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Preface: The Carthage Foundation Debate


Between Legend and New Genetic Evidence








By Dr Hichem Karoui






The traditional narrative regarding the establishment of Carthage focusses on Dido (sometimes referred to as Elissa), the Phoenician princess who purportedly escaped from Tyre in 814 BCE and constructed the "New City" (Qart Hadašt) along the North African coast of Tunisia. But groundbreaking genetic research published in 2025 has fundamentally challenged this story, showing that Carthage's population had very little genetic connection to the Phoenicians who are said to have founded it. This discovery has sparked a lot of scholarly debate about the city's true origins and the historical basis of the Dido legend. 



The Story of the Old Foundation 


The classical texts, especially Greek and Roman writers, present a fairly clear tale of how the world began. According to Justin's description of Pompeius Trogus, Dido ran away from Tyre after her brother Pygmalion killed her husband Sychaeus to obtain his money. When she went to the North African coast, she famously used the "Ox-Hide Trick."1 She bargained for as much land as a bull's hide could cover, then cut it into small strips to make a much bigger area and build the fortress of Byrsa.  2 

The traditional foundation date of 814-813 BCE is derived from the Greek historian Timaeus of Tauromenium (about 345-250 BCE), whose chronology has been both validated and disputed by scholars. Archaeological evidence presents a more complex picture3: the initial residential levels at Carthage have been dated to around 760 BCE, based on Greek Geometric pottery as a reference point. Nevertheless, radiocarbon analysis of faunal remains from excavations by the University of Ghent suggests dates at the end of the ninth century BCE. This places archaeological discoveries near the conventional literary date; however, it continues to provoke enquiries over the authenticity of the 814 BCE date as a historical fact or a post-event calculation.4 



The Historical Accuracy of Dido: Academic Views 

People still don't agree on whether Dido was a genuine person in the past. Books published hundreds of years after the establishment of Carthage contained the first references to her. The oldest person is Timaeus, who lived roughly 500 years after 814 BCE. Virgil penned the most famous version of the story in the Aeneid (around 31–19 BCE), where he made Dido Aeneas's contemporary and portrayed a tragic love story that took place more than three hundred years before Carthage was constructed. 5


Contemporary scholarly discourse regarding Dido has significant fragmentation. Josephine Quinn from Oxford University has made a strong case that the Dido story, which was spread through Greek and Roman sources, is mostly a Carthaginian founding myth that the city told about itself, not just Greek or Roman propaganda. Quinn emphasises that the essential elements of the narrative, particularly Dido's rejection of the local Libyan monarch, Iarbas, and her subsequent self-immolation, correspond with the broader context of Carthaginian diplomacy and self-representation. Numerous scholars, ranging from Moscati in the 1970s to Quinn 6 in contemporary times, have contended that sufficient historical evidence substantiates the existence of Dido, while acknowledging mythological embellishments.  


Several researchers, on the other side, conceive of Dido as a completely made-up person, like Romulus and Remus in Carthaginian history. Many historians don't think there is any historical validity to the story because all of the old records were written long after Carthage was founded, and the story has many made-up aspects.7



The Genetic Revolution of 2025: Carthage Without the Phoenicians 



Nature published a thorough examination of ancient DNA in April 2025.8 This was the largest threat to traditional storytelling. A group of researchers from around the world, led by Professor David Reich from Harvard University, Dr Harald Ringbauer from the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology, and Professor Ilan Gronau from Reichman University, looked at 210 genomes from people who were buried at 14 Phoenician and Punic archaeological sites across the Mediterranean, including Carthage itself. 9 


The findings were astonishing: during the period of Carthage's significance (6th to 2nd centuries BCE), its inhabitants had negligible genetic connections to Levantine Phoenicians. The study, on the other hand, found that most of the people who lived in Carthage were related to people who were genetically similar to ancient Greeks and Sicilians. There was also a smaller but growing group from North African groups. Dr Ringbauer observed, "Most people who were culturally Phoenician did not have Levantine ancestry." That was a big surprise and quite unexpected.10 


The DNA studies indicated that the "Punic" groups were very different from each other. Most of the population in Carthage, which was supposed to be the centre of Western Phoenician civilisation, had European (Greek/Aegean and Sicilian) genetic profiles instead of Semitic ones. The North African genetic contribution was there and grew over time as Carthage's political strength grew, but it was still a minor part of the population at Carthaginian towns.11


The study documented remarkable genetic diversity and migration across the Punic domain. Researchers observed the burial of distant relatives in various parts of the empire. For example, they found two persons who were second or third cousins. One was from Kerkouane in Tunisia, and the other was from Birgi in Sicily. Researchers named this trend a "Mediterranean highway" of marine trade, which suggests that people were always travelling on it. 12





Three Competing Narratives for Understanding the Genetic Evidence 

The genetic discoveries from 2025 have led to three different ways of looking at them, each of which has important effects on how we comprehend where Carthage came from: 



1. The "Cultural Franchise" Interpretation 



The predominant scholarly perspective, posited by the study's authors, asserts that Carthage epitomised the inaugural biologically cosmopolitan civilisation—a cultural and theological "franchise" disseminated by the Phoenicians to nations lacking genetic affiliation. This hypothesis says that a small group of Phoenician settlers from Tyre started trading centres like Carthage, but they were quickly outnumbered by people from the area and other Mediterranean peoples, especially those from Sicily and Greece.13   


This interpretation stresses that Phoenician settlements were mostly trading posts, with only a few Phoenicians living there. Many Phoenicians married individuals who were already residing in those areas. The Phoenicians' cultural supremacy, exemplified by their language, alphabet, and religious activities focused on Baal Hammon and Tanit, did not equate to population preeminence. Cultural identity was far stronger than genetic ancestry. The Carthaginians kept strong cultural ties to their Levantine ancestors, even though they had essentially little Levantine DNA.14  


Professor Reich pointed out that this method is very different from how Greeks colonised at the same time. Greeks who fought Carthaginians in the Mediterranean "didn't mix much with local populations in the settlements they seeded." The Phoenician paradigm was wholly unique. It was more open, more cosmopolitan, and had a wider range of genetic diversity.15



2. The Indigenous Foundation Thesis 



Some researchers and Amazigh (Berber) cultural activists support a more extreme view: that the genetic data shows that Carthage was not a Phoenician colony at all but rather an indigenous North African community that absorbed Phoenician civilisation. This viewpoint, promoted by the Amazigh World News and related outlets, asserts that Carthage and other cities designated as "Phoenician colonies" were, in reality, indigenous settlements—predominantly of Amazigh, Numidian, and Libyan origin—where Phoenician traders constituted but a small percentage.16 


This interpretation corresponds with extensive Amazigh political and cultural activities that aim to contest perceived colonial narratives that obliterated indigenous presence and agency in North Africa. Supporters say they have been pushing this view for more than 35 years, and now DNA has proven what rigorous historical study has long suggested: Carthage was primarily a North African city based in the Amazigh and Numidian world.17 


But this interpretation has many problems. The genetic data indicates that North African ancestry at Carthage and other Punic locations, although present, represented a minority component; the predominant genetic profile was Sicilian and Greek/Aegean, rather than indigenous North African. Furthermore, archaeological evidence indicates the absence of pre-Phoenician habitation at the Carthage site itself. Excavations at Bir Massouda and other sites have yielded no traces indicating prior habitation before the Phoenician arrival in the late 9th or early 8th century BCE.18  



3. The Critique of the Methodology 



A third position, put out by certain geneticists and historians, acknowledges the study's results but highlights substantial methodological constraints that hinder interpretation. Some important topics are19: 

Time gaps: The study lacks genetic evidence from 900–600 BCE, the essential founding centuries of Carthage, as Phoenicians engaged in cremation prior to the 6th century BCE, rendering cremated bones incapable of providing DNA. All studied samples date from the 6th-2nd centuries BCE, centuries after the supposed founding date. Assertions on the genetic makeup of the initial founders are so tentative and possibly deceptive.20 

Survivorship bias: The study exclusively sampled inhumed people, so favouring later groups that practised inhumation and potentially overlooking the genetic traces of earlier colonists who engaged in cremation. This bias prefers evidence of assimilation and hybridisation in later times, but it doesn't say anything about the founding population.21 Critics say that "Levantine DNA" is too simple because it already had a lot of mixing by the Bronze Age, including Iranian/Caucasus and Steppe ancestries. Using "Levantine DNA" as a single category without identifying historical periods or regional differences makes it too simple, and it may not adequately show Tyrian genetic profiles from the 9th to 8th century BCE.  


Limited sampling of founding sites: The study incorporated a limited number of samples from the initial occupation strata at significant sites, with numerous remains originating from earlier, inadequately documented excavations lacking clear context.22 


These methodological issues indicate prudence in the interpretation of the results. One evaluation said, "The lack of earlier DNA samples leaves questions about when and how this genetic shift happened." There were probably not many Phoenician settlers at first, and their Levantine ancestry may have quickly faded via intermarriage, especially as Carthage flourished and Phoenician city-states in the Levant succumbed to empires like the Assyrians and Persians.23 



The Archaeological Record: What the Ground Shows 



To understand these varied points of view, you need archaeological information. Excavations at various sites validate that Carthage was founded as a Phoenician settlement in the late 9th or early 8th century BCE, with no indications of preceding Phoenician habitation at the site. 


Bir Massouda, located in the heart of Carthage, has been the site of the most significant recent archaeological work. Excavations have uncovered large quantities of Phoenician and Punic artefacts that date back to the 8th century BCE. These discoveries clearly linked Phoenician ways of life to metalworking, city planning, and material culture. There have been no remnants recovered that show people lived there before the Phoenicians came. 24


The Tophet of Carthage, a sacred site for Baal Hammon and Tanit, is one of the oldest pieces of evidence indicating Phoenicians existed there. As part of a four-year effort from 2023 to 2025, archaeologists dug up many interesting things. They found nine gold coins from the 3rd century BCE (in 2023) and a 2,300-year-old marble mask of a woman with a Phoenician-style haircut (in November 2025). These artefacts support Carthage's Phoenician culture and demonstrate that the city was cosmopolitan, exhibiting a multitude of artistic and commercial influences.25 


So far, attempts to date artefacts using radiocarbon have been made to connect the accepted date of 814 BCE with archaeological data. Early digs showed that people started living in the area around 760 BCE, but new radiocarbon tests on organic components from the first habitation strata have moved these dates back to the end of the 9th century BCE. This improvement makes the archaeological finds match up better with what is already known from books. 



Trade, migration, and changes in the population over time 

To understand how the number of people living at Carthage changed over time, you need to know about the larger networks of Phoenician trade and growth in the Mediterranean. Most Phoenician colonies had businesses that worked as trading posts rather than large-scale colonising efforts. The Phoenicians "didn't have enough people or need to build cities in other countries that could live on their own." There were fewer than 1,000 people residing in most cities. Carthage and a few other villages eventually grew into big, autonomous cities, but the scenario wasn't the norm. 


There were probably only a few dozen or a few Phoenicians living at Carthage at first. The founding traditions say that Libya, Berber people, and other Mediterranean civilisations had to help a lot with the quick rise. Historical documents show that Carthage had strong ties to the native people of North Africa. Initially, they paid homage to the local Berber tribes, but later they used treaties, trade agreements, and military force to take over the land. 


By the early 4th century BCE, the Berbers constituted the largest part of the Carthaginian army. This shows that they are now part of Carthaginian civilisation. The "Libyo-Phoenician" societies mentioned in ancient texts—people who mixed Phoenician and Libyan cultural traits—are likely an example of this demographic trend. 


The genetic data showing that most people in Carthage came from Sicily and Greece/Aegean suggests that migration from these places was far more important than anyone thought. Greek and Phoenician populations in Sicily were close, so people mixed easily. People from many different cultures arrived in Carthage to do commerce because Sicily and other Mediterranean islands became places where people could meet and share ideas.



The Dido Legend Revisited 



How should we consider the Dido foundation myth now that we have DNA proof? You have three choices: 


 Rejection of historicity:   The DNA evidence that shows Carthaginians didn't come from Phoenicians can make the story of Dido seem completely false. How could a Tyrian princess have built Carthage if most of the people there weren't Phoenician? This view, on the other hand, mixes up stories about how a city was founded with data about its population hundreds of years later. Even if Dido or a small group of Tyrian exiles built the first town, their genes might have been lost in just a few years because of marriages and people moving in from other cultures.26 


 Myth with historical kernel:  Josephine Quinn and others say that Virgil's romantic embellishment is clearly made up, but the basic account of Carthage is definitely based on real events. The city's name was Qart Hadašt, which means "New City." This means that it was built on purpose as a Phoenician foundation, not as an indigenous community. The enduring nature of Phoenician language, religious practices, governmental structures, and cultural identity throughout centuries indicates intentional transmission from a Phoenician founding population, regardless of genetic diversity or rapid intermingling within that society.27 


 Cultural memory rather than genetic history:  The genomic data strongly shows that ancient identity was mostly based on culture, not biology. The Carthaginians preserved a Phoenician identity through the use of a Semitic language, the veneration of Canaanite deities, and the application of the Phoenician alphabet, despite possessing limited Levantine genetic heritage. The Dido mythology probably shows how the Carthaginians thought about and told the story of their origins. It created a basic myth that made their cultural ties to Tyre clearer while hiding the demographic differences in their real population. 



Conclusion: Progressing Towards a Synthesis 



The new DNA evidence has changed how we think about the inhabitants of Carthage, but it doesn't directly support the idea that "Carthage was not Phoenician" or that the city was built by North Africans who lived there. The data provides us a more complicated picture: Culturally, Carthage was Phoenician, but genetically it was completely unique. It started out as a little Phoenician trading port, but it quickly grew into a Mediterranean city with several various cultures. People arrived from North Africa, Greece, and Sicily. 


There is no evidence that the Phoenicians lived at the site until 814–813 BCE, when they built a foundation there. The traditional story of how Carthage was established, which has some legendary parts, is probably based on what really happened when people from Tyre erected the city. It is not clear if a princess named Dido/Elissa led this voyage, but the story shows how the Carthaginians thought about their beginnings and kept in touch with their Phoenician roots. 


DNA evidence shows that most of the people who lived at Carthage came from Sicily, Greece, and North Africa, not from the Levant. This population change happened even though the cultural identity was mostly Phoenician. This demonstrates that ancient Mediterranean cultures were founded on cultural identity rather than genetic identity. 


The story of Dido is more than just a fable or a simple history. It is a cultural memory of how a very different set of people stayed connected to its founding story while simultaneously bringing in individuals from all around the Mediterranean. The "ox-hide trick" and sad love story may be legendary, but they hold a deeper truth: Carthage was really a "new city" that was built through migration, negotiation with native peoples, and the wonderful capacity to construct a unified cultural identity from quite different demographic sources. 




      ***For Further Reading:

Fantar, M’hamed Hassine Kerkouane A Punic town in the Berber region of Tamezrat, VI to Third century BC, Collection Mediterranean Heritage, 2007 Tunis. 

Fantar, M’hamed Hassine Carthage Approche d’une civilisation, Tome I-II, Alif – Les éditions de la Méditerranée, 1998 Tunis.

 Fantar, M’hamed Hassine Carthage, la cité punique, Alif, Les Éditions de la Méditerranée, CNRS Éditions, Paris, 1995.
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The Carthaginian Foundations


Ancient Statehood and Institutional Continuity (9th Century BC – 146 BC)











Origins and Establishment of Carthage

The city-state of Carthage has continued to capture the imagination of historians, archaeologists, and amateurs alike with its history and basic origin. The founding myths and archaeological clues related to Carthage create compelling narratives that highlight differences in the governance of this civilisation. The Phoenician legend attributes the founding of Carthage to Queen Dido, also known as Elissa. She fled from the city of Tyre and is said to have greatly suffered while crossing the Mediterranean until she touched the northern part of the African continent, which was then the site of her new city. This marble tale is a testament to Phoenician culture and the benefits of the coastal city of Carthage. There have also been archaeological digs at Carthage, which have revealed traces of a settlement from the ninth century BC. At this point, the culture that made its home in this area is probably doing quite well. This research indicates that Carthage had worked out some form of governance and administrative control. This information paves the way for further investigation into the early history of the city.










