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"Imperialism - the policy, practice, or advocacy of extending the power and dominion of a nation especially by direct territorial acquisitions or by gaining indirect control over the political or economic life of other areas; broadly: the extension or imposition of power, authority, or influence"

According to Webster's dictionary's definition of "imperialism", a nation is 

not truly imperialistic until it has controlled another territory through political or economic aspects or directly annexed the land.  There were many steps in the history of Rome, which lead her down the road of becoming an imperialistic nation.  Rome's dealings with the Mamertines, Hiero, and Carthage in Sicily around 264 BC would lead to the First Punic War, and thus lead Rome down the path of Imperialism.  The Romans actions in that war were in fact not Imperialistic at all, but in the wars that would ensue with Carthage Rome would begin to develop a sense that Rome was the destined ruler of the world (Frank, 238).  Not until the Third Punic War had Rome truly committed an act of Imperialism, when she destroyed the kingdom of Carthage for her benefit without a just cause.  The confidence Rome gained in herself from the deposing of the greatest kingdom she had known, would open the gates for Roman expansion into the East.


As Hiero of Syracuse advanced in an attempt to win back Messana, on the basis that the Carthaginians were protecting the independence of Messana from Hiero, they resurrected a garrison in the city (Boardman et al, 27).  The Mamertines, however, did not wish for the type of independence that came in being a Carthaginian protectorate.  The Mamertines would come to ask Rome for her protection from both the Carthaginians and Hiero.  Rome could not see anything that would not legitimize her alliance with the Mamertines, for she had vested interests in her sovereign at Rhegium (Frank, 88).  Although the Mamertines forcefully had acquired Messana, their nation had been recognized through prior treaties with both Syracuse and Carthage (Frank, 89).  The recognition of the Mamertine state of Messana by both the aggressors, and the near location of Rhegium gave Rome legitimate reasons to involve herself in the conflict.  Although these were legitimate reasons to grant Messana's request for protection, the one thing that Rome feared most was the "political safety" of southern Italy (Frank, 90).  Once Rome, through a vote of the Plebians, decided to involve herself in the conflict, she set about to do so in a peaceful manner. The reason the Senate hesitated to involve Rome in the conflict was due to a belief in the Senate that once a war would be waged then ambitious leaders would take advantage of the situation and force the state into a war, surely enough that is what happened (Frank, 91). Rome would only endure herself in an all out war with the Carthaginians until it came to her attention that the Carthaginians were preparing for a war (Frank, 90).   Upon hearing this, the Senate decided to expel the enemy from Sicily, and thus sent 30,000 troops to Agrigentum (Frank, 92).  Rome up to this point did not have a navy, but due to a need for a navy in the war one was built to fight the Carthaginians.  Eventually with the navy cutting off Sicily and Carthage, Rome would force Carthaginian general Hamilcar Barcas to admit defeat (Frank, 92).  


The policy that Rome enacted after her defeat of Carthage in the First Punic War would lay the first seedlings of Imperialistic ideas in her empire.  Rome forced Carthage to pay indemnities for the war that the latter had waged, but indemnities upon the aggressor nations were and are common practice.  The policy that the Romans used to govern western Sicily, is where the first imperialistic ideas came to be shown.  After the war, the cities that showed their loyalty to Rome were rewarded by either becoming an amicus of Rome such was the destiny for Syracuse or a socii of Rome, the destiny of Messana (Frank, 93).  Rome would be tempted to make the western part of Italy her tributary, which for Rome was not common practice until then (Frank, 93).  In previous occasions, Rome had followed a policy of building a federation of independent states that would aid Rome in return for protection (Frank, 93).  In Sicily however the Romans saw the tributary policies which the region had been under such men as Hiero, and the temptation of all the revenue that would be created with tributaries would prove to be too much at times (Frank, 93).  The profit from possible subject provinces could lead to a shift of the tax burden Rome had to apply to her citizens to the provinces. (Frank, 93)  Rome could no resist the temptation of these profits and therefore made western Sicily a tribute-paying province.  In making western Sicily a province, Rome had passively taken her first steps towards becoming an imperialistic nation.


In the treaty that both Rome and Carthage agreed to after the First Punic War, it did not mention what was to be done with the island of Sardinia (Frank, 112).  The lack of a forfeiture of Sardinia to Rome reinforces the fact that at the time Rome practiced a very simple foreign policy that did not seek out lands that were not aggressors.  Although Carthage possessed Sardinia at the time, Rome did not see the area as annexable for the First Punic War had been fought in Sicily not Sardinia.  The idea of taking control of Carthage occurred after the struggle for power that would take place in Sardinia between ex-Carthaginian mercenaries and Carthage.  The mercenaries who had not been paid for their efforts in the First Punic War decided to take over the island themselves.  Once the mercenaries stated their objective to rebel from Carthage, they immediately called upon Rome for protection and annexation (Frank, 112).  Rome did not accept the offer for it was in her best interests to help Carthage with their current problems (Frank, 112).  These policies were geared towards reestablishing a friendship with Carthage, but with a change of those in power these pro-Carthaginian policies would soon fade into history.  Carthage was not willing to see the mercenaries simply take Sardinia, thus she sent an army to fight the mercenaries.  Once the army reached Sardinia, the troops joined the mercenaries already there and killed the general.  Rome hoped that the mercenaries would establish themselves as a power in Sardinia so that the Carthaginians would not be able to regain the land.  Carthage in the mean time dealing with a civil war on their home-front did not for the time being seek to regain Sardinia (Frank, 113).  Rome realizing that the mercenaries would never establish themselves finally accepted the proposal to annex the land.  After the civil war in Carthage had ended, Carthage tried to make claims to the land, but Rome stated that because Carthage did not attempt to retake the land for two years, she had given up her rights to the land (Frank, 114).  The events that occurred in the dealings with Sardinia demonstrate Rome’s expanding interest in neighboring lands, and that she was willing contradict mos maiorum in order to expand.  The dealings concerning Sardinia with Carthage would tarnish relations with Carthage, and be used as a right to exact vengeance by the Carthaginians upon Rome.  


The revenge factor would later come into play in Rome’s dealings with Hannibal, a Carthaginian general, and the Second Punic War.  One could say that this second war began as more of a battle between Carthage and Massilia over maritime trading routes in Spain.  The town of Massilia existed not far from the Rhone, and was a town that had become a great friend of Rome over time.  Massilia throughout the Punic war provided Rome with the core of her Navy, and appears to have been the town that introduced Rome into Asiatic politics (Frank, 121).  Nevertheless as Hamilcar Barcas, Hannibal’s father, looked to expand the Carthaginian territory in Spain, his expansion and the Carthaginian policy of trading monopolies came into conflict with Massilia.  Hamilcar Barcas expanded throughout Spain in an effort to increase the manpower of Carthage, and did so with great success (Frank, 122).  He had been greatly upset over the previous losses Carthage had suffered in the dealings with Rome in regard to Sicily and Sardinia, and hoped to seek revenge (Frank, 122).  Massilia could not fight the Carthaginians by herself, and thus sought out of a method to bring Rome into the matters.  Massilia forced Rome to listen when the former spoke to the Senate about how the Barcid’s sought to attack Rome herself in an act of revenge (Frank, 122).  Rome reacted to the Massilian request by sending envoys, who obtained a treaty with Carthage, which stated that the Carthaginians would not cross the river Iber in arms (Frank, 123).  The treaty would seem to have been enough of an assurance to not act further in the matter, but the Romans went beyond the treaty.  Rome made an alliance with Saguntum, which was located some hundred miles south of the Iber (Frank, 123).  Hannibal, following the plans of his father for Spain, conquered all the lands in Spain up until the Iber except Saguntum because of her treaty with Rome.  When Saguntum attacked a Spanish tribe allied with Carthage, Hannibal reacted by attacking Saguntum in hopes of luring Rome into a war (Frank, 123).  Hannibal’s attack against Saguntum was a justified reaction to the act of aggression Saguntum had committed.  Rome would end up getting into the Second Punic War because Carthage refused to reprimand Hannibal for his actions.  The manner in which Rome got herself into the Second Punic War foreshadows Rome’s foreign policy, which would lead to many more battles in foreign lands. Rome would develop a method of establishing alliances with foreign cities that would not be in her sphere of influence.  Once those cities were attacked whether the city was at fault for the attack or not, then Rome would intervene and continue to conquer the opposing side.  The fact that a treaty was established with Saguntum, which was located a hundred miles south of the Iber, almost leads one to believe as if Rome had established a military post within Carthage’s borders.  The battle with Hannibal and Carthage would be a costly one that lasted until 202BC.  Eventually Rome was able to muster up an army under the younger Scipio that would defeat Hannibal at Zama.  After the end of the war, Rome would impose on Carthage the following regulations: Numidia was to be declared an independent state and given to Prince Masinissa; Carthage could not carry out wars outside of Africa; she would have to submit African disputes to Rome for decisions on the matters; and Rome would cede Spain from Carthage (Frank, 128).  The outcome of the war would end up expanding Rome’s territory to Spain, and Numidia through alliance.  Rome had expanded her empire through passive aggression by creating a questionable alliance and then attacking on the formers behalf.  

Rome’s most imperialistic act would occur in the Third Punic War, which was entirely on Rome’s hands. Carthago delenda est was commonly heard in Cato’s speeches, thus it was becoming apparent that a group in the Senate sought to see the destruction of Carthage (Frank, 234).  In calling for the destruction of Carthage, Rome sought to dispose of the second of the two great powers in the western Mediterranean. Carthage had not committed any act of aggression since the First Punic War, and had in fact been wronged in the Sardinia conflict.  When Masinissa of Numidia attacked Carthage, Rome refused to grant Carthage the right to defend herself (Frank, 234).  Eventually Carthage could not stand by and watch Masinissa conquer more and more of her lands, and thus sent out an army to fight him (Frank, 235).  This decision to fight would be used against Carthage by Rome as an excuse to impose a harsh ultimatum upon the former.  Carthage would be defeated by the Numidian king, and come home to the terrible news that Rome had decided to intervene and prepare an army (Frank, 235).  Rome sent envoys to Carthage with the demands for an unconditional surrender, and relocation of the city by 10 miles from her current location (Frank, 235).  The demand for relocation was a common tool that the Romans used against constantly troublesome cities, but Carthage was anything but rebellious at the time.  Carthage had simply been reacting to an intruding conqueror, and simply sought to protect herself.  The ultimatum must of set off a rallying cry among Carthaginians that they would not be oppressed by Rome any more, because Carthage closed her gates and went to work, preparing for war (Frank, 236).  Carthage was able to defend itself for two years until Scipio Aemilianus finally captured the city (Frank, 236).  After the war, Rome took ownership of the land that Carthage was situated on.  Rome rented this land to Italians, and the area became the main grain producing area for the empire (Frank, 237).  In destroying Carthage, Rome had committed an imperialistic act by taking the land of their enemy and implanting Italians to tend to the land.  Rome’s was well on her way to expanding her empire outside of her sphere of influence.
   

In her dealings with Carthage, Rome came to develop what seemed to be an imperialistic foreign policy.  In the reading of Tenney Frank, he makes the Roman Empire out to be a conquering bully.  Rome at times did carry out policies on the lines of it being an imperialistic empire, but one can not overlook the world that Rome existed in.  The ancient world was one of conquerors, wars, and triumphs.  Men such as Alexander the Great were deified for conquering most of the known world at the time.  The world was not a world of peace for ambitious men always sought to advance themselves through warfare.  In light of the countries surrounding Rome, she attempted to be as just as possible, and she was for her era.  Often it is difficult to look at Rome’s actions and think how they could possibly act in such a manner, but the problem entails in that an individual will tend to think about their era instead of looking at Rome’s.  Rome was an imperialistic state according to the modern day standards we have of imperialism, but from an ancient world perspective she was as just as any state in her era.
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