack on Rome.179 Once captured, the city was made into an example: the majority of its 

senators were executed and many of its citizens were enslaved or expelled, their rights 

and property were taken from them. After Capua’s fall, Republic’s current and former 

allies saw the consequences of defection and their faith in Carthage’s success was greatly 

shaken.180 The effectiveness of Rome’s adoption of Fabian Tactics is crystalized by 

Zimmermann: 

The élan of the Carthaginian offensive was broken; Hannibal limited himself 
increasingly to holding his already won positions — and even that did not always 
happen: in 209 the former dictator and five-times consul Q. Fabius Maximus 
recovered Tarentum, a defector in 212 to the enemy and thus achieved another 
important success in the Stellvertreterkrieg [proxy wars] over allies. The direct 
peril seemed averted.181 

 

Cannae taught the Romans that they should use their strengths to their advantage. 

Hannibal was in enemy territory without a constant stream of supplies and soldiers. Rome 

had the time and the resources to survive massive losses, while Hannibal’s army did not. 

However, such a strategy was not without its costs. Scullard notes: 

This strategy, though less spectacular than one of annihilation, required even 
more effort, and strained Rome’s resources to the uttermost. Her naval supremacy 
must be upheld; this involved keeping nearly 200 ships afloat and some 50,000 
sailors. All legions serving abroad must be maintained there, while as the theatres 
of war increased, so did their claims, so that by 212 Rome had in the field twenty-
five legions... All this involved the utmost financial effort; in and after 215 the 
property tax (tributum) was doubled. Only by superior numbers and by time could 
Rome hope to win.”182 
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Changes to the Soldier Qualifications 

 At the time that Fabius and his fellow commanders adopted the cunctatio strategy, 

the Republic was in dire need of soldiers. With the losses suffered at Cannae, the Roman 

army in Italy had a little less than 15,000 soldiers.183 Another major change that the 

Roman army now had to adopt in order to rebuild their numbers was to reduce the 

requirements for entry into the military. This process had already begun prior to Fabius’ 

consulship. In 216 B.C., Marcus Junius Pera was elected dictator. According to Livy, 

Pera enacted several significant changes to the soldier qualifications when he began 

levying troops to replace those lost at Cannae.184 First, he lowered the minimal age of 

service to seventeen years, sometimes including boys under the age of puberty.185 This 

allowed the Roman army to raise a force of four legions and 1,000 cavalry.186 The Senate 

also made a change to the Servian Constitution187 around 214 - 212 B.C. that lowered the 

property requirement for service from 11,000 to 4,000 asses.188 This allowed more of the 

Roman lower classes to be admitted into service, thereby growing the population pool 

that Rome can pull from during times of war.  

Under Pera, the Roman state also partially removed the requirement of citizenship 

to be eligible for service by buying 8,000 men from the slave population and converting 
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them to soldiers.189 This was a significant change: slaves were used as soldiers only in 

times of great crisis during the Republic era. A year earlier in 217 B.C., slaves were hired 

as ship rowers while their predecessors (made up of the poor and freedmen) were placed 

in the land army.190 More in line with past precedent, Rome at the same time called upon 

its allies for troops as stated in their treaties with them. However, this time the state 

provided their armor, weapons, and other equipment using funds and enemy spoils from 

previous wars that had been kept in temples and porticoes.191 Finally, Pera issued an edict 

that would cancel the punishment or debt of men who were imprisoned for a capital 

offense or debt if they served in the Roman army. Livy wrote that 6,000 men were 

recruited due to this edict and were supplied with Gallic weapons and armor.192 The 

combination of these drastic changes in recruitment tactics allowed Pera to raise an army 

of 25,000 troops to defend Italy from Hannibal.193 

  These changes to the traditional approach of raising an army would start a 

reformist trend within the expanding republic. In 133 B.C., the Senate would yet again 

change the Servian Constitution, changing the property requirement of 4,000 to 1,500 

asses, thereby adding 75,000 proletarii194 to the assidui.195 In this case, the Senate was 

responding to severe recruitment shortages in order to keep up with the continued 
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demand for larger armies.196 The changes laid down from the Second Punic War would 

thus serve as the opening salvo in a reformist movement that would ultimately result in 

the massive reforms enacted by Gaius Marius starting in 107 B.C. 

The Need for Oaths 

 An army can have the larger numbers with its many alliances yet still lose to an 

outnumbered opponent if there is no cooperation among allies. As stated before, most of 

the time more than half of Rome’s army was made up of allied soldiers.197 These allies 

were very diverse. Each tribe would be culturally, ethnically, politically, and sometimes 

even linguistically different.198 To minimize the potential disunion caused by such 

differences, an oath system was formalized during the Second Punic War in 216, shortly 

before the Battle of Cannae.199 The oath requirement appears to have developed over time 

and the decision for its formalization may have come from the recent disasters of Trebia 

and Lake Trasimene. Every new recruit to the army took an oath of loyalty (sacramentum 

dicere) that united him with his country, commanders, and fellow comrades. Livy wrote 

about the implementation of these oaths: 

At this time an unprecedented step was taken: the oath of allegiance was 
administered to the enlisted men by the military tribunes. Until that day, there had 
been only the oath the men took to mobilize when the consuls gave the order and 
not to disband without their order. When they had mobilized for division into 
decuries200 or centuries, the cavalry (by decuries) and the infantry (by centuries) 
would simply swear an informal oath amongst themselves. They would swear not 
to break ranks for flight, or from fear — indeed, for no reason other than to fetch 
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or retrieve a weapon, to strike an enemy, or to rescue a fellow  citizen. This 
discretionary pact, made amongst the men themselves, was now superseded by an 
official administering of the oath of allegiance by the tribunes.201 

 
This oath superseded past divisions and was vital to building a group identity. It 

contributed to the idea of the legion as a separate society.202 Though Rome was a vast 

Republic with many societies under its direct rule or in alliance, this oath system played a 

role in breaking down such distinctions. The Etruscans, Umbrians, and Romans soldiers 

may have come from diverse societies, but they are now part of a unique society shared 

among themselves. A massive armed group, comprised of many different peoples yet 

unified as a single entity, is a powerful military force. 

 Once soldiers took the oath, they were no longer civilians.203 Military culture and 

order were maintained within each unit, and each dispensed punishment within their own 

ranks. If a soldier broke his oath, such as by abandoning his station or weapons in battle, 

he was given the bastinado (beaten or stoned by all of his comrades, usually to death).204 

Those who survived the punishment became outcasts. This quick justice became a 

powerful deterrent to violating the dynamics and demands of the military unit and set the 

regulations of the legion above all other authority. With this system now in place, Rome 

was united with its allies not just by treaty but also in military and warfare society. 
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The Rise of Scipio Africanus 

 Roman changes in the aftermath of the Battle of Cannae were not limited to 

strategies, soldier qualifications, and military culture. It also required significant changes 

in personnel to implement them. We have already mentioned the rise of Quintus Fabius 

Maximus in this regard, but it is now time to introduce one of the most effective 

commanders of the Second Punic War on the Roman side: Scipio Africanus. The man 

who would later be known as Scipio Africanus received the same birth name as his 

father, Publius Cornelius Scipio. He had seen firsthand the tragedies that befell Rome in 

the early years of the Second Punic War. According to Livy, for instance, Scipio was the 

one who saved his wounded father at the defeat of the Ticinus.205 He was even a survivor 

of Cannae, serving as a tribune and managing to escape to Canusium while stopping his 

fellow soldiers from defecting.206 As we will see, Scipio would be molded by the defeats 

he had witnessed. He would adopt a new approach to the war on his own campaigns that 

would ultimately end the Second Punic War in Rome’s favor. 

The Iberian Campaign 

 When Scipio’s father, Publius Cornelius Scipio Asina, failed to stop Hannibal’s 

forces from crossing the Alps, he sent his brother, Gnaeus Cornelius Scipio Calvus, to 

continue with the Iberian offensive. Calvus managed to gain control of the northeastern 

coast after defeating Hanno, Hannibal’s nephew, at the Battle of Cissa in 218 B.C.207 

Doing so proved to be critical as many Iberian tribes turned to Calvus and severed the 
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link between Hannibal’s advancing army and the Carthaginian armies in Spain. In the 

following year, Rome showed their dominance in naval warfare when Calvus defeated 

the Carthaginians at the mouth of the Ebro River and captured 25 enemy ships.208 The 

Scipio brothers were able to save Italy from further incursions when they intercepted and 

defeated Carthaginian reinforcements sent by Hannibal’s brother Hasdrubal Barca in 215 

B.C. near the city of Ibera.209  The losses inflicted on Hasdrubal’s army forced him to 

cancel the march to Italy and send the reinforcements instead to his brother, Mago, in 

Iberia.210  

 However, in 211 B.C., the brothers suffered a defeat that would threaten all of the 

gains that Rome achieved in the Iberian campaign. Calvus was camped close to 

Hasdrubal Barca’s army while his brother, Scipio Asina, was commanding the bulk of the 

Roman army five days march away.211 Hasdrubal Barca managed to pay the Celtiberian 

mercenaries to abandon the Roman army, forcing Calvus’ army to retreat.212 Scipio 

Asina, on the other hand, was surrounded near the city of Castulo by the armies of Mago 

and the Carthaginian allies, and both he and many of his soldiers were killed.213 As for 

Calvus, he continued to retreat until he reached a hilltop near Ilorca and tried to build a 

defensive wall using luggage and saddles. The three Carthaginian armies (led by Mago, 

Hasdrubal Barca, and Hasdrubal Gisco) coalesced together and defeated the greatly 
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outnumbered Romans, killing Calvus in the process.214 Carthage now had complete 

control south of the Ebro River, wiping away any gains made by the Romans since the 

start of the war. In response, Rome sent the twenty-four-year-old son of the late 

proconsul, Publius Cornelius Scipio, to lead what was left of the armies of the Iberian 

campaign. The man who would later be known as Scipio Africanus received the position 

in a unanimous vote.215 It is important to note that Scipio did not meet the minimum age 

requirement, nor did he have the prescribed career qualifications to receive such a 

position.216 Nevertheless, the young Scipio was sent out with reinforcements to finish the 

work that his father and uncle had started nearly eight years earlier. 

The Battle of New Carthage 

 The younger Scipio opened his campaign dramatically with the capture of the city 

that had served as the headquarters of Carthage’s Iberian campaign. Scipio knew it was 

unwise to directly engage the three Carthaginian armies, which greatly outnumbered his 

own.217 Instead, he decided to strike at the key city of New Carthage. The city held the 

Carthaginian war treasury as well as serving as a prison for Carthage’s Iberian hostages. 

The city was defended with only 1,000 guards and the nearest army was a ten days’ 

march away.218 In order to accomplish the task of taking the city, Scipio reorganized the 

traditional maniple formation discussed in chapter two. Each maniple now consisted of 
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120 men in three lines, totaling 4,200 soldiers per legion.219 This allowed for more 

flexibility in the rough terrain of Iberia. Once ready, Scipio’s army of 27,500 marched for 

seven days to the city.220 After ascertaining the topography of the city from local 

fishermen, who told him that the lagoon that surrounded the city had very shallow tides, 

shallow enough that soldiers could walk through and enter into an unguarded portion of 

the city wall,221 Scipio launched his attack on New Carthage in 209 B.C. and captured the 

city without suffering high casualties. With this victory, Rome now controlled the coasts 

of Iberia. The capture of Carthage’s Iberian treasury also helped remove the Republic’s 

financial burdens.222  

 The young general would also implement the same tactics that Hannibal was 

conducting against Rome’s allies. He began releasing the local Iberian hostages held in 

the city, which had the immediate effect of creating local allies for the Roman side; one 

of these hostages was a relative of the Numidian Masinissa (who would prove to vital to 

Rome’s success in the war).223 It is important to bear in mind that Scipio showed mercy 

to the very same tribes that had revolted against Rome, thus resulting in the death of his 

father and uncle. Common military practice at the time stipulated that one ought to 

wipeout such traditors.224 By rejecting such norms, Scipio not only gained more allies 
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and troops but also severed personnel and financial support for Hannibal’s Italian 

campaign. 

 Scipio would continue to build upon his successes. More tribes came to aid in the 

following year. However, an event that occurred in Iberia would feed the fears of the 

Senate and echo into the centuries towards the end of the Republic. Several Spanish 

chiefs proclaimed Scipio as king, sparking the greatly held Roman fear of a general 

gaining too much power.225 The gravity of this event will be discussed in the next 

chapter. Scipio responded to this proclamation by ordering the chiefs and soldiers to 

never address him as king but instead refer to him as imperator.  

 Scipio would ultimately secure Iberia for the Romans with a decisive victory near 

Ilipa in 206 B.C. by utilizing similar tactics enacted by Hannibal at Cannae.226 Though 

greatly outnumbered, Scipio managed to defeat the armies of Mago and Hasdrubal 

Gisco.227 Livy described the formation that Scipio arranged his men at Ilipa: 

 But when the infantry lines were no more than half a mile distant from each other, 
 Scipio  signalled the recall to the cavalry and, opening the ranks, brought all the 
 cavalry and light infantry into the centre of his force. Making two divisions of 
 them, he set them in reserve behind the wings. After that, when it was now time 
 to commence the battle, Scipio ordered the Spaniards, who formed the centre of 
 the line, to advance at a measured pace. From the right wing, where he was in 
 command, he sent a messenger to Silanus and Marcius to instruct them to 
 lengthen their wing leftwards, as they saw him extend his to the right, and to 
 engage the enemy with their light infantry and cavalry before thecentres could 
 meet…the rest of the troops following at an angle. The line thus arched in the 
 centre, where the Spanish troops were advancing more slowly.228 
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Scipio stationed his cavalry on the wings that engaged the enemy’s cavalry prior to the 

infantry’s engagement. The less-trained troops (the Spaniards) were placed in the center 

while his well-trained troops (Roman legionaries) were placed on the wings. The 

legionaries would turn in on the center of the formation once the Spaniards were pushed 

back by the Carthaginians, resulting in the Carthaginian’s center to be overwhelmed.229 

All of these elements were used by Hannibal at Cannae. 

In one battle, Scipio managed to defeat two of the three armies in Iberia. As for 

the third army, Hasdrubal Barca had previously made an attempt to reinforce his brother 

in Italy but was defeated and killed at the Metaurus River by the two consular armies a 

year prior to the battle of Ilipa.230 The defeat of the three armies made the Carthaginian 

holdings in Iberia no longer sustainable, thereby forcing the Carthaginians to abandon 

Spain in 205 B.C. Mago managed to reach northern Italy but would prove to be of no 

help in revitalizing the Italian offensive. The Romans now blocked both sides of the 

Apennines, thereby trapping Mago in northern Italy. Hannibal was now contained in 

southern Italy for the rest of the war. 

The African Campaign 

 Following his successes in the Iberian theatre, the thirty-year-old Scipio returned 

to Rome with massive public support.231 He easily managed to secure the consulship in 

205 B.C. with the stated goal of ending the war by taking the fight to Carthaginian 
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homeland.232 However, he received much opposition from senators, including Quintus 

Fabius Maximus, who wanted to focus on driving Hannibal and his brother out of Italy. A 

compromise was reached which allowed Scipio to be stationed in Sicily and prepare his 

troops for the invasion, but he would not be allowed to attack until given approval by the 

Senate.233 Though the Senate tried to stymie Scipio’s plans by not allowing him to levy 

troops, the consul managed to raise an army of 35,000, many of whom volunteered.234 

The troops that made the bulk of Scipio’s army, moreover, were survivors of Cannae: the 

two legions that had been exiled to Sicily under the label of cowardice.235 The men from 

these two legions were highly experienced veterans, eager to seek redemption from their 

disastrous defeat. These were the kind of soldiers Publius Scipio would need if he wished 

to defeat Carthage and its allies on their own territory. Seeing that Scipio had raised 

enough troops, the Senate gave him permission to launch his invasion force. In the spring 

of 204 B.C., Scipio’s army left Sicily and landed near Utica, north of Carthage. 

 Carthage’s ally, King Syphax of the western Numidians, tried to form a truce 

between Rome and Carthage. Instead, Scipio stalled while some of his officers set fire to 

the Carthaginian and Numidian camps, killing many of their 50,000 infantry and 13,000 

cavalry.236 Though the king and Hasdrubal Gisco (who was leading the Carthaginian 

forces) managed to escape Utica, they were eventually captured after a defeat at the 

Battle of the Great Plains in 203 B.C. Scipio also managed to solidify an alliance with 
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King Masinissa (whose relative he had rescued in Iberia) by making him king over all of 

the Numidians.237 In a last effort to save itself, Carthage recalled the armies of the Barca 

brothers from Italy. In 202 B.C., Hannibal reached Africa with 15,000 - 20,000 troops. 

His brother on the other hand was killed when his fleet approached the city of Sardinia. 

The peace talks failed to achieve success, resulting in the two champions of their 

respective nations to fight one last battle. 

The Battle of Zama 

 The last battle of the nearly two-decade war was fought on October 19, 202 B.C., 

on a field near the city of Zama. Hannibal had a far larger army, totaling around 50,000, 

which was comprised of his own men, the remnants of Mago’s army, Libyan allies, and 

Carthaginian citizens.238 He also had eighty war elephants at his disposal, though he had 

few cavalry. Hannibal divided his troops into three lines: Mago’s men in the first, Libyan 

and Carthaginian soldiers in the second, and his own heavily armored veterans in reserve. 

It appears that Hannibal’s plan was to scatter Rome’s center by using the elephants to 

break through their front line.239 

 Scipio on the other hand had only 29,000 infantry, but he also had the support of 

6,000 highly prized Numidian cavalry from his newfound ally Masinissa.240 He drew up 

his men in a similar fashion as Hannibal, with the cavalry on the wings.  
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 The battle began with Hannibal’s elephants charging straight at the Roman lines. 

However, Scipio planned in advance to create broader corridors between each rank, 

thereby allowing the elephants to funnel past his men241 with very few casualties.242 It is 

probable that he devised such a countermeasure after witnessing the Roman defeat at 

Trebia, where Hannibal used his war elephants to frighten the horses of the Roman 

cavalry—another instance of Roman adaptation. To the Carthaginian army’s detriment, 

some of the elephants panicked and charged back into Hannibal’s lines. The Roman and 

allied Numidian cavalry then took advantage of the chaos and attacked the Carthaginian 

cavalry. The battle among the infantry was far more balanced, with both armies’ first and 

second lines suffering heavy losses.243 Rome eventually managed to push the 

Carthaginian lines back, but now had to face Hannibal’s 20,000 battle-hardened 

veterans.244 Scipio therefore called his troops back to reform into a single line and 

engaged Hannibal’s veterans.245 Nevertheless, the battle remained a stalemate until the 

Roman and Numidian cavalry returned from their pursuit and attacked the Carthaginians 

from behind, crushing the army entirely in an action eerily similar to the fields of Cannae. 

Hannibal managed to escape, but Zama would seal the fate of Carthage. 
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Aftermath 

 In an attempt to ensure that Rome and its interests would never be threatened by 

Carthage again, the Senate created conditions in the ensuing peace treaty that were 

intended to stifle its strength.246 Carthage lost all but ten of its ships, was forbidden from 

conducting war outside of Africa, had to gain permission from the Roman Senate to 

conduct war within Africa, and was forced to pay an indemnity of 10,000 talents of silver 

over a period of fifty years.247 The Carthaginian Council, under the recommendation of 

Hannibal, agreed to the terms. Scipio returned to Rome with the greatest triumph that the 

city had ever witnessed and was granted the cognomen of Africanus.248 The Second 

Punic War would prove to be an axial point in Roman history, providing it with its first 

overseas province in Iberia and setting it on the road to further expansion. 

Conclusion 

 The Second Punic War was a crucial inflection point in the development of 

Roman military tactics. Faced with the distinct possibility of defeat by the legendary 

Hannibal Barca, it was able to adapt in both tactics and commanders in order to 

eventually win the war. Driven by desperation, the Senate approved the delaying tactics 

of the dictator Quintus Fabius Maximus for fighting a war of attrition rather than pitched 

battle, previously derided as cowardly. The changes made to the Servian Constitution 

paved the way for more of the Roman population to be eligible for military service, 

allowing the formation of large armies, while the introduction of the oath system allowed 
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a highly diverse Roman army to be unified into a single military society. Rome’s 

commanders changed too, from one-year consuls bent on risking everything in a single 

battle to the multi-year appointments needed to effectively prosecute the war. Scipio 

himself learned from the defeats at Trebia, Lake Trasimene, and Cannae and would adapt 

his battle formations accordingly. He was also not afraid to take on the tactics used by his 

military counterpart, Hannibal. Such lessons will be passed down to future generals of 

Rome. 

 However, these changes came at a price. The power that accrued to the Republic 

in the aftermath of the Second Punic War would alter every facet of the Roman society. 

Particularly in the political arena, those with access to larger wealth, land, and armies 

sought to use them to increase their power, and the military reforms enacted during the 

emergencies of the Second Punic War would prove effective in helping them to do so.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Political and Military Changes After the Second Punic War 

The institutions of governance and the military share a bond in most stable 

societies. A change in one influences change in the other. This was especially true of the 

Roman Republic. Every citizen who possessed enough property was enrolled into the 

armed forces. Though it may have been an obligation under Roman law, there was a 

personal desire to becoming a soldier among the citizenry of Rome: the military offered a 

Roman citizen both the opportunity to protect his homeland and the prospect of 

adventure, loot, and social mobility.249 These desires would be amplified among the elites 

of Roman society. For them, the military would serve as another means of growing their 

power and influence in the circles of Roman aristocracy. The legacy of Scipio Africanus, 

who achieved power during a time of crisis and success in the art of war, would be 

idealized by such groups. This ever-growing ambition among the Roman elites would 

serve as fuel for wars of expansion that would last long after the fall of the Republic. 

 The Republic had reached new heights upon the conclusion of the Second Punic 

War. Carthage would never again become a threat to Rome’s expansion, the silver mines 

of Iberia were now in Rome’s control, and new alliances have been formed in the Iberian 

and African coast. Vast amounts of wealth and new populations flooded into the 

expanding Republic. However, Rome would become a victim of its own success. 
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Changes caused by the rivalries of elites and the continuous desire for further wars of 

expansion would attack directly at the traditional governance system. The role of consul, 

for example, would continue to grow in power as the ambitions of the Senate would grow 

as well. These two factors together would prove to be a death knell to the Republican 

system of Rome. 

The Gloria of Consuls 

 Even before the Punic Wars, warfare served as official credentials when running 

for office in Rome. According to Polybius, one had to complete ten annual campaigns in 

order to meet the most basic requirement for political office.250 These offices would be 

held by the aristocrats of Roman society, who would continue to gain military experience 

in the hope of achieving higher offices such as quaestor, praetor, or consul. Since these 

offices were decided by elections held by their respective assemblies, military success 

was paramount for attaining them: victory in war brought prestige and gloria in Roman 

society.251 By the end of the Second Punic War, the role of the general on the battlefield 

also received more attention by society than in previous generations. The battles of the 

Second Punic War would be remembered more as “general battles,” focusing on grand 

strategy and tactics, rather than the simpler “soldier battles” of classical Greece where the 

focus lay instead on individual heroism.252 Scipio and Hannibal were the forefathers of 

this military shift, and future historians would highlight their brilliant strategies over the 
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soldiers’ individual contributions in battle. This mindset in turn raised the status and 

position of successful generals with every military victory.  

 The most coveted position in the cursus honorum253 was the consulship. The 

consulship was not held by professional military soldiers, but rather by magistrates and 

aristocrats. Every year, an election would be held within the comitia centuriata for the 

two positions of consul.254 However, the voting system in place gave the wealthier 

portions of society a greater sway over who would be elected.255 

 The power that came with consulship was nearly absolute in times of war. 

Consuls had the power to make demands upon Rome’s allies, appoint military tribunes, 

levy soldiers, punish anyone under their command, and spend any sum from the public 

funds that they thought they would need.256 However, their power was not limited to 

wartime. In times of peace, consuls remained in Rome and all magistrates (except for the 

tribunes) served under their command.257 They also worked closely with the Senate 

during urgent business and had the power to summon meetings of the popular assembly 

and execute the decrees of the people.258 Consuls were able to justify the right to such 

power by pointing to their military success, arguing that given their military track record, 

it was clear that Rome would prosper under their guidance.259 The upper classes of Rome, 
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of course, personally benefited from the victories brought by a successful consul, which 

in turn made them willing to grant such power. 

One office that would grow alongside the consuls’ power was the praetorship. 

Created as part of a reform program in 367 B.C., praetors would serve under the consuls 

and mange affairs if the consuls were preoccupied elsewhere.260 During the massive 

expansion that Rome undertook, the Republic increased the number of praetors to meet 

the increasing oversight demands. The more that Rome expanded, the greater number of 

opportunities there were for ambitious men to achieve higher office. By the end of the 

third century B.C., there were six praetors serving under the two consuls.261 By this time, 

service as a praetor was required before one could run for consul. Due to the fact that 

there were three times more praetors than consuls, it became increasingly difficult to 

achieve the consulship. Men from the most well-established families would gain the 

advantage over their counterparts. Initially, Rome’s political structure could only thrive if 

there was a relatively even playing field, but by the start of the second century the 

playing field was heavily tilted in the aristocratic families’ favor.262 

 The powers of the consulship were also irrevocably changed by the Second Punic 

War. The crises at the beginning of the war pushed the Roman people to give great 

quantities of power to men in the hopes that they would save their Republic. One such 

example was the appointment of Fabius Maximus as temporary dictator. This principle 

would also be applied to the consuls. One of the problems that Rome faced during the 
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First Punic War was the revolving-door of consuls that would be replaced every year 

regardless of their effectiveness.263 The Second Punic War however, saw the deployment 

of generals who managed to retain their positions by winning their elections 

repeatedly,264 including Fabius, Marcellus, and of course Scipio. This does not 

necessarily mean that terms were in consecutive order: for instance Scipio received the 

consulship in 205 and 194 B.C. Though the continuous re-election of the same consuls 

would improve the effectiveness of Rome’s military engagements, the consuls now had 

the possibility of gaining more time to increase their prestige and in turn their power. The 

ambitions of the Roman generals continued to grow with such an opportunity presented 

to them. 

 However, the Senate also made attempts to curb such ambitions. In the early 

second century B.C., it passed laws in the hopes of preventing another Scipio Africanus 

from rising to prominence,265 probably in response to events that transpired between 

Scipio and the Iberian tribes that had declared him king. By 151 B.C., the Senate 

formalized the age requirements of the cursus honorum and also decreed that an 

individual could not receive the position of consul more than once.266 These laws 

however, failed to achieve their stated purpose. Men would continue to rise to 

prominence in ways that would threaten the power of the Senate, starting with Scipio 

Aemilianus (adopted grandson of Scipio Africanus), who was elected consul illegally. He 
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did not meet the prescribed requirements; however, his success in the Third Punic War 

allowed him to bypass them with impunity.267  

 Possibly the greatest of powers that the consulship managed to gain was that their 

troops were loyal to them, rather than to the Senate. An early example of such a 

phenomenon was Scipio’s ability to recruit troops for his African campaign. Though 

denied the right to levy troops during his consulship, his fame alone caused over 7,000 

men to volunteer in his army.268 Several cities (Arretium, Caere, and Camerinum to name 

a few) also promised to provide arms, food, supplies, and ships to Scipio’s cause.269 This 

new ability on the part of influential consuls to recruit an army without the need for 

forcible compulsion would be a grave threat to the balance of power. The following 

centuries would see soldiers swearing fealty to their generals over the Republic more 

frequently, which would create chaos during the last days of the Republic. 

The Motivation for Warfare 

 It is certainly true that Rome, since its inception, favored greater aggression over 

peace. Popular leaders throughout the Republic’s history would advocate for greater 

expansion.270  Roman society tended to believe that gloria could only be achieved through 

war.271 A society that greatly valued warfare, even to the point where military success 

served as credentials for political office, did not need much of an incentive to enter into 
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new wars. However, the aftermath of the Second Punic War took the pursuit for gloria to 

new heights. The lowered requirements for soldiers also meant that more Roman citizens 

could enlist. As mentioned earlier, the common Roman citizen often saw warfare as an 

opportunity to attain wealth and social mobility. The elites of Roman society desired such 

things as well. One could imagine a young Roman aristocrat learning about the success of 

Scipio Africanus and desiring to emulate such success. Remember, Scipio was not 

qualified to attain the position of leading the army in the Iberian campaign; he was the 

only one who volunteered.272 It was his determination and military prowess that proved 

that he was deserving of such a role. He was, in fact, the one exception to the rule that 

one had to complete ten annual campaigns in order to enter into political office: as 

mentioned earlier, his entry was instead assured immediately through his dramatic 

victories in Iberia and then later Africa. It would be all too enticing for ambitious 

members within the halls of power to pursue a path that granted vast amounts of prestige 

while also providing those few rare instances that could overrule the normal requirements 

for an office seat. Rome after the Second Punic War was in an excellent position for 

continued conquest and thereby gaining power within the Roman elite.  

 It is also important to note that the system of consulship itself acted as a 

motivation for new wars. Two consuls were elected every year, meaning that a consul 

had one year to achieve a noteworthy victory in war in order to win re-election. The 

tactical and strategic problems that the Romans had experienced because of this system 

were examined in chapter one. However, this system also motivated consuls to seek out 

engagements that would bring about victory quickly and decisively. Such examples from 
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the post-war era included the young Flamininus’s dramatic victories against Philip of 

Macedon and the escapades of the little-known aristocrat, Gnaeus Manlius Vulso, who 

launched a raid into Galatia273 without senatorial approval.274 However, if a consul began 

a conquest of a region but was unable to gain viable progress within the year, his 

successor could be the one to finish the war and thus take all of the glory. Mary Beard 

and Michael Crawford describe this dynamic brought by the Republic’s consulship 

system: 

 The pattern of Roman office-holding itself encouraged military expansion, since 
 Roman magistrates, in their role as generals, traditionally had only one year to 
 win the glory of a successful military campaign. A general could gain nothing for 
 himself by deferring military action; for if it was put off to the next year, the prize 
 of victory might fall to his successor. The competitive aspirations of the Roman 
 elite thus encouraged year after year (consul after consul) the undertaking of wars 
 that would give victory to the Roman people and prestige to their leaders.275 
 
Expansion became commonplace for the Republic in the years following the Second 

Punic War, as there was no one left who could challenge Rome’s dominance in the 

Mediterranean.276 Within a hundred years, Rome would conquer Macedonia and Illyria 

(present day Albania), defeat rebellious tribes in Spain and Sardinia, and completely 

destroy the ancient city of Carthage. 
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The Problem of Expansion 

 Such victories of course, rarely came without a cost. Rome had already suffered 

greatly at the hands of Carthage. The massive losses in manpower in the wars to come 

would only amplify the issues that weakened the stability of the Republic. At the same 

time, the constitution of the Republic would come to be threatened as Roman power 

expanded. The upper echelons of Roman society would prosper; however, plebeians 

would greatly suffer in the century following the Second Punic War. All of these 

elements would accumulate into severe internal crises that would threaten the Republic 

until its eventual demise. 

A City-State Constitution Governing a Growing Republic 

 The legal framework that governed the Republic was created when Rome was 

nothing more than one of many Italian city-states.277 One of Rome’s crowning 

achievements was that it provided a governance that, as Gwynn described it, was both 

flexible yet stable and balanced the powers of the collective and the individual.278 

Polybius made note of this balance in power:  

 Now the elements by which the Roman constitution was controlled were three in
 number…and all the aspects of the administration were, taken separately, so fairly 
 and so  suitably ordered and regulated through the agency of these three elements 
 that it was impossible even for the Romans themselves to declare with certainty 
 whether the whole system was an aristocracy, a democracy or a monarchy.279 
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However, it was never meant to sustain a vast Republic that now stretched from the 

Spanish coast to the Greek islands.280 These expansions were being fueled by the rivalries 

among the Roman elites, each seeking to attain glory and a greater legacy than their 

peers. Every successful conquest gave more power to the collective power held by those 

with senatorial rank, thereby disrupting the balance of power that had kept the earlier 

legal framework stable.281 However, it is possible that those who suffered the most from 

such an imbalance were the lower classes of society, especially the peasant farmers. 

 It has been traditionally believed that the Roman farmers that served in the army 

struggled to meet both their military and agricultural duties during the Punic Wars and 

the many wars of expansion.282 The farming industry may have collapsed due to growing 

inflation and an increase in the slave population due to Rome’s conquests.283 Though 

Rome’s economy grew in complexity with accessibility to new foreign markets, a large 

proportion of the Roman people still depended upon the agriculture trade.284 There was 

stark separation of wealth between the upper and lower class.285 As the nobility continued 

to push for war, the Roman poor suffered the effects of inflation. Some have argued that 

in the aftermath of the Second Punic War, Roman elites began to dispossess the lands of 

the Italian peasants in an attempt to invest their newly gained wealth.286 Roman elites 
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accumulating large estates at the expense of the peasants began two years after the 

Second Punic War. The private citizens that loaned money to help relocate peasants back 

to their farms after the destruction created by Hannibal started to demand repayment. 

However, Rome used all of its treasury to build a fleet for the Second Macedonian War. 

The Senate proposed a compromise: 

 Since the request of these citizens was reasonable, and since nevertheless the state 
 could not repay the loan, the senate took an action which was midway between 
 justice and expediency, namely, that, since many of the creditors said that there 
 was much land for sale, to purchase which cash was needed, the opportunity 
 should be given them to receive public land lying within the fiftieth milestone; the 
 consuls were to appraise this land and to impose an annual rental…if anyone, 
 when the state should be in funds, should prefer money to the land, he could 
 restore the land to the people.287 
 
The creditors gladly accepted this deal. More opportunities such as this came in the 

following centuries for the upper echelons of Roman society. Proponents of this view 

argue that less land became available for the peasantry while wealthier citizens 

accumulated more land. This had the unintentional side effect of drastically reducing the 

number of Roman citizens who were eligible to be part of the assidui. The Senate needed 

to have a steady follow of soldiers to fight in their new campaigns, so they lowered the 

property requirements for military eligibility again from 4,000 to 1,500 asses.288 They did 

not, however, solve the underlying issues that were making the populace of Rome 

restless. Some historians believe that the reforms proposed by the tribunate Tiberius 
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Gracchus attempted to address this problem by placing a limit on how much public land 

private individuals could hold and giving the surplus to landless peasants.289  

 However, a new theory has recently emerged that proposes a different story of the 

situation that the Italian peasants were experiencing during the second century B.C. This 

theory argues that the most likely situation was that the owners of the public lands would 

lease portions of the land to tenant farmers.290 Thus, the status of Italian peasants declined 

from freeholder to tenant, not landless as Gracchus argued. It is also argued that the cause 

for the population decrease of the assidui class was not farmers falling into poverty but 

the decrease in birth rates within the peasantry.291 In either case, it is clear that there was 

growing turmoil within Roman society. 

The Boiling Point 

 The wars fought after the Second Punic War brought the Republic to its zenith of 

power but also likely brought about its eventual downfall. As we have seen, Rome’s 

expansion threatened the stability of a long-lasting legal framework that kept its rulers in 

check. An imbalance in power in favor of the senatorial elite continued to grow alongside 

the pace of Rome’s ever-expanding borders, and Roman farmers and peasants may have 

been carrying the brunt of the costs incurred by their leaders pursuing prestige and power 

through military conquest. The struggles in the farming economy were growing and the 

Republic could not sustain such a situation. Rome suffered greatly from the competition 
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among aristocrats and by being governed by a city-state constitution while conquering 

vast new territories. Though its fall involved a multitude of factors, I have argued in this 

chapter that it was these two factors which contributed the most. My argument is 

supported by historian David Gwynn, who described how these elements played a role in 

the chaos that was to come: 

 The Republic’s unique constitution gave Rome stability and direction under the 
 collective authority of the Senate, while the social pressures of noble competition 
 and desire for gloria drove Rome towards expansion. But expansion unleashed 
 social, political, and economic forces that the Republic could not contain, and as 
 the stakes of competition rose, power passed into the hands of warlords whose 
 rivalry descended into civil war.292 
 
This situation would eventually reach its boiling point in the last half of the first century 

B.C. when Rome became embroiled in civil war. 

Conclusion 

 Politics and the military shared an inseparable relationship throughout Roman 

history. Common citizens were often able to better their lives by acquiring the spoils that 

came with victory in war. For the upper echelons of Rome however, war provided the 

most effective means to fulfill even greater ambitions. War gave the politically driven 

members of Roman society an opportunity to prove themselves worthy of higher office. 

The aristocratic leadership of the Republic thus received an increase in wealth and 

influence with every successful conquest. Such a mutually beneficial relationship shared 

by the generals and senatorial elite served as fuel for the many wars of expansion that 

Rome conducted after the Second Punic War. 
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 However, such drastic change would not come without consequences. The Roman 

legal framework, created to govern a city-state, now failed to keep the balance of power 

in an ever-expanding Republic. The Roman poor would feel the immediate effects of the 

rivalries conducted among the Roman aristocracy. Such elements would serve as 

instigators for the internal turmoil that Rome would face in the second century B.C. 

Nevertheless, Rome would continue to expand, and its aspiring politicians would 

continue to gain power. More men seeking to emulate Scipio Africanus would rise 

despite the Senate’s efforts to suppress such efforts. Though there was a multitude of 

factors that brought the end of the Roman Republic, these forces certainly played a 

colossal role in its eventual demise. The Roman Republic would ultimately suffer the fate 

that Scipio Aemilianus predicted as he mournfully looked upon the fallen city of 

Carthage and quoted the poet Homer: 

 The day shall come in which our sacred Troy 
 And Priam, and the people over whom 
 Spear-bearing Priam rules, shall perish all.293

 
293 Appian, Delphi Complete Works of Appian, trans. Horace White, 3762.  



77 

CONCLUSION 

The Roman Republic would be forever changed by its wars with Carthage. 

Among those wars, none was more transformational than the Second Punic War. Just 

prior to this pivotal conflict, Rome had achieved mastery over the Italian Peninsula. By 

the time Scipio Africanus gained victory over his rival Hannibal at Zama, Rome had 

become the dominant power of the Mediterranean basin and sowed the seeds for its 

eventual and total conquest of the region. As for Carthage, these wars would bring about 

its extinction as a civilization. 

 The Second Punic War was a turning point in the military and political 

institutions of the expanding Republic. After this war, these institutions would be pushed 

to the brink of collapse. Rome would suffer a string of defeats in its own territory at the 

hands of the legendary Carthaginian general Hannibal, none more so than at the battle of 

Cannae in 216 B.C., in which the largest army ever assembled by the Republic at that 

time was nearly completely destroyed in one day. In order to protect Rome’s status as the 

leading power among the Italian tribes from the devastations brought on by Hannibal, 

many changes were made to the Roman military.  

 First, the tactics of the Cunctator (“the delayer”), Quintus Fabius Maximus, were 

accepted as legitimate means of conducting war. Though once considered an un-Roman 

practice, Fabius’ war of attrition prevented Hannibal from gaining allies and resources in 

Italy. This strategy also bought the Republic time to rebuild its army.  

 Moreover, in order to recuperate the losses of soldiers after the battle of Cannae, 

dictator Marcus Junius Pera and the Senate changed the qualifications for service in the
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Roman military. The age requirement was lowered to seventeen (though there were 

instances of boys under the age of puberty being recruited as well).294 Some slaves were 

converted into soldiers and those undergoing a prison sentence due to a capital offense or 

debt were freed and their debts paid in exchange for service.295 Most importantly, around 

two years later the Servian Constitution was altered, lowering the property requirement of 

the assidui from 11,000 to 4,000 asses, thereby starting a trend of allowing more Romans 

to join the armed services in order to build larger armies for greater conquests.296 

 Rome was also able to pull from the enormous pool of manpower comprised of its 

many allies. One of Rome’s greatest tools to wield during times of war was its vast array 

of alliances. At the time, Rome did not require its allies to pay tribute, only to provide 

soldiers when at war.297 However, these allies were a very diverse lot, both cultural, 

ethnically, and sometimes even linguistically different from their Roman counterparts.298 

Just prior to the battle of Cannae, the Roman military formalized the oath of loyalty, the 

sacramentum dicere, which united all soldiers under the orders of their commanders and 

among their fellow comrades in their unit.299 This oath superseded past distinctions 

among allies and contributed to the creation of a separate society within the legion. The 

Roman military thus became far more efficient when it worked with its allies as a single 

unit. 
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 The man who would lead the Roman armies to victory against Carthage, resulting 

from these new adaptations would be known to history as Scipio Africanus. Being a 

survivor of Cannae, he would learn from the mistakes of his commanders and the 

successes of his enemies. He was tasked with revitalizing the Roman offensive in Iberia, 

even though he himself did not meet the proper qualifications of attaining such a position. 

Scipio also implemented changes of his own to the Roman army’s structure and tactics. 

He altered the traditional formation of the manipular legion, allowing more flexibility on 

the Iberian terrain.300 He emulated the practices conducted by Hannibal by showing 

mercy to the local Iberian tribes that rebelled against Rome, though standard practice at 

the time stipulated that one ought be brutal to defecting tribes in order to prevent others 

from following suit.301 Showing mercy, however, gave Scipio access to more soldiers and 

cut off Hannibal’s access to reinforcements. This would not be the only tactic he learned 

from Hannibal. At the battle of Ilipa, Scipio also used a flanking maneuver very similar 

to the one that Hannibal had used at Cannae, his legionaries on the wings turning on the 

center of the formation and surrounding the numerically superior Carthaginian army.302 

Victory at Ilipa forced the Carthaginians to abandon Iberia a year later in 205 B.C. Scipio 

would eventually defeat his Carthaginian counterpart in Zama in 202 B.C. due to his 

innovative practice of creating corridors between each rank that allowed Hannibal’s war 

elephants to funnel past his men, a tactic he may have learned after his experience of war 
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elephants at the battle of Trebia. This victory would bring about the end of the Second 

Punic War. 

Aftermath of the War 

The aftermath of the Second Punic War brought Rome to the position of undisputed 

leading power in the Mediterranean. Carthage would never be able to rebuild its lost 

empire or come close to challenging the might of Rome’s military ever again. The 

Second Punic War would thus initiate the Republic’s engagement in larger wars of 

conquest. By the second century B.C., Macedonia, Illyria (present day Albania), and the 

rebellious tribes in Iberia and Sardinia would all fall under Rome’s dominion. This time 

period would also see the complete destruction of the ancient city of Carthage. Vast 

wealth and power flooded into the expanding Republic. When war was synonymous with 

the Roman identity and values, it should be no surprise that the institutions of politics and 

the military shared an inseparable bond. Particularly in the aftermath of the Second Punic 

War, conquest served as a means to attain social mobility and wealth across nearly all 

classes of Roman citizens.303 The Roman elites were no exception. The Senate continued 

to grant consuls more power, who then began seeking out military engagements in order 

show their worthiness of such power and thus gain re-election.304 The senatorial elites 

would benefit from the newly acquired land and wealth that would come from a 

successful conquest. The story of the successful young Scipio Africanus, who managed to 

exempt himself from established precedent to attain a generalship and later consulship, 

would serve as an inspiration for many ambitious Roman aristocrats. 
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 However, such a drastic shift in the social order would not be without severe 

repercussions for the Republic. A city-state constitution now governed a massive and 

expanding Republic and political rivalries grew unchecked.305 Such issues would 

eventually cumulate in the chaotic final years of the Roman Republic. 

 In an attempt to prevent the rise of another Scipio Africanus, the Senate 

eventually passed laws in order to rein in the ambitions of successful military leaders. 

Halfway into the second century B.C., the Senate formalized the age requirements of the 

cursus honorum and also decreed that an individual could not receive the position of 

consul more than once.306 Such actions failed to prevent men from finding ways to rise 

above such laws and gain prominence among the Roman populace, starting with the 

adopted grandson of Scipio Africanus. 

 What would prove to be a critical change in the dynamic between Roman generals 

and the Senate would be the transition of troops holding fealty to their generals over the 

will of the Senate. The framework of such a phenomenon was laid down by Scipio 

Africanus, who managed to build a personal army for his invasion of Africa without the 

need to levy troops.307 Due to the Marian Reforms of 107 B.C., property-less Roman 

citizens could now volunteer into the army, thereby granting them the opportunity to 

achieve social mobility and wealth.308 Troops began putting their trust in their 

commanders to secure land for their retirement after a successful conquest; without it, 

many of them would return to Rome with nothing on which to live. The consul or 
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general, in turn, gained political power and sought to provide for his men during his 

period in power, thereby creating an armed force that was solely loyal to him.309 

 The last century of the Roman Republic would see aristocratic generals and 

consuls reach the zenith of their power. The Social War (91 - 88 B.C.) would serve as the 

catalyst for the rise of the Republic’s first warlord, Lucius Cornelius Sulla. Due to his 

success in the Social War, Sulla managed to receive a consulship. Sulla was the first 

consul to use his own soldiers to turn against the Roman Senate and achieve his political 

goals, conquering the city of Rome in 88 and 82 B.C.310 Such success would serve as 

inspiration for another generation of warlords, most notably Gaius Julius Caesar. The 

armies of such warlords (for instance, Gaius Octavius Thurinus) would clash with armies 

led by the senatorial elites (such as Gaius Cassius Longinus and Marcus Junius Brutus); 

thus the Roman Republic would fall and the era of the Empire would begin. 

The Mythos of the Second Punic War 

 The Second Punic War would also become part of the Roman Empire’s mythos. 

Even at the time, Romans understood the importance of their victory over Carthage as 

representing a new era of expansion. Its importance would be immortalized by Rome’s 

very own “Homer,” the poet Virgil. Tasked by the first emperor of Rome to create the 

epic chronicling Rome’s rise to an empire, Virgil would write that it was Rome’s destiny 

to usurp Carthage against the wishes of the goddess Juno. It would be the Romans that 

would conquer the world, not the Carthaginians: 

 And Juno, we are told, cared more for Carthage  

 
309 Beard and Crawford, Rome in the Late Republic, 7. 

 
310 Andrew White, “The Role of Marius’s Military Reforms in the Decline of the Roman Republic,” 
(Monmouth, OR: Western Oregon University, 2011), 1. 



 83 

 Than for any walled city of the earth, 
 More than for Samos, even. There her armor 
 And chariot were kept, and, fate permitting,  
 Carthage would be the ruler of the world. 
 So she intended, and so nursed that power.  
 But she had heard long since 
 That generations born of Trojan blood  
 Would one day overthrow her Tyrian walls,  
 And from that blood a race would come in time 
 With ample kingdoms, arrogant in war, 

For Libya’s ruin: so the Parcae spun.311 
 
In The Aeneid, the Carthaginians are portrayed as Rome’s greatest foe, one whose famous 

queen, Dido, implored her people to always put the children of Aeneas to the sword as 

her dying wish: 

 Then, O my Tyrians, besiege with hate  
 His progeny and all his race to come:  
 Make this your offering to my dust. No love,  
 No pact must be between our peoples; No,  
 But rise up from my bones, avenging spirit!  
 Harry with fire and sword the Dardan countrymen 
 Now, or hereafter, at whatever time 
 The strength will be afforded. Coast with coast 
 In conflict, I implore, and sea with sea,  
 And arms with arms: may they contend in war,  
 Themselves and all the children of their children!312 
 
Virgil would even include the suffering that Rome endured during the Second Punic War 

as part of the journey in achieving its position on the world’s stage. In The Aeneid, the 

calamity of the Second Punic War and the destruction brought by Hannibal is explored as 

a divine prophecy by the god Jupiter to console his wife Juno: 

 …The time  
 For war will come—you need not press for it— 
 That day when through the Alps laid open wide 
 The savagery of Carthage blights the towns  
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 And towers of Rome…313 
 
One could imagine that Virgil was referring here in particular to Rome’s great defeat near 

the abandoned village of Cannae. 

The Importance of this Paper 

 This paper sought to answer the following question: did the Second Punic War, by 

initiating a series of changes in the structure and function of the Roman military and 

political institutions, influence the end of the Republic? If we want to understand why the 

Roman Republic fell, we must examine the Second Punic War to discover where the 

seeds for its eventual demise were planted. The Punic Wars would become part of 

Rome’s story of how a small city-state Republic became a massive empire. There is 

lasting value in learning the unchanging principles and lessons that arise from such an 

historic national disintegration, the fall of the Roman Republic, if we wish to preserve our 

own.
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