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2.1.1  ​​Introduction

The mass suicides are also, 

as we shall see, 

suicides of collectives,

that function like individuals.​[1]

Mass and suicide are terms that everyone understands in everyday language, but are semantically blurred. There is obviously a conceptual asymmetry that makes a correct scientific definition difficult: "mass" is a complex, theoretically charged construct that is usually associated with negative connotations. This is reflected in the diverse definitions that both terms have undergone over the last 150 years. 

Serious, empirically based and non-moralizing suicide research​[2] began with the French sociologist Émile Durkheim's study Le Suicide (1897), while mass psychology was born with the ideologically overloaded but no less influential essay Psychologie des foules by Gustave Le Bon​[3] in 1895. To this day, this is the most widely read psychological text in the world.

The following definition of suicide goes back to Durkheim (1897, 1973)​[4]: 


"Suicide is called any death resulting directly or indirectly from an act or omission committed by the victim himself, knowing in advance the result of his conduct."



Durkheim attempted to justify suicide as a consequence of social facts by providing extensive statistical evidence. He differentiated between four concise types of suicide, which he attributed to a lack of or too much integration (egoistic vs. altruistic suicide) or a lack of or too much regulation (anomic vs. fatalistic suicide) of society. Integration refers to the level of the content of rules (excessive individualism vs. excessive collectivism), regulation refers to the level of rule states (absence of rules vs. over-regulation).  

Elsässer and Haenel (2000) differentiate between multiple suicides and distinguish between double and extended suicides. In double suicide, the death is committed by mutual consent in the same place and at the same time. Extended suicide, on the other hand, is an actively induced death of at least two individuals, whereby the consent of age or other persons is not present.​[5] According to the understanding of a spectrum of collective homicide/suicide, mass suicide would then be an "extended, extended" suicide.

According to Wolferdorf & Etzersdorfer​[6] , there is no definition of suicidality that covers the entire spectrum of this phenomenon of human thought, experience and behavior from victim death to suicide in the acute psychotic episode.

Mass suicides are rare, extraordinary events that are carried out by actors under maximum internal and/or external stress. Compared to individual suicides, mass suicides occur much more frequently in combination with homicidal acts, so that we encounter a broad spectrum of suicide and homicide. 

Mass suicide, or collective self-killing, in this study is defined as the joint suicide of several individuals who act together under a shared purpose or horizon of meaning. The essential criteria are simultaneity, the physical proximity of the actors, and a common idea. Distinct from this are accumulations of suicidal acts that can be described as suicide epidemics or suicide clusters.

Characteristic of a suicide epidemic - also referred to as a “mass cluster” - is a broad, supra-regional increase occurring over an extended period, which cannot be described as point-like but rather as structural. A representative example is the rise in suicide rates - predominantly among male adolescents and young adults - of up to 150% after German reunification, for which no single identifiable triggers or media events can be held responsible. Instead, the increase resulted from rapid social structural change (anomie), the loss of collective orientation, and the devaluation of previously viable life strategies.

In addition, though less frequently, there exist spatio-temporal suicide clusters that exceed random expectation and in which a mechanism of transmission or contagion can be identified. Their duration is shorter than that of a suicide epidemic - typically days or weeks. Adolescents are disproportionately affected, and the actors often operate within the network of institutions such as schools, universities, dormitories, psychiatric hospitals, or prisons. Due to immediate spatial proximity and group contexts in which all members are personally connected, such a cluster may, in some cases, culminate in an event that amounts to a mass suicide.

The present study covers the largest number of mass suicides published to date, without guaranteeing completeness.  A comprehensive concept of suicide is used, which includes both active and passive suicides (martyrdoms, sacrifices). Mass phenomena (large groups, "masses") rarely occupy sociologists, psychiatrists and suicide researchers at present. This was not always the case, if one recalls, for example, the large editions of the works of the psychoanalysts Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich​[7] (1967).

In addition to Le Bon, two other authors on the "mass" phenomenon are of particular importance: Sigmund Freud and Elias Canetti. In 1921, Freud published a forward-looking essay entitled "Mass Psychology and Ego Analysis" in which he analyzed the psychological mechanisms at work in the masses. He defined the masses as a "provisional being made up of heterogeneous elements that have joined together for a moment."  Freud refers to Le Bon​[8] , the founder of the psychological theory of the crowd, and describes how an individual acquires a feeling of infinite power in the crowd, which allows him to act out urges that are otherwise hidden under the reins of the superego.

Freud distinguishes between two types of masses: Short-lived masses, which are characterized by a temporary interest, and permanent masses, which have a high degree of organization, such as the military or the church.  The same psychological processes take place in both types. Masses are held together by libidinal bonds whose original goals have been lost. Individuals identify with other participants who are collectively attracted to a leader/father figure. This creates a strong bond between the mass participants. The charismatic leader figure is central, as the individuals identify with them as a mass, thus creating cohesion. Freud sees predominantly regressive and negative aspects in the crowd, in the sense of a "spontaneous communitization through violence" (Schnell, 2015, p. 312), in which individuals take a "moral time-out".  In contrast, more recent empirical-sociological approaches based on participant observation point to positive-creative, sometimes even healing aspects of crowds. Stefen Reicher (2015) has participated several times in the "largest collective event in the world" - the Magh Mela, an annual Hindu pilgrimage festival in Allahabad, northern India - where he was able to observe predominantly positive feelings of the crowd (ananda or bliss). The waiting of tens of thousands in St. Peter's Square in Rome to listen to the Habemus Papam is also likely to take place in a rather positive emotional context for those involved.

In contrast to Le Bon and in reference to Freud, Hermann Broch​[9] wrote as a Jewish writer in exile in his extensive, yet fragmentary work "Mass Delusion Theory": 


"Mass psychology cannot be understood as a psychology of the masses as such. The masses are not a mystical entity that possesses a soul of its own, a will of its own or the like. Only the individual and the individual ego can be scientifically understood. Mass psychology is therefore to be understood as a part of the general psychological model, namely that which refers to the behavior of the ego in the mass." (Broch 1979 p. 45)



In his work, Hermann Broch developed a theory of mass delusion as a reaction to the decline in values in the modern age. In his writings, he describes how the loss of transcendental values favors collective irrationality and the turn to totalitarian ideologies. The masses become the carriers of a madness in which the individual loses his moral autonomy. Like Freud, Broch recognizes the regression in the masses, but criticizes their psychological reductionism and emphasizes the moral dimension more strongly.

In "Crowds and Power", the Nobel-Prize winning writer Elias Canetti (1960) presents a cultural-philosophical view of mass behavior and power structures and discusses as a central consideration how individuals act in a crowd. The main hypothesis formulated is how the individual feels liberated from the compulsion of self-control in a crowd. Canetti criticizes the Freudian emphasis on the father figure as the central authority figure within masses and instead discusses the role of the "survival figure" of those in power who rise above others and survive while others meet their death.

He describes five different types of masses, specifically the agitation, flight, prohibition, reversal and celebration masses. 


Mass type Definition

Agitating crowd Aggressive, destructive mass that focuses on a 

common goal

Escape crowd Mass in panic flight from a common 

threat, without a clear goal

Prohibited crowd Forms after a ban is lifted, with collective emotional discharge

Reversal crowd Hierarchies are reversed, the oppressed take over power (for a short time)

Festive crowd Ritualized, community-building mass



While Freud and others can certainly locate the "mass psyche" in the individual psyche​[10] , Durkheim​[11] sees the formation of the collective psyche as an emergent process: 


"One of the first was Émile Durkheim, who interpreted the process as a contagion of the sacred. According to him, large gatherings produce a collective excitement. These times of collective excitement gave rise to a new kind of spiritual life that was not only more intense than daily life, but also qualitatively different from it." (Richards p. 268) 



A revealing essay by the Göttingen sociologist Konrad Thomas on the sociology of catastrophes criticises his profession’s reluctance to engage with fundamental macro-social phenomena:


“If we look for a science that ought to provide a common explanation for all the many frightening, disturbing occurrences in humanity—wars, massacres, fatal accidents, neglect, widespread chronic diseases ... the list could hardly ever be complete—then it would have to be a science which, by definition, deals with collective relations among human beings. That would be sociology.

Yet we, the sociologists, remain silent and communicate trivialities. We have our methods and we have our clients; neither leads us, at least not directly, toward explaining such alarming phenomena. We therefore explain how social relations function—as if they did not fail.” (Thomas, p. 49)



A modern, comprehensive "grand theory" of the phenomenon of mass does not exist. In the social sciences, mass is no longer understood as a homogeneous and irrational entity, but as a heterogeneous, fluid formation that is structured by symbolic orders, affects and media mediations. Stable masses are being replaced by a multitude of temporary collectives whose dynamics follow communicative consolidation and discursive mobilization rather than mere emotionality. Terms such as "multitude" (Hardt, M. & A. Negri 2004)​[12] or "liquid modernity" (Bauman, 2003)​[13]  capture this dissolution of traditional concepts of the masses into flexible, often unstable networks of collective action. 

Reports of mass suicides come from survivors, defectors or collaborators. As a rule, they are preceded by an act of war, which the victors portray as the establishment of continued power politics. Almost all reports are therefore both fact and fiction. Despite all these limitations, the events depicted offer a rich source of auto-destructive collective events in extreme situations. It is a hitherto neglected collection of mass suicidal events that needs to be researched. This is especially true with regard to future events, when ecological, political and demographic catastrophes will come to a head. Many of the groups that later committed "cultic" mass suicides had their origins in initially rather pacifist, alternative socio-critical movements (New Age, environmental protection, etc.)

Escapist mass suicides following armed conflicts in order to avoid being killed, enslaved or dishonored by the enemy in a hopeless situation are clearly in the majority in this collection. Honor and shame guide their actions. Women who commit suicide with their children and young women who forestall "defilement" are a subgroup. Religious motivations are of particular importance right up to the pre-secular modern era ("baptize or kill"). Currently, "apocalyptic suicides" by chiliastic-religious groups, usually under the guidance and pressure of charismatic, mentally disturbed personalities, are coming to the fore.  It is noteworthy that such events also appear to occur in waves over time. The mass suicide in Jonestown, Guyana, in 1978, which received the most attention worldwide, was promptly followed by apparently imitative events by other religious outsiders. Later, the frequency of these so-called cult suicides flattened out again. One could speculatively assume a collective "Werther effect" here. 

Some geographically definable regions have ritualized collective suicidal events as concise types and assigned terms to them: Examples of this are the mass suicide committed predominantly by women in India as jauhar and collective suicides of the samurai (oibara) in Japan after warlike conflicts: Loss of honor captivity could not be culturally accepted here. This attitude was still effective among regular soldiers in the Japanese army during the Second World War and was propagandistically supported and even demanded by the authorities. 

Colonial conquests regularly led to massive and brutal outrages against indigenous people, who often avoided their unbearable fate by committing suicide. Suicides by North American Indians in the context of microbial pandemics are a special case in order to avoid a painful death, but also - as many reporters comment - to avoid external disfigurement.

Roman and Greek authors describe how the inhabitants of besieged cities collectively committed suicide, sometimes approvingly as heroic acts, sometimes distantly (e.g. Livy). It was also reported that the dissemination of such stories was often of a tactical nature in order to deter future opponents.


"Plundering, rape and sale into slavery were of course common, so that some subjects may have preferred a quick death, as many collective suicides of the urban population show. But even when describing such mass suicides, we encounter fixed rhetorical patterns of representation that make many things seem implausible. The acts of desperation, in which mothers allegedly threw their children from the city walls in order to seek death by fire themselves, also served the authors primarily as a background image to demonstrate Roman superiority." (Zimmermann p. 251)​[14]



After the use of gunpowder in military conflicts, new forms of mass suicide developed: on several occasions, the victims succeeded in wiping themselves and their enemies out together by blowing up the place of retreat.  Such events are later the birth of heroization by cultural figures and remain in the collective memory of the losers for centuries.

In an article discussing various manifestations of suicidal behavior, mass suicide is described as a combination of killing oneself after killing others, a mixture of voluntariness or a compulsion to be killed: Mass suicide is a combination of homicide and suicide. (Dietz et al. 2021)​[15]


"At first blush suicide seems like the ultimate private action. However, it is argued that social forces and social pathologies figure prominently in the dynamics of suicide interacting with more individual characteristics. Several examples of "social suicide" (intentional contemporaneous self-murder of two or more persons) are considered, including mass suicide, organizational self-destruction, social analogues to individual suicide, and military suicide." (Maris 1997 p. 41)​[16]



Mancinelli and colleagues (2002) follow a similar approach to Maris and locate mass suicides as a reaction to certain cultural contexts and then arrive at a rather simple classification into hetero-induced and self-induced motives of the actors: 


“Mass suicide can be defined as the simultaneous suicide of all the members of a social group and is closely linked to the human dimension of existence, although the social and cultural contexts in which it occurs may vary. In fact, the term mass suicide can also be used to describe all suicidal activities in a cultural context (colonization, exploitation, oppression) by denying all normal criticism, with the intention of bringing about a traumatic metamorphosis and transforming a catastrophe in which a passive role is played into an active one.

Therefore, mass suicides can be subdivided into two categories: (a) hetero-induced, typical of defeated and colonized populations forced to escape from a reality that does not acknowledge their human dignity and (b) self-induced, in which the motivation is related to a distorted evaluation of reality without there being either an intolerable situation or a real risk of death. The mass suicides that have taken place in the last 20 years are all related to sects: the mystic delirium created within the sect leads to the self-destruction of the group as being interpreted as an act of self-assertiveness.”​[17] (Mancinelli et al. p. 91)



Finally, Diekstra criticizes the term mass suicide in a short article, as such events are predominantly mass homicides committed by one or a few perpetrators against many victims.​[18] He thus refers to a collective homicide-suicide spectrum (CHSS)​[19] that Adler (2000)​[20] already used for the phenomenon of "amok" and has in recent years gained currency in clinical psychiatry, notably as Autism-Spectrum-Disorder. In individual cases, it remains difficult, and usually impracticable, to determine the respective homicidal proportion of a mass killing. In the case of ancient death sequences, we often find contentious discussions among archaeologists as to whether the companions followed the dead leader voluntarily or involuntarily. Even eyewitness accounts of individual Indian widow burnings (sati) from parallel periods often resulted in differing assessments. 

We are aware that homicides play a major role in mass suicides, a role that should not be underestimated, but due to the questionable factuality of the sources, their respective quantities are difficult or almost impossible to estimate. Eyewitnesses to such events are rare.  There are absolutely no survivors, especially as the quality of eyewitness accounts of such extreme trauma is usually dubious (Bermann 1930). It remains to be said: Efforts to quantify "mass suicides of antiquity" on the basis of the surviving data, whereby many historical events have also been overlooked​[21] , are problematic: the often meagre, often hyperbolic and frequently contradictory data sources do not permit any quantification. 

With his typology based on purpose and meaning, Baechler has shown a way out of the dilemma of the ex-post-facto lack of interpretation. First, he gives a simple but comprehensive definition of suicide: "Suicide refers to any behavior that seeks and finds the solution to an existential problem in an attempt on the subject's life." (Baechler p. 22) Suicidal behavior is thus a response to a problem. Jean Amery (1976)​[22] has described Baechler's Les Suicides as a monumental work, which in his eyes represents the last word in all suicidology to date. What influence did Baechler's text have on suicide research in Germany? It was not reviewed in any medical journal, Les Suicides, obviously a borderline problem between psychiatry and the social sciences!

Baechler shows a whole spectrum of possibilities of suicide: Suicide appears executed or symbolic, direct or indirect, actual or tendential, absolute or relative, total or partial, intentional or unintentional, deliberate or risky, chosen or forced in appearance. With this spectrum, he creates the basis for a broad coverage of the topic, which can dispense with constantly new discussions about marginal phenomena. 

Baechler distinguishes eleven types, which can be divided into four main groups:


	Escapist suicides: Escape from flight, grief, punishment.

	Aggressive suicides : Vengeance, crime, blackmail, appeal.

	Oblative suicides, i.e. "offering" types : sacrifice, transfiguration (passage).​[23] 

	Ludic suicides:  Ordeal​[24],  Game



The typology is comprehensive and can be reconciled with the documented collective suicides. Jan Dietrich​[25] , who has produced an outstanding study on suicides in antiquity, makes understandable use of Baechler's classification with the following arguments: 


"In the relevant works from these disciplines [medicine, psychology, sociology, moral theology], causal research prevails that asks for reasons for suicidal acts and sees these in negatively assessable states of the individual (illness, sin) or in pathological states of society. In contrast to such an approach, this treatise, following the French sociologist Jean Baechler, takes a different path; instead of looking for the causes, it asks about the meaning that the individual and culture attribute to suicidal acts." (Dietrich p. 59)



The aim is therefore to read suicidal acts as "stories of meaning", to detach them from the embedding of cultural and social semantics and to interpret them against the background of historical facts. 

Kippenberg,​[26] in relation to the interpretive understanding of the collective suicide of September 11, has expressed himself as follows:


“The fact that an action – such as that of September 11 – is reprehensible does not at all mean that a scholar would have to, or should, forgo understanding and explaining it. For this to succeed, certain requirements must be met. One’s own evaluation must be suspended, and the investigation conducted in a value-free manner, focusing on the meaning the actors themselves attributed to their actions. If their interpretation of meaning is incomprehensible to the scholar, the criterion of consistency or coherence of the action must serve as the basis for reconstruction.” (Kippenberg p. 67)



In doing so, Kippenberg points to Max Weber’s categorisation, in which Weber​[27] proposed distinguishing the rationality of action from its cognitive or ethical correctness. He differentiated between:


  Subjectively instrumental-rational action (rational within the actor’s own horizon, even when the premises are objectively untenable)

  Objectively correct action (rational according to generally accepted standards)



Research should not hastily judge whether the premises are “true,” but should first seek to understand why the actor acts in that way – even if, from the researcher’s perspective, it rests on false assumptions. Religion, in this view, is not to be understood as an isolated mystical experience, but as a process of collective meaning-making. In a similar way, Baechler approaches the meaning-categories of suicide: he does not treat them as purely individual psychological exceptions, but as socially embedded meaning-production – even when the “objective” foundations are not valid.

Thus, approaching the phenomenon of “mass suicide” is not entirely unproblematic, particularly since the available sources are often highly problematic. Eyewitnesses are usually absent (and when present, they have often remained silent), accounts are generally distorted by the author, and the victims of mass suicide are frequently devalued. In some cases, relatively minor events have been deliberately dramatized for propaganda purposes and pulled into the collective memory of a contemporary society. Other events, in turn, likely never occurred, or not in the reported form. The subject should therefore be approached with a certain degree of caution – and a measure of humility.

The French historiographical expression fable convenu (literally: “agreed-upon fable”) designates a narrative construction whose factual basis is uncertain, fragmentary, or altogether unverifiable, yet which is accepted, transmitted, and often passionately defended as true within a given community. Such narratives do not operate as openly fictional tales, but rather as semi-canonical accounts that acquire the status of historical truth through repetition, ritualization, and cultural consensus.

Applied to the field of mass suicidal events, the notion of fable convenu offers a powerful lens for re-examining the vast corpus of reported collective suicides in antiquity, the medieval world, and colonial encounters. Many of these accounts reach us through late, ideologically inflected, or narratively embellished sources. Frequently, there exists a minimal factual kernel – a siege, a defeat, a traumatic confrontation – upon which an elaborate narrative edifice is subsequently constructed. In such cases, the factum brutum is thin, while the narrative surplus is immense.

From a historiographical perspective, these mass suicide narratives often function less as documentary records than as vehicles for moral exemplarity, identity formation, and the negotiation of trauma. They are sustained not because their empirical veracity has been demonstrated, but because they serve important symbolic, didactic, or legitimating purposes. In this sense, they belong to the same family of cultural artefacts as foundation myths, martyr legends, and heroic last stands.

The category fable convenu thus allows us to suspend, at least provisionally, the binary opposition of “true” versus “false.” It invites us instead to ask why and how a given narrative is told, repeated, and institutionalized – rather than whether the reported events “really happened.” What matters is the function of the narrative within a collective memory regime: what values it encodes, what identities it sustains, and what historical claims it legitimates.

Seen in this light, many mass suicide stories – regardless of their actual occurrence – become narrative crystallizations of collective values: honor, defiance, loyalty, sacrifice. They are “fabricated” in the sense of being constructed, yet “convened” in the sense of being collectively assented to. They operate within what some Anglo-American historians have called mythistory (McNeill), usable pasts (Kammen), or invented traditions (Hobsbawm & Ranger).​[28]

Approaching mass suicidal narratives as fables convenus does not imply a cynical debunking. Rather, it opens a space for understanding these narratives as symbolic resources – capable of shaping group identities, national myths, and moral exempla – regardless of their empirical foundation. It also reminds us that in many cultures, the line between history and story, between chronicle and myth, has never been clear-cut.

In the context of this monograph, which assembles and analyses over 300 reported cases of collective self-destruction from antiquity to the present, this conceptual frame is intended as a heuristic preface: a caution against positivist readings, and an invitation to treat mass suicide reports as culturally mediated artefacts whose truth lies as much in their narrative structure and mnemonic function as in their factual accuracy.

In his studies of ancient collective suicides, Dietrich (2017) found essentially escapist and oblative forms of meaning. In aggressive suicides and suicide threats, appellative and extortionate forms also play a significant role. 

We will follow the broad concept of suicidality as defined by Baechler, which corresponds to an everyday understanding of suicidal behavior. It makes little sense to exclude borderline cases as "pseudo-suicide" or to differentiate between passive and active suicides and exclude the former.  Such borderline case discussions have been and continue to be extensively practiced by suicide researchers​[29] , without the scientific community having given this any sustained applause. 

Mass suicides sometimes occur in clusters in space and/or time. Point clusters - localized in both space and time - are typically driven by direct social learning from nearby individuals, as in the case of copycat suicides. Mass clusters - localized in time but dispersed in space - are more often linked to the widespread dissemination of information, for example through media coverage or shared narratives. Agent-based simulations combined with scan statistics suggest that local social learning produces point clusters, partly reinforced by homophily (the preference for similar contacts), while mass clusters arise from one-to-many transmission via mass media or shared shocks, but only under conditions of weak social learning, structured by prestige and similarity biases that constrain the set of imitable models. Historical evidence supports this distinction: the wave of suicides in Demmin at the end of the Second World War, mirrored in other German towns during the same period, exemplifies a mass-cluster pattern triggered by a catastrophic event and the rapid spread of information rather than by direct interpersonal contact.

Yet beyond these temporally bounded clusters, anthropological evidence suggests the possibility of longer-term cultural “waves.” Macdonald’s ethnographic study of the Kulbi-Kenipaqan people in Southern Palawan documents extraordinarily high suicide rates, far exceeding those of neighboring groups with otherwise similar social structures.​[30] To explain this anomaly, he advances the wave hypothesis, which holds that in small, close-knit societies, recurrent exposure to suicide across generations gradually normalizes the act as a culturally available option. Unlike point clusters, these waves are not driven by momentary contagion or external shocks but by cumulative familiarity: suicide becomes woven into the repertoire of responses to crisis through continual social visibility. In this sense, Palawan illustrates how suicide can diffuse not only through immediate imitation or mass-mediated contagion but also through long-term cultural embedding, generating a persistent background susceptibility that resembles an enduring “wave” of self-destruction.

Mass suicides are often significant events in which a heroic auto-stereotype of a nation is ritualized in commemorations, speeches and poems and even in opera performances. They are a collective "chosen" trauma turned into a positive​[31] . The psychoanalyst Vamik Volkan​[32] , who has often worked as a crisis consultant for governments and organizations, has created the term "chosen trauma".  The memory of a defeat can remain effective in a society as a shared trauma over many generations: "It exists only within the psychological heritage of the members of the force and is only tacitly recognized within the culture." (Volkan 1999, p. 68) The "loss of collective self-idealization and the emotional burden of historical suffering together turn these people into willing victims of circumstance." (ibid. p. 70). The annual Ashura of the Shias on the 10th day of the first month of Muharram is an eloquent example of the efficacy of prolonged trauma. But there are also more subtle symbolic protests, such as the dances of Mexican indigenous people, which commemorate and thus sublimate the Spanish conquest.

The memory can be found in stone-carved symbols (monuments). In Greece (Arkadi Monastery), Croatia (Szigetvár), Lithuania (Pilėnai), Russia (Panfilow), Indonesia (Puputan), Paraguay ("Day of the Child"), Senegal (Talata Nder), such events are solemnly commemorated. It is always about overcoming a heroically suffered weakness in which honor was defended and shame and disgrace were warded off: 


"Defeats can also become central points of reference, provided that they are integrated into a martyrological narrative of the tragic hero. Defeats are commemorated with great pathos and ceremonial effort where a nation bases its identity on a sense of victimhood, where the memory of injustice suffered must be kept alive in order to legitimize claims and mobilize heroic resistance." (Assmann, A.: p. 187)​[33]



Another form of remembrance culture is increasingly found in multi-ethnic nations, in which a minority culture claims past, suicidal sacrifices against the majority. One example of this is the African-American Igbo Landing remembrance ritual in the USA.

The following cases are structured according to the similarity of their basic situation and their procedural process. 
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1.  ​​Case presentations ​
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2.2  Case presentations by region

2.2.1  ​​​Assyrian-Aramaic battle of Salmanassar III against Bit-Adini

Ahuni was the ruler of the Aramean state of Bit-Adini, which existed in the 10th and 9th centuries BCE. Its capital was Til-Barsip, which was also called Masuwari or Tell Ahmar. Til-Barsip was located on the Euphrates, about 20 kilometers south of the ancient city of Karkemish. Ahuni had behaved with unceasing obstinacy and violence since those days, implying that he was resisting Assyrian expansion.

In 856 or 855 BCE, Bit-Adini was conquered by the Assyrian king Salmanassar III, who left Nineveh in his first year of reign and besieged Til-Barsip. He had his warriors surround the city, started a battle in its midst, cut down its orchard and rained fire and arrows on it. Ahuni surrendered and gave tribute and hostages to the Assyrians. Salmanassar III renamed the city Kar-Šulmānu-ašarēdu, after his own name, but the original name remained in use. The city became an important center for the Assyrian administration of the region because of its strategic location at a crossing of the Euphrates.


"As for Ahuni​[34] son of Adini, who had behaved incessantly with obstinacy [and] violence since (the days of) the kings of my fathers; At the beginning of my reign, in the year of the eponym of my own name, I left Nineveh (and) besieged Til-Barsip, its fortified city. I had my warriors surround it, set up a battle in its midst, cut down its orchard (and) rained fire (and) arrows on it.  He was frightened by the brilliance of my weapons (and) the splendor of my lordship and left his city.  He crossed the Euphrates to save his life. In another year, in the eponymous year of Ashur-bunaya-usur, I pursued him.  He had made Mount Shitamrat, the mountain peak on the banks of the Euphrates, which hangs like a cloud from the sky, his fortress.  At the command of Ashur, my great lord, and Nergal, who goes before me, I approached Shitamrat, where none of the kings, my fathers, came. For three days the hero [Salmanassar] explored the mountain. His proud heart yearned for battle.  He climbed [the mountain] and trampled [it] down with his [own] foot. Ahuni trusted in his widespread hosts and came out against me. He drew the battle line.  I hurled the weapons of Ashur, my lord, against them, [and] inflicted a defeat on them. I cut off the heads of his warriors. I dyed the mountain with the blood of his warriors. Many of his (men) threw themselves from the cliffs of the mountain." (Yamada 2000, quoted from Dietrich, p.117)​​



2.2.2  ​Persian sieges

​​Antioch 

The Persian invasion of Antioch in 540 BCE was a military operation by the Sassanid king Chosrau I, who conquered and plundered the city of Antioch on the Orontes. Chosrau was a Sassanid king (531 to 579 BCE), son and successor of Kavad I, and led the late antique Sassanid Empire to its zenith. His reforms, his wars against the Byzantines and the Hephthalites, his promotion of art, science and religion and his nickname Anushirvan ("the immortal soul") are well known. After the conquest of Antioch, he took many of its inhabitants as prisoners to Persia and had a replica of the city built. The suicide of the inhabitants of Antioch is an event reported by the late antique historian John of Antioch. He wrote that many citizens of Antioch threw themselves to their deaths out of despair over the Persian invasion and killed their families beforehand. He cites the Antiochian patriarch Severus of Antioch (456-538 BCE) as the source for this information in a homily to Symeon Stylites.

​​Miletus

The ancient city of Miletus was located on a headland that jutted out into the Gulf of Miletus. The river Meander caused increasing sedimentation.

From the 8th century BCE, the city began its rise to become one of the most important Greek poleis. For a time, Miletus ruled the Aegean Sea and founded numerous colonies. Later, it came into conflict with other Greek cities on the west coast of Asia Minor, with the neighboring Lydians and later with the Persians. In the 6th century BCE, King Kroisos of Lydia conquered the city, which was then subjugated by the Persians under Cyrus II. The Ionian Greeks, led by the Mileti, failed in an uprising against the Persian Empire: the city was conquered in 494 BCE and destroyed by the Persians. This was the beginning of the subsequent Persian Wars. In Hellenistic times, Miletus had to assert itself between the various powers that ruled Asia Minor and, together with the kingdom of Pergamon, became part of the Roman province of Asia in 133 BCE. 


"While among the Persians (as I have already related) the perfidy of the king was arousing unexpected disturbances, and in the eastern regions wars were rising with renewed strength, somewhat more than sixteen years after the death of Nepotianus, Bellona, raging throughout the Eternal City, set all ablaze, being aroused from insignificant beginnings to lamentable massacres; and I could wish that everlasting silence had consigned these to oblivion, lest haply at some time similar crimes should be attempted, which might do more harm from their general example and precedent than through the offenses themselves. And although, after long consideration of various circumstances, well-grounded dread restrained me from giving a minute account of this series of bloody deeds, yet I shall, relying on the better morals of the present day, set forth briefly such of them as are worthy of notice; and I shall not be sorry to tell concisely what I have feared from events of antiquity. When in the first Median war the Persians had plundered Asia, they defeated Miletus with mighty forces, threatened the defenders with death by torture, and drove the defeated to the necessity, overwhelmed as they all were by a weight of evils, of killing their own dear ones, consigning their movable possessions to the flames, and each one striving to be first to throw himself into the fire, to burn on the common funeral pyre of their country." (Ammian. 28, 2-4) 



​​Amida 

In 359 BCE, the Persian king Shapur II and his Chionite ally Grumbates besieged the Roman city of Amida in Mesopotamia. The city was defended by seven legions, who fiercely resisted the Persian attacks with war elephants and siege engines. After 73 days, the Persians succeeded in breaching the walls and conquering the city. Some of the Roman defenders committed suicide out of fear of the Persians. The siege was described by the Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus, who was present in the city himself.

Ammianus – the historiographer and contemporary witness who was able to escape – reports that some of the city's defenders committed suicide out of fear of the Persian war machines: 


"Many preferred to die by their own hand rather than to fall into Persian hands; some threw themselves from the walls, others slew themselves with their swords, and some even burned themselves in their own houses" (Ammian.19,5,6) ​[35]



2.2.3  ​​​Greek sieges 

The Greek soldier followed the stereotype of "enduring to the death", for which the destruction of the Spartans at Thermopylae serves as a model. Ancient Greek authors consistently idealized heroic death. Fighting on the battlefield was sought as man against man and usually always resulted in a quick decision. The soldiers were militiamen, usually farmers, who returned to their fields after the battle to bring in the harvest. The combatants (hoplites) fought in strict formation, each in a phalanx, advancing against each other and then seeking a decision in single combat. They were armed with a spear and a sword and protected by a shield. 


"The indescribably bloody slaughter, which one must imagine as a kind of battle, demanded from the soldiers an almost suicidal willingness to fight. (...) This form of battle did not aim for the complete annihilation of the enemy but was more like a duel: brief, bloody, decisive. (...) The contrast they see between this form of battle and the battles of the Near Eastern great empires is the seemingly suicidal determination of the hoplites to seek the decisive blow in bloody close combat, without sparing their own lives." (Afflerbach, op. cit., pp. 32, 34, and 36)



Oriental fighters, on the other hand, used different tactics and weapons; above all, they used long-range weapons to minimize their own losses. They were surprised at the Greek way of fighting, because even the victor of a hoplite battle always left the battlefield with high losses. The more seriously wounded of the defeated opponents were usually killed on the battlefield. If women and children were to be captured, they were taken prisoner and enslaved.​[36] Mass killings or mutilations were the exception. In the later phases of the Peloponnesian War, the conflicts became more radical: the wars were protracted with long-lasting sieges, which usually ended with the invariable annihilation of the besieged. 

The sacrifice of one’s own life in a hopeless situation was – at least among the Spartans – an obligatory course of action to which the actors were expected to submit. That this was not always the case is demonstrated by the affair described by Thucydides (4.3–41).

In the summer of 425 BCE, a Spartan contingent of originally 420 men found itself in a desperate situation on the small island of Sphacteria. After prolonged fighting, 292 survived, surrounded by the Athenians, without supplies and without any hope of relief.

Until then, Sparta had been regarded as the very embodiment of uncompromising bravery: at Thermopylae their fathers had chosen death rather than capitulation. Yet here the unprecedented occurred. Instead of – as might have been expected – taking their own lives with their last strength or perishing in a final assault, the survivors decided to lay down their arms and surrender. All Hellas was stunned. That Spartans were living as hostages in Athens was in itself a scandal. Even greater, however, was the astonishment that they had not sought death - that suicide had not been an option. Precisely in comparison with the legend of Thermopylae, Sphacteria became a turning point: for the first time it was revealed that even the “unyielding” Spartans could value bare life above an honorable death.

​​Thaocher, the train of ten thousand (Anabasis)

Artaxerxes II ended the Persian civil war with the Battle of Kunaxa, in which his opponent and brother Cyrus was killed. Cyrus had previously been supported by auxiliary troops from Sparta, who after the lost battle under the leadership of Xenophon​[37] crossed the entire Persian Empire as far as the Greek cities in the south of present-day Turkey. ​[38]

[image: ]The rescue of the Greek troops went down in history as the "Train of Ten Thousand". In 401 BCE, the plundering band reached the area around Thaochia. The Thaochians lived in fortified towns to which they had retreated with all their possessions when the enemy approached. The Greeks besieged the city and it was only by trickery that they finally managed to seize one of the city gates.


"So in this contest of honor, the three of them seized the fortress, and once they had rushed in, not a stone more was hurled from overhead. And here a terrible spectacle was displayed: the women first cast their infants down the cliff, and then they cast themselves after their fallen little ones, and the men likewise. In such a scene, Aeneas the Stymphalian, an officer, caught sight of a man with a fine dress about to throw himself over, and seized hold of him to stop him; but the other caught him to his arms, and both went headlong down the crags and were killed. Out of this place the merest handful of human beings were taken prisoner, but cattle and asses in abundance and flocks of sheep." (Xenophon, Anabasis 4.7.19-27) 



​​Kerkyrians 

During the turmoil of the Peloponnesian civil war, 400 Corinthian-minded hostages of the Corcyrians (inhabitants of Corfu) fled to Athens for fear of being forcibly sent to the Temple of Hera. Their hopes of being taken on board by the Corinthian ships cruising off the coast were dashed by the sudden arrival of 60 Attic ships. When the Peloponnesian fleet withdrew, the Kerkyrians​[39] massacred the remaining hostages outside the temple precinct. In his chronicle, Thucydides reports:


"...And coming to the temple of Juno, they persuaded fifty of those that had taken sanctuary to refer themselves to a legal trial, all which they condemned to die. But most of the sanctuary men, that is, all those who were not induced to stand to trial by law, when they saw what was done, killed one another there right in the temple; some hanged themselves on trees; everyone as he had means made himself away." (Thucydides: Hist. Pelep. War 3, 81, 2-3)



Two years later, in the summer of 425 BCE, an Attic fleet was on its way to Sicily and landed in Corcyra.​[40] Here they conquered the fortress of those Kerkyrians who had entrenched themselves on Mount Istone and were terrorizing the island from there. However, the men were able to save themselves on a hill and only surrendered after they were given the assurance that they would be tried in Athens and not in Corcyra. However, this was only on the condition that no one would attempt to escape from them, otherwise they would be handed over to their opponents. However, they sent stooges to the prisoners and persuaded them to flee, which they did and were of course caught.


"As would be expected, there was once again a slaughter on the island; this time, however, the oligarchs had no means to defend themselves, as they were helplessly at the mercy of their enemies. They were taken from prison in groups of twenty and then executed. When the remaining learned of this, they resisted and refused to leave the prison. In response, their tormentors covered the roof and killed them from above with arrows and bows. Many again took their own lives. The women, who had been captured at the fortress on Mount Istone, were all sold into slavery." (Op. cit., p. 381))​[41]



​​Agathocles

The Greek-born Agathocles (361 - 289 BCE) was tyrant of Syracuse from 316 BCE and king of the Sicilian Empire, which he himself had founded, from 305/304 until his death. 

Agathocles, who came from a poor background, was initially an officer in the Greek city of Syracuse in Sicily; as a politician, he sided with the democrats in opposition to the oligarchic city government. His opponents caused him to go into exile and he was then a mercenary leader for a time. After his return, however, he was elected general. After a coup d'état, he came to power as a de facto tyrant, but the democratic constitution remained formally in place. 

Agathocles waged several wars with heavy losses against the Carthaginians, who had occupied part of Sicily. While Syracuse was still under siege, he also attacked Carthage in its North African heartland. The battles raged back and forth for a long time. After initial successes, Agathocles had to abandon his enterprise and finally make peace, without the situation having changed significantly in his favor after the long wars from 311 to 306 BCE. 

The Carthaginians had a reputation for human sacrifice in times of crisis, not even sparing their own descendants.  The sacrifice of children was mentioned by various ancient writers and more recent archaeological research seems to confirm this. During Agathocles' attack, adult men apparently also sacrificed themselves voluntarily:


"The mothers had to sacrifice their most beloved children to the blood thirstiest god, and the verse of Ennius: Poeni sunt soliti sos sacrificare puellos (The Carthaginians are accustomed to sacrificing boys) demonstrates how often this occurred. [...] Justinus and Orosius also recount that the Carthaginians, during times of pestilence, offered humans and children, minors, as their dearest sacrifices. Diodorus reports that the general Hamilcar, after a defeat in Sicily, sacrificed a boy to Kronos; similarly, that the Carthaginians attributed their defeat in battle against Agathocles to the wrath of Kronos because, unlike in older times when they offered their finest youth, they no longer did so-rather, they presented foreign boys, bought and fattened for the purpose. During an investigation, some children brought by their parents were found; and when Agathocles appeared before the walls of Carthage with his army, they decided to reinstate the ancient custom and sacrificed two hundred boys from the noblest families. Moreover, no fewer than three hundred men suspected of the same crime volunteered to die." (Münter pp. 15-16)​[42]



​​​Abydus

Under Philip V, the Macedonians waged war against the cities of the Ptolemaic League. In order to gain control of the Hellespont, Philip also had the city of Abydus​[43] besieged. In ancient times, Abydos was an important port city in Asia Minor at the narrowest point of the Dardanelles on the Asian side, today located 5 km north of Çanakkale on the promontory of Cape Nağara or Nara in a restricted military area. Abydus was the most important Greek city on the Hellespont due to its strategic location, safe harbor and income from customs duties, fishing and natural resources. In accordance with an oath of allegiance, the inhabitants of the city began to destroy themselves after the collapse of the dividing wall:

"On becoming master of Abydos, Philip found all the property of the citizens collected by themselves ready to his hand. But when he saw the numbers and fury of those who were stabbing, burning, hanging, throwing into wells, or precipitating themselves from housetops, and their children and wives, he was overpowered with surprise; and resenting these proceedings he published a proclamation, announcing that 'he gave three days' grace to those who wished to hang or stab themselves.

The Abydenians, already bent on executing their original decree, and looking upon themselves as traitors to those who had fought and died for their country, could not endure remaining alive on any terms; and, accordingly, with the exception of those who had previously been put in chains or some similar restraint, they all without delay hastened to their death, each family by itself." (Polybius 16, 34, 9-12)  

Another account of the same event is documented by Livy: 


"At first the people of Abydus, by means of engines placed along the walls, not only prevented the approaches by land, but annoyed the enemy's ships in their station. Afterwards a part of the wall being thrown down, and the assailants having penetrated by mines to an inner wall, which had been hastily raised to oppose their entrance, they sent ambassadors to the king about the conditions of the surrender of the city. They demanded permission to send away the Rhodian quadrireme, with the crew, and the troops of Attalus in the garrison; and that they themselves might depart from the city, each with one suit of apparel. When Philip's answer afforded no hopes of accommodation, unless they surrendered at discretion, this repudiation of their embassy so exasperated them, at once through indignation and despair, that, seized with the same kind of fury which had possessed the Saguntines, they ordered all the matrons to be shut up in the temple of Diana, and the free-born youths and virgins, and even the infants with their nurses, in the place of exercise; the gold and silver to be carried into the forum; [6] their valuable garments to be put on board the Rhodian ship, and another from Cyzicum, which lay in the harbour; the priests and victims to be brought, and altars to be erected in the midst. [7] There they appointed a select number, who, as soon as they should see the army of their friends cut off in defending the breach, were instantly to slay their wives and children; to throw into the sea the gold, silver, and apparel that was on board the ships, and to set fire to the buildings, public and private: [8] and to the performance of this deed they were bound by an oath, the priests repeating before them the verses of execration. Those who were of an age capable of fighting, then swore that they would not leave their ranks alive unless victorious. These, regardful of the gods, (by whom they had sworn,) maintained their ground with such obstinacy, that although the night would soon have put a stop to the fight, yet the king, terrified by their fury, first desisted from the fight. The chief inhabitants, to whom the more shocking part of the plan had been given in charge, seeing that few survived the battle, and that these were exhausted by fatigue and wounds, sent the priests (having their heads bound with the fillets of suppliants) at the dawn of the next day to surrender before the surrender, one of the Roman ambassadors, who had been sent to Alexandria, Marcus Aemilius, being the youngest of them, on the joint resolution of the three, on hearing of the present siege, came to Philip, and complained of his having made war on Attalus and the Rhodians; and particularly that he was then defeating Abydus; and on Philip's saying that he had been forced into the war by Attalus and the Rhodians commencing hostilities against him, - "Did the people of Abydus, too," said he, "commence hostilities against you?" To him, who was unaccustomed to hear truth, this language seemed too arrogant to be used to a king, and he answered, - "Your youth, the beauty of your form, and, above all, the name of Roman, render you too presumptuous. However, my first desire is, that you would observe the treaties, and continue in peace with me; but if you begin an attack, I am, on my part, determined to prove that the kingdom and name of the Macedonians is not less formidable in war than that of the Romans." Having dismissed the ambassador in this manner, Philip got possession of the gold and silver which had been thrown together in a heap, but lost his booty with respect to prisoners: for such violent frenzy had seized the multitude, that, on a sudden, taking up a persuasion that those who had fallen in the battle had been treacherously sacrificed, and upbraiding one another with perjury, especially the priests, who would surrender alive to the enemy those persons whom they themselves had devoted, they all at once ran different ways to put their wives and children to death; and then they put an end to their own lives by every possible method. The king, astonished at their madness, restrained the violence of his soldiers, and said, "that he would allow the people of Abydus three days to die in;" and, during this space, the vanquished perpetrated more deeds of cruelty on themselves than the enraged conquerors would have committed; nor did any one of them come into his hands alive, except such as chains, or some other insuperable restraint, forbade to die." (Livy 31, 17-18) ​



2.2.4  ​​Sieges by Alexander the Great and the Diadochi

​​​Tyre 

The siege of Tyre by Alexander the Great in 332 BCE, lasted seven months and finally ended with the conquest of the island city. Historians count the victorious siege as one of Alexander's greatest military achievements. The event is recorded in detail by several ancient authors (Arrian, Quintus Curtius Rufus, Diodorus and Plutarch). 

After the Battle of Issus, Alexander marched along the Syrian coast to capture the Phoenician cities that provided the Persian fleet. All the cities surrendered to the approaching Macedonian army, with only Tyre declaring its neutrality. The island fortress was the most important city of the Phoenicians and therefore also of central importance to Alexander.


​"And already, under the numerous blows of the battering rams which had loosened the stonework, the ramparts had begun to totter; already the fleet had entered the harbor, and already some Macedonians had mounted the towers abandoned by the enemy, when the Tyrians, overwhelmed by such a convergence of misfortunes, took flight-some imploring mercy, others taking their own lives behind locked doors while they still had a choice. Some rushed upon the enemy, determined at least not to perish unavenged. A great number remained on the rooftops, hurling stones and whatever chance placed in their hands down upon those advancing below." (Rufus, 4,4,12) 

"After granting his soldiers two days of rest, Alexander gave orders to advance with the fleet and siege engines, to dislodge the terrified defenders from one side. He himself, full of courage and in even greater danger to his life, climbed the highest tower. Clearly identifiable by his royal insignia and gleaming armor, he became the preferred target of all missiles. What he did was truly admirable: he pierced many defenders on the walls with his spear; others he struck at close range with sword and shield, sending them tumbling down - for the tower from which he fought nearly adjoined the enemy walls.

Already the repeated blows of the battering rams had loosened the joints between the stones and rendered the fortifications unusable. The fleet had entered the harbor, and some Macedonians had climbed the towers abandoned by the enemy. Overwhelmed by so many simultaneous dangers, the Tyrians fled - some pleading for protection in the temples, others locking the doors of their homes and choosing voluntary death while they still could. Some rushed into the enemy ranks to at least avoid dying unavenged; a great number occupied the rooftops and hurled stones or whatever chance put into their hands down upon those pressing up from below. Alexander ordered that, except for those who had fled into the temples, all were to be killed and the houses to be burned or demolished." (Rufus 4.4.19)



​​Sidon 

In the 4th century BCE, Sidon maintained close relations with Athens during the reign of King Straton I (ca. 370-358). Later, King Tennes (c. 354-350) was forced to suffer the destruction of the entire city after an uprising against Artaxerxes III. The Sidonians had received help from Tyros and Arados to rebel against the Persians, but these two cities bided their time and took over supremacy in the region after Sidon's fall. When Alexander the Great reached Sidon in 332 BCE, the Sidonians welcomed him and gave him the city to submit to the victor against the Persian power. Alexander gave them back their former territory and constitution and transferred rule to Abdalonymos, a descendant of the Sidonian kings who lived in poverty. During the siege of Tyre, Alexander used Sidon as a staging post for the Phoenician ship contingents that broke away from the Persian fleet after the Battle of Issus and for the allied Cypriot fleet. Today, Sidon is the fourth largest city in Lebanon and the capital of the governorate of South Lebanon and the district of Sidon. It is located on the Mediterranean Sea between Tyre in the north and the capital Beirut in the south.


“After Tennes revealed his plan of betrayal to Mentor, the commander of the Egyptian mercenaries, he left it to him to guard part of the city and to cooperate with his agents in the treachery, while he himself marched out of the city with five hundred men, pretending to attend a general assembly of the Phoenicians. He brought along the hundred most prominent citizens as if for consultation. As they approached the king, Tennes suddenly seized the hundred and handed them over to Artaxerxes. The king, who welcomed him as a friend, had the hundred executed as instigators of the revolt.

Later, when five hundred of Sidon's leading citizens approached with olive branches as suppliants, the king summoned Tennes and asked whether he could deliver the city intact. For Artaxerxes wished not to force Sidon to surrender, but rather to destroy it utterly as a lesson to the other cities. When Tennes assured him that the city could be delivered, the king, maintaining his pitiless wrath, ordered all five hundred to be slaughtered.

Then Tennes approached the Egyptian mercenaries and persuaded them to open the gates for himself and the king. Thus Sidon was betrayed into Persian hands through this vile treachery. And the king, believing that Tennes was now of no further use, had him put to death.

But before the king's arrival, the people of Sidon had burned all their ships. When they saw the city and walls overrun with countless Persian troops, they shut themselves up with their children and wives in their homes and set them all ablaze. It is said that more than forty thousand perished in the flames, including their household servants. After the catastrophe, with the entire city and its inhabitants consumed by fire, the king sold the smoldering ruins for a vast sum, as the wealth of the householders had melted into gold and silver in the blaze. Such was the end of the disaster that befell Sidon, and the remaining cities, seized by terror, submitted to the Persians.” (Diod. 16,45,1-6)



​​Gaza 

In the fall of 332 BCE, Alexander the Great continued his campaign against the Achaemenid Empire and besieged the city of Gaza. The city had become prosperous through trade with the Levant and was defended by a Persian garrison. Alexander used the same siege engines as in the siege of Tyre, but despite three unsuccessful attempts he was unable to take the city. Finally, he succeeded in breaching the walls with an assault. As the garrison and the inhabitants of the city did not surrender voluntarily, Alexander had the entire male population executed and women and children sold into slavery. The Roman historian Quintus Curtius Rufus describes how Alexander had the Persian commander Batis dragged to death in front of the city gates, tied to a chariot, in order to punish the commander's intransigence and demonstrate Alexander's power.


"When Alexander was thus freed from his fear of Ptolemy, he immediately marched into Coelesyria and, after a ten-month siege, captured Gadara. He also took Amathus, the largest of the fortresses located near the Jordan, where Theodorus, the son of Zeno, kept his most beautiful and precious treasures. However, this Theodorus suddenly attacked the Jews, killed ten thousand of them, and plundered Alexander's baggage. But Alexander was not discouraged by this; instead, he moved against the coastal towns of Raphia and Anthedon (the latter later called Agrippias by King Herod), and he also captured these. When he learned that Ptolemy had returned from Gaza to Cyprus and his mother, Cleopatra, had gone back to Egypt, he defeated Gaza in anger over the fact that its inhabitants had called Ptolemy for help, and he destroyed their fields. Meanwhile, Apollodotus, the leader of the Gazans, attacked the Jewish camp at night with two thousand mercenaries and ten thousand citizens. As long as the night lasted, the Gazans had the advantage, since they led the enemy to believe that Ptolemy was the one attacking them. But when day broke and the deception was revealed, the Jews united firmly, launched themselves against the Gazans, and killed about a thousand of them. Nonetheless, the defeated Gazans held out and were not intimidated by the lack of food or the number of fallen; instead, they preferred to endure all trouble rather than fall into the hands of their enemies. Moreover, they were encouraged by the Arabian king Aretas, who had promised them help. But before his arrival, Apollodotus was killed; his brother Lysimachus, who envied his reputation among the citizens, murdered him, gathered a band of soldiers, and handed the city over to Alexander. Alexander immediately advanced and initially behaved mercifully; later, however, he allowed his men to take revenge on the Gazans. The soldiers then dispersed within the city and began to kill. Yet, the Gazans also proved to be brave; they resisted valiantly and killed no fewer Jews than were slain by their own hand. Some left their houses and set fire to them so that no loot would fall into the enemy's hands. Others killed their wives and children with their own hands, because they did not want to let them fall into enemy captivity. The five hundred members of the city council (which was in session at the time of the assault) fled into the Apollo temple; Alexander also had them slain, then destroyed the city, and after a year-long siege, returned to Jerusalem." (Ios. antiqu. 11, 320-325) ​[44]



​​Isauria 

Isauria was an ancient region in south-central Anatolia. The Isaurians resisted the Roman Empire for many years. Perdiccas, who allegedly led the siege of the city, was a general of Alexander the Great and one of his diadochi. He became regent of his empire after Alexander's death in 323 BCE, but faced resistance from other Diadochi who wanted to divide Alexander's conquests among themselves. In 322 BCE, Perdiccas led a campaign against Cappadocia, which was not yet under Macedonian control. He appointed his brother Alcetas as governor of Isauria and left him there with part of his army. However, Alcetas soon faced an uprising by the Isaurians, who were supported by Antigonus, another Diadochus who ruled over Phrygia and Lycia. Antigonus sent his son Demetrius to invade Isauria and attack Alcetas. The battle between Alcetas and Demetrius took place near the city of Isaura (today Zengibar Kalesi), the capital of the region of Isauria. The exact date is unknown, but must have been before Perdiccas' death in 320 BCE. The outcome of the battle is also unclear, but some sources suggest that Alketas was defeated and killed by Demetrius, while others claim that he fled and joined Perdiccas in Egypt. In any case, Isauria remained independent of Macedonian rule until it was conquered by the Seleucid king Antiochus III in 189 BCE. 

Diodorus, who was certainly not an eyewitness as he only wrote his Bibliotheca Historica 250 years later, describes the siege as follows: The besiegers had first conquered the neighboring town of Laranda during the first attack and killed all the young men. The remaining inhabitants were sold as slaves. The defenders of Isaura - with this example in mind - put up stubborn resistance:


"Isaura, a great and strongly fortified city, rich in warlike men, was attacked with full force by the troops for two days. Yet the besiegers, suffering heavy losses, were forced to retreat. The inhabitants, well supplied with missiles and all necessities for enduring a siege, fought with determined bravery and were prepared to die for their freedom.

On the third day, when so many had fallen that too few remained to adequately defend the walls, the citizens of the town performed an act worthy of remembrance. Seeing themselves threatened by implacable vengeance, and lacking the strength to resist, they refused to entrust their fate and that of their city to the enemy, knowing that only humiliation and torture awaited them. Choosing instead a glorious death, they set fire to their homes, having locked inside their children, wives, and parents, to perish together in the flames and find a common grave.

As the fire swiftly engulfed the city, the Isaurians threw their valuables and anything that could benefit the victors into the blaze. Perdiccas, astonished at what had occurred, surrounded the city with his troops and attempted to storm it from all sides. Yet the defenders continued to resist from the walls, causing many Macedonian casualties. Perdiccas was even more perplexed, unable to comprehend why; after surrendering their homes and possessions to fire, the citizens still so fiercely defended the walls.

Finally, when Perdiccas and his Macedonians withdrew from the city, the Isaurians threw themselves into the flames to be buried alongside their families in their homes. After the night had passed, Perdiccas allowed the troops to plunder the city. They extinguished the fires and found much silver and gold, for it had long been a wealthy city." (Diod. 18,12,22) 



​Persepolis

The Battle of the Persian Gates in 330 BCE was of great strategic importance for Alexander, as the last Persian contingent of the Great King Darius III opposed him in this battle. 

After Alexander had taken the royal city of Susa without a fight at the end of fall 331 BCE, he decided to choose Persepolis as his next target. This city was the oldest political center of the Persians and was located in the central province of Persis. Alexander followed the path of the Persian kings and probably crossed the Pasitigris (Karun) at Shushtar. In the last month of the year, he finally reached the foothills of the southern Zāgros Mountains. Here, the Uxian hill tribes demanded tribute from him, which the Persian great kings had previously had to pay. However, Alexander was able to subdue the Uxians in a lightning raid and continue his march.

In the last days of January 330 BCE, Alexander entered the Persian royal city of Persepolis without a fight. This act was an important propagandistic goal for an event declared as a campaign of revenge. The conquest of Persepolis in the Persian heartland manifested a real and symbolic retribution for the sacking of Athens by Xerxes I in 480 BCE: just as the temple of Athena (Parthenon) had been destroyed earlier, the Persian royal palace was now burnt down and the city abandoned to plunder. However, Alexander spared the religious center of the Persians, the nearby Pasargadae, as he was aware of the importance of this place for the Persian ruler's cult:


"And not only greed but cruelty raged through the captured city; weighed down with gold and silver, the victors killed the prisoners who had now become cheap: everywhere they slaughtered whoever crossed their path-those whom they had previously spared because they could fetch a good price! Many, therefore, anticipated their enemies and chose to take their own lives instead: dressed in their finest, they threw themselves from the city walls to their deaths, together with their wives and children. Some even set fire to their houses-what the enemy would soon do anyway! - so that they might burn alive with their loved one." (Rufus 5,6,7) ​[45]



​​Cyrene 

Ptolemy I Soter (* 367 BCE, † 283 BCE) was an army commander and friend of Alexander the Great.  He was later one of the Diadochi and founder of the Hellenistic Ptolemaic dynasty in Egypt.

He wrote an important account of Alexander's campaign, which has only survived in fragments, but served other ancient historians such as Arrianus as a source for his history of Alexander. Among other things, he conquered Cyrene​[46] and Cyprus (see keyword Cyprus).


"Ptolemy waged war against the Cyrenaeans. They, however, appointed the Aetolian Lykopos as general and entrusted him with complete control over their state. In battle, the Cyrenaeans fought always at the front; their women dug trenches, constructed fortifications, fetched missiles and stones, tended the wounded, and prepared meals. But when Lykopos, after the men had perished, transformed the constitution into a monarchy, they hurled such insults at monarchs that, in his rage, he put most of them to death, while the rest voluntarily rushed to meet a violent death." (Polyaenus, Strategemata 8,70) ​​



2.2.5  ​Roman sieges

The Roman legions generally fought with an indomitable will to win and a code of honor to never give up. Death was preferred to surrender: victory or death ("aut vincere aut emori"). Holger Afflerbach points out, however, that in addition to the final suicide of generals - Brutus and Cassius at Philippi, Varus in the Teutoburg Forest as examples - many, if not most, attempted to flee when defeat was imminent: 


"The martial ideal of the Romans was victory or death; but the strength of the will to survive was also not so easily overridden by a highly developed code of honor. Those who preferred death to defeat-not only when reciting poetry but also on the battlefield-were also in the minority in Rome." (Afflerbach, op. cit., p. 44)



Throughout their history, the Romans proved to be true artists of siege. When taking a besieged place, they demanded "deditio", i.e. unconditional surrender, from the defeated side, whereby the opponent had no opportunity to negotiate any advantages for himself.  After the surrender, various scenarios were possible: the killing of all men and the enslavement of women and children. If the siege had lasted longer or if the besiegers were also burdened by disease, hunger and their own casualties in the sense of cumulative radicalization, the victors could commit excesses. Mass suicides were then not unlikely and the place could be completely destroyed after plundering, as happened in Carthage, Corinth, Numantia or Avaricum. On the other hand, there were also lenient surrenders, which should influence future conflicts to surrender more quickly with fewer losses.  

Mass suicides of Roman opponents were assessed very differently by ancient historians. The rather sober Livy judged the collective suicide of the inhabitants of Astapa as "brutal and barbaric", while others such as Polybius, Cassius Dio and Appian made a more appreciative assessment. The mass suicide of the inhabitants of Astapa is said to have aroused such admiration in the Roman general Gaius Marcius that he refrained from destroying the city.

​​Capua

After Hannibal's victory at Cannae (216 BCE), there was a change in the identity of Capua, one of the richest cities in southern Italy, which had previously been linked to Rome as a civitas sine suffragio. Hannibal sent diplomats to Capua to successfully negotiate a peace treaty. The turn to Hannibal was mainly initiated by the Capuan upper class​[47] and led to a considerable split between the nobility and the common people, which had a significant influence on the course of subsequent events. Once the treaty had been successfully concluded, Hannibal used the urban base to control the Campanian region. The Romans fought back fiercely against their opponents and after Fabius Maximus took command of their troops, more and more successes were achieved, while Hannibal became increasingly bogged down in his actions due to deficits in supplies. In 211, when the Romans besieged Capua with a strong contingent of troops, Hannibal once again approached Rome ("Hannibal ante portas") in a relief maneuver for Capua, but was not very successful. Soon afterwards, the city was under Roman control and the senators had to answer for their treachery, which soon led to a collective suicide.


"Alba, from which they themselves originated, they destroyed utterly, to erase even the memory of their birthplace and origin; and should I believe, they would spare Capua, against which they are even more enraged than against Carthage? Therefore, for those of you who intend to avoid the fate before witnessing so many and so grievous humiliations, a prepared banquet shall be ready at my house today. When we have eaten and drunk our fill, the same cup that is handed to me shall be passed around. This draught will preserve our bodies from all torment, our minds from all scorn, and our eyes and ears from the sight and sound of all the insults and dishonors that await the defeated. There will be men appointed to cast our lifeless bodies onto a great pyre kindled in the courtyard of my house. This is the only honorable and free path to death. Even our enemies shall admire our steadfastness, and Hannibal shall know that the allies he abandoned and betrayed were men.

There was no lack of applause for this speech of Virrius, but men who could resolve to carry out the proposal with determination were fewer. The majority of the Senate, still hoping that the clemency often shown by the Roman people in many wars would also be shown to them, resolved to send envoys to surrender Capua to the Romans and dismissed them. Vibius Virrius was followed by twenty-seven senators to his house, where they feasted with him; and when, drunk enough to escape the feeling of the impending heavy step, they all took the poison draught. After the banquet was over, they shook hands, mourned in their last embrace the destruction of themselves and their fatherland, and some remained there to be burned on the same pyre, while others withdrew to their homes. The power of the poison to hasten death was not strong enough to overcome the vessels overfilled with food and wine. Thus most struggled with death all night and into part of the next day; yet all gave up their spirits before the gates were opened to the enemy." (Livy, 26,14)



After the battle, many inhabitants were dispossessed and Capua was turned into a state domain (campanus ager). Otherwise, the region continued to be economically successful and further civil colonies were founded in the immediate vicinity (Liternum and Volturnum). Worth mentioning is the beginning of the slave revolt of Spartacus in 73 BCE, which broke out with 78 fighters from a gladiator school in Capua.​[48]

​​Astapa​​

After the destruction of Illiturgis by Publius Cornelius Scipio in 206 BCE, the inhabitants of the Iberian city of Astapa assumed that they would suffer the same fate. Allied with Carthage and anticipating Roman retribution, they resolved to determine their own end. According to Appian, the Astapians assembled their possessions in the marketplace, constructed a pyre upon which they placed their women and children, and bound fifty leading citizens by oath to kill their families, ignite the fire, and finally take their own lives should the city fall (Iberica 6.33). Following a desperate sortie against the troops of Marcius, which at first surprised the Romans but was eventually crushed by superior numbers, the oath-bearers fulfilled their vow: they slew their kin, set the pyre alight, and threw themselves into the flames.​[49]

The episode exemplifies what Jean Baechler has termed an “oblative” or sacrificial form of suicide: death appears here not as an individual escape but as a collectively sanctioned act that deprives the enemy of any gain while preserving the honor of the community. Elements of “escape suicide” are nonetheless present in the refusal to accept enslavement, as well as a quasi-“ludic” component in the doomed assault that briefly checked the Romans before the inevitable collapse. At the same time, the account is a paradigmatic fable convenu: a historical corea - siege ending in destruction - is almost certain, yet the narrative embellishments of oaths, sacrificial ritual, and collective self-immolation reflect the moralizing and literary conventions of Roman historiography, which both condemned and admired the courage of defeated enemies.

Nesaticum 

When the Romans conquered Nesaticum,​[50] a town in Istria in 177 BCE, abominable scenes unfolded among the inhabitants: women and children were murdered in refusal of peace, which Livy, who always rejected these "suicide orgies", commented on rather soberly: et ne tum quidem memores paces, in caedem coniugum ac liborum versi (41,11,5). He accuses them of staging death as a spectacle. Livy's abhorrence of the slaughter is clear and he condemns it as foedum facinus and nefanda caedes (evil deed and heinous murder). His view and assessment differs fundamentally from that of other authors such as Polybius or Diodorus. 


"A few days earlier, Junius and Manlius launched a fierce assault on the city of Nesactium, where the leading Istrians and even the prince Apulus had taken refuge. Claudius, who had brought his two new legions here and dismissed the old army with its commanders, now personally defeated the city. He made it a priority to attack it by constructing approach works; and a stream flowing along the wall, which not only hindered the besiegers but also allowed the Istrians to fetch water, he diverted by digging for many days and channeling it into a new bed. This feat of cutting off the water filled the barbarians with terror; and since they still refused to seek peace, they proceeded to murder their wives and children. Indeed, to show this dreadful act to their enemies, they threw the slain from the walls before all eyes. Amidst the lamentations of women and children, and even while the unprecedented slaughter was ongoing, the Romans scaled the walls and entered the city. When the king interpreted the tumult of the conquest from the cries of the fleeing, he stabbed himself through the chest to avoid capture alive; the rest were taken prisoner or killed.

Afterwards, two more cities, Mutila and Faveria, were taken by storm and destroyed. The spoils, considering the poverty of these people, were unexpectedly large and were entirely handed over to the soldiers. Five thousand six hundred thirty-two people were sold into slavery within the army camp; the instigators of the war were whipped and beheaded with the axe. With the destruction of these three cities and the death of the king, all Istria was brought to peace, and from all sides peoples came, gave hostages, and submitted." (Livy 41,11) 



​​Numantia

The 2nd Punic War led to the extensive occupation of large parts of the Iberian Peninsula by the Romans. After the Punic expulsion, the main task of the Roman occupation was the suppression of local uprisings. The two now famous generals Pompey and Scipio Aemilianus were sent to pacify the region. In 141 BCE, the siege of the rebel city of Numantia​[51] was initiated. In the neighboring city of Sedetania, plundering bands of robbers under Tanginus had previously been defeated. They initially succeeded in taking a large number of prisoners, but those who were overpowered did not endure slavery for long. Roman historians (Florus I​[52] , 22,3, Appian. iber​[53] 10-12, 12, 44 and Livius) report that a number of them killed themselves, others killed their masters and still others sank ships with which they were to be transported away. 

Despite extreme efforts, Pompey did not succeed in subduing the city, which was determined to defend itself. When conventional means failed to achieve the desired success, Pompey attempted to divert the river that supplied the necessary drinking water. However, a wild and determined attack by the besieged destroyed this plan too. It was not until seven years later that Publius Scipio Aemilianus  succeeded in closing the siege ring around the city so tightly that a famine broke out. 

[image: ]In the 620th year from the founding of the city, when the disgrace caused by the treaty made with Numantia-almost greater than that caused by the earlier humiliations at the Caudine Forks-weighed heavily on Roman honor, Scipio Africanus was elected consul with the consent of all the tribes and sent with an army to conquer Numantia.

Numantia, located on this side of Spain, not far from the Vaccaei and Cantabrians at the far edge of Gallaecia, was the most distant city of the Celtiberians. For fourteen years, with only 4,000 men, this city not only withstood 40,000 Romans but also defeated them and imposed disgraceful treaties upon them. Upon entering Spain, Scipio Africanus did not immediately attack the enemy to surprise them carelessly. He knew this kind of people would never relax physically or mentally to the extent that they would not surpass the preparations of others by virtue of their good physical condition. Therefore, he trained his soldiers for some time in camp as in military schools. However, since he had spent part of the summer and the entire winter without even attempting a battle, this military measure was almost without benefit. As soon as a battle opportunity arose, the Roman army, caught off guard by the Numantians' attack, began to flee. But through the consul's rebukes and threats, who stood his ground and tried to restrain them by force, the army finally turned with full indignation against the enemy and drove them to flight, from whom they had fled.

In such cases, reliability in reporting is difficult: the Romans routed the Numantians and saw themselves flee. Although Scipio rejoiced and praised the victory, which came against all hope, he publicly declared that no further battle against the Numantians should be ventured. Therefore, Scipio was for leaving matters at the unexpected successes. He himself surrounded the city with a siege ring and additionally encircled it with a trench ten feet wide and twenty feet deep. He reinforced the wall, constructed of stakes, with numerous towers so that, if the enemy attempted any breach, it would no longer be a matter of the besiegers fighting the besieged but rather the besieged fighting the besiegers.


“Numantia, situated on a hill not far from the Duero, was enclosed by a three-mile-long wall, although some say it had little area and no walls at all. This is credible because they enclosed that space as a precaution for food and guarding cattle or for cultivating land if oppressed by war, while they themselves occupied a small naturally fortified stronghold. Otherwise, so large a city area seemed to expose such a small population more than protect it. The long-besieged and hunger-decimated Numantians now offered surrender if the terms were bearable and often asked for a proper battle to die as men. At last, they suddenly made a sally through two gates, after having drunk abundantly-not wine, which was scarce in that region, but a spirit artificially made from wheat called "caelia," which must be heated. The power of the germ of the soaked fruit is unlocked by fire; then the mass is dried and made into flour, mixed with mild juice, which ferments to add a sharp taste and intoxicating heat. Thus warmed after long hunger, they engaged in battle. The fight raged fiercely long, nearly to the point of defeat for the Romans, and again the Romans might have chosen to fight by fleeing against the Numantians if they had not been under Scipio's command. After their bravest had fallen, the Numantians withdrew from the battle but returned to the city in orderly ranks, not as fugitives. They refused to accept the bodies of their fallen for burial. In last despair, all enclosed in the city destined for death, they set it ablaze and perished together by weapons, poison, and fire. The Romans gained nothing from their complete victory except their own security. They believed they had less conquered the Numantians by destruction than escaped from them. Not a single Numantian was held in chains by the victor. Rome did not see reason to grant a triumph. There was no gold or silver that might have survived the fire among the poor; weapons and garments were consumed by the flames."  (Oros V, 7, 1-18)



In his biography of Sulla (Roman emperor, * around 138 BCE, † 78 BCE), he describes his conquest of Athens on March 1, 86 BCE (Plutarch, Sulla 14).  After his soldiers had discovered a weak point in the walls by overhearing a conversation between older inhabitants and exploited the population's dissatisfaction with the tyrant Aristion, his troops stormed and conquered the city on March 1, 86 BCE, with the exception of the Acropolis, which was subsequently also besieged.


"With mere swords, they stormed through the narrow alleys, so that the suffering of the prisoners could not be counted, ... [...] For aside from those slain in the other parts of the city, the slaughter extended around the marketplace across the entire Kerameikos within the Dipylon. A stream of blood is said to have flowed out through the city gates. Just as numerous as this crowd of the slain was the number of those who took their own lives out of grief over their beloved homeland, which they believed was lost. What drove the best citizens to fear and despair was the thought that they could expect neither compassion nor moderation from Sulla." (Plutarch, Sulla, 14)



Finally, both at the request of the exiles Meidias and Calliphon, who threw themselves at his feet, and because all the Roman senators in his company stood up for the city, he forgave it after a few words of praise for the ancient Athenians: he forgave the few for the sake of the many, the living for the sake of the dead.

Collective Suicides in the Sicilian Slave Wars 

The lost books 34–36 of Diodorus Siculus’ Bibliotheca historica are preserved only in fragments, chiefly through Photius (Bibliotheke, cod. 244) and the Excerpta Constantiniana. Despite their fragmentary state, they provide rare and explicit testimony of collective suicides during the Sicilian Slave Wars.


  First Sicilian Slave War (135–132 BCE)

In the final stage of the siege of Enna and Tauromenium, the starving slaves resorted to collective self-destruction. Diodorus reports that “when they were entirely without food, they first killed their children and wives, and afterwards put an end to tCEhemselves, in order not to fall alive into the hands of the Romans” (Diod. 34/35, frag. 2.27). This passage, though terse, conveys the dramatic decision to annihilate one’s own household before accepting enslavement or torture.


  Second Sicilian Slave War (104–100 BCE)

After the defeat by the Roman commander Manius Aquillius, many rebels once again chose death over capture. According to Diodorus, “many of those taken preferred death: they slaughtered their wives and children, then deprived themselves of life; others even killed one another” (Diod. 36, frag. 10). The motif of mutual killing emphasizes the collective dimension of despair and resistance.

Later authors confirm this pattern: Florus notes that the rebels “preferred death to falling into Roman hands” (Flor. 2.7.5–8), while Orosius states that they “killed their families and themselves to escape crucifixion” (Hist. adv. pag. 5.9.4). These retrospective accounts reinforce the image of collective self-destruction as the slaves’ ultimate recourse against Roman power.​[54]

​​Cantabria

The Cantabrian Wars, fought between Rome under Augustus and the Cantabrians and Asturians in the north of the Iberian Peninsula, lasted for a decade (29–19 BCE) and marked the final phase of Roman conquest in Spain. On the surface the conflict was provoked by Cantabrian raids against neighboring peoples allied with Rome, but behind this lay Rome’s determination to control the region’s rich iron and gold deposits.

According to Orosius (Historiarum adversus paganos VI.21), Augustus himself marched to Spain in 726 A.U.C. (28 BCE), recognizing that it would be intolerable to leave the two “bravest peoples of Spain” to live under their own laws after two centuries of Roman effort in the peninsula. Establishing his camp at Segisama, Augustus encircled Cantabria with three army columns, and after heavy losses and stalemate resorted to a naval landing from the Aquitanian Gulf. Pressed hard in battle beneath the walls of Attica, the Cantabrians withdrew to the mountain Vinnius, where they were reduced by siege and almost annihilated. The city of Racilium, which had long resisted, was eventually captured and destroyed.

On the Asturian front, the legates Antistius and Firmius campaigned through the mountainous forests beyond the Minho River, defeating local resistance in a series of arduous engagements. They eventually besieged Mount Medullius, a stronghold above the Minho, by constructing a trench fifteen miles in length. When the defenders realized they could neither withstand the siege nor break out, they chose self-destruction rather than enslavement. As Orosius notes, “nearly all of them killed themselves by fire, by the sword, or by poison.”

The Asturians likewise resisted with determination. Encamped on the river Asturis, they plotted to overwhelm three separate Roman camps in a coordinated assault, but the plan was betrayed from within. Met in the field by Carisius, they were defeated only with considerable Roman casualties. Survivors retreated to the city of Lancia (modern Castro, Asturias). Although Roman troops prepared to burn the captured city, Carisius forbade its destruction and demanded a voluntary surrender, preferring to display an intact city as a witness to his victory.

​​​Maiozamalcha

In 363 CE, the Roman Emperor Julian launched a grand offensive into the realm of the Persian king Shapur II. His aim was both to avenge earlier Roman defeats under Constantius II and to win immortal renown by achieving what no Roman had done before- -the conquest of Ctesiphon and the subjugation of the East. As part of this campaign, the strongly fortified city of Maiozamalcha (Maogamalcha), lying on the approaches to the Persian capital, became the object of a determined siege.

The initial Roman assaults against the walls were repelled by vigorous Persian defense. Yet Roman engineers, skilled in subterranean warfare, secretly dug mines beneath the fortifications. When the work was completed, some 1,500 elite soldiers slipped through the tunnels into the city. According to Ammianus Marcellinus (Res gestae 24.4.25), “as the defenders rushed about repelling attacks at the walls, the mines were opened and a chosen band of soldiers burst out into the city. Striking down those they first encountered, they crept forward and massacred the guard, who were at that moment loudly celebrating the fortune of their king.”

With the gates breached from within and the defenses collapsing, Maiozamalcha was overrun. The fury of the Roman troops spared neither age nor sex: the city was sacked and destroyed. Ammianus adds a grim detail of collective desperation: many inhabitants, faced with imminent death by fire or sword, “voluntarily hurled themselves from the walls,” shattering their bodies on the ground below and enduring for a time “a life more terrible than death” until release came. The episode illustrates both the brutal logic of late Roman siege warfare and the resort of the besieged to self-inflicted death when confronted with the annihilation of their community.

2.2.6  ​​Collective Suicide among Rome’s Enemies

Accounts of collective self-destruction recur frequently in Roman historiography, often marking the culmination of sieges or battles in which surrender appeared tantamount to dishonor or slavery. These narratives are highly stylized but nevertheless reveal patterns of resistance to Roman expansion.

Episodes such as Astapa (206 BCE), Numantia (133 BCE), and Saguntum (219 BCE, in Livy’s retrospective account) describe besieged communities choosing death rather than capture. Ritual elements - oaths, the burning of possessions, the slaughter of kin - underline the oblative and sacrificial character of these acts. The motif culminates in the siege of Mount Medullius during the Cantabrian Wars (29–19 BCE), where Orosius reports mass suicide by fire, poison, and weapons as the besieged refused enslavement.

In Plutarch’s Life of Marius, the defeat of the Teutones and Cimbri (102–101 BCE) is followed by mass suicides of women and children. These accounts emphasize barbarian ferocity turned inward: women strangling their children, hurling them beneath wagon wheels, or killing themselves with improvised means. Here the Roman moral lesson is twofold - admiration for courage, but also horror at barbaric extremity

In the war of Julian against Shapur II (363 CE), the fall of Maiozamalcha is accompanied, according to Ammianus, by inhabitants throwing themselves from the walls to avoid slaughter by Roman troops. The pattern repeats the theme of collective despair when faced with inevitable annihilation.

Across these cases, Roman authors repeatedly frame the suicides of their enemies as both tragic and exemplary: tragic in the spectacle of entire communities annihilating themselves, exemplary in demonstrating the valor and desperation of Rome’s foes. In typological terms (Baechler), such acts oscillate between suicide of escape (to evade slavery and humiliation) and oblative suicide (sacrifice for communal honor). As fables convenus, they reveal less about exact historical events than about the Roman narrative economy, which used collective suicides to dramatize both the indomitable spirit of the conquered and the irresistible power of Rome.

​​Cennen 

The Roman emperor Caracalla was born Lucius Septimius Bassianus on April 4, 188 CE in Lugdunum and was assassinated on April 8, 217 CE in Mesopotamia. He was Roman emperor from 211 until his death. He took the official imperial name Marcus Aurelius Severus Antoninus in reference to Emperor Marcus Aurelius. After the death of his father, he succeeded his brother Geta as emperor. Shortly afterwards, he had his brother murdered and his followers massacred. He then ruled unchallenged as sole ruler. 

Caracalla continued his father's course as a soldier emperor​[55] , took intensive care of military matters and was held in high esteem by his soldiers. In senatorial historiography, he was judged extremely critically because of the fratricide and his followers as well as in view of his brutality and radical actions against members of the opposition. 

Cassius Dio reports on a battle between Caracalla and the Germanic tribe of the Cenens. ​[56]


"He also fought with a certain Germanic tribe called the Cennen. According to the account, these attacked the Romans with such fury that they themselves pulled the projectiles-by which they had been wounded by the Osrhoenians-from their flesh with their teeth, so that their hands would remain free to continue slaughtering the enemy. Yet even these opponents allowed Antoninus to buy off an alleged defeat for a large sum of money and permitted him to retreat into the province of Germania. After Antoninus marched against the Alamanni, he bought his supposed victory with money. Some of their women, who had been captured by the Romans, chose, when asked by Antoninus whether they preferred to be sold or killed, the latter fate. When they were sold anyway, they all killed themselves, some also killing their children." (Cass. Dio 78, 14)



In chapter 14 of his biography of Sulla, Plutarch describes the conquest of Athens by the Roman general Sulla. After discovering a weak point in the city walls, having been informed through espionage about the unsecured access to the Heptachalkon and having exploited the dissatisfaction of the population with the Athenian tyrant Aristion, Sulla stormed and conquered Athens (with the exception of the Acropolis) on March 1, 86 CE. The Acropolis was then besieged.

Plutarch also describes that many Athenians killed themselves out of pity for their city, which they believed to be destroyed. This conviction caused the best of them to give up in despair and fear, as they expected no humanity or moderation from Sulla. But at last, partly at the request of the exiles Meidias and Calliphon, who threw themselves at Sulla's feet, and partly because all the Roman senators in his company interceded for the city, he forgave it after a few words of praise for the ancient Athenians, saying that he forgave few for the sake of many, the living for the sake of the dead." (Plutarch, Sulla 14)

​​Eburones 

The Eburones (Eburones) were probably a Celtic tribe (erroneously described by Caesar as Germanic) that was largely destroyed in 53 and 51 BCE.  The territory of the Eburones lay between the Rhine, Meuse, Rhineland, northern Ardennes and Eifel. There was close contact and exchange with the Treveri, who settled further south in the Trier region.

Caesar led several extremely brutal, genocidal campaigns against the Eburones between 53 and 51 BCE. Their leader King Catuvolcus committed suicide in 53 BCE).  In the course of the conflict, however, the Celts also launched successful attacks against the Romans, during which the sub-leaders Sabinus and C. Cotta were killed: 

The Eburones surrounded the Roman soldiers and forced them to fight on extremely impassable terrain. Sabinus reacted passively and fearfully due to a lack of preparation, while Cotta, unlike his colleague, had anticipated the attack and initiated appropriate measures. But the enemy also acted with foresight: when many Romans fell in battle, their leader Ambiorix changed his tactics with great success. In the course of a very costly battle, some Roman soldiers were even wounded or killed by name.​[57] At the end of the battle description, there is also the suicide of desperate soldiers: "noctu ad unum omnes desperata salute se ipsi interficiunt" (V, 37.6). 

The soldiers barely held out against the assault until nightfall. During the night, all of them took their own lives, despairing of their rescue. Only a few managed to escape the battle. They wandered through the woods and reached the winter camp of the legate T. Labienus, informing him of what had happened. (Iul. Caes. 5,37,5-7) This battle, in which 15 cohorts fell, was the most costly and bitter of the entire war. Caesar himself does not give any casualty figures.

​​Gauls 

Some sources report on the great contempt for death with which the Gauls went into battle:


"Among the Gauls, the Druids-these mysterious priests who were supposedly descended from Pythagoras-believed in the eternity of spirit and matter and were convinced of the immortality of the human being. They held that happiness awaited him in another life, and they inspired people with contempt for death, in the name of a religion of which they were the preachers and doctors." (Bourquelot 1842, trans. from French)​[58]



According to Roman historians, the Gauls' contempt for death resulted from their unbroken belief in post-mortem transmigration, which explained their contempt for death: "in primis hoc volunt persuadere, non interire animas, sed ab aliis post mortem transire ad alios, atque hoc maxime ad virtutem exicitari putant metu mortis neglecto​[59] " (Julius Caesar, bell.gall. 6,14,5).

The core of their doctrine is that the soul does not die, but moves to another body after death. This is also made clear in a fragment by Diodorus:


"They also have the custom, even during a meal and for the slightest cause, to fall into quarrels and challenge one another to single combat, caring nothing for their own death. For among them prevails the belief attributed to Pythagoras, that human souls are immortal and after a certain number of years are reborn, with the soul entering another body." (Diod. 5, 28, 5-6) 



Gauls often committed suicide to escape captivity or slavery​[60] : "Men, women and children would have preferred death to slavery." (Wisse, p. 457).


"The consul Quintus Marcius attacked a people of the Gauls dwelling at the foot of the Alps. When they found themselves surrounded by the Roman troops and realized that they could not withstand the war, they threw themselves into the flames after killing their wives and children. Those who, taken by surprise by the Romans, had no chance to commit suicide and were captured, took their own lives, some by the sword, some by hanging, and others by refusing food. None at all, not even the smallest child, remained who would endure the condition of slavery out of love for life." (Oros. 5, 14, 5-6) 



​​Helvetii 

Their women were also involved in the Helvetii's defensive struggle against Caesar's legionaries. Plutarch​[61] reports that many of them preferred death to slavery after they had previously defended themselves to the utmost against Caesar.

After the Battle of Bibracte, a compromise was reached between Caesar and the Helvetii. They formed an alliance and the first Roman bases were established in Helvetian territory, but it was only under Augustus that the Helvetii became more closely tied to Rome and the Celtic and Roman cultures merged over time. This is shown, for example, by the settlement on the Enge peninsula near Bern. The originally Celtic oppidum was supplemented over time with an amphitheater and other Roman achievements.

​​Cimbri and Teutons 

The Cimbri left the Jutland Peninsula around 120 BCE and joined the Teutons on their southward migration. Their movement led the tribes through Germania, and the mention of the ancient city of Teutoburgium near present-day Vukovar is sometimes cited as evidence of their route. However, it remains uncertain whether the Teutons joined the Cimbri immediately or followed them at some distance.

Their participation in the Battle of Noreia in 113 BCE is attested by several ancient sources. The combined host later crossed the Rhine and ravaged Gaul, as Gaius Julius Caesar later reported, before suffering a setback at the hands of the Celtic Belgae. Subsequently, the Germanic tribes turned against Roman territory and inflicted a disastrous defeat upon a Roman army at the Battle of Arausio in 105 BCE.

While the Cimbri advanced into Hispania, the Teutons remained in Gaul. Two years later, the tribes reunited for a renewed assault on the Romans but were decisively defeated at the Battle of Aquae Sextiae in 102 BCE.

During their migration from Jutland, the Teutons had initially succeeded in breaking into the inner sphere of influence of the Roman Empire. But their odyssey came to an end at Vercellae (Vercelli)​[62]. A hastily assembled Roman army defeated them in a battle of annihilation (101 BCE).

Unlike the Cimbri, the Romans made the women of the Teutons prisoners, and it was only when they were refused the request to receive the untouchability of Vestal virgins that they strangled themselves the following night (Spencer, p. 104).

The Cimbri first encountered the Romans in the eastern Alps in 113 BCE. In the Battle of Noreia, they defeated a Roman army in Noricum and finally invaded Gaul. There, in 105 BCE, they again destroyed a Roman army at the Battle of Arausio, which was intended to prevent the two tribes from advancing further into the Roman province of Gallia Narbonensis.

A few years later, the Cimbri separated from the Teutons. This was a decision made by King Teutobod because the size of the marching columns meant that supplies were running dangerously low. The Teutons spread fear and terror in Gaul until they were crushed by Gaius Marius in the battle of Aquae Sextiae, today's Aix-en-Provence, in 102 BCE. 

The Cimbri continued their advance into northern Italy. They wanted to settle in the fertile Po Valley and requested settlement land from the Roman Senate. However, on July 30, 101 BCE, they were also crushed in an open field battle by the troops of Marius and Quintus Lutatius Catulus at the Battle of Vercellae, south of modern-day Vercelli in Piedmont.

In his Life of Marius (26–27), Plutarch provides a dramatic description of the aftermath of the Roman victory over the Teutones and, soon after, the Cimbri. During the battle, many of the enemy’s foremost warriors fell; some of the front ranks had even bound themselves together with chains passed through their belts in order not to be separated. Pursued to their wagon fort, the Romans witnessed scenes of desperate self-destruction.

According to Plutarch, women dressed in black stood upon the wagons, killing the fleeing men – husbands, brothers, and fathers alike. They strangled their own children and threw them beneath the hooves of animals before taking their own lives. One woman hanged herself from a yoke with her children tied to her ankles, their bodies dangling at either side. Others fashioned nooses around their necks, fastening them to the horns or legs of oxen, and then drove the beasts forward so that they were dragged or trampled to death. Although thousands perished by their own hand, more than 80,000 captives were reportedly taken, while the number of dead was said to be twice as many.

Plutarch continues that after the annihilation of the Teutones, Roman attention shifted to the Cimbri. Had these immediately marched on Rome, the danger would have been great; instead, encamped in Venetia, their strength diminished in the mild climate, and Marius confronted them on the Raudian plain. There, following a stratagem inspired by Hannibal at Cannae, he used weather and terrain to his advantage, defeating them decisively with minimal Roman losses. Yet even in this second engagement, Plutarch notes, the Cimbrian women proved as formidable as the men: they turned their wagons into fortresses, fought with spears and javelins, slew their own kin when they attempted to flee, strangled their children, and finally cut their own throats.

The account, though cast in Plutarch’s moralizing and rhetorical style, conveys the impression of a collective catastrophe in which resistance, despair, and ritualized self-destruction merged into a single narrative of annihilation.

​​​Stoeni 

Q. Marcius Rex, Roman consul in 118 BCE, led a campaign together with A. Manlius Vilso against the Stoeni in the western Alps in 118 BCE. The Stoeni were a sub-tribe of the Ligurians who lived in the area around Nice. According to Orosius, they were defeated by Q, Marcius and became so desperate over their defeat that they killed their wives and then threw themselves into the flames. (Oros 5,14,5f.)​[63]

​​Usipeters and Tenkterians 

In Commentarii de Bello Gallico (IV, 14–15), Gaius Julius Caesar reports on the destruction of two Germanic tribes that had originally settled on the right bank of the Lower Rhine. Around 55 BCE, the Usipetes and Tencteri, driven westward by pressure from the Suebi, abandoned their homeland and moved toward the mouth of the Rhine; part of the group advanced along the course of the Meuse (Mosa).

Caesar’s eight legions confronted the Tencteri and Usipetes near the confluence of the Maas and Waal rivers, in the region corresponding to the modern Dutch province of Gelderland, in 55 BCE. The Roman forces overwhelmed the vastly outnumbered warriors and slaughtered them indiscriminately - men, women, and children alike—resulting in scenes of mass killing and collective suicide.

Prior to the assault, the tribes had unsuccessfully requested permission to settle peacefully in the river delta. The few survivors, according to Caesar, were subsequently forced back across the Rhine into their former territory on the eastern bank.


"He marched the army in three lines and quickly covered a distance of eight miles, reaching the enemy's camp before the Germans could understand what was happening. Suddenly, they were thrown into great panic, for we advanced so swiftly, their leaders were absent, and they had no time to arm themselves, let alone hold a council of war. They were so confused that they did not know whether to advance against the enemy with their troops, defend their camp, or immediately seek safety in flight. While their fear was still evident in their cries and restless running about, our soldiers, stung by anger at the betrayal of the previous day, burst into the camp. Those who could arm themselves quickly resisted our soldiers and fought between the wagons and heavy baggage. The rest, consisting of women and children-since the Germans had moved out with their entire population across the Rhine-fled in all directions. To pursue them, Caesar sent cavalry after them. When the Germans heard the shouting behind them and saw their people being killed, they threw down their weapons, abandoned their standards, and fled the camp.

However, when they reached the confluence of the Meuse and the Rhine, their further escape was cut off, and many perished there, while the rest threw themselves into the river. Overwhelmed by fear and exhaustion, they too met their death." (Iul. Caesar, bell. gall. IV, 14-15)  
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