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Introduction 

I FIRST READ Thucydides in the 1950s-that strange decade in which 
we Americans enjoyed such national power and stability and yet 

assumed the imminence of such disaster. During the first Cold War it 
seemed self-evident that the world was dividing into two camps. The great 
anti-democratic continental powers, the Soviet Union and what was called 
"Mainland China, " each with its "satellites" and co-ordinated plans for 
world conquest, seemed to be driving closer to a conflict with "the free 
world" whose strength derived from control of the seas and the air. That 
earlier struggle, the Peloponnesian War, in which democratic , naval Athens 
fought totalitarian , land-based Sparta provided a simple but awesome al­
legory for our own times. Thucydides' work revealed a precedent for our 
own polarized world, and might, we hoped, provide a guide through the 
perils of contemporary international affairs. In 194 7 Secretary of State 
George Marshall had called attention to the significance of the Peloponne­
sian War for an understanding of the contemporary world: "I doubt se­
riously whether a man can think with full wisdom and with deep convictions 
regarding certain of the basic international issues today who has not at 
least reviewed in his mind the period of the Peloponnesian War and the 
Fall of Athens. ' '  And his views were widely echoed.1 

For me, and I believe for many other students of the classics in my 
generation, Thucydides possessed an immediate applicability. Despite the 
obscurity of his style and undeniable complexity of thought,  he was one 
of the most lucid of ancient writers. Our own historical situation provided 

1 Secretary Marshall's remarks were made in a speech at Princeton University on February 
22, 1947. I am grateful to the George C .  Marshall Research Foundation in Lexington Virginia 
for assistance in finding the quotation . In August 1952 the Foreign Service Journal carried 
an article entitled "A Message from Thucydides" by Louis J .  Halle, of the policy planning 
staff of the Department of State. It contained the following section: "The present, in which 
our country finds herself, like Athens after the Persian Wars, called upon to assume the 
leadership of the free world brings him [Thucydides] virtually to our side . . . . It seems to 
me that since World War II Thucydides has come still closer to us so that he now speaks to 
our ear." The article is reprinted in L. J. Halle, Civilization and Foreign Policy (New York 
1952) 261-277. These sentences are excerpted from pages 262-265. 
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ample confirmation of his claim to have written a possession for all time . 
That situation also eclipsed many of the unresolved questions and in­
terpretive problems in Thucydidean studies. It was easy to feel that we 
knew what Thucydides was saying , even if the form of his expression , the 
origin and development of his thought, and many other issues remained 
to be resolved . Paradoxically , the great significance of Thucydides de­
flected attention elsewhere . He was a writer who spoke directly to our own 
condition ; to enrich his account by careful study of the epigraphical and 
other evidence about Athens and her empire seemed to me a more pressing 
task for classical scholarship than further exegesis of his Histories . 

This assessment, which appears in retrospect to have been based largely 
on reactions to contemporary events , was strengthened by two more ac­
ademic considerations . First, what scholarship had long designated "the 
Thucydidean question' '  seemed, if not dead, at least moribund. The chief 
intellectual justification of attempts to determine the stages by which the 
work was composed had always been the hope of constructing an intel­
lectual biography of the author and of recording thereby the responses of 
an intelligent and well-informed Athenian to the immense changes of his 
lifetime . Despite occasional essays by separatist critics , it was clear by the 
1 950s that this effort had bogged down and was unlikely ever to fulfill its 
promise. The most illuminating Thucydidean studies were works such as 
John Finley' s  that emphasized the fundamental unity and coherence of the 
work. Madame de Romilly' s  new approach in Thucydides and Athenian 
lmperialism2 seemed to me much more revealing about the coherence of 
Thucydides ' analysis of imperialism than about the stages in which the 
work had been composed. "Unitarian" criticism seemed to be carrying 
the day against the Separatists . 

A second confirmation came from the New Criticism then so dominant 
in American studies of literature . These critics taught us to look at the 
"work as work, rather than the processes by which a work came into 
being-the background, the creative process, or, on the other hand, the 
way in which one reads or misreads it. "3 We believed in an immanent 
reading of texts , one devoid of all externals such as the author' s  biography 
and the history of his time. 4 The New Criticism told us such a reading 

2 J. de Rornilly, Thucydide et l'imperialisme athenien (Paris 1947; 2nd ed. 1 95 1 ;  English 
ed . ,  lrans. P. Thody, Oxford 1963). 

3 Cleanth Brooks quoted in The National Humanities Center Newsletter 2 (Fall 1 980) 2 1 . 
4 Cf. T. Todorov, "On Literary Genesis ,"  Yale French Studies 58 ( 1979) 22 1 :  "An 

immanent reading is an illusion. However great our good will, when we read a text we 
always have at our disposal information that is exterior to the text . . . .  This information is 
absolutely indispensable to the intellection of a work. ' '  
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was possibl e and Unita ria nism freed us from th e dis tractions a nd limitatio ns 
of t ry ing to reconstruct th e chang es i n  th e a uthor's  attitu des an d th e stag es 
of th e growth of his work. 

Scholarship ma kes st ra ng e  ca rrell mat es .  Th e antihisto rical t endenc y  
w ithin th e N ew Cr iticism was not enti rely uncong enial to som e of us with 
strong historical int erests . It libe rate d us from th e effo rt t o  cons truct a n  
intell ectual biog raphy of Th uc ydides , r ein forc ed thos e int erp retations o f  
th e t ext that emphasi zed its unit y an d made it poss ible to g et on with th e 
pressing task of synth esi zi ng Thucy di des an d th e oth er evi denc e  for th e 
pe rio d. W e  coul d hope to ext ract from Thucy di des data that co uld be 
compar ed to and t est ed by th e evi denc e from insc riptions an d oth er sourc es ;  
w e  could th er eby det ermin e just how "ob jectiv e" he was an d us e him in 
n ew rec onstructio ns of th e past . 

In th e sam e way th e pr eval ent assumptions abo ut th e t ext ma de it eas y 
for polit ical ph ilosoph ers an d political scientists to extract from th e work 
a se ries o f  p ropositions abo ut his political vi ews o n  th e empi re, democ rac y, 
R ealp olitik , an d th e li ke. If this so un ded s uspiciousl y li ke th e co nstructi on 
of the pros e-parap hras es that th e N ew Crit ics so deplor ed, it was at l east 
a conveni ent app roach , on e that ma de it possible to tr eat Th ucy di des as a 
thinker an d to extract som e us eful m essag es from his wo rk: that p eac e an d 
fre edom r equir ed pow er an d p repar edness; that gr eat pow ers ha d to b e  
to ugh an d  const antly al ert ,  that s ea pow ers o ught , if p rop erly di rect ed, to 
hav e a gr eat strat egic a dv antag e over contin ent al pow ers .  Th es e  an d oth er 
infe rences co ul d  b e  debat ed, of cours e, and non e  was explicitly stat ed by 
Thucydi des ,  b ut it s eemed fully app rop riat e to vi ew his t ext as co ntaini ng 
prop ositio ns that co ul d  b e  explicated an d b rought i nto a coh er ent syst em 
and i dentifi ed as "Thucy di des' Pol itical Philos ophy ," or even as a s er ies 
of laws ab out th e sci ence o f  polit ics . 

Stra ng e, a nd wo ndrous synth esis this -Th ucy di des simulta neo usly th e 
p rophet of our own ag e, the quarry for histo rical constru ctions , th e sci entist 
an d th e political philosoph er !  B ehin d it stoo d assumptions about th e ho ­
mog en eit y of th e t ext an d a pa ra digm of how histo ry (an d ev en sci enc e) 
works . Th e ob ject ive an d disp assi onat e obse rv er ,  ca refully gath ering an d 
pr es enti ng th e facts about a ph enom enon , co uld in duc e--or mak e it pos ­
sibl e for others to i nduce -g en eral laws . Th e histo ria n  was not fa r from 
the sc ientist , if, lik e Thucy did es,  h e  was willing to d eta ch hims elf from 
personal i nvolv em ent about the eve nts h e  desc rib ed. Th e result wo uld be 
a c ool a nd ob jectiv e accou nt ,  ca ref ull y exclu di ng bias a nd emotio n, a nd 
lea ding ultim ately to truths of g eneral applicabilit y. 

Now w e  all recog ni ze this paradigm was naiv e  an d simplistic . It does 
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not desc ri be  what scientists do , still less what histo rians do , nor does it 
acco unt for the rec urring paradox of the Histories: the intense emotion al 
powe r  of a wo rk ostensibly so detached . Thucydidean scholarship in the 
1960s an d 1970s bec ame intensely aware of this pa radox . Scholars in­
creasingly emph asi zed the emotional intensi ty of the Histories and the 
signs of the a uthor 's person al involvement in the s ufferings he rel ated . We 
began to confront a Thucy dides who pr ofoundly cared abo ut the events of 
the war and who, it appea re d, wante d his readers to sha re the intensity of 
his own reactions . 5 

But if this was the case , what became of "objectivity? "  As we came 
to reali ze that ' 'o bjectivity ' '  was unattainable both in theory and in practice, 
we na tur ally wondered whether Thucy dides ha d indeed set this as the go al 
of his work . The suspicion began to g row that objectivity was for Thu­
cydides not a p rinciple or a goal but an autho rial stance, a device, a mode 
by which the a utho r presented himself to t he rea der . It was a relationship 
between reader and author, not one between a uthor and his s ubject m atter. 
The initial reaction of c lassical scholars to this s uspicion was sh ock and 
complaint : "When you can sa y, 'so an d so gave me this acco unt of what 
happened, an d it seems a likely version' ,  yo u are objective a bout yo ur 
relation to history . B ut when, witho ut discussing so urces , yo u present 
eve rything as auta ta erga (l . 2 1 . 2) ,  the way it real ly h appened, you a re 
forcing the reade r to l ook th rough you r eyes, imposing yo ur own as­
sumptions an d interpretations of events . ''6 Other schola rs were even more 
explicit in their displeas ure. ''No totalita rian meeting of vote rs assemble d 
to e lect a single sl ate of candidates has eve r been mo re unanimous than 
the reade rs of Th ucy dides in assessing the iss ues of the Pelo ponnesian 
Wa r."7 Some felt cheated of the ol d Th ucydi des, the objective re porter, 
the scientist , the convenient so urce for historical facts . 

We lost a great deal in the 1960s and 1970s ,  incl uding many of the o ld 
certainties and ass ump tions abo ut Th ucydides , objectivity, and the pr ocess 
of writing histo ry. The synthesis that many American c lassicists of my 
gener ation had relied u pon in forming an appr oach to Thucydides now 
seemed d ubio us .  Yet even mo re significant than the changes in o ur intel­
lect ual outlook were, I strongly suspect, the changes in politics and world 
affairs . At least that was the case for me . The wonde rful smugness of o ur 
Cold War view of foreign policy disinteg rated . The pola rization that had 

' This shift in Thucydidean criticism is discussed in greater detail in ''A Post Modernist 
Thucydides?" Classical Journal 72 ( 1 977) 289-298.  

6 A.  M . Parry, "Thucydides' Historical Perspective, "  YCS 22 ( 1972) 48 . 
7 W. P. Wallace, "Thucydides ," Phoenix 18 ( 1 964) 258 . 
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seemed s o  eviden t and s o  omin ous in th e 1950s and such a s triking anal ogu e 
to th e w orld Thucyd id es describ ed, no l ong er pr ovi ded an ad equat e way 
to v iew a w orl d in wh ich Chin ese an d Russians ha d b ec om e  an tag onis ts ,  
in  which "The Third W orld" forced its elf up on our atten tion , and in  which 
th e difficul ti es an d contr adic tions of our own syst em w er e  bec om ing in ­
cr easingly eviden t. But ab ove all i t  was th e sha ttering experi enc e of th e  
Vietn am War tha t  made me r ec onsid er th e Histories. I ha d l ong be en 
struggling with th e tensi ons betw een d etachm ent and involv em ent, op ti ­
mism and pessimism, morality an d p ow er in Thucy di des, and had bec om e  
increasingly puzzle d abou t the way th e  tex t  w orked . Bu t I can b e  qui te 
prec is e  abou t th e  m om en t  wh en I b egan to think ab ou t  Thucy did es in a 
new way . In the mi ddle of the Vietnam es e  War, when i t  s eeme d im possibl e 
to thi nk of alm os t  anything else, I rem ember r eading an essay in th e  New 
Yorker on th e d estruc ti on of Vi etnam. The issu e was da ted March 9, 1968 -
the v ery h eigh t of th e  c on flict. Fiv e hun dr ed an d forty -tw o  Am erican 
soldiers had been kil led in the previ ous we ek ;  the foll owing day th e p apers 
re port ed Gen eral W estm or elan d's r equ es t  for 206,000 troops to b e  add ed 
to th e exis ting American forc e of 510,000. The essay , by Jona th an Sch ell, 
began : "The following a rticl e is ab ou t wha t is happening to Vi etnam -to 
th e pe opl e an d th e lan d-as a r esul t of th e Amer ican mil itary pr es enc e. I 
shall n ot discuss th e m oral rami ficati ons of tha t pr esence. I shall simply 
try to se t down wha t I saw and hea rd firs t  hand du ring s ev er al  weeks I 
spen t with our arm ed forc es in South Vi etnam las t su mmer . . . .  I hav e 
n o  w ish to pass judgm en t  on th e indivi dual Am ericans figh ting in Vi etnam. 
I wish merely to rec ord wha t I wi tness ed .  "8 As I re ad on in th e a rticle I 
was repea tedly r emind ed of Thucydi des 9  and h is desc ripti ons tha t  av oi ded 
m oral rhetoric and ma de th e au di enc e visualiz e wh at was h app ening . Im ­
pressed by Schell 's acc oun t, reminded of Thuc ydides' p owe rful and c om­
passi ona te tr ea tm en t of the suff ering of th e war, for exampl e a t  Myca lessus 
(7 .29-30), I was drawn back to s om e  r emarks by Fri ed erich M ein eck e, 
wr itten in 1928 ,  which I had read before bu t nev er fully assim ilated : 

The historian selects his material . . . as something having more or less of value 
and in this he is evaluating it. The presentation and exposition of culturally im-

• J. Schell, "Quang Ngai and Quang Tin," The New Yorker (March 9, 1 968) 37. The 
article was later expanded into a book, The Military Half: an Account of Destruction in 
Quang Ngai and Quang Tin (New York 1 968). 

• In the passage above, for example, note the similarity to some features of the beginning 
of the Histories: the emphasis on the national identity of the author: "our armed forces":: 
Thoukydides Athenaios; the modesty of the verb of reporting: "merely to record":: ;uvt­
YQ«'ljlE and the avoidance of any moral iudgment. 
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portant facts is utterly impossible without a lively sensitivity to the values they 
reveal. Although the historian may , in form, abstain from value judgments of his 
own, they are there between the lines , and act as such upon the reader. The effect, 
then, as in Ranke, for example , is often more profound and moving than if the 
evaluation were to appear directly in the guise of moralizing, and therefore it is 
even to be recommended as an artifice . The historian's implicit value judgment 
arouses the reader' s own evaluating activity more strongly than one which is 

explicit . 10 

Meine cke seemed in many res pects to be des cribing the kind o f  history 
Thu cydides ha d wr itten an d to be point ing out that ob je ctivity is an im­
possible goal for the histor ian but a leg it imate means by whi ch t he reader 
can be helped to an understanding o f  the events na rrated. 

As I tried to test this new app roa ch to Thu cyd ides ,  I was no longer 
troubled by the feeling that there was someth ing w rong in us ing ob je ct ivi ty 
as an au thor ial s tance rather than as a p rin ciple or goal . It now be came 
poss ible to g ive passages the ir full emot ional for ce and to re cogni ze the 
role o f  suffering in the wor k. I coul d rea d Thu cydides with an un derstanding 
an d a fullness o f  response t hat hithe rto ha d see me d  i mpossible . But at the 
same time many old questions a bout the wor k were re -opened . Two ex ­
amples w ill su ffi ce :  first , the relationship between power an d morality . 
During the Col d War it ha d been easy to read Thu cy dides as the re cor der , 
perhaps even the advoca te ,  o f  a law o f  the stronger. Great Powers naturally 
imposed the ir wills ; lesser powers a ccom moda ted or were crushed. Now , 
as I began to look a t  the de ta chment and i rony in the text in a new way, 
what was I to make o f  its e mphasis on the inexorable operations o f  power? 
Va rious answers to th is quest ion we re p roposed in the s cholarship o f  the 
1960s and 197 0s . Some represented Thu cydides as t he spo kesman for a 
very traditional , almost a rchai c, mora lity . Others , following Geoffrey de 
Ste . Croix in his Origins of the Peloponnesian War, drew a distin ct ion 
between the tr �atment o f  persona l an d domesti c a ffa irs ,  in whi ch Thu cyd ­
ides impli citly advocated a conventional mor ality , and the treatment of 
fore ign a ffairs , in wh ich he re cogn ized totally amoral pro cesses . Th is 
seemed to me to a ccount for the intens ity o f  the a ccoun t of the Cor cyrean 
revo lution but no t for the tone of ep isodes such as the punishmen ts o f  
Plataea and Mytilene . But there was always the nagg ing fear that misled 
by the spi rit o f  the t imes I was impos ing my own views an d pre feren ces 
upon Thu cydi de s. The wor ds o f  Ben Perry trou bled me : ''There can be 
no real appre ciation o f  Thu cy dides an d his ty pe o f  min d, i f, ow ing to your 

10 The quotation is from his essay "Values and Causalities in History ,"  trans . J .  H. Franklin 
in Varieties of History, 2nd ed., ed. F. Stem (New York 1970) 272. 
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co rdia l disapproval o f  impe rial ru thlessness , you fail to see that in the 
Melian Dialogue , for instan ce,  the folly o f  the Melians rather than the 

cruel ty o f  the Athenians is the chief subject of contemplation. Thucydides 
has the s trange faculty o f  seeing an d  telling the plain truth o f  a ma tter 
withou t trying in any way to br ing i t  into line with the cherishe d beliefs 
of men . For that r eason he has often es caped comprehension. " 1 1  In a 
pe ri od  in which classi cal s cholars were in creasingly re cognizing the dis ­
t ance be tween the ir own civilization an d that of the Greeks , the a ccusation 
o f  ana chronisti c and sentimen tal misinte rpretation was in timidating. Was 
the mo ral and emo tional in tensi ty that so many reade rs , ancien t and mod ­

e m, have foun d in the Histories simply " the produ ct o f  the moral sensitivity 
of his readers?"12 An hones t answer to this question seemed to me to 
requi re a careful examination o f  the ways in which the work involved its 
reade rs an d eli ci ted thei r reac tions to the even ts depi cted . It dro ve me to 
look more cri ti cally at the role o f  the reader in the text. 

A secon d set of questions, equally i f  less obviously conne cte d wi th the 
clima te of the time, conce rned the role of reason, its ability to predic t and 
shape the fu ture , and t he relative optimism or pessimism of the wo rk. 
Li nked to this we re numerous othe r issues, the funct ion o f  his to rical w rit ­
ing , the exten t to whi ch Thucy di des believe d in the re cu rrence o f  even ts 
o r  cy cles of his tory, his claim about the u tili ty o f  his wo rk.  The 1960s 
saw many challenges to the view that Thu cydi des was essentially a ra ­
tionalis t who felt that by careful obser vation one coul d  de termine laws o f  
his tory that, in tu m, woul d make possible predi ctions and pe rhaps e ven 
some control of the futu re .  The most power ful critique was the pessimis tic 
wo rk by Hans-Peter S tahl , Thukydides: Die Stellung des Menschen im 
geschichtlichen Prozess (Muni ch 1966), a monograph that has e arned a 
central pla ce among the most important recent dis cussions of Thucydides .13 

Behind questions such as these stan d even mo re fund amen tal issues 
abou t the na tu re of the te xt and the relationship between the work and i ts 
readers . In deed any serious a ttempt to resolve the p roblems that cu rren tly 

11 B. E. Perry, "The Early Greek Capacity for Viewing Things Separately," TAPA 68 
( 1937) 427 . 

12 G. Kennedy, The Art of Persuasion in Greece (Princeton 1963) 50. Kennedy's comment 
is directed to those who claim to detect in the text a "dogmatic morality," for which, to be 
sure, there is no evidence. 

13 Stahl's views contrast most sharply with those of Jacqueline de Rornilly, see especially 
"L'utilite de l'histoire selon Thucydide," in Histoite et Historiens dans l'antiquite, vol. 4 
of Entretiens Hardt (Geneva 1 958) 39-8 1 ,  and "L'optirnisme de Thucydide," Revue des 
etudes grecques 78 ( 1965) 557-575 . See also K. von Fritz, Griechische Geschichtsschreibung 
(Berlin 1 967) I b 247-250. 
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beset Thucydidean studies requires an explicit analysis of how the text 
works and what responses it elicits . The old questions about Thucydides , 
eclipsed to some extent in an earlier period, have come forth again, and, 
joined by new and even more insistent ones , demand renewed attention . 14 

An adequate response requires more than a new airing of old scholarly 
debates and must not be confounded with the efforts to determine the stages 
in which the work was composed . Yet an inquiry into the nature of the 
text inevitably shows some resemblances to older movements in scholarship 
and has much to learn from them. Unitarian critics have inculcated a respect 
for the text as it is ,  rather than as it might have been at some earlier stage 
in the author's  career. Separatist critics also have their contribution to 
make , for they were often remarkably alert to the work's tensions , con­
trasts , and changes of viewpoint .  They have been much less likely than 
Unitarian critics to smooth over the difficult shifts in tone or divergences 
in assessment . For the Unitarian there was a single Thucydidean view of 
each major figure , topic , and undertaking; we had only to be clever enough, 
or vague enough, to recognize and articulate it . All was homogenized. 
Separatism, on the other han� , could admit discrepancies ,  even if it had 
a ready-made explanation for every problem-the assumption that all ten­
sions within the work were the result of different periods of composition 
(and of a remarkable forgetfulness about what had been written in earlier 
drafts) . 1 5 Separatist criticism, moreover, has recognized that whatever the 
stages of composition , the work is likely to have taken its present form 
amid the disputes and recriminations that followed the Athenian defeat. 16 

14 Historians too have felt they must first be clear about the nature of the text and the ways 
in which it is to be approached; cf. G.E.M. de Ste.  Croix, Origins of the Peloponnesian 
War (London 1 972) 5 .  

" The strengths and weaknesses o f  separatist criticism are especially evident i n  the mon­
ograph by Wolfgang Schadewaldt, Die Geschichtschreibung des Thukydides (Berlin 1 929) , 
that demonstrates a tension in the work between a strict concentration on exactitude and on 
precision in the treatment of event (Richtigkeit) and a much broader treatment of the nature 
of the war and of historical method (Wahrheit) . Schadewaldt 's attempt to account for this 
tension by a hypothesis about the stages of composition is subject to serious objections, as 
E. Kapp showed in his review Gnomon 6 ( 1 930) 76- 100.  Schadewaldt 's monograph is a 
good example both of the perspicacity of the Separatist school at its best, and of the inadequacy 
of chronological hypotheses to account for the tensions within the text. 

16 Eduard Schwartz, Das Geschichtswerk des Thukydides, 2nd ed. (Bonn 1929) 239-242 , 
emphasized that Thucydides was reacting to criticism of Pericles (cf. Plato Gorgias 5 1 5  e); 
other Separatists have also tended to concentrate on the question of political leadership . Other 
issues, however, may have been more pressing, above all the debates about the advisability 
of renewed attempts at empire and, at a more philosophical level, about the relationship 
between power and morality . Xenophon Hellenica 3 . 5 . 2  and 10; Andocides 3 (On the Peace) 
24f. ; Oxyrhynchus Hellenica VI 1-3 (V.  Bartoletti [Leipzig 1959) 6f. ); lsocratesPanegyricus 
1 82; Aristotle Politics VII 1 324 a 36-b 33.  
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Critics of this school remind us how controversial and radical was Thu­
cydides ' treatment of the war and how willing he was to challenge widely 
held attitudes, including those most cherished by his own social class . 
They help us recognize that this is revisionist history , albeit of an excep­
tionally powerful variety . 

Whatever the merits of Separatist and Unitarian criticism and indeed of 
the old "Thuycydidean question" itself, it has become clear that Thucyd­
ides ' work is not static or homogeneous , either in thought or style . It 
exploits the potential of the written medium for variation and differentia­
tion . Throughout it are to be found startling juxtapositions , contrasts , abrupt 
transitions,  shattered parallelisms . Stylistically the text varies from crabbed 
analytical passages , to straightforward , almost formulaic , narrative , to 
scattered conversational or dialogue portions, to the speeches that , as 
Macaulay put it, "give to the whole book something of the grotesque 
character of those Chinese pleasure-grounds in which perpendicular rocks 
of granite start up in the midst of a soft green plain. "17 The thought and 
attitudes of the work show similar changes and contrasts . The comments 
on individuals and forms of government have perennially provoked disa­
greement among scholars who attempted to formulate clear statements of 
his views . Different passages suggested different attitudes toward, for 
example, the reason for the failure of the Sicilian expedition or toward 
Alcibiades or Brasidas . No one expects total consistency in a work as 
complex , and written over as long a time , as the Histories.18 But any 
discussion of the nature of the text has to recognize and account for its 
complexity and diversity . These have usually been seen as the results of 
the personality of the author and the subtlety of his mind . The explanation 
is plausible , for the style and thought of the work show a strong individ­
uality . Whatever our critical principles, we are soon tempted to talk about 
the author, and his personality, rather than about the work and its com­
plexities . We read the Histories but we feel we have met Thucydides. Our 
journey through the text , alone , isolated, constantly struggling with the 
difficulties , overpowered by the intensity of the sufferings , changes us. 

17  T. B. Macaulay's essay, "History," originally in the Edinburgh Review for 1 828, 
reprinted in F. Stem, ed. ,  Varieties of History 77. 

1• We know that Thucydides began his work as soon as the war broke out ( I .  I .  I) and that 
he lived to see the end of the conflict (5 .26 .5) .  Hence he was at work on it for at least 
twenty-seven years, perhaps a good deal longer. What we know of Thucydides' life is 
conveniently summarized in J. Finley's  Thucydides (Cambridge, Mass. 1942) chap. I, "Life 
and Political Background, "  1 -35, and in many of the other standard works on him . My own 
views are contained in an essay in T. J. Luce, ed. Ancient Writers: Greece and Rome, vol . 
I (New York 1 982) 267-289. 
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We come to feel ourselves in the presence of an intensely powerful in­
dividuality . Surely then this personality provides the explanation for the 
tensions and complexities of the work. 

Yet, on closer examination , this truism fades into irrelevance. We know, 
after all ,  not the author, but the text . We can infer that the text was written 
by a complex and intense individual , but one who tells us very little about 
himself. 19 

If we wish to speak more systematically about the complexity of the 
work, we are forced to concentrate not on the author but on the work itself 
and on the responses it evokes from its readership. Easier said than done ! 
In studying a twentieth-century work we can obtain almost unlimited in­
formation about the audience and its reactions . We know, or can hope to 
find out, facts about literacy, pattern of readership, attitudes , and expec­
tations . We may be able to pry out figures about sales and circulation. If 
so minded, we can devise elaborate surveys or in-depth interviews and 
exploit the techniques of the social sciences to gauge "reader response . "  
In the study of ancient literature nothing comparable i s  possible . What 
external evidence do we have about the readership of the Histories? Pre­
cisely when and how did the work become available? What did it cost? 
Was it presented through public recitations or was it always approached 
through individual reading? Who could read in that society? What were 
the attitudes ,  values ,  and assumptions of that readership? If the work was 
not for a purely Athenian audience , who else read it? Were there Spartan 
readers? Corinthian? Syracusan? Mytilenean? Almost none of these ques­
tions can adequately be answered and although the study of the audience 
of ancient literature is one of the most pressing items in the agenda of 
classical studies , it is unlikely that clear-cut answers will soon be obtained, 
at least for the period in which Thycydides was at work. 20 

But what external information cannot supply , the work itself may pro­
vide , perhaps in even more useful form. Henry James ' much cited maxim 
that "the author makes his readers" reminds us that the text itself may 
provide the most essential clues to the nature of the audience and its 

19 The ancient biographical tradition provides more information, not all of it reliable. On 
the nature and limits of this material see U. von Wilamowitz, "Die Thukydides-Legende,"  
Hermes 1 2  ( 1 877) 326-367 . 

20 The readership of the Histories is discussed by W.R.M .  Lamb, Clio Enthroned (Cam­
bridge 1 9 1 4) and R. T. Ridley, "Exegesis and Audience in Thucydides , "  Hermes 1 09 ( 198 1 )  
25-46. For an interesting investigation of the readership of Herodotus' work see S .  Flory, 
"Who Read Herodotus' Histories?" AJP IOI ( 1 980) 1 2-28 . A more general discussion of 
the audience of classical literature is forthcoming in the Cambridge History of Greek Lit­
erature.  
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reactions .  For what we need to know is not the sociology of the readership 
of the Histories through the centuries , but the ways by which the text 
elicits responses and shapes its audience . Approaching the problem in this 
way we can speak at least in general terms about the audience envisioned 
by the Histories. Although the opening chapters , as we shall see , are 
especially revealing, the work throughout evokes a fiercely intellectual 
readership, one that is intolerant of clicbe and of all that is maudlin or 
old-fashioned. Its readers , then and now, must be exceptionally willing to 
struggle with a difficult style , to dispense with the story-telling element , 
divine interventions and diverting excursuses , to contemplate a radical 
reinterpretation of the past, to rethink old certainties . They are expected 
to be tough-minded and unsentimental in their approach to questions of 
conduct and value . If we cannot be sure of the exact geographical distri­
bution and economic status of this audience, we can at least recognize that 
the work avoids addressing a mass readership or one that is restricted to 
the viewpoint of a single city . 21 It leaves as little room for chauvinism as 
for sentimentality. Both in antiquity and today the readership of the His­

tories has been cosmopolitan , sophisticated , well-educated , and affluent . 
We can call this text "elitist" in a much stricter sense than we can apply 
that term to the Homeric poems, Greek tragedy, or indeed to almost any 
archaic or classical Greek poetry . Nevertheless, all these features are shared 
in varying degrees with other contemporary writings , especially those 
associated with the Sophistic movement. Classical scholarship has grad­
ually pieced together a relatively clear picture of the intellectual setting of 
the Histories. The society at large shows signs of impatience with the 
cliches of political oratory and the self-justifications of the belligerents . 22 

21 Thucydides emphasizes his Athenian citizenship and chooses Attic rather than Ionic as 
the dialect. But he explains details (e . g . ,  2 . 34; 6. 27) that would not need to be mentioned 
if his intended audience were exclusively Athenian. 

22 The tough-minded and unsentimental tone of diplomacy and foreign policy is to some 
extent characteristic of Athens in the 430s and 420s and is surely not entirely a Thucydidean 
fabrication. The stimulating article by H. Strasburger, "Thukydides und die politische Selbst­
darstellung der Athener , "  Hermes 86 ( 1 958) 1 7-46, is insufficiently critical of the fourth­
century evidence and underestimates, I believe, the distinctive tone of Greek political life in 
the time of the Peloponnesian War. Cf. J. R. Grant, "A Note on the Tone of Greek 
Diplomacy," CQ n.s .  1 5  ( 1965) 26 1 -266. John Finley's study of the relationship between 
Euripides and Thucydides, CP 49 ( 1 938) 23-68, reprinted in Three Essays on Thucydides 
(Cambridge, Mass . 1 967) 1 -53 ,  shows how well Thucydides has caught some of the distinctive 
features of this period. On the other hand, Thucydides' technique is to present these features 
in high relief and to cut away some of the self-justifying rhetoric of speakers in the Athenian 
assembly and elsewhere. Distortion is especially likely in his representation of the Athenian 
motives in the early days of the Delian League and in his omission of its use of the appeal 
that this alliance would help liberate the Greeks who remained under Persian control. See 
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We also know of the reassessment of traditional morality that was taking 
place in Thucydides'  day . Some thinkers insisted on the arbitrariness of 
the conventional restraints on behavior (nomoi) and on the importance of 
the drives and demands of human nature (physis) that inevitably would , 
and perhaps even should, override these restraints . In many quarters the 
natural right of the stronger to dominate the weaker was vigorously main­
tained and self-interest asserted as the true guide to conduct. Although 
these challenges to tradition are most evident in the Sophistic movement, 
they are surely not restricted to these itinerant teachers and their pupils . 23 
The effect of the rethinking of tradition was not always philosophic con­
sistency or logical rigor, but a mood and a disposition in certain quarters­
a tendency to view self-interest without alarm, to regard the pursuit of 
justice as a "noble simplicity" or the respect for oaths as a sign of un­
manliness . 24 

Both Thucydides and his audience clearly were influenced by the So­
phistic movement, Hippocratic medicine , and the other developments of 
the time that we group together, somewhat misleadingly, as the Greek 
Enlightenment . He and his audience have much in common. But just as 
it is a mistake to confuse the text with the personality of the author, it is 
dangerous to confuse the writer with his audience , or to identify the attitudes 
or expectations of the one with those of the other. From time to time we 
detect signs of a serious tension between them. In the account of the 
Corcyrean Revolution, for example , Thucydides describes a process of 
moral disintegration that afflicted Corcyra in the early 420s and was later 
to disturb virtually all the Greek world. The emphasis on morality , the 
clarity with which the pernicious effect of unconstrained self-interest are 
revealed may surprise us when we first encounter this intensely written 
passage . But even more striking is its abandonment of the pose of so­
phistication and its devaluation of the claims of intellectuality: 

Thus every fonn of base disposition imposed itself through these Staseis on the 
Hellenic world . And simplicity , of which nobility in no small measure consists , 

1 .96. l and the illuminating exegesis by H. R. Rawlings, ' 'Thucydides on the Delian League, ' ' 
Phoenix 3 1  ( 1 977) 1 -8 .  Surely this appeal was used in the 470s. Thucydides dismisses it, I 
believe , because it was so familiar and would seem hackneyed to his audience. Athenians 
of the time seem to have expected constant innovation. (Cf. Gorgias VS 82 B 1 1  § 5; Plato 
Gorgias 490e !Of. ;  Xenophon Memorabilia 4.4.6; Isocrates Panegyricus 8 . )  See also 2 .36.4. 

23 For a lucid introduction to these tendencies see W.K.C. Guthrie's section on the Sophists 
in his History of Greek Philosophy, vol . 3 (Cambridge 1%2) 55- 1 34, separately printed as 
a paperback under the title The Sophists (Cambridge 1 97 1 ). 

24 On justice as ' ' noble simplicity ' '  see Thrasymachus in Plato Republic I 348 c; on oaths 
Meno in Xenophon Anabasis 2 .6 .25 .  
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was laughed off stage and in the absence of mutual trust man's intelligence served 
to spread conflict far and wide. For discourse lacked the strength and oath the fear 
to reconcile . All alike when they got the upper hand paid more attention through 
their contemplation of the impossibility of security to avoiding being attacked than 
to the exercise of trust. Those who made fewer claims about their intellect for the 
most part prevailed . For by distrusting their own insufficiency and the cleverness 
of their opponents , that is by fearing that they would get the worst of discussions 
and be taken unprepared by the cleverness of other's intellects, they moved boldly 
to action. But those who held in contempt any plotting which they detected and 
thought it unnecessary to put into action what they had thought out were less on 
their guard and more readily destroyed. (3.83) 

The tension in passages such as this points to something very important 
about the text. Thucydides ' history is unquestionably aimed at an audience 
that values cleverness , sophistication , intellect , and self-interest, but it 
does not simply affirm and reinforce those values . Rather it is prepared, 
at least from time to time, to exploit uncertainties or inconsistencies in the 
attitudes of its readers, explore the ambiguities and limits of values , and 
challenge, perhaps even subvert, expectations and apparent certainties .  25 
Ultimately, I believe , the work leads the sympathetic reader-ancient or 
modem-far beyond the views and values it seems initially to utilize and 
affirm. 

That assessment is ,  of  course, the response of  one reader in  a society 
far removed from Thucydides' own world, the reaction of someone whose 
values are in some respects idiosyncratic and in other respects shaped by 
the political , intellectual , and social circumstances of the late twentieth 
century . But I have tried to discipline and test my reactions as rigorously 
as possible , above all by an investigation of the work's  rhetorical strategy 
and literary technique . 

The strategy, as we shall see , is complex, cautious , and implicit , as we 
might expect if my hypothesis about the progressions of thought and feeling 
in the work is correct. An occasional outburst such as we have seen in the 

25 Cf. W. Iser, The Implied Reader (Baltimore 1 974) 58 (a translation of Der Jmplizite 
Leser: Kommunikationsformen des Romans von Bunyan bis Beckett [Munich 1 982]) : 

The critic must also take into consideration the reader's expectations. Through his past experiences , the 
educated reader expects specific things from prose and poetry; but many works of art play about with 
those expectations formed by particular periods of literature in past. The expectations can be shattered , 
altered, swpassed, or deceived, so that the reader is confronted with something unexpected which ne­
cessitates a readjustment. If this does happen, the reader gains what Henry James called an "enlargement 
of experience". However, texts do not necessarily have to be based on expectations formed by the literature 
of the past. They can themselves awaken false expectations, alternately bringing about surprise and 
frustration, and this in turn gives rise to an esthetic experience consisting of a continuous interplay between 
'deductive' and 'inductive' operations which the reader must carry out for himself. In this way , the 
experience communicated through the work of art becomes real to the reader. 
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account of Corcyrean Revolution might be powerful and effective but could 
not often be repeated. A modest statement of the author's own views, an 
explicitly argued reinterpretation of the war, or a direct assault on widely 
held attitudes would at the best be met by respectful expressions of interest, 
but to convince and to move an audience required a more thorough uti­
lization of the techniques of persuasion . Explicit statements were unlikely 
to be effective; instead readers had to be led to reexperience the war, to 
live through it again, seeing it fully, without averting their eyes from the 
most unpleasant or revealing episodes . An implicit strategy might work 
when one that depended on explicit affirmations or direct statements might 
prove inert. 

The techniques necessary to implement such a strategy had to a large 
extent already been developed by ancient orators and rhetoricians ·and by 
Thucydides'  own great predecessor, Herodotus .  They are the familiar ones 
of author-based criticism-selection of episode and detail , choice of word 
and phrase , careful determinations of when to draw close to events and 
characters and depict them with fullness and vividness , and when to draw 
away and leave them vague or impressionistic . Selection, shaping, shad­
ing-all have their place in a proper assessment of Thucydides ' work. 

The ancient orators , moreover, knew and perfected these techniques. 
But they applied them to very specific objectives on very defined occasions: 
voting on a bill at an assembly meeting, the acquittal of a defendant at his 
trial, the adornment of a festival or ceremonial occasion . The occasion for 
Thucydides ' work is not momentary or specific but recurrent in an un­
defined future (l.22.4); the subject is a twenty-seven-year war, and the 
audience not limited to one city or to one time, nor even, as it turns out , 
to one culture. Nor is his goal a vote, a verdict, a nod of approval or a 
burst of applause , but something much closer to Henry James' "enlarge­
ment of experience . "  The work thus demands something more than is to 
be found in ancient oratory or rhetoric . 

That " something more" is,  I believe, a much greater involvement of 
the reader in the text. The clearest contrast with ancient oratory in that in 
the Histories we only rarely find a single or explicit evaluation of events , 
while speeches normally specify and hope to achieve one and only one 
response . On this basis earlier critics concluded that Thucydides was de­
tached and "objective" and determined to write about the past as it really 
was, wie es eigentlich gewesen, without prejudice or even judgments . A 
closer examination shows something rather different. If, for example , we 
study the account in the third book of the Athenian decision to spare 
Mytilene (3 .36-50), the absence of explicit evaluation will not be confused 



Introduction 17  

with the avoidance of judgment or  feeling . Thucydides does not in  his 
own voice deplore the original Athenian decision to execute the citizenry. 
But he reports in great detail the reconsideration of the original decision 
when , on the following day , the Athenians came to feel that their resolution 
had been "savage and excessive . "  He then adds:  

Immediately another trireme went off, with eagerness, to avoid finding the city 
destroyed if the previous trireme got there first. It had a lead of approximately a 
day and a night. The ambassadors of the Mytileneans supplied wine and barley 
for the crew and promised great rewards if it could beat the other one . And so 
there was great eagerness of this voyage , so much so that they ate as they rowed, 
barely mixed with wine and oil .  Some took turns sleeping while others rowed . By 
luck no wind opposed them. The former ship did not sail with eagerness on an 
errand that might provoke retribution , while this one hastened on in the fashion 
described . The first trireme had arrived and Paches had time to read the decree 
and was about to do what had been resolved, when the second ship draws upon 
the shore , and prevented the destruction. That was the margin of Mitylene's escape 
from danger. (3 .49. 2-4) 

The race of the two triremes is told with such vividness and involvement 
and the attitudes of the participants themselves provide such a clear as­
sessment of the situation that the evaluation is inescapable . Here again 
' 'objectivity, ' '  or the avoidance of explicit judgments , is a technique rather 
than a goal . But now we can also see that part of the technique is to draw 
the reader in, to awaken our critical and evaluative faculties , and to make 
the energy of our own response contribute to the power of the text. 

This technique separates Thucydides '  work from much of ancient oratory 
and reminds us of its affinities with the modern novel . One might well 
adapt to him, for example, Virginia Woolf' s description of Jane Austen 
as ' 'a mistress of much deeper emotion than appears upon the surface . 
She stimulates us to supply what is not there. ' '26 

The involvement of the reader in the work is an essential part of its 

26 The comment is quoted by Wolgang Iser in an essay called "The Reading Process" in 
R. Cohen, ed. , New Directions in Literary History (Baltimore 1 974) 1 26. This essay and 
lser 's  The Implied Reader have been very helpful to me in trying to formulate an approach 
to this aspect of the text, but the essential point had already been made in antiquity by 
Theophrastus as quoted in Demetrius' treatise On Style sec . 222: "These ,, then, are the main 
essentials of persuasiveness; to which may be added that indicated by Theophrastus when 
he says that all possible points should not be punctiliously and tediously elaborated, but some 
should be left to the comprehension and inference of the hearer, who when he perceives 
what you have omitted becomes not only your hearer but your witness , and a very friendly 
witness too. For he thinks himself intelligent because you have afforded him the means of 
showing his intelligence. It seems like a slur on your hearer to tell him everything as though 
he were a simpleton" (trans. W. R. Roberts [Cambridge 1 902)). 
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strategy and makes possible an alliance between the author and the reader. 
The reader becomes the voluntary participant in the creation of the work, 
its co-shaper and fellow craftsman. The tension between the attitude of 
the author and those of the audience thus never need turn to confrontation. 
Rather by witnessing and assessing the events and characters described by 
the author the readers are led to tune their own reactions to those of the 
text, and eventually to assimilate their attitudes to those of the author. 

This is not to imply that Thucydides' own views were monolithic , 
unchanging , or entirely worked out. He himself may have been going 
through a similar process-as we all do----0f testing his own attitudes and 
assumptions against the specifics of experience . But if the involvement of 
the reader in the text is as important as we have come to suspect, then it 
will repay us to look at the Histories very closely to determine Thucydides '  
expectations about his reader and the methods by  which he shapes and 
guides his readers' responses .  Although many of the techniques needed in 
such an inquiry are the familiar ones of literary study , though directed in 
a new way , in one respect a slightly unusual approach is required. If we 
suspect a progression in the reader' s  attitudes,  then we should be prepared 
to consider the text itself as a progression, that is the first part of the work 
may reflect attitudes , assumptions , and ideas that are eventually modified, 
restated, subverted or totally contraverted. The text need not be homo­
geneous to be systematic . The tensions, apparent inconsistencies , and 
variations may be part of a progression of thought and feeling . For another 
author or another period it might not be necessary even to mention this 
possibility . Such progressions are , after all ,  common in other forms of 
literature , especially in imaginative narrative . But Thucydidean scholar­
ship, both Separatist and Unitarian, has regularly proceeded on the as­
sumption that the same attitudes are to be expected throughout. Thucyd­
idean thought is presumed to be constant and unchanging as if by some 
classical corollary to the rabbinical principle that ' 'There is no before and 
after in Scripture. •  ' 27 When discrepancies,  or divergences in attitude ap­
pear, they have either been denied , interpreted away, or treated as instances 
of different stages of the composition of the work. But the basic assumption 
must be called into question-and the Thucydidean scholar has to ask if 
there are progressions of thought and attitude in the work , a.,d if so , how 
they affect the reader. 

The following pages try to test such an approach to Thucydides by the 
only method that seems to me to be feasible-by looking at the work 

27 E. Earle Ellis , The Gospel of Luke, Century Bible (London 1966) 7. 
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sequentially from book 1 to  the abrupt break at the end of book 8. 28 My 
effort has been to recognize tensions and divergences within the Histories 
and yet to treat the Separatist hypothesis as the last refuge of the philologist. 
Although I have tried to stay close to the text, what follows is not detailed 
enough to be an explication, nor comprehensive enough to be a "reading , "  

if b y  reading w e  mean "relating each element of the text to all the others . ' ' 29 
My intention has been a modest one-to lead readers through the text as 
we have received it and prepare the way for their own readings and inter­
pretations .  This approach has precedent and sanction in that most sapient 
advice the King gives to the White Rabbit in the twelfth chapter of Alice 

in Wonderland: 

"Read them, "  said the Kfog. 
The White Rabbit put on his spectacles. "Where shall I begin, please your 

majesty?" he asked. 
" Begin at the beginning, "  the King said, gravely , "and go on until you come 

to the end: then stop . " 

28 My chapter divisions correspond to the book divisions in our manuscripts and printed 
editions. The arrangement of the work into eight books, however, was not Thucydides' own 
nor was it universally adopted in antiquity. See W. Schmid, Geschichle der griechischen 
Literatur I ,  vol . 5 (Munich 1 948) 19 .  In at least one case , the ending of book 5, the division 
interrupts an important progression within the work. 

29 T. Todorov, The Poetics of Prose , trans . R. Howard (Ithaca 1 972) 237. 



Book 1 

T H E  A RC H A E O L O G Y  

HUME , E C HOED by Kant , said the first page of Thucydides was the 
commencement of real history . 1 But it is a puzzling and difficult 

beginning-an idiosyncratic introduction to as complex an argument as is 
to be found anywhere in the eight books of the work or indeed in all the 
pages of ancient historical writing . After a brief statement of the anticipated 
greatness of the subject matter, the grand and potentially moving theme 
of the nature of the Peloponnesian War is abandoned for a digression 
arguing that early Greek history was all on a small scale . This section , 
commonly called the "Archaeology, "  demands a reader of exceptional 
patience and determination . The ancient critics sometimes deplored its 
difficult style and peculiar arrangement, explaining how Thucydides should 
have written the introduction to his work. 2 Modern scholars have been 
troubled by the difficult language and complexity of arrangement; the 
greatest of them, Wilamowitz, admitted that ' ' in spite of its deliberate 
structure" the first book remained to him "a chaos . "3 

The opening repudiates many principles of ancient rhetorical compo­
sition . It does nothing to ease the reader into the subject matter or the 
approach .  It abjures blandishments , ingratiations ,  or promises , except the 
bald statement that Thucydides , even at the beginning of the war, expected 
that it would be "great and most worth relating of all previous events . "  
But the nature of this greatness is not specified for many chapters . Initially , 
there is only the assertion that this was the greatest kine sis, movement or 

' David Hume , "On the Populousness of Ancient Nations" in Essays: Moral, Politics 
and Literary (London 1 %3) 419 .  Kant' s  essay , ' 'Zu allgemeiner Geschichte in weltbiirglicher 
Absicht ,"  is cited by E. Tiiubler, Die Archaologie des Thukydides (Leipzig 1927) 1 19 .  

' See Dionysius of  Halicamassus in  On Thucydides (Berkeley 1975) ch .  20  and the useful 
commentary by W. K. Pritchett, esp . 7 1 -73 . 

3 U. v. Wilamowitz-Moellendorf, "Thukydides VIII , "  Hermes 43 ( 1 908) 580. 
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dislocation, for the Greeks or even for most of mankind. 4 The assertion 
seems excessive: What of the dislocations that followed the Trojan War 
or the immense movements and destruction of the second Persian invasion? 
Almost immediately we lose sight of the Peloponnesian War and its effects , 
"the moral as well as the material loss-the fabric of society nearly broken, 
both intellect and virtue weakened or abused . "5 Instead the focus turns to 
a negative point-that the events of early Greek history were never of 
large scale. Nor are the arguments in support of this position always 
compelling . 6 The lovers of Herodotus are understandably outraged: ' 'Thu­
cydides magnifies his own subject at the expense of the wars of Hellene 
and Barbarian, ludicrously missing the oecumenical significance and wan­
tonly compressing the duration and magnitude of the Herodotean theme. "7 

Instead of a rhetorical magnification of the theme of the work we en­
counter at the outset a polemical essay on the nature of early Greek history , 
instead of the beginning of the narrative about Thucydides '  own time, a 
revisionist argument about the remote past . The opening sentences set the 
work apart from the amiable discursiveness of Herodotus and, no doubt, 

4 1 . 1 .2 .  Kinesis is an unusual word at this point in the development of Greek, clear 
enough in general meaning but obscure and surprising in this context. It has a neutral , perhaps 
even technical or scientific tone , as do many of the -sis coinages of the late fifth century, 
cf. H. R. Rawlings, A Semantic Study of Prophasis to 400 B.C.  (Wiesbaden 1 974) 39f. , and 
R. Browning, Greek Abstract Nouns in -sis -tis , "  Philologus 102 ( 1 958) 60-74 . Hence it 
invites speculation both about its precise denotation and about the author's  attitude. On its 
use in the early atomists see L. Edmunds, Phoenix 26 ( 1972) 342-357 . "The Arrangement 
of the Thought in the Proem and in Other Parts of Thucydides I ,"  N.G.L.  Hammond, CQ 
n . s .  2 ( 1 952) 1 30 and 133 ,  n. I ,  argued the term kinesis applied not to the war itself but to 
the emergence of two hostile coalitions in the period before the war, i .e .  he relates it to the 
last part of the preceding sentence rather than to the sentence as a whole . This is based on 
what I believe to be a mistaken notion of how Thucydidean ring compositions work. 

' A. W. Gomme, "The Greatest War, " in Essays in Greek History and Literature (Oxford 
1937) 1 2 1 .  Gomme refers to the First World War as an analogy to the Peloponnesian War. 

6 The Trojan War is dismissed by an argument based on the likelihood that the attacking 
forces had inadequate logistics (ch . 1 1 ) and by a calculation derived from the figures in 
Homer' s  Catalogue of the Ships (Iliad II) . Thucydides assumes that Homer mentions the 
largest and smallest crew sizes ( 1 20 and 50) in this catalogue and accepts, provisionally, the 
Homeric total figure of 1 ,200 Greek ships against Troy . Taking the mean (85) between the 
largest and smallest crew sizes (and assuming there were no other warriors aboard) Thucydides 
concludes that "not many seem to have gone on this expedition considering that they went 
from all Greece in common" ( 1 . 10 .5) .  Thucydides never completes the multiplication of 85 
by 1 ,200. But the total, 1 02 ,000 is by Greek standards "a very large number for an overseas 
expedition . . .  and much larger than any that sailed in the Peloponnesian War. " (Gomme 
in HCT on 1 . 10 .5 [p. 1 14)) .  The Persian expedition is treated no less cavalierly, dismissed 
as something swiftly completed in a pair of naval and a pair of land battles (23 . 1  ), none of 
which is even named. So much for Salamis and Artemisium, Thermopylae and Plataea! 

7 R.  Macan, Heradotus N-V/, vol . 2 (London 1 895) 1 86.  



22 Book I 

from the inflated rhetorical history of the funeral orations and the display 
pieces at the Olympic and other festivals . This work, we soon recognize , 
belongs instead with other examples of a new approach to the past de­
tectable among the fragmentary remains of the prose literature of the late 
fifth century B . c .  The label "Archaeology" widely used in modem dis­
cussions of the opening section of the work reflects , albeit obscurely , this 
connection . Although open to the false inference that Thucydides was 
trying to unearth whatever information he could about the ill-documented 
early history of Greece , the term connected this portion of Thucydides' 
work with other late fifth-century reconstructions of the remote past . 8 The 
opening chapters are not an attempt at a comprehensive description of early 
Greece . Thucydides has much more to tell about early Greece than he 
reports here, as a glance at the beginning of the sixth book shows. He 
knows-or claims to know-a great deal about the history of Greek col­
onization , and elsewhere displays detailed knowledge of episodes in the 
early history of both Athens and Sparta. But in the Archaeology he has 
constructed an argument , an essay of revisionist history that presents a 
fresh view of how Greece had once appeared. 

Hesiod's  idea of a Golden Age is representative of the radically different 
view of the past held by earlier Greek thinkers . In his view there had once 
been a happy stage of easy rapport between men and gods and even after 
that time, ages of heroic accomplishment, blessed in comparison to "con­
temporary" travail and misery. The myths and legends about early Attica 
suggested a view similar to that in Hesiod . They reported times full of 
violence and dissension but set apart by a hero, Theseus, who unified and 
integrated the state, secured freedom from the domination of King Minos 
of Crete and established Athens'  ancestral ways .9 Such myths reflect a 
traditional way of viewing the past and a sense that improvements in man ' s  
situation can come only by  divine intervention or by  recapturing the lost 
glory of earlier days . 

This view persisted through the fifth century and even later, at least in 

8 See E. Norden, Agnostos Theos (Leipzig 19 1 3) 370ff. , and T.  Cole, Democritus and 
the Sources of Greek Anthropology (Chapel Hill 1 967) 5. In addition to the famous speech 
of Protagoras in Plato's dialogue of that name (320c-323a) , see Plato Hippias Maior 285 d 
(also in VS 86 A 1 1 ) ,  and the Hippocratic treatise Ancient Medicine 3; compare also Diodorus 
4 . 1 ;  2 .46, and the texts cited in W.K .C .  Guthrie, The Sophists (Cambridge 197 1 )  79-83 .  

9 A chapter of  Quest for Theseus, ed. A.  Ward (London 1970) 143- 1 74 discusses the 
Greek view of time and of the past as reflected in the Theseus myth and suggests that the 
myth was steadily adapted for political purposes by the successive leaders of Athens during 
the sixth and early fifth centuries . See also J. Boardman, "Herakles, Peisistratos· and Sons, "  
Revue Archeo/ogique ( 1 972) 57-72 . For a recent survey of the evidence see M .  W. Taylor, 
The Tyrant Slayers (New York 198 1 )  ch . 4 .  
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some quarters . It appealed to various audiences and took various forms, 
including highly moralizing versions .  For the epideictic orator, the patriotic 
poet, the painter at work on public monuments , history was often the stage 
for the recurring struggle between bravery and cowardice , greed and re­
straint, right and wrong. History was the projection of moral qualities and 
conflicts . 

But during the fifth century many thinkers began to repudiate such views 
of the past . When they imagined the early stages of human life, they found 
them anything but "golden . "  Life had been harsh , squalid ,  brutish , and 
short. Only gradually , by the accumulation of knowledge and by discov­
eries and inventions had mankind escaped vulnerability to the wild beasts 
and the elements . This radically new view of the past can be detected in 
myth and poetry but often appeared in the prose essays and speeches that 
can be grouped together as archaiologiai. Thucydides ' " Archaeology" 
concerns a later stage of human development than many of these accounts , 
for it deals not with man ' s  first emergence from savagery , but with the 
history of Greece and the development of common actions among the 
Greeks and of a concept of "Greekness . "  But its view of the past is similar 
to that of the other archaeologies we know. It is polemical , and quite 
unsentimental . It has no place for Golden Ages or great heroes . Highly 
impersonal , it concentrates not on individual qualities or exploits , but on 
the gradual escape from instability and the accumulation of power in the 
Greek world. 

In the second chapter, which immediately follows the assertion that early 
Greek history was never on a large scale , Thucydides begins to draw �is 
picture of earliest Greece: 

It appears that what is now called Greece was originally not securely settled. In 

early times there were uprootings and each group readily left its own land when 

forced by those with a momentary superiority . There was no trade nor were contacts 

by land or through the sea without fear-each group grazed enough of their land 

to subsist on, neither accumulating financial reserves nor farming the land, since 

it was unclear when someone else would descend on them and take everything 

away . Everything was unwalled . So , thinking that they could seize what they 

needed for their daily necessities from any other source, they were easily uprooted 

and for this reason acquired strength neither in size of cities nor in any other 

resource. ( l .2 . 1 -2) 

This paragraph-in the Greek two long amorphous sentences-introduces 
many of the major ideas in Thucydides ' reconstruction of early history. It 
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emphasizes the lack of stability , 10 the ease with which settlements were 
"uprooted" 1 1  and the absence of capital accumulation . 1 2 It depicts a pre­
agricultural world, without walls , trade , secure communications, 13 or any 
true unity . Even the name "Hellas" had yet to emerge . 14 

The gradual attainment of greater stability and power comes as a result 
not of the heroism of Theseus or some other legendary civilizer but is 
associated with a name that to an Athenian or Ionian Greek would have 
been one of the most savage in Greek history-Minos of Crete . He becomes 
a prototype of Aegean imperialism, 15 who uses his navy to rule the islands , 
wipes out piracy and enjoys the profits . He is one of the few individuals 
to emerge out of the normally impersonal account of the Archaeology, 
focussed as it is on process rather than individual qualities or achieve­
ments . 16 Although Minos is no benevolent or altruistic ruler, his naval 

'° The word j)tj)moi; and its cognates are used to mark the gradual growth of security 
in Greek history. In this passage we are told that Greece was not originally securely settled: 
ou m1J..m j)ej)alwi; olxovµfvri. Later ( 1 . 2 .6) Thucydides anticipates himself and indicates 
that since Attica was more secure than other areas, wi; j)tj)mov ov , it attracted so many 
immigrants that it eventually sent out colonies. After King Minos cleared the seas of piracy , 
many coastal regions lived in greater security ( 1 . 8 . 3 :  f3ef3m6tq;ov cj>xovv) .  The building 
of walls marked that change (cf. atELXlcrtwv &µa ovtwv in I . 2 .2 ;  walls are increasingly 
used in the work as an indicator of security and surplus capital, e .g .  1 .7 . 1 ) .  But it is only 
well after the Trojan War that the process of "uprooting" abates sufficiently for more general 
security ( 1 2 .4 :  µ6J..Li; tE tv itoJ..J..cjJ xq6vcp l]ouxuoaoa Ti 'EUai; j3Ej3alwi; xal oux-
tn CxVLcrtaµEVfl) .  

. 

11 I use this term for avlcrtl]µL and its cognates and compounds, e .g .  µnavacrtaOELi; 
in 1 .2 .  I ,  aitavlcrtavto in 1 .2 .2 ;  cf. 1 . 8 . 2 ,  1 2 . 1 ,  and 1 2 . 3 .  "Migration" or similar words 
are often used in English translation but these suggest too grand and collective a picture. 
Part of Thucydides' point is that groups were very small and easily dislocated. 

1 2 This point is emphasized by recurring concentration on the inadequacy of food supplies , 
tqoqn], especially in the phrase, tQO<j>iji; Cxitoqlc;i, in I . I  I . I  (twice) and on the eventual 
accumulation of surplus funds , especially in the phrase , itEQLO'Uo[a XQ'lµatwv ( 1 . 2 . 2  and 
7 . 1 ) .  The two phrases coalesce in the discussion of Troy: 1 . 1 1 . 2 :  itEQLO'llolav bt El �J..0ov 
EXOvtEi; tQO<j>iji;. Cf. also the iteration of CxXQT]µatla (lack of funds) in chapter I I ,  and 
it(l6ooboi; (income) 1 .4. 1 ;  1 3 . 1 ,  1 3 . 5 ;  and 1 5 .  I 

13 1 . 2 .2 .  Lack of contact is re-emphasized in aµn;lav in 1 . 3 .4 .  Note also the elaborate 
echo of 1 . 2 . 2  in the discussion of early Corinth in 1 . 1 3 . 5 .  Trade, tµnoqla, is again alluded 
to in 1 .7 . 1 .  

14 The argument is hinted at in the phrase , Ti vuv 'EUai; xaJ..ouµEvrJ, in 1 . 2 . 1 and 
developed in chapter 3 .  

" On Minos (and Polycrates) as forerunners of  Athenian imperialism see Herodotus 3 . 1 22 .  
16 The other individuals include the family of  Pelops (ch . 9 ) ,  Polycrates of  Samos ( 1 1 .6) ,  

Cyrus and Croesus ( 1 6) ,  Themistocles ( 14) , and Homer (3 .3 ;  9.4; 10.3) .  Among these 
Ameinocles of Corinth, the shipbuilder, also takes his place, elsewhere mentioned only in 
Themistius Or. 26 and Pliny N.H. 7 .207 , and in the criticism by Dionysius of Halicarnassus 
(On Thucydides, trans . Pritchett, ch. 19) .  Although Ameinocles' place is probably due to 
the fifth century's high regard for inventors (see T. Cole , Democritus, 5) ,  it also prepares 
the way for the theme of naval innovation, so important in the seventh book. 
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power makes travel over the seas safer and results in an improved situation 
for many Greeks: "Those who lived near the sea now applied themselves 
to the acquisition of money and lived more securely. Some even encircled 
themselves with walls since they were now wealthier than they had been' ' 
( l . 8 . 3 ) .  Imperialism brings its benefits , not only for the imperialists but 
even for the subjects . What makes it possible is sea power. Thus it is not 
surprising that this selective survey of early Greece should tum into a brief 
essay ( 1 3- 1 5 .  l )  on early Greek naval history , for "the ones who acquired 
strength were not least those who applied themselves to naval power, thanks 
to the income in money and the domination of others ' '  ( l . 1 5 .  l ) .  These 
developments anticipate Athens '  naval pre-eminence . Near the end of the 
Archaeology, Thucydides remarks that the Athenians ' 'became nautical , ' '  1 7  
that is ,  they abandoned their city and took to the ships at Salamis .  But the 
change was more than a momentary one , for the Athenians became thereby 
the leader of one of the two great coalitions in the Greek world, a naval 
empire ranged against the formidable land power of Sparta and her Pel­
oponnesian League ( l . 1 8 . 2) .  

A t  a material level , naval supremacy i s  the primary route to power in 
Greek history and the Athenian naval empire is the culmination of a process 
that reaches back to Minos.  But there is also a psychological or ethical 
side to the growth of power. The rhetorical tradition emphasized the bold­
ness and courage of the Athenians in the Persian Wars and the significance 
of the valor and manliness of their traditional heroes .  Thucydides leaves 
little room for such lofty motives . The cause of the growing prosperity in 
the time of Minos was not courage or heroism, but something much de­
plored in the aristocratic literature of early Greece-the profit motive, 
kerdos: "Desiring profits the weaker put up with the ' slavery' imposed by 
the stronger and the more powerful having surpluses (sc . of capital) sub­
jugated the lesser cities . " 1 8 Here we encounter the dynamic represented 
as a cause of many phenomena in early Greek history. The developments 
Thucydides describes are not the result of heroes or heroism but of desires 
that had often been deplored in early literature . Self-interest, the desire 
for profit, and even fear lead to the growth of power and security in Greece 

17 l . 18 .2 :  vaunxol [yE:vovto. The phrase is repeated in l .93 . 3  where its connection 
with the advancement of Athenian power is explicit. 

1 8 I . 8 . 3 .  On the role of XEQboc;, note especially l .5 .  l .  Thucydides adopts the rhetoric 
used to criticize the Athenian empire of his day (cf. l .68 .2 and 1 2 1 .5)  and also alludes to 
the right of the stronger to rule-a topic much discussed by the intellectuals of the late fifth 
century, e .g .  Democritus VS 68 B 267; Gorgias Helen (VS 82 B l l sec. 6); cf. Plato Gorgias 
483d . This is the first of a series of uses of this theme in the Histories: 1 .76.2; 4 .61 . 5 ;  
5 . 105 . 2  e t  al . 
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and to an escape from the squalor and danger of early times . The analysis 
of power within the Archaeology is consistent with many of the dominant 
tendencies in contemporary intellectual life-an unsentimental , unheroic 
view of the past and an emphasis on the drives for power, self-protection , 
and self-interest. These are viewed as common to men of the past and to 
Thucydides ' own contemporaries and hence as providing a method of 
sorting out the reliable information about the past from exaggerations and 
fabrications . Even more important is the implication that if the nature of 
man is essentially the same throughout time, then it should be possible 
both to understand the past and to learn from it . The tone at this point in 
the work is confident and optimistic , a corollary to the idea of progress 
that we encounter in the. Archaeology . 19 

In summary, then , the opening chapters of the work are not so much a 
description of early Greece or a chronicle of events of early times as the 
establishment of a way of looking at the past. The label "Archaeology" 
is inappropriate in so far as it suggests the unearthing of whatever remains 
from the past; Foucault 's  use of "Archaeology" to mean "the history of 
that which renders necessary a certain form of thought' '  comes much closer 
to making the term appropriate for this section ,20 for it analyzes forces 
that have long operated in Greek history and that are likely still to be 
evident in the great war that he has chosen for his subject. It is an anatomy 
of power based on a view of man's nature . 2 1  At every level it calls for an 

19 E. R. Dodds' The Ancient Concept of Progress (Oxford 1973) 12 argues that "Thu­
cydides saw the past history of Greece as pursuing a gradual upward course" and that he 
was one of the thinkers who explored the idea of progress in antiquity . Cf. J .  de Romilly , 
"Thucydide et l ' idee de progres, "  Annali S. N. Pisa 35 ( 1966) 143- 19 1 , and The Rise and 
Fall of States according to Greek Authors (Ann Arbor 1977) 4; L .  Edelstein The Idea of 
Progress in Classical Antiquity (Baltimore 1 967) .  Dodds' view has been criticized by 
W. den Boer, Progress in the Greece of Thucydides in Mededelingen der K. nederlandse 
Akademie van Wetenschappen AFD Letterkunde N.R .  Deel 40, No. 2 ( 1 977) and in an 
important review by A. Dible , Gnomon 41 ( 1 969) 435 . See also H. Lloyd Jones (Oxford 
Magazine 9 1  No. 2 [May 1 8 ,  1 973] l l f. ) ,  cited in den Boer, Lloyd Jones' criticism ("These 
thinkers certainly held that improvement was possible for some people. But did they think 
it was possible for whole communities, or that it was in the long run automatic and inevitable 
in the way Victorian sages . . .  imagined? Surely the world outlook of a people that had 
started from such humble beginnings and whose religion was so moderate in its claims for 
men could be trusted to preserve them from any such delusions . ") begs the question. Den 
Boer's argument that Thucydides represents only material progress fails to take into account 
the important theme of security in the Archaeology (cf. above Note 10). 

20 M. Foucault, "Monstrosities in Criticism, "  Diacritics 1 ( 197 1 )  60. 
2 1  Cf. J. de Romilly' s  chapter on "L'Enquete sur le passe" in Histoire et raison chez 

Thucydide (Paris 1956) pp. 240-298 in which she discerns "une theorie assez elaboree de 
la puissance , "  p. 261 ,  within the Archaeology . See also J . Finley, Thucydides (Cambridge, 
Mass. 1942) 87 -93 , and S .  MflJrch, "Popularite ou impopularite d'  Athenes chez Thucydide, "  
ClMed ( 1 970) 67 . 
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unsentimental approach to events , emphasizing the significance of self­
interest and fear in individual conduct, of naval might and financial reserves 
in military matters , and of imperialism as a source of power and greatness .  
Although far removed from the myths and commonplaces of  epideictic 
oratory and popular history, the rejection of conventionality and senti­
mentality affirms the writer's  authority and reliability . Enlightened author 
and sophisticated audience are in rapport. 

The Archaeology is also , however, a demonstration of Thucydides ' 
techniques of historical analysis . At first the emphasis is on the obscurity 
of the past: "Because of the length of time it was impossible to find out 
with clarity about the things before these events and even more remote 
matters" ( l . l . 3 ) .  But as the Archaeology develops , the tone begins to 
shift; the "impossible" becomes the "difficult" :  " I  found that the past 
was of this sort, although it was difficult to feel confidence in each indi­
cation one encountered" ( l . 20 . 1 ) .  Later, confidence grows: "A person 
who concludes, nonetheless , from the above mentioned indications that it 
was of approximately the sort I have described would not go far wrong. 
He will put no confidence in the lofty versions told by the poets, who 
embellish events to make them seem greater, nor in the compositions of 
the speech writers who choose versions that are entertaining to listen to 
over more truthful ones , even though much of what they tell has turned 
implausibly to legend over time and is based on no critical examination" 
( l . 2 1 . l ) .  Finally ,  as we shall see , the Archaeology promises an exactitude 
sufficient for useful inferences about the past and the future . 

The method upon which this growing confidence is based becomes 
evident as the Archaeology proceeds . It involves the careful study of 
details, to be noted also in contemporary Hippocratic medicine and in the 
techniques of rhetorical instruction developed by the Sophists , who trained 
their pupils to go through a case point by point assessing what was probable 
and improbable . Thucydides indicates he used a similar process in inves­
tigating reports about the events in the war: "I felt I should record the 
facts about the actions in the war not as I learned about them from some 
chance source, nor as I guessed they would have taken place . Instead I 
went after each one with as much detail work as I could , both events at 
which I was present and those about which I learned from others . "22 The 

22 1 .22 .2 .  The translation and interpretation of the passage are made difficult by the complex 
and untranslatable verbal ties within it and by the contrast to the preceeding section on the 
speeches. For a radically different view of the passage see F. Egermann, "Thukydides iiber 
die Art seiner Reden und iiber seine Darstellung der Kriegsgeschehnisse, "  Historia 21 ( 1 972) 
597-602. The essential point, however, is clear; Thucydides has used different methods for 



28 Book 1 

crucial word , epexelthOn , I have rendered colloquially , as "went after, " 
trying to catch its military overtones (cf. 5 .  9 . 10) and its use for prosecution 
in the law courts . 23 

A further similarity to the techniques of the law courts is evident in the 
opening sentences of the work and again in chapter 20 when Thucydides 
talks about his method of drawing inferences from tekmeria. Tekmeria are 
not "proofs" of incontrovertible evidence , but "indications"-facts or 
observations that point in a certain direction . 24 They do not entail gener­
alizations ;  rather the leading themes of the Archaeology-the importance 
of sea power and financial reserves-guide him in the selection of corrobo­
rating instances from myth , poetry , archaeology , anthropology, and the 
like . The consistency and coherence of the picture that emerges help val­
idate the method . If it can produce such plausible results about the remote 
and ill-attested past, it is likely to be much more convincing when applied 
to contemporary history , the main subject of the book. 

As we recognize the affinity between Thucydides ' method in the Ar­
chaeology and that used by speakers in the law courts , we also become 
aware of a further progression . The work begins ,  as we have seen, with 
an apparent repudiation of the methods of rhetorical composition . Later 
the criticism of " speech writers" (logographoi) reminds us again of the 
sharp difference between Thucydides ' work and more popular oratory and 
historiography. The work moreover, initially presents itself as a treatise, 
devoid of rhetorical embellishment, meant for private study rather than 
public performance but conceived with a very major subject. 25 Gradually 

reconstructing speeches and events. The second has a smaller degree of guesswork. In 
reconstructing the speeches it would not pay him to cross-examine witnesses about the detailed 
arguments and exact wording. But for a battle or the like Thucydides could check each 
informant's report point by point, testing it by topography, strategic principles, and the 
reports of other witnesses, etc . See now Dover's comments in HCT (vol. 5 ,  pp . 394-397) .  

2 3  E .g .  Plato Euthyphro 4b-e and 9a and Lysias 23 . 14 .  Cf .  C .  Schneider, Information und 
Absicht bei Thukydides (Gottingen 1 974) 14 1 , n. 3 1 7 .  

24 �'l]µEiov in 1 .6 .2 and 10 . l and µagTUQlOV i n  1 . 8 . l  are used i n  a similar way. 
" Note especially the choice of the verb, �uvfyga1f'E, in 1 . 1 .  l .  Contemporary uses of 

this verb and its cognates refer for the most part to technical works or those with few literary 
pretensions . Note especially its application to written diplomatic agreements: Thucydides 
5 . 35 .3 ;  41 . 3 ;  JG i' 2 1  line 3; 76 line 47; legal or constitutional documents: Thucydides 8 .67; 
Plato Gorgias 45 1 b; contracts: Plato Laws 953 e; JG i' 84 lines 7 and 12 ;  treatises or technical 
works: Plato Gorgias 5 1 8  b (on cookery); Xenophon Memorabilia 4.2 .  l Of. (medicine, ar­
chitecture , etc . ) ;  architectural plans: /G ii2 1668 (ca. 340); JG i3 35 lines 8-9, 14- 1 5 ,  1 7f. ; 
i' 45 lines 6ff. (Cf. J. J. Coulton, Greek Architects at Work [London 1 977] 54); rhetorical 
treatises; Plato Phaedrus 261 b and Gorgias 462 b with Dodds' commentary ad Joe. ;  cf. 
G. Kennedy, "The Earliest Rhetorical Handbooks,"  AJP 80 ( 1 959) 1 7 1  and R. Holloway , 
"Architect and Engineer in Archaic Greece,"  HSCP 73 ( 1969) 286 and 289. The word was 
used for historical narrative by Antiochus of Syracuse: FGrHist 555 F 2 (cf. T 2 a and b ,  
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it becomes evident that the opening chapters are a demonstration , and a 
proud and eloquent one , of Thucydides ' methods . By the end of the Ar ­
chaeology we recognize that it is in fact an epideixis, a rhetorical display 
piece, and not a conventional one , but an exhibition of a new technique 
of analysis and a fully appropriate proemium to the rest of the work, 
emphasizing in good rhetorical fashion the greatness of its subject matter. 26 

As the tone of confidence grows , the criticism of the poets and speech­
writers and the claims of Thucydides' own work become more explicit. 
The work has transformed itself. It is no longer a mere treatise but a rival 
to , and ultimately a victor over, the poets . When the theme of the greatness 
of its subject, announced at the beginning of the work, is reintroduced at 
the end of chapter 2 1 ,  the unpretentious prose style slips away and the 
third person narrator of the opening sentence yields to a new speaker, the 
war itself: • 'This war will nevertheless make clear to those who examine 
the actions themselves that it was greater than all that went before. ' '  
The language takes on a hexameter cadence: 

'X.Clt 6 n:6A.EµO£ OU't0£ . . . l)T)A.cbcm oµco£ µEi�cov YEYEV�µtvo£ au't6>v . 

And soon Thucydides is challenging what Martin West has called "the 
close connection between poetry and prophecy which is widespread in 
early literature . "27 

The following chapter, although claiming neither divine inspiration nor 
complete exactitude in the reconstruction of the past , affirms that the work 
will have a utility for all who wish to know about the past and the recurrence 
of approximately similar situations in the future . 28 The wording is char-

3) and perhaps also by Hellanicus: Thucydides 1 .97 . 2 .  Although Plato Phaedrus 235 c uses 
the word as a general term for prose, it is an exaggeration to claim that xyn- in the compound 
"bears the sense . . .  of artistic composition" as S. Usher, "Lysias and his Clients ,"  GRBS 
1 7  ( 1 976) 3 1 ,  following M. Lavency, Aspects de la /ogographie judiciaire attique (Lou vain 
1964) 36-45 , contends. 

EuyxELµm, used at the end of 1 . 22, is appropriate for works with greater literary pre­
tensions. Cf. Plato Hippias Maior 286; and Isocrates IV 168 .  

Thucydides continues to use !;uyyeacj>w in his formulae for the end of the years of the 
war (2. 70 .4 et saepe) but elsewhere applies this verb to his own narrative only in 4. 104.4,  
preferring yeacj>w (e .g .  5 . 20 .3) ,  EXW drri;iv (6.2 . 1 )  µV1Jo0fiaoµm (3 .90. 1 )  €1;tiyfiaoµm 
(5 . 26 .6) et al . 

26 Cf. Taubler, Die Archiiologie des Thukydides . Note especially [Aristotle] Rhetorica ad 
Alexandrum xxix 1436 b 7, Isocrates Panegyricus 1 3 ,  and Cicero de inventione I xv 20-23 
on the appropriateness of "greatness" as a theme for a proemium. 

27 Martin West , Hesiod's Theogony (Oxford 1966) , commentary on line 32, page 166.  
28 1 . 22 .4 .  My translation follows , but I am not entirely convinced by  the commonest view 

among commentators on this troublesome sentence . W. W. Goodwin in the Proceedings of 
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 6 ( 1 866) 329ff. made a strong case for construing 
the sentence to mean that the work "will be satisfactory as it is for all who wish not merely 
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acteristically complex and cautious but in context it makes a strong claim 
for the utility of the work, one that seems plausible because of the clarity 
and cogency of the analysis in the Archaeology . The sources of power 
detected in the opening portion of the work should have a persistent role 
in history and help illumine the present as well as the past . Thus we are 
led directly to Thucydides' most famous assertion , that his history " is 
composed as something to keep forever rather than as a contest piece to 
listen to for the moment" ( l  .22 .4) . 

This statement is a dramatic development of the themes in the opening 
paragraphs of the work. There is ,  however, an even more important trans­
formation . At the end of the Archaeology, in a carefully constructed ring 
composition, the theme of the greatness of the war is again stated , and 
redefined. 29 The greatn'ess of the war is now seen to consist not in the 

to have a clear view of the past but also to draw useful inferences in regard to events in the 
future which, human nature being what it is ,  will again at some point be approximately of 
the same sort and analogous. "  Goodwin' s  interpretation requires that the comma printed in 
all modern editions after foecr0m be removed and placed after xg(vnv, and that m'J1:a 
be construed as subject of f!;n. It might be objected that auta, if nominative, is gratuitous ,  
but Thucydides i s  emphasizing the utility o f  the work "as i t  is . "  that i s ,  without the myth­
ological element to which he has just alluded. A more difficult objection is that t<iw µtl.­
)..6vtwv et seq . without itEQl is unlikely to mean "in regard to the future . "  I know of no 
precise parallel in Thucydides to such a genitive; see , however, 2 .65.4,  4 .65 .4 ,  and 8 . 86 . 3 .  
A comparison of  the use of  uno'lj!(a i n  2 . 37 .2  and 4 .27 . 3  i s  also instructive. The emphatic 
parallelism of the infinitive phrases that results from Goodwin's  repunctuation does much to 
alleviate the harshness of the construction. I have greatly benefited from discussions with 
K. J. Dover on this point . 

29 Scholars have disagreed about the structure of the first book and in particular about the 
end point of the Archaeology . For varying views on the structure see F. Bizer, Untersuchungen 
zur Archaeologie des Thukydides (Tiibingen 1 937) ; de Romilly, Histoire et raison 289f. ; 
Tiiubler, Die Archiiologie des Thukydides; H. R. lmmerwahr, "Ergon: History as Monument 
in Herodotus and Thucydides," AJP 81 ( 1 960) 277 , n. 48; Gomme in HCT on I .  I (pp . 89 
and 1 54- 1 57). 

The excursus is an elaborate ring composition (i .e .  pattern A-B-C . . .  C-B-A); hence, 
division at the end of chapter twenty-three is strongly supported. Note how the themes of 
the opening sentence are reintroduced and expanded at the end of this unit: 

A. Greatness: ( I .  I . I ) £"3t[aa, µfyav tE fow0m 
B. Inferential method: tExµaiQ6µ£Vo> 

C. R.esources in Readiness: TIOQ«OXEUTI tn Tta<JTI 
D. Polarization: to aJ...Ao 'EUrivcxov . . .  ;uvioi:aµ£Vov TtQO> £xatEQOU> 
D. Polarization: ( 1 . 1 8 . 2) bitxQ[Otjoav T1Q6> tE 'A0rivatou> xai J\.axtbmµov[ou> 

oi . . .  'EUrtVE> 
C. Resources in Readiness: ( 1 . 1 8 . 3 )  EU Tl«QEOXE\Jaaavto 

B. Inferential method: ( 1 . 20. 1 ) Ttavti £!;Ti> tEXµt)QL(fl 
A. Greatness (redefined as length and pathemata): ( 1 . 23) µfyiotov . . .  µfya TIQOU�lJ 

Within this general structure the greatness theme is first restated as kinesis ( 1 . 1 .2) and 
then converted into a negative statement about early history ( 1 . 1 .3 ) :  ta yag nQC> aut<iw 
. . .  ou µEyW..a voµ(�w . The negative statement is then corroborated through a three-fold 
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numbers of men , ships , and talents committed to it, but in its length and 
the sufferings concentrated in it: 

Of former accomplishments the greatest was the Persian War and this had a speedy 
resolution in a pair of naval battles and a pair of land battles . The length of this 
war greatly surpassed it, and sufferings for Greece converged in it, unparalleled 
in any equal time. For neither had there been so many cities captured and left 
desolate , some by barbarians, some by the rivalry of the inhabitants (and some 
changed their populations when they were captured), nor so much exile and murder­
some in the war itself and some from stasis [civil strife] . Things we had heard of 
in former times , but which were in fact sparsely attested, became credible-stories 
about earthquakes which both affected large parts of the earth and were very intense , 
and about eclipses of the sun, which happened more frequently than those reported 
in former times , droughts , some great , some causing famines ,  and that which 
caused not the least harm and no insignificant destruction, the apocalyptic plague. 
All these joined in the attack along with this war. 30 

The technical treatise investigating the sources of power and success in 
the early Greek world becomes at the end of the Archaeology a disquisition 
on the suffering of war .  Although it concentrates on the quantifiable sources 
of power and above all on ships and financial reserves , its claim to report 
the greatest kinesis is now, we can see , to be judged not by comparisons 
with the massive operations described by Herodotus ,  but in the concen­
tration and intensity of human suffering in the long and destructive war. 
Thus the reader can already anticipate that any foreknowledge made pos­
sible by the work is not rational prediction and control but the premonition 
of recurring misery and loss . 

By the end of the Archaeology it is clear that Thucydides intends a new 
kind of history. His approach is not that of the poets , nor of the speech­
writers , nor even of Herodotus . Like his great predecessor he chooses as 

structure (cf. the scholiast on l . 1 2 . 1 ) :  ch. 2-8 on Greece before the Trojan War; ch . 9- 1 1  
on the Trojan War; ch. 1 2- 1 8 . 2  on events following the Trojan War. These three sections 
in turn contain ring compositions of varying degrees of elaborateness outlined in Appendix 
One (cf. N.G.L.  Hammond, "The Arrangement of Thought in the Proem and in Other Parts 
of Thucydides I ,"  CQ n .s .  2 ( 1 952] 1 28) .  

30 1 .  23 . 1 -3. One point of translation requires explanation. 'H 1.mµcilOlj£ v6oo£ is an unusual 
and seemingly pleonastic expression that I have rendered "apocalyptic plague ,"  N600£ is 
itself a sufficient and appropriate word for the plague. Amµ0£ is a more unusual word, often 
used where there is some suggestion of divine intervention, e .g .  Homer Iliad 1 .6 1 ; Hesiod 
Works and Days 242f. Hence a 1.0tµWbl]£ VOOO£ is a plague that resembles a divine affliction. 
Since "plague" in English can be a purely medical term, the translator needs to suggest that 
the sickness was more than a normal human sickness. 

For µ£QO£ tl as an idiom indicating something extensive or large, cf. 7 . 30.3 and Poppo­
Stahl on 4.30 .3 .  
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his subject an action , a war, rather than a time period or a geographical 
area. But his theme is the suffering of war---:what happens to individuals 
and cities when events move beyond their control , and when they are 
confronted with the greatest dislocations . We can already detect that his 
treatment of this war will not fully reproduce the initial austere but confident 
approach to the Greek past but will break new ground and grow into a 
new form. 

T H E  C O R C Y R E A N  A L L I A N C E  

The tension at the end of the Archaeology between the tough-minded 
analysis of power and the presentation of the war as suffering is not 
immediately explored or resolved in the following chapters . Instead Thu­
cydides turns to the outbreak of the war and its causes : "The Athenians 
and Peloponnesians began the war when they repudiated the Thirty Years 
Truce which they had made after the capture of Euboea [in 446 B .C . ] .  I 
have set down first the causes of complaint and the grievances behind the 
repudiation so that no one ever has to investigate from what origin such 
a great war broke out among the Greeks . The truest reason, although least 
evident in the discussion , was , in my opinion , that the Athenians by 
growing great caused fear in the Lacedaemonians and drove them into 
war. But the openly talked about grievances on each side are these, from 
which , having repudiated the truce, they entered into war. "3 1  This passage 
simultaneously presents Thucydides' own view of the cause of the war as 
the growth of Athenian power, ties that "truest reason" to the analysis of 
the growth of power presented in the Archaeology, and clarifies the or­
ganization of the next portion of the book. The rest of the book is arranged 
to provide first a discussion of the two principal ' 'causes of complaint and 
grievances"-the Corcyrean affair (chs . 24-55) and the trouble at Potidaea 
(chs . 56-65)--and then a report of the assembly in which the Spartans 
accept the complaints of some of their allies and take the first step to war 
(chs . 66-87) . Before describing the next step-the Peloponnesian League' s  

" 1 .23 .4-6. This translation i s  controversial in one respect: I agree with a large number 
of recent scholars who point out that avayxaom E� 'to itol..EµEiv is not "made war 
inevitable" (Crawley) or the equivalent but something much less deterministic . Anagke is 
strong pressure in one direction, not philosophical determinacy or practical inevitability. Cf. 
G.E .M.  de Ste .  Croix ,  Origins of the Peloponnesian War (London 1972) 60-63 ; K. J. Dover, 
appendix 2 to HCT 5 ,  p. 4 1 9; C. Schneider, Information und Absicht bei Thukydides (Got­
tingen 1974) 1 0 1 - 1 1 0; A. W. Gomme, The Greek Attitude to Poetry and Hisrpry (Berkeley 
1954) 1 56f. ; Rawlings,  A Semantic Study of Prophasis 92f. See also Chapter Four, Note 41 . 



Book I 33 

vote to go to war (chs . 1 1 8 . 3- 1 25)--Thucydides discusses the growth of 
Athenian power during the approximately fifty years between the end of 
the Persian War and the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War (chs . 88-
1 1 8 . 2) .  This excursus , usually referred to as the Pentecontaetia ("Account 
of the Fifty Years") ,  is introduced with a reminder that it contains the 
background to what in Thucydides ' view was the truest cause: "The Spar­
tans voted that the Truce was repudiated and that war was in order, not 
so much because they were persuaded by the arguments of their allies as 
because they feared that the Athenians would acquire even greater power. 
They noted that the greater part of Greece was already under their control ' '  
( l . 88) .  Throughout this discussion , attention i s  focussed o n  Athens and 
the growth of her power. The Spartans are vividly presented at a few 
crucial moments, but even here they are seen primarily as reacting to 
Athens and her strength . 

Thucydides '  discussion of increasing Athenian strength follows directly 
from the analysis of power in the Archaeology , and especially from his 
emphasis on the importance of naval power. Indeed early Greek history 
is seen as strongly favorable to the continuing growth of Athenian power 
and mixed at best for the Spartans : 

The ones who acquired strength were not least those who applied themselves to 

naval power, both by the inflow of money and the domination of others. For they 

sailed out and subjugated the islands-especially if they did not have sufficient 

land at home. No coalitions undertook land wars , from which some power is also 
acquired. As many land wars as took place were individual affairs with their 
neighbors. The Greeks did not send out armies far from their land to subjugate 

others . For subjects did not coalesce around the greatest cities , nor did they un­

dertake common expeditions on a basis of equality. Rather individually they battled 

their neighbors , although in the war long ago between Chalkis and Eretria, the 

rest of Greece did to some extent take sides . (1 .15) 

The attitude in the Archaeology, as this passage indicates, deemphasizes 
land power and stresses the significance of dominating the sea. Since 
Thucydides never describes Sparta's  control of Messenia (except allusively 
in 10 . 2) nor the growth of the Peloponnesian league (except to contrast 
its operation.to Athens' treatment of her empire in ch . 1 9) ,  it rather surprises 
us when he mentions the Spartans' preeminence in power at the time of 
the Persian War ( 1 . 1 8 . 2) .  The modem reader, especially if he is not 
thoroughly familiar with Greek history , may overreact to this ;  Thucydides 
could assume that his audience would know how formidable Sparta was 
(cf. 1 . 1 02) .  But at least the modem reader will not miss the thrust of 
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Thucydides ' argument: the early history of Greece shows the importance 
of naval and financial power. It points to Athens, not to Sparta. 

Indeed, if the Archaeology were our only evidence , we might conclude 
that Athens should win the war with Sparta. The view, widespread among 
the Greeks at the beginning of the war, that Athens would not be able to 
last more than a few years in such a conflict (7 . 28 . 3) ,  receives no cor­
roboration from Thucydides' analysis of power. Instead we are led to see 
how strong and how well prepared Athens was for the coming conflict 
( 1 8 . 3- 1 9) .  Every reader knows , of course , that Athens lost the war, but 
Thucydides '  analysis up to this point has provided no help in explaining 
her ultimate defeat. It focuses attention not on the fact of defeat, but on 
the potential for victory. 

The reader thus leaves the Archaeology aware not only of a tension 
between its treatment of power and its anticipation of the sufferings of the 
war, but also of a dissonance between the implications of that treatment 
of power and the known outcome of the war. Although convinced of the 
authority and perceptiveness of the narrator, the reader is alert at the same 
time to the crucial fact that the author has not yet integrated into his view­
indeed, does not even mention until after the middle of the second book­
that Athens will lose this war. The reader begins the account of the war's  
origin with an unanswered question in the back of his  mind: What goes 
wrong? How does Athens fail? 

This question is reinforced by the outcome of the first of the two ' 'causes 
of complaint and grievances , "  the Athenian alliance with Corcyra. The 
episode , at one level , is very simple: a dispute with Corinth leads Corcyra 
to seek an alliance with Athens . Athens acquiesces , sends a fleet to help 
her new ally , and consequently comes into conflict with a member of 
Sparta's Peloponnesian League . But beyond this ,  two other aspects are 
developed in the narrative of the episode . The first is the introduction of 
what is to be a major theme in the Histories-the conflict between right 
and advantage;32 the second is Corcyra's  significance as a naval power. 
The narrative of her dispute with Corinth rapidly makes clear the size and 
skill of Corcyra's  navy . She has over 1 20 ships at her disposal and is able 
to defeat the Corinthian fleet in an initial engagement (ch . 29) . Her naval 
strength proves decisive in her appeal to Athens for an alliance . Although 
her ambassadors stress the justice of their case , they are on weak ground 
and their arguments are largely tendentious and ultimately irrelevant. 33 

32 N .B .  1 .42 . 1 .  
33 Under traditional Greek values the Corcyreans were in a very weak posirion . They had 

no claim on Athenians either by kinship or by past services. They were Dorians, much more 
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Their concluding argument, however, has greater effect: "To sum up 
as succinctly as possible both in general and in particular, one point instructs 
you not to abandon us, namely: There are three significant naval forces in 
Greece , ours , your own, and the Corinthians ' .  If you allow two to combine 
into one and if the Corinthians beat us, you will have both the Corcyrean 
and Peloponnesian navy to fight against . But if you ally with us , you will 
engage them with a larger number of ships---0urs ' '  ( 1 .  36. 3). After hearing 
the counterarguments of the Corinthians , the Athenians decide to make a 
purely defensive alliance with Corcyra. Their reasons , as reported in chap­
ter 44, have nothing to do with the justice of the case , but are precisely 
those practical considerations advanced by the Corcyreans at the end of 
their speech: ' 'For they thought that the war with the Peloponnesians was 
going to take place and they did not want to abandon a navy as significant 
as the Corcyrean to the Corinthians , but to let them collide with each other 
as much as possible so that they would enter into the war, if it were 
necessary, with weaker opponents whether Corinthians or any other naval 
power" ( 1 .44.2) .  Thucydides then adds a further point , also adduced by 
the Corcyreans in their speech: ' 'At the same time the island seemed to 
them well situated for a naval expedition to Italy and Sicily . "34 Such a 
consideration is fully appropriate in the diplomatic climate of the pre-war 
years for we know that Athens at this time was concerned with western 
Greece .35 But from a post-war perspective the words take on an added 

closely tied to the Corinthians and the Spartans than to the Athenians. Their conduct, more­
over, had been outrageous. They had refused to help their own colony, Epidamnus. The 
occasion was not minor or routine, but a desperate appeal to help stop civil strife in which 
one party was aided by barbarians. The Epidamnians had asked for assistance through the 
most sacred of Greek appeals, the supplication ( l  . 24 .  7) .  After being rejected, the Epidamnians 
consulted the oracle at Delphi to obtain approval for recognizing Corinth, the mother city of 
Corcyra, as their own mother city ( 1 . 25 . 1  ). When Delphi sanctioned the request (and thereby 
implicitly criticized Corcyra 's conduct) , the Corcyreans haughtily dictated terms to Epidamnus 
(l . 26 . 3) and then, supported by barbarian Illyrians, attacked and besieged the city ( 1 .26.5) .  
On the arrival of the Corinthians the Corcyreans take a more conciliatory line and offer to 
arbitrate ( 1 .28 .2) but are unwilling to stop their siege. Soon they come into battle with their 
own mother city , Corinth, and butcher many of the captives taken in the naval battle ( 1 .30. 1 ) . 
With this record they come to Athens to seek aid and represent themselves as the victims 
( 1 . 33 . 1 ,  1 . 34. 1 )  of injustice! 

34 1 .44.3 ;  cf. 36 .2 .  'Ev :n:aQrutA<p XEio0m literally refers to a coastline voyage. But since 
a trading ship bound for Sicily or Italy would not need to cling to the coast, although a 
warship needed to put into shore each night, the phraseology hints at a military expedition. 
On the sailing patterns of war ships and merchantmen see de Ste . Croix ,  Origins of the 
Peloponnesian War, 47f. 

35 The inscriptional evidence, the renewal of the alliances with Rhegion and Leontini (ML 
63 and 64, also in /G i3 53 and 54) and the alliance with Segesta (ML 37 also in /G i3 1 1 ) 
indicates, on the most widely accepted datings, that Athens was already extensively involved 
in Western Greek affairs by the 450s . 
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force . Inevitably they bring to mind Corcyra' s  later role as the marshalling 
point for the great expedition that then passed along the Italian coast to 
Sicily and ultimately to defeat at Syracuse . For a second, just in passing , 
we detect a flicker of irony-what seemed to them an advantage turns out 
to be a step toward disaster. 36 

And so Athens allies with one of the other three major naval powers in 
Greece . Her naval superiority should now be decisive and her position in 
the forthcoming war even stronger. 37 The analysis implicit in Thucydides'  
narrative still points to sources of Athenian strength and reasons for an 
expectation of victory , not to the problems and difficulties the city will 
face . The effect of this section, then , is to intensify the discrepancy between 
the analysis of power in the text and the reader' s  knowledge of the outcome 
of the war. 

N A T I O N  A L  C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S  

After a comparatively brief treatment of the second of the "causes of 
complaint and grievances , "  Corinth ' s  support and encouragement of a 
revolt in the area around Potidaea ,38 the account turns to Sparta, at one of 
the most dramatic moments in her history . Sparta has convened her allies 
in the Peloponnesian League and invited other states that feel Athens has 

36 "Irony is not a characteristic of the Thucydidean narrative" says H. D. Westlake, 
"Athenian Aims in Sicily , "  Historia 9 ( 1960) 393 (also in Essays on the Greek Historians 
[Manchester 1969] 1 0 1 - 1 22) . Cf. Dover in HCT on 7 .86 .5  (p. 463) .  Such assertions have 
some validity when strictly applied to the rhetorical figure of irony (see E. C. Marchant' s  
introduction to  his edition on  book 1 [London 1905] p .  xlvii ; cf. , however, Pritchett on 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus in On Thucydides, 1 22 ,  n. 1 3) .  But if the reader wishes to consider 
irony of viewpoint, then the work as a whole and especially book 1 is surely ironical. The 
reader knows that ultimately the war is longer and more destructive than most of the speakers 
recognize and that Athens loses not only the war, but also many of her most valuable 
characteristics. Thus ,  inevitably, we read the work from an ironic perspective. Whether 
Thucydides consciously intended this, can be left to speculation. That this form of irony is 
a persistent feature of the text is, however, repeatedly evident. 

37 The informed reader would know that Corcyra contributed little to Athens' war effort. 
The city joins in only one naval expedition (2 .25 .  l ff. )  and is soon a source of delay and 
trouble as her stasis becomes intense (3. 80 . 2). Hermippus' attitude may suggest that Athenians 
expected more from the alliance than the attrition of the two other largest navies: ' 'Corcyreans, 
may Poseidon destroy them in their hollow ships , because they are of divided loyalties . "  
(Phormophoroi, Fr. 63 Edmonds, Fragments of Attic Comedy, vol . 1 [Leiden 1957] ) .  Cf. 
F. Adcock, "Thucydides in Book I ,"  JHS 71 ( 1 95 1 )  5 .  

38 1 . 56-66. The Corcyrean episode is developed in considerable detail, especially through 
the use of an antilogy (paired speeches in direct discourse) . Potidaea is treated more succinctly 
with a fast-moving narrative. 



Book 1 37 

wronged them to come and present their grievances . The issue is whether 
the Spartan assembly should continue to view itself as bound by the Thirty 
Years Peace or whether it should convene the Peloponnesian League and 
recommend a vote of war against Athens . 39 This crucial moment is de­
scribed in a very brief narrative , which alludes to the Aeginetan grievance 
that Athens was not allowing them the autonomy guaranteed under the 
Thirty Years Peace ( l . 67 . 2) and to the Megarean complaint that contrary 
to that peace they were excluded from the harbors in the Athenian empire 
and from the Athenian agora. But description gives way to direct presen­
tation through a double antilogy, two pairs of speeches in direct discourse . 
In the first, Corinthians and Athenians argue about what response Sparta 
should make; in the second two Spartan leaders disagree about the wisdom 
of going to war at this point . The speeches are vivid and create the illusion 
that we have stopped talking about events and have become witnesses of 
one of the most important of them. 

Yet even at this moment, narrative and analysis coexist . As we watch 
Sparta decide that the Athenians have abrogated the Thirty Years Peace 
and that war is in order,40 we are also led to a further stage in the assessment 
of the relative power of the two major contenders in the forthcoming war. 
For up to this point the analysis has been based almost entirely on the 
quantifiable factors of-above all , ships and money . These factors , as we 
have seen , point strongly toward Athenian success . As yet little attention 
has been devoted to less tangible considerations , the morale and deter­
mination of the belligerents . Although the opening of the treaties has 
insisted upon a tough-minded assessment of power and refused to view 

. events as a conflict of moral or personal qualities , surely some attention 
must be paid to the factors of mind and will governing the application of 
power. The Spartans, we know , were intensely proud of their discipline and 
determination . An investigation of their attitude and those of their allies 
could do much to balance the emphasis on quantitative factors that has 
prevailed up to this point . 

39 The procedure is not initially made clear by Thucydides; for the interpretation adopted 
here see A.H.M.  Jones, "The Two Synods of the Delian and Peloponnesian Leagues , "  
Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society n . s .  2 ( 1952/53) 43-46, and de Ste .  
Croix , Origins of the Peloponnesian War, 200-2!0 .  

40 The Thirty Years Peace contained an arbitration provision for disputes arising under it 
( I . 78.4;  1 45) .  The Athenians repeatedly offer to submit to arbitration ( 1 . 7 1 . 5 ;  78.4; 8 1 ;  85 .2; 
1 23 ;  140.2;  144.2; 145) but the Spartans reject the offers; their view amounts to the proposition 
that by the (alleged) violations Athens has abrogated (67 . I ,  on:ovba� tE AEAux6tE� ElEV; 
cf. 87.2) the treaty. Hence it is no longer binding on them and they need not submit to 
arbitration. This perverse law and logic Thucydides exposes, without implying that this one 
issue resolves the wider question of responsibility for the war. 
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The exchange between Archidamus and Sthenelaidas (chs. 80-86) cul­
minating the conference at Sparta does much to illumine Spartan attitudes .  
But by the time Sthenelaidas appears and expresses the bold tenacity of 
traditional Sparta, much has been done to encourage a critical examination 
of his speech, indeed to let it expose itself as a rhetorical cliche. The 
phrasing of the speech brings out its specious sloganeering: 

And if they [the Athenians] were agathoi [good or courageous] at that time as 

regards the Persians but are now kakoi [evil or cowardly] as regards us, they 

deserve double punishment because from being good [agath6n] they have become 

evil [kakoi]. But we have not changed, and as for our allies , if we are sensible, 

we will not let them be mistreated nor will we delay [mellesomen] our retaliation 

until they are no longer about to be [mellousi] badly treated [kakOs paschein]. 
Others have great wealth and ships and horses;  we have good [agathoi] allies who 

must not be betrayed to the Athenians. Nor is the matter to be resolved by dis­

cussions [logois] when it is not in name [logoi] that they are being harmed. Rather 

retaliation is to be undertaken, swiftly and with all strength. ( l . 86. 1 -3) 

The shallowness is evident in the j ingles and equivocations of the language . 
But the speciousness of Sthenelaidas' speech is also exposed by its place 
in the antilogy . It follows immediately after another Spartan speaker, King 
Archidamus , has expounded the reasons for caution and delay (ch. 80-
85 . 2) .  He is a wise and experienced statesman, whose arguments are 

confirmed by what is already known of the strategic situation and Athenian 
resources : 

Against men whose land is far off, and who moreover know the sea full well and 

have arranged all other matters in excellent fashion , with wealth public and private , 

with ships and cavalry and heavy infantry and total population to be found in no 

other single Greek city, and who have in addition many allies who pay them 

tribute-how should we undertake war against these and in what can we trust when 

before we are ready we hasten against them? Is it in our ships? But we are inferior, 

and if we practice and make counter preparations it will take time. Or is it in 

money? We are even further behind in this respect and our treasury is empty and 

we do not readily contribute from our personal funds .  Perhaps someone feels 

confident because we surpass them in heavy infantry and in numbers, so that we 

can ravage their land by repeated invasions .  But they have much land in their 

empire and can import by sea what they need. And if we try to get their allies to 

revolt, we will need ships to help them, since they are for the most part islanders. 

What sort of war will we encounter? If we do not have naval superiority and cannot 

take away the flow of income from which they support the navy, we will have the 
worst of it. ( l .80 . 3-8 1 .4) 
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Against these words of the wise adviser Archidamus the impetuosity of 
the advocate of immediate war is swiftly recognized as shallow and de­
ceptive .  

The Spartan voters , however, do not share this recognition. By a large 
majority they vote as Sthenelaidas has urged (87 . 3) .  Once again the reader 
views events ironically, knowing that the war will be far more difficult 
than the Spartans anticipate . This recognition derives from the form of the 
debate between Archidamus and Sthenelaidas and from the reader's knowl­
edge of the length and difficulty of the war. But it also has another, and 
very important, basis: the awareness of some of the characteristics of the 
Spartans and the Athenians as expounded in an earlier portion of the 
Conference at Sparta. Thucydides passes over several speeches that made 
specific complaints about Athenian actions including the denial of auton­
omy to Aegina, restrictions placed on Megarean travellers and traders .4 1  
He chooses instead to report the last of these speeches by foreign critics 
of Athens . The address of the Corinthian delegates is fresh and surprising 
in its strategy and introduces a theme of recurring importance in the His­
tories, the contrast between Athenian and Spartan character. The Corinthian 
delegates are represented as concerned less with attacking the Athenians 
than with chastising the Spartans for their slowness to act and reluctance 
to take firm measures against the expansion of Athenian power. The point 
is driven home in an elaborate contrast between Athenian and Spartan 
character: 

They are innovators and sharp at fanning a plan and at completing in action 
whatever they resolve, while you try to save what you already have and make no 
further resolutions , and in practice do not even follow through on what is essential . 
Or again , they are bold even beyond their power and risk takers even when reason 
says no and full of hopes in the midst of trouble. But your pattern is to do less 
than your power allows, not even to trust in secure plans and to think that you 
will never get out of trouble. They do not hesitate; you delay; they strike out 
abroad while you are stay-at-homes , for they think that by their absence they will 

41 1 .67 . 3-4. The most notorious omission is the Megarean complaint. Thucydides' con­
temporaries attached great importance to the Megarean decree as a cause of the war; they 
were followed in the fourth century B.C. by Ephorus (FGrHist 70 F 1 96) whose account 
influenced many writers of later antiquity (e .g .  Diodorus Siculus 12 .38-4 1 . 1 ) and of modem 
times .  A strong case can be made that the Megarean decree had an important role in the 
growth of hostility and tension in the pre-war years, and that Thucydides' account attaches 
too little significance to it. The reason for Thucydides' de-emphasis of the Megarean affair 
is more difficult to assess. My own suspicion is that he saw his account as a corrective to a 
simplistic view that the war resulted from the passage of this decree and Pericles '  resistance 
to its repeal. Amid the immense scholarly literature on this problem de Ste . Croix 's  Origins 
of the Peloponnesian War provides a controversial but illuminating starting point. 
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acquire something and you believe that aggressiveness will damage what you 

already have . When they defeat an enemy, they push the advantage as far as they 

can; if defeated, they retreat as little as they must . And they expend their bodies 
for their city as if they were not their own, but they use their intelligence as if 
helping her were strengthening their own home . When they form a plan and it 

does not succeed, they think they have been deprived of their own property, but 

when their aggression results in gain, they think they have accomplished little in 

comparison to what will happen in the future. If they fail in some attempt, they 

fill the gap with new hopes . They alone simultaneously attain and hope for whatever 
they plan thanks to the swift application of their resolutions . . . .  Thus if someone 

summed them up by saying that their nature was neither to enjoy tranquillity 

themselves nor allow it to other human beings, he would speak correctly .42 

The rhetorical strategy is daring and ingenious . The Corinthians avoid 
rehearsing their grievances and making moralistic criticisms of Spartan 
conduct. They might have tried to provoke the Spartans b¥ pointing out 
that delay would be considered anandria , or cowardice .43 This injects the 
element we have expected into the analysis of power-the nonquantifiables 
of disposition and character. But the specific characteristics are as sur­
prising as the rhetorical strategy of the speech. The Sparta we meet through 
this speech is not the conventional disciplined military state , the Sparta of 
Leonidas , prepared to march out against overwhelming odds in defense of 
freedom and honor but a city slow to plan and reluctant to act .  44 The 
Athenians by contrast have qualities that might be deplored in some cir­
cumstances but that are presented as effective and likely to bring success 
against the old-fashioned ways of the Spartans: "Your dispositions are 
old-fashioned by comparison to theirs . As in the crafts , innovation is 
destined to prevail . For a tranquil city undisturbed customs are best, but 
those who are compelled to respond to many situations have need of many 
innovations" ( 1 . 7 1 . 2) .  Thus in his first consideration of the less tangible 
factors in the war Thucydides contrasts the Athenians and the Spartans 
and again points toward Athenian success . The Sparta presented by the 
Corinthians is an obsolescent power, lacking the innovative and aggressive 

42 I .  70.2-9. Two features of the passage are especially difficult to bring over in English: 
the iteration of yvooµlJ and related words (six times in the passage) and the repetition of words 
with the prefix, tm- ,  usually with a hostile sense (nine times in the passage). fvooµlJ is not 
associated exclusively with the Athenians in this passage, but the Em- prefixes are used to 
suggest their aggressiveness . 

43 Archidamus rebuts this unmade argument in I .  83 . I f. But to use it would be trite and 
might be thought old-fashioned, and this any sophisticated speaker would wish to avoid; cf. 
7. 69. 2. The Corinthians are represented instead as advancing quite unconventional arguments 
about Sparta. 

44 N.B .  1 .69. 5 .  
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daring of  the Athenians . The implication i s  clear: i n  a war with Sparta 
Athens should be able to prevail . 

To the reader this presents in intensified form the recurring paradox of 
the first book . The analysis of events seems to compel the conclusion that 
Athens has both the power and the qualities that should prevail in a war 
with Sparta and her allies . The known outcome of the war is , however, 
Athenian defeat . But while the reader cannot escape the conflict between 
analysis and fact, the author can retain his distance and remain taciturn. 
The contrast between Athenian and Spartan characters , for example , is not 
presented as the author' s  own view but as a persuasive device adopted by 
Corinthian diplomats . Thucydides ultimately makes explicit his agreement 
with much of the Corinthians' analysis. But his statement comes only in 
the eighth book after a Spartan failure to follow up on a victory is described . 
"But not on this occasion alone did the Lacedaemonians prove to be the 
most convenient of all possible opponents for the Athenians . There were 
many other instances , for being most at variance in their dispositions­
the one group sharp, the other slow; the one aggressive , the other lacking 
boldness-the Spartans were very helpful , especially in the case of a naval 
empire . The Syracusans demonstrate this :  since they were in disposition 
most like the Athenians, they were their most effective opponents . "45 In 
the meantime, readers have been able to assess , and to qualify,  the char­
acterization of the Athenians and the Spartans presented in the Corinthian 
speech. We have seen the counterexamples of individual leaders such as 
Pausanias and the campaigns of Brasidas, all of which serve to give shading 
and tone to the initial contrast. On the Athenian side as well , the narrative 
eventually imposes qualifications and nuance. The case of Nicias makes 
it clear how much an individual leader can vary from the characteristics 
of his country and show resemblances to those of the opposing power. It 
is not long until the events reported in the Histories remind us of how 
many adjustments must be made in the Corinthians' useful but incomplete 
generalizations .  It has already been revealed that the Spartan authorities 
have promised the Potidaeans that they would come to their aid by invading 
Attica.46 In addition, as we have seen , the outcome of the Conference at 
Sparta is that the critics of hesitation and compromise carry the day . To 

45 8 .96.5 .  There are, to be sure, signs of authorial agreement earlier in the Histories , e .g .  
6. 93 . l ;  but this i s  the most explicit statement. 

46 l . 58 .  l .  This is one of Thucydides' most sensational revelations about Spartan policy in 
the pre-war years, similar to his report that earlier in the century the Spartans had promised 
the Thasians they would assist them by invading Attica ( I .  I 0 l ) .  In each case the assertion 
is introduced succinctly, almost in passing, without clarifying precisely who made the prom­
ise, how they thought they could deliver on it, and above all how Thucydides knew. 
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the stereotype of Spartans must be added the qualities that let Sthenelaidas 
persuade his fellow citizens . 

By the completion of the account of the Conference at Sparta the reader 
is confronted with several unresolved issues . The largest, and most dif­
ficult , is what went wrong and where precisely are to be found the causes 
of Athens ' defeat . More immediate, however, is the question of national 
characteristics and the extent to which the Corinthians '  characterization 
can be accepted . Hence we approach the next section of the work with a 
new set of questions in mind . This consideration may help explain the 
unusual arrangement of material in the book . Logically and chronologically 
this first assembly at Sparta should be followed by the convention of the 
allies and the vote of the Peloponnesian League to go to war, that is by 
chapters 1 1 8- 1 26 .  1 .  Instead Thucydides digresses on the events in the 
approximately fifty years between the Persian and the Peloponnesian Wars . 
This account, the ' '  Pentecontaetia, ' '  has often been thought to be peculiarly 
placed . Should it not directly have followed the Archaeology? 

But , as we have seen , Thucydides ' narrative often performs many ta..,ks 
simultaneoulsy . The Pentecontaetia, like the Archaeology , is not a simple 
story of events in a given time period. It is again highly selective and 
focused on themes and ideas rather than on comprehensive coverage .47 Its 
placement comes at the point the reader is ready to contemplate these 
themes and ideas . After an initial section devoted to the building of the 
Athenian walls and the acquisition of the leadership of the war against the 
Persians (chs . 88-96) Thucydides briefly comments on the principles of 
his treatment of the fifty-year period. He indicates he wishes to provide 
an account of a period that had been neglected by other historians , except 
for Hellanicus whose treatment was brief and chronologically imprecise . 
He indicates it contains a demonstration of the way by which the empire 
of Athens was established" ( l . 97 .2) .  He indicates he will particularly 
discuss the Athenians' relations with the Persians, the revolts of their allies , 
and contacts with the Peloponnesians ( 1 .  97 . 1 ) .  Even within these cate­
gories , however, the account of the Pentecontaetia is selective and omits 
significant episodes in each category . 48 

47 Cf. P. K. Walker, "Purpose and Method of the Pentekontaetia in Thucydides , Book 
I ,"  CQ n .s .  7 ( 1 957) 27-39 . 

48 ( I )  Relations with Persians: Even if the much disputed Peace of Callias did not exist, 
there certainly must have been some diplomatic contacts with the Persians during the fifty 
years . One is implied by Herodotus 7 . 1 5 1 . See J. Walsh's  important discussion, ' 'The Peace 
of Callias and the Congress Decree,"  Chiron I I  ( 1 98 1 )  3 1 -63 . 

(2) Revolts of the allies not mentioned by Thucydides seem likely in several cases on the 
basis of epigraphical evidence, e .g .  Miletus (see J. Barron "Milesian Politics and Propa-
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When the digression is complete Thucydides restates the leading ideas 
in language reminiscent of the earlier passage . There is ,  however, a new 
emphasis:  

All these events among the Greeks and between them and the Persians took place 

in approximately fifty years between the withdrawal of Xerxes and the beginning 

of this war.  During this time the Athenians strengthened their control over the 
empire and made great strides forward in power. The Lacedaemonians, though 
they saw what was happening, did not try to stop it in any significant way , but 
remained tranquil for the better part of the period. Even before this they were not 

swift to go to war unless forced to it. They were also inhibited by domestic battles . 
But finally the power of the Athenians had advanced so unmistakably and their 

own alliance was so threatened , that they decided it could no longer be tolerated. 
They resolved that every effort was to be made and Athenian strength was , if 
possible , to be destroyed by the undertaking of this war. (1 . 1 1 8 . 2) 

This restatement , as so often in Thucydides,  brings out the themes that 
have been implicit in the preceding narrative . It can be seen that the growth 
of Athenian power, the truest cause of the war, is the underlying topic of 
the Pentecontaetia49 and that this growth of power is explained in part by 
the characteristics and dispositions of the two great powers . The Athenians 
continue the growth of power that was evident in the Archaeology; the 
Spartans illustrate the slowness and hesitation of which the Corinthians 
have accused them. 

In addition to its other functions, the Pentecontaetia provides an op­
portunity to test the ideas and generalizations that were adduced in the first 
debate at Sparta. In that debate the Athenians , for example , had explained 
in general terms how it was that they acquired their leadership of the naval 
confederacy of the Greeks : "We received this not by force but when you 

ganda, "  JHS 82 ( 1962] l -6 ,  and cf. ML p. 106); Erythrae (ML No. 40 also in /G i3 14); and 
Colophon (ML No. 47, also in /G i337). 

(3) Relations with the Peloponnesians are very inadequately treated, especially for the 
period of the so-called "First Peloponnesian War. " The background to the truce mentioned 
in chapter 1 1 2 ,  for example, is not explained. Nor is the Spartan treaty with Argos noted 
(cf. 5 . 14) .  These omissions suggest that the Pentecontaetia is incomplete and would have 
received further revision if Thucydides had lived. The same is suggested by the juxtaposition 
of the criticism of Hellanicus as chronologically imprecise with a narrative that is itself open 
to similar criticism. Thus it would be a mistake to put much emphasis on omissions from 
the Pentecontaetia, but we are still left with the question why even a first draft would include 
this selection of episodes. It is to this question that the comments in the text are directed. 

•• Cf. H. D. Westlake, "Thucydides and the Pentekontaetia ,"  CQ n . s .  5 ( 1955) 66: "It 
is beyond doubt that the purpose of the excursus of the Pentecontaetia is very largely , if not 
wholly , to substantiate the view of Thucydides on the alethestate prophasis of the Pelo­
ponnesian war. " 
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Spartans were unwilling to see the remainder of the operations against the 
Persians through to a conclusion , the allies came to us and of their own 
accord asked us to become their leaders" ( 1 .  7 5 .  1 ) .  In the Pentecontaetia 
the story of the Spartan regent Pausanias (chs .  94 and 95) helps the reader 
to assess the Athenian claim. Pausanias ' arrogant behavior and evident 
treasonous collaboration with the Persians provoke great ill-feeling and he 
is eventually recalled to Sparta: ' 'They no longer sent him out as an official , 
but in his place instead Dorkis and some others with him, in charge of a 
small force. To these the allies no longer granted the position of leadership. 
They saw what was happening and withdrew . The Spartans no longer sent 
out others , for they feared that those who left Sparta turned bad-which 
the case of Pausanias could be seen to confirm. And they got out of the 
Persian war this way and thought the Athenians were accommodating 
enough as leaders , at least for the moment. "50 

The account in the Pentecontaetia not only corroborates the main ::s­
sertion of the Athenians in the debate at Sparta but obliquely justifies their 
subsequent twists of the Spartan tail :  "If you pulled us down and took 
over the empire , you would swiftly tum in the good will which you have 
acquired thanks to fear of us-if your present policies were similar to those 
you showed in the short period when you were the leader against the 
Persians . Your customs do not mix with those of others and each person 
who is sent out from Sparta observes neither these nor what is customary 
in the rest of Greece" ( l .77 .6) .  The narrative of the Pentecontaetia,  in 
other words, functions in part as a confirmation of ideas and claims intro­
duced in the debate at Sparta. 5 1  It further illustrates the energy of the 
Athenians and helps corroborate the Corinthian characterization of the 
contrast between the Spartans and the Athenians . As in that passage the 
Athenians are the center of attention. The narrative shows them in action 
in every quarter of the eastern Mediterranean , sailing around the Pelo­
ponnese ( 108 .  5 ) ,  establishing control of the narrows of the Corinthian Gulf 
( 103 . 3 ) ,  and engaged in northern Greece ( 100.2) ,  Asia Minor ( 100. 1 ) ,  
Cyprus ( 1 1 2 .4) ,  and Egypt ( 104) .  From time to time episodes not only 
help confirm the determination and vigor of the Athenians , but seem to 
be shaped to illustrate it: 

'° I . 95 . 6-7. A significantly different version is presented in Aristotelian Athenaion Politeia 
25 .2 ;  cf. Herodotus 9 . 106.  These indicate immediate hostility on the part of Sparta to Athenian 
leadership . 

" For the use of narrative as confirmation in ancient rhetoric,  see [Aristotle] Rhetorica ad 
Alexandrum chs. 30-32 . 
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When a battle took place at Tanagra in Boeotia the Lacedaemonians and their allies 
won and there were heavy casualties on both sides. The Lacedaemonians moved 
into the Megarid, cut down some trees , and went home via Mt. Geraneia and the 
Corinthian Isthmus .  But the Athenians on the sixty-second day after the battle 

made an expedition into Boeotia, under the command of Myronides .  In a battle at 
Oenophyta they defeated the Boeotians , won control of the territory of Boeotia 

and Phocis,  pulled down the walls of the Tanagrans, took the hundred wealthiest 
men of the Opuntian Locrians as prisoners and completed their own long walls . 

( I . 108 . 2-3) 

In a succinct narrative such as the Pentecontaetia, there is no need to report 
the number of days between the two battles nor the details of Athenian 
operations after Oenophyta. Allusion to Athenian domination of central 
Greece would suffice . But the contrast between the Athenian conduct and 
the Spartan illustrates the Corinthian claim that the Spartans do less than 
their power allows while when the Athenians ' 'defeat an enemy, they push 
the advantage as far as they can; if defeated, they retreat as little as they 
must" (ch. 70) . Another episode refutes a Peloponnesian expectation about 
the Athenians: S ince the Peloponnesians wanted to help the Aeginetans 
[ in their struggle with Athens] , they landed three hundred Corinthian and 
Epidaurian hoplites as auxiliaries [on Aegina] . Then the Corinthians and 
their allies seized the passes through Mt. Geraneia and moved down to 
the Megarid, thinking that the Athenians would be unable to assist the 
Megareans when they had a large force operating in Aegina and another 
in Egypt . Or if they did assist them, they would withdraw from Aegina" 
( 1 . 1 05 . 3) .  But the Peloponnesians badly misassess their opponent. The 
Athenians "did not move the expedition at Aegina, but the oldest and 
youngest draft classifications , who had been left at Athens , come to Megara 
under command of Myronides" ( 1 . 105 .4) . 52 The result is an Athenian 
victory . 

The impression that emerges from the Pentecontaetia is of the restless 
energy of the Athenians,  their refusal to be stymied, their ability to come 
out of every setback with even greater vigor than before . At a civic level 
they display precisely what Themistocles represents as an individual : bold­
ness ,  decisiveness, cleverness , a willingness to take risks . The Spartans , 

" A  similar pattern appears in chapter 1 14: While Euboea is in revolt, Megara, with the 
assistance of Corinth and others, breaks away from Athens . Under Spartan leadership the 
Peloponnesians then invade Attica. But Pericles quickly withdraws from Euboea, the 
Peloponnesians withdraw from Attica, and Pericles then returns to Euboea and reduces it. 
The narrative emphasizes the speed and decisiveness of Athenian action. It says nothing 
about the widespread rumor that Pericles had bribed King Pleistoanax of Sparta to withdraw 
his army from Attica. See 2 .2 1 . 1  and Gomme in HCT on 1 . 1 14 .2 (p. 34 1 ) .  
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by contrast , seem to have indecisive leadership and to be without a clear 
direction for growth. They distrust boldness and innovation .53 What impedes 
them, however, is not always lethargy or failure of will; sometimes very 
practical considerations prevent them from acting . At the time of the revolt 
of Thasos from Athens , for example, the Spartans were, according to 
Thucydides , willing to help the Thasians , but they were incapacitated by 
"domestic wars , "  that is , by the revolt of disaffected groups within their 
society : 

When the Thasians had been defeated in battle [by the Athenians) and were be­

sieged , they called upon the Lacedaemonians and urged them to come to their aid 

by invading Attica.  The Lacedaemonians made a secret promise that they would, 

and were about to , but were prevented by the earthquake during which the Helots 
and the Thouriatai and Aithaeans of the perioikic class broke away to Mt. lthome . 

(The Helots for the most part were the descendants of the old Messenians who had 
been enslaved . For this reason they were all called "Messenians . " ) So the Spartans 

had a war with the rebels on Ithome and the Thasians after two years of siege 
came to terms with the Athenians. ( 1 . 1 01) 

Thus we move beyond the generalizations of the Corinthians to an 
understanding of some of the mechanisms of power and the patterns that 
contribute to or detract from the effectiveness of the two major states . The 
Spartans are not unaware of the growth of Athenian power, nor unwilling 
to act, but are prevented from effective action , especially by the Helot 
problem. 54 The Athenians at the same time benefit from the procedures of 
the empire and the natural reluctance of the subject cities to do military 
service: " Because of this avoidance of military expeditions the majority 
of them arranged to pay in cash rather than in ships the due expense so 
that they did not have to leave home . The naval power of Athens was 
increased by the expenditures which they contributed, while they were 
unprepared when they broke away and lacked skill in warfare" ( 1 . 99 .3 ) .  

The Pentecontaet�a thus forges a link between the quantitative analysis 
of power in the Archaeology and the emphasis on national characteristics 
in the Corinthian speech at Sparta. Moreover, it lets the reader see how 
these rather abstract and general considerations apply in specific historical 

" N .B .  1 . 102 . 3  "fearing the boldness and innovation of the Athenians" bdcravw; 
TWV 'A0Tjva(wv TO wl..µT]QOV xal T�v VEWTEQOltOlLUV ,  though in 102 . 3  the Spartan fear 
of innovation is quite specific: the fear that the rebels on Mt. Ithome will persuade the 
Athenians to try revolutionary activity: µfi Tl . . .  VEWTEQ[crwcr1. 

"' There were certainly many other problems affecting Spartan effectiveness, including the 
rivalry between the two royal houses and the built-in conflicts between ephors and kings, 
but Thucydides feels the Helot problem was the crucial one: alEl yag Ta itol..l..a AaxE­
bmµov(ou; ltQO� Toil� Eil..wta� tf)� <j>ul..axf)� itEQl µal..tcrta xa0ncrtTixEt (4 . 80.3) .  
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circumstances . As we watch , the dynamic of Greek history seems again 
to be working in the Athenians' favor. Her power, readiness , and expe­
rience grow, her opponents are so far unable to take effective action to 
stop her. At the outbreak of the war, with Samos subjugated and Corcyra 
in alliance , it appears almost too late to stop her . 55 

W I N N I N G  T H E  W A R  

At the end of the Pentecontaetia (ch . 1 1 8) the narrative returns to the 
Spartan decision to make war. The themes and some of the language evoke 
chapters 88 and 89 . In addition we once again witness an assembly at 
Sparta and hear another polemical speech by the Corinthians (chs . 1 20-
1 24) . On this occasion , however, the audience is composed of represent­
atives of the states of the Peloponnesian League . They vote to support 
Sparta and to go to war. Their decision , although unequivocal , does not 
lead to immediate hostilities .  The end of the summer of 432 and the opening 
months of 43 1 B .c .  are spent in preparations for an attack on the Athenians 
and in the sending of ambassadors to make charges against the Athenians 
• ' so that they might have the greatest justification for war, if the Athenians 
did not make concessions . '  '56 

If Thucydides is right in presenting the Peloponnesian vote as an un­
qualified decision to make war and the diplomatic activity as propaganda, 
then the reader is forced to accept the cogency and reasonableness of 
Periclean policy. Although willing , even eager, for the arbitration provi­
sions of the Thirty Years Peace to be invoked, Pericles rejected concessions 
to the Peloponnesians , on the grounds that they would lead the enemy to 
conclude the Athenians were afraid and thus result in further and greater 
demands ( 1 . 1 40 . 5 ) .  He was, moreover, confident of Athens ' ability to 
sustain a war with the Peloponnesians , emphasizing in his analysis the 
importance of precisely the naval power and financial reserve that operated 
so strongly in the Archaeology. 

" 1 . 1 1 8 . 2  is mildly sarcastic: The Spartans did little or nothing until the power of Athens 
had greatly increased; then they thought it was intolerable and that all zeal (prothymia) had 
to be used in destroying it. The iteration of expressions for necessity in -tea echoes Sthe­
nelaidas in 86. 3 .  

,. 1 . 1 26. 1 .  Since Thucydides reports no  conditions or restrictions in  the decision to make 
war ( 1 25 . 1 ) ,  the final phrase in 1 26. 1 ,  �v µ� tL Eouxouwmv, is puzzling . What if the 
Athenians made a concession, such as the repeal of the Megarean decree? Could there then 
have been a process of negotiation that might have avoided the war? The last group of Spartan 
ambassadors to go to Athens before the war say so. More significantly, perhaps, Archidamus 
seems to act on this notion, immediately before the first invasion (2. 1 2 . 1 and 1 2 .4 ;  cf. 1 8 .5 ) .  
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Pericles '  confidence is the culmination of the analysis of the first book. 
The factors that have shaped Greek history in the past are the ones upon 
which Pericles builds his strategy . We know that if the innovative and 
energetic spirit of the Athenians endures,  Pericles has good reason for his 
assurance . In addition, a third consideration encourages confidence in 
Athenian success . The new factor is leadership . Throughout much of the 
first book political leadership is a rather peripheral issue . The Archaeology ,  
as  we have seen , concentrates on  process rather than personality or  alludes 
to individuals largely to illustrate processes and sources of power. The 
characteristics discussed by the Corinthians and clarified by the narrative 
of the Pentecontaetia and other sections are national rather than personal 
ones. But in the final portion of the book attention moves away from 
collective and abstract considerations toward a consideration of individuals 
and the ways in which they shape events . We can already glimpse this 
shift in the conflict between King Archidamus and the ephor Sthenelaidas 
at Sparta. Thucydides '  purpose here is not so much to clarify the nature 
of political factions and tensions within Sparta as to alert the reader to an 
important contrast between pre-war Sparta and Athens . As the first book 
draws to a close the full significance of that contrast becomes clear. While 
Sparta is divided in its counsels and subject to the persuasive manipulations 
of a Sthenelaidas , Athens seems unified behind the leadership of Pericles . 

Pericles comes into focus only gradually and late . Apart from a few 
allusions to him in the Pentecontaetia, his importance first becomes clear 
when the Spartan embassy demands that the Athenians drive out the de­
scendants of a group of Athenians who two hundred years earlier had 
committed a religious crime . With a hint oj sarcasm Thucydides affirms 
the sincerity of the Spartan concern about the gods, but goes on to observe 
that the Spartans knew that Pericles was related to the guilty ones on his 
mother' s  side and thought that if he were removed Athenian affairs might 
make easier progress .57 They thought in any event that the charge might 
weaken his standing with the Athenians . 

The Athenian rejection of this embassy 's  demands leads to a digression 
on the two most brilliant Greeks of their day , Themistocles of Athens and 
Pausanias of Sparta. The excursus (chs.  1 28- 1 38) sustains the new attention 
to individual leaders and at the same time adds new depth and complexity 
to the contrast of national characters introduced earlier in the book. But it 
is also a reminder that, for all their brilliance, both men were rejected by 

57 1 . 1 27 . 1 .  On bij0EV to indicate sarcasm see Classen-Steup ad Joe. and G. Denniston, 
The Greek Particles, 2nd ed . (Oxford 1954) p.  264. 
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their cities and strongly suspected of treason . Each turns to the King of 
Persia and ends his life despised by his countrymen. 

Against this background the narrative turns to Pericles and to the first 
of a series of his speeches reported in the first and second books . His 
purpose in this oration is to dissuade the Athenians from any concession 
and to convince them that Athens can overcome in a war with the Pelo­
ponnesians. This brilliant and compelling speech is not balanced against 
the words of a rival politician in a typical Thucydidean antilogy . It is rather 
an antilogy at a distance , answering , almost point by point , the arguments 
of the Corinthians in their last speech at Sparta. 58 The answer is built in 
large part upon the analysis of power in the Archaeology, but also restates 
and reinforces Archidamus '  arguments about the difficulties that confront 
the Peloponnesians and the opportunities for the Athenians: 

And if they march with their infantry against our territory , we will sail against 

theirs . It will not be an even trade to ravage part of the Peloponnese and all of 

Attica, for they will not acquire other territory without a fight, while we have 
abundant land on the islands and on the mainland. The command of the sea is a 

great thing . Consider this: if we were islanders , who would be less vulnerable? In 
our present circumstances we should develop a strategy that approximates this 

situation , by letting our land and houses go, while guarding our city and the sea. 
We must never get angry over them and join battle with the Peloponnesians who 

far outnumber us, for if we win, we will battle again with no fewer opponents ,  

while i f  we blunder, we lose in  addition the source of  our strength-the control 
of our allies .  They will not stay tranquil if we cannot mount an expedition against 
them. (1. 143 .4-5) 

'" The similarities to chapters 1 2 1  and 1 22 of the Corinthian speech are evident throughout 
chapters 1 4 1 - 143 but the verbal connections are especially clear in Pericles' comments in 
143 . 1 :  

1 . 1 2 1 . 3 ,  �!;aQwo6µ£0a xat ano TWv £v 8EA<j>oii; xat 'OA.vµn:i11 xQ'lµ{tTwv· 1\Uv£1oµa yaQ ito1l)oa­
µEvo1 UltOAaf\EiV o!o( T' EoµEv µ1001'.j> µEi�OVI WU<; !;EVO'U<; atl'tWV vavf\ami;. 

1 . 143 . I Ei TE xat x1vftoaVTE<; TWV 'OA.vµn:iao1v ii 8tA.<f>oii; JCQ'l]µaTwv µ1001'.j> µEi�ov1 1t£1-
Q<j>VT0 t)µ&v UltOAaf\EiV WU<; !;Evo'U<; TWV VQ'UTWV. 

The similarities are so close that some critics have argued that Thucydides in effect illustrates 
Mencken's definition of a historian as a "failed novelist" ;  i .e .  he composed the two speeches 
to advance his own presentation of the war, with little regard for what was actually said by 
the speakers. Surely Thucydides wants to emphasize the counterpoint of ideas but we must 
be cautious before assuming that Pericles never knew of or responded to the Corinthian 
analysis. The Corinthian speech was given before delegates from a large number of cities 
and the vote was by no means unanimous ( 1 . 1 25 . 1 ) .  Secrecy would not easily be maintained. 
Reports of their arguments would eagerly have been sought in Athens and much discussed. 
Hence Pericles would have had a strong incentive to respond to the Corinthians' claims. 
Thucydides task would then have been to select this speech out of others given in this period 
and to shape it in a way that brought out its relationship to the themes and ideas of the rest 
of the Histories. 
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The arguments of the second Corinthian speech are easily dispatched . The 
Peloponnesians , Pericles shows , will not find it easy to hire away the 
rowers on the Athenian fleet, since higher pay will not outbalance the 
greater danger (ch . 143) . Nor can they swiftly acquire the naval skill that 
the Athenians have been developing since the Persian Wars ( 142 .6f. ) ;  nor 
will any enemy fortification in Attic territory prove effective . Whatever 
damages it inflicts will be outweighed by Athenian naval attacks on their 
territory ( 1 42 .  2-4) . 59 While refuting these arguments ,  Pericles can drive 
home the importance of finances and of naval power which emerges from 
the analysis of the Archaeology and has been affirmed by Archidamus .  60 

Pericles' speech then is the culmination of the analysis of the book and 
carries us with it by the rigor and intelligence of its analysis. 61 His strategy 
derives from the Themistoclean transformation of Athens into a walled 
naval power and from the analysis of power that seems so amply confirmed 
by the narrative of the first book. He sees what needs to be done and 
convinces the assembly that his advice is best (arista 1 . 145 .  l ) .  Decisive , 
unchallenged, he seems properly described by Thucydides '  introduction , 
with its epic ring: "a  man who was at that time the first of the Athenians , 
most powerful in word and action. " 62 But the undercurrent of doubt and 
tension that we have felt in other passages persists even now . The course 
of the war will not be as simple as Pericles seems to imply; with it will 
come loss and sufferings , as yet only alluded to, but of great intensity and 
significance . The war as projected through the speeches of the first book 
is a chess game, logical and remote, a testing ground of ideas and strategies . 

'9 The references to an epiteichismos in Attica have provoked much scholarly discussion, 
because they so obviously call to mind the fortification of Deceleia in 4 1 3 .  As so often the 
composition question has obscured the problem, with advocates of a late dating for this 
section of the work arguing that the references to such fortifications must belong after Deceleia 
and advocates of earlier composition point out that such ideas were discussed long before 
the actual operations began. See Gomme in HCT on 1 . 1 24.3 (p. 4 1 8) .  Nothing can be proved 
about the date of original composition, but as he read through these passages a post-war 
reader would certainly be reminded, as the scholiast in 1 . 122 . 1  was , of Deceleia. Since 
Thucydides surely revised his work in the post-war period, he must have been willing to let 
the remainder of Deceleia stand, even though it might easily have been suppressed in a 
narrative as succinct as this.  

60 The first is  emphasized by the repetition of the word, xQiiµai:a, throughout the speech: 
1 . 14 1 . 3 ,  1 . 1 4 1 . 5 ;  1 . 142. 1 ;  1 . 143 . 1 .  The second is expresed in more varied language but is 
no less prominent: 1 . 14 1 .4; 1 . 1 42 .2 ,  1 . 142 .4-9; 1 . 143 passim. 

61 The speaker's self-characterization in the opening sentence of his first speech is often 
an important clue to the way Thucydides wishes us to view him. Thus Archidamus' empeiria 
(80. 1 ) ,  Sthenelaidas' "know-nothingism" (86. 1 ) ,  Cleon's  egotism and anti-democratic dis­
position (3 . 37 . 1 ) ,  are all significant. Pericles' opening underlines the constancy of his gnome. 

62 1 39 .4 .  Cf. Homer Iliad 9.443 , Thucydides '  own description of Pericles in 1 27 . 3  (rov 
yO.Q O\JVa'tcinutrn:; 'tWv x.a0' Ea\J'tOV, and Protagoras in Plato Protagoras 3 1 8  d .  
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Pericles i s  clearly a superb player but what will the effect be when the 
game moves to the battlefields? There are signs already of problems . When, 
for example , Pericles points out that the war may prove to be a long one 
he adds "for them, "  the enemy ( l . 1 4 1 . 5 ) .  But the reader knows it is not 
just "for them" that the war turns out to be longer than expected . Its 
unexpected length affects all participants , not least the Athenians . And 
although in the short run the Peloponnesian arguments are flawed, over a 
longer period they can prove correct. It is not easy for them to hire the 
crews away from the Athenian navy nor to develop comparable naval skill 
of their own, but ultimately they manage to do both . An effective Pelo­
loponnesian base of operation in Attica is not established in the opening 
years of the war, but eventually the fort at Deceleia reduces Athens itself 
to a virtual garrison . 63 When Pericles in the phraseology current at the 
time of the outbreak of the war64 says, "if we were islanders , who would 
be less vulnerable , "  he makes a telling point about the ability of Athens 
to resist a Peloponnesian invasion. But the reader knows that there is a 
potential irony in the question . Athens is not an island and will find it 
difficult to pretend to be one. A strategy of self-confinement behind the 
walls may not be as easy as it appears . Pericles ' comment that he has a 
greater fear of Athenian errors than of Peloponnesian planning hints not 
only at the well-known Athenian mistakes during the course of the war 
but at the possibility that even Pericles' brilliant analysis may yet contain 
a flaw. 

The effect of his speech then is ,  as often in Thucydides , complex. We 
are carried along by its logic and force, but remain aware simultaneously 
of ironic possibilities . Knowing the outcome of the war, we recognize the 
discrepancy between his confidence and the difficulties that await both 
sides .  The tension that we have detected under the surface throughout the · 
first book persists , then, even at the very end. Only the war itself can 
provide a resolution . 

63 In 1 42 .4  Pericles refers to such a fortification as a phrourion . In 7 .28 .  l Athens itself 
is described as reduced to a phrourion by the occupation of Deceleia. The language of 142.4 
is also adapted in 7 . 27 .4f. 

64 The same idea is expressed in pseudo-Xenophon Athenaion Politeia 2. 14 .  The dating 
of this treatise continues to be disputed though the case for a date early in the Peloponnesian 
War seems to me to be overwhelmingly strong. See now E. Levy, Athenes devant la defaite 
de 404 (Bibliotheque des Ecoles Fran�aises d'Athenes et de Rome, fasc . 225 , Paris 1976) 
273-275 . 
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T H E  O U T B R E A K  O F  T H E  W A R  

ON A R A I N Y  night in the spring of 43 1 B . C .  during a month set 
aside by their fellow citizens for sacred observances , a group of 

wealthy but disaffected Plataeans opened the gates of their city to troops 
from Thebes . The Theban force, a little more than three hundred, moved 
swiftly, took the town by surprise and seemed to be in command. But later 
that night the other inhabitants recognized their superior numbers , coun­
terattacked and forced the Thebans to withdraw . Some were killed; some 
captured and later put to death . When Thebes sent a larger force against 
the city, the Plataeans asked for help from their ally , Athens ,  and prepared 
for a siege. The Peloponnesian War had begun . 1  

The beginning is as surprising to the reader as to the unwary Plataeans . 
Throughout the first book we have heard little of them or their opponents , 
the Thebans. Plataea has been mentioned only as the site of the famous 
battle in the second Persian invasion , where the Spartans under Pausanias ' 
command turned back the Persian land forces ( 1 . 1 30. 1 ) .  But Plataea' s  
alliance with Athens and the close ties that bound the cities together are 
not mentioned . Nor do the Thebans appear with any prominence in the 
first book, despite their strategic location just north of Attica and their 

1 Throughout the Plataean episode Thucydides shows a tendency to postpone the intro­
duction of important material until very late in the narrative. Thus although the rain is 
important for the setting, and would almost certainly be mentioned by a modem writer at 
the opening of the story, Thucydides does not allude to it until its relevance is inescapable 
(2 .4 .2);  the fact that the attack came during a sacred month and the composition of the 
Plataean fifth column are clarified only in the third book (3 .56.2,  cf. 65) . This technique of 
' 'postponed information ' '  is also used in the narrative of the Pylos operations in book 4 and 
contrasts sharply with that commonly used elsewhere, e .g . , in book 6. When using this 
technique Thucydides does little to set the stage or provide background or mood. He plunges 
his reader into events and only gradually makes available the information needed for an 
assessment. The result is a swift narrative that conveys the surprise of the immediate moment, 
and postpones or leaves open other questions, e .g .  the strategic significance or justification 
for the operation . 
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military potential . Thebes is not even alluded to in the account of the 
Pentecontaetia,  though some Athenian operations in Boeotia (e .g .  l . 108 . 3) 
were almost surely aimed at preventing her domination of the other cities 
of Boeotia. Nor is her value as an ally alluded to by the Corinthian speakers 
in the debates at Sparta, nor by Sthenelaidas . 2  

Thus the Theban attack on  Plataea i s  a double surprise . A sudden night 
offensive at a place to which little attention has been paid encourages the 
reader to react like a contemporary with surprise at the unexpected form 
taken by the outbreak of the war. But this reaction gives way to more 
serious reflections .  In the analysis of the first book, we have not been 
prepared for the significant factor of Theban intervention in the conflict 
between Athens and the Peloponnesians . The attack on Plataea is the first 
major indication of an omission in the elaborate calculus of power that 
was developed in the first book; it is moreover, the first of a series of 
indicators in the second book that the Athenian situation is more complex 
than we have as yet been led to contemplate. 

The episode at Plataea illustrates the warning delivered by Athenian 
speakers to the first Conference at Sparta reported in book 1 :  "recognize 
before you enter into it , how much there is in war that cannot be pre­
dicted . "3 But it applies to the Athenian as well as to the Spartan situation . 

The element of the unexpected remains prominent among features of 
the second book, especially in the account of the Great Plague , which 
began to afflict Athens in the second year of the war. We shall return in 
subsequent sections to the plague and the famous Periclean Funeral Oration . 
But it is necessary first to examine the structure and major themes of these 
two episodes. Chapters 7 through 65 of the book focus increasingly on 
Pericles and his leadership of Athens during the opening years of the war 
and indirectly on more general problems of political leadership . These 

2 Thebes' great strength as a land power in the fourth century may tempt us to exaggerate 
her significance in the fifth century. She was then still far from acquiring the power she later 
enjoyed under Epaminondas, and moreover, was reluctant fully to apply what force she had. 
Her policy was at first not to join in operations outside of Boeotia (4 .92) , and she seems not 
to have taken the obvious step of helping supply the Peloponnesian armies during their 
invasions of Attica; if 2 .23 .2 is indicative, the Peloponnesians brought their supplies with 
them and withdrew when they were depleted. Nor did the Thebans prevent the Thessalian 
cavalry (2. 22f. ) from reaching Attica. We might also have expected them to have moved 
more vigorously against Oropos (cf. 2 . 23 . 3) ,  which was not brought over to their control 
until 4 1 2/ 1 1 (see Gomme in HCT on 2 . 23 .2  [p. 80f. )) .  Thus Thebes seems to have had quite 
limited objectives in the war, and to have been willing at first to make only a modest 
commitment to the Peloponnesian side . Nonetheless we would expect a clearer delineation 
of her hostility to Athens, an important strategic factor in the outbreak of the war. 

3 1 .78 . 1 :  'toU OE itoktµou 'tOV itaQ{U.oyov, 000� fot(, itQLV Ev u\mjJ yEVfo0m 
itQOOu'tyvW'tE . 
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topics are explored amid and through the development of the major themes 
of this section of the Histories: the conflicts between reason and passion , 
the predictable and the unpredictable , public interests and private . This 
portion of the second book also draws attention to several factors that have 
not previously been clarified . For example , it reports ,  with some irony , 
the wide enthusiasm for the Peloponnesian cause ,4 lists the allies on each 
side ,5 and summarizes Athenian financial and military resources .6  But the 
second book chiefly battles out once and for all the paramount question 
of strategy in the war. The Athenians , as we know from Pericles ' analysis 
in book 1 ,  can use their walls , sea power, and financial reserves to develop 
an unprecedented strategy against the Peloponnesians . They can let the 
enemy ravage their land, outwait them, and retaliate by naval attacks on 
the Peloponnese . But they cannot meet the Peloponnesians in a pitched 
land battle and hope to win. Hence , from Pericles ' point of view all depends 
upon Athenian willingness to implement and adhere to this strategy . From 
the point of view of the Spartan command the best hope of victory is 
somehow to draw the Athenians into a land battle . 

We find out whether the Spartans can achieve this goal by watching the 
conflict between two of the major figures of the first book, Pericles of 
Athens and King Archidamus of Sparta. The narrative moves in a recurring 
pattern in the Histories from the collective discussion of Athenians and 
Spartans to what we will call "commander narrative , "  that is to a story 
dominated by a few leading individuals ,  usually military leaders . The 

4 2 . 8 .4f. : "Most people directed their support much more toward the Lacedaemonians : 
especially because they proclaimed lproeipont6n] that they would bring freedom to .Greece . "  
Cf. 2 . 1 1 .2 ,  Gomme in HCT on 2 .8 .4  (p . 9f. ) points out that the narrative does not confirm 
Thucydides' generalization. Thucydides himself later makes it clear that the Spartans felt 
uneasy about their own conduct in beginning the war (7. 1 8 .2);  cf. also 1 . 8 1 . 5 .  Thucydides 
is so vague about the groups that held this favorable attitude toward Sparta that it seems 
likely that he is primarily concerned with developing a contrast between Greek attitudes 
toward Sparta at the beginning of the war and those at the end, when Spartan imperialism 
replaced Athenian imperialism and the claims of "liberation" could be seen to be specious. 
A postwar reader would see in this sentence an ironic comment about Spartan policy rather 
than an attempt to make a precise statement about the varied attitudes of different cities and 
classes in Greece. 

' Chapter 9, D. J. Smart, "Catalogues in Thucydides and Ephorus ,"  GRBS 1 8  ( 1 977) 33-
42, argues for the deletion of the passage on the grounds that it was interpolated from Ephorus 
(cf. Diodorus Siculus 12 .42 .4-5) . Some peculiarities of fact and phrasing are indeed evident 
in the passage , but Smart ' s  amputation is needlessly severe and posits an interpolator of more 
than average incompetence. 

• 2 . 1 3 .  3-8 . The financial picture in this chapter is not easily reconciled with the evidence 
from the tribute stelai etc . , but the inscriptions, despite much brilliant work, are ·still obscure 
at many crucial points. The best introduction to the problem is R. Meiggs, The Athenian 
Empire (Oxford 1 972) ch. 1 3 ,  pp . 234-254 and app. , pp. 1 1 - 14 .  
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introduction of this type of narration often marks a change to greater detail 
both in the reporting of events and in the exploration of the strategy or 
motives behind them. 7 In this case the commander narrative uses two 
leaders , one on each side , and presents the outcome as the result of the 
struggles between their ideas and leadership . Archidamus at first has the 
initiative and appears with greater prominence . 8 Before the first invasion 
of Attica he calls the leaders of the various Peloponnesian allies together 
and gives a speech modeled after the addresses made by commanders to 
their troops before pitched battle . ·The speech reiterates the respect Ar­
chidamus showed in the first book for good military order and preparation 
and his recognition of how formidable the Athenians are as a foe. He is 
again the wise and sound adviser, but his estimation of the Athenians is 
in one crucial respect mistaken: "We should certainly hope that they will 
join battle, if they are not hastening out even now before we have arrived, 
then when they see us in their land ravaging and destroyed their possessions. 
For passion [orge] afflicts everyone in the eyes, that is , when they suddenly 
see themselves suffering something unexpected . Those who least use cal­
culation , most often act under anger. It is to be expected that the Athenians 
will do this to a greater extent than others , for they think they deserve to 
rule others and to attack and ravage other people's  land rather than see it 
happen to themselves" (2 . 1 1 . 6-8) . Archidamus' strategy is to overcome 
the Athenians' gnome, that untranslatable combination of intelligence, 
planning , and resolve ,9 and his chief weapon is the eyesight of the Athe­
nians . '° His plan becomes more explicit when the actual invasion begins ; 

7 Note for example the change from civic to commander narrative in 4 .2 .4. , when the 
account of Pylos' campaign begins . 

8 On Archidamus in this section see J. de Romilly, "Les intentions d 'Archidamos et le 
livre II de Thucydide , "  REA 64 ( 1 962) 287-299,  and cf. V. Hunter, Thucydides the Artful 
Reporter (Toronto 1 973) ch. I ,  pp. 1 1 -2 1 .  

9 Gnome is an extremely important concept in the Histories and is a component of two of 
the fundamental antitheses in the work. In the sense of "reason and intelligence" it often 
contrasts with orge, "passion and anger" ;  in the sense of "planning and rational control" 
it contrasts with tyche, "change and indeterminacy . "  Useful discussions and bibliographies 
on the term can be found in H. Herter, "Thukydides und Demokrit iiber Tyche, "  WS N.F. 
I O  ( 1 976) 106- 128  esp . 1 09,  n .  8 ,  and L. Edmunds, Chance and Intelligence in Thucydides 
(Cambridge, Mass . 1975) esp . 5 ,  n. 10 ,  and P. Huart, Le Vocabulaire de /'analyse psycho­
logique dans I' oeuvre de Thucydide (Paris 1 968) 304-3 1 3 .  

10 On the effects of vision on the emotions see E. M.  Cape's note on Aristotle Rhetoric 
(Cambridge 1 877) vol . 2, sec . ! Sf. In Gorgias Helen (VS 82 B 1 1 ,  esp . 1 5ff. ) sight is the 
means by which eras affects the psyche. K. R. Jackson of the University of Melbourne has 
pointed out to me how striking the parallels are between this fragment of Gorgias and the 
second book of Thucydides. There are, for example, similarities between the psychological 
role of sight in the Helen and the notion in the Funeral Oration (2 .43 . 1 ) that the vision of 
the greatness of the city can produce a love that results in self-sacrifice. The vision theme 
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for instead of moving directly against Athens and surrounding the plain, 
he leads the invaders to Acharnae, a populous township in northern Attica ,  
and remains there for some time ravaging land: 

With some such gnome as this is Archidamus reported to have remained near 

Achamae ready for battle and not to have come down into the plain during this 

invasion . He hoped that the Athenians with their large number of young people 

and their unprecedented preparations for war would perhaps come out against him 
and not allow their land to be ravaged.  And when they did not meet him when he 

was at Eleusis and the Thriasian plain, he made a probe by remaining at Achamae 

seeing if they would come out against him. The location also seemed to him well 

suited for a camp and at the same time the Achamians were a large percentage of 
the population-3 ,000 citizens . 1 1  They were not likely to allow their holdings to 

be destroyed but would drive all the others into battle. And if the Athenians did 
not come out against him on this invasion , he could on subsequent invasions proceed 

more confidently to ravage the plain and approach the city itself. For once the 

Achamians were deprived of their holdings ,  they would not be equally enthusiastic 

to take risks for the rest of the citizens. Stasis12 would be present in their resolution . 

With such intentions Archidamus remained near Acharnae . (2. 20) 

At first Archidamus '  analysis seems to be correct. Athenian sentiment, 
especially among the youth is for immediate actior. (2 1 . 3f. ) .  But Archi­
damus has left Periclean leadership out of his calculation . From the first 
book the reader has gained a clear impression of Pericles ' power and 
intelligence; a telling example of his foresight has recently confirmed this 
impression. Anticipating that the Spartans might leave his farm unravaged, 
while destroying those of other citizens , Pericles has told the Athenian 
assembly that he would , under those circumstances, give his farm to the 
state so that there would be no basis for suspicion against him. 13 Thus the 

is also prominent in 2 . 1 8 . 5 ,  20, 2 1 .2 ,  and perhaps in 49. 8 .  It recurs in book 6, esp . 24 .3  
and 3 1 . 1 .  

1 1  The manuscript reference to 3 ,000 hoplites (heavy armed infantry) in 20.4 poses dif­
ficulties for the analysis of the Athenian military forces, especially since Thucydides has just 
said that the total number of active hoplites was 1 3 ,000 ( 1 3 .6) .  See Gomme in HCT on 
2 .20.4 (pp. 73f. ) .  It seems impossible for one deme to account for 23 percent of the city 's  
heavy infantry. Hence, Dow's emendation, "Thucydides and the Number of Achamian 
Hoplitai, TAPA 92 ( 1961 )  66-80, is attractive; he would reverse the first two letters of the 
noun and read politai, "citizens, "  instead of hoplitai, "hoplites . "  This, not implausibly, 
posits that Thucydides' source was a deme register rather than a conscription list.  See also 
M. H. Hansen, Symbolae Osloenses 56 ( 1 98 1 )  1 9 . 32 .  

1 2  Stasis is properly the term for the division of  a city into factions and the turning of  the 
factions to violence against one another. "Discord ,"  "faction, "  "civil strife, "  "revolution, "  
"class warfare" are all used from time to time to render the term into English. 

1 3  2 . 1 3 . 1 .  Earlier, a gnome (here a proposal in the assembly) of Pericles had been passed, 
specifying that no herald would be received from the Lacedaemonians during their expedition 
against Athens ( 1 2 .2) .  This provides another reminder of Periclean planning and control. 
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reader approaches Archidamus '  plan knowing that Pericles is likely to 
anticipate it and take counter measures. This Pericles does despite hostility 
directed against him: 

Tue city was thoroughly chafed and they were passionate in their annoyance at 
Pericles and remembered nothing of what he had said before but accused him of 
cowardice because ,  though a commander, he would not lead them out to battle. 
They thought he was responsible for everything they suffered. But Pericles saw 
that they were provoked under the present circumstance and were not assessing 
things well .  Trusting he was right in his resolution [gign6skein] not to go out 
against the enemy, he convened no assembly or other gathering of them lest they 
come together under the influence of passion rather than reason, and blunder out . 

He kept watch on the city and kept it tranquil , as best he could. 14 

The Periclean response is successful . The Athenians do not join battle. 
The Peloponnesians ravage Acharnae and some villages in the area between 
Mt. Parnes and Mt. Pentelicus and then return to the Peloponnese . Not 
until Mantinea do we hear of an Athenian plan to meet the main force of 
the Peloponnesians in a hoplite battle . 1 5  

Archidamus has , in effect, been defeated; he never again appears in 
commander narrative in the Histories . 16 Pericles has overcome Archida­
mus' threat. Yet, although he now dominates the narrative until the val­
edictory comments in chapter 65 , the challenge to his leadership is not 

14 2 .21 . 3-22. l .  By what means did Pericles, whose position was only that of one of ten 
strategoi, keep the Athenians from convening in the assembly? A strategos, or at least the 
board of strategoi, had the right to convene the assembly when deemed necessary. But despite 
P. Brunt, "Spartan Policy and Strategy in the Archidamian War," Phoenix 1 9  ( 1 967) 265 , 
n. 37, it is not clear they had the converse power, to prevent a regularly scheduled meeting . 
Such an action would run against the whole direction of Athenian political development in 
Pericles' lifetime-a development in which Pericles played no insignificant part-though the 
absence of precedents might let it fall into an area where there were no clear rules . Whatever 
the precise legal status of Pericles ' act, it is not likely to have been meekly tolerated by the 
Athenians; indeed some of the criticism of Pericles as a tyrant in Attic comedy of these years 
may have been based on animosity against this action. 

On the position of strategoi, see especially K. J. Dover, "Dekatos Autos, "  JHS 80 ( 1 960) 
74f. ; and P. J. Rhodes, The Athenian Boule (Oxford 1 972) 43-47 . Note also Theramenes in 
Lysias 1 2 .7 1 .  A new discussion of the problem by M.  H. Hansen is forthcoming in CIMed 
34 ( l  983) .  

i s  Since Thucydides will often present one episode as typical of a number, there may have 
been other debates on whether to engage. But it seems more likely that the temptation to 
meet the Peloponnesians was never as strong as it was in the first year of the war. In the 
second year the plague broke out and thereafter Athenian military resources were much 
reduced. 

16 There is one interesting exchange with the Plataeans in 2. 72, but otherwise Archidamus 
is mentioned only in the formula marking the annual invasions: 2 .47 .2; 7 1 .  l ;  3 . 1 .  l .  Since 
in 3 . 26. l (427 B.c . )  Cleomenes, from the other Spartan royal house, commands for the 
young Pausanias and in 3 . 89. l (426 B.c . )  Archidamus' son commands, it is often inferred 
that he was ill in 427 and died by 426. 
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over . After the Great Plague breaks out during the second year of the war, 
the Athenians again find it difficult to maintain the course that Pericles has 
urged . 17 Their changing mood poses a new problem for Periclean lead­
ership . Their present impulse is just the opposite of the previous year's :  
now they want peace negotiations with the Spartans . 1 8 And Pericles' re­
sponse is the opposite of his earlier one ; he now convenes an assembly to 
deal with the mood of his fellow citizens who, 

underwent a transition in their gnomai and were annoyed, holding Pericles re­
sponsible for persuading them to make war. Because of him they had fallen on 
misfortunes.  They pushed ahead to make a settlement with the Lacedaemonians. 
They sent out some embassies to them who came back unsuccessful . Not knowing 
where to tum in their resolution, they directed their hostility to Pericles . But he 
saw that they were provoked·under present circumstances and were doing just what 
he expected. Convening an assembly (he was still a commander) he wanted to put 
some spine in them, and by drawing off the empassionment of their resolution , to 
tum them to more gentleness and confidence . 19 

1 7 Immense scholarly efforts have gone into identifying the plague with a known disease 
but no agreement has resulted. For a sophisticated view of the problem and what seems to 
me the most plausible solution see J .C .F .  Poole and A. J. Holladay, "Thucydides and the 
Plague of Athens , "  CQ n . s .  29 ( l  979) 282-300 . They argue thi:t the plague is not to be 
identified with any known disease but is an illness that has since become extinct or dormant. 

1 8  More accurately, they want to continue peace negotiations after one or more embassies 
had returned unsuccessful (ch. 59. 1 ) .  Since it is unlikely that Pericles has approved of the 
sending of ambassadors, we can infer that he was not in continuous or easy control of the 
assembly and its moods. Cf. below on 2 . 65 .9 .  Thucydides passes over the earlier discussion 
of negotiations to concentrate on this occasion; he is more interested in the relationship 
between Pericles and his audience than in the proposed approach to Sparta. Thus we are not 
sure whether his speech was part of a general discussion of foreign policy or directed to a 
specific proposal for further negotiations .  There may , however, be a clue in 2 . 64 . 6  when 
Pericles urges the Athenians µfiTE bttXT]Q1JXEUE00E. This is an unusual way to say "don't 
send another embassy . "  Literally it means not to make use of kery::c, a herald. On the use 
of this word see W. R. Connor, "Tyrannis Polis , "  in Ancient and Modern: Essays in Honor 
of G.  F. Else , ed. J. H. D'Arms and J. W. Eadie (Ann Arbor 1 977) . 

19 2 . 59.  This passage exploits, I believe , medical terminology. Adam Parry's article, "The 
Language of Thucydides' Description of the Plague, "  BISCL 16 ( 1 969) 1 06- I  1 8 ,  showed 
that Thucydides' language in the account of the Great Plague can only rarely be called 
distinctly or technically medical and that a physician of the period was likely to use language 
very similar to that of his patients, even when writing a technical treatise for other specialists . 
Thus " medical tenninology" of this period is by its very nature difficult to separate from 
ordinary Greek. But there are occasional signs of a Thucydidean utilization of the more 
unusual parts of medical vocabulary. In this passage t']UolwVTo TU£ yvwµa£ seems to me 
to be more than just a peculiar way to say ' 'a change came over the spirit of the Athenians' '  
(Crawley). The verb has a striking medical parallel in the Hippocratic Praecepta 9 .  Thucydides 
used it, I believe , to suggest some affliction of their judgment, an extension as it were, of 
the psychological effects of the plague described in chapter 53 .  The metaphor is then con­
tinued, th0ugh in less technical language, at the end of the chapter in arr.ayaywv TO 6Q­
YL�6µEVOV tii£ yvcliµT]£ ("drawing off the empassionment of their resolution" ) .  Cf. 7 . 68 . 1 . 

In UVY]Qt0LCJ'tO in 2. 2 1 . 3  another medical metaphor is used to bring out the parallelism 
between the two challenges to Pericles' leadership; cf. the Hippocratic Humors vi. 
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The underlying parallelism of the two episodes is brought out both by the 
phraseology of this introduction and by its restatement of the theme of the 
conflict between passion and reason, orge and gnome.20 In the next speech 
a further theme , briefly suggested earlier in the book, appears with new 
clarity: the relationship between public (demosia) and private (idia) con­
cerns. The theme has already been hinted at in Pericles ' offer to tum his 
farm over to the state if Archidamus spared it. His gesture showed a 
willingness to subordinate immediate personal advantage to maintain his 
public role . The outcome of Pericles ' speech against the proposed nego­
tiations with Sparta further shows a new aspect of this theme and extends 
the parallel between Pericles ' actions in the first year and those in the 
second year of the war. After reporting Pericles ' speech , Thucydides sums 
up its effect: 

Speaking in this fashion Pericles tried to relieve the Athenians of their passion 
[orges] against him and to draw away their thoughts [gnomen] from the present 
troubles .  At the public level [demosiai] they were persuaded by his words and sent 
no further embassies to Sparta. Rather they pushed ahead into the war. But at a 
private level [idiai] they were grieved by what they were suffering, the common 
people because having started with little they were deprived of even this; the 
powerful because their splendid estates in the countryside with their buildings and 
expensive furnishings were lost-but most of all because they had war instead of 
peace . In fact they did not stop holding Pericles in anger until they fined him. A 
little later, however, as a crowd often does,  they re-elected him general and 
entrusted him with all affairs . (2 .65 . 1 -4) 

The outcome is success for Pericles at the level of public policy and failure 
at the private level . He is fined and removed from office, although only 
temporarily . 2 1  

In summary , after the Plataean episode the second book explores two 
major challenges to the Periclean strategy for winning the war. 22 The first 
is the temptation , encouraged by Archidamus ,  to join in a land battle. The 
second is the desire to seek an early negotiated settlement. Our attention 

20 Note the following parallels between 2 1 . 3 ,  xal i:ov TIEQLKAEa Ev 61.>"riJ dxov, and 
59 . 2 ,  xal i:ov µtv TIEQLKAfo tv ahlc;i dxov; between 2 1 . 3 ,  cn:ganwoc; ciJv, and 59 . 3 ,  
en o' ecn:gai:�y�L; between 22 . 1 ,  TIEQLKAijc; O E  6gwv µtv aumuc; 1tQOc; i;o 1tUQOV 
xaA.tna[vovi:ac;, and 59. 3 ,  6 OE 6gwv aumuc; ngoc; i:a naQ<lvi:a xaA.Eita[vovi:ac;; 
between 22 . I , EKKATJOLOV 1:£ OUK EltoLEL aui:wv OUOE !;uA.A.oyov' and 59. 3 ' !;uA.A.oyov 
nm�oac;; and between 22. 1 ,  i:oii µT) 6grii n µiiAA.ov � yvwµn . and 59. 3 ,  6.nayayrov i:o 
OQYL�OµEVOV i:ijc; yvciiµT]c;. 

2 1 Fined for what? Gomme in HCT on 2.65 . 3  (p. 1 82f. ) lays out the possible charges. The 
possibility should be added that he was fined for illegally preventing the assembly from 
meeting the previous year. 

22 The organization of material in this portion of the book is schematized in Appendix 
Two. 
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is focused increasingly on Pericles ; he stops both threats and embodies 
thereby the leadership that is so essential for Athenian success in the war. 
This parallel structure leads directly to a discussion of the nature of Per­
iclean leadership introduced through a valedictory on Pericles (ch. 65) . 
The distinction between Pericles and his successors drawn by this passage 
is especially important, for it ties together the two major themes of this 
portion of the narrative , the contrasts between public and private23 and 
reason and passion: 

But they [Pericles ' successors] did the opposite in all these matters and in other 

affairs that seemed unrelated to the war. They acted in accordance with their private 

ambitions and private profits . Their policies were pernicious for themselves and 

for their all ies .  If they were successful they brought honor and advantage to private 

citizens; if they went wrong, they meant damage to the city 's  war effort. The cause 

was that by his standing, his resolution [gn6me] , and his patent incorruptibility he 

was able to hold back the majority in a free manner. 24 He was not so much led by 

it as he was himself the leader, since he did not speak to please as someone does 

who tries to get power from inappropriate sources .  Rather he had the standing to 

speak up against their passion. 2' When he saw them exulting in their boldness at 

an inappropriate moment, he spoke and struck fear into them, and when they were 

frightened without reason, he turned them back to boldness . What emerged was 

called a democracy but was in fact domination by the pre-eminent man. 26 

23 On the public/private antithesis see J. de Romilly, "The Phoenician Women of Eurip­
ides , "  Bucknell Review 1 5  ( 1 967) esp. l l9 .  Earlier Greek literature prepares us to expect 
pernicious public effects such as stasis, murders ,  tyrannies etc . , from excessive devotion to 
private interests: See, e.g . ,  Theognis 39-52 and Herodotus 3 . 82.3 . 

24 'EkEU0EQW<; is ambiguous. It could refer to the freedom of the Athenians under Periclean 
leadership or to Pericles' own freedom, especially in his manner of speaking to the assembly. 
Km;EiXE strongly reinforces the second sense. See L. Edmunds and R. Martin, "Thucydides 
2.65 . 8 , "  HSCP 8 1  ( 1 977) 1 87- 193.  

2' The Greek sharply contrasts Pericles' ability ltQO<; 6gY'lv "tL avi:EmEi v ,  to the tend­
ency of others ltQO<; �oovi]v n AEYELV. It is difficult to convey the assonance in English, 
but the similarity in sound helps clarify the interpretation of the passage. By itself ltQO<; 
omv might mean, as many editors suggest, " in anger,"  but the contrast with the preceding 
phrase shows that the point is not that Pericles was angry but that his speaking bore some 
relation to his audience's anger. The verb, moreover, is now aV"tELltEiv hence he spoke 
not " so as to provoke their anger" (Gomme in HCT ad Joe. [p. 1 93]) but " in response to 
their passion. " This is of course precisely what he has done in the speech that immediately 
precedes this valedictory. 

26 2 .65 .7-9 . The last sentence has often been taken out of context and overinterpreted. 
"Perhaps the most quoted of Thucydides' opinions, it withstands analysis least," as M. McGregor 
notes in "The Politics of the Historian Thucydides , "  Phoenix IO ( l  956) 97 . The context is 
vital: Pericles has just been fined and removed from the generalship. His power was always 
dependent upon his ability to persuade the leaders of the city and the assembly. He could 
always be outvoted or repudiated. In a constitutional sense his powers were very limited, 
though his influence was great. 
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The passage traces Pericles' success as  a leader not only to his reason and 
incorruptibility but to the standing he enjoyed. The nature of that standing 
becomes clear by the contrast to his successors , 27 whose obsession with 
private advancement and gain drove them to flattery of the masses and 
made them followers rather than leaders . They thus dealt ineffectively with 
the variable moods of the Athenians , while Pericles could implement his 
gnome by an oratory that challenged the extremes of popular feelings, 
raised despair to confidence, and checked arrogance with fear. 

Periclean leadership is thus an essential factor in the implementation of 
the Athenian strategy for winning the war. Although it has been another 
of the factors omitted or sketchily examined in the first book, only in 
description of the war itself in book 2 does its full significance emerge. 
Ostensibly it is a further factor favorable to the Athenian side in the calculus 
of power, for the possession of a leader of Pericles' skill is an immense 
advantage to the Athenians; but at a deeper level Periclean leadership 
reflects two paradoxes , each of which has negative implications for Athe­
nian success in the war. The first of these is that successful leadership 
such as Pericles ' depends on a willingness to subordinate personal interests 
to civic ones . It must repudiate a purely individualist calcu.lation of ad­
vantage . Pericles is willing without apparent hesitation to subordinate his 
own interests to those of the city, but such conduct is exceptional , almost 
unnatural . The tendency of physis is to self-gratification and self-aggran­
dizement . The full implications of this aspect of Periclean leadership are 
not immediately developed . They become apparent in the contrasting sit­
uation at the outbreak of the second major phase of the war-the Sicilian 
Expedition . Athens is then under quite different leadership , with no pre­
eminent man to provide clear and balanced direction. None of its leaders 

27 The successors are twice alluded to in the passage, both times by a vague ot bf, (sec . 
7 and sec . 10) .  Discussions of the passage usually assume that both refer to politicians and 
that Thucydides is tacitly exempting one or more politicians of whom he approves; for 
example, G.E.M.  de Ste .  Croix, "The Character of the Athenian Empire ," Historia 3 ( 1 954/ 
55) 34, n. 2, says "Prima facie , all the post-Periclean political leaders are included . . .  but 
Nicias must certainly be left out . ' '  In fact the indictment is very general and at least initially 
is directed as much against the Athenians as a whole as against the politicians. The concern 
with private ambitions and profits gradually takes more specific form in the passage, as 
Thucydides concentrates on the desire to gain political pre-eminence (secs. 10 and 1 1 ) .  Here 
he surely has the politically ambitious in mind, but even so £myLyvW<J'XOvt£� and bm£µ­
'\'Uvt£� hint at the Athenian assembly generally. If he makes an exception for some "good 
politicians , "  the text is remarkably devoid of language to make this clear. As we shall see 
in subsequent chapters , all the latter politicians are shown as falling short of the independence 
and strength of Periclean leadership. Cleon, Nicias, Alcibiades, all come to be included in 
Thucydides' criticism. See also W. Thompson, "Thucydides II 65 . 1 1 , " Historia 20 ( 197 1 )  
1 4 1 - 15 1 .  
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has the standing or the will to stop the Athenian desire to conquer Sicily . 
Each in varying ways substitutes personal considerations for public ones . 

The second paradox reflected by Periclean leadership is the relationship 
between the leaders and the citizenry . The Pericles of book 1 represented 
qualities that had already been ascribed to the Athenians-their boldness , 
determination, swiftness to act, etc .-as well as a clearness of mind and 
purpose . Like Themistocles he seemed to embody his city . In the second 
book, however, a further aspect emerges as we see the leader in tension 
with his society . Periclean leadership is effective not only because it rep­
resents tendencies with Athens , but also because it is able to check those 
tendencies when they become unbalanced . The effective leader now ap­
pears as one capable of reacting against the tendencies and dispositions of 
this city . Pericles,  for example, has to try to keep tranquil (22 . 1 )  a city 
whose citizens , as the Corinthians say in book 1 ,  "neither . . .  enjoy 
tranquillity themselves nor allow it to other human beings. "28 The leader 
is thus always vulnerable and his advice must often run counter to the 
tendencies of his fellow citizens ,  and when Pericles urges the Athenians 
• 'to purse tranquillity , and tend to their navy and not seek to acquire 
additional empire during the war nor put the city at risk" (2 . 65 .7 ) .  

The implications of  this paradox for Athenian success in  the war are 
complex . If Thucydides '  analysis is correct, then Athens could win the 
war, as suggested in book 1 and as Athens ' ability to hold out for so long 
seems to confirm: ' 'They took a fall in Sicily both with the rest of their 
force and with the greater part of their navy , and they were now in stasis . 
Yet despite their attrition , they still held out against their former enemies , 
and against the reinforcements that came from Sicily , and as well against 
the majority of their allies who now revolted, and later in addition against 
Cyrus,  the son of the Great King , who supplied funds to the Peloponnesians 
for their navy; they did not give in until by entangling themselves in 
domestic disagreements , they took a fall . "29 This explanation arises out 
of the analysis in book 1 ,  yet moves beyond it. It reaffirms the importance 
of naval power and finances , especially through the allusion to Cyrus ' 
provision of funds for the Peloponnesian navy , but points as well to the 
significance of the Athenians' own choices, and above all to the conflict 

28 1 . 70 .9 .  Cf. L. Edmunds, Chance and Intelligence in Thucydides (Cambridge, Mass . 
1 975) 92f. 

29 2 .65 . 1 2 .  My translation is based on the emendation oµwi; 1:£1:QUXOµf"vm El:l 6.v­
i:ti:xov, in line 28 of the Oxford text as proposed in "Thucydides 2 .65 . 12 ,"  Arktouros: 
Hellenic Studies Presented to B .M. W. Knox, ed. G. Bowersock , W. Burkert, and M.J .C.  
Putnam (Berlin 1 979) 269-27 1 .  
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between private interests and public policy . Although Athens could win, 
the practical difficulties confronting her now become apparent, just at the 
moment Pericles disappears from view . We wonder how such a leader is 
to be replaced and if any other leader can respond with equal power and 
forthrightness to the varying moods of the Athenians .  One crucial ingre­
dient in the formula for Athenian victory-the right leadership-will not 
easily be obtained . Our sense of the prospect for Athenian success, and 
hence our assessment of Periclean policy , have thus become complex and 
ambivalent . 30 

T H E  P L A G U E  A N D  T W O  S P E E C H E S  

B Y  P E R I C L E S  

In our investigation of book 2 we have to this point concentrated on a 
structure that the reader gradually detects in the account of the first years 
of war. On a first reading , however, attention is more likely to focus on 
a sequence of three famous passages:  the Periclean Funeral Oration , the 
account of the Great Plague, and Pericles ' last speech to the Athenian 
assembly . These are powerfully written passages and occur in rapid se­
quence , with only minor episodes between them. And they are of great 
importance for the understanding of the second book. 

The relationship between two of the three has often been noted. The 
picture of the carefully arranged state funeral for those Athenians who died 
in the first year's campaigns,3 1 which provides the setting for the Periclean 

30 This is the tone , I believe , of the last sentence in chapter 65 , usually construed as 
unambiguous praise of the great man . Thus Crawley: "So superfluously abundant were the 
resources from which the genius of Pericles foresaw an easy triumph in the war over the 
unaided forces of the Peloponnesians . "  But the phrasing is ambiguous and repeatedly pro­
vokes demurral. The first word, toooirrov, is left undefined and interpreters differ radically 
on what should be understood: LSJ, following the scholiast ' s  gloss of <)>Qovr]oewi; understands 
it as "reason" ;  Classen-Steup and Crawley more plausibly suggest "things/resources . "  The 
sentence unquestionably affirms the power and resilience of the Athenians, and yet does not 
make an explicit statement of their dynamis; it uses the ambiguous potential construction 
with av, which can emphasize the false belief that Athens "would" win, as well as the 
current belief Athens "could" have won . The main verb, moreover, btEQlOOEUOE (it 
occurs only here · in Thucydides) ,  suggests not only abundance but also something extreme 
and excessive, an idea also hinted at by the iteration of peri- in IlEQLXAEL EltEQLOOEUOE 
. . .  1tEQLyrvfo0m. Furthermore, m'tvu &.v (>c;ibtwi; suggests a Periclean disregard of the 
cost, sufferings , and kines is of even a short war. 

31 2 .34 .  It is unlikely that there were many Athenian casualties during the first year of the 
war; those were probably most cavalry, especially from the engagements at Rheitoi ( 1 9 . 2) 
and at Phrygia (22 .2) .  For a possible sculptural fragment from the monument in honor of 
these dead and an introduction to some of the current interpretive disputes about the oration 
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Funeral Oration , contrasts with the disruption and disintegration of burial 
customs during the Great Plague . Two radically different images of Athens 
are presented in adjoining episodes: in the one a city ordered by and deriving 
much of its strength from generally accepted civic customs and procedures; 
in the other a place of increasing self-gratification and anomie. The will­
ingness to endure sufferings for the common good, so central to the Per­
iclean Funeral Oration , is eroded by the plague (53 . 3) .  The two episodes 
thus constitute one of Thucydides• dramatic juxtapositions ;  their effect is 
as much derived from the contrast between the two situations as from the 
individual components . 

The relationship between the plague and the Periclean last speech is less 
dramatic but no less significant. After describing the symptoms of the 
plague , Thucydides turns to describe some of its wider effects , especially 
the breakdown of the customs and restraints of society , its nomoi . Although 
the implications for society are great, the emphasis initially is on individual 
conduct and attitudes (ch . 53) .  There is ,  however, a further effect of the 
plague , one that becomes obvious only after the apparent closure in 54 . 5 .  
The further allusion to the plague i n  Pericles' last speech serves to re-open 
the episode ; Pericles tells the Athenians that they are unwarrantedly chang­
ing course: ' ' and in the debilitation of your resolution [gnome] my argument 
seems not to be correct. That is because grief has a hold on your individual 
perceptions while the clarification of the communal benefits is still at a 
distance . When a great change takes place without advance warning, the 
disposition to persevere in what you have resolved gives way . What hap­
pens suddenly , unexpectedly and in the highest degree against reason 
reduces one ' s  detennination to that of a slave . This is what has happened 
to you, especially in the plague. '  '32 This passage points to a further effect 
of the plague , the weakening of civic resolve . 33 

see G. P. Landmann, "Das Lob Athens in der Grabrede des Perikles, Thukydides II, 34-
4 1 , "  MH 3 1  ( 1 974) 65-95 . His criticisms are largely directed against the important study of 
the Funeral Oration by H. Flashar, Der Epitaphios des Perikles (Heidelberg 1 968) .  

3 2  2 .61 . 2f. Th e  very complex ideas i n  this passage make translation difficult . A Greek 
citizen would normally have a high sense of self-esteem, cj>Q6V1jµa (cf. 43 .6  and 62 . 3f. ) ,  
and this would inhibit light or  rapid changes in  any matter on  which he  has made up  his 
mind. But sudden or unexpected events (cf. 6.49 .2) make things seem different----0ne may 
see only the distressing side of a situation or may panic (cf. 2 .9 1 .3 ;  4 .%.5 ;  7 . 3 . 1 ) .  Under 
such circumstances one's willingness to persevere gives way and hence one resembles persons 
of lower status who must adapt to others' whims and orders . Hence one's  l'>Lavata, "in­
tention, "  becomes "humble/low status, " TmtELvit , and one's cj>Q6V1jµa is no greater than 
that of a slave. In the context of the passage, l'>ouA.oi involves both loss of status and loss 
of self-direction. Cf. 7. 7 1 .3  and especially the attitude of the light-armed troops (psiloi) when 
first confronted with Spartan hoplites, 4 .34 . 1 .  

33 Cf. 2 . 59. I ;  the public/private contrast that marks the movement from chapter 5 3  (private 
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These connections among three episodes,  Pericles ' Funeral Oration, the 
Great Plague , and Pericles '  last speech , remind us that we are dealing with 
a carefully developed structure . The two Periclean speeches surround a 
central episode , the Great Plague , and at the same time evoke and contrast 
sharply with one another. 34 In such a structure seemingly minor details 
can be significant and revealing . The Funeral Oration, for example, is 
almost entirely an address in the first person plural-as we would expect 
in this genre. Pericles is the spokesman for civic values and attitudes .  But 
in his last speech, the form of address alternates between the first singular 
and the second plural . "We" disappears: "I" and "you" become the 
means of discourse: "I am the same and don't shift; you are the ones who 
change" (6 1 . 2) .  Pericles speaks of himself more directly and more fre­
quently and with unabashed self-praise . 35 He contrasts himself with his 
audience , and hence naturally has need of the second plural . 36 The language 
reflects the tension between Pericles and the Athenians , a tension that 
becomes fully evident at the end of the debate when Pericles is fined and 
removed from command. By the end of the sequence, the valedictory on 
Pericles (ch . 65) , the leader appears in a new light. His effectiveness derives 
not so much from his ability to express the characteristics and attitudes of 
his people as from his ability to counterbalance some of their tendencies . 
The structure, in other words , helps lead to a more subtle understanding 
of the nature of Athenian political leadership . 

The relationship between the citizen and his city is also explored and 
developed in this structure. This is most evident in the contrast between 
the Funeral Oration and Pericles ' last speech. The Funeral Oration provides 

effects) to chapters 59-64 (public effects) is recapitulated in chapter 65, when Thucydides 
stresses the contrast between the Athenians' public (demosiai) acceptance of Pericles' rec­
ommendations and their private (idiai) grief at their losses that impels them to fine Pericles 
and remove him from the generalship . The antithesis is then expanded to help analyze the 
differences between Pericles' leadership and that of his successors. 

34 Cf. Flashar, Epitaphios, 38 and Note 22 above . 
" A  good example of the self-praise is 2.60.5:  "And you are in a passion against me, a 

man of a sort that can claim to be second to none in recognizing what is appropriate, and 
in communicating it, and at the same time a lover of the city and incorruptible . "  The tone 
is self-confident, and perhaps close to arrogance, even in an age in which politicians were 
allowed to speak with fewer pretensions to humility than in our day. The claim of incorrupt· 
ibility , moreover, defies the suspicion of Periclean malfeasance that was widespread in his 
last years; cf. Plutarch Pericles 32f. The wording is so provocative that Plutarch seems to 
have concluded that Pericles was attempting to bring the anger of the citizenry on himself 
and thereby remove it from the public realm (Plutarch Pericles 33) . 

36 Some of this, to be sure, is inevitable in a symbouleutic speech. But compare the last 
speech in book I .  Here Pericles uses the second person plural, e .g .  1 . 140.5 and especially 
in 143 . 5- 1 44 . 1 ,  but the language always returns to the first person plural, and Pericles to his 
role as spokesman for a civic unity. N .B .  the sharp contrast between 1 . 144.2 and 2.64.6. 
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an ideal setting for the development of the commonplaces about the need 
for individual sacrifice for the common good . Such topics are inevitable 
in the genre and not surprising in their context . More remarkable is another 
aspect of the relationship between the citizen and his city: Pericles ' em­
phasis on the relaxed quality of Athenian life .  While paying tribute to 
former generations of Athenians who, among their other accomplishments , 
turned back the Persian invasion and won the Athenian empire r�2-4) , 
the speech emphasizes the confident amateurism of Athenian life . This 
point is developed by a rhetorical strategy unparalleled in other extant 
funeral orations . Pericles passes over the customary survey of Athenian 
history , real and mythic , and concentrates instead on those habits , civic 
arrangements , and dispositions that stand behind Athens ' growth to great­
ness :37 

Since you know them so well , I will avoid long-winded reiteration of the accom­

plishments in war by which our dominance was progressively acquired or of the 

various successes our fathers and we have had in our determination to ward off 

Greek and Persian aggression . Instead I will first make clear from what patterns 

of conduct we attained this level and with what civic structure and from what 

dispositions such greatness derives . Then I will proceed to the praise of the fallen 

with the view that these observations would be far from inappropriate in our present 

situation and that this entire gathering , both citizens and visitors , would benefit 

from hearing them. (2 . 36 .4) 

This substitution of a discussion of patterns of Athenian life for the tra­
ditional material of funeral oratory opens the way for a discussion of the 
difference between Athenian ways and those of other Greek cities: "We 
enjoy a style of civic life that does not copy the nomoi of our neighbors 
and is more a model to some than an imitation of others . "  (2 . 3 7. l ) .  The 
contrast between Athens and the unnamed "others" gradually concentrates 
on her differences from the disciplined and regimented life of Sparta, so 
much admired, though only rarely imitated, by other Greeks: 

37 2 .36.4.  Cf. Aristotle ' s  Rhetoric 2.22,  1 396af. and J. Ziolkowski, Thucydides and the 
Tradition of Funeral Speeches at Athens (New York 1 98 1 ) .  Thucydides apparently deplored 
the mythologized treatments of the past, especially those presented in epideictic oratory, and 
did not want such a version of Athens' past to have any prominent place in his work. N.B.  
his comment in book I that work was not written "as the speech-writers compose, to maximize 
pleasure in listening rather than truth" ( l . 2 1 . 1 ) .  I take /ogographoi here to be a sneer at 
speech writers and orators (cf. K. J. Dover, Lysias and the Corpus Lysiacum [Berkeley 1 %8] 
1 55f. ) rather than a technical term for Thucydides' predecessors in the writing of history or 
an allusion to Herodotus or to "Prose writers in general" (Gomme in HCT on 1 . 2 1 . 1  [p. 
1 38f. )) .  
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We also differ in our war preparations from our opponents ,  in these respects: We 
allow our city to be accessible to all and there is never an occasion when we use 
xenelasiai [expulsions of foreigners] to keep someone from learning something or 
seeing something, even if by our failing to preserve secrecy, some enemy might 
derive some advantage. Our reliance is not so much in preparations and deceptions 
as in that courageous readiness for action which we derive from our own selves. 
In their education others from earliest youth chase after manliness by an effortful 
discipline ; but though we live in a relaxed style we march out no less than they 

to fair and square contests . 38 

This picture of the spontaneous bravery and commitment of the Athenians 
carries on the contrast between them and the Spartans that the Corinthians 
drew in the first book (esp . I .  70) , but new contrasts and a further function 
emerge . Athenian society is now viewed according to its contribution to 
the individuals who comprise it: "To sum up I say that this city taken 
collectively is an education for Greece and that at an individual level a 
citizen among us, it seems to me, dexterously attains in the largest number 
of respects and with all graciousness full self-sufficiency . " 39 

Epideictic oratory , despised in the first book, finds a new function in 

38 2 .39. 1 .  Of course Athenian troops were not at this point marching out to contests with 
the Spartans and Pericles was not advocating that they engage. "Fair and square" is restrictive 
or conditional (" if contests are fair and square , "  i . e . , " if the Spartans didn' t  have land 
superiority") .  The argument is specious; is the reader then to conclude that Pericles is 
fraudulent and Thucydides implicitly critical of him? Variations of this problem arise re­
peatedly in the Funeral Oration . Much can be made of the discrepancy between the Funeral 
Oration and the reality of contemporary Athens, even the reality described elsewhere by 
Thucydides himself. Freedom was neither so universal nor so unqualified, Athenian soldiers 
neither so lacking in drill and training nor so unequivocal in their courage, boldness, and 
calculation or such congenial companions as the oration implies . (And if we look outside 
the Thucydidean text we discover that the outspoken advocate of self-effacement for women 
[ 45 .2) returned home to the embraces of the anything-but-self-effacing Aspasia !) The instances 
can be multiplied, but the interpretive question is constant; do these discrepancies constitute , 
as Aashar and others have thought, an "exposure" of Pericles and his Machtdenken? (Aashar, 
Epitaphios, 33; cf. H. Strasburger, "Thukydides und die politische Selbstdarstellung der 
Athener, "  Hermes 86 [ 1 958) , 29 n. 5) .  I am not persuaded; as soon as we enter into an 
epideictic setting the mode of discourse changes (cf. 42 . 2) & yaQ n)v 1tOALV ilµvrioa) and 
with it the critical techniques that are appropriate . We can allow in a Funeral Oration a 
tension with reality that in other settings would surely appear as ironic. 

w Z .4f'. l .  To ociJµa autUQXE� ("full self-sufficiency") may be a colloquialism of the 
period; cf. Xenophon Memorabilia 4.  7. I ,  which in any event helps clarify it. In the Mem­
orabilia the phrase refers to the skills a man needs to get along without dependence on 
specialists, e .g .  geometry, a little astronomy, an understanding of diet and exercise. In the 
Funeral Oration the sense is extended almost to "self-realization, self-fulfillment. " The idiom 
recurs in 2 . 5 1 . 3 to point to the inability of human beings to resist the plague and by implication 
to the loss of this potentiality of Athenian life during the long war. On the claim to be the 
"School of Greece" see Aashar, Epitaphios, 25 n. 48, who plausibly suggests it is a counter 
to a similar claim by Sparta. 
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the second book . Its task is not to project a glorified image of the past 
history but to explore a potentiality in Athenian life .  No Greek listening 
to an epideictic speech would hav� expected it to be a mirror held up to 
the world . We need not detain oti�sefv�s over the argument of whether the 
oration is a qe�f.AiPtion or an idealization of Athens .  The genre implies , 
demands and �xalts idealization and encomiastic selection . But Thucydides 
uses the form not to look back into the past but forward toward what 
Athens might become . It establishes the idea of a festival society in which 
the individual is not sul:Afu�d' fo the good of the herd , but becomes a 
concelebrator r�r.���aJP. J:i!s efforts by his participation in society : ' 'And 
further we have"atvis�defor our resolution [gnome] the largest number of 
relaxations; we observe contests and sacrifices throughout the year and 
private elegance from which the pleasure we take each day drives away 
whatever is grievous . '  '40 The speech repeatedly conveys

-
an image of the 

freedom of Athenian life: "We conduct our public business with a respect 
for freedom. When it comes to suspicion about the patterns of daily life 
adopted by our fellow citizens our way is not to be passionate in annoyance 
at a neighbor if he tries to please himself a bit , nor to retaliate on one 
another in ways which, however unofficial , still cause grief when ob­
served. " 4 1  

In passages such as these the Funeral Oration develops an image of a 
society that sustains individual freedom and fulfillment and is in tum 

sustained by its citizens' willingness to fight and die for it. That willingness 
emerges not from compulsion but from the relationship of the citizen to 
his city, a bond described by the metaphor of falling in love: "Beholding 
day by day the power of the city and becoming her lovers , and when you 
recognize her greatness , bear in mind that the men who entitled her to that 

40 2.38 . 1 .  The Corinthians ( 1 . 70-78) by contrast claim that the Athenians never take a 
vacation. Within the Histories the image of Athens presented in the Funeral Oration contrasts 
most sharply with the perverted festival of the Corcyrean revolution. But there is a further 
implication--Athens progressively loses many of the qualities and potentialities we glimpse 
in the Funeral Oration .  Does the city in the end become anti-Athens? 

41,
_
2 .37.2 .  Most commentators and translators take the last portion of the sentence to mean 

"indulge in those injurious looks which cannot fail to be offensive, although they inOict no 
positive penalty" (Crawley). The point, I believe , is rather different. A society in which 
minor self indulgences provoke a mean or vindictive response (cf. di' achthedona in 4 .40 .2) 
increases to luperon. This, like orge, just mentioned in the sentence , is a threat to a society 
and especially to its capacity for making sound judgments. This idea, after a discussion of 
the persistence of a beneficial form of fear in Athens, leads to the reinterpretation of Athenian 
festival life in chapter 38. The benefit of the festivals and games is not pleasure for its own 
sake, but a banishment of to luperon. The implication of this becomes clear in 6 1 .2  when 
Pericles discusses the effects of decision making when afOicted by grief. See also Chapter 
Six, Note 58 below . 
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greatness knew and dared what had to be done and in action would not 
be disgraced . If in some undertaking they met failure , they did not think 
that they should refuse to offer their valour to their city . They brought 
their contribution to the fairest of love feasts . Their communal gift of their 
bodies won for each individual the praise that grows not old" J:f43 ;  1 -2) . 
In this speech the public and private realms are momentarily united, as 
individual self-realization and the sacrifices necessary for the common good 
feed one another. Swept along by the eloquence of epideictic oratory we 
glimpse a reconciliation of contraries and a balance of counter tendencies : 
"We pursue elegance with economy and wisdom without effeminacy . . . .  
We differ from others in this additional respect, that we , although a single 
people,  act with boldness , yet reason out what we are about to attempt. 
In this regard other people find that ignorance is the source of bravery, 
and reason of hesitation . '  '42 

But such a mixture is a delicate balance , and easily destroyed. The 
swiftness of change is brought out both in the account of the plague and 
in the next speech of Pericles (chs . 60-64) . In this speech we detect a 
series of contrasts to the Funeral Oration . For example , the Athenians are 
now shown to be in the state of passionate annoyance that Pericles said 
(2'37 .2) was uncharacteristic of them.43 The ease and relaxation of Athe­
nian life is no longer mentioned; instead the call for sustained efforts and 
sacrifice drowns out any other note .44 Individuals fail to recognize the way 
to collective safety (2 .60.4) .  At the same time the relationship to the empire 
appears in a new light: ' 'You now hold this as a tyranny-to have seized 
it seems wrong, but to give it up dangerous . "45 The empire is no longer 

42 .2 .40. I and 40. 3 .  Cf. J. T. Kakridis , Der thukydideische Epitaphios (Munich 1 96 1 )  3 1 ,  
who notes that the Athenian citizen "eine Reihe von sich widersprechende Eigenschaften 
verkorpert, "  and Edmunds, Chance and Intelligence, on the combination of gnome and 
tolma. See 1 . 144.4 and 2 .43. 1 .  

43 Orges in 2 . 37 . 2  is echoed in 59. 3 ,  60 .  I and 60.5  and 65 . 1 .  Chapter 37, to be sure, is 
restricted to private issues; the following speech concerns public policy. 

44 "Efforts ,"  (ponoi) are mentioned in 62. I and 62 . 3 ,  63. 1 ,  64 .3 ,  and 64.6 .  The Funeral 
Oration did not deny the importance of ponoi, e .g .  2 . 36 .2 ,  but stressed the significance of 
pauses in these efforts (38 . 1 )  and the contrast between Athens and Sparta in this regard 
(39.4). The importance of the theme of ponoi in this section is evident even statistically: 1 2  
of the 40 occurrences of words of this stem (excluding poneros and relatives) are to be found 
between chapters 35 and 64 of the second book,  i .e .  30 percent of the occurences are found 
in approximately 3 percent of the text. 

45 2 .63 . 2 .  It is often thought that 2 .40 .4f. alludes to the Athenian empire and to a claim 
that Athens treated it relatively benignly . If so, the contrast between the Funeral Oration and 
the last speech is even sharper than I have suggested. Caution is needed, however, since the 
phraseology of 2 .40.4 is so general that it could equally well apply to personal relationships 
within the city . 
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a possession acquired by generations past and increased in more recent 
times (36 .2f. ) ,  but an active power, confronting its possessor with the 
grim alternatives of risking its abandonment or of accepting the hostility 
it engenders . 

With this shift comes another: the amenities of Athenian life , confidently 
recognized as refreshments for the mind (2 . 38 . 1 )  in the Funeral Oration , 
are now to be cast overboard in the effort to maintain Athens ' power: "The 
power of the city bears no comparison to your use of your homes and 
land , which you consider so important. You are mistaken to be angry at 
their loss. Consider them instead the flower garden or embellishment of 
your wealth and de-emphasize them in comparison to your power" (62 .3 ) .  

In  the discussion of  the power of  the city , however, the two speeches 
draw closer together. In fact, the second speech develops the conceit 
alluded to in the Funeral Oration that Athens has by its boldness subor­
dinated both land and sea under the feet of its citizens <@:1). Now the 
idea is expanded as if it were totally new: "I will emphasize this point 
too , one which neither you nor I in my previous speeches have taken 
seriously , although it demonstrates the greatness of your dominion . I would 
not use it now, boastful and pretentious as it is, if I did not see you 
unreasonably despondent . You think you rule only your allies . But I say 
there are two divisions of the world for man ' s  use-land and sea . Of all 
of one of these you are the total rulers , both what you now control and, 
if you ever want , even more . There is no one-not the Great King , not 
any nation of this period-who will stop you if you sail out with your 
present naval resources . " 46 But at the moment of the greatest emphasis 
on Athenian power there also comes the first explicit indication of her 
eventual decline . Her defeat, long in the back of the reader' s  mind , now 
comes to the surface in an extraordinary sentence that drives home the 
greatness of Athens and the uniqueness of her accomplishment in a series 
of no less than seven superlatives, in the midst of which comes an allusion 
(in a brief parenthesis) to the inevitability of her decline: 

Bear in mind that Athens has the greatest fame among all men because she does 

46 2 .62 .  l f. Since the conceit is already introduced in 4 1 .4 ,  some critics have assumed an 
inconsistency in thought or a different period of composition . But the problem is specious. 
In this passage Thucydides does not claim that the idea has never before been heard but that 
no one has taken the idea seriously: 0 µot boXEltE out' m'.rtol 1tCOJt0tE tv0uµlJ0fJVm 
. . .  out' ryw tv toi<; JtQlv Myott;. He then proceeds to develop the conceit much more 
elaborately than in the earlier passage. An audience familiar with Herodotus 7 .49 might 
notice an ominous echo of Artabanus' �.dvice to Xerxes. 
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not yield to misfortunes ,  because she has expended47 the greatest casualties and 
efforts in the war, and because she possesses the greatest power yet acquired, the 

memory of which will endure through subsequent generations unto eternity, even 

if at this late point we should give way (since all things by their nature undergo 

diminution)--namely , that of the Greeks we , being Greeks ourselves , ruled the 

largest number, that we held out against the greatest enemies , singly and collec­

tively ,  and that we dwelt in a city with the highest level of general prosperity and 
the one that was the greatest. (2 .64. 3f. ) 

This is perhaps the greatest contrast between this speech and the Funeral 
Oration. The Funeral Oration looks forward to a potentiality in Athens for 
a new pattern of civic life; the last speech looks forward, albeit briefly, 
to Athens' decline . The first speech transforms epideictic to a new role 
and function; the second sounds , if only in passing, an elegiac note on the 
imagined passing of the city . 48 It writes Athens ' epitaph. 

At the same time the language evokes Thucydides ' own opening chap­
ters . Greatness is the subject matter; "greatest" occurs four times in this 
sentence , and greatness ensures the everlasting remembrance of Athens , 
come what may . Thucydides affirmed at the beginning of his work the 
greatness of this war and claimed that it would be remembered to eternity , 
es aiei, through the intermediary of his work ( 1 .22 .4) .  As the beginning 
of the Histories has opened a great vista back to the earliest days of Greece, 
the allusion to the decline of Athens leads the reader to a glimpse of the 
future . We are brought to a great height and invited to view the war sub 
specie aeternitatis . This perspective is an ironic one , because the reader 
knows what Pericles and his audience do not, not only the fact but some­
thing of the cost of Athens ' defeat. The Great Plague , "the one phenom­
enon of all that has proved stronger than our expectation" (2 . 64 . 1 ) ,  has 
raised questions not only in the Athenian assembly but also in the reader's  
mind about the wisdom of Periclean policy. The assembly reacts in anger 

47 Thucydides has Pericles use as his verb, aVJ]A.wxivm, a word that is properly applied 
to financial transactions , not to losses of human life .  The financial uses are common, e .g .  
1 . 109.3 ;  1 1 7 .3 ;  2 .24. 1 ;  6.3 1 . 5 etc . Application of the word and its cognates to human 
"losses" is usually restricted in Thucydides to passages of high emotional content, e .g .  
4 .48 . 3 ,  7 . 30 . 3 .  Tragedy uses the word for human casualties, Aeschylus Agamemon 570 et 
alibi .  In 3 . 8 1 . 3  the word is used of those who were put to death for financial reasons. An 
elaborate interplay between words for financial and human losses is developed in 7 .29-30. 
For Thucydides, financial and human "losses" are two distinct categories with their own 
language. In the kinesis of the war these categories, like so many others, become confounded. 

48 Note the parallels in 26.4 to the texts in W. Peek, Griechische Grabgedichte (Berlin 
1960) e.g .  Ev UltUOLV av0QcOltOL\; no 10 ,  fJQO'tOloL OE ltCUJL, and see A. Cameron, "An 
Epigram of the Fifth Century B .C . , ' '  Harvard Theological Review 33 ( 1 940) 1 1 5- 1 17 ;  Greeks 
fighting Greeks, no. 9; and especially emphasis on lasting fame, nos. 10 ,  1 3 ,  16 ,  and 88. 
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and dismay at the loss of possessions . The reader contemplates the related 
question of whether Pericles has overestimated the predictability of the 
war and underestimated its cost. At a more general level , as Adam Parry 
has said , ' ' the plague offers the most violent challenge to the Periclean 
attempt to exert some kind of rational control over the historical process . 
Thucydides ultimately leaves it undecided whether Periclean will and fore­
thought-gnome-in fact is able to meet this challenge . " 49 We share the 
Athenians ' doubts and hesitations , although at a different level . Pericles ' 
speech is thus double edged, and deals with a double audience: the imagined 
assembly of 430 B . C .  and the responses of subsequent readers to Periclean 
policy . The doubts are real ones , and more intense for the second audience , 
which knows something about the ending of the war, than for the first. 
We know , or have been compelled to suppose , that there is no middle 
ground, no happy compromise whereby Athens can continue to enjoy her 
empire and yet reach accommodation with the Peloponnesians . We know 
too that Athens will eventually be defeated . Under those conditions , the 
question ' 'Should Athens seek a negotiated settlement?' ' raises inescapable 
problems . But any answer raises problems . If our impulse is to say "yes , "  
we are reminded that to yield entails the loss o f  Athens ' heroic status.  And 
we have grounds for suspecting that no such accommodation can be attained 
unless Athens is willing to give up her empire and, contrary to all her 
national characteristics, become a quiescent city . If we advocate that , we 
must be prepared to encounter Pericles ' scornful words in the next sentence 
of his speech :  ' 'The do-nothing would find fault with our actions but the 
person who himself wishes to accomplish something will envy them. "50 

The reader is caught in this dilemma and finds no easy way out of it. 
Since the eventual defeat of Athens is in view , the temptation is strong to 
repudiate Pericles and his policies , and to insist upon the folly of the war. 
The passage as a whole, however, seems to be constructed to block such 
an easy conclusion . The setting of the last speech , the branding of the 
Athenian disposition to negotiate as an affliction of their intelligence or 
resolution (gnome) , and the comments in chapter 65 all prevent a simple 
acceptance of the view that the war was a miscalculation and that Athens' 
best course was to extricate herself from it as swiftly as possible . At one 

49 A. Parry, "The Language of Thucydides' Description of the Plague, "  Bulletin of the 
Institute of Classical Studies London 16 ( 1 969) 1 1 6 .  

"' 2 .64.4 .  Gomme in HCT on 2 .40 .2  (p. 121 )  and 2 .63 .3  (p .  1 75) insisted that apragm6n, 
here translated as "do-nothing ,"  was a complimentary term, but this argument does not 
convince me . That a quality is the opposite of a vice (po/ypragmosyne) does not make it into 
a virtue; it is indeed an opposite extreme. 
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level at least the text affirms the fact that Pericles was right in objecting 
to concessions and that despite the terrible losses from the plague, Athens 
still had the strength to resist the Peloponnesians and eventually wrest from 
them a satisfactory peace settlement. Thus the conclusion of chapter 65 
argues,  albeit in contorted language , that Pericles'  analysis was quite cor­
rect: "Such an overabundance influenced Pericles at that time from which 
he knew in advance that the Peloponnesians unaided would quite easily 
be overcome in the war. " 5 1  

Many readers , among them some of the most brilliant Thucydidean 
scholars , have found in this chapter, and above all in its final sentence, 
the essence of Thucydides'  thought about the war. In these words they 
hear the voice of the defender of Pericles and his policies against critics 
who fail to recognize that if only his advice had been followed, Athens 
could have won . This is an attractive interpretation but, if our analysis is 
correct, oversimplified. It ignores several important factors . The failure to 
follow Periclean leadership , for example , is not a simple mistake or moral 
deficiency on the part of the Athenians but the result of a conflict between 
the Periclean demand for restraint and tranquility and the innately restless 
character of the Athenians . Since Athenian national character is to a large 
extent responsible for the city ' s  power, Athens' ultimate failure in the war 
is closely connected to her greatness . 

Even more significant , perhaps , is another factor rarely considered in 
the analysis of Periclean policy. That Athens could have won the war is 
plausible . But at what cost? We have already seen the erosion of some of 
the most valuable features of Athenian civic life in the short interval 
between the Funeral Oration and Pericles ' last speech .  Much more, we 
know, is to come for in a war of attrition not only the enemy is ground 
down. When chapter 65 concludes with the assertion that the ' 'Peloponne­
sians would quite easily be overcome in the war, " the tension and dis­
sonance behind much of this chapter is intensified . However correct the 
assessment about the defeat of the Peloponnesians might be, the Athenians, 
uprooted from the countryside , tormented by the plague , confronted with 
destruction of their land and the erosion of their patterns of life, have 
found the war anything but easy. Success, it is clear, will have a high 
price. 

In Pericles' view the compensation for the losses of the war is,  as we 
have seen in chapter 64, fame. The same consideration makes the hostilities 
engendered by the empire worth enduring: "To be hated and to be thought 

" 2.65 . 1 3 .  On the translation and interpretation see Note 30 above. 
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grievous is the immediate lot of all those who aspire to dominate others . 
But whoever risks such hostility for the greatest gain , judges well . Hate 
does not prevail for long but immediate splendor glows on into the future, 
eternally remembered. "52 This view , though deeply rooted in Greek cul­
ture, in the context of the Histories is not fully persuasive for the sense 
of loss is so vivid, the emphasis on the suffering of the war so intense , 
and the implications of the words for Athens so ironic . 53 Its ultimate basis , 
moreover, is the view that greatness is self-justifying , not dependent upon 
its social or human effects or its conformity to justice or any other moral 
standard.54 As the work progresses ,  this view of greatness is explored, 
subverted, and finally repudiated . 

Pericles ' last speech and the valedictory comments on him, then, do not 
provide an encapsulation of Thucydides' views about the war or a resolution 
to the interpretive problem of the text . They maintain,  even intensify ,  the 
conflict between the reader' s  foreknowledge of the cost and outcome of 
the war and his appreciation of the analysis of power presented in the 
work. The ironic perspective continues . The force of the apparent defense 

'2 2.64.5 . The theme of " splendor" (lamprotes) is an important one in the Histories, 
especially in the sixth and seventh books. The brilliance of Pausanias and Themistocles is 
long remembered ( I . 1 38 .3) ,  though the endings of their careers were far removed from the 
heights of power. The Athenian expedition against Sicily was splendid at its start (7 .75.6,  
cf .  6 . 3 1 .6) but ended in humiliation (7 .75 .6), though the Syracusans achieve a splendid 
success (7 . 87 . 5 ) ,  and acquire the "name, "  i . e . , fame, which the Athenians have lost . 
Splendor, in other words, turns out to be not a permanent possession to be obtained, as 
Pericles here suggests, by a momentary attainment, but a shifting and ambiguous assessment 
of events , the possession of the most recent victor. 

" At the end of the war the victors debate what punishment should be inflicted upon the 
city , which escapes destruction by the narrowest of margins, Xenophon Hellenica 2 .2 . 1 7 .  

,. The amoral strain in Pericles' thought comes out clearly in  his last speech, but i s  already 
hinted at in the Funeral Oration when he argues that Athens' greatness is demonstrated by 
her accomplishments, above all by her subjection of both land and sea under the feet of her 
citizens. He then adds "since we have everywhere established ageless monuments of good 
and of bad" (2 .41 .4) . We ask ourselves for a second whether we have heard correctly. The 
text critics echo our surprise. Can it really be, they ask, "of the good and of the bad?" A 
little change, a lambda for a kappa, will tame the phrase into a cliche, "monuments of the 
fair and the fine . "  Shall we amend, as F. Miiller argued in "Die blonde Bestie und Thu­
kydides, " HSCP 63 ( 1 958) 1 7 1 ff. ?  Or, recognizing that the manuscript support for such an 
emendation is weak and that Millier has failed to show why a more humdrum expression 
should have been corrupted into a less familiar one, shall we leave the text but interpret the 
difficulty away by understanding ' 'monuments of success and failure , ' '  rigorously repressing 
any evaluative tone in the words? The latter course has often been followed but surely it too 
depletes and avoids the richness of the Greek, and leaves us with a puzzle of what sort of 
monuments the Athenians have established of their own failures ! None of these treatments 
of the offending xaxwv satisfies; all are evasions. The phrase must be recognized as a sign 
of Pericles' refusal to contaminate his idea of greatness with any other considerations, and 
of its consequent amorality. 
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of Pericles in chapter 65 is ,  then , not to develop a theory about the war 
but to prevent premature and facile judgments about it. It shows that it is 
too simple to dismiss Pericles or to conclude that Athens should simply 
have yielded to Peloponnesian demands or engaged in a quest for peace 
based on a diplomacy of unilateral concessions . But at the same time we 
cannot escape the growing recognition of the vulnerability of Athens and 
the immensity of her ultimate loss .  

A T H E N S  L E A D E R L E S S  

Pericles delivered what I have called his last speech in the summer of 430 
B .C .  Although this is his last appearance in the Histories , we cannot be 
sure that it was in fact his last address to the Athenians , for he lived until 
the autumn of 429 B . c . 55 During some of this time at least he once again 
held office as a commander and the Athenians ' ' entrusted all their affairs 
to him" (2 .65 .4). Although in the year or so between the last speech and 
his death the Athenians made several major decisions ,  Pericles ' role in 
them is quite obscure. 56 Thucydides ' valedictory to Pericles in chapter 65 
of the second book is in effect a premature burial , an obituary pronounced 
a year or more before his actual demise . The comments are not so much 
a general assessment of Pericles and his policies ,57 as the explication of 
what has been implicit in much of the first part of the second book, the 
importance of proper leadership for Athenian success in the war and the 
difficulties that leadership encountered . While emphasizing the strength 
and independence of Pericles ' leadership, they draw a sharp , perhaps 
exaggerated, contrast between his leadership and the conduct of Athenian 
policy after his death . 58 The comments thereby constitute an abrupt division 

55 So Diodorus 1 2 .46 .  I and Athenaeus 27 1 e; cf. Plutarch Pericles 38, although it is by 
no means an unchallengeable interpretation of the Greek of 2 .65 . 6 .  "He lived on for two 
and a half years" could mean two and a half years after the speech just reported rather than 
two and a half years after the start of the war. 

,. Among the decisions in this period were: to assure the Plataeans of full Athenian support 
if the Peloponnesians besieged them (72 .3 ) ,  not to attempt to prevent or later to relieve the 
siege , to post Phormio at Naupactus in order to control traffic in the Corinthian Gulf (2.69) . 
On the decision to allow the reinforcements for Phormio to go first to Crete see below, Note 
62 . It is not clear whether this comes before or after Pericles ' death. 

57 Cf. H. D. Westlake, Individuals in Thucydides (London 1968) 40. 
58 Chapter 65 is commonly interpreted as contrasting Pericles and some demagogic poli­

ticians who enjoyed power after his death. This, I believe, distorts and needlessly narrows 
the passage. The attack is not restricted to demagogues or even to politicians. Section 10 ,  
i t  i s  true, alludes to  politicians and to the characteristic charge against the demagogues that 
they said what people want to hear. But the language is very general and does not seem to 
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within the Histories and impose over the natural time-scheme of the year­
to-year narrative a further chronological division based on the end of 
Periclean leadership . 59 We are led to view events as before or after Pericles 
and , since Pericles has been portrayed as the one significant Athenian 
leader of this period, to picture Athens as a city without strong leadership. 
When Pericles abruptly , prematurely, disappears from the narrative , no 
one immediately emerges to take his place . 6() Not until 427 , when Cleon 
is first mentioned (3. 36.6),  or even until 425 , when Cleon achieves his 
coup at Pylos , does Thucydides again depict a dominant leader in Athens. 
We are surprised by the suddenness of Pericles ' disappearance and, as so 
often in Thucydides,  unexpectedly find ourselves replicating some of the 
attitudes of the Athenian citizenry during the war. We have felt the doubts 
about the course Pericles had set, realized the difficulties of the alternatives ,  
and are now astonished to find him gone. We knew, of  course , that sooner 
or later Pericles would be lost, but before we are quite prepared for it, we 
have come upon a divide and entered new territory. 6 1 

Amid this surprise we note a change in narrative technique . In the first 

be drawing a distinction between good (nondemagogic) politicians and bad politicians, di­
magogoi. The criticism is rather that all the successors failed to provide the kind of leadership 
Pericles had given. The condemnation thus includes Nicias and Alcibiades as well as politicians 
more commonly classed as demagogues such as Cleon and Hyperbolus. Indeed, it is by no 
means clear that the criticisms in section seven of the chapter are directed specifically at 
politicians. Rather they are phrased in very general terms and apply to the Athenians as a 
whole. Only later in the passage (especially sections IO and 1 1 ) does Thucydides focus on 
the struggle for first place in the city and the complications and miscalculations it engendered. 

'9 The basic time system of the Histories is the natural year, the alternations of summer 
and winter (2. I . I . ) ,  with subdivisions based largely on the crop cycle , especially the growth 
of grain: 2 . I 9 . I ;  2 .79. l ;  3 . 1 . 1 ;  4. 1 . 1 ;  4 .2 . 1 ;  4 .6 . 1 .  In adopting this system Thucydides 
rejected the use of the civic calendar of any major Greek state (cf 5 . 20) , although at the 
beginning of the second book he provided a correlation between his system and three of the 
civic calendars. The division based on Pericles' career has an important literary function to 
perform in the work, but has often led an unproductive search for continuities, e .g .  for true 
successors' to Pericles and into the effort to assess strategies and actions by whether they 
were "Periclean" or not. The purpose of Thucydides' division is not to transform Pericles 
into some touchstone of what was desirable or undesirable in the conduct of the war but to 
lead the reader to a better understanding of the problems of political leadership in Athens. 

"" Other sources (e.g .  Plutarch Pericles 24) allude to various successors, such as Lysicles; 
fourth-century schematizations of politics viewed Cleon's  primacy as the immediate sequel 
to Pericles. The schematizations are arbitrary and overdrawn (cf. W. R .  Connor, Theopompus 
and Fifth Century Athens [Washington 1 968] 1 24- 1 28) but there are indications both in 
comedy and in Plutarch's life of Pericles that Cleon was already politically active, and 
attacking Pericles, in Pericles' last years . Thucydides, in other words, may have exaggerated 
the lack of strong political leadership in Athens in the years immediately following 430. 

61 On Pericles' date of birth, see J .  Davies, Athenian Propertied Families (Oxford I 97 1 )  
457 . I f  born between 498 and 493 , h e  would be i n  his sixties when the war broke out. One 
could reasonably have expected another decade of political leadership. 
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part of the book much attention has been paid to the process by which 
Athens makes major decisions concerning the war. We see the factors that 
are involved in the policy of avoiding major land engagements and of 
resisting premature negotiations . We sense the mood of the Athenian cit­
izenry and glimpse the assembly in action. After chapter 65 the narrative 
reports the major decisions but has little to say about the processes by 
which they were reached . The assembly disappears and along with it, the 
individuals who aspired to lead it. There is no glimpse of the political 
maneuvering induced by Pericles ' removal from office, sickness , and death . 
Eventually , to be sure , Thucydides will return to the operation of the 
assembly and to the problems of political leadership . The Pylos episode 
in the third and fourth books receives a full and dramatic development and 
makes possible an assessment of the leadership that Cleon offers his city . 
But for the rest of book 2 and the opening of book 3 decisions are reported 
succinctly, and their authors and advocates are at best passing names. 62 

Athenian military policy , moreover, lacks decisive leadership . Perhaps the 
best example is the mishandling of relations with King Sitalces of Thrace. 
Athens had long been seeking ways of persuading this powerful ruler to 
help her bring back into the empire the rebellious cities of northeastern 
Greece. An alliance had been arranged in 43 1 (2. 29) but he apparently 
did not assist the Athenian operations mentioned in chapters 58 and 79. 
Now, in 429 (ch. 95ff. ) Athenian ambassadors achieve what must have 
been a considerable diplomatic coup: Sitalces agrees to use the immense 
resources of his land to form a huge expedition part of whose objective 
will be to subdue Athens ' rebellious subjects in Chalcidice . Athens , of 
course, must do its part by sending "ships and as large a land force as 
possible . "63 But the Athenians fail to send the ships (the land force is not 
even mentioned) , "doubting that he [Sitalces] would come, though they 
did send gifts and ambassadors to him" (2 . 10 1 . 1 ) .  Sitalces ravages Chal­
cidice for eight days , but does not bring over any of Athens ' allies . He 
then returns home. Athens gains nothing of significance from the great 

62 The most tantalizing of these is "Nicias" in 2 .85 .4ff. My argument ("Nicias the 
Cretan?" AJAR I ( 1 976] 6 1 -64) for a slight emendation in the text and the identification of 
this Nicias with the famous son of Niceratus has been criticized by G. Daux, "Thucydide 
et l 'evenement, "  in the Comptes Rendus de l'Academie des Inscriptions et Belles Lenres 
Jan.-Mar. 1 979, 89- 103 ,  and by P. Karavites in Klio 62 ( 1 980) 307-3 10 .  Kgi)i; fogt\Jvtoi; 
is a legitimate double ethnic. The rest of the original argument seems to me still to hold and 
I believe we must allow the possibility that this episode is Nicias ' s first appearance in 
Thucydides' work. 

63 2 .95 . 3 .  The language echoes 92 .7 and 82. 1 ,  perhaps thereby hinting at the comparison 
between this expedition and the operations in the Corinthian Gulf. 
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expedition . This episode points to a serious problem in Athens ' conduct 
of the war and a deficiency in her leadership . Meantime the conflict spreads 
and the narrative responds as if shaped by the centrifugal force that draws 
the action of the war toward the edges of the Greek world, to Thrace and 
Macedon, Acarnania and Amphilochia (chs . 68 , 79 , 82, 102).  As the 
fighting broadens ,  we see less and less of Athens . But one glimpse is 
revealing . After a surprise Peloponnesian raid on the island of Salamis , 
the fire signals sending news of the raid induce a panic ( ekplexis) ' ' second 
to none in this war. The Athenians in the city thought that the enemy had 
already sailed into the Piraeus while those in the Piraeus thought that 
Salamis had been captured and that the enemy was almost upon them­
which could in fact easily have come about if the Peloponnesians had been 
willing not to hesitate , for no wind would have prevented them. " 64  

This one glimpse of  Athens is not , I believe , without a wider significance. 
It confirms and makes vivid the impression of a city that has lost the 
foresight and balanced judgment that Periclean leadership often provided . 
It has become a city adrift, leaderless , and , it will appear, vulnerable not 
only to outside incursions but also to adventurism and self-seeking lead­
ership . 

64 2 .94 . 1 . Similar language is found in 8 .96 .3f. describing the danger of a Peloponnesian 
seizure of the Piraeus in 41 1 B . C .  
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C L E O N  A N D  D I O D O T U S  

FROM A C I T Y  adrift and leaderless to one driven by demagogues 
is but a small transition . The concern with the absence of effective 

leadership in Athens in the years following Pericles '  pre-eminence naturally 
draws attention to the false leader, Cleon . The contrast is conspicuous 
because verbal echoes link Cleon to Pericles . 1  Cleon dominates Thu­
cydides' narrative through much of the third , fourth , and fifth books. 

But his emergence is gradual . Thucydides does not move directly from 
analysis of the lack of leadership in Athens to an examination of Cleon 
and his significance . Instead he pauses to develop a theme already present 
in the second book, one that now becomes the basis for our assessment 
of the new leadership of Athens . Much of the third book can be viewed 
as an exploration of the role of logos in the war, a term that signifies both 
speech and reason . Only when this theme is fully developed is attention 
concentrated on Cleon and the nature of his leadership . 

1 Note the following echoes of Pericles in Cleon' s  speech on the Mytilenean question: 
3 .37 .2  of 2 . 37 .2  and 63 .2 ;  3 . 37 .4  of 2 .40 .2  and 42 .4; 3 . 38 . l  of 2 .6 1 .2 ,  cf. also 1 . 140. l ;  
3 . 39 .2  of 2 .62.4; 3 . 39 . 5  o f  2 .64.3 ;  and 3.40.4 of 2.63 .2 .  The sharp contrast between the 
speaker and his audience recalls Pericles ' last speech; see Chapter Two, Note 36. And the 
introduction of Cleon in 3 . 36 .6  is a virtual parody of the introduction of Pericles in 1 . 1 39.4.  
The purpose of these similarities is much disputed. See H.  Lloyd-Jones, The Justice of Zeus 
(Berkeley 197 1 )  1 39f. ; J. Finley, Thucydides (Cambridge, Mass. 1942) 1 39ff. ; A. W. Gomme, 
Essays in Greek History and Literature (Oxford 1937) 1 86; J. de Romilly , Thucydides and 
Athenian Imperialism trans. P. Thody (Oxford 1963) 1 60; H. Herter, "Pylos and Melos, "  
RhMus 97 ( 1 954) 341 , esp. n .  67; and J .  T .  Hooker, "Charis and Arete in Thucydides, "  
Hermes 1 0 2  ( 1 974) 1 66 .  It may be, as Lloyd-Jones suggests, that the similarity i n  language 
was ' 'meant to suggest that the policy of Pericles was likely to lead in different circumstances 
to the policy of Cleon, "  but this is an inference that a cautious reader would accept only 
after seeing a good deal more of Cleon and his policies. The immediate effect is surely to 
establish a contrast between Cleon's  superficial resemblance to Pericles and his advocacy of 
a policy whose orge (passion) (N . B .  3 . 38 . 1 )  contrasts sharply with the gnome of Pericles 
(cf. 2 .2 1 . 3-22 . I ;  2 .60.5 ;  2 .64. I ;  2 .65 . 8) .  See now F. Cairns, "Cleon and Pericles , "  JHS 
1 02 ( 1 982) 203f. 
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The new theme has already been sounded in episodes such as the ex­
ecution of Aristeus of Corinth and the other Peloponnesian ambassadors 
who, in 430 B . C .  while en route to the King of Persia, were captured and 
turned over to the Athenians by Sadokos of Thrace (2 .67) .  The Athenians, 
recollecting the trouble that Aristeus had caused by encouraging the revolt 
of Potidaea and fearing what might happen if he escaped, put him and his 
fellow captives to death before they had a chance to complete their defense . 2 
A worse atrocity followed: their bodies were denied proper burial and 
thrown into a ravine . The Athenians "considered themselves justified in 
treating them in the same way the Spartans were already acting . Whenever 
they captured merchants of Athens or her allies sailing around the Pelo­
ponnese in merchant vessels they killed them and threw their bodies into 
ravines .  Indeed all those the Spartans captured on the seas at the beginning 
of the war were treated as belligerents and destroyed, both those on the 
Athenian side and neutrals" (2 .67.4) .  This is one of the passages where 
Thucydides moves beyond conventional narrative about military planning 
and operations to let us see some of the brutality of the war. War, he later 
remarks , is a "teacher of violence" (3 . 82 .2) ;  its story is therefore one of 
many atrocities . Our attention first focuses on Athenian conduct; the re­
alization of a Spartan atrocity, however, comes casually , almost acciden­
tally,  not through reporting in the normal sequential order, but as a flash­
back to earlier events . These , moreover, are reported not for their own 
sake but for their role in the Athenians ' rationalization of their violation 
of the Greek conventions that before condemnation, an accused man should 
be able to say what he wants in his defense , and that even enemies receive 
proper burial , unless they are guilty of especially heinous crimes. Many 
such conventions give way in the course of the war and Thucydides fre­
quently reports the effects of their collapse . He concentrates attention on 
the frame of mind and the rationalizations whereby the perpetrators justify 
their actions . His concern is not only with the deeds (erga) but also with 
logos. 

Often, to be sure, the theme of the violence of war is carried on without 
an effort to explain the motives of the actors . But even in those cases logos 
often has an important role. The actions of the Athenian commander Paches 
while conducting operations at the town of Notium in Asia Minor provide 
a good example. The town has been divided by civil strife (stasis) , and 
Paches has been called in by one of the factions . He makes an agreement 

2 2 . 67 .4 . Cf. I .60.2f. The proverb cited in Plato Phaedrus 272c , "Even a wolf deseives 
to be heard , "  is indicative of conventional attitudes toward such situations . 
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with Hippias , the commander of the mercenary force that is supporting 
the other faction . Let Hippias come and discuss matters ; Paches will offer 
him terms; if the terms are not satisfactory , he will guarantee his return, 
safe and sound , to the fortification (3 . 34 . 3 ) .  Hippias agrees and Paches 
takes advantage of his absence to make a surprise attack, seize the forti­
fication , and slay the garrison . Thucydides concludes the story: "And later, 
bringing Hippias back in, just as he promised, when he was inside , he ties 
him up and has him shot down by archers . "3 The shift to present tense 
makes the murder of Hippias especially vivid , and the phrase ' 'just as he 
promised" underlines Paches'  convenient literalism. 

This episode does not explore Paches' self-justifications .  It is told largely 
as a clever stratagem that turns upon Paches ' careful manipulation of 
language . But by its place both in a larger structure and in a major thematic 
development, it acquires greater significance. The thematic development 
is the role of logos (language and thought) in the intensifying violence of 
the war. The structure, through which this and related themes are explored, 
is an elaborately interconnected series of episodes that begins and ends 
with instances of stasis, one here at Notium, another at Corcyra (3 .70-
85) . Within this frame two principal stories alternate , one the Athenian 
suppression of a revolt at Mytilene , the other the siege of Athens ' ally, 
Plataea. This structure , as we shall see, brings out the similarities between 
two disparate actions, and emphasizes the manipulation of logos in each 
of them. The final episode in the arrangement, the discussion of the stasis 
at Corcyra, turns into a meditation on the role of language in that brutal 
and paradeigmatic revolution . Paches' literalist treachery is thus a very 
appropriate introduction to a long section in which Thucydides draws 
attention to the role of logos in the war. 

But Paches' connection with the action is not immediately perceived at 
this more general level . His role is much more specific . As the Athenian 
commander when the Mytilenean revolt is suppressed, he sends back to 
Athens both the Spartan Salaithos who had encouraged the Mytileneans 
in their revolt (3 . 25 . 1 )  and those leaders of the Mytileneans whom he 
considers most to blame for the revolt . Since Salaithos ' death is reported 

3 3 . 34.3 .  In this case the atrocity results from an excessively narrow adherence to the 
words of the promise . It evokes the literalism and the barbarian treachery in episodes such 
as Herodotus 4 .20 1  and the Plataeans' understandable but nonetheless deceptive literalism 
in their execution of the Theban captives early in book 2. Cf. C. W. Macleod, "Thucydides' 
Plataean Debate ,"  GRBS 1 8  ( 1 977) 233 . Another form of literalism is evident at the end of 
the Plataean episode as the Spartans conduct their role as judges of the Plataeans by asking 
if the captives had done any service in the war to the Spartans and their allies (3. 5 1 .4 , cf. 
54. 2  and 68 . 1 ) .  
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in language that evokes the Athenians ' execution of Aristeus of Corinth ,4 
we are again reminded how swift and severe Athenian action can be. Once 
Pac hes ' character is well established, we know what to expect when the 
Athenians decide that all Mytilenean males over the age of puberty should 
be executed and all women and children sold into slavery (3 .36 .2) .  A 
trireme is dispatched to convey the decision to Paches; when it arrives we 
know he will promptly and decisively carry out his orders . 

With this background established , Thucydides stops to report in con­
siderable detail the debate that took place in Athens on the day after the 
decision to execute the Mytileneans . Even though the trireme is on its 
way , the Athenians decide to reconsider their decision . They had initially 
made up their minds under the influence of passion (3 . 36 .2) .  Now second 
thoughts suggest the decision was "uncivilized and excessive . "5 Thu­
cydides has stylized this debate into his familiar antilogistic form. He omits 
any report of other speakers while representing in direct discourse the 
speeches of Cleon and an otherwise unknown speaker, Diodotus ,  the son 
of Eucrates .  6 

Cleon , who speaks first , begins with an attack not only on speakers who 
urge reconsideration of the decision , but also on his audience , singling out 
the Athenians' tendency to be misled by rhetorical skill .  A surprising 
amount of this debate is devoted to argument not about the punishment of 
the islanders but about the role of discussion in Athenian decision making . 
Cleon , the most persuasive of the citizens at this time (3 . 36 .6) ,  and a 
speaker who is represented as having mastered the very techniques of 

4 3 . 36. 1 .  Cf. esp . EU8il� aJtEX'tELVUV , ECJ'tLV & ltUQEXOµEVOV with �oui..oµEvou� 
ECJ'tLV & ELltELV aiJBT]µEQOV aJtEXtELVUV in 2.67.4.  

' 3 . 36 .4 .  The Greek, wµov to �oui..rnµa xal µEya, is literally "raw and big . " Each of 
the adjectives links this passage to important themes within the work as a whole . The emphasis 
on greatness is prominent throughout the work. This passage is part of the transition from 
the view of greatness as something benign and self-justifying to a recognition of it as the 
measure of the suffering of the war. To call the action "raw" is more remarkable . The 
adjective is unusual in Thucydides, occuring only here and in 3 .82 .  l (cf. 84 . 1 ) .  The con­
notations of savagery and barbarism (3 .94.5) are important in the development of the pre­
sentation of the Athenians in the work; in effect a food code signifying the barbarization of 
Greece . The adjective also links the passage to a wider pattern in the culture, the use of food 
as a metaphorical system for justice . This is already evident in Hesiod's  allusions to "bribe 
eating" barons and in his contrast between the carmibalism of wild animals and the justice 
of man (Works and Days 277-280) . In the Rhetorica ad Alexandrum 1420 a 30ff. the raw 
is contrasted to action in accord with logos and compared to animal-like actions. In Thucydides 
the feasting and festival world depicted in the Funeral Oration (esp . 2 . 38) is progressively 
destroyed as the war turns Greece to cannibalism (2 .70 . 1 ) ,  savagery (here and 3 . 82) ,  and 
starvation in sieges and the quarries at Syracuse (7 . 87 .2 ) .  See also Notes 45 and 61 below . 

• See M. Ostwald, " "Diodotus , "  GRBS 20 ( 1 979) 5- 1 3 .  



Book 3 83 

contemporary rhetoric that he denounces , 7 deplores the reconsideration of 
the decision: "I am unchanging in my resolve and I am amazed at those 
who propose a second discussion concerning Mytileneans and who make 
us waste time . This is more in the interest of those who have wronged 
us' ' (3 .  38 . I ) .  Indeed, almost two of the five pages of his speech are devoted 
to an attack on re-opening the question and on the motives of those who 
speak on the side to which he is opposed . Often in Thucydides the speakers 
reveal , apparently inadvertantly ,  their true colors . 8 Cleon , the professed 
protector of the common people , is no friend of democratic discussion , 
doubts the ability of a democracy to hold on to an empire (3 . 37 . l ) ,  and 
advocates that the common people of Mytilene , not just the oligarchs , be 
put to death: " Punish them now as their wrongs deserve; and do not let 
the blame fall on the few while letting off the common people . All of them 
alike made the attack on you-though they had the chance to turn to your 
side and now be back in their city" (3 . 39 .6) . 

Diodotus ,  on the other hand , no very active politician , it would seem, 
spends the long first portion of his speech rebutting Cleon's  charges and 
affirms the importance of full and free discussion .9 This emphasis on the 
role of argument is not simply rhetorical sparring between the two op­
ponents . Rather, as we study the debate , it becomes clear that its issue is 
as much the role of logos as the fate of the Mytileneans . Hence the debate 
functions simultaneously on two levels:  that of immediate practical decision 
and that of more general political discourse . These levels emerge with 
some clarity as the rhetorical strategy of the debate unfolds . Cleon 's  po­
sition emphasizes the wrongs that all Mytileneans have committed against 
the Athenians . Under Greek ethics he has a strong case . They have revolted 
without specific provocation , abandoned their oaths of loyalty to the Athe­
nians and sought aid from Athens ' worst enemy. The Athenians themselves 
recognize that punishment directed against the whole population would be 
a very severe measure , but it would not be without justification . Cleon 
argues that it would be both right and advantageous to make an example 
out of Mytilene: "Summing up I say: do what I say and you will simul­
taneously achieve both justice as regards the Mytileneans and self-interest. 
If you decide in any other way, you will have no gratitude from them and 
you will condemn yourselves [to the loss of empire) " (3 .40 .4) . 

7 C. W. Macleod, "Reason and Necessity ,"  JHS 98 ( 1978) 64-78. 
8 Euripides Philoctetes (TGrF' 797) apud Rhetorica ad Alexandrum 1433 b I ! ff. 
9 Two useful recent discussions of Diodotus' speech are M .  Cogan, "Mytilene, Plataea 

and Corcyra ,"  Phoenix 35 ( 1 98 1 )  1 -2 1 , and B .  Manuwald, "Der Trug des Diodotus, "  
Hermes 107 ( 1 979) 407-422 . 
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Against this highly effective speech Diodotus devises a remarkable strat­
egy . 1 0 After affirming the appropriateness of reconsideration , he turns the 
discussion in a new direction: "I did not come forward either to make 
excuses for the Mytileneans nor to make denunciations . For our contest is 
not about their wrongs-if we are sane-but about our own proper decision 
making . And if I should affirm that the Mytileneans have surely wronged 
us , I will not on that basis urge you to kill them, unless it is advantageous . 
And if they have some basis for being forgiven-well , let it be , if this 
forgiveness is not clearly a good thing for the city. " 1 1  His strategy is not 
to deny the justice of punishing the Mytileneans , but to deny the relevance 
of Cleon's approach and to transform the argument from one primarily 
about right and wrong (to dikaion) to one about advantage (to xympheron) . 
His point concerns both practicality and the canons of ancient rhetoric. At 
a practical level Diodotus urges the advantages of a policy of moderation, 
against Cleon's  severity . He points out that to condemn the common people 
of Mytilene would be to encourage longer and stiffer resistance in other 
cities when they revolt . As it is now , he claims , "the common people in 
all the subject cities are well disposed to you and either they do not join 
in revolts with the oligarchs or if they are forced to , they swiftly turn 
hostile to the leaders of the revolt, and you have the mass of the opposing 
city as your ally when you move into war" (3 .47 .2) .  

This practical approach coincides with a more subtle argument deriving 
from the categories of ancient rhetoric . Ancient rhetoric classified speeches 
by the type of occasion on which they were delivered. Thus , courtroom 
oratory was sharply distinguished from that intended for a deliberative 
assembly or for a celebratory or festival occasion. Diodotus' arguments 
exploit the distinction . This is not , he implies, a courtroom (dicanic) 
situation but a deliberative one in which considerations of right and wrong 
should yield to considerations of advantage: "And I do not think it proper 
that you should be driven away from the advantage which I offer by the 
speciousness of his speech [logos] . Since his speech is more just [dikaiote­
ros on] in the light of your present passion toward the Mytileneans,  it may 
perhaps be followed. But we are not trying a law case [dikazometha] 

10 A useful analysis of the relationship between the speech and ancient rhetorical theory 
is to be found in Macleod, JHS 98 ( 1978) esp. 72-77 . 

1 1  3 .44. I f. The translation of the last sentence assumes that ElEV in the manuscripts is 
correct, and idiomatic. Cf. Classen-Steup ad Joe. Diodotus means, but does not say , "I 'd 
kill  them if they were innocent if i t  were in Athens' best interest" ;  hence he breaks in mid­
sentence, interjects a colloquial expression "let it be" (drv) and phrases the criterion with 
the more persuasive term, aya06v ("a  good thing") ,  rather than with a repetition of ;uµ­
<j>EQOV, "advantageous . "  I assume that n ;uyyvwµl]� is the subject of <1>alvort0 . 
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concerning them, so that we need arguments from justice [ton dikaion], 
but we are deliberating [bouleuometha] about them, so that they will serve 
our advantage" (3 .44.4) .  Diodotus thereby gains an advantage over Cleon 
who has chastised the Athenians for viewing each occasion as one for 
display (epideictic) oratory or the showmanship of the sophists . 1 2 Under 
this attack Cleon' s  assumption that justice and advantage can simultane­
ously be attained seems naive (3 .47 . 5) and his advocacy of what Diodotus 
terms the " laws of terror" (3 .46 .4) strangely unsophisticated and ill­
considered . 

Diodotus , on the other hand , presents himself as the clear-thinking , 
tough-minded realist . Many readers have suspected that for all his insist­
ence on advantage he is nonetheless secretly in sympathy with the claims 
of justice , not Cleon 's  justice of revenge , but a justice that seeks a pun­
ishment proportionate to the offense and would thereby spare the average 
citizens of Mytilene . 1 3 When he says the present climate compels the 
advocate of severity to use deception to lead the majority, and while the 
advocate of the better course wins confidence by lying (3 .43 .2) ,  he is 
perhaps signaling to the advocates of mercy, pity, and leniency that the 
arguments he presents do not necessarily reflect his own true sentiments . 
The rhetorician Teisias is said in Plato's  Phaedrus (273aff. ) to have urged 
that in some situations each party should lie in order to construct a case 
more convincing than the plain truth; Diodotus has perhaps learned this 
lesson . 14 

In any event his speech is a magnificent tour de force . It reaffirms the 
ability of logos to shape policy and skillfully urges the repeal of a decision 
that we know was adopted in passion (3 . 36 . 2) and whose inappropriateness 
was soon recognized by many Athenians (36 .4-5) . It reaffirms the Periclean 
notion that intellect and practical policy can coexist. Cleon, whose speech 
amply confirms Thucydides'  introduction of him as the most violent of 
citizens (3 . 36 .6) ,  is beaten at his own game . 1 5  He has crawled out on the 

1 2 3 .38 .4-7. Diodotus' i:tj"J £\l:rcgrnEi i:oii txElvou A.6you (3 .44.4) is an especially pointed 
response to Cleon's own barb in 38 . 2 .  

1 3  Cf. D. Kagan, "The Speeches in  Thucydides and the Mytilene Debate , "  YCS 2 4  ( 1 975) 
85 , and B. Manu�ald, Hermes 107 ( 1 979) 407-422. 

14 The lesson is repudiated by Isocrates 3 . 5-9; cf. 1 5 . 253-57 and see Macleod, JHS 98 
( 1 978) 73-74 .  

" Much has been said about the apparent prejudice in  introducing Cleon in this way. That 
Thucydides disliked Cleon is perfectly clear; that the historical Cleon, when viewed from 
other perspectives, is not a totally depraved character can readily be maintained. Thucydides 
is not "objective" in his treatment of Cleon. But it is a mistake, I believe, to think that 
"introductions" of this sort are intended as a comprehensive judgment of the character or 
that they are intended to substitute the historian's  evaluation for the reader's .  Rather they 
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Jong pious limb of Right and found himself cut off by a few deft strokes 
of Advantage . Diodotus has saved the day; a second trireme sets off with 
the reprieve, and as we have seen in the Introduction ,  the reader shares 
in the eagerness for it to arrive in time: 

They ate as they rowed, barley mixed with wine and oil . Some took turns sleeping 

while others rowed . By luck no wind opposed them. The former ship did not sail 
with eagerness on an errand that might provoke retribution, 16 while this one hastened 
on in the fashion just described. The first had arrived and Paches had time to read 

the decree and was about to do what had been resolved, when the second ship 

draws up on the shore and prevented the destruction.  That was the margin of 

Mytilene ' s  escape from danger. (3.49. 3-4) 

The race of the two ships , the vivid narration, the hair-breadth escape, 
the sudden change to the present tense , draw us into the action and direct 
our responses . We want the Mytileneans to be spared and are relieved 
when the second trireme brings the reprieve . The successful outcome 
reinforces the initial reaction to Diodotus ' speech . He has achieved the 
goal we so earnestly desire . 

But the sequel to this brilliant scene creates a more complex reaction. 
The outcome is not quite what we expected. In the very next sentence it 
turns out that Cleon has not been so completely defeated as we thought. 
A resolution moved by him turns out to have passed the assembly , and as 
a result the men sent by Paches to Athens are put to death . 1 7 They number 
a little more than one thousand . 1 8 In the next sentence of the severity of 
the Athenian punishment of Mytilene becomes even clearer, as we learn 
what Diodotus'  proposal meant by " letting others keep their homes" 

evoke reactions already likely to be present in Thucydides' audience and alert the reader to 
qualities likely to be significant in the ensuing debate. Thus they are not final authorial 
assessments, but initial assumptions that, as we shall see, can from time to time be modified 
as new situations are investigated. 

16 "That might provoke retribution" is a cumbersome phrase and not very satisfactory as 
a translation of l:tJ..Mxoi;ov. But "horrid" (Crawley) , "distasteful" (Warner), and "un­
welcome" (LSJ) are all inadequate. The word derives from the Homeric and archaic word, 
x6i:oi;, "wrath," especially divine wrath. It does not imply, of course, that Thucydides or 
even the sailors thought that Poseidon or Zeus might destroy them, but it evokes the uneasiness 
of those who cannot fully believe in a cosmic indifference to an act of excessive severity. 

11 3 . 50 .  l ,  K1£rovoi; yvc:Oµt;1 . The word, yvwµT] , is totally appropriate for a proposal in the 
assembly, but it is also ironic and carries on the theme of the contrast between reason and 
orge, passion. 

18 Some commentators have been shocked by the number. Surely Thucydides could not 
have meant ' 'more than 50- 1 00  individuals, whereas 1 ,000 and more would mean the oligarchs 
in general, the governing class" (Gomme, HCT ad toe . [p. 325)) .  Yet the manuscripts are 
unanimous and no palaeographically convincing emendation is at hand. Cf. R.  Meiggs, The 
Athenian Empire (Oxford 1 972) 3 16. The number, I believe, is sound-and meant to shock. 
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(3 .48 . 1 ) :  All the agricultural land on the island (with the exception of the 
territory of the loyal Methymnaeans) is divided into 3 ,000 units . The 
residents of Lesbos are to work the land , each paying 200 drachmas per 
year to an Athenian , chosen in a lottery . The Lesbians are reduced thereby 
virtually to the status of serfs; the Athenians , whether permanently resident 
on the island or not, become a rentier class benefiting from contributions 

exacted from the native inhabitants of the island. 19 
The account that seemed to draw to a happy ending with the rounding­

off sentence, "That was the margin of Mytilene' s  escape from danger" 
(3 .49 .4) ,  turns out, after all ,  to have not quite so happy an ending. After 
false closure,  the narrative reopens and we see that the punishment of the 
Mytileneans is still severe even if not as "uncivilized and excessive" as 
originally proposed . There is something very disquieting in the outcome 
and in retrospect underneath the surface brilliance of Diodotus ' speech. 
His remarkable and welcome success is partially based, after all ,  on de­
ception. Thucydides , for example, by no means encourages the notion that 
the common people were universally well disposed to Athens . On the 
contrary , he often gives voice to the view that the price of empire is 
inevitable hostility and ill will . 20 Diodotus (3 .4 7 .  2) has misrepresented the 
subjects ' attitude toward the empire . And he has even more flagrantly 
misstated the facts of the Mytilenean situation. It is not accurate to say, 
as he does (3 .47 . 3 ) ,  that the common people had no part in the revolt and 
willingly turned the city over to Athens once they acquired arms . The 
facts , as Thucydides reports them in chapter 27 , contradict Diodotus .  Once 
armed, the common people responded by demanding that the remaining 

19 On the arrangements see P. Gauthier, REG 19 ( 1 966) 83-85 . The parliamentary situation 
in Athens can now also be stated rather more clearly . The assembly convened to reconsider 
the previous decision to execute all the adult males etc . As the sentiment for reconsideration 
grew, the council would first have convened to discuss the matter. Most likely the council 
drafted a new probouleuma , and Diodotus was the councilor who introduced it in the assembly. 
(If so , the allusion to Diodotus' official responsibility in 3 .45.4 may be explained without 
recourse to Ostwald 's  hypothesis; see Note 6 above) .  The new proposal was to substitute a 
clerouchy for the execution of those males still on Lesbos. It would be an attractive prop­
osition, holding out the prospect of profit to several thousand Athenian voters. The motion 
was carried; but a proposal of Cleon (probably voted on the preceding day) to execute those 
males whom Paches had sent to Athens remained in force. What is surprising in this process 
is that in Thucydides Diodotus does not point out the financial advantages of a clerouchy 
and the impracticality of working the Lesbian land if all the males are put to death. These 
would surely be arguments one would include among ta deonta in this situation. Thucydides' 
failure to report them seems to me best explained by his tendency to withhold important 
information until late in his story. Here he perhaps wishes us to reconsider Diodotus and his 
proposal after the "false" conclusion to the story at the end of chapter 50. 

"' E.g. 1 .76 . I ,  2 .64.5 ;  cf. pseudo-Xenophon Athenaion Politeia 1 - 14.  
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grain be accounted for and divided among all citizens . If that were not 
done , they threatened to make an agreement with the Athenians to hand 
over the city . (Presumably if the grain were divided , they would have 
supported the revolt. )  The oligarchs , then , turned to Paches and it was 
they , not the common people , who decided to call in the Athenians . 2 1  

Diodotus has seriously misrepresented the facts of the case . A reader 
who shares Thucydides '  professed regard for exact detail is likely to rec­
ognize and deplore the distortion . Other features in the speech are also 
disquieting . We are reminded, for example , of the contrast between Di­
odotus '  approach to an assembly under the influence of passion (orge) and 
that which Pericles used in his speech after the plague . 22 The speech 
illustrates what Thucydides described as Pericles ' ability to "hold back 
the majority in a free manner. He was not so much led by it as he was 
himself the leader, since he did not speak to please as someone does who 
tries to get power from inappropriate sources . Rather he had the standing 
to speak up against their passion" (2 . 65 . 8) .  Pericles directly challenged 
the Athenian passion and dealt with it forthrightly. The state benefited 
thereby, even if Pericles was fined and temporarily removed from power. 
Diodotus' approach is totally different. Although he does not flatter the 
Athenians , he manipulates them in a sophisticated and disingenuous fash­
ion . The bold Periclean directness has been replaced by a new deceptiveness 
of language and argument . 

Diodotus ' strategy is based , moreover, as we have seen , on a manip­
ulation of rhetorical categories . Cleon had argued that what a rhetorician 
would call "the right" (to dikaion) , that is , the considerations deriving 
from justice in the rhetorical situation , coincided with "the advantageous" 
(to xympheron) .  Diodotus detects in this a weakness and severs the con­
nection . He enunciates a doctrine that restricts considerations of right (to 
dikaion) to courtroom situations and allows only considerations of advan­
tage to operate in deliberative oratory . The paradox is evident: Diodotus 
urges a policy that we feel is right (dikaion) but advances his case by 
denying the right a place in deliberative oratory . This is a departure from 
the canons of ancient rhetorical theory . Aristotle in the Rhetoric ( 1 . 3 .4 ,  
1 358 b)  emphasizes that the goal of  deliberative oratory is  the analysis of 

2 1  Cf. P. Gauthier, "Les clerouques de Lesbos, "  REG 79 ( 1 966) 80. And Macleod (above, 
Note 7) . Macleod, p.  76, was wrong, I believe , in suggesting that Diodotus felt his policy 
would prevent revolts . Diodotus' argument is that revolts are likely to occur but they will 
be more easily suppressed if his policy is followed. 

22 Note the emphasis on orge in 2. 59. 3 and 60.2 and again in 2.65.  I and esp . 65 .8 .  The 
theme is less emphatic in book 3 but clear enough in 3 . 36 .2  
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what is beneficial or harmful, and the goal of courtroom oratory is what 
is right or wrong (to dikaion or to adikon) , but he makes clear that the 
latter considerations also apply in speeches delivered during political de­
liberations . 23 The so-called Rhetorica ad Alexandrum is even more explicit 
in including the right (to dikaion) and the conventional (to nomimon) along 
with the advantageous (to xympheron) in the list of "topics" to be used 
in deliberative oratory ( 142 1 b 24 . When Diodotus' speech is viewed in 
the context of ancient rhetorical theory, its distortions of historical fact 
can be seen to parallel distortions in rhetorical method . Its brillance is 
achieved not through the methods of ancient oratory, but by distorting and 
exaggerating them and by imposing a rigid antithesis between the right 
and the expedient . 

These are considerations that in the early parts of the Histories seemed 
to be somehow reconcilable , even in an empire. In the first book the 
Athenians , in justifying the empire , stress the dominance of fear, interest 
and advantage but claim for themselves some residual justification: • 'Those 
who follow human nature and rule over others but are yet more fair than 
their realized power obliges them to be , deserve praise . We think that if 
others took over our position , they would supply a good indication of the 
moderation" ( l .76 . 3f) .  Pericles , too , in the Funereal Oration 
describes Athens as benefiting others not through some ' 'calcu­
lation of advantage but through the confidence of freedom" (2 .40 .5) .  

As the war continues we have seen a growing tension between advantage 
and right. The empire , Pericles said , can be compared to a tyranny that it 
seems was wrong (adikon) to pursue but is dangerous to let go (2.63 . 2) .  
Cleon echoes Pericles , but eliminates a slight ambiguity i n  the phrasing 
ascribed to Pericles . Thucydides has Pericles say that the Athenians hold 
their empire hos tyrannida, words that can mean either that the empire is  
like a tyranny (but not really one) or that the empire is the virtual equivalent 
of a tyranny . In Cleon's phrasing (3 .37 .2) the qualifying word, hOs, dis­
appears and the identity of empire and tyranny is unhesitatingly accepted. 24 

23 Rhetoric I 3 . 5 ;  cf. Quintilian 3 .4 . 16 .  
24 This is  a small shift and many critics, especially those who contended that Thucydides 

does not show a significant development in Athenian attitudes toward the empire, might 
contend it is an insignificant one . Yet , almost infinitesimal changes in the role of self-interest, 
self-restraint, fear, and many other topics in the Histories lead ultimately to a radically 
different attitude toward power and the conduct of foreign policy . No individual shift is 
decisive, but the cumulative result is still a major change. Cf. M. Cogan, Phoeni.JC 35 ( 198 1 )  
7f. , esp . n .  1 3 ,  "Moderation has disappeared not because Cleon has substituted new prin­
ciples, but because war has eroded that confidence and decency on which moderation de­
pends . "  



90 Book 3 

Nor is it in Cleon's  speech alone that the tension between advantage and 
right is evident . In Diodotus' words , too , all pretense of the reconciliation 
of the two is abandoned . 

Diodotus'  speech is thus part of a progressive disassociation of advantage 
and justice in the early part of the Histories .  Its clever rhetorical strategy 
is,  moreover, grounded in a view of man and nature that proves to be of 
great significance in the work. 25 The bedrock upon which Diodotus builds 
is a belief that laws, conventions , and punishments are ineffective: "It is 
quite impossible, and a sign of much naivete , if someone thinks that one 
can find in the strength of laws or any other terror some bulwark against 
human nature when it sets out eagerly to do something" (3 .45 .  7) . Human 
nature drives individuals and states toward mistaken courses of action, and 
restraints or laws will never prevent this (3 .45 . 3) .  Punishments of as­
cending severity have, Diodotus argues , already been tried and found 
ineffective . The forces that work against them are much stronger: 

Poverty inexorably supplies boldness; prosperity through over-reaching and plan­

ning supply self-aggrandizement; all other circumstances that affect men by passion , 

as each one of those circumstances is brought into place by a force maieure , lead 

into dangers . And there is expectation [elpis] and eros in ei:ch situation; the second 

leading; the first following . The one plans an attack; the other supports it with the 

resources that derive from chance. These two do the greatest harm by their invis­

ibility and are more powerful than visible terrors .  And chance (tyche] also , no less 

than they , contributes to raising false confidence . (3 .45 .4-6) 

Such passages seem to break out of the careful rational limits of the 
Histories and to reveal a world of shadowy powers , who, momentarily 
personified , swiftly retreat into darkness and gloom. This is the world of 
pure physis, of nature without limitation or restraint, uncontrolled by no­
moi, unmoved by punishments. Against such force justice and punishment 
can have little hope of success . 

Diodotus '  rhetorical strategy is the natural extension of such a view of 
man . Since men , by their nature , are driven to self-aggrandizement, to 
risk , to danger, to false confidence and over-reaching , nothing can stop 
this process except the prospect of greater disadvantage . Right is ineffective 
and unpersuasive . Men act as advantage dictates . Persuasion , then , must 
neglect arguments from convention or from justice , and proceed through 

25 The theme is a major one , which continues in portions of the work, e .g .  in Euphemus' 
comment (6 . 85 . 1 )  that for tyrant or imperial city nothing is irrational (a/ogon) that is ad­
vantageous (xympheron) .  This is perhaps the most explicit statement of the subordination of 
logos to the calculation of self-interest. 
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reliance on what i s  advantageous and expedient. There i s  no place for 
right. 

We are left then with unresolved and complex reactions . We have wanted 
Diodotus to win and acclaimed him. Yet his victory , not only at the practical 
but also at the theoretical level,  is unsatisfying . We sense that the price 
is too high; Mytilene has achieved some alleviation of the suffering it might 
have experienced, but a greater pain is inflicted, the recognition of the 
possibility that ultimately justice or restraint must give way before self­
interest. The bleakness of that prospect outweighs any gain Diodotus has 
achieved . 

T H E  P U N I S H M E N T  O F  P L A T  A E A  

The Mytilenean episode , however, i s  not to be viewed in isolation . The 
first part of the third book develops a parallelism between the events on 
Lesbos and the continuing siege of Plataea. To be sure , at the beginning 
of the book when we first hear of the intended revolt of Mytilene , no 
similarity to the operations at Plataea described in the second book is 
immediately evident. Indeed, the contrasts between the two are dominant: 
Book 2 began with a surprise Theban attack on a small ally of Athens ;  
book 3 begins with the carefully planned revolt of one of Athens ' last 
independent confederates . The Plataeans , at least at first , are an innocent 
party; the Mytileneans violate , without any immediate or specific provo­
cation , their oaths of loyalty and widely held Greek attitudes about the 
proper behavior of allies . 26 Gradually , however, attention is drawn to the 
similarities between the two situations . Each campaign turns into a siege , 
by one of the great powers , while the other major power is unable or 
unwilling to render any significant aid to its ally . Athens is no more 
effective in helping Plataea than Sparta is in bringing aid to Mytilene . The 
sieges stretch on; the grain supplies run out . 27 When capitulation finally 
occurs , the major power must decide what punishment to impose . The 
issue is analyzed through an antilogy in direct discourse; the decision in 
each instance coincides with the immediate interest of the major power. 

26 Cf. G.E .M.  de Ste . Croix , Origins of the Peloponnesian War (London 1972) 305f. and 
C. W. Macleod, JHS 98 ( 1 978) 64ff. 

27 Thucydides' descriptions underline the similarities in the events. The start of the siege 
of Mytilene in 3 . 1 8  recalls the language of the Plataean siege in 2.78.  I ;  the exhaustion of 
the grain supply at Plataea in 3 . 20. 1 is described in terms that are echoed in the Mytilene 
narrative, 3 . 27 . 1 .  
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By the time the siege of Plataea is over and the punishment has been 
imposed, the narrative has closely assimilated itself to that developed for 
the revolt of Mytilene . 28 The casualties are listed; the disposition of the 
land is announced-with foreigners controlling it in each case . A religious 
dedication is reported29 and finally the "rounding-off" sentence used in 
the Mytilene affair (3 . 50 . 3) is expanded and applied to the Plataean episode: 
"And such was the ending of the Plataean affair in the 93rd year after 
their alliance with the Athenians" (3 . 68 .4) .  30 

Within this structure themes such as supplication , benefaction , and be­
trayal serve further to bind together the Plataean and Mytilenean episodes 
without obscuring the contrasts between them.3 1  Hence as we read on in 

28 The relationship of the Plataean episode to other episodes in the center of book 3 is 
schematized in Appendix Three . 

29 At Mytilene (3 .50.2) 300 lots set aside for the gods as a tithe; at Plataea (3.68.3) an 
inn ( xmaycl>ywv) and temple for Hera are established. In the midst of the desolation, religious 
celebrations will continue . For religious dedications as a sign of hypocrisy, see 3 . 57 . 1 .  

30 The sentences are typical of Thucydides' frequent practice of marking the end of a major 
section or of a disgression with ta µtv, a prepositional phrase, oihw�. and a verb in the 
past tense (cf. 1 . 1 39.6) .  In the Plataean case the "rounding off" formula is expanded with 
a note of pathos. But the technique is not quite what the reader expects. An indication of 
the length of Plataea' s existence as an independent town or the number of years from the 
great victory against the Persians would be the obvious strategy. Instead Thucydides calls 
attention to its long-standing alliance with Athens and implicitly thereby to the Athenians' 
ineffectiveness in aiding Plataea, or even to their unwillingness at one point (3 .36. 1 )  to 
explore a possible way of saving the Plataeans .  The emphasis on Athens moves the reader 
beyond the obvious pathos of Plataea's fate and the cynicism of Sparta's action and hints at 
a theme that will prove of importance in the Corcyrean episode later in the book,  the tendency 
for alliances with great powers to increase destruction , rather than prevent it . 

31 Supplication: The Mytileneans appeal to the Spartans by claiming to be ' ' the equivalent 
of suppliants" of Olympian Zeus (3 . 14 ,  cf. 3 . 28 .2) .  Later the Plataeans appeal to the Spartans 
by representing themselves as suppliants of the graves of the Spartans' ancestors buried in 
their town (3 .59.2 and 59 .4 ,  cf. 58 .3) .  For the Theban response see 66.2 .  On the practice 
see I. Gould, " Hiketeia, "  JHS 93 ( 1 973) 74- 103 .  

Benefaction: Diodotus claims the members o f  the Mytilene dimes are benefactors (euer­
getai) of the Athenians and hence it would be wrong to kill them. The Plataeans repeatedly 
urge that they are euergetai of Greece (3 .57 . 1 ,  58 .3 ,  59. 1 ;  cf. 55 .3f. ) .  The Theban response: 
63 .3  and 67 . 3 .  For the central role in popular Greek ethics of the proper treatment of 
benefactors , see Rhetorica ad Alexandrum 1 42 1 b  37ff. 

Betrayal: The Mytileneans in their appeal for Spartan assistance express their fear that 
they will be despised as betrayers of their friends (3 . 9 . 1 ) .  The Plataeans refuse to betray 
their old ally Athens (3 .55 .3); the Thebans accuse them of betraying all the Greeks by their 
support of Athens (3 .63 . 3) ;  Cleon urges the Athenians not to be betrayers of themselves 
(3 .40.7) .  

Note in addition the theme of the paradigm or example: The Mytileneans revolt because 
they anticipate Athenian aggression, based on past examples (3 . 10 .6 and 1 1 .8) ;  Cleon says 
they did not use past examples properly (3 .39 . 3) and wants to make them an example to 
others ( 40. 7) . The Plataeans and Thebans both use the term in their appeals to the Spartans 
(57 . 1  and 67 .6) .  There are important continuations of this theme in the Melian Dialogue 
(5 .90 and 5 .95) .  
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the third book , our impression of the Mytilenean affair continues to be 
shaped by comparison to the Plataean episode . And conversely our reac­
tions to the debate on the treatment of the Plataean captives are formed in 
part by our recollection of the Mytilenean episode and by our increasing 
awareness that in the world Thucydides describes advantage and not right 
decides the outcome of discussions . The reader, of course , already knows 
that the Plataeans ' appeal will be unsuccessful, for every Greek was aware 
of the fate of Plataea. Hence appeals · based on their past services , or on 
the promises made at the time of the Persian Wars are recognized im­
mediately as ineffective . There is no suspense in the Plataean debate, for 
the outcome is well known. Yet the Plataean speech , although quite in­
capable of persuading the Spartans, has a powerful effect. It increases and 
emphasizes the discrepancy between the real world and an ideal world in 
which such appeals would be effective . 

It also implicitly contrasts this war with the Persian War. The significance 
of this contrast is at first easily overlooked . Thucydides himself in the first 
book omits any continuous account of the Persian War, indeed passes over 
it with the observation that "of former actions the greatest was the Persian 
affair and this had nonetheless a swift resolution in a pair of naval battles 
and a pair of land battles . But the great length of this war [the Peloponnesian 
War] surpassed it, and in it sufferings converged on Greece unequalled in 
any comparable period" ( 1 .23 . 1 ) .  The speakers in Thucydides pass over 
the Persian War or treat it as a topic too hackneyed to develop. 32 But 
Thucydides ' narrative hints at or alludes to that war and its immediate 
sequel at some of the crucial moments in the Peloponnesian War-at its 
outbreak ( 1 . 1 28- 1 38) ,  at the Pylos battle (4 . 36 .3) ,  and throughout the 
account of the final days of the Athenian expedition in Sicily .  It becomes, 
as the work goes on , the standard by which the "greatness" of the 
Peloponnesian War is measured, and by which individual episodes can be 
assessed . 

The comparison of the Plataean episode to the Persian Wars , and spe­
cifically to the promises made to Plataea after the great battle on its territory, 
underlines the ineffectiveness of promises ,  of oaths , of obligations to 
friends and benefactors , indeed of anything except triumphant, dominant 
self-interest and advantage. Neither the Plataean speech nor the Theban 
arguments for their condemnation determine the outcome. Advantage de­
cides . The Spartans need Theban support and know how to secure it: "And 

32 Pericles himself avoids it in the Funeral Oration where the reader would most expect it 
(2 . 36.4) . Others apologize for its introduction ( 1 .73 . 2) or avoid it as "rhetorical embroidery" 
(ou xaU.mrouµE9a: 6 . 83 . l ;  cf. 5 . 89). 
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it was almost entirely on account of the Thebans that the Lacedaemonians 
turned their back in this fashion on the Plataeans, for they thought that 
the Thebans would be useful in the war that was just beginning' '  (3 . 68 .4) . 
The reminder that we are still close to the beginning of a long war hints 
at greater changes , and perhaps greater severity in the future . At the same 
time it calls to mind Athens ' decision shortly before the outbreak of the 
war to accept the Corcyrean alliance . There too a major power made a 
crucial decision not on the basis of the elaborate arguments presented in 
debate but on an assessment of what would prove useful in the war.33 In 
both the Corcyrean and Plataean decisions logos loses its expected rele­
vance . But it is a more complex relationship between speech and action, 
logos and ergon , which runs through this portion of the text. The pressures 
of the war do not simply limit the range or effectiveness of logos; they 
shape speech and reason into instruments of violence . This development 
is fully evident only in the report of the Corcyrean revolution , to which 
we shall soon turn. But the distortion of language and argument can already 
be detected in the speeches of Cleon and Diodotus on the punishment of 
Mytilene . The course of reason and restraint was maintained by distortions 
that excluded considerations of right and wrong, alleging that they applied 
only to dicanic or law-court oratory . 

In the Plataean episode the distortions are of a different sort. Neither 
speech excludes considerations of right and wrong, indeed both are filled 
with the language of justice and piety . But the two long speeches neutralize 
each other. The techniques of contemporary rhetoric are used to cover up 
the weaknesses in each case and ultimately to obscure the fundamental 
moral issue . The Plataeans try their best to draw attention away from their 
execution of Theban prisoners (2 . 5 . 7) and to their services in the Persian 
Wars when the Thebans had gone over to the side of the invaders . 34 Their 
obfuscation , however, is nothing compared to the inversion of Greek values 
and language in the Theban speech. 35 A masterpiece of deception , this 
address seeks to exculpate Thebes from her past medism and accuses 
Plataea of an equally heinous-sounding offense , "atticism. "36 In effect,  

3 3  1 .44.2 .  In fact the Corcyreans did not contribute very much to the Athenian war effort, 
nor was the fact that the island provided a convenient staging area for operations in Sicily 
an advantage to Athens. 

34 For a perceptive analysis of the Plataean speech see C. W. Macleod, GRBS 18 ( 1 977) 
227 . 

35 The Greeks did not condone the killing of captives who surrendered; see P. Ducrey, Le 
traitement des prisonniers de guerre (Paris 1968) ch. 9 .  

36 3 . 62 .2 ;  cf. 64 . 1 .  This word is  a coinage designed to parallel and deflect the Plataean 
charge of "medism, "  i .e .  their support of the Persians in the Persian invasion. The word 
"atticism" is first attested here, but Aristophanes'  Babylonians, probably produced in 426 
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the two long speeches cancel each other out and the way is opened for 
another form of speech-the "short question" directed to the Plataean 
captives-which asks if they had done any good service to the Lacedae­
monians and their allies in the war. 37 

Once again Thucydides is working in the categories of contemporary 
rhetoric ,  which distinguished between a short question and answer ex­
change (brachylogia) and a longer and more formal speech (makrologia) .  38 
Some fifth-century thinkers , notably Socrates, considered the short question 
and answer exchange a more reliable way of getting at the truth. But here 
the question is framed in such a way as to make the condition of acquittal 
a confession of treason . The short question leads not to a Socratic cross­
examination and clarification but to the destruction of one of the most 
famous towns of Greece , the extermination of the men, and the sale of 
the women into slavery. 

C O R C Y R A  

Immediately after the conclusion of the Plataean affair, Thucydides turns 
back, momentarily , to Lesbos and follows the return of the fleet that the 
Peloponnesians had sent to assist the Mytileneans. Thirteen ships and an 
adviser, Brasidas , join the returning fleet near Cyllene with orders to sail 
directly for Corcyra and to anticipate Athenian naval movements in that 
theater (3 .69) . 

' 'For stasis has broken out among the Corcyreans, ' '  Thucydides explains 
(3 .70. 1 ) ,  and a faction determined to draw Corcyra away from an alliance 
with Athens toward alignment with Corinth had come into conflict with 

e.c. , uses the word, A.axEbmµovui�w . "to support the Lacedaemonians, "  a parallel coinage 
indicative of Thucydides' perceptiveness about a pattern of linguistic change that was occuring 
at this time . See also C. W. Macleod, GRBS 18 ( 1 977) 240 . 

37 The question is repeated in almost identical words three times, first in Thucydides' 
narration (52.4), then by the Plataeans in their speech (54 .2),  and finally at the end of the 
narrative just before the execution (68 . 1 ) .  

3 8  J . Finley, " Euripides and Thucydides , "  HSCP 49 ( 1 938) 5 6  (also i n  Three Essays on 
Thucydides [Cambridge, Mass . 1 967] 1 -54) , and H. L. Hudson-Williams, "Conventional 
Fonns of Debate and the Melian Dialogue , "  AJP 71 ( 1 950) 1 50- 1 69.  And note Plato Pro­
tagoras 329b, 334c-335b; Hudson-Williams distinguishes the types very clearly, but I am 
not persuaded by his argument that the short question and answer exchange was restricted 
to private intellectual discussions. Surely it would have been of use in debate in the assembly, 
in cross-examining witnesses in court, and in conferences and negotiating sessions. Our 
documentation about fifth-century rhetoric is grievously deficient and we must be very careful 
not to be misled by silence. But it is odd that later Greek theory devotes very little attention 
to this important part of oratory. 
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Athenian supporters; fighting had broken out; the Athenian citizen-repre­
sentative (proxenos) , Peithias , had been murdered along with sixty citizens 
who shared his pro-Athenian views .  The factions were not simply advocates 
of different foreign policies. Thucydides calls the pro-Athenian group the 
demos, "the commons" ;  and the pro-Peloponnesian faction , hoi oligoi 
"the few, "  that is , the more well-to-do citizens. Thus a foreign policy 
dispute was superimposed upon a division along socioeconomic lines . 
Tension between the few and the commons was not unusual in Greek cities ; 
when it broke into violence, as at Corcyra, the Greeks termed it stasis 
(literally " a  standing")  and recognized it as the bitterest and most destruc­
tive form of strife .  39 

Thucydides departs from his usual annalistic form to provide a summary 
of events between his last discussion of Corcyra, at the outbreak of the 
war, and the events of 427 B.c .  that he will soon analyze .40 The account 
is at first swift and summary but gradually the detail increases and calls 
attention to the underlying significance of the episode. 41 

The structure of the book points in the same direction . Another episode 
of class warfare-this one at Notium in Asia Minor-had preceded the 
account of the fall and punishment of Mytilene (3 . 34) , and the conduct of 
the Paches , the Athenian commander there , and drawn attention to the 
distortion and abuse of language that is such a prominent theme in the 
third book. The Corcyrean account neatly balances the episode at Notium 
and forms with it a ring encompassing the Mytilenean and Plataean debates . 
But as we read , it becomes clear that this is no mere ornament but one of 
the most crucial episodes in the entire work. As often, what seems minor 
or of passing interest in the first element in a ring-composition , returns in 
the last element with renewed significance . Paches' betrayal of the com­
mander at Notium through a promise whose words were literally fulfilled 
but whose intention was totally violated, might seem, when first encoun­
tered, little more than a clever but appalling stratagem. But the themes in 
that episode-the distortion of language, the violation of widely accepted 
restraints-are precisely the subject of much of the narrative of the Cor­
cyrean stasis . The Corcyrean story is told , for example , as a series of 

39 Since English "factionalism" is too tame and "civic strife,"  "civil war," "revolution, "  
"class warfare" have the wrong connotations, I simply retain the Greek term, stasis, as a 
convenient label for this phenomenon. 

40 The episodes are connected by a verbal link between 1 .55.  l :  oitwc; aui:oi:c; ritv KEQ­
xuQav . . .  ltQO<JltOLtlOELUV and 3 .70.  l ;  itEmLoµtvm KoQLV8LOL<; KEQKUQUV ltQOO­
ltOLijam. 

41 Note the movement toward personal narrative in the story of Peithias (3 . 70. 3-6) , followed 
by a shift to day-by-day narrative in 72. 3ff. 
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attempts at persuasion . The captives persuade the Corinthians to release 
them on the grounds that they will bring Corcyra over to the Corinthian 
side (3 . 60. 1 ) .  Peithias resists them by a counterstrategy and persuades the 
Corcyreans to apply the law against five leaders of the opposite faction .42 
When he seems about to persuade (3 . 70 .6) the citizenry to form a defensive 
and offensive alliance with Athens , his opponents murder him, move the 
city toward a policy of neutrality , and send ambassadors to Athens to 
instruct the Athenians about the events and to persuade (3 . 7 1 .2) the Cor­
cyrean exiles there to avoid any improper action . The Athenians arrest the 
ambassadors and confine on Aegina any exiles who were persuaded by 
them (3 .  72. l ) .  Meanwhile , in Corcyra the strife breaks out again, until 
the Athenian commander Nikostratos persuades the parties to make an 
agreement with each other and the defensive and offensive alliance with 
Athens (3 .75 . 1 ) .  The leaders of the democratic forces persuade (3 .75 . 2) 

him to leave five ships and some Messenian troops .  They then urge the 
opposing faction to man five Corcyrean ships and sail off with Nikostratos 
and his fleet . But this group fears to go off with the Athenians and takes 
refuge in a shrine . When Nikostratos fails to persuade them to withdraw, 
he gives weapons to the pro-Athenian faction. Soon there are more sup­
pliants at the shrines , then further attempts at persuasion (3 . 80. l) until the 
democratic faction ' 'made those disembark whom they had persuaded to 
go on board the ships and then dispatched them. They entered in the shrine 
of Hera and persuaded up to fifty of the suppliants to stand trial . All were 
condemned to death . But the majority of the suppliants , the ones who were 
not persuaded, when they saw what was happening, destroyed one another 
right there in the shrine-some hanged themselves from trees ,  others ex­
pended themselves as they could individually arrange it" (3 . 8 1 .2f. ) .  

This i s  one of  the longest and most complex of  what can be  called 
"persuasion narratives" in Thucydides-episodes , that is ,  in which the 
action is traced by the attempts of one party to persuade another to adopt 
a certain course of action . There are over a dozen occurences of the verb 
"to persuade" and its compounds in half as many pages of text . But the 

42 3 . 70 . 5 .  Is it possible that there is a play on the name Peithias in the phrase 6 IleL0ta� 
. . . itet0EL? Thucydides is certainly not beyond echoing or playing with the etymology of 
a proper name; cf. for example 8 .97 . lf. and 1 . 1 10 .2; 3 . 30.2; 3 . 101 .2  ad fin. ;  3 . 104.5;  
4.42.2 .  Note also that in  the Plataean debate (3 .52 .5)  Thucydides names two Plataean speakers 
while referring to the other side only as "the Thebans. "  Is the introduction of the Plataeans' 
names designed to emphasize the irony of one of them-Lakon, son of Aeirnnestou (Laconian, 
son of Ne'r-forget? On Aeimnestos see G. R. Huxley, "Two Notes on Herodotus," GRBS 
4 ( 1963) 5-7. 
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theme is ironic : discussion , argument , persuasion produce no conciliation , 
only growing horror and violence .43 

Language , as we have come to expect in this book, is unable to impede 
violence. Even an apparent success , as when Nikostratos persuades the 
factions to make an agreement , is only temporary, a pause in a passage 
to greater destruction , as further decisions are made , and fear leads to 
harsher actions .44 The Corcyrean episode thus carries on a theme of major 
importance in the third book, and parallels the story of Paches at Notium, 
not only in subject matter (stasis) but in its continued exploration of the 
relationship between language and violence . At the same time another 
closely related theme is introduced: the inability of the traditional Greek 
restraints and conventions to operate under the pressures of war. One of 
the strongest of these , the taboo that sacred places should be kept free 
from bloodshed and death , is violated when the Corcyrean "few" who 
have taken refuge in the shrine of Hera are driven to suicide. In the perverted 
festival of Corcyra,45 there is even worse to report: "Every form of death 
took place , the sort of thing that is likely to happen in such a situation; 
there was nothing that did not take place-yes , even things more out of 
bounds .46 For example a father killed his child and some were dragged 

43 There is an earlier "persuasion narrative" in 2.67 ,  the mission of Aristeus of Corinth 
and his colleagues and their capture and execution by the Athenians. Here a series of efforts 
at persuasion comes to an end when the Athenians refuse to allow the ambassadors to speak. 
The episode, as we have seen at the beginning of this chapter, anticipates some of the themes 
of book 3.  

44 Note the emphasis on fear, often conveyed by the reiterated nominative participle, 
bEloa� or bEloavtE�, "fearing, "  in 3 . 74.2;  3 .75 . 3 ;  3 .75 . 5 ;  3 .78 .2 ;  3 .79 . l ;  cf. 3 . 80. 1 .  
Fear escalates and dominates; persuasion is effective only as its agent. The other prominent 
Greek root for fear, phob, is used in this narrative only in relating the naval operations 
(3 .77.  l ;  78 . l ;  79 .3) ,  never to describe the civic strife. On the role of fear and the distinction 
between the two roots see J. de Romilly, "La crainte dans l 'oeuvre de Thucydide, "  CIMed 
1 7  ( 1 956) 1 1 9- 1 27 ,  who contrasts the intellectual aspects of deos against the more irrational 
connotations of phobos. 

<> 3 . 8 1 .3 ;  cf. 8 1 . 5 .  What shoud go on in the shrine is the worship of Hera through festivals 
in her honor. The festivals are themselves a form of nomos and their social function includes 
extending and reinforcing the bonds that unite philoi within a society. Instead we witness 
the undoing of these bonds until father kills son (8 1 .5 ;  cf. 82.6). Part of a true festival was 
often a series of contests. In Corcyra the contest theme is prominent (82 .7 line 6; 82 .8  line 
14 and line 22) , but the contests are destructive; for example, the rivalry between the factions 
is presented as a race (note the emphasis on "getting there first, " cj>0aoa�. in 82 .5  and 82.7) .  
The desire to win (philonikia) contributes to the destruction of fair judgment (82 . 8) .  The 
gatherings at Corcyra are thus not conducted with the help of the existing nomoi but oppose 
and destroy them for self-aggrandizement (82.6). At the end of a festival one expects sacrifices 
and the roasting of meat for the honor of the goddess and the enjoyment of the. participants. 
In Corcyra the stasis is "raw, "  cbµiJ (82 . 1 ) .  Cf. Note 5, above, and the pleasure (ljboviJ) of 
a true festival is perverted into joy at the destruction of one's  enemy (8 1 .6) .  

46 I am not proposing to emend xa[ i n  3 .8 1 .5 (OCT I .  1 7) to val . But since xa[ tn 
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away from the shrines and killed nearby; some others were walled up and 
died in the shrine of Dionysus" (3 . 8 1 . 5 ) .  The horror is clear enough, but 
the full significance may not immediately be evident. The basic ethical 
principle of the Greeks is to help one's  own philoi, families and friends .47 
Thus for a father to kill a son is not, as it might seem in some cultures, 
a terrible misfortune, nor the occasional result of social tensions . It is rather 
the dissolution of the human basis for morality . If this tie cannot hold , no 
fellow citizen , no other Greek, no other human being can be brought within 
the bounds of human morality . And if in addition divine sanctions fail to 
operate, then no morality is possible; the only principle is the calculation 
of self-interest. 

Corcyra's  political anarchy readily symbolizes a moral anarchy . Now 
all the conventions of Greek life-promises , oaths , supplication , obliga­
tions to kin and benefactor and even that ultimate convention , language 
itself-give way .48 It is Hobbes' helium omnium contra omnes . 

The stasis at Corcyra is one of those extreme moments in the war upon 
which Thucydides concentrates so intensely, even if they are not strate­
gically of major consequence or the "greatest" by any quantitative meas­
ure . Melos is another such episode , disproportionately developed, whose 
significance lies not in the greatness of the event but in what it tells about 
the nature of the war and the mind of the participants . Extreme moments 
provide the chance to penetrate the repetitive and routine and let us glimpse 
a deeper reality . 

The description of the Corcyrean stasis , it has often been noted, resem­
bles the analysis of another extreme moment, the Great Plague in book 
2 .49 Each begins with a precise description of what actually happened, 
with careful attention to the day-by-day sequence of events (2.49 .6) .  The 

1t£Qm l:EQW abruptly breaks the chain of thought after oUbev on ou �uvE�TJ , one needs 
some stylistic equivalent in English; at least a dash. I prefer the interjection as a device to 
deal with the translation problem. 

47 See W. R. Connor , New Politicians of Fifth-Century Athens (Princeton 1 97 1 )  4 1 -53 .  
48 There was considerable interest in  the fifth century in  the nature of  language. Some 

Greeks believed in an inherent connection between names and things; another school of 
thought, of which Thucydides, I suspect, was an adherent, held that language was conven­
tional and that names were associated with things not by nature or divine dispensation but 
by human use and habit. Cf. W.K.C.  Guthrie, The Sophists (Cambridge 1 97 1 )  204ff. , who 
cites the Hippocratic de arte 2 that (as emended) treats names as nomothetemata while eidea, 
"appearances, "  are the outgrowths of nature . Under this view language would readily be 
grouped with nomoi. See also L. Woodbury, "Strepsiades '  Understanding, "  Phoenix 34 
( 1 980) esp. 1 1 6.  

•• Cf. C .  N.  Cochrane , Thucydides and the Science of History (London 1929) 1 33f. and 
L. A. Losada, "Megara and Athens , "  C/Med 30 ( 1969) 157 ,  n. 3 1 .  
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detail gives way to an increasingly impressionistic presentation50 while the 
language becomes more complicated and the syntax more convoluted . 
Eventually the accounts tum to generalization and seem to be drawing to 
a close (2 .5 1 . 1  and 3 . 8 1 .5 ) ,  but then even greater horrors are reported. 
Finally, description gives way to meditation on the psychological and moral 
implications of the events . The plague marked the beginning of a law­
lessness that affected Athens in many ways (2 .53 . 1 ) ;  similarly the violence 
in Corcyra occurred near the beginning of a process that affected many 
other cities (3 . 82. 1 and 82.3) .  Each of these afflictions strengthens and 
exaggerates the boldness (tolma) of actions within the cities (2 .53 .4 ;  3 . 82 .6 

and 82 . 8) and in each case conventions and restraints , whether human or 
divine, cease to function (2 .53 .4 ;  3 . 83 . 2 ; cf. 84 .2) .  Indeed, we can think 
of these two parallel episodes as forming a boundary within the work, the 
one introducing , the other bringing to its culmination a unit exploring the 
inability of any of the conventional restraints to control the powerful drives 
of nature . 

There is , however, an additional , and much less discussed similarity 
between the accounts of the plague and of the Corcyrean stasis . In each 
case logos is overpowered. Thucydides makes thi� explicit in 2 .50 .  l al­
though the crucial phrase is often reduced to blandness in our translations . 
Thucydides asserts that the appearance of the plague was " stronger than 
logos. ' ' The translators catch one aspect of the phrase when they render 
it, " the nature of the distemper was such as to baffle all description" vel 
sim .  5 1  But other resonances are equally important. The plague defied the 
skill of all doctors (2 . 5 1 .2) just as it defies the narrative techniques of the 
historian . The other aspect of logos , rational analysis of events , in this 
case the Hippocratic premise that all diseases are derived from understand­
able causes gives way to a suspicion that the plague was "something other 
than one of the home-grown variety. "52 

These hints that the plague surpasses the human faculty for rational 
discourse are developed in the following chapters . Passion (orge) dominates 
the Athenians ' minds and resolution (2 .59 .3  and 65 . 1 ) ;  memory is distorted 

"' 2. 50. l and 5 1 . l ;  cf. 3 . 8 1 . 5 .  
" KQEi:ooov Myou may be an idiom o f  the late fifth century for what surpasses description. 

Note Socrates '  amused manipulation of the phrase when applied to the beauty of Theodote, 
Xenophon Memorabilia 3 . 1 1 . 1 .  

" 2 .50. 1 .  The phrasing is rather coy; LSJ does not do it justice by suggesting "everyday 
evils . "  Thucydides does not assert the plague was a divine visitation but uses a phrasing 
that leaves that possibility open. (For xyntrophon as a term for local produce then meta· 
phorically extended, see Herodotus 7 . 1 20) . 
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under the pressure of  the suffering . 5 3  And the phraseology of  the text itself 
responds to the same pressures , turning first to wordplay and then , very 
briefly, to an investigation of the transvaluation of moral terms during and 
after the plague . 54 In Book 2 attention to this change of language is fleeting 
and easily dismissed as a stylistic affectation in the manner of the rhetorician 
Gorgias : "What was pleasant at the present and whatever contributed to 
it from whatever source was found fully fair and functional . "55 But much 
more than wordplay is involved . In the meditation on the Corcyrean rev­
olution the topics of moral analysis and linguistic usage unite into a single 
concern: 

And they modified at their discretion the customary valences of names for actions . 

For example, irrational boldness was considered "bravery in the cause of the 

party" ;  cautious delay was "a smokescreen for cowardice" ; moderation, "an 

excuse for the timid " ;  assessment of every issue , "sloth on every front . " To strike 

out sharply was "acting like a man" ;  to plan with and for security was "a nice­

sounding excuse for desertion . "  The advocate of atrocity was always reliable; his 
opponent was a man to be suspected . If you succeeded in a plot, you were shrewd; 

if you anticipated someone else ' s  plot, you were even cleverer. But anyone who 

tried to arrange it so that no one of these actions would be necessary was a 

"destroyer of the party and scared out of his wits by the other side . "56 

This passage draws together the theme of the distortion of discourse 
already present in the discussion of the plague and throughout much of 
book 3 .  Language has now become an agent of violence , intensifying 
rather than alleviating the kinesis and the destruction . Revolutionary New­
speak makes violence seem simple and appropriate . War, as Thucydides 
points out, becomes a teacher of violence and hence depends , as any teacher 

53 2.54. 1 -4 is usually taken as Thucydidean sarcasm about oracles .  In fact, it says very 
little about the validity of oracles and a great deal about the way oracles are remembered, 
transmitted, and interpreted. Its point is the vulnerability of human memory, a crucial concern 
for the historian (cf. l .  22. l ) ,  and a sign of Thucydides' awareness of the limits of his own 
art. 

"' In 2 .53 .  l Thucydides chooses nosema instead of nosos and juxtaposes it  at  the end of 
the sentence with anomias. The effect is a jingle and a reminder of the possibility of the 
manipulation of language. 

" 2 .53 . 3 .  The similarity of ijOTJ and fiM and the alliteration of "k" sounds in XEQOaAEOV. 
Touto xal. xaA.ov xal. XQtlOlµov xatfotTJ is not easily rendered in English. In book 1 
language is a key to historical reconstruction (cf. l . 3 ;  l . 9 .2 ;  l . 1 3 . 5) :  increasingly we become 
aware of the ease of its manipulation. 

56 3 .82 .4f. I follow the Oxford text except that I am unable to accept the Em- prefix in 
bnflouA.t:l!oao0m in line 1 5 ;  See Gome's  criticism in HCT on 3 . 82.4 (pp . 375f. ) .  I have 
borrowed some phrases from Crawley and Gomme and retained quotation marks despite the 
subtle comments of J. Wilson, "Thucydides 3 . 82 .4 ,"  CR 32 ( 1 982) 1 8-20. 
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must, on words and arguments to achieve the desired results . 57 Thucydides 
continues to explore the pathology of language, the inability even of oaths 
(3 . 82. 7) to resist the effects of the revolution . Only at the end does he do 
what he studiously refused to do in the account of the plague , namely 
make some statement about cause . His words (3 . 82 .8 ) ,  however, are un­
usual and obscure , so much so that some critics have wished to emend 
them. 58 Whatever conclusion one reaches about the text , it is clear that 
Thucydides traces the origin of the stasis back to psychological factors 
such as self-aggrandizement (pleonexia) and ambition (philotimia) . Just as 
the Athenian dominance (arche) is deeply rooted in human nature,59 the 
stasis at Corcyra is a manifestation of a tendency within human beings 
that can take especially pernicious forms. The progression we have noted 
in the accounts of the plague and of the stasis thus leads from the observed 
surface of events to a contemplation of their underlying psychological and 
moral implications and , in Corcyra' s  case , to a consideration of what is 
responsible for the process .  Gradually we realize that the ineffectiveness 
of conventional restraints and the change of language and ethical evalu­
ations are symptoms of something much deeper. The drive for dominance, 
self-aggrandizement, and ambition , are all manifestations of something in 
the very nature of man . 60 They are not passing moods or externally imposed 

" 3 . 82 . 2 .  B[moi:; liu"iaaxaloi:; is ambiguous, a violent teacher and a teacher of violence. 
I believe both are intended. War is a strict headmaster, ever ready to use the whip, and the 
lesson that is taught is violence. See Gomme HCT ad Joe . (p. 373) , and P. Pouncey' s  cautious 
remarks, Necessities of Power (New York 1980) 1 82,  n. 5 .  

" At  first glance ai:nov and UQXtl i n  3 .82 . 8  are redundant. But UQXtl i s  protected by 
� Ola itAEOVE!;[av and the deletion of ai: nov still leaves a very peculiar phraseology. 
If, however, the manuscript text is retained and UQXtl extended to a new range--to refer 
not to empire or origin or political office but to the dominance which stands behind these 
manifestations---the sentence is a powerful statement of an idea thoroughly consistent with 
other aspects of the text. To be sure, UQXtl in this sense becomes almost a psychological 
term, "the desire for power. " Cf. the scholiast ad loc. I know of no precise parallel to this 
use of the word, but such an extension of its range seems to me not uncharacteristic of 
Thucydides . 

>9 1 . 76 .3 ;  cf. 1 . 75 . 3 .  See also de Romilly , Thucydides and Athenian Imperialism, esp. 
1 6-57 . 

60 This conclusion is secure enough from 3 . 82 .2  but is more emphatic in 3 . 84 . 2 .  But is 
that chapter authentic? The doubts are ancient and have been widely shared by modem 
scholars. Many of the objections, however, could apply to other sections in Thucydides , not 
least to the two preceding chapters. And, one wonders cui bona? Who except Thucydides 
would write such a piece and why? Would even the most fervent imitator create a sentence 
such as the first one in this chapter? And how would such an imitation come to be included 
in the text? It seems much more likely, as E. Schwartz suggested, that chapter 84 is an 
earlier version of chapters 82-83 , inadvertently included in the text. For recent discussions 
see C. Scheider, Information und Absicht bei Thukydides (Giittingen 1 974) 35 ,  n. 67 ; 
E. Wenzel ,  "Zur Echtheitsfrage von Thuk . ,  3 . 84 , "  WS N. F. 1 1  ( 1 968) 1 8-27; and for a 
skeptical view , A. Fuks , "Thucydides and the Stasis in Corcyra,"  AJP 92 ( 1 97 1 )  48-55.  
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seizures or afflictions , like the physical plague , that suddenly beset man 
from some unknown origin or cause . They emerge from within. Corcyra 
thereby becomes a manifestation of one aspect of human nature just as the 
imaginary society Plato sketched in the Republic manifested the soul of 
man . 

' 'Thus savage stasis progressed, ' '  says Thucydides (3 . 82. l ) ,  combining 
the verb he used for the "progress" of early Ionian civilization and the 
adjective used for the decision to destroy the Mytileneans , "and it was all 
the more conspicuous because it was among the first since later all the 
Hellenic world , so to speak, was disrupted . '  ' 6 1  In this sentence , at the 
moment of transition from description to contemplation, Thucydides evokes 
the opening of his history and at the same time the ending of the war. The 
stasis in Corcyra, intensified by the Athenian presence, eventually comes 
home to Athens in the city ' s  own internal struggles during the last decade 
of the war and through the rule of the Thirty Tyrants . By using the word 
"disrupted" he brings us back to the first chapter of the work and helps 
clarify the opaque claims made there ( l .  l . 2) that this war was "the greatest 
disruption (kinesis) for the Greeks , and for some portion of the barbarians, 
and , so to speak, among the largest portion of mankind . '  '62 Now we can 
begin to understand that peculiar phrase. The allusion is not simply to the 
physical disruptions of the war: the deaths , exiles , the migrations of pop­
ulations and even the attendant earthquakes and plagues. 63 After Corcyra, . 

61 IlQOUJ(WQTlOE; cf. 1 . 16 . 1 .  Cf. C. W. Macleod, "Thucydides on Faction, "  Proceedings 
of the Cambridge Philological Society 205 ( 1 979) 52-68 . It is a paradox to say that stasis 
(a "standing") progressed, and an equal paradox to combine a word with connotations of 
"progress" with the adjective, <l>µt] ,  "raw or savage . "  See also Notes 5 and 45 above. 

The phrase bL6tL £v toic; :rtQWtT) £yf:veto is often translated to mean that the stasis at 
Corcyra was the first in the war. Cf. Gornrne in HCT ad Joe. (p. 372); H. W. Smyth, Greek 
Grammar rev. G .  Messing (Cambridge, Mass. 1959) sec . 1089; Andrewes in HCTon 8 .89.2 
(p. 296) . But what is the reader then to make of the stasis at Notium (3 . 34), an earlier episode 
of stasis connected to the Corcyrean situation both by the structure (see Note 28, above) and 
by verbal echoes, e .g .  £:rtayw9m and cognates in each passage. The idiom is by no means 
easily interpreted. The relevant Thucydidean examples were gathered by L. Herbst in the 
Jahresbericht in Philologus 1 6  ( 1 860) 345ff. He made a strong case that Thucydides uses 
such expressions to mean "among the first" vel sim. Or it may mean " in the first rank 
among the examples of stasis . "  This avoids the necessity of emendation in 3 .  17 . 1  and if 
extended to 8.68.4,  allows Thucydides simply and plausibly to say that Theramenes was in 
the first rank among the conspirators of the Four Hundred. I am not persuaded by Andrewes' 
assertion that 7 . 1 9 .3  is "decisive" against this view . I have greatly benefited fromdiscussing 
this problem with George Gellie . 

62 The root kin- in a metaphorical sense is quite unusual in Thucydides. (The most recent 
occurence is 3 . 75 . 2 . )  The connection between 3 . 82 . 1 and 1 . 1 .2 is further emphasized by 
the reference to Greeks or the Greek world and by the qualification, we; El:rtEiV, in each 
passage. 

63 1 .23 .  I .  Note the progression from war to stasis . On kinesis see A. W. Gomme, "The 
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the disruption is seen to exist at a much deeper level as well . Along with 
the physical circumstances of life are disrupted language , values , and the 
view of the past, the future , and of history. The optimistic view of the 
Archaeology with its presentation of man's  progress toward ever greater 
accomplishment collides with the implications of the Corcyrean stasis. 64 
The illusion of progress is shattered. The constancy of human nature, the 
premise upon which much of the analysis of the Archaeology is based , 
remains , but its implications are deeply pessimistic : "Many atrocities af­
flicted the cities in stasis , things that continue to happen and will keep 
happening as long as there is the same physis for human beings, though 
more intense or more tranquil , or more adapted in their manifestations as 
individual changes of circumstances appear" (3 .82 .2) .  No longer is there 
a suggestion that knowing the recurrence of events will enable us to draw 
useful inferences about the future ( l . 22 .4) . The past will recur, but that 
recurrence has become a threat, not a promise . Gone is the optimism of 
the early part of the Histories , which binds the reader to Pericles in a 
common confidence about the possibility of seeing far enough into the 
future to be able to adapt to it or even direct it. The plague was the first 
and a surmountable challenge to that confidence . The events of book 3 ,  
in which all the conventions of Greek civilization, and eventually language 
itself, give way before and become part of the intensifying violence of 
war, pose a much more serious challenge . 65 We are left at the end of the 
Corcyrean narrative with an awesome prospect . The facile confidence of 
an earlier generation, indeed of some of Thucydides' contemporaries ,  is 
gone . 66 But we are not allowed to retreat , as some critics have thought, 
to the old "archaic pessimism . "  An inexorable , impersonal regularity 
prevails , quite unlike anything in the archaic thought. We have left that 

Greatest War in Greek History, "  in Essays in Greek History and Literature 1 1 6ff. , who 
seems to me to be on the right track in contrast to N .G .L .  Hammond, "The Arrangement 
of Thought in the Proem and in Other Parts of Thucydides I , "  CQ n.s .  2 ( 1 952) 1 3 3 ,  n. I .  

64 Greatness in the Archaeology ( 1 . 3 . 1  and 1 . 17) depends on common action . Stasis 
prevents conunon action, even within a single city . 

65 Note the role of logisrrws, "calculation, "  in 3 .83 .2 .  
66 Xenophon Merrwrabilia 2.6 .  !Sff. reports that Socrates in  conversation with Critoboulos 

held that while the poneroi can never form friendships with other poneroi, the chrestoi are 
able to cooperate: "For those who desire to win honour and to bear rule in their cities that 
they may have power to embezzle , to reward others with violence, to live in luxury, are 
bound to be unjust, unscrupulous, incapable of unity" (sec . 24, trans .  E. C. Marchant in 
the Loeb Classical Library) . Could anyone who had understood Thucydides' depiction of 
Corcyra speak in such terms and so grievously underestimate the ability of evil to combine 
and, at least temporarily , cooperate in cruelty and violence? On the same fallacy in later 
Greek thought see Diodorus' account of Charondas ( 1 2 . 1 2 .3) ,  and H. C. Baldry , "Zeno's 
Ideal State , "  JHS 19 ( 1 959) 7 .  



Book 3 105 

melancholy but blessed age and its theology far behind us , passed through 
and absorbed the Greek enlightenment and entered a word where neither 
the traditional assurances of an ultimate kosmos nor the promises of prag­
matic rationalism offer consolation or hope. 

D E L O S  

The strained, breaking language of the Corcyrean meditation now gives 
way to familiar, almost formulaic patterns that lead the reader swiftly 
through the rest of the year 427 and the campaigns of 426 . The narrative 
moves swiftly and for the most part impersonally . Only the Athenian 
commander Demosthenes briefly emerges with any prominence . More 
conspicuous are the descriptions of the warlike and primitive tribes of 
northeast Greece as the war expands into their region . 

There is a rhythm to the account of the campaign year 426 . Sicilian 
affairs alternate with those of mainland Greece,  while both at the beginning 
and at the end of the year Thucydides pauses to recount natural disasters 
and in one case to speculate about the cause (89 .5  and 89. 1 16 ,  esp. 2) . 
Within this frame is a further balancing of episodes . Demosthenes' un­
expected defeat in the Aetolian campaign is described in chapters 94-98 
and 100 in language that recurs in the account of his victory in the Am­
braciot campaign of chapters 105- 1 14 .67 These in tum surround an excursus 
on the ritual purification of the island of Delos in response to "a certain 
oracle" (ch. 104). 

The arrangement is neat , attractive , manageable . It may be a mistake 
to look for any elaborate development of theme or any deep analysis . The 
general who wrote these pages knew the routine of war, and it, no less 
than the underlying questions of cause and nature, interested him. But 
historian and general can never be totally separated . The military signif­
icance of the campaigns in the northwest-that light-armed troops can 
prove effective against the more "developed" hoplite system-hints at 
one of the historian' s  themes . The war is simultaneously a culmination of 
the growth of power of earlier Greek history and a reversion to a more 
primitive existence . This theme had already been sounded in the Corcyrean 
account. The Corcyreans , having regressed toward savagery, tum to pi­
ratical raids , an activity characteristic of an early stage in Greek civilization 

67 The language reflects , of course , a similarity in situation, especially the use of light­
anned troops to rout hoplites .  The convergence between 3 .98 . 1 -3 and 3 . 1 1 2 . 6  and 1 1 2 .7  is 
especially close . 
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(cf. 1 . 5 ) .  Now the best Athenian forces are operating in a backward region 
of Greece , where the stage of walled civic life has not yet arrived ,68 and 
where some tribes are reputed to be savages who eat their food uncooked 
(3 .94 .5 ) .  Demosthenes is persuaded that it would not be difficult to subdue 
men "who dwelt in unwalled villages and these widely scattered , a tribe 
that used light armor" (3 .94 .4) before any common defense could be 
arranged. But when the operation is over, the crack, heavy-armed troops 
of the Athenians have perished ( 3 . 98 . 4) .  In later operations against the 
Ambraciots Demosthenes adopts and develops the tactics that have been 
used so successfully against him. 

Between Demosthenes'  defeat at the hands of the Aetolians and his 
victory over the Ambraciots Thucydides relates the Athenian purification 
of the island of Delos . The story stands out from the surrounding narrative 
not only by the symmetrical arrangement pointed out above but by its 
unusual structure and its utilization of the Homeric Hymn to Apollo. The 
citations from the hymn, thirteen lines in all , are the longest quotation 
from poetic texts in the Histories and paint a vivid picture of the ancient 
festival of the lonians on Delos: " But when, Phoebus , you delighted your 
heart with Delos , there the Ionians with their long robes gather with their 
wives and children in your assembly; they tum their thoughts to delight 
you with boxing , dancing and song, whenever they convene the contest. '  ' 69  
Thucydides also quotes verses from the ending of the same hymn that 
imply Homer himself participated in this festival . 

In this episode Thucydides alternates between succinct sentences relating 
the events of 426 and a series of digressions on the past . The initial mention 
of the purification calls to mind an earlier purification by Pisistratos . The 
sentence reporting the removal of the graves to the nearby island of Rheneia 
introduces another excursus that repeats and expands upon information 
already provided ( 1 . 1 3 .6) about Polycrates of Samos and his activities on 
these islands when he dominated the Aegean. Thucydides then returns to 
the present to report the establishment of a festival called the Delia . But 
this immediately leads into the long excursus on the earlier festival and to 
the citations from Homer. In the last sentence Thucydides returns to the 
present with the note that the new festival added horse races . 

The antiquarianism, the unusual alternation between narrative of the 
present and reminiscence about remote times , and above all the extensive 
quotation , without deprecatory remarks , of Homeric poetry make this a 

68 3 . 94.4;  note the similarity to 1 .5 . 1 .  
69 3 . 104.4.-5 ;  quoted from the Homeric Hymn to Apollo lines 146- 1 50,  with textual varia­

tions. 
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most unusual passage . Historian and epic poet are temporarily in accord 
as an early age of Greece returns to life .  The elegant leaders of the Ionians 
gather, their wives and children with them, for a celebration of Apollo in 
which both god and man delight. We are led back to an age of fabled 
tranquility and beauty, of poetry and order. We enter a festival of families 
bound together in common observances,  contests of simple physical joy . 
How complete a contrast to the perverted festival we have just witnessed 
in Corcyra !7° For a moment we stand on a little island of calm equipoised 
amid the expanding and intensifying war. Delicate and deft , the episode 
provides the contrast that lets us assess the events of Thucydides' day . At 
the same time it subverts and refutes all facile notions of progress , not 
least the assurance that in Greek history there was a dynamic at work that 
led gradually to growing material greatness and thereby to higher levels 
of civilization . There is perhaps no more eloquent refutation of the cliches 
of progress than this unpretentious chapter. 7 1 

10 Cf. Note 45 above. 
7 1 It is also a link in a chain of increasing bleakness and horror. In 5. I .  I we learn that in 

422 e . c .  the Athenians drove the Delians out of Delos because of "some old charge . "  Later 
(5 . 32 . 1 )  the Athenians repent, after military reverses (esp. Amphipolis 5. 7ff. but probably 
not Delium as well , as suggested by Classen-Steup ad loc . ) .  Not all the Delians return. Some 
remain in Asia Minor where they had been given refuge by Phamakes (5 . 1 . 1 ) .  Still later the 
best troops among these are betrayed and butchered by Arsakes' treachery, just at the end 
of book 8 (ch . 108) . 
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P Y  L O S  

To T H E  H I S T O R I A N ,  the fourth book of the Histories i s  perhaps the 
least convincing of the entire work . In it Thucydides relates two highly 

innovative , and risky, undertakings , one by the Athenians and one by the 
Spartans. The strategy of each of these is based on premises that up to 
this point had been rejected in the war. Each results in a movement toward 
peace, although the respective leaders , Cleon in Athens and Brasidas of 
Sparta, both resist a settlement. And, most important for our purposes, 
Thucydides' treatment of each strategy is complex and controversial . 

The narrative of the first of these operations , the Athenian occupation 
of Pylos in 425 B . C .  poses an especially large number of historical prob­
lems . Thucydides says that while the Athenian expedition of forty ships 
en route to Sicily (3 . 1 1 5 .4) was sailing around the Peloponnese , Demos­
thenes ,  on board as a private citizen (4 . 2 .4) ,  urged the fleet to put in at 
Pylos , in the southwestern Peloponnese, and "to do what is necessary" 
(4 . 3 . 1 ) .  Although Demosthenes had received authorization from the as­
sembly to use the fleet (4 . 2 .4) ,  the generals were reluctant to do as he 
requested. But a storm forced the fleet to take refuge in the bay . Demos­
thenes thereupon immediately urged that they fortify the spot, for that had 
been his purpose in sailing with them: "He listed its assets-a great surplus 
of wood and stones; it was naturally strong and deserted, both the spot 
itself and much of the surrounding country. " 1 The generals , understand­
ably , were not persuaded by such arguments and replied with a sarcastic 
adaptation of Demosthenes' financial language: "They said that there were 
many deserted headlands in the Peloponnese if he wanted to run up a bill 
for the city by seizing one" (4 . 3 . 3) . 2  Demosthenes was not easily put off: 
"But this spot seemed to him unique-there was the harbor and the Mes­
senians , who had dwelt there of old and who spoke the same dialect as 

1 4 . 3 .2 .  Note the financial terminology in antcj>mvE and EU1tOQlav . 
' 4 . 3 . 3 .  "Hv �UAT]"tm . . .  n')v n6ALV Oanaviiv . 
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the Lacedaemonians,  would do extreme harm by making their attacks from 
there and at the same time would be reliable guards of the place" (4 . 3 . 3) .  
At first Demosthenes was unable to persuade the generals or the troops. 
But in the boredom of the delay , a sudden impulse afflicted3 the soldiers 
(4.4 . 1 )  and they began to construct the walls,  even though the proper 
equipment was lacking (ch . 4) . After six days a rudimentary fort was 
complete; the Athenian fleet then sailed off to Corcyra leaving Demosthenes 
five ships and presumably about one thousand crew members at Pylos. 

To a historian' s  eye the implausibilities in this account are obvious .4  If, 
for example , we ask how Demosthenes persuaded the assembly to allow 
him to use the force that was to sail around the Peloponnese , the answer 
must be that he convinced his fellow citizens that he had a plan for its 
effective use . He need not have revealed every feature, but he could 
scarcely have expected carte blanche from the Athenians . What, then, was 
this plan? And how did he convince the Athenians it was sound? Thucydides 
so completely avoids discussing these issues that many critics have accused 
him of pretending the entire operation was a series of lucky improvisations 
and coincidences . By emphasizing the Athenians ' lack of proper equipment 
for fortifying and defending the spot , he seems to imply that the Athenians 
had not properly prepared for the attack. Even more troublesome is his 
report of the arrival of Messenian reinforcements without any discussion 
of the coordination of their role with that of the Athenians : "For it was 
not possible to procure heavy armor in a deserted spot, instead even these 
things were acquired from the privateering triaconter of the Messenians 
who arrived at that time and a yawl . There were also around forty Mes­
senian hoplites whom he used along with the others . "5 

3 The word for "afflicted" is EoEn:EOE, or tvfn:EOE (Poppo's emendation), words nor­
mally reserved for physical attacks and grievious physical or psychological states. Note 2.48 . 2  
(emended t o  EOEnEOE b y  Herwerden); 49.4; 5 3 . 4 ;  61 .2 .  I n  6 .24 . 3  tv£n:EOE is used with 
eras as subject; in the passage relating to Pylos it hints at something irrational or potentially 
destructive in the soldiers' activity. We see them through the eyes of Eurymedon and Sopho­
cles, engaged in what seems a frenzy of work on an ill-conceived project. See also V. Hunter, 
Thucydides, the Artful Reporter (Toronto 1973) 63 . 

• The principal critiques of Thucydides' account of the Pylos operation are F. M. Cornford, 
Thucydides Mythistoricus (London 1907) 82- 109 and E. C. Woodcock, "Demosthenes, Son 
of Alcisthenes , "  HSCP 39 ( 1 928) 93- 108 and Symphonien Van de Maele, "Demosthene et 
Cleon a Pylos, ' '  Melanges d' etudes anciennes offerts d Maurice Lebel (St. -Jean-Chrysostome . 
Quebec 1 980) 1 19- 1 24. I have benefited from discussing these articles with Hunter R .  
Rawlings III . 

' 4 .9 . 1 .  Cornford, Thucydides Mythistoricus 82f. (but note page 88,  n.2),  contended that 
by using Ft:uxov that the arrival of the Messenians was an accident. Tyche, personified 
chance, was thereby presented as the real agent in this episode. But as Gornme has shown 
(HCT on 4 .41 .4 [p. 488f. ] ;  cf. C. Schneider, Information und Absicht bei Thukydides [Got­
tingen 1 974] 97 , n. 1 89,  and L. Edmunds, Chance and Intelligence in Thucydides [Cambridge, 
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A historian , confronted with this narrative, is likely to conclude that 
Thucydides has left out vital information or needlessly belittled Demos­
thenes ' strategic skill . 6  That Demosthenes had a plan , and a clever one, 
is undeniable . Surely his previous experience in the Acarnanian campaign 
( 3 . 106- 1 14) and his close contacts with the Messenian refugees at Nau­
pactus had led him to the conclusion that these inveterate opponents of the 
Spartans could be used to good advantage if they were provided with a 
base on the Peloponnese coastline and naval and logistic support. Thu­
cydides hints at such a plan in 4 . 3 . 3  but does not stop to explain it. 

His lack of attention to the element of planning in the campaign demands 
explanation . If, as has often been conjectured, Cleon and Demosthenes 
were working closely together on the Pylos project, a reason for his ret­
icence is at hand: he was biased against Cleon and disliked anyone as­
sociated with him .7  Alternatively we can follow Cornford in his suggestion 
that Thucydides was constructing an elaborate mythic drama in which one 
of the personified actors was Chance , Tyche . 8 

Attention to Thucydides ' literary techniques , however, leads to a more 
cautious assessment . Although some Thucydidean narratives , as Madame 
de Romilly has so clearly pointed out in Histoire et raison chez Thucydide , 
present at the outset a plan or strategy and proceed to show how events 
confirm or modify initial expectations ,  other portions of the work are 
written in quite the opposite fashion . In these the plan only gradually 
unfolds , or vital information is provided only late in the story . The account 
of the Theban attack on Plataea is a good example . This attack, as we 
have noted in the discussion of the second book, comes as a surprise since 
Boeotian affairs have been accorded only minimal attention in book I . 

Crucial information , moreover, is provided only late in the narrative, for 
example , the fact that the attack took place during a month of sacred truce 
emerges only in the third book during the debate after the capitulation of 
the city (3 . 56 .2) .  

Mass. 1974] 5 ,  n .  10) the verb indicates mere simultaneity. Nonetheless the root -tych- is 
prominent and important in its tie to the eutychia theme. 

6 Demosthenes' speech (4. 10) transforms the traditional appeal for a military force to be 
EUEArcL; (cf. I .  70 .3)  by adding the neologism UltEQLm<Elt't(J); (for alj>Q6vw;) "uncontem­
platively . "  The speech suggests a repudiation of xynesis and logismos (cf. Edmunds, Chance 
and Intelligence, 9, n. 6) and reverses Pericles' approach and advice (cf. 2.62 .5) ,  even though 
behind Demosthenes ' actions is a plan of considerable thoughtfulness and even brilliance. 

1 Cf. Woodcock HSCP 39 ( 1 928) 93- 1 08 .  
8 See Cornford, Thucydides Mythistoricus, esp. 88ff. , followed by  Hunter, Ariful Reporter, 

esp. 1 03f. Cf. J. de Romilly, Thucydides and Athenian Imperialism, trans . P. Thody (Oxford 
1 963) ,  p. 1 75ff. For further bibliography see Schneider, Information und Absicht, 97 , n .  
189 ,  and Edmunds , Chance and Intelligence, 5 ,  n .  1 0 .  
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In the case of the Theban attack on Plataea, we might conclude that the 
postponement of important infonnation indicates negligence or some other 
weakness in Thucydides ' technique. But in the Pylos episode, there is 
more reason to suspect a deliberate and artful purpose. Paradox and surprise 
are emphasized and elaborated at every tum: "Luck had turned about to 
this extent-Athenians from land, indeed from Laconian land, were re­
pelling Spartans who were attacking from the sea. And the Spartans from 
ships were attempting to make a landing against Athenians on their own 
land which had come into enemy hands . This caused a great sensation at 
that time for they were very much a continental power and very strong in 
infantry while the Athenians were a sea power and preeminent in their 
navy" (4 . 1 2 . 3 ) .  Paradox has an important role in the account, and a fully 
appropriate one . The Pylos operation marks a major turning point in the 
Histories . It is the first sign of the grand reversal in which the war cul­
minates-the Athenians,  at the outset Greece' s  major naval power, ulti­
mately lose their fleet; the Spartans, traditionally a land power, acquire an 
empire and develop the navy to control it. Pylos is our first glimpse of the 
larger pattern. 

At a more detailed level the same concern with paradox and surprise 
shapes the narrative. At the beginning of the account, the reader's attention 
is on Sicily . This is the ultimate objective of the Athenian expedition; 
indeed, at first (3 . 1 1 5 . 4  and 4 .2 .2) we are not even aware that Demosthenes 
is himself on board or that there is any thought of an operation along the 
shores of the Peloponnese. And when he appears (4 . 2 .4) ,  we have no 
glimpse of his plan or intentions and scarcely any awareness that this is 
indeed the beginning of the famous Pylos campaign . Our view is very 
similar to that of the commanders-so eager to get on to Corcyra and 
Sicily that Pylos seems a distraction . Demosthenes ' rationale for occupying 
the headland, moreover, is at first obscure and ill-presented. It seems an 
absurd waste of time and money, as the commanders point out (4. 3 . 3) .  
Gradually , however, a plan unfolds . Demosthenes , w e  learn, intends to 
use Messenians , that is the refugees at Naupactus , to guard the place and 
to make raids from it (4 . 3 . 3 ) .  After a while the troops voluntarily undertake 
the fortification, although their decision is viewed , as we have noted, from 
the critical and hostile perspective of the commanders (4 .4 . 1 ) ,  and hence 
seems an irrational impulse . 

The significance of the Pylos operation becomes clear as the reader 
watches the Spartans ' response . Initially the Spartan authorities make little 
of the occupation (4 .5 . 1 ) .  But the force invading Attica reacts more strongly, 
withdraws to the Peloponnese and prepares for a large-scale operation 
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against the fortification (4. 8 .  l f. ) .  The reader is now alerted to the impor­
tance of Demosthenes' undertaking , even if we have not yet been told 
precisely how the ultimate success will be won . Since, however, even at 
the beginning of the narrative the outcome is well known, the reader readily 
views the events ironically . The Spartan confidence that they "will easily 
capture a construction rapidly built and with only a few creatures inside ' '  
i s ,  w e  know, mistaken, however reasonable i t  may have seemed at that 
moment. 9 The irony is again evident in the description of the Spartan 
decision to move troops on to the island of Sphacteria (4 . 8 . 7-9) , a decision 
plausible enough at the time but ultimately of the gravest consequence for 
their city . 

In the opening chapters of the fourth book, then, the reader is gradually 
led from a very casual , almost disdainful ,  attitude toward the operation to 
an increasing awareness of the details of Demosthenes'  plan and to an 
intensifying concentration on its potential and significance. Sicily , Corcyra, 
and other operations fade into the background; the narrative becomes more 
vivid and dramatic; we recognize one of the most significant campaigns 
in the war. 

But the initial engagement provides only a hint of greater developments 
soon to follow. When the crack Spartiate troops placed on the island of 
Sphacteria are blockaded by the Athenian fleet, the Spartans decide to send 
a delegation to Athens to negotiate a settlement to the war. The seemingly 
casual decision to fortify that deserted headland has produced the most 
substantial opportunity for peace yet encountered. And a further surprise 
follows.  The Athenians ,  who up to this point had been the party more 
eager for a settlement (4 . 2 1 . 1 ) ,  accept Cleon' s  advice and reject the terms 
offered by the Spartans . 10 

• 4.8 .4 .  'Av0Qwnwv is contemptuous; the word is often used for nonhoplite forces .  Cf. 
3 . 98 . l and 98 . 2; 4 .33 .2 .  'EJ..n(l;OVtE<; (or voµ(l;ovnc;) and (li;i{)(wc; (or (l�ov) are often 
used ironically: 2.2 .4 ;  2 .3 .2 ;  2 . 80 .8 ;  3 .94 .2 ;  4 .2 .3 ;  8 .25 .5 .  

10 Both the forms and the substance of this section are unusual. The Spartan ambassadors 
deliver a major speech reported in direct discourse (4 . 17-20) . In normal Thucydidean practice 
the speech would have been followed by a parallel address presenting the reasons for rejecting 
the Spartan offer. But the expected antilogy never appears. Instead we are immediately told 
that the Athenians rejected the offer "and reached out for more" (4 . 2 1 .2) .  The account then 
continues with a report of Cleon's role and his insistence that the Spartans restore the status 
quo ante the Thirty Years Peace. 

By so swiftly passing over Cleon' s  main speech, Thucydides obscures the most extraor­
dinary feature of the debate . The Spartans propose not just peace but alliance ( 4 . 1 9 .  l ) ,  a 
dramatic reversal after so many years of hostility and after the Spartan claims to be the 
liberator of Greece from Athenian enslavement. Now the belligerents are to march together 
as "allies , friends ,  and intimates" (4. 19 . 1 ) .  It is hinted that together Athens and Sparta can 
dominate Greece (4. 20.4; cf. Aristophanes Peace 1 082). 
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Once we recognize that the narrative technique of this portion of the 
work recreates some of the surprise and sense of paradox produced by the 
events of 425 , we can approach the most difficult portion of the story from 
a fresh perspective . Athens ' ultimate success in the Pylos episode derived 
from a decision to force the issue and to attempt a landing on the island 
of Sphacteria. In such an operation Athenian troops would have to defeat 
crack Spartan hoplites . The reluctance of the Athenian commanders to 
attempt such an operation is easy to understand: Athenian land forces were 
thought to be no match for the famed Spartiates . But the attack is eventually 
undertaken and results in one of the most astounding victories of the war. 
Thucydides' account of this episode has again been widely criticized and 
he has been accused of being so biased against the leaders of the assault, 
Cleon and Demosthenes , that he obscured the true background of the 
events . His account, as we shall see , is far removed from any ideal of 
detached , objective reporting , but it is shaped not so much by animosity 
as by an elaborate strategy of replicating some of the emotions and reactions 
experienced at the time of the events . 

In summary, Thucydides ' account (4 .27ff. ) is this: The Spartans manage 
to smuggle in supplies to their force blockaded on the island of Sphacteria; 
the Athenian garrison on the mainland , on the other hand, suffers from 
lack of adequate provisions . No capitulation of the Spartans seems im­
minent; the prospect of trying to maintain the blockade through the winter 
is most unwelcome . The Athenians are now sorry that they did not accept 
the Spartans '  offer of a peace treaty and direct their animosity against the 
principal opponent of the peace treaty , Cleon . At first he reacts by denying 
the distressing reports that arrive from Pylos .  But when the messengers 
invite the assembly to send its own fact-finding mission , and when Cleon 

From an Athenian point of view such an alliance would have to be viewed very skeptically. 
Spartan land power was not likely to be of much use to Athens in dealing with recalcitrant 
members of the naval empire, but Athens might find itself drawn into helping Sparta suppress 
another Helot revolt (cf. 1 . 1 02) . Or, in four years when Sparta's treaty with Argos expired, 
Athens might be called upon to join in military operations against democratic Argos .  

There was a great deal to  discuss ,  then, in  the Spartan proposal and strong arguments to 
bring against it. Cleon could well have distrusted Sparta's  intentions and felt that there was 
no need for an immediate response. It was not unreasonable that the first stage in the 
negotiations should be an Athenian demand for generous territorial concessions. But Thu­
cydides' account pays little attention to the question of an alliance and thereby invites the 
conclusion that the Athenians were rash and greedy in rejecting the Spartan offer. (Gomme 
in HCT on 4 .20.4 [p . 460] rejects de Romilly 's conclusion that Thucydides approved of the 
Spartan arguments. Gomrne's  criticisms of the Spartan offer are well taken and, I believe, 
he is correct in contending that the Athenians were well advised to reject these proposals .  
But we  must distinguish our judgment about the wisdom of  Athenian action from an as­
sessment of how Thucydides presented the issue and how he expected his readers to react. )  
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is made one of the members , he tries a new maneuver. Thucydides leads 
us to view the events from Cleon 's point of view and thereby makes us 
very aware of his discomfiture: 

And recognizing that he would be forced either to agree with those whom he had 
slandered or to be exposed as a liar if he disagreed, he advised the Athenians, 

seeing that they were more ready to make a military expedition, that there was no 
point in sending a fact-finding mission nor to lose by delay a good opportunity . 

If they thought the reports were true , they should sail against the men. Then pointing 

to Nicias , the son of Niceratus ,  a general and an old enemy, and criticizing him 

he said that it would be easy to sail with a force and capture the troops on the 

island, provided the commanders were real men . At any rate he would do that, if 

he had that office . (4 . 27 .4-5) 

Nicias , stung by Cleon' s  taunt, urges Cleon to take whatever force he 
wishes and see if he can do any better. At this point Thucydides again 
represents Cleon 's  inner thoughts . At first he thinks Nicias is only pre­
tending to let the command go over to him, but when he recognizes that 
Nicias is serious ,  he backs off and "said that he was not general , Nicias 
was . Cleon was now frightened but did not think that Nicias would be so 
bold as to withdraw in his favor. But again Nicias urged him and withdrew 
from his command of the Pylos operation and made the Athenians his 
witnesses . As a crowd naturally does , the more Cleon sought to avoid the 
expedition and back down from what he said , the more they urged Nicias 
to hand over his command and shouted at Cleon "sail ! "  (4 .28 .2f. ) .  

I t  i s  a delicious scene , all the more welcome to th e  reader b y  the memory 
of Cleon ' s  persuasive violence in the Mytilene affair. But almost imme­
diately a shift begins . In one extraordinary sentence Cleon is forced to 
yield to the shouts of the assembly , in apparent total discomfiture , and 
responds with astonishing confidence: "Thus having no way to untangle 
himself from what he had said , he accepted command of the expedition 
and r.ame forward to say that he was not afraid of the Lacedaemonians 
and he would sail taking no one from the city except the Lemnians and 
Imbrians who were present and the peltasts who had come as auxiliaries 
from Ainos and four hundred archers from other places;  with these forces 
and the troops already at Pylos he said he would bring the Spartans back 
alive or kill them on the spot" (4 . 28 . 4) .  No longer are we provided with 
reports of what is going on in Cleon 's  mind . We hear only his denial of 
the assertion that he was frightened, 1 1 and his compounding of his own 
difficulties by promising to clear up the Pylos problem in the astonishingly 

1 1 4.28.2 :  bebuoi; ijfu]; 28 .4 oui:e <j>of3eio0m . . .  Aaxebmµov(oui;. 
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short time of twenty days , without the use of citizen troops . We are invited, 
in effect, to shift our perspective from Cleon's  feelings of entrapment and 
dismay to those of an outside observer who is enjoying his distress and 
the apparently impossible position into which he has worked himself: 
' 'Some laughter afflicted the Athenians at his empty talk; there was pleasure 
nonetheless among the saner elements of humanity who calculated that 
one of two things would be achieved-either they would get rid of Cleon, 
which they rather expected , or if they were mistaken in their estimate , the 
Lacedaemonians would become their captives . " 1 2 Cleon now chooses as 
his colleague Demosthenes (4 .29 . 1 )  who in tum develops a plan exploiting 
both a chance fire that had cleared out much of the underbrush on the 
island and his experience in the use of light-armed troops against hoplites. 1 3  

The result of  the vividly reported battle i s  the encirclement of  the Spartans 
by Messenian troops under the command of Comon , 14 and the surrender 
of the Spartan force , a total of 292 men , including about 1 20 Spartan 
citizen hoplites (4 . 38 . 5) .  Finally the focus returns to Cleon: "The Athe­
nians and the Peloponnesians withdrew from Pylos with their forces to 
their several homes and the promise of Cleon, although it had seemed 

12  4.28 . 5 .  The language is rich and evocative. Thucydides does not say "The Athenians 
could not help laughing at his fatuity" (Crawley) vel sim. but chooses the same word, 
tvtnrnE, for sudden, nonnally destructive, physical or emotional stress that he used for the 
decision of the troops on Pylos to begin fortifications (4 .4 . 1 ) :  6Qµ� tvEitEOE (emended by 
Poppo) . Cf. Note 3 above . The choice of words underlines the irony of the situation; the 
reader knows that Cleon will succeed and that this laughter is unwarranted. In a similar way 
Thucydides does not say " sensible men comforted themselves with the reflection" (Crawley) 
but expands the simple 't0l£ OW<j>QOOL with tciJv av0QciJnwv. The parallels in Classen-Steup 
on 3 .47 .3 show the effect of the expansion-a condescending or compassionate attitude is 
adopted. We are reminded that the so-called "saner elements" are mistaken in their confi­
dence. Cleon will not fail; and his success will not make the Lacedaemonians their captives .  
Cleon's power will be strengthened and a "sensible" national policy will be more difficult 
to achieve. On kouphologia see Plutarch de Herodoti ma/. , Moralia 855b. 

1 3 The plan is conveyed in a quasi-stream-of-consciousness narrative in 4 .29 .3f. ; cf. 32.3f. 
We know Demosthenes' thinking but very little of Cleon' s  ideas until 37 . 1 .  There the participle 
"(YOU£ is applied for the fourth time to Cleon in the Pylos account, 4 .37 . l ;  cf. 27 .3 ;  27 .4; 
28.2 .  

14 Thucydides' habit was whenever possible to  name the individual whose advice or  strat­
agem was decisive in a campaign or battle, even if the individual is otherwise obscure or 
insignificant. Cf. 2 . 33 .  l ;  2 . 85 . 5 ;  2 . 101 . 5 ;  3 . 29 .2f. ; 4 .9lf. ;  7 . 39 .2 .  (The suppression of the 
name in 6.60.2 occurs in a discreditable domestic incident and is not analogous. On 2 .9 1 . 3  
see Gomrne in HCT ad Joe. and H .  D .  Westlake, Individuals in Thucydides [Cambridge 
1968] 5 1 . )  We would expect, then, that Thucydides would provide the commander's name 
in 4 . 36. 1 ,  if he knew it. Thucydides was well infonned on Messenian affairs (3 . 98 .  l ;  3 . 107 .  l ;  
3 . 1 1 2.4; 4 .  9 . 1  ) ,  an d  Comon was famous and attested on an accessible document (Pausanias 
4.26.2 ;  cf. 5 .26. 1 ) .  Hence the name may originally have been supplied in 4 .36 . 1 .  Haplog­
raphy of -(J)V can account for its disappearance. 
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quite crazy , came true . For within twenty days he brought back the men, 
just as he had promised. ' '  1 5 

Many historical objections can be brought against this account , and 
especially against the assembly scene with which it begins .  Cleon, whatever 
his faults , was clearly a clever and skillful politician whose career was 
based on his ability to read the moods of the Athenian assembly . It is hard 
to believe that he was unaware of Nicias ' probable reaction to the taunt 
that if the commanders were real men they would already have captured 
Sphacteria .  Almost any Greek male would be outraged by such an insult 
and challenge his critic to do better. It has often been suspected that Cleon 
deliberately provoked Nicias in order to implement the more innovative 
strategy advocated by Demosthenes .  This suspicion is strengthened by the 
sequel .  Why does Cleon needlessly compound his difficulty by promising 
to take no citizen troops and to accomplish his objectives within such a 
short time? Would someone who has just been forced into an unwelcome 
command act in this way? Would he not rather ask for the largest possible 
force and the longest period to plan and complete his operation? 

Questions such as these have led many critics to suspect Thucydides' 
account of Pylos. In particular some coordination between Demosthenes 
and Cleon seems l ikely . Collaboration with a leader of the assembly was 
the obvious technique for an innovative tactician such as Demosthenes .  
The continuing coolness o f  the board o f  commanders to his plan , even 
after its initial success , and their understandable reluctance to try to force 
a landing against the famed Spartan hoplites,  would pose a serious problem 
for the advocates of the Pylos operation . Unless decisive action were soon 
taken, the winter storms would force a withdrawal of the Athenian force 
and permit the escape of the Spartan force . At this point Cleon ' s  support 
could prove vital for the success of Demosthenes' plan. Cleon' s  skill in 
manipulating the assembly could make it possible to circumvent the board 
of commanders and give Demosthenes the authorization and the additional 
forces that he needed . 16 The opposition of the commanders and the rep-

15 4 .39 .3 .  Most translations make the comment into a simple statement of Thucydides' 
opinion that the promise was insane: "and crazy as Cleon's  promise was" (Crawley): "how­
ever mad he may have been to have made it" (Warner) . But adjectives with the -odes suffix 
(e .g .  loimodes in l . 23 .2) are often ambiguous, "denoting either fullness or similarity" ;  see 
H. W. Smyth, Greek Grammar (Cambridge, Mass . 1 950) sec . 858 . 1 6; cf. 833 a; cf. Schnei­
der, Information und Absicht, 2 1 ,  n. 29. The translation should preserve the ambiguity, for 
the statement is not a simple affirmation about the promise but also a reminder of the reaction 
that had been provoked by its apparent madness. We are reminded of the contrast between 
Cleon's  craziness and the miscalculation of his "sensible minded" opponents (4 .28 .5) .  

16 Not the ambiguity in 4 .30.4 :  KA.£wv OE EXElV<p "tE ltQOitEµ"ljlac; uyyE">..ov me; ljl;wv xal, 
£xwv crtQm:u'tv ijv frrt'tom:o , l:uj>LxvEimL £c; ITuA.ov . Does this mean that Cleon sent 
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utation of the Spartan hoplite force (4 .40) would make it difficult to get 
such a bill through the assembly . But clever maneuvering might provoke 
Nicias to a rash move . If this is correct, Cleon knew all along how Nicias 
and the assembly were likely to react and was deliberately goading him 
into a resignation . In other words , all goes precisely according to Cleon's  
plan . Nicias resigns; the assembly insists that Cleon take over the command 
and he then jauntily makes his promise that he will succeed in Pylos without 
using citizen hoplites and within twenty days . 1 7  

Given the lack of  other sources for the period such a reconstruction must 
remain speculative , 18 but it reminds us that Thucydides is interpreting 
events and that his interpretation is not the only possible one . Before 
hastening on to generalizations about Thucydides ' objectivity, we would 
do well to look more closely at his interpretation and the techniques by 
which it is presented . As often in Thucydides much depends on changes 
of viewpoint . At the beginning of the assembly ' s  debate on Pylos the 
reader' s  position is close to that of the general citizenry , who now regret 
turning down the earlier peace offer. As the debate progresses,  however, 
we begin to learn Cleon's  worries about the shift in public opinion. The 
viewpoint alternates between the assembly ' s  merriment and Cleon's own 

word that he was coming with the additional force that he himself had requested or that he 
was coming with the forces which Demosthenes had requested? F.  Solmsen, Intellectual 
Experiments of the Greek Englightenment (Princeton 1 975) 1 99 ,  n. 47 , remarks "The gram­
matical subject . . .  is, we tend to assume, Demosthenes . "  Gomme in HCT ad toe. (p. 473) 
believed it is Cleon but inferred from 27 . 4 that Demosthenes had indeed requested additional 
troops. 

17 Why twenty days? A. Thibaudet, La campagne avec Thucydide (Paris 1 922) 37f. , and 
others have suggested that the Pylos campaign took place so late in the year that winter 
storms would prevent operations after approximately twenty days . Cf. Schneider, Information 
und Absicht, 2 1 , nn. 29 and 50. This view , however, is untenable if Gomme's  chronology is 
correct; see especially his note in HCT on 4.39. I (p . 478) .  In his view the final battle on 
Pylos should have taken place between August 5 and 10, leaving another six weeks in the 
campaigning season. Other explanations of the twenty-day period are possible . Some crucial 
part of the force, for example, the archers (4 . 28.4,  possibly Cretans 6 .25 . 2) ,  may have been 
committed for only part of the campaigning season. Correspondence with Daniel Tompkins 
has been especially helpful on this point , as on so many others in the manuscript. 

1 8  One objection to this hypothesis is that Aristophanes '  Knights emphasizes the hostility 
between Paphlagon (Cleon) and the servant commonly identified with Demosthenes . The 
second of the two ancient prefaces to the play, however, indicates that the texts available to 
its author did not identify the two servants with Nicias and Demosthenes. Clearly the iden­
tifications result from an ancient interpretation of the play, not from Aristophanes' explicit 
indications . Even if the interpretation is a legitimate one , the reader should not overestimate 
the historical significance of the jokes about "Cleon's" theft of Pylos from "Demosthenes . "  
Aristophanes himself may have wished to minimize the credit due to Cleon; relations between 
Cleon and Demosthenes may have deteriorated once the victory had been achieved. 
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thoughts as he attempts to extricate himself from his ever increasing dif­
ficulties .  We share the amusement when he is forced into the command 
and smile at his apparent bluster in promising to resolve the matter in 
twenty days . As the assembly ends , the attitude of the " saner elements of 
humanity" seems the best assessment of the situation-either Cleon will 
discredit himself or Athens will benefit from a victory at Pylos . 

An ironic perspective , however, also prevails throughout this episode . 
The reader knows that Cleon will succeed, remain powerful , and use his 
influence against an early and peaceful settlement of the conflict . Thus the 
reader simultaneously recreates the emotions of one part of the citizenry 
and yet separates himself from these reactions by his knowledge of what 
is to come . The tension between these two aspects of the narrative is only 
resolved at the very end, when Cleon returns to Athens . At this point his 
promise is reassessed: "and Cleon's  promise , although it had seemed quite 
crazy, came true" (4. 39 . 3 ) .  The irony is now complete. The "saner ele­
ments of humanity' '  were quite unwarranted in their pleasure at the outcome 
of the assembly . And what had seemed mad turns out to succeed. 

Paradox and reversal are the predominant features of this narrative . Its 
goal is not to make judgments about Cleon, Nicias , or Demosthenes , nor 
to characterize in greater depth any of the participants in the action. All 
are known quantities ; Cleon in particular is already sufficiently evaluated 
at the very outset . Nor is the concern primarily directed to the precise 
nature of the strategy and its implementation . On any interpretation of the 
passage much of the military planning is neglected or very l ightly treated. 
Rather the narrative is shaped by the progression of thoughts and feelings 
and by a sense of participation in the attitudes of the moment . Thus it 
logically culminates not in a discussion of the strategic or political aspects 
of the affair but in an explicit statement of the astonishment created by 
the Pylos victory: ' 'This was the event most contrary to expectation in the 
entire war among the Greeks . For they thought that the Spartans ought 
never to hand over their arms ,  not if they were starving or under the most 
intense pressure . They should keep their arms and fight as best they could 
until death . " 19 

19 4 .40 .  l .  This is the third in a series of paradox or reversal markers in the Pylos story 
(cf. 4 . 1 2 .3  and 1 4 .3) .  An expectation that Spartans would resist as they had at Thermopylae 
underlies the surprise at their surrender on Sphacteria. The comparison to Thermopylae is 
first injected in a purely tactical comparison (4 . 36 .3) and then implicitly reintroduced in 40. 1 
and in the anecdote that follows. From here to the end of the seventh book,  the Persian War 
provides an important counterpoint to Thucydides' narrative. 
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H E R M O C R A  T E S ' S P E E C H  A T  G E L A  

The second major strategic innovation reported in the fourth book i s  the 
account of Brasidas ' operations in northern Greece . It is a counterpart to 
the Pylos operation , both in significance and in narrative technique. But 
between the Pylos narrative and the story of Brasidas ' expedition various 
other matters are reported. Of these Sicilian affairs are prominent , a natural 
sequel to the Pylos adventure since , as we are reminded (4 .48 .6) ,  the 
expedition on which Demosthenes had sailed had Sicily as its objective. 20 

The balancing of Cleon ' s  success at Pylos and Brasidas ' victories in the 
north gives a clear form to this portion of the narrative and directs attention 
to Sicilian affairs as to a centerpiece in a panel and especially to the 
conference at Gela in Sicily that brings about a temporary cessation of 
hostilities on the island . Although the settlement worked out during this 
conference at Gela was short-lived and its direct effect on subsequent events 
limited , Thucydides accords it seemingly disproportionate attention. The 
negotiations might swiftly have been passed over or presented as a ruse 
or temporary pause in Syracusan imperialism. Two years later the settle­
ment proved ineffective when Syracuse expelled the lower classes from 
Leontini (5 .4 .3 ) ,  an act that shattered the appearance of pan-Sicilian unity , 
so much discussed at Gela,  and that impelled the Athenians to take action 
in support of their long-standing ally, the democratic government of Leon­
tini . 2 1  

Thucydides , however, concentrates on another aspect of' the story . The 
use of "commander narrative" directs attention to one individual , Her­
mocrates;  his views are given full expression in direct discourse . Again , 
as in the debate in Athens at the time of the Spartan peace proposal ( 4. 1 7-
20) and in the discussion at Acanthus of Brasidas ' demands (4 . 85-87) a 
single speech is given where we might have expected an antilogy . Every­
thing contributes to the prominence of the Syracusan Hermocrates , now 
first introduced into the work . 

His speech and the events that follow make it easy to conjecture why 
Thucydides has chosen this pattern for his narration . In the midst of a 
concentration on mainland Greece, we look away and view events for the 

20 Corcyra is the first stage of the expedition 's  journey. Its mention provides the opportunity 
for another chapter in the long story of its stasis (4 .47) . By contrast other episodes in this 
period are related in succinct fashion and there is one major omission: the reassessment of 
tribute known to us from the decree of Thoudippus (ML 69; also in JG i' 7 1  ). See Gomme 
in HCT on 4 . 5 1  (pp. 500-504). 

2 1 The alliance of Athens and Leotini is epigraphically attested (ML 64; also in JG i3 54). 
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first time through the eyes of a Sicilian. In the gradual progress toward 
the Peace of Nicias we are reminded of the eventual outbreak of war in a 
new theater. More important, subsequent Sicilian history will now be 
viewed with the awareness that this great and diverse island has the potential 
to resolve its own differences and take a common stand, even if only 
temporarily, against outside intervention . These are important functions , 
but they do not exhaust the significance of this episode. For it is also the 
pivot about which book 4, and to some extent, the whole first portion of 
the Histories turns. It marks the transition from Athenian success at Pylos 
to the setbacks that are related in the later portions of the book. Thucydides 
eventually turns the episode into a further exploration of the psychology 
of the Athenians and their response to the good fortune (eutychia) of 
Pylos . 22 The importance of the theme of good fortune in this portion of 
the Histories is evident if we recollect the great prominence given to it in 
the speech of the Spartan ambassadors (4 . 1 7-20) . The Athenians reject 
their advice to make secure their good fortune; instead they reach out for 
more (4 . 2 1 . 2) .  The Spartans take an opposite course; they are eager to 
recover their prisoners ' 'while Brasidas was still enjoying good fortune .  ' '23 
Thucydides' comment on the Athenian reaction to the conference in Sicily 
reemphasizes the Athenians ' confidence that these successes will continue . 
The Athenian generals ,  we are told , having given their approval to the 
settlement reached at Gela are penalized on their return by the Athenians 
who conclude that they accepted bribes to withdraw when they could have 
' ' subjugated Sicilian affairs for them. '  ' 24 

Athens '  treatment of the commanders is presented as a reflection of 
Athenian pleonexia , their "grasping for more" : "So using their then pres-

22 4.65 .4 .  The concern with eutychia is evident in the statistics. Of twenty-eight examples 
of eutychia and cognates in von Essen ' s  index , seven occur in book 4 and four in the first 
twenty-five chapters of book 5, i . e .  over a third of the instances in approximately one-sixth 
of the text. 

23 4. 1 17 .2 .  The theme also links the events of book 4 with the Sicilian Expedition. Nicias 
is represented in both undertakings as being anxious to preserve his good fortune: 5 . 16 . 1 ;  
cf. 6 . 17 . I ;  6 .23 . 3  (also 5 .46. 1 ) .  The culmination of the theme is in 7 .77 .2 .  

24 4.65 . 3 .  The phrasing (ta tv �Lxtl.[� for tT)v �LXEA.[av) suggests and perhaps 
implicitly deplores the assembly's  fuzzy thinking. It was absurd to think that the commanders 
could have subjugated Sicily. The assembly recognized this ,  but apparently wished for a 
settlement that would have provided for a dominant Athenian voice in Sicilian affairs . This 
would, obviously, have been difficult for the commanders to achieve. Hence Thucydides '  
criticism of  the Athenians. But is he  entirely fair to the assembly? The commanders have 
given their approval to a settlement that totally excluded Athenian influence in Sicilian affairs 
and that provided no secure restraints on Syracusan imperialism. There were legitimate 
grounds for deploring such a weak policy. If bribery could be shown, exile or a fine was 
not an unwarranted penalty by Greek standards. 
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ent good luck they felt that nothing should stand in their way, but that 
they could accomplish both the possible and the less feasible , either with 
a grand or equally well with a more deficient force . The cause was success 
on many counts beyond expectation which gave them the underpinning of 
Hope . '  '25 This passage links the account of the Conference at Gela to the 
theme of good fortune, so prominent in the fourth book. That theme, 
however, is not developed in the main portion of the episode-Hermo­
crates ' speech. The effect of Hermocrates '  words is rather to introduce 
new issues and a fresh view of events and even of power itself. At the 
center of his speech is the idea of Sicily as a unit , a notion obvious to us ,  
but by no means evident to a contemporary . At this point in Greek history 
the western Greeks had given no greater evidence of unity and cooperation 
than their relatives in the east . They had been tom and divided by the 
conflict between Ionian and Dorian , by regional tensions , and by class 
struggles within their cities . But Hermocrates invokes , and is able tem­
porarily to create , a sense of Sicilian identity. The opening words of his 
speech appeal to Sicilian interests rather than those of any individual city: 
"Sicilians , I will speak as a representative of a city that is far from the 
smallest, and that has not had the worst of it in this war; but the advice I 
render is what seems to me to be best for all Sicily" (4 .59 . 1 ) .  Hermocrates 
frequently returns to the idea that there is a common Sicilian advantage 
and unity . 26 The inhabitants of the island are, he notes , called by a single 
name, "Sicilians . "27 There are several implications of their common iden­
tity . First, when viewed from a pan-Sicilian perspective the interests of 
any single city are individual or private matters , idia . 28 If the cities are in 
the status of individuals , then war among them is like war within or among 
the household units (oikiai) that make up any individual city . It is oikeios 
polemos "domestic warfare" (64.5) or stasis "civil strife" (6 1 . 1 ) .  This 
provides Hermocrates with a strong rhetorical position from which to 
condemn the continuation of interstate warfare. By identifying it with stasis 
he is able to urge his audience ' ' to consider that it is stasis above all which 
destroys our cities and Sicily" (6 1 .  l ) .  By contrast, he can represent his 
own policy as a way toward collective safety: "It is proper that we should 
recognize this and be reconciled individual to individual , city to city , and 

25 4.65 .4 .  I have accepted Bekker's emendation of 'tE to i:6tE. 
26 N.B .  4.60. I ;  6 1 .2 :  n'tv ni'toav �txEA.tav; �txEA.(a without naoa: 6 1 . I ;  6 1 . 3 ;  64.5 . 

21!µ.rcavw; has a similar use in 6 1 . 1  and 64.4. 
27  4 . 64.3 . The name is,  of course, the one used at the beginning of Hermocrates ' speech 

to address the gathering, 4 .  59 . I .  
28 4.60. 1 :  ou itEQl tWv l1Hwv µ6vov, . . . � ;uvoOo\; foi:m, O.U' El . . . n'tv 

iti'toav �txEA.(av . . . OUVT]OOµE0a fi:t Otaoroom. 
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try in common to save all Sicily . '  ' 29 The same conception of war between 
cities as "domestic warfare" makes this reconciliation easier: "For there 
is nothing shameful if members of a household give way to other members , 
either Dorian to Dorian or Chalcidian to their kin-or at a more general 
level , since we are neighbors and fellow members of a single land, sur­
rounded by the same sea, and called by a single name, 'Sicilians' " (4.64.3) .  

Hermocrates '  appeal could be represented as a cynical cover for Syra­
cusan ambitions . A speech from the opposing viewpoint could easily point 
out that once the Sicilians had agreed to deny the Athenians a base in their 
land and witnessed the withdrawal of the Athenian force , Syracuse or other 
aggressive powers could move against weaker and now unprotected states .  
What guarantees would Syracuse offer? What basis was there for accepting 
Syracusan promises at face value? Such a response is easy to imagine, and 
surely some representatives at the conference had misgivings about some 
parts of the proposed settlement. But of these the Thucydidean text provides 
no hint. Thucydides has again chosen not to use antilogistic form. 30 Instead 
he concentrates on a single speaker, Hermocrates ,  who dominates the 
scene. Nor is sympathy encouraged for the natural Athenian demurrer to 
a settlement that left Ionian Greeks vulnerable to Dorian attack and denied 
Athens continuing influence in Sicilian affairs . Instead, as we have seen, 
the comments on the penalties inflicted on the Athenian commanders sug­
gest that Athens was caught up in delusions of expansion and self-ag­
grandizement. 

A historian analyzing this account will again feel many doubts and 
hesitations .  At the very least there are many other ways in which the same 
events could be viewed. But from a literary approach Thucydides ' shaping 
of his material makes an important contribution to the development of the 
themes of the Histories . This is especially clear in one portion of Her­
mocrates '  speech . He avoids many easy criticisms of the Athenians-that 
they have abused their preeminence and perverted the league against Persia 
into a device for subjugating the Greeks-and other arguments that the 
enemies of Athens are known to have used. Instead, like many of the 
Athenian speakers , he attempts to ground his arguments on what is real 

29 4 .6 1 . 2 .  Other references to Hermocrates' policy as a form of <JWU]QL<t are in 60. 1 and 
62 . 2  (bis) . The repeated use of the phrase El awcj>QOvoiiµEV in 60. l and 61 . 1  (cf. 64.4) also 
suggests Hermocrates' policy of "saving-mindedness . " 

30 Cf. H. D. Westlake, "Hermocrates The Syracusan, "  Bulletin of the John Rylands 
Library 4 1  ( 1 958) 243 : "Had an Athenian speaker taken part in the debate . . .  it would 
have been easy for him to have argued that the motive of the Syracusans . . .  was to give 
themselves a free hand to coerce their Chalcidian neighbors when the Athenians had with­
drawn. "  
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or natural : ' 'There are ample grounds for excusing the Athenians for such 
planning and such self-aggrandizement . My criticism is directed not against 
those who wish to dominate but against those who are more disposed to 
yield . For it is the nature of what is human to dominate everywhere anyone 
who gives way, and to ward off the attacker. " 3 1  This passage begins as a 
commonplace: one does not condemn anyone for doing what is natural 
and it is natural to want to dominate . The Athenians have themselves used 
this argument in their speech at Sparta in the first book: "We have done 
nothing astonishing nor out of the human pattern if, when domination was 
offered, we took it, and then did not give it up" ( 1 .76 .2) .  The idea seems 
widespread in the late fifth century;32 it is grounded in the Greek idea that 
ruling others is an expression of true freedom. 33 But Herrnocrates after 
stating the commonplace goes one step further. He transforms the prop­
osition by looking at its other side . If it is natural to want to dominate , it 
is also natural to want to resist domination . One may not blame aggressors , 
but one can condemn those who submit to aggression: "We all make a 
bad mistake if we understand these things but fail to take proper measures 
in advance , or if one of us has come here not considering it of highest 
priority for us to restore to good order what threatens us all "  (4 . 6 1 .6) .  

This is an innovative and highly effective inversion of a familiar com­
monplace. Its significance, however, transcends the immediate rhetorical 
situation . What Herrnocrates adduces is not a mere oratorical device, but, 
as later becomes increasingly evident, a way of approaching the future. 
Herrnocrates '  stance is grounded in a perception of the role of fear in 
human events . His speech exploits fear of Athens but it is also based on 
a recognition of the uncertainty of the future . Rhetorically he must deal 
not only with his audience's  diverse assessments of the present situation 
but also with their hopes of future advantage . Thus he argues: 

And if someone thinks that by fair means or foul he will surely achieve something, 

he had best watch out that he does not have a fall when his hopes are disappointed ! 

He should recognize that by now many have tried to avenge themselves on wrong 

doers and others have hoped that they had some power to aggrandize themselves . 

Some of these did not just come short of their hopes--they were not even saved; 

others lost what was theirs while failing to gain what belonged to others . Vengeance 

31 4.6 1 . 5 .  Alcibiades echoes the idea in 6. 1 8 . 2  but, characteristically, concludes from it 
that one must use every opportunity for expansion. 

32 Cf. Gomme in HCT on 1 . 76 .2 (p. 236) . 
33 On this idea see de Romilly , Thucydides and Athenian Imperialism, 72ff. , and J .A.0. 

Larsen, "Freedom and Its Obstacles in Ancient Greece,"  CP 57 ( I  %2) 23 1 .  
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does not succeed, however just it may be, because someone has wronged you; nor 
is strength secure just because you have fine hopes. (4 .62 .3-4) 

Against hope, Hermocrates invokes fear. The fear is grounded in gener­
alizations about the past; but the real point concerns the future: ' 'The 
unpredictability of the future exercises the greatest control and although it 
is hazardous, it nevertheless can be seen to be most useful . For if we share 
equal fear, we are more inclined to approach each other with fore­
thought. " 34 This argument, so far removed from the confidence Pericles 
showed at the time of the outbreak of the war, reintroduces an element of 
constraint into a system in which the analysis of human nature has justified 
or even exalted the unlimited use of power for self-aggrandizement. The 
speech then goes on to a further inversion of conventional wisdom. Her­
mocrates urges his audience to accept the uncertainty of the future and to 
be "struck out of their wits" (ekplagentes) by it. The state (ekplexis) to 
which the speaker alludes is normally in Thucydides a prelude to panic 
and disaster-something which a speaker urges his listeners to avoid. 35 
Here Hermocrates encourages it , because it is likely to restrain agression 
and war: "Let us conclude then that the deficiency of analysis through 
which we have each thought to gain something is sufficiently inhibited by 
these constraints and send away the intruding enemies from the land" 
(4 . 63 . l ) .  

Hermocrates turns upside down many o f  the assumptions and clicbes of 
contemporary political analysis .  The so-called Law of the Stronger becomes 
an injunction for the weaker to unite , much as Socrates turned a similar 
argument against Callicles by pointing out the collective power of those 
who are individually weak . 36 War becomes either stasis or a household 
squabble; astonishment (ekplexis) becomes a virtue; the careful calculation 
of the likelihood of success "the insufficiency of analysis . "  In the trans­
formation of terms and expectations Hermocrates '  speech evokes the com­
ments on Corcyra in book 3 .  But the implications are radically different . 
In his view the surest means of security is not ingenuity and speed in 
plotting nor a rational means of prediction , but a recognition of the limits 
of knowledge in a world that cannot totally be predicted or controlled. His 

34 4 . 62 . 4 . IlQ0µ1)0ta is a crucial word, unusual in Thucydides but used again by Her­
mocrates in 6.80. l .  Like pronoia it refers to contemplation of the future, but the emphasis 
is not on what can be known about the future and hence on prediction, but on what cannot 
be known-the element of unpredictability or immeasurability, here i:o cuna0µ1)1:0V (cf. 
3 .59.  l ) .  

" E .g .  Hermocrates' speech 6 .33 ,  esp. section 4 ;  cf. 2 .91 .3f. 
36 Plato Gorgias 488 c-e. 
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message is the exact opposite of the divisive violence of the revolutionaries 

on Corcyra.  He urges settlement, accomodation , and common action based 

on restraint and promethia . 37 
These are striking and original ideas, perhaps manipulated by Hermo­

crates to the advantage of Syracuse in the circumstances of Sicily in 424 

B . C . , but provocative and highly significant in the context of the work as 
a whole . They stand in tension with the confidence in prediction that 
characterizes both the Archaeology and the Periclean analysis of the war. 
But the view of the future expressed by this speech is very close, we shall 
see , to that implicit in much of the Histories . The reason for this is not to 
be found so much in the author' s  admiration for Hermocrates as in a 
recognition that his words at Gela clarify a process underlying many events 
reported in the work . Repeatedly in the Histories an individual or state 
gains some power and grows to greatness or prominence. The good fortune 
(eutychia) encourages hope (elpis) on the part of the successful party. 38 
But when it is recognized by others , they feel threatened. 39 Fear in turn 
leads to innovation, preventive action, or to the formation of alliances or 
confederations against the rising power. 40 A good illustration has already 
been provided by the Syracusan attack on Sicilian Messene , "seeing that 
the place provided a base of operations against Sicily and fearing that the 
Athenians might at some point set off from that place with a greater force 
against them" (4 . 1 . 2) . But the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War itself 
can be considered the most important instance . Thucydides' famous com­
ment about the "cause" of the war should be viewed as the application 
of this process to the events leading up to the outbreak of hostilities : ' 'The 
truest reason, although least evident in the discussion, was , in my opinion, 

37 Of the examples of promethia in earlier Greek literature note especially Herodotus 3 .36. 1 :  
'Q (3amAEii , µT] mivi:a T]J.1x(n xat 0uµcj> tn(i:Q£1tE, o./J . .' tcrxe xat xai:aJ.Cr.µ(3avE 
oEaui:6v· O.ya06v i:m itQ6voov dvm, oocj>ov 0£ Ti itQ0µ110tf1 .  In this passage it is parallel 
to, but may even surpass ,  pronoia (itQ6voov Elvm) and is closely linked to the idea of 
self-restraint. 

38 Athens' response to Pylos is the best example; n .b .  4.65 .4 .  
3 9  This is  often conveyed by sequences such as yv6vi:Ei;/OQWVTES followed by words for 

fear, e .g . : 3 .78.2 :  yv6vi:Es ot ol ltQOS i:ois KEQX\JQULOLS xat OE(oavi:Es; 4 . 1 .2 :  ol 
µtv �uQax6mm <'>Q<ilVTES . . .  xat cj>o(3ouµevo1; 4 .55 . 1 :  Ol OE AaxEOmµ6vw1 loov­
tES . . .  cj>o(3ouµevm; 4.66 .3 :  yv6vi:Es OE ol i:oii o�µou ltQOoi:ai:m . . .  odoavi:Es. 

40 Innovation, e.g. 4 .55 .  The Spartans develop naval and cavalry strength after the Athenian 
occupation of Cythera. 

Preventative action, e .g .  4 .79 .2 .  Perdiccas and Athens ' allies in the Thraceward region. 
Cooperative action, above all ,  Sicily versus the great Athenian expedition. N.B . 7 . 15 . 1 .  

Cf. 6 .2 1 . 1 ;  6 .33 .5 ;  6 .34 .2 ;  6 .37 .2 ;  and J .  de Romilly , "La crainte dans ! 'oeuvre de Thu­
cydide ," ClMed 17 ( 1 956) 1 2 1 f. 
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that the Athenians by growing great caused fear in the Lacedaemonians 
and drove them into war.4 1 " 

This process , long implicit in the events of the war, is made clear by 
Hermocrates '  comments and confirmed by the outcome of the conference. 
The Sicilians block Athenian intervention . On a very small scale we rec­
ognize in this a process of great significance-although Athens' expansion 
was natural , there are also in nature countervailing tendencies that in the 
long run can check or perhaps even destroy unrestrained growth . The 
Athenians in their present mood are quite oblivious to these constraints , 
but Hermocrates '  speech alerts the reader to their potential significance . 
His words have both an immediate and a longer range application . In the 
immediate context they remind us how swiftly hopes and calculations about 
the future can prove false . Hermocrates' speech marks a pivotal moment 
in Athenian affairs , just after the success at Pylos and just before the 
reverses inflicted by Brasidas . But it has a wider application as well , for 
by calling attention to Sicily , it invites the reader to anticipate the great 
invasion of that island and its awesome implications for Athens and for 
the understanding of power. 42 

T O W A R D  P E A C E  A N D  A L L I A N C E  

Inevitably the long course of the war leads both belligerents to attempt 
innovative and risky strategies . The Athenians have supported Demos­
thenes ' bold plan of a fortification along the Peloponnese; the Spartans are 
now persuaded to send Brasidas north to operate against Athenian holdings 
in the region adjoining Macedon . The surprising success of the Pylos 
operation is matched by Brasidas' victories in the north . Peace initiatives 
result in both cases , but Brasidas proves no more eager than Cleon for an 
early settlement. The peace ending the first phase of the war comes about 

41 1 .23 .6.  Perhaps the most discussed passage in Thucydides and still poorly understood. 
On the usual view Thucydides contradicts himself since his own speeches show that the 
growth of Athenian power was quite evident in the discussions (cf. 1 . 86 .5 ) .  His point, 
however, is not that the pre-war discussions failed to note the growth of Athens '  power, but 
that the pattern (growth in power provokes counteraction, quite independently of the rights 
and wrongs of the case) was not widely remarked. See also Chapter One, Note 3 1 .  

42 I s  there an even wider implication? When Hermocrates argues that the Sicilians are a 
single people designated by a single name (0voµa Ev XEXAl)µivou�. 4.64.3) and hence that 
warfare among them is to be deplored and settled as swiftly as possible , th.! reader thinks 
naturally of the other people who were distinguished by a single name, albeit late in time , 
the Greeks (cf. l .3 . 3f. ) .  By implication Hermocrates' argument applies as well to Greece as 
a whole as to Sicily as a whole . All war among Greeks is a kind of stasis. 
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only after Cleon and Brasidas both die in the same battle outside Amphi­

polis .  
Although the parallelism is  in  large part imposed by events , Thucydides 

seems to welcome its potential for comparisons and contrasts , which he 
emphasizes by adopting in each case a similar narrative technique.  The 
action of the Spartan campaign is presented largely through commander 
narrative and is centered on Brasidas , just as Demosthenes and Cleon were 
the center of attention in the Pylos campaign . Individual episodes in the 
two campaigns are linked together by similarities in language .43 As at 
Pylos , the full import of the commander's  plan is only made clear as it 
gradually unfolds . No advance explanation is given of the strategy that 
Brasidas proposes . Indeed, his expedition is first introduced obliquely, 
almost casually, as background to his appearance outside of Megara: 
"Brasidas , the son of Tellis, a Lacedaemonian, was at this time near Sicyon 
and Corinth , preparing an expedition against Thrace" (4. 70 . 1 ) .  The al­
lusion to Thrace is not immediately explained, instead we focus on his 
characteristically decisive intervention at Megara. He gathers 3, 700 troops 
from allied cities to supplement his own force and prevents an Athenian 
takeover of the city . His strategy is clever and sound: he will not begin 
an engagement but will show his willingness to defend Megara if it is 
attacked . The Athenians decide that an engagement is not worth the risk. 
When the Athenians withdraw , the pro-Peloponnesian faction in Megara 
gets the upper hand and exterminates many of its opponents through a 
carefully contrived plot. A narrow and long-lasting pro-Spartan oligarchy 
is established ( 4.  7 3-7 4) .  

So  far the focus has been on  Megara. Brasidas returns to his preparations 
for a campaign ' 'to Thrace . '  '44 But there is still no clarification of what 

43 The description of Brasidas' capture of Torone , for example, emphasizes elements similar 
to the Athenian attack on Pylos . Both are dawn operations (cf. 4 . 1 1 0 and 4 . 3 1 . 1 and 32.2) ,  
in which light-armed troops (4 . 1 1 1 . 1 ,  cf.  4.32 .4) play an important role, and involve a charge 
(bQ6µq.i) 4 . 1 12 .  l ,  cf. 4 .3 1 . I )  and the overrunning of an outpost (<j>uAaxuw(ou , 4. 1 1 1 . 2 , 
cf. 4 .3 1 .  l ) .  The strategy is to take the enemy from the rear (xm;a vwmu, 4 . 1 10.2 , cf. 4 .32 .4 
and 33 . 1 ,  4 .36. 1 and 36.2)  and then attack them from two sides (aµ<j>otEQw0£V, 4. 1 1 1 .2 ,  
cf. 4 .36 .3)  thereby inducing panic (E'Xl'tAT]�tv, 4 . 1 1 2 . 1 ,  cf. 4 .34.2) .  See also the valuable 
discussion by D. Babut, "Interpretation historique et structure Iitteraire chez Thucydide,"  
Bulletin assoc. 'G . Bude 40 ( 1 98 1 )  4 1 7-439 . 

44 4.74. l repeats the language of 70. l .  In 4.78 . l (cf. 79 .2 and 3 .92.f. ) the phrasing changes 
to t� ta El'tt 0Q<i'XTJ�, good fifth-century chancery language for the region of the Athenian 
empire that included Macedon and adjoining areas . We would expect (t� ta) tl'tl 0Q<i'XTJ� 
in 70. 1 and 74. I but the repetition makes emendation implausible . The ultimate objective 
of Brasidas' campaign may have been the Thracian Chersonese and hence the Athenian grain 
supply; see D. W. Knight, ' 'Thucydides and the War Strategy of Perikles, " Mnemosyne ser. 
4, 23 ( 1 970) 1 50- 1 6 1 , esp. 1 54 and 157 .  Discussions with Fordyce Mitchell have been helpful 
to me on this point. 
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he has in mind . Nothing more is heard of him until chapter 78 when he 
and 1 ,700 hoplites attempt to move through Thessaly into northern Greece . 
Even then the composition of his force and the nature of his plan are 
obscure . These considerations, to be sure , would be irrelevant if Brasidas 
could not find a way to move across Thessaly , an area that has been well­
disposed to Athens and that is likely to discourage any Spartan attempt to 
use it as staging area for northern operations . As Brasidas ' force enters 
that region , it is met by a Thessalian delegation that says he does wrong 
(adikein 4. 78 .3)  to pass through without authorization . His escorts assure 
their fellow Thessalians that they will not lead him through their country; 
Brasidas himself tells them he comes as a friend and intends to conduct 
military operations not against them but against the Athenians,  with whom 
he is at war. He knows of no enmity between Thessalians and Lacedae­
monians such as to prevent them from crossing each other' s  land , and if 
they are now unwilling he will not proceed, nor could he , even though he 
does not think it fair for him to be turned away (4 .78 .4) . The answer 
satisfies the Thessalian delegates, who withdraw, but Brasidas , "at the 
urging of his escorts , before any great opposition gathered, went forward, 
not stopping , on the run. "45 Only after he has passed through Thessaly 
does the text provide essential information about the operation , for ex­
ample,  the fact that King Perdiccas of Macedon and the Greek cities of 
Chalcidike had promised support. 46 

The technique is very similar to that used at the opening of the Pylos 
campaign .  Only gradually does the plan become clear; in retrospect we 
can derive that the preparations must have been elaborate and time-con­
suming. In particular we recollect that the Spartan colonization of Heraclea 
in Trachis in 426 B .C. had been in part intended to assist an expedition 
similar to Brasidas ' .  47 In contrast to the suspicions concerning the Pylos 

., 4 .78 . 5 .  In a surprising number of passages Thucydides uses forms of tQEXW (to ran), 
of its compounds, or of the noun, bQ6µo� (running), when referring to Brasidas. He is often 
presented as a man of rapid motion: 2 . 25 . 2 ,  btabQaµwv and tv Tii tobQOµyj; cf. 2.94.3 ,  
xmal\Qaµ6vtE� (of the Peloponnesians generally); 4. 78 .5  bQ6µqi; 4. 79 .  l ,  bttl\QaµE; 4. 104.3, 
rntbQaµE; 4. 1 1 2 .  l ,  bQ6µqi; 5 .9 .6 ,  b(lOµq>; 5 . 10.6, bQ6µq>. The characterization is all the 
more striking when the reader remembers the repeated criticism of the Spartans for their 
slowness (f)Qabutt]�): I .  7 l .4 (Corinthian criticism); 1 . 84.  l (Archidamus' answer); 5. 75 .3  
(change of Greek assessment of  the Spartans after Mantineia); and 8 .96 .5  (Thucydides' own 
observation) . 

46 4.79. l :  ' 'and he made his way to Perdiccas and into Chalcidice. ' ' The following section 
clarifies first the Chalcidian attitude and then that of Perdiccas. Chapter 80 then sketches 
Spartan attitudes. In 80.5  we are told that Brasidas has 700 Helot hoplites with him. From 
this and 78.  l we can derive that the other l ,000 in his force were hired troops from the 
Peloponnese . 

47 3 .92 .  N.B .  section 4: Tii� tE Ei-d 0Qi;tXT]� itaQ6l>ou XQTJO[µw� e;ELV. 
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campaign , however, no one accuses Thucydides of maligning Brasidas or 
of suggesting that he lacked a plan or relied purely on chance. 48 

One other important difference separates the story of Brasidas from that 
at Pylos . There the Athenian operations provoked an immediate Spartan 
response , one at first contemptuous but rapidly turning into intense alarm. 
Brasidas ' expedition , however, at first leaves the Athenians unconcerned. 
Apart from their renunciation of friendship with Perdiccas and unspecified 
security measures (4 . 82) , the Athenians are not seen as reacting strongly 
to Brasidas . Their concern seems almost exclusively directed to an elab­
orate Boeotian campaign led by Hippocrates and Demosthenes ( 4. 77 and 
89- 10 1 ) .  Only when this plan fails at the Battle of Delium, and when 
Brasidas captures Amphipolis , are the Athenians said to experience real 
fear (4. 1 08 . 1 )  and to recognize the possibility of widespread losses in the 
Thraceward region. 49 

By this point the underlying strategic similarity to the Pylos campaign 
is obvious ,  and the narrative technique invites us to draw comparisons and 
contrasts between the two expeditions and their leaders . Cleon and Brasidas 
are sharply defined opposites : the one a military man never presented in 
a political role , the other a politician who seems to stumble into military 
command; one the advocate of violence and terror, the other an example 
of the practical advantages of moderation and gentleness . 50 The text, so 
far at least , evokes radically different responses to Cleon and to Brasidas . 
Cleon's  actions have done little to refute the initial characterization of him 
as "most violent and most persuasive" ;  Brasidas ' conduct throughout the 
first part of the Histories is consistently courageous and admirable . 51 While 
Cleon carries to an extreme the restless vigor of the Athenians , Brasidas , 
in his vigor, persuasiveness , decisiveness ,  and boldness , is a most untypical 
Spartan and seems to possess the qualities badly needed if his city is to 
succeed against Athens. So far he has the potential for heroic stature, to 

48 Note , however, the continued use of words related to tyche: 4 .70. I ,  ttuyxavE; 4.70.2 ,  
�ttJXE; 4.73 . 3 ,  f\' tuxn. and Kav tUXEiv; 4 .86.6 ,  � tUJ(TJ; 4. 104.5 ,  huxov; 4. 1 1 1 . 2 ,  
EtUJ(ov; 4. 1 1 2 . 2 , huxov; 4 . 1 1 3 .2 ,  huxov . Cf. Note 5 above. 

•• Woodcock, HSCP 39 ( 1 928) 93- 108, suggests that Thucydides may have felt that Athe­
nian obsession with Demosthenes' Boeotian project denied him the resources he needed to 
hold Amphipolis . 

"' Cf. J. de Romilly, "Fairness and Kindness in Thucydides , "  Phoenix 28 ( 1 974) 95- 100. 
" N.B .  2 .25 .2 ,  his bravery in the defense of the Laconian Methone; 2 .85-87 , advice to 

the Peloponnesian fleet in the Corinthian Gulf; 2. 93: bold attack on Salamis; 4. 1 1 : deter­
mination and courage in the assault on the Athenian position at Pylos. The one blemish is 
his deception of the Thessalians in 4. 78, but the effect is somewhat neutralized by Thucydides' 
emphasis on the insistence of the guideS--KEMUOvtWV tciJV uywy<iJv-in section 5 .  
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be an Achilles among men, as Alcibiades speaks of him in Plato' s  Sym­
posium (22 1 c) . 

This highly favorable view of Brasidas , and the implicit contrast between 
him and Cleon , is continued in the comments about him at the beginning 
of the narration of his operations in the northern region: 

The Lacedaemonians sent out Brasidas who himself very much wanted to go; the 
Chalcidians were also eager for him, a man who at Sparta had the reputation in 

all matters of getting things done and when he went out was of the greatest value 

to the Lacedaemonians.  At the immediate moment he presented himself as just 

and moderate to the cities and induced a large portion of them to revolt; some of 
the places he captured when they were betrayed to him. Thus when the Spartans 

wanted to make a treaty-as indeed they did-they had something to exchange 
and restore and thereby an alleviation of the war from the Peloponnese . As for the 

later war, after the Sicilian expedition, the excellence [arete] and comprehension 
[xynesis] which Brasidas had shown at that time-some experienced them first 

hand, others through reports-were especially effective in creating pro-Spartan 

desires among Athens' allies.  For since he was the first to go out from Sparta and 

have the reputation for being excellent in all respects, he left a secure hope that 

the others too would be like him. 52 

These remarks surely reinforce a positive response to Brasidas and have 
been widely taken as expressing Thucydides '  own assessment of Brasidas . 
Brunt, for example, refers to them as "Thucydides' eulogy on his jus­
tice . "53 Critical concern thereby has been directed to the suspicion that 

" 4. 8 1 .  The passage is an elaborate development of one device used by Thucydides to 
herald the importance of an individual or an action: the name is expanded with a form of 
avfiQ ("a  man who . . .  ") and by adjectives, especially superlatives. Further megalosis can 
be achieved through sentences appended with or other connectives. The last significant use 
of this formula was in 4.21 . 3  when Cleon was described as livJiQ fuiµuywyo� xm:' txt:ivov 
i:ov xQ6vov li>V xul i:<i> n:A.1]0n m0uvwi:ui:o� .  The comments on Brasidas also echo lan­
guage used for Pericles; e .g .  n:A.t:(oi:ou lil;tov in section I parallels 2.65.4 .  Indeed the 
structure of the section is similar to that used in the discussion of Pericles in 2.65 .  In each 
case the assessment is divided into two chronological periods, closely coordinated by the use 
of 1:£ . . .  i:t:: 2 .65 . 5 ,  oaov 1:£ YUQ XQOVOV 3tQOU<mJ tii� 3t0At(I)� Ev tjj t:i(>l]vn . . . 
rnnbt] n 6 n:&t:µo� XU1:E<m); 4 .8 1 . 2 ,  line 1 3 ,  1:0 1:£ yuQ 3tUQUU1:LXU, line 1 8 ,  E� 1:£ 
i:ov XQ6vcp uoi:t:QOV . . . n:oAt:µov. 

The passage also implicitly draws a contrast between Brasidas and another Spartan com­
mander, Pausanias the regent; compare £uui:ov 3tUQUoXWv b(xmov xul µii:QLOV to the 
similar construction used for Pausanias in l . 1 30.2---<luan:Q6oob6v n uili:0v 3tUQ£tX£. 
Brasidas appears in this passage as an apparent refutation of the generalization that when 
Spartans go abroad they observe neither their own nomima nor those of the rest of Greece 
( 1 .77.6). 

" P. Brunt, "Spartan Policy and Strategy in the Archidamian War, "  Phoenix 19 ( 1965) 
276. 
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Thucydides may have drawn ' 'perhaps too roseate a picture of Brasidas . '  ' 54  

But in fact there is relatively little in the passage that indicates the author's 
own view and a great deal concerning contemporary reaction to him. The 
focus is on how he appeared to observers at the time . 55 Thucydides avoids 
implying that Brasidas ' reputation is undeserved but his own viewpoint is 
largely detached and noncommittal , except for his statement that Brasidas' 
services were of great value to Sparta and that he indeed had excellence 
and comprehension-arete kai xynesis-qualities of undeniable impor­
tance in the Histories . 56 But even here the point is not to affirm Brasidas ' 
virtues but to lead the reader from a recognition of these qualities to an 
appreciation of their long-run importance; the creation among Athens ' allies 
of a climate of opinion favorable to the Spartans . 

The comment in chapter 8 1  is thus neither the author's  own encomium 
of Brasidas nor a criticism of him. Rather it emphasizes the importance 
of Brasidas and draws our attention to the reactions he inspired among the 
Greek cities of the north . These are the issue, not the author's  views or 
those of the Athenians . They are set, moreover, not in the immediate 
context of Brasidas ' operations but in the more remote perspective estab­
lished by the allusions to "the later war, after the Sicilian expedition" 
(4 . 8 1 .2) .  The perspective is crucial . From Thucydides '  comment that the 
Greeks of the area had "the secure hope that other [Spartans] too are like 
him ,"  "we are surely meant to understand that they were not .  " 57 Indeed 
we have just learned in this chapter and the preceding one the real objectives 
of the Spartan authorities :  to diminish the threat of insurrection among the 
Helots by sending some of them away (4 . 80 .2) and to strengthen the 
Spartans ' position in peace negotiations . Whatever we feel about Brasidas , 
the mention of the Helots reminds the reader how deceptive Spartans can 
be. For Thucydides takes this opportunity to recount an episode of uncertain 
date when the Spartans promised freedom to some Helots "but not much 

,.. A. W. Gomrne, The Greek Attitude To Poetry and History (Berkeley 1 954) 1 58 .  
» �oxoiivta in section I and l\6;a� in  section 3 need not imply that the appearance 

contradicted the reality; they are Thucydides' way of indicating "the reputation enjoyed by 
an individual . . .  without stating whether or not he subscribed to it , "  Westlake , Individuals 
in Thucydides , 6. Cf. 1 . 79 .2  and 3 . 1 0 . 1 .  

56 Compare the comment on the Pisistratids, 6 .54 .5 .  
' 7  D.  M. Lewis , Sparta and Persia (Leiden 1977) 29 .  Elpis in Thucydides i s  psychologically 

important (e .g .  7 . 4 1 .4) ,  but never truly "secure ,"  !Je!Jmo�.  It is a consolation in danger 
(5 . 1 03 .  l ) ;  it builds one up with the "prosperity that comes from luck" (3 .45 .5) ,  but it often 
swiftly changes and can mislead and destroy. Cf. 2 .62 . 5 ;4 .65 .4; 4 . 1 08 .4 .  Here it is "secure" 
only m the sense ot persistent or long-lasting . EloLv is surprising in a setting where we 
might expect an optative or indicative with av, or a future; cf. 5. 9 .  7 and 1 .8 1 .6 .  But the 
phrasing vividly conveys the attitude of the Greek cities at the time of Brasidas' operations. 
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later they made them disappear and no one knew in what manner each 
had been destroyed" (4 . 80.4) .  With this story in mind, we approach 
Spartan promises of liberation with caution and skepticism. 

Although the reader is aware of the hazards of accepting at face value 
Brasidas ' claims and promises , the successes continue and Brasidas enjoys 
undiminished popularity . King Perdiccas of Macedon , to be sure , abandons 
his favorable view of Brasidas. When Brasidas wants to arbitrate between 
him and Arrabaios , he points out that he did not bring Brasidas as a judge 
(dikasten) but as a destroyer (kathaireten) and that Brasidas would do 
wrong (adikesein) if he supported Arrabaios (83 .5 ) .  Brasidas abandons his 
plan to arbitrate, but the damage is done; no military operations take place. 
Perdiccas continues to feel he has been wronged (adikeisthai) . 58 With the 
Greek cities Brasidas is more successful.  At Acanthus he achieves his first 
major success.  He addresses the assembly, assures them of generous treat­
ment and autonomy , misrepresents the recent operations outside Megara 
to magnify his own effectiveness and to suggest temerity on the part of 
the Athenians,59 and restates the old Spartan claim that they are waging 
the war to liberate Greece . 60 The Acanthians are cautious but find what 
he says attractive . 61 At the same time they are worried about the damage 
Brasidas can inflict on their harvest and are persuaded by the solemn oath 
that he says he has imposed upon the authorities at Sparta, compelling 
them to respect the autonomy of the cities he brings over. 62 Acanthus 
decides to accept Brasidas ' proposals; Stagirus soon follows (4 . 88 .2) .  

The attentive reader recognizes the need fo r  caution . He knows that the 
facts of the Megarean campaign do not match Brasidas ' report and rec-

58 The convergence bumcrti)v . . . aOLxi)oEtv and abtxEio6m is especially striking 
after the statement in 4 .8 1 . 2  that Brasidas presented himself as just (Otxmov) and moderate 
toward the Greek cities in that region. Note also the justice theme in the Thessalians' comment 
4 .78 . 3 ,  and in 4 . 1 06 . 1 .  

59 4 .85 . 7 .  His argument depends on two misrepresentations: first that his force at Megara 
was the same as the 1 ,  700 troops he now has with him. In fact his army was then approximately 
3 ,  700 troops . Second, it is misleading to suggest that the Athenians were not willing to fight 
at Nisaea. Both parties were willing to go into battle but neither wished to begin the en­
gagement. His argument is weak and it is hazardous for his listeners to conclude that Athens 
will not effectively respond. 

60 4 .85 . 1 -5 .  The claim was much emphasized in the first book and said to have been well 
received by the Greeks in 2 .8 .4 .  Subsequent Spartan actions have done little to back up these 
pretensions , as the Sarnian ambassadors point out in 3 . 32. 2 .  The reader also has in mind 
that the Spartans have recently proposed peace and alliance with the alleged enslaver, Athens. 

61  4.88 .  l ,  br.aywya. His comments are later (4 . 108 .5) described as E<j>ol.xa xal ou ta 
ovta. 

62 4.88 . 1 echoing 86. 1 .  On the reliability of Spartan oaths cf. the Plataeans' appeal in 
3 . 59 .2 and its outcome. 
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ollects that the outcome at Megara was the establishment of a very narrow 
oligarchy (4 .77 .4) . Especially when viewed from a post-war perspective , 
when Spartan support of oligarchies and imposition of garrisons were in 
the foreground, Brasidas ' comments to the Acanthians demand a skeptical 
response:  

I do not come to  join a faction , nor would I feel that I was offering a secure 
freedom if, in violation of our ancestral practice , I enslaved the many to the few 
or some portion to the whole . That would be harsher than foreign oppression and 
for us Spartans would result not in gratitude in response to our efforts but in 
recrimination in place of glory and honor. The very charges which we use in our 
war against the Athenians would apply to us-indeed more bitterly than to someone 
whose acquisitions were obtained without profession of virtue . (4. 86.4-5) 

We think , of course , of post-war Spartan imperialism . It may be objected 
that those words should not be projected forward, that is ,  interpreted with 
Sparta' s  later record in mind; the next sentence in Brasidas' speech,  how­
ever, produces a similarly ironic effect while looking backward to his 
trickery in crossing Thessaly: ' 'For on someone who is well regarded 
aggrandizement by fine-sounding deception brings more disgrace than open 
force. The latter proceeds by the justification of power, which is a gift of 
circumstance [tyche] ; the former by the plotting of an unjust mind" (4.86.6) .  
The idea that these words could be applied to Brasidas' own conduct or 
the policy of Sparta63 passes swiftly away in the concentration on the 
immediate situation , on the campaigns in Boeotia, and on Thucydides '  
own unsuccessful attempt to save Amphipolis from Brasidas . 64 

But after the capture of Amphipolis the narrative again temporarily halts 
and introduces a further comment on Brasidas , similar in subject and 
vocabulary to chapter 8 1 ,  and similar in setting as well ,  since each passage 
is set in a ring by discussions of Athenian and Spartan attitudes.  65 The 

63 Thucydides sometimes has speakers make comments that inadvertently apply to and 
implicitly criticize their own conduct e .g .  Cleon in 3 .38 .5 ,  Diodotus in 3 .43 . 2 ,  etc. Cf. 
C. W .  Macleod, "Thucydides on Faction, "  Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society 
205 ( 1979) 53f. 

64 Thucydides' account of his own campaign has been so extensively treated elsewhere 
that I see no need to go into it in detail . There is a particularly important analysis by Schneider 
in Information und Absicht, 1 1 -28 , which sets the passage in a new light . Among earlier 
discussions , see especially H. D. Westlake, "Thucydides and the Fall of Amphipolis , "  
Hermes 90 ( 1962) 276-287, reprinted in Westlake's Essays on the Greek Historians and 
Greek History (New York 1 969) and in the Wege der Forschung volume Thukydides, ed. 
Hans Herter (Darmstadt 1 968) .  

65 4.80, Spartan attitudes; 4 .82 . 1 ,  Athenian attitude; 4. 108. 1 ,  Athenian attitude (cf. 4 . 1 08.6); 
4 . 1 08 .  7 ,  Spartan attitude . 

The balance is further emphasized by the recurrence of forms of jk>ukoµm used to convey 
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passage is ,  indeed , so reminiscent of chapter 8 1  that many critics have 
been troubled , suspecting its presence is due to differing stages of com­
position , careless revision, or some peculiarity of technique . 66 Another 
possibility , however, is that the similarities are designed to return us to 
the ideas and themes of the earlier passage and to renewed awareness of 
the rashness of the hopes of the Athenian allies in the north. Having heard 
Brasidas at Acanthus and seen him in action , 67 the reader is now prepared 
for a more explicit and more critical analysis of Brasidas ' claims . 

For Brasidas not only presented himself as moderate in other matters , he also 

everywhere made it clear in his words that he had been sent out to liberate Greece. 

And the cities which were subject to Athens ,  when they learned of the capture of 

Amphipolis and the terms he offered and his gentleness, were mightily lifted up 

to revolt and conducted secret negotiations with him, urging him to come to their 

assistance, each one wanting to be the first to break away. For they thought they 

had a grant of immunity , although they were deceived about Athens' power to an 

extent that later became evident. But even more, they judged with a wishing that 

is unsure rather than with planning that is secure-men usually entrust what they 

desire to hope that sees no obstacles; but they rationalize away what they do not 

crave by giving calculation free rein . At the same time , with Athens recently routed 

in Boeotia and with Brasidas saying seductive but untrue things, namely that the 
Athenians had not wanted to engage at Nisaea with his unreinforced army, they 

were encouraged and trusted that no one would bring aid against them. But the 

greatest factor was that by taking pleasure in the immediate situation and in the 

fact that they were for the first time about to have experience of Spartans who 

were bursting with energy , they were ready in every way to take the risk. 

(4 . 1 08 . 2-6) 

Although this chapter is more explicit than chapter 8 1-and more hostile 
to Brasidas-the focus is still only secondarily on him. Its main function 
is the continued examination of the theme introduced in the earlier chapter: 

the intention of the Spartan authorities: �out..oµE-vm� in 4 .80 .2  and 4 . 8 1 .2 ;  �ul.6µ€VOL 
in 4. 1 08 .7 .  Initially the authorities' desires coincide with Brasidas' wishes (u\rt6v 't€ 
BQUo[()uv �oul.6µ€Vov, 4.  8 1 . 1 )  but eventually their objectives diverge as Brasidas be­
comes a strong opponent to the Spartan movement toward peace (cf. 5 . 1 6. 1 ) .  

66 J .  de Romilly , for example, i n  Thucydides and Athenian Imperialism, trans. P .  Thody 
(Oxford 1 963) 47 suggests that Thucydides changed his view of Brasidas . 

67 His speech at Acanthus is effective and sophisticated oratory and served as a model for 
his other addresses in the north. See L. Bodin, "Thucydide et la campagne de Brasidas en 
Thrace , "  Melanges Navarre (Toulouse 1 935) 47-55 .  It is, however, deceptive and quite 
contrary to fifth-century stereotypes of the simple , direct truthfulness of Spartans, e .g .  Ste­
simbrotus FGrHist 1 07 F 4.  Thucydides calls these stereotypes to mind when he introduces 
the speech at Acanthus by remarking that Brasidas was not an ineffective speaker "for a 
Lacedaemonian" (4 . 84 .2 ) .  Brasidas shows traits normally associated with Athenians, e .g .  
boldness, tolma, and is thereby very effective against the Athenians. Cf. 8 . 96 . 5 .  
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the rashness of the northern allies in accepting Brasidas ' inducement to 
revolt. The point is made , moreover, by the use of the same ironic per­
spective adopted in chapter 8 1 .  The reader knows that Athens will take 
strong measures against revolts in this area. And the language of the passage 
reminds us how badly mistaken was the allies'  confidence. They were 
"mightily lifted up to revolt, "  he says, using a verb that regularly conveys 
not mere excitement but the exaltation that precedes a disaster.68 Thu­
cydides is quite explicit about their mistake . They feel they have a grant of 
immunity from prosecution (adeia) and they are deceived about the nature 
of Athenian power. To reinforce this point Thucydides again changes the 
time perspective in which the actions are viewed, by alluding to what 
appeared "later. "69 This shift makes it easy to point out how hope misleads, 
a topic already implicit at the end of chapter 81 . 

The belief, moreover, that "no one would bring aid against them" is 
easily recognized as mistaken. Soon, as contemporary readers would well 
know, Cleon, the most violent of contemporary Athenian politicians , would 
lead the expedition against the rebels . There is ,  however, a more imminent 
threat to the cities that have chosen to side with Brasidas . In the midst of 
Brasidas ' successes , without warning, background , or explanation, Athens 
and Sparta achieve a truce .  Suddenly the question is upon us: What will 
happen to the liberty of these cities if the ultimate peace settlement gives 
Athens a free hand in northern Greece? The sincerity of Sparta's concern 
for the liberation of Greece , we know, must not be overestimated; what 
if she chooses to use these cities ,  as chapter 8 1  indicated she might, as 
" something to exchange and restore" for other places? And how will 
Brasidas react to this problem? Two small cities in the region-Scione and 
Mende-provide the opportunity to study the situation, and the man . Scione 
revolted from Athens two days after the armistice had been agreed upon, 
but before word reached that region . Brasidas , ignorant,  in so far as we 
can tell , of the negotiations between Athens and Sparta, encourages the 

68 'Eit�Q0T]OUV 4. 108 . 3 ;  cf. 4 . 1 2 1 . 1 .  For the fatal connotations note especially 3 .45 . 1 
and 8 .2 . l and 5 . 14 .2 .  The verb has the manuscript authority only of B in 7 .5 1 . 1 .  See also 
H .  C. Avery, "A Poetic Word in Herodotus, "  Hermes 107 ( 1 979) 1 -9, whose useful article 
seems to me to underestimate the extent to which Thucydides uses this word in a "pregnant" 
sense. The use of VEOl"tEQL�ELV rather than c':uj>(m;uo0m may hint that a change to the 
Spartan side was often accompanied by a change in type of government, presumably from 
democracy to oligarchy. 

69 To what period precisely does Thucydides allude? H. D. Westlake, "Thucydides IV, 
108 ,  4," Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society n.s .  7 ( 1961 )  63-67 , contends 
that the reference is to 423-42 1 and not to the period after the Sicilian Expedition as one 
would conclude from the comparison to 4. 8 1 . 2 .  
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revolt and assures them of his support . 70 The reader knows that the political 
situation in Sparta will in the long run make it very difficult for Brasidas 
to assist his new ally .  Indeed , the ultimate destruction of Scione was one 
of the most notorious events in the war, and almost any Greek reader 
would know of its fate . 7 1  

But the residents are quite oblivious to the danger that confronts them: 
' 'The citizens of Scione were lifted up by his words and took courage­
all of them alike , even those who formerly did not like what was going 
on . And they made up their minds to wage the war eagerly and they 
received Brasidas splendidly in all respects and they crowned him with an 
officially voted gold crown as the liberator of Greece . Individual citizens 
put ribbons around his head and set out ritual offerings as they would to 
an athlete . '  '72 Some commentators assure us that the passage is simply a 
way of emphasizing "the enthusiasm and unanimity with which Brasidas 
was welcomed at Scione . "73 Surely it is that . But why is it so important 
to stress this enthusiasm? We immediately recognize that the passage again 
emphasizes the mistaken assessments made by the Greek cities of the area. 
When, one page later, Thucydides reports the Athenian anger at the revolt 
of Sci one and their adoption of Cleon ' s  proposal ' 'to expel and to kill the 
citizens of the town , "  the reader knows that their enthusiasm at their 
freedom was as ill-founded as that of the Helots in Sparta (ch . 80 . 3) who 
mysteriously disappeared after crowning themselves and went about the 
shrines "like ones who were being liberated . "  It is on the folly of Scione , 
not on praise of Brasidas , that the passage turns . 

Brasidas himself has no illusions about the security of the area. He 
knows, contrary to what he had claimed , that the Athenians will "bring 
aid"74 and is anxious to move swiftly against both Mende and Potidaea. 
The arrival of news of the armistice does not change his opinion or strategy . 
Indeed he is perfectly willing to accept Mende 's  revolt even though it was 

70 4 . 1 20 .3 .  His speech in indirect discourse reflects his confidence, while at the same time 
reminding the reader of the vulnerability of Scione . For example he praises the zeal the 
Scionaeans show despite the fact they are "nothing other than islanders" ( 1 20 .3) .  Athens, 
of course, both can and will act especially severely against islanders ( 1 22.4) as Brasidas well 
knows ( 1 2 1 .2) .  

7 1 E.g .  Isocrates Panegyricus (4) 100; cf .  Chapter Five, Note 19 .  
72 4. 1 2 1 . 1 .  The verb "were lifted up" i s  t:n:�efhioav. See above, Note 68 . IlQo�exovto 

is ambiguous and might be translated "crowded around, "  but see C. Meyer, Die Urkunden 
im Geschichtswerk des Thukydides, 2nd ed. ,  Zetemata 10 (Munich 1 970) 16f. 

73 George Grote quoted in Gomme's note on the passage in HCT (p. 6 10) .  Gomme is 
impelled to add , "And, I believe , there is no satire here in Thucydides. "  

74 Bo110i;om in 4 . 1 2 1 .2  contrasts with the expectation in 4 . 108 .5  that "no one would 
bring aid (j3o1]0f)om) against them. " 



Book 4 1 37 

clearly after the armistice (ch . 1 24) . His refusal to let Scione go is readily 
understood, though Thucydides makes clear that in fact this secession took 
place two days after the armistice ( 1 22 . 6) .  But why does Brasidas receive 
Mende? Thucydides gives a reason: he did not think "that he did wrong 
[adikein] because they came over quite clearly in the time of armistice. 
For there were certain complaints of violations which he too had against 
the Athenians" (4. 1 23 . 1 ) .  The rationale is far from satisfactory, for the 
treaty included an arbitration clause for such disputes . 75 Legally there is 
little justification for Brasidas' action. Its practical effects are equally 
troublesome . To receive Mende under these circumstances is to pretend 
that the armistice is not legally binding and to invite its repudiation , an 
action that can only impede the progress toward a lasting peace . Does 
Brasidas not know , or not care, about this? 

A further question is raised by the immediate sequel. Brasidas recognizes 
the danger that faces Scione and Mende . The Athenians will surely move 
to recover them and they will not be gentle if they succeed. Brasidas has 
given Mende strong assurances . Yet as the danger approaches , he joins 
Perdiccas in the long-promised expedition against Arrabaeus of Lyncestis 
(4. 1 24) ,  leaving a small force to protect the two cities and transferring the 
women and children to Olynthus for safe keeping. By the time his expe­
dition is over, Mende has fallen to the Athenians (4. 1 29) . Brasidas' support 
of Perdiccas has prevented any effective aid to Mende; the Athenians 
plunder the city and only with difficulty are the troops restrained from 
killing the remaining inhabitants . 76 

Readers may differ in the extent to which they feel Brasidas' actions 
make him responsible for the fate of these cities . One related issue, how­
ever, is clarified in an oblique but telling fashion. Late in the campaigning 

n 4. 1 1 8 . 8 .  The Athenians also disregard this clause: 4 . 1 22.5 .  Compare the Spartan neglect 
of the similar clause in the Thirty Years Peace: 1 .7 1 .5 ;  78.4; 85 .2;  1 23 .2 ;  1 40.2;  144.2; 
145 . 1 .  

76 4. 1 23 . 2  and 1 30.4ff. A faction in Mende opposed Brasidas and favored Athens. To 
what extent is the enthusiasm for Brasidas in other cities less broadly based than we would 
conclude from Thucydides? Is it primarily the advocates of a restricted franchise who welcome 
him and who expect that under Spartan control it will be easier to change from democracies 
to oligarchies? Cf. on vErotEQLl;ELv in 4 . 1 08 . 3 ,  Note 68 above. The issue has been much 
discussed in recent historical scholarship. See especially G.E.M.  de Ste. Croix, Origins of 
the Peloponnesian War (London 1972) 34-45 from which one can derive the earlier bibli­
ography. We need not conclude that Thucydides was blinded by class prejudice or oligarchic 
sympathies even if we recognize that many citizens in Chalcidice resisted Brasidas' liberation. 
Other considerations may have shaped his narrative, especially a desire to emphasize how 
mistaken was the enthusiasm for Brasidas. This may have led him into deemphasizing those 
groups that had early reservations about his promises . The effect would still be a distortion, 
but it would not be caused by the political bias that has often been ascribed to Thucydides. 
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season of 423 the Spartans attempt to send reinforcements to Brasidas , but 
are blocked in Thessaly: "However lschagoras and Ameinias and Aristeus 
came to Brasidas , sent out by the Spartans to oversee matters . They also 
brought out from Sparta some citizens of military age , contrary to normal 
practice [paranomos] ,  to be in charge of the cities so as not to entrust them 
to just anyone . And they set up Clearidas , the son of Cleonymus in Am­
phipolis and Pasitelidas , the son of Hegesander in Torone" (4. 1 32 . 3 ) .  This 
routine-sounding , factually over-burdened account is easily passed over in 
a casual reading . But to anyone who recollects the last years of the war 
and the period of Spartan domination that followed, they are powerful and 
ominous sentences .  As the commentators note , the episode is the first sign 
of the later Spartan harmost system . 77 It also emphasizes the emptiness of 
the Spartan oath that they would preserve the autonomy of the cities 
Brasidas liberated. Brasidas' reaction to this imposition of archons is not 
reported. 

Thus as book 4 comes to a close it is evident that of the three major 
points that Brasidas made in his speech at Acanthus and elsewhere , none 
can sustain scrutiny . First the Athenians have shown themselves willing 
and determined to act in the region and the argument from their conduct 
at Megara has been exposed and labelled as "seductive but untrue . "  
Second, the Spartan promise to respect the autonomy of the cities has been 
broken . Finally , whatever Brasidas ' personal intentions, the Spartans have 
shown little serious commitment to the freedom of Greece . Their interest 
has been much more pragmatic: above all they wish to achieve a favorable 
peace settlement. 

These actions inevitably raise doubts and questions about Brasidas . But 
the narrative does not pause to make them explicit or to encourage any 
condemnation . 78 The issue is Spartan " liberation" and the reactions of the 

77 See E. Schwartz, Das Geschichtswerk des Thukydides, 2nd ed. (Bonn 1929) 227; Gomme 
in HCT on 4 . 1 32 .3  (p. 623f. ) and A. Andrewes, in Imperialism in the Ancient World, ed. 
P .D.A.  Garnsey and C. R .  Whittaker (Cambridge 1 978) 305 , n .  1 9 .  A. B. West , History 
of the Chalcidic League (Madison, Wisc . 1 9 1 8) 93-96 contended that decarchies, harmosts, 
and the other instruments of Spartan imperial control were not imposed upon this area 
following the Spartan victory in the war. The evidence is not decisive , but certainly many 
cities in the nearby regions came to feel the harshness of Spartan rule; Xenophon Hellenica 
3 .4 . 2  and G. E. Underhill ' s  commentary ad toe . (p. 1 03f. ) ;  Diodorus 14 . 10; Plutarch Lysander 
chapters 1 9-22; Agesilaus 6 especially Isocrates' criticism of Spartan leadership in Pane­
gyricus 55; "They so far outdid all those who lived before their time in lawlessness and 
greed that they not only ruined themselves and their friends and their own countries but also 
brought the Lacedaemonians into evil repute with their allies and plunged them into mis­
fortunes so many and so grave as no one could have dreamed would ever be visited upon 
them" (Trans. G. Norlin in the Loeb Classical Library) .  

7 8  In  later antiquity (Plutarch Moralia 2 1 9  d)  the account was read as  favorable to Brasidas. 
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northern Greeks . Many of the best features of Brasidas are again evident 
in his penultimate appearance in the Histories, the battle with the Athenians 
outside Amphipolis .  His military good sense , courage, and decisiveness 
can all once again be seen . The battle develops just as he expects and the 
victory is all the sweeter because of the death of Cleon . Brasidas too is 
mortally wounded but lives long enough to see the victory . 79 Amphipolis , 
like Scione , accords him elaborate honors-public burial in a site of special 
prominence, games in his honor, sacrifices , hero cult, treatment as a savior 
and as the founder of the city (5 . 1 1 .  l�a lavish and extravagant accu­
mulation , eloquently attesting the gratitude and relief of the local popu­
lation . Then Thucydides adds , ' 'Clearidas and his staff took care of matters 
at Amphipolis" (5 . 1 1 . 3 ) ,  reminding us of the new Spartan administrative 
arrangements in the area and the end of the autonomy that Brasidas had 
promised . 80 

As the account of the northern campaign progresses , the responses to 
Brasidas from the citizens of the region grow progressively more enthu­
siastic and lavish . The reader, however, moves in the other direction , to 
a greater awareness of the ambiguity of Brasidas ' actions and of the danger 
in his appeals .  His heroization at Amphipolis comes when we are most 
sharply aware of a double threat to the cities of the area-the resurgent 
f\thenian power and a new Spartan tendency toward imperialism. 

From that point it is an easy step to Thucydides ' last significant comment 
about Brasidas . The armistice is ultimately replaced by a more permanent 
treaty, the so-called Peace of Nicias . The attainment of this long-desired 
peace is in large part due , Thucydides says , to the change of leadership 

79 Just before his death they convey him, hl ilµn:vouv, into Amphipolis (5 . 1 0. 1 1 ) .  The 
phrase is used in only one other passage-the removal of Pausanias from the temple of 
Athena in Sparta ( 1 . 1 34 .3 ) .  It completes a circle begun in 4 . 8 1 .2 ,  which echoes the description 
of Pausanias in 1 . 1 30 .2 .  Cf. also the honors granted to Brasidas in Amphipolis (5 . 1 1 . 1 ) with 
the posthumous honors of Pausanias in Sparta ( 1 . 1 34 .3 ) .  

80 H .  R .  Rawlings III , The Structure of Thucydides' History (Princeton 198 1 )  236-243 
argues that Thucydides wrote this account with Lysander in mind . Can we go further and 
suggest that Brasidas is initially seen as a refreshing and effective change from normal Spartan 
tropoi? Gradually the reader recognizes affinities between him and another aggressive Spartan 
commander, Pausanias, and is thereby prepared for the Spartan who differs most radically 
from traditional Spartan ways and restraints, Lysander, described by hostile sources as 
"unscrupulous and subtle , a man who tricked out most of what he did in war with the varied 
hues of deceit, extolling justice if it was at the same time profitable, but if not , adopting the 
advantageous as the honourable course, and not considering trust as inherently better than 
falsehood, but bounding his estimate of either by the needs of the hour. " (Plutarch Lysander 
7, trans. B .  Perrin in the Loeb Classical Library) .  Cf. the Athenians' attack on the Spartans 
in 5 . 105 .4 .  Lysander, if Thucydides had adopted such a view of him, would embody many 
of the themes of the Histories: the triumph of advantage over justice , the distortions of 
language, and the changes of national tropoi under the influence of war. 
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after the battle around Amphipolis ; for in that battle "Cleon died , and 
Brasidas , who were the ones on both sides especially opposed to the Peace; 
the one because he had success and honor through the war; the other 
believing that if tranquillity were achieved, he would be more readily seen 
as a trouble maker and would be less credible as a slanderer" (5 . 16 . 1 ) .  
This i s  no more a final assessment, a full and balanced judgment o f  Bras­
idas , than any of the other passages concerning him . But his pairing with 
Cleon is the last of many ironies in this account . It is a harsh and bitter 
ending for a story that centers on the Achilles among men , the man who 
did most for Sparta. But whatever the differences in their background and 
personal qualities , both Brasidas and Cleon had come to oppose the move­
ment toward peace and for personal and self-interested motives had en­
couraged the continuation of war. 8 1 We have come full circle-the story 
that began by implicitly contrasting the two men ends by bringing them 
together. 

81 Compare P. Brunt, Phoenix 1 9  ( 1 965) 277 , n. 78 .  
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T H E  I N S E C U R E  I N T E R L U D E  

TH E D E A T H S  of Brasidas and of Cleon make peace possible . After 
the battle outside Amphipolis we move swiftly toward the Peace 

of Nicias and to an apparent conclusion of the hostilities . We return, in 
effect, to the opportunity that had been missed after the initial success at 
Pylos . At that point a temporary truce had been arranged while Spartan 
ambassadors traveled to Athens and appealed to the assembly to preserve 
their current good fortune by agreeing to peace and alliance (4 . 1 6-20) . 
Now the one-year armistice arranged in 424 B.C.  (4 . 1 1 7)  leads to nego­
tiations and to treaties of peace (5 . 1 8- 1 9) and alliance (5 . 23-24) between 
Sparta and Athens . No Cleon intervenes to sabotage the negotiations .  His 
death has brought new leadership to Athens , Nicias the son of Niceratus , 
whose aim is to do precisely what the Spartan ambassadors had urged 
when they first brought the offer of peace to Athens . He wishes to preserve 
the good fortune (eutychia) of his city while entrusting himself as little as 
possible to the risks of chance (tyche) . 1  Athens seems willing to follow 
his lead and to avoid the self-aggrandizement (pleonexia) of her earlier 
conduct. She once again repents her refusal after Pylos to make peace. 2 

Sparta, too , seems to have moved back from the innovative and ag­
gressive policies of Brasidas to the frame of mind that prevailed after the 
Pylos defeat-a recognition of the unexpected course the war was taking3 
and of her vulnerability to attacks from Pylos, the desertion of Helots, and 
even revolution .4 

In this climate of opinion peace seems at hand. The elaborate treaty 
quoted in chapters 1 8  and 1 9  seems to cover all the possible issues and 

1 5 . 1 6 . l .  Cf. the Spartan ambassadors in 4. 1 7 .4- 1 8 . 5 .  
2 5 . 1 3 . 2 .  Cf. 4.27 .2 .  
3 N.B .  itaQ{t yvwµT]V in 5 . 14 .3  that applies to Sparta the more general Hellenic astonish­

ment alluded to by itaQO. yvwµT]v in 4.40. 1 .  
4 These factors , mentioned in 5 . 14 . 3 ,  are the same as those noted in 4 .4 1 . 3 .  
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contingencies and is ratified by an impressive delegation from each city . 
All moves nicely toward closure , precisely ten years after the outbreak of 
the war. 5 Despite the refusal of the Boeotians, Corinthians , Elians,  and 
Megareans to join in the peace settlement (5 . 16 . 1 )  and Clearidas ' reluctance 
to turn Amphipolis over to the Athenians (5 . 2 1 ) ,  Sparta and Athens draw 
closer to one another through a treaty of alliance , fully quoted in chapters 
23 and 24. The original Spartan peace offer has now , after so many 
surprising developments on both sides , been brought to fulfillment . As the 
summer begins the Athenians return the captives from Pylos (5 . 24 . 2) . 

But confidence in the settlement is underminded just at the moment of 
closure :  ' 'The sequence of events of the first war over these ten years has 
now been reported" (5 . 24 . 2) .  A "first war" implies a second . The kinesis 
of war, we are warned , has not been eliminated and the peace between 
the two major powers is not secure , nor does it prevent Corinth and some 
other Peloponnesian cities from trying to disturb (diekinoun) the arrange­
ment (5 . 25 . 1 ) .  We see continuing suspicion between Athens and Sparta, 
six years and ten months of ill-disguised hostilities , and the eventual re­
pudiation of the treaties and the resumption of open warfare : 

For those who accepted the treaty there was peace , but the Corinthians and some 

of the Peloponnesian cities kept disturbing what had been arranged and further 

disorder immediately followed in the relationship of the allies to Sparta. And 

likewise as time went on , the Spartans became suspect in the eyes of the Athenians , 

especially since they did not do what was stated in the agreements .  For six years 

and ten months they avoided expeditions against each other' s  territory, although 

in other areas during this insecure interlude they harmed one another as much as 
they could.  Then, finally forced to abandon the treaty they had made after the ten 

years of war, they again entered into open hostilities. (5 . 25 .  l f. )  

As we look ahead to  the renewal of war, the language reminds us  of  the 
outbreak of hostilities in 43 1 and to the pressures which led to the aban­
donment of the Thirty Years Peace between the two powers . 6 

With the movement toward closure so decisively interrupted Thucydides 
makes a new beginning: "The same Thucydides of Athens has also written 
these events , in the sequence in which they occurred, by summers and 

' 5 .20. 1 .  On the chronology and its important implications for the structure of the Histories 
see Hunter R. Rawlings III, The Structure of Thucydides' History (Princeton 1 98 1 )  esp . ch. 
I .  

• The language at the end of 5 . 25 . 3  is especially close to that used in 1 . 23 .6 to give what 
Thucydides thought was the truest cause of the war: 5 .25 . 3 ,  xal avayxao6mE\; l.iiom 
i:a\; µnu i:a OExa EtlJ onovOa\; aML\; E\; n6AEµov cj>avEgov xai:Emrioav and 1 . 23 .6 ,  
avayxaom E\; i:o 1tOAEµElv· a[ O' E\; 1:0 cj>UVEQOV AEy6µ£vm ah[m ai'.O' �oav 
fXU"tEQWV, acj>' WV AUOUV"tE\; "tU\; 01tOV0U\; E\; i:ov 1t0AEµov XU"tEO"tT]OUV . 
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winters , up to the point at which the Spartans and their allies brought to 
an end the empire of the Athenians , and seized the long walls and the 
Piraeus . The total number of years in the war was twenty-seven. And 
anyone who does not think it correct to consider the accommodation in 
the middle as war, makes an unwarranted assessment" (5 .26 . 1 -2) . This 
is the so-called " Second Preface, "  widely assumed to imply "an earlier 
work ,"  a history of the first ten years of the war, which Thucydides is 
supposed to have completed , perhaps even to have published , during this 
insecure interval of apparent peace. 7 According to this view, when he later 
came to recognize that the Sicilian Expedition and the renewed hostilities 
in continental Greece were parts of the same conflict as the ten-year war, 
he revised his earlier work, incorporated it into the present Histories, adding 
the "Second Preface" to mark the transition to the new material . On this 
passage , then, hangs much of the Separatist criticism of Thucydides.  

Nowhere is the domination of Thucydidean studies by "the Thucydidean 
question , "  the problem of the composition of the work, more evident or 
more pernicious . Separatist approaches to the work tend to divert attention 
from the litera.--y effects of the work to alleged changes and modifications 
of the author's views . But if our analysis is correct, the issue is not the 
history of Thucydides' own thinking about the war, but the way in which 
the reader' s  understanding is directed and deepened . From this point of 
view , the Second Preface has an important function to perform. It is a 
vigorous and unmistakable denial of a facile and perhaps widespread ap­
proach to the history of the period . We know that some of Thucydides' 
contemporaries saw not a single twenty-seven-year war, but a series of 
shorter conflicts . 8 The " Second Preface" rejects the notion that the Peace 
of Nicias introduced a true cessation of hostilities . In Thucydides' treatment 
this "peace , "  far from being the end of the war, marked the opening of 
a new phase in the conflict . Hence Thucydides made use of the literary 
form, the preface, that most dramatically reflected the substance of his 
argument . A preface destroys any illusion that the war is about to come 
to a conclusion , just as the allusion to the oracles which asserted that the 
war would last thrice nine years (5 . 26 .4) affirms the length and unity of 
the whole war.9  

7 Cf. a recent Separatist critic , V .  Hunter, "The Composition of  Thucydides' History: A 
New Answer to the Problem, " Historia 26 ( 1 977) 269 . 

8 Andocides 3 (On the Peace) 8f. 
9 The passage does not show that Thucydides believed or disbelieved in oracles in general 

or in this particular oracle . It is part of a pattern of using phenomena commonly thought to 
have a supernatural origin to underline the structure and interpretation of his work. Cf. 
1 . 23 . 3 .  
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The same point is reinforced later in the fifth book by the account of 
the battle of Mantinea in which the Lacedaemonians and some of their 
allies defeated the Athenians and various Athenian allies . Thucydides' 
account provides what is perhaps our most vivid picture of a classical 
hoplite battle and one of our best glimpses into the organization of the 
Spartan army. No other battle in the Histories approaches this one in the 
detail with which it is presented . We can calculate the number of Pelo­
ponnesian troops (5 .68 . 3 ) ,  observe their disposition on the battlefield and 
the structure of command (5 . 66 . 3) ;  we can even hear the flutes as the 
troops march to battle (5 . 70. 1 ) .  As often when Thucydides pauses to report 
in detail , the account is so vivid that modern readers have conjectured that 
he himself must have been present . 10 A more compelling reason for this 
detailed treatment, however, lies readily at hand . Mantinea is Thucydides'  
paradigmatic hoplite battle-as Plataea was among sieges , or Corcyra 
among revolutions . Thucydides often adopts the technique of presenting 
one instance of a phenomenon in rich detail , while leaving other examples 
relatively undeveloped. It admirably suits this pattern of writing , Thucyd­
ides' love of paradox, and his argumentative purpose to present his par­
adigmatic battle in the midst of a period of ostensible peace. The reader 
is thereby again reminded that the war continues through this " insecure 
interlude" (5 . 25 . 3) .  

T H E  D O C U M E N T S 

The battle of Mantinea is described with a fullness and richness of detail 
that contrast sharply with the succinctness and compression of most of the 
fifth book . 1 1  The other major expansion in this part of the narrative is 
found in the series of treaties and other documents that had already begun 
with the armistice (4 . 1 1 8- 1 1 9) and includes the so-called Peace of Nicias 
(5 . 1 8- 1 9) ,  the alliance between Athens and Sparta (5 . 23 and 24) , an alliance 
between Argos and Athens (5 .47) , a treaty between Sparta and Argos 

1° C .  Thirlwall in his History of Greece, vol .  3 (new ed . ,  New York 1 845) 338, n. 1 
suggested that Thucydides was present. See W. J. Woodhouse, King Agis of Sparta (Oxford 
1 933),  1 7f. in refutation. Cf. Gornrne in HCT on 5 .74. 1 (pp . I O l f. and 125) . 

" H .  D. Westlake , "Thucydides and the Uneasy Peace ,"  CQ n . s .  2 1  ( 1 97 1 )  3 1 5  denied 
that this portion of the work was written "on a small scale . "  He is surely justified insofar 
as the events leading up to and including the Battle of Mantinea are concerned. But much 
of the rest of the account is highly compressed as C. J. Dewald has shown in a useful 
dissertation, "Taxis: The Origin of Thucydides' Histories II-VIII" (University of California 
at Berkeley diss. 1 975) 102ff. and esp. table 2 1 .  
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(5 .77) ,  and finally an alliance between them (5 . 79) . Both in content and 
in style the series is exceptional . The last two documents are even quoted 
in the Doric dialect. The legalistic phrasing and sing-song diplomatic jargon 
also make the treaties stand out from their surroundings and shatter any 
illusion of homogeneous style . Wilamowitz and other excellent scholars 
have propounded the rule that Thucydides aimed at unity of style throughout 
the work and hence have concluded that these documents could not have 
been intended to stand in the final version of his work. 1 2  From this ,  and 
from other considerations such as the avoidance of direct discourse , it has 
often been thought that the fifth book is unfinished and might have been 
extensively revised if Thucydides had lived on. 1 3  

Once again "the Thucydidean question" has obscured other aspects of 
the text . The concern with the composition of the Histories has impeded 
attention to the literary role of the documents . They are , in effect , not 
present because the Separatist critic assumes it was Thucydides ' intention 
to delete them or blend them into a homogeneous narrative. The premises 
upon which this confidence is based are , however, quite insecure . It is by 
no means evident , for example , that Thucydides felt bound by the rule of 
unity of style . Elsewhere he allows great variation, including in his work 
quotations from the Homeric hymns (3 . 104) , epigrams ( 1 . 1 32 .2 ;  6 .54 .7 ,  
and 59 .  3 ) ,  and letters using the phraseology of the Persian court ( 1 . 1 29 .  3 ) .  
From time to time he  delights in  the idiom of  oracular discourse (2 .54 . 2  
and 5 . 1 6 .2 ) . 14 Nor do the other arguments which have been adduced compel 
the conclusion that the book is incomplete . The avoidance Jf direct dis­
course and variations in some formulae can be explained by the desire to 
limit the overall length of the account . Before we dismiss the documents , 
then , it would be wise to investigate whether they have a literary function 
to perform, and in particular whether they carry their own weight in a 
section that in many other respects aims at succinctness . 1 5 

1 2 U. v. Wilamowitz, "Die Thukydideslegende, "  Hermes 1 2  ( 1 877) 338, n. 2 1 .  Wila­
mowitz conceded, however, that even in paraphtased documents (e .g . , 2 . 24 and 4 . 16) the 
style of the original document could sometimes still be detected . 

13 Cf. most recently Hunter, Historia 26 ( 1 977) 270. Note, however, E. Meyer, For­
schungen zur Altengeschichte, vol . 2 (Halle 1 899) 364f. , whose argument that the subject 
matter of the period demanded a different approach has been developed by C. Dewald in 
the thesis cited in Note 10 above. 

14 Cf. A. W. Gomme, Greek Attitude to Poetry and History (Berkeley 1 954) 1 18 ,  n .  3 ,  
and 0. Luschnat, "Thukydides ,"  i n  RE, supplemental vol . 1 2  (Stuttgart 1 97 1 )  l 1 22ff. , and 
K. von Fritz, Die Griechische Geschichtsschreibung (Berlin 1 967) ,  lb, 308f. 

15 The literary role of the documents is stressed by H. Erbse , " Argos und Melos im 5'" 
Buch des Thukydides ,"  Wurzburger Jahrbucher fur Altertumswissenschaft, N.F.  l ( 1 975) 
59-70, who, however, argues that the disproportionate attention paid to the Argive-Spartan 
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When approached in this way these documents can be seen to have a 
dual role . First , they help mark out the stages in an otherwise complex 
and amorphous diplomatic narrative . Their placement emphasizes the major 
stages in the rapidly changing patterns of Greek diplomacy . They serve 
as stopping points in the often perplexing progression of events . 16 The 
armistice in 4 . 1 1 8- 1 1 9  follows swiftly after the setbacks at Delium and 
Amphipolis .  As a sequel to the battle of Amphipolis two documents , the 
treaty and the alliance between Athens and Sparta, proclaim cooperation 
between the two rivals .  As a sequel to the battle of Mantinea two docu­
ments , the treaty and the alliance between Argos and Sparta, proclaim 
cooperation between other inveterate opponents . Although in each case 
the cooperation is short-lived, the documents mark out the major devel­
opments in the diplomacy of these years and provide a clearer structure 
for the narrative . 

When the reader stops to examine the documents and their setting more 
closely, a further function becomes evident . In each case there is a vast 
discrepancy between what the document proclaims and what actually oc­
curs . The Peace of Nicias , for example , begins with a guarantee of access 
to the common sanctuaries of the Greeks-Delphi,  Olympia, and the Isth­
mus . But the ineffectiveness of the treaty soon becomes evident in the 
exclusion of Spartan contestants from the Olympic games (5 .49 . l ) .  The 
next section of the treaty specifies that it is to last fifty years . Within the 
same year mutual suspicion and distrust lead to the refusal to return Am­
phipolis to Athens or Pylos to Sparta (5 . 35 . 3ff) . 1 7 The one-hundred-year 
treaty between Athens and Argos (5 .47. l )  is even less enduring . The 
provisions for nonaggression in the Peace of Nicias and for mutual as­
sistance in the ensuing alliance between Athens and Sparta become a 
mockery when Athens and Argos ally and when open hostilities break out 
(esp . 5 .47) . The effect of the documents , then , is ironic for they emphasize 
the discrepancy between professions of enduring stability and the rapidly 
shifting reality of events . 

This also helps explain the great attention paid to oaths and the pro-

treaty is paralleled by the Melian episode in an effort to illustrate two analogous episodes of 
Machtpolitik. Since the publication in 1 955 of the first edition of C. Meyer's book Die 
Urkunden im Geschichtswerk des Thukydides , Zetemata 10 (2nd ed . ,  Munich 1970) , scholars 
have increasingly tended to accept the documents as part of the design of the book.  

1 6  The schematization in Appendix Four is designed to bring out the role of the documents 
in marking the major stages of the action in this portion of the narrative . 

1 7  " Fifty years" is used to designate the treaty in 5 .  27 . I , thereby calling further attention 
to the discrepancy between the documents and the reality of events . 
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cedures for ratifying the agreements . 1 8 Although these details have nothing 
to do with the matters of substance ostensibly resolved by the documents ,  
they underline the ironic disparity between the solemn rituals of interstate 
relationships and the instability of the settlements . At the same time they 
carry one step further the theme of the breakdown of oaths and of other 
religiously sanctioned restraints on human nature . Similarly we can better 
understand why the one alliance that endures for a significant period of 
time , the Athenian rapprochement with Argos after the restoration of Ar­
give democracy (5 . 82) , is not cited. 19 If the documents are cited largely 
for their ironic effect , nothing would be gained by quoting this document . 

M E  L O S  

The compression that i s  evident i n  much of the fifth book extends to 
Thucydides ' treatment of the fate of several small cities destroyed by the 
major belligerents . One of the most notorious of these episodes was the 
Athenian punishment of Scione for accepting Brasidas ' invitation to revolt 
(4 . 1 20) . Scione had broken away from Athens after the armistice had been 
signed; Cleon had then successfully proposed a motion to put its citizens 
to death (4. 1 22 .6) .  The Peace of Nicias explicitly allowed the Athenians 
to do to this city whatever they wished (5 . 1 8 . 8) .  A vivid presentation of 
the Athenian punishment of the city would have provided a powerful and 
appropriate culmination for Thucydides'  treatment of events in northern 
Greece . Instead it receives only brief mention: "About the same time in 
this summer the Athenians captured the Scioneans by siege and killed all 
the males over the age of puberty, enslaved the women and children and 
gave the land to the Plataeans to settle in. "20 Later a Spartan atrocity at 
Hysiae is given similarly succinct and formulaic treatment: "Seizing Hy­
siae , a region of Argos, and killing all the free citizens they could capture , 
they withdrew and disbanded, each to his own city" (5 . 83 . 2) .  The contrast 
with the exposition of the Plataean and Mytilenean episodes is remarkable . 
Now there seems to be no place for the drama, the vivid detail , and the 

18 Oaths and oath-taking procedures are mentioned in 5 . 1 8 .9 and 1 8 . 10; 19 .2; 23.4; 24. 1 ;  
47 . 8 . 1 0; 77 .4; cf. 30; 38; 42 . 1 ;  46 .4; 56 . 3 ;  and 80.2 .  

19 The text of the agreement is partially preserved on stone, /G i' 86. 
20 5.32 . 1 .  On Scione' s  prominence in fourth-century views of the Athenian empire see 

Xenophon, Hellenica 2 .2 .3  and 2 . 10; Isocrates ,  Panegyricus (4) IOOf. ;  and Panathenaicus 
( 1 2) 63- 107. Cf. also Diodorus Siculus 1 3 . 30.4-6, and Anian, Anabasis 1 .9. 3-6. For an 
interesting interpretation of Thucydides ' comments on Scione, emphasizing the pathos of the 
narrative, see D. Lateiner, "Pathos in Thucydides . "  Antichthon I I  ( 1 977) 4 1 .  
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involvement of the reader in the fate of the victims . All is matter of fact, 
swiftly reported, and equally swiftly passed by . There is neither emotional 
nor moral hesitation . 

The account of the most notorious of the atrocities in the war, the 
Athenian extermination of Melos , begins in the same routine way , as 
another in a series of minor operations , introduced almost casually with 
an "and" :  "And the Athenians made an expedition against the island 
Melos" (5 . 84 .  l ) .  Almost immediately,  however, appear signs of a more 
elaborate development-the ships in the expedition are identified with more 
than customary precision: ' 'with thirty ships of their own, six of the Chians , 
a pair from Lesbos" ;  the exact, and overwhelming, composition of the 
land forces is recounted; and crucial background information is provided: 
"The Melians are colonists of the Lacedaemonians ; unlike the other is­
landers , they were unwilling to submit to the Athenians . "2 1  The treatment 
continues to become more detailed; finally , for the first time since the 
battle of Amphipolis , direct discourse reappears . 22 The speeches delivered 
at Melos are not , however, long addresses before a popular assembly but 
brachylogies , short, blunt thrusts in a closed conference room (5 . 84 . 3) .  
The result i s  a dialogue, a form which has been absent i n  the Histories 
since the negotiations between King Archidamus of Sparta and the Pla­
taeans in book 2 (chs . 7 1 -74) . 23 The siege of Plataea and its parallel in 
book 3, Mytilene , are inevitably much in our mind as we read the story 
of Melos . It too is the account of a siege , and the destruction of a smaller 
state by a larger one; the fate of the conquered city depends upon a 
discussion in which considerations of advantage eclipse arguments from 

21 5 . 84 .2  echoing the earlier Melian episode in 3 .9 1 .2 ,  and introducing the colonization 
theme, which recurs at 5 . 89, %, 1 06, and in 1 1 6.4 .  This theme continues in book 6, e .g .  
chapter 6.62. See H .  C .  A very, "Themes in Thucydides' Account of the Sicilian Expedition,"  
Hermes IO I  ( 1 973) 1 - 1 3 .  

22 The avoidance o f  direct discourse through much of the fifth book may be motivated 
primarily by a desire for compression , but it has the incidental effect of making the reap­
pearance of direct speech in the Melian Dialogue all the more dramatic. 

23 Dionysius of Halicamassus, in On Thucydides trans . W. K. Pritchett (Berkeley 1 975) 
ch. 37,  describes this exchange as a dia/ogos. Cf. G .  Deininger, "Der Metier Dialog" 
(Erlangen University diss . 1 939) 1 39f. , and R. Hirz:el , Der Dialog (Leipzig 1 895) l .44f. 
The other short exchanges in the Histories are either conversations (3 . 1 1 3) or are kept in 
indirect discourse (4.97-99) .  On dialogue form in the fifth century see J. Finley, "Euripides 
and Thucydides , "  HSCP 49 ( 1 938) 56 and H. L. Hudson-Williams , "Conventional Forms 
of Debate and the Melian Dialogue , "  AJP 71 ( 1 950) 1 56-69 . In attempting to understand 
the form it is important to distinguish the historical question of whether the Athenians and 
Melians would use such conference-room diplomacy from the literary question of why Thu­
cydides chose to represent the negotiations through this most enlightened and sophisticated 
literary form. See also Chapter Three, Note 38 above. 
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justice and in which the short question and answer ( 3 . 52 .4  and 68 . l )  
displaces continuous discourse . Melos is also the culmination of the theme 
of the relationship between great powers and small that recurs throughout 
the first part of the Histories . 

The similarities to Plataea and other siege narratives are , however, of 
a very unusual sort . The fully developed Thucydidean siege , of which 
Plataea is the best example , often begins with an offer from the attacking 
side designed to achieve a settlement without the expense and delay of 
encirclement. If this is rejected, the military operations commence , siege­
works are constructed and a long period of waiting ensues , in which the 
crucial issue is whether the grain supply and the loyalty and the endurance 
of the defenders can outlast the determination of the besiegers . If the city 
capitulates ,  a debate ensues about the punishment . This commonly consists 
of two lengthy and antithetical speeches . A decision is rendered; its im­
plementation is described , and some note of pathos or compassion for the 
victims is often sounded. The episode is usually completed with a rounding­
off sentence . Not all these elements need be present in an individual siege 
narrative; as we have seen, the accounts can be very compressed. Thus to 
find the siege of Scione reported in half a sentence is not especially re­
markable . In the Melian episode , however, most of the elements are pres­
ent, but in a surprising fashion . 24 

Unlike Archidamus' discussion with the Plataeans , the initial negotia­
tions between the Athenians and the Melians require more than a brief 
exchange . They become the center of the story and subsume many of the 
typical elements of a siege narrative. The principal debate thus precedes 
rather than follows the main account of the military operations . The out­
come of the siege is resolved within the debate itself, for the only serious 
question is whether the Melians will agree to capitulate . The Athenian 
strength is overwhelming and their assertion-"the Athenians have never 
withdrawn from a single siege through fear of other powers" (5 . 1 1 1 .  l}­
i s  amply corroborated b y  the earlier history of Athens .  The reader knows 
that Athens can and will conquer. He witnesses not the elaborate series of 
military measures and countermeasures observed at Plataea, but the gradual 
destruction of the intellectual bases for Melian resistance. Neither neutrality 
(94-98) nor hope ( l 02f. ) ,  nor divine assistance, nor the Spartans25 are 
likely to save the Melians. There is no possibility of preservation except 

24 The relationship between the Melian narrative and those of the Plataean and Mytilenean 
operations is schematized in Appendix Five. 

25 5 . 1 0 1 - 104.  Cf. the Plataeans in 3 . 57 .4 who regard the Lacedaemonians as their one 
hope and the Mytileneans (3 .8- 1 5) who counted on effective support from them. 
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through submission; yet as the Athenian arguments become stronger, the 
Melian resistance intensifies . 26 Within the speech itself the outcome is 
foretold: the Melians will resist; the Athenians will conquer; the city will 
be destroyed . 

In the Melian Dialogue speeches eclipse events . Little space is provided 
for background material , qualifications , explanations ,  or details . 27 Not the 
siege, not the suffering of the Melians , but the dialogue itself and the 
patterns of thought it represents are the subject and center of attention . 
Even the few explicit elements of pathos that are present in this episode 
are subsumed in the dialogue . The enormity of the destruction of Plataea 
and the ambiguities of Athens ' role in the siege are brought out , as we 
have seen , in the transformation of the typical rounding-off sentence: 
' ' Such was the end of the Plataean affair in the ninety-third year after their 
alliance with the Athenians .  "28 The Melian account lacks a rounding-off 
sentence; it confronts us directly with Sicily . The elegiac note struck by 
the allusion to the length of the Plataean alliance with Athens, has its 
counterpart in a comment of the Melians who, after withdrawing from the 
conference and reconsidering the Athenian demands, reaffirm their deter­
mination to resist: "We will not take away the independence of a city 
which has existed for seven hundred years . Trusting both in the tyche that 
comes from the divine and has until now kept us safe and in the protection 
of mankind and especially of the Lacedaemonians , we will try to maintain 
our safety" (5 . 1 1 2) .  The Melians thereby write their own epitaph .  Their 
speech becomes their destiny . 

The Melian episode is one of the most important , and controversial , 

26 This is especially true after chapter 99, the central speech of the dialogue. Cf. M. Treu, 
"Athen und Melos und der Melier Dialog des Thukydides," Historia 2 ( 1 953154) 264-70; 
H . -P .  Stahl, Thukydides: Die Ste/lung des Menschen im geschichtlichen Prozess (Munich 
1 966) 1 63 ;  A. Andrewes ,  "The Melian Dialogue and Perikles ' Last Speech,"  Proceedings 
of the Cambridge Philological Society, n.s .  6 ( 1 960) lff. 

27 The debate about the historical circumstances of the siege of Melos is a continuing 
reminder of the cost of this narrative strategy . Many historians would agree with Andrewes 
in HCT on 5 . 84 .2  (p. 1 57) that "On balance . . .  it seems unlikely that the attack in 4 16  
was due solely to  an Athenian whim, without any immediately antecedent quarrel . "  Athens 
may have been considerably provoked by Melian actions, but Thucydides' narrative , perhaps 
more for literary than for partisan reasons, fails to provide the information needed to make 
a full historical assessment. See also ML 67 , pp. 1 8 1 -84. Again, at the end of the book, his 
account implies that there were virtually no survivors . Surely this is an exaggeration. The 
traitors (5 . 1 16 . 3) were no doubt spared and Lysander later found some Melians to resettle 
on the island, Xenophon, Hellenica 2 .2 .9  and Plutarch, Lysander 14 .4;  cf. Isocrates (4) 
Panegyricus 100. 

28 3 .68 .5  transforming and expanding the formula used in 3 .50 .3 .  Cf .  Chapter Three, 
Note 30. 
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portions of the Histories , but despite Thucydides' great attention to this 
episode , so disproportionate to its military significance , there is virtually 
no overt sympathy for the Melians, few elements of the usual pathos 
narrative , no direct sign even at the moment of their destruction of com­
passion or involvement . The end of the Melian episode returns to the 
pattern of Scione and Hysiae with stark, factual reporting and formulaic 
language: ' 'They killed all the Melians over the age of puberty whom they 
could capture , and enslaved the women and children . They settled the 
territory themselves, later sending out five hundred colonists" (5 . 1 16 .4) .  
The passage seems to offer the perfect confirmation o f  the textbook portrait 
of the Histories as " severe in its detachment, written from a purely in­
tellectual point of view , unencumbered with platitudes and moral judge­
ments , cold and critical , "29 and of Thucydides himself as "a complete 
and ruthless realist. "30 As Russell Meiggs says, "there is strangely little 
emphasis on the final penalty , the killing of the men and the enslavement 
of the women and children. Thucydides' interest seems to be concentrated 
on the analysis of power and the logical implications of the '!�tural !a� 
that the strong rule the weak. 3 1 

Meiggs is surely correct in stressing the connection between this passage· 
and others in the Histories that emphasize the law of the stro�g�(": that the 
strong will rule wherever they can and the weak must accommodate to 
them. 32 Thucydides, indeed, seems to be wrenching the Melian episode 
away from a group of episodes that emphasize the horror and destruction 
of the war and placing it among the passages that expound the nature of 
power. Although it has obvious affinities with the debates in book 3 on 
the fate of Mytilene and Plataea, and with the antithesis between justice 

29 J . B .  Bury, History of Greece, 4th ed . ,  rev . by R. Meiggs (New York 1975) 252. 
30 G.E.M.  de Ste. Croix , Origins of the Peloponnesian War (London 1972) I I f. 
31 R. Meiggs , The Athenian Empire (Oxford 1972) 388 . 
32 The notion that the domination of the weaker by the stronger is a long-established 

principle is not, to be sure, a purely Thucydidean idea. Cf. Callicles in Plato's Gorgias 483 
c-e; Gorgias Helen VS 82 B I  I .  sec. 6. Note also Plutarch Camillus 1 7 .  But the convergence 
in thought and language between 5 . 1 05 .2  and 1 .76. 1 -2 is sufficient to remind the reader of 
correspondences within the Histories as well as between the Histories and ideas in the culture 
as a whole. Note especially the following: 

I .  76. l xal Ei 'totE urroµE(vavtE' �Ha rravto5 &.ltiJx0rn0E tv 'tjj tjyEµovl11, WoltEQ t)µEi,, Eu 
� µT) <'!Y fiooov uµa, AU3UJQOV' . . . xal avayxao0tvm, av ii UQXEtV � ii aln:oii, 
Xtvl\uvE'llEtV .  OU'CW' oul\' TJµEL\; 0auµaO'COv oul\tv ltEltOLTJXUµEV olll\' MO 'COU av0pwltELOU 
'tQOitou . . .  oul\' a?i rr - 'COL wii 'tmouwu urraQ!;av'tE\;. 6.1..A.' aiEl xa0tO'Cww,; . . . . 
5. 105 o\Jl\tv yaQ e w - av0 rrt(a,; . . . rrQ<'ioooµtv. t)youµtlla yaQ 'to 'CE lltiov M!;rJ 'tO 
av0QillnEt6-: 'tE oacp<i>,; l\ta Jtavto, UltO <j>UoEW\; avayxala,;. OU av XQa'CTI, �v· xai t)µti\; 
oiht llME\; 'COY v6µov ouu xttµtvqi itp0.l't0t J(QllOOµEVot ,  ovta lit rraQUA.aj36vtt,; xai £o6-
µEVOV t\; alEi . . .  £ll\6tc5 >tai \Jµii,; <'!Y . . . l\Q&vta,; UV 'CalrtO. 
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and self-interest that pervades these episodes, it also evokes the gradually 
changing Athenian rationales for their imperial power. When , for example , 
the Athenians tell the Melians: "We believe that the divinity , insofar as 
one can tell ,  and mankind , quite evidently, in response to natural pressures 
dominate wherever they have the strength . We did not establish this law 
nor were we the first to use it once it was laid down; we received it in our 
tum, when it was already in existence, and having applied it, we will leave 
it as an inheritance that will endure for all time . We know that you too 
and others who come into the same power that we enjoy would do the 
same" (5 . 105 . 2) ,  they are restating a position already articulated during 
the Conference at Sparta just before the vote for war. The Athenian am­
bassadors told the Spartans that if they had retained the leadership of Greece 
after the Persian wars , they too would have provoked animosity: 

We know that you would not have become less hateful to your allies [than we 

have become to ours] and would have been compelled either to dominate with 

strong measures or yourselves to run great risks . Thus we have done nothing 

surprising nor out of the ordinary way of mankind if we accepted domination when 

it was offered and refused to give it up , for we were overcome by the greatest 

considerations-honor, and fear and self interest. Nor were we the first to take the 

lead in this;  rather it has always been the case that the weaker is restrained by the 

more powerful . ( 1 .76 . 1 -2) 

The resemblances are also striking , however; to Hermocrates '  comments 
at the Conference at Gela, reported in book 4: "For it is the nature of 
what is human to dominate everywhere any one who yields and to ward 
off any one who attacks" (4 .6 1 . 5) . Indeed the language of the Melian 
Dialogue repeats almost verbatim the first part of this important and central 
idea of Hermocrates '  speech . But only the first part . As we have seen in 
the analysis of the Conference at Gela, this sentence is a highly significant 
one in the Histories , especially because it goes beyond the conventional 
formulations of the law of the stronger to examine a tendency equally 
grounded in nature to resist the assaults even of powerful aggressors . From 
this observation derive both the major point of Hermocrates '  speech , the 
need to unite against Athenian aggression , and also the most important 
implication of the speech within the overall structure of the Histories: that 
the tendency of nature is two-fold, pressing toward the expansion of power 
but also toward self-defense and mutual protection against aggression . 

The reader who bears Hermocrates '  analysis in mind and who appreciates 
the connections within the text and their importance for our interpretation 
of the work approaches the Melian Dialogue from a position much closer 
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to that of the Melians than to that of the Athenians . This does not mean 
that we fail to see the Melians ' folly in attempting to resist the power of 
Athens .  We know they have insufficient power and that neither the gods 
nor the Spartans will intervene to help them. But, whatever admiration we 
may feel for their determination to resist , the interest of the dialogue arises 
in large part from their attitudes and arguments , rather than from those of 
the Athenians . The Athe11ian speakers articulate in more rigorous and 
uncompromising terms a view that has long been part of Athenianj1npe: 
rialism. Their speeches are the culmination of the hard-headed realism so 
often encountered in Athenian argumentation . The Melians, on the other 
hand, present a combination of old-fashioned and rather naive idea�, wit!i 
some that, in the context of the Histories , are relatively fresh: that a smaller 
state may find a way to resist an ostensibly stronger one and that self­
restraint may be in the long-term interest of the more powerful . The first 
of the ideas , an extension of Hermocrates ' argumentation in the fourth 
book , in the Melian situation is ill grounded. It turns out to be a naive 
hope for divine intervention or a change in the patterns of Spartan foreign 
policy. A true test of Hermocrates ' ideas would be the cooperation of many 
smaller states against one or more great powers , not the dependence of a 
single island on the support of Sparta. 

But the Melians also advance another idea. Forced by the Athenians to 
avoid arguments based on justice ,33 they attempt to point out the practical 
advantages of having generally observed standards to which to appeal: 

The way it appears to us is that it is useful (a word we must use since you have 
made it the rule to talk about advantage rather than right) that you not abolish a 

common good but that the party that at any point finds itself in danger should have 
something reasonable to which to appeal and to gain some measure of assistance, 
even if his arguments are not rigorously compelling . This advantage applies even 

more in your case: if you fall, you will be subject to the greatest retaliation and 
become an example to other powers .34 

That is an important idea within the Histories and much of the dramatic 
interest of the dialogue depends upon it. We wish to see whether this 
Melian counterattack will have any effect on the Athenians . We know, of 

3 3  5 . 89 .  Cf .  the Athenians at  Corinth l . 76 .2  and the Plataean and Mytilenean debates, 
passim. Note, however, the Periclean boast about Athens that only Athenians show true 
altruism in helping their friends: OU yaQ itaoxovrec; di , aUa OQWvtEc; xi:ci>µE0a i:ouc; 
<j>(J..ouc; (2.40.4) .  

34 5 .90. I am persuaded by S .  L. Radt, " Philologische Kleinigkeiten zum Melierdialog, "  
Mnemosyne n.s .  2 9  ( 1 976) 3 5  that G .  Hermann, "Thucydides, " Philologus I ( 1 846) 370f. 
was correct in regarding xat O(xma as a gloss on Elx6i:a. 
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course , that the Melians' attempt to reintroduce considerations of right by 
pointing out their potential utility and advantage will not persuade the 
Athenians.  The danger that worries them comes not from another imperial 
power such as Sparta but from their own subjects . 35 They point out that 
great powers can reach mutual understandings and accommodations but 
the example of Melian freedom is a threat to Athens' continued control of 
her empire . Hence Athens feels she must suppress Melos and continue a 
foreign policy unrtrammeled by considerations of right or convention . 

For the reader, however, the Melian counterattack has greater effect .  It 
changes the perspective from a narrow concentration on the events of 4 1 6  
to the broader development of the war. I n  the immediate setting the Melian 
resistance is either folly or tragic heroism; it never becomes entirely clear 
which , since the focus moves to wider issues, perhaps even to the ultimate 
fate of Athens in the war, when the victors debated her destruction . 

The Athenians appear in a most paradoxical light . On the one hand they 
are as tough minded, articulate , and rational as ever. No plague or passion 
afflicts their decision making; no demagogues lead the rabble to emotional 
responses;  no long speeches delude . All is cool , deliberate , and rational . 
A small group of Athenian ambassadors meet with the officials and ' 'the 
few" of the Melians (5 . 84 . 3) and insist upon the most sophisticated form 
of discourse , the dialogue . The short exchanges should eliminate the rhet­
oric and deception of speeches before a large group. "Fair names" are 
specifically excluded: arguments based on Athens'  service to the Greeks 
at the time of the Persian War or on considerations of justice or the like 
(5 . 89) . Everything specious or sentimental is eliminated; now if ever we 
should see pure logos in operation . Unbounded, unrestrained, it sweeps 
away all traditional constraints and inhibitions . Yet the Melians are un­
moved and unpersuaded. 

Whatever our reactions to what happens to the Melians, it is hard to 
escape a feeling of horror at what is happening to the Athenians . They 
remain in many respects as we have always seen them---clever, determined, 
vigorous ,  the fulfilment of the Corinthians' description of them as a people 
unaccustomed to choosing tranquility for themselves or allowing it to others 
( l . 70) . But now all is changed , for despite their clear mindedness , they 
fail fully to perceive the dangers that surround them. 36 They see the weak­
ness of the Melians ' position with total clarity but in important respects 

35 The outcome of the war partially confirms the Athenian assessment. Sparta rejected 
Theban demands for Athens' destruction, Xenophon Hellenica 2 .2 . 3ff. 

36 Cf. Stahl, Thukydides, 158-7 1 ,  and C. W. Macleod, "Form and Meaning in the Melian 
Dialogue , "  Historia 23 ( 1 975) , 385-400. 
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fail to realize who they are and the implications of their own words . The 
logic of their position compels them to suppress the freedom of island 
states. Yet the reader knows that another island , Sicily , will soon overcome 
an Athenian attack . As becomes clear in the sixth and seventh books , many 
of the themes of the Melian Dialogue continue into the account of the 
invasion of Sicily , and Athens ultimately comes very much to resemble 
Melos, forced to rely on hope, chance , and speculation about the gods 
(esp . 7 .  77 .4) . 

The reader, to be sure , may as yet be only dimly aware of the extent 
to which the S icilian Expedition will ultimately appear as the seq�Lto tit� 
destru_ctim!_ of f\1.�lgs . But the dialogue looks backward as well as forward . 
It confronts us with one of the most important parts of Athens' past, 
precisely that part which the Athenian speakers are determined to leave 
out of consideration: Athens' role in the resistance against Persia. Her 
leadership in the Persian wars stimulated and justified the growth of Athe­
nian power. Now such considerations are excluded, along with all other 
"fair names" (5 . 89) .  Yet the reader does not find it so easy to forget the 
Persian conflict. It was , after all , the struggle with Persia that made the 
Athenians "become nautical" ( 1 . 1 8 . 2  and 93 .3)  and thereby largely shaped 
their institutions and national character. They confronted in that struggle 
precisely the preponderance of power and the apparent hopelessness that 
Melos now faces . They were the saviors of Greece (Herodotus 7 . 1 39) .  
And they succeeded with the help of Sparta and, if popular legends were 
to be believed, with the intervention of divinities and heroes . Melos , in 
other words , reminds us of the past of Athens and forces us to ask, ' 'What 
if the Athenians had acted against the Persians as they now urge the Melians 
to act?"37 But if the Melians resemble the Athenians of the early fifth 
century , the Athenians speak as Persians might have: "We know and you 
know that in human calculation considerations of justice apply when the 
pressures of necessity balance; those who excel in power do what they can 
and those who are weak submit" (5 . 89).  Dionysius of Halicarnassus com­
plained about this passage: ' 'Words like these were appropriate to oriental 
monarchs addressing Greeks , but unfit to be spoken by Athenians to Greeks 
whom they liberated from the Medes . '  ' 3 8  Dionysius often judged Thucyd­
ides by inappropriate standards but his alertness to style has led him to 

37 I have learned a great deal about the Melian Dialogue from reading it and arguing about 
it with my students. George Ryan posed the question in the text. Keith Nightenhelser helped 
me by frequent discussions based on his forthcoming doctoral dissertation on the use of 
dialogue form in this period. 

38 Dionysius of Halicamassus ,  On Thucydides, ch. 38, trans. W. K.  Pritchett, p .  3 1 .  
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notice an important part of this dialogue . He has noted, even if he has 
failed fully to understand, the despotic tone of the Athenian words . That 
is ,  of course , part of Thucydides' purpose-to show that in one important 
respect the Athenians have changed since the days of their resistance to 
the Persian invasion . 

The contrast between the Persian and the Peloponnesian War runs through 
many sections of the Histories, a counterpoint or subtext to the surface 
narrative . We have encountered it already in the story of Plataea, in the 
association of Pylos and Thermopylae , and will meet it again with in­
creasing intensity in the Sicilian Expedition . It now becomes evident in 
the Melian Dialogue as the Athenians restate the law of the stronger: "We 
did not establish this law nor were we the first to use it once it was laid 
down; we received it in our turn, when it was already in existence , and 
having applied it, we will leave it as an inheritance that will endure for 
all time . ' '  39 The language is very similar to that in which Herodotus reports 
the words of a Great King of Persia at a crucial moment in his reign: 
"After Egypt was subdued, Xerxes ,  being about to take in hand the ex­
pedition against Athens , called together an assembly of the noblest Persians 
to learn their opinions and to lay before them his own designs . So , when 
the men were met, the king spoke thus to them: 'Persians, I shall not be 
the first to bring in among you a new custom-I shall but follow one which 
has come down to us from our forefathers . Never yet . . .  has our race 
reposed itself . . . .  ' "40 The reader who is aware of the Herodotean parallel 
recognizes that the traditional custom to which Xerxes alludes has in the 
Athenian world a counterpart in the law of the stronger on which the 
Athenians rely . The restless energy of the Athenians becomes a reflection 
of aggressive designs of the Persian monarch . Athens recreates Persian 
despotism, not only in its suppression of freedom and autonomy but in the 
arrogance of its language and in what Dionysius called the "depraved 
shrewdness" of its arguments .41 And the Melians , in their folly and blind­
ness, nonetheless resemble the Athenians at an earlier moment in their 

39 S . 105 . 2. The Athenians claim that the law of the stronger will endure for all time; 
Pericles claims the greatness of Athens' power will last forever (2 .64.3) ;  Thucydides claims 
it is his work that will achieve this immortality ( 1 . 22.4) . 

40 Herodotus 7 .8 alpha 1 ,  trans .  Rawlinson . On the relation to Thucydides see H .  R .  
Immerwahr, Form and Thought in  Herodotus (Cleveland 1966) p .  22, n. 40.  Cf. also F.  M .  
Cornford, Thucydides Mythistoricus (London 1907) 1 76-82 . 

41 Dionysius of Halicamassus, On Thucydides ,  ch. 4 1 .  On the hybris of the Athenians see 
W. Liebeschuetz, "The Structure and Function of the Melian Dialogue, "  JHS 88 ( 1968) 73-
77. 
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history when they told Alexander of Macedon who had brought the king's  
demands for submission: 

We know, as well as you do , that the power of the Mede is many times greater 
than our own . . . .  Nevertheless we cling so to freedom that we shall offer what 
resistance we may . Seek not to persuade us into making terms with the barbarian-­

say what you will, you will never gain our assent . Return rather at once and tell 
Mardonius that our answer to him is this,  "So long as the sun keeps its present 
course , we will never join alliance with Xerxes . Nay we shall oppose him un­

ceasingly ,  trusting in the aid of those gods and heroes whom he has lightly esteemed, 

whose houses and whose images he has burnt with fire .  "42 

For the reader of Thucydides the Melian Dialogue is thus one of the 
culminating points of the Histories . It attracts us by its unsentimental clarity 
in the analysis of power. Its force and appeal derive in large part from its 
avoidance of the hypocrisies and subterfuges of politics and its enlightened 
recognition of the importance of the natural processes in which history is 
grounded . These have been surgically detached from propaganda, moral 
justifications , and all "fair names" of rhetoric . Yet no persuasion results . 
The Melians are unable to make the Athenians recognize the advantages 
of arguments from justice or convention . The Athenians cannot convince 
the Melians to capitulate. Logos , despite its clarity and argumentative 
power, fails to avert the violence and destruction of war and is itself 
narrowed, distorted , and perverted .43 

The Melians continue to resist. The reader too may find this the point 
at which he is unable to accept an analysis that sees only the power and 
self-interest of the stronger. The law of the stronger has been shown to be 
deeply rooted in human nature, but we have already glimpsed that it has 
another side-the natural tendency for smaller states to ally and resist 
aggression . And in the repudiation of their national identity as the oppo­
nents of despotism and of the enslavement of the Greeks we can begin to 
detect that the Athenians have cut themselves off from some of their sources 
of strength and come to resemble their ancient enemy, the Persians . Al­
though the Melians are destroyed, the episode is never rounded off with 
a neat sentence of the sort that concludes the Plataean or Mytilenean affairs . 
We never hear "Such was the end of the Melian affair. "  Instead, with 
the destruction of Melos fresh in mind, we move directly to the great 
Athenian expedition against the island of Sicily . _J 

42 Herodotus 8 . 143 ,  trans. Rawlinson. Cf. Deininger, Der Me/ier Dialog , p. 46, n. 65 . 
43 Cf. C .  W. Macleod, "Thucydides' Plataean Debate,"  GRBS 1 8  ( 1 977) 233 . 
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T H E  D E C I S I O N  T O  I N V  A D E  S I C I L Y  

S UDDENLY the Athenians decide to invade Italy. The reader i s  plunged 
into a new undertaking of major proportions and awesome implica­

tions .  Juxtaposed to the Melian episode, 1 without any discussion of the 
strategic background or the immediate circumstances of the decision , the 
first sentence of the book presents the Athenians' intentions in an extreme 
form: "The Athenians were wishing to sail against Sicily . . . and to 
subjugate it if they could . "2 The juxtaposition of this sentence with the 
Melian account is abrupt and powerful; there is no transition and , re­
markably , no discussion of the strategic situation . Later we learn of Se­
gesta' s request for aid , of the plight of the citizens of Leontini , of the 
disputes that Syracuse had with other Sicilian cities , of the possibility that 
the Sicels and even the Etruscans might assist the Athenians . 3  When we 

1 The careful use of juxtaposition as a technique in book 3 lends plausibility to the view 
that Thucydides is deliberately emphasizing the connection between the Sicilian and Melian 
episodes. Cf. G. Murray, "Reactions to the Peloponnesian War in Greek Thought and 
Practice , "  JHS 64 ( 1 944) l ff. and R. Jebb, Essays and Addresses (Cambridge 1907) 436. 
It does not follow that Thucydides believed that Metos was the hybris and Sicily the ate in 
a cycle of cosmic retribution. See H . -P. Stahl, Thukydides: die Stellung des Menschen im 
geschichtlichen Prozess (Munich 1 966) 160f. , esp. n .  14  and W. Liebeschuetz, "The Struc­
ture and Function of the Melian Dialogue , ' '  JHS 88 ( 1968) 73ff. 

2 In 2 .65 . 1 1  Thucydides argued that Athens' main mistake was not the decision to sail to 
Sicily but a failure to provide the expedition with the right kind of backing: ou ta ne6cr<j>oea 
toic; otxoµtvmc; tmyryvwcrxovtEc;. The narrative of book 6 ultimately confirms this 
assessment. In the long run it becomes clear that the expedition itself would not have been 
a serious setback to Athens if subsequent decisions had not increased the scale and the risks . 
But at the opening of book 6 Thucydides emphasizes the folly of the decision itself. The 
tension with 2.65 . 1 1  is remarkable but must not be overinterpreted. As H.  D. Westlake has 
shown ("Thucydides II, 65 , 1 1 , "  CQ 52 [ 1 958) 1 02- 1 10) the wording of 2 .65 does not 
contradict book 6. In Thucydides' view it was a mistake to attack Sicily , but the subsequent 
decisions were even more pernicious. Thus there is no good basis for arguing about the 
relative time of composition of the two sections; what is clear is the difference in emphasis 
in the two settings .  

3 N.B .  6 .6 . 2 .  The support o f  the Sicels, who controlled much o f  central an d  southern 
Sicily (6 . 2 .5) ,  could be especially important. The support of the Athenians by Archonides, 
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hear the language of the assembly' s  decision to send the expedition to 
Sicily, it is far more equivocal than Thucydides' own opening sentence. 
The decree enjoined the generals to bring aid to Segesta and to settle the 
Leontinian refugees if the war went well and ' ' to arrange other matters in 
Sicily according to Athens' best interests"(6 . 8 . 2) .  In stripping away the 
pretenses of the decree and in emphasizing that Athens ' objective was the 
subjugation of Sicily , Thucydides has considerable justification . As the 
first sentence of the book reminds us,  Athens had long hoped to subjugate 
Sicily . This sentence binds together the simple , blunt statement of the 
objective of the expedition-' 'The Athenians began again to plan the 
subjugation of Sicily"-with a more complex and evocative statement 
about the type of expedition to be sent . They will sail with a greater force 
than that which Laches and Eurymedon had commanded some years before. 
That expedition , we remember, ended when the Sicilians arranged a set­
tlement of their disputes , thereby eliminating any sound basis for continued 
Athenian intervention. When the assembly learned of this decision , it 
punished the Athenian commanders for failing to "subjugate" the island.4 
Thucydides ' opinion of the Athenians' action was made fiercely explicit: 
" So using their present good luck they felt that nothing should stand in 
their way but that they could accomplish both the possible and the less 
feasible, either with a grand or equally well with a more deficient force. 
The cause was success on many counts beyond expectation, which gave 
them the underpinning of hope" (4 .65 .4) . By alluding to the expedition 
under Laches and Eurymedon, Thucydides reminds his reader of Sicily ' s  
ability to unite when threatened . All parts of  the sentence converge to 
emphasize the unreasonableness of Athenian ambitions . Thucydides further 
expands his sentence by introducing another important theme-the igno­
rance of the Athenians about the size and population of Sicily . 5 The first 

the king of some of the Sicels, is  not mentioned until the beginning of book 7 (7 . 1 .4}-after 
his death. Etruscan support is requested in 6.88 .6; they send the Athenians three fifty-oared 
ships in 6. 1 03 .2 .  The Athenians even have hopes of Carthaginian aid (6.88.6), perhaps not 
totally unreasonable in the light of later conflicts between Syracuse and Carthage. These 
episodes indicate the potential for a major anti-Syracusan coalition in the west. But Thucydides 
at the beginning of book 6 leaves this possibility obscure. 

4 4.65 . 3 .  ;mi:ain:QE"ljmollm is the word used of the Athenian intentions in 6. 1 . 1 .  
' The early books of the Histories emphasize the experience (empeiria) of the Athenians 

and rarely associate the word apeiros or its cognates with them. The Spartans are commonly 
represented as lacking the right kind of experience ( 1 . 1 4 1 . 3 ,  cf. 1 .72. 1 ) ;  the Athenians mock 
the Melians' apeirokakon (5 . 1 05 .3 ) .  A thematic reversal begins with book 6, and by 7.61 
Nicias' use of the old pattern of Athenian confidence in their experience is shown to be 
hollow and vain. Note also in presentations of the Persian invasion an emphasis on Xerxes' 
lack of experience, e.g. Lysias 2 .27 .  
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sentence , in other words , combines the sharpest and most unequivocal 
statement of the objective of the expedition with clear hints of Athenian 
folly . 

It also leads directly into an excursus on the population and early history 
of Sicily and is ,  in effect , a second Archaeology setting the background 
for this new phase of the war.6 The parallelism to the first book, however, 
heightens our awareness of an implicit contrast. The Archaeology , as we 
have seen , was a confident analysis of power, emphasizing the advantage 
enjoyed by naval and imperial states over continental land powers . It 
corroborates the observation, expressed by Pericles , " if we were islanders 
who would be more invulnerable?" ( 1 . 143 .5 ) .  In the Sicilian narrative 
quite a different analysis of power is developed. The larger pattern of the 
sixth and seventh books, in which not only Athenian power but even the 
categories of analysis of power are confounded, is anticipated in the open­
ing chapters of the sixth book. The contrast between island and continental 
powers , so central to the Archaeology, begins to break down. Athens , as 
was evident in the first book, is almost an island , separated from the 
surrounding countryside by its walls and deriving its strength primarily 
from naval power. Syracuse , a vast island , is almost part of the Italian 
mainland, or, as Thucydides expresses it, "by approximately a twenty­
stade measure of sea is kept from being a continent" (6. 1 . 2) .  The antithesis, 
island versus continent, is thus broken down and we witness the conflict 
between a continental power that is almost an island against the major city 
of an island that is almost a continent. 

No less significant is the impression of changeability in the first chapters 
of the book. The frequent migrations , the mingling of peoples , the insta­
bility of the Sicilian world is repeatedly illustrated. Again the categories 
of earlier Thucydidean analysis break down. The changeability of the 
Sicilian world, its lack of tranquility , hesychia , invites the conclusion that 
the growth of its power would be impeded. Such would be the implications 
of the Archaeology in book 1 (e .g .  chs . 2 and 1 2) ,  and such is the inference 
drawn by Alcibiades,  who argues that the changes and diversity of the 
island have prevented the development of military greatness (6 . 1 7 . 2-3) . 
Eventually, however, it appears that the Sicilians , or at least the Syracu­
sans,  have an adaptability that allows them to develop effective naval 
techniques and to imitate and eventually surpass their innovative and bold 
attackers . 

In describing the migrations , expulsions , and vicissitudes of Sicilian 

• H. R. Rawlings III , The Structure of Thucydides' History (Princeton 198 1 )  62-67 . 
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history , the narrative emphasizes , perhaps even exaggerates , the size of 
the island7 and constantly leads the reader to look beyond the relatively 
narrow geographical limits of the earlier analysis to the more remote regions 
of the Mediterranean . The peoples of Sicily are migrants who have come 
from Troy, who have been driven out of Italy , or come from Spain or 
Phoenicia (6 . 2) .  The sense of vastness and unpredictability in the succes­
sive migrations and population movements and the feeling of the grandeur 
and magnitude of the west are highly appropriate indicators of the signif­
icance of the forthcoming actions . 

The theme of the greatness of the war is reintroduced, a further link 
between the first and the sixth books . But a change in emphasis prepares 
the way for the grander reversal of the Sicilian narrative . Athenian power 
is unquestionably great, as its treatment of the island of Melos has made 
clear. But the emphasis has now shifted to the vastness of Sicily and the 
rashness of the hope to subjugate it; ' 'Against Sicily , whose scale is such 
as has been indicated, the Athenians hastened on to make their expedition , 
craving as the truest reason to dominate all of it' ' (6 .6 .  l ) .  Throughout the 
account of the Sicilian Expedition the greatness theme continues its trans­
formation until it is fully disassociated from the measurement of Athens' 
power and fully applied to the totality of its defeat. 

Even at the outset , however, the reader is aware that what is in store 
for the Athenians is the greatest single disaster of the war. The prospect, 
moreover, is not entirely unwelcome . Melos is too fresh in our minds and 
Athenian severity too unmitigated . Such violence invited retribution. In 
the old Greek mythic world view the excesses of conquerors were often 
punished during their return over the high seas . 8 Their voyages change 
from triumphant celebrations to long wanderings , shipwrecks , and even 
annihilation. Something very similar to this ,  we know, will happen to the 
Athenians in Sicily . The Thucydidean reader, to be sure, is too enlightened 
to believe in any simple divine retribution , yet he realizes that the Athenians 
are about to overstep their proper boundaries ,  to set off over the high seas 
against an enemy whose strength has been misassessed. The reader also 

7 6 . 1 .2 says it takes a merchant vessel not much less than eight days to sail around Sicily . 
As Dover notes in HCT ad loc. (p. 1 97f. ) this is excessive for a journey of roughly five 
hundred nautical miles, if the vessel sailed continuously with favorable winds . Ephorus 
(FGrH ist 70 F 1 35) gave a shorter estimate. Is Thucydides exaggerating or is he simply 
using a more conservative figure based on a voyage that involved stops for rest or trade, or 
one that encountered adverse conditions? 

' The pattern is generalized in Hesiod Works and Days 238-247 , and evident in most 
accounts of the Greek return from Troy. 
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anticipates what will result: the suffering the Athenians have inflicted will 
be matched by the misery that awaits their expedition . 9 

Mythic patterns long established within Greek thought thus coincide 
with a rational and practical assessment based on the size and complexity 
of the Sicilian Expedition . 1 0 Nicias ' speech urging reconsideration of the 
decision to go to Sicily , soon makes clear the difficulties and disadvantages 
of the expedition . 1 1  Nicias is introduced with language that emphasizes 
his reluctance to take on the command (a sharp contrast to Alcibiades' 
desire for advancement) and that echoes Thucydides' comments about the 
expedition ' s  objectives and feasibility . 1 2 Nicias ' rhetorical task is difficult , 
for he must urge inactivity on a people whose disposition is restless and 
active . 1 3  Much of the speech develops the obvious objections to an ex­
pedition of this sort: the Athenians still have many enemies in continental 
Greece and no secure settlement of their previous disputes; vital areas such 
as Chalcidice have not been brought back into the empire; even if Sicily 
were conquered it would be hard to hold on to . Up to this point we have 

9 Thus it may not be accidental that Thucydides , perhaps borrowing from Antiochus of 
Syracuse (K. J. Dover, "La Colonizzazione della Sicilia , "  Maia 6 [ 1 953] 1 -20) , uses allusions 
to the most famous of the Greek returns home (nostoi) , the return of Odysseus: 6 . 2 . 1 "Oldest 
of the inhabitants of the country are said to be the Cyclops and Laistrygonians. " See also 
6 .2 .2  with Dover's note in HCT ad loc. Surely the reader would here detect an allusion to 
Odyssey 1 1 . 107, the oxen of the sun . (Cf. 3 . 88 . 1 and 1 1 5 . 1 )  These allusions associate Sicily 
with the forces that impede Odysseus on his return to Ithaca. 

The culmination of the nostos theme is of course the next to last sentence in book 7: 
navwl.E0QL<;l bf) i:o l.£y6µEVov xat itE�O� xat vi'jE� xat o\Jb£v oi:L oux <'.tnwl.£i:o, xat 
61.[yOL ano nol.l.ci.>v En' otxov <'.tit£v6m:T]oav. 

10  On punishment in nostoi see L. Woodbury, "Neoptolemus at Delphi , "  Phoenix 33 
( 1 979) 95- 133 ,  esp. 97 . 

1 1  Why has Thucydides decided to present the reconsideration of the expedition rather than 
the initial decision itself? His choice creates a very dramatic scene by leading smoothly and 
without interruption through Alcibiades' counterarguments to Nicias' second rhetorical ma­
neuver: an attempt to stop the expedition by pointing out how large a force would have to 
be equipped. But at the same time, Thucydides'  selection of the second debate on the subject 
brackets this scene with the reconsideration of the decision about Mytilene (cf. 3 . 36 .4) .  
There second thoughts prove better; here the renewed deliberation simply compounds the 
initial difficulties. It also helps link the debate to the decision to ally with Corcyra ( 1 .44. 1 ) .  

1 2 Note the echo of 6 .6 .  I i n  6 .8 .4 :  in 6 .6 .  I ,  Ecj>LEµEVOL µE:v tjj al.T]0£m:ai:n 1tQOcj>OOEL 
tij� 1tOOT]� liQl;m, fW"r10£iv bt &µa W1tQE1tci.>� and in 6 .8 .4 ,  MM. 1tQOcj>aoEL (3QUXEL<;I 
xal £U1tQE1tEi 'ti)� l:tx£1.La� MOOT]�. µey(I/.ov EQY01J, £cj>[Ea0m. 

1 3  His problem is very similar to that which confronted Pericles at the beginning of the 
war when the Athenians were tempted to leave the city walls and attack the invading 
Peloponnesians . Pericles had the auctoritas, and the audacity, to keep the Athenian assembly 
from meeting and thereby to prevent action under the influence of orge: 2 .22 . 1 .  Circumstances 
make it impossible for Nicias to use a similar method, but he is also much more reluctant 
than Pericles to come into direct conflict with the disposition of the Athenians and to risk 
their anger. From this reluctance come not only his devious rhetorical strategies but also his 
fatal decision to delay the withdrawal from Syracuse (7 .48 . 4) .  
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the sound arguments of a wise adviser, 14 who speaks honestly and forth­
rightly , never concealing his own views , even if his opinions are likely to 
conflict with the natural disposition (tropoi) of his audience: "Nevertheless , 
neither in time past have I spoken other than my real opinion to win 
preferment nor do I now . I will talk in the way I think best . And my speech 
would be an ineffective response to your dispositions , if I advised you to 
keep what you have and not gamble with what is at hand for the uncer­
tainties of the future . But I will show that your zeal is inappropriate and 
that it is not easy to control what you are hastening after" (6 .9 .2f. ) .  

But a s  Nicias ' speech continues ,  this one-dimensional portrait of him 
as the wise and disinterested adviser becomes more complex and ambig­
uous. The policies he urges are inappropriate and implausible-"We would 
be most likely to demoralize the Greeks in that area if we never came at 
all ;  second best would be to show the flag and leave soon thereafter" 
(6. 1 1 .4)-and completely in conflict with his audience's restless dispo­
sition. Nor does Nicias adequately deal with Athens ' sworn treaty obli­
gations to Segesta and its moral , if not legal , obligations to the refugees 
from Leontini . 15 Gradually he turns away from the problem of how to 
respond to a request for aid from allies in Sicily , to launch a personal 
attack on his opponents , and especially on Alcibiades : "If someone who 
likes to hold office advises you to sail , thinking of his own interests alone , 
especially if he is rather young to hold office, so he can be admired because 
of his stables and help pay for them from his official position , don't let 
such a person attain private splendor by risking the interests of the 
city" (6. 1 2 .2) .  The contrast between public and private interests so prom­
inent in Nicias ' speech functions in two ways . Nicias is represented as 
using it to criticize Alcibiades , as many politicians surely did . At the same 
time it has an ironic effect ,  for it also applies to Nicias himself. In Greek 
literature it is unusual for a wise adviser to indulge in personal attacks . 
His concerns and arguments are normally restricted to the public level . 
Lesser figures,  as Thucydides has observed in his discussion of Pericles' 
successors , act "in accordance with their private ambitions and private 
profits" (2 . 65 .  7) .  In the same passage Thucydides looks ahead to the 
Sicilian Expedition and deplores the rivalries that "blunted the arrange­
ments for the expedition and . . . threw the situation of the city into 
disarray' '  (2 . 65 . 1 1 ) .  Nicias ' speech is a partial fulfilment of this analysis 
and thereby produces a strange dissonance . He advances telling objections 

14 On Nicias as an adviser figure see K. von Fritz, Die Griechische Geschichtsschreibung , 
vol . 1 (Berlin 1 967) 728 . 

15 6 . 1 3 . 2  is his attempt to deal with the issue; Alcibiades' refutation is in 6. 1 8 . 1 . 
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to the proposed invasion , but his counterproposals and evident rancor raise 
doubts about the wisdom of his leadership and the well-being of the city . 

Although Alcibiades' speech is ,  as oratory , a more brillant performance , 
Thucydides' treatment is again by no means uncritical . Alcibiades is in­
troduced with words that echo the comments about Cleon in book 4: 
"Alcibiades the son of Cleinias encouraged most enthusiastically this ex­
pedition . " 16 Thucydides at first seems to be endorsing Nicias ' criticism of 
Alcibiades and even to be adopting the ideas and language of Nicias ' 
speech: " He [Alcibiades] wanted to oppose Nicias , both because he dis­
agreed on other matters of civic policy and because Nicias had alluded to 
him in a personal attack. And in particular he desired the generalship and 
through that hoped to take Sicily and Carthage; and at a private level 
success would benefit him with funds and reputation . Since he had a 
position to maintain among his fellow citizens, he indulged in desires 
greater than his wealth would allow, in regard both to his stables and to 
other expenditures . This, more than anything else , later pulled down the 
city of Athens" (6 . 1 5 . 2ff. ) .  But there is a typically Thucydidean change 
of expectation as the comments continue: ' 'For the man in the street ,  fearing 
the extent both of his misconduct in his daily life in regard to his own 
body and of his plans about each specific matter he undertook, became 
hostile to him as someone who desired a tyranny. Even though at the public 
level he was most effective in the conduct of the war, at a private level 
they were annoyed at his way of life and turned to other leaders and before 
long tripped up the city . " 1 7 

In these comments Thucydides shifts viewpoint and subverts Nici as ' 
analysis . Alcibiades' extravagances and ambition are not the problem. 
Rather, we come to see that many Athenian citizens have confused private 
and public considerations . What damages the city is not Alcibiades but an 
inappropriate response to him. Even though Alcibiades ' personal life may 
be reprehensible , his ability at public affairs is unequalled . This is precisely 
Alcibiades' own claim in the speech that follows : "Though there is a great 

16 6. 1 5 . 2 .  The same verb, tvijye, in 4 . 2 1 . 3  described Cleon's  role in rejecting the Spartan 
peace initiative, as J. de Romilly points out in "Les problemes de politique interieure dans 
I' oeuvre de Thucydide , "  Historiographia Antiqua (Commentationes Lovanienses in honorem 
W. Peremans) (Leuven 1 977) 83 . This form of the verb occurs only in these two passages 
of Thucydides. 

1 7  6. 1 5  .4 .  Excellent scholars have disagreed whether the allusion is to the failure of the 
Sicilian Expedition or to the ultimate fall of Athens. The phrase ou lha µaxgov seems to 
me to support W. Schadewaldt's  view (Die Geschichtschreibung des Thukydides [Berlin 
1 929] I 1 - 1 2) that fo.PTJAav refers to the Sicilian fall (which in tum foreshadows the ruin of 
Athens in 404) .  But see P. A .  Brunt, "Thucydides and Alcibiades ,"  REG 65 ( 1 952) 60 and 
E. Kapp's review of Schadewaldt in Gnomon 6 ( 1 930) 86. 
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sensation about my private life , ask if I am second to anyone in handling 
public matters" (6. 1 6.6) .  Thucydides ' introduction of Alcibiades thus moves 
from a restatement and apparent acceptance of Nicias ' criticisms to a total 
reassessment of those criticisms . Simultaneously , it impels the reader, as 

so many Thucydidean reassessments do, to look at the long-range impli­
cations of individuals and their actions . The time-frame expands beyond 
the immediate situation to the ultimate effects of the loss of Alcibiades . 
In the long run the worst damage to Athens may have been caused not by 
the decision to go to Sicily , but by the repudiation of Alcibiades, by his 
subsequent withdrawal from Athens , and by his advice to the Spartans and 
later activities in Asia Minor. This suggestion is put forward so summarily 
and so obliquely that it cannot command immediate assent, but it leads 
the reader to view Alcibiades' speech with greater sympathy and a fuller 
appreciation of the brilliance that has always made Alcibiades such a 
powerful and controversial figure . 1 8  

The effect is strange and abrupt. We move suddenly from a recognition 
of the fundamental soundness of Nicias ' advice on this occasion to an 
appreciation of the importance of Alcibiades' qualities and talents . This 
might be regarded simply as a transitional device or as a dramatic reversal 
to bring the reader over to Alcibiades' side . But in fact Alcibiades' ar­
guments are far from compelling . When he deals with Sicilian power, for 
example , he propounds a glib and tendentious interpretation of the fact 
that the island had a great and diverse population . In his view the Sicilian 
cities are populated with "mixed rabbles" (6. 1 7  .2) ,  constantly subject to 
changes and infusions of new populations . 1 9 In a sentence whose contorted 
syntax matches its devious logic , Alcibiades claims that the Sicilians have 
failed to develop a sense of civic loyalty but are constantly ready to move 
on after trying by rhetoric or stasis to aggrandize themselves (6. 1 7 . 3 ) .  
Obedience , common action , hoplite forces , he contends, are all likely to 

18 Thucydides emphasizes the brilliance of Themistocles by use of words built on the 
lampr- root in 6 . 1 2 .2 ,  1 6 . 3 ,  and 16 .4 .  Rawlings in The Structure of Thucydides' History, 
1 97 notes the echo of the description of Themistocles (and Pausanias) in 1 . 1 38 .6 .  These 
"most brilliant men of their time ,"  like Alcibiades, eventually fall into disgrace and col­
laborate with the enemy. On "brilliance" as a continuing claim of Alcibiades' family, see 
Lysias 14 .25 .  

19  'Emboxai; i n  6 . 1 7  . 2  seems to me to compel the reading nol..LTWV, citizens, rather than 
ltOALTELWV, "constitutions . "  The latter, however, is defended by W. Peremans, "Thucy­
dide , Alcibiade et ! 'expedition de Sicile , "  AntCJ 25 ( 1 956) 340 and by A. Masaracchia, 
"Tucidide VI 1 7 ,  2, 3 , "  Helikon 1 7 ( 1 977) 2 1 3-2 1 7 .  C. W. Macleod, "Rhetoric and 
History, "  Quaderni di Storia . . . Bari 2 ( 1 975) 52 notes that Alcibiades' contemptuous 
allusions to the Sicilians as a mixed rabble might better apply to Athens' own force; cf. 
6.69 . 3  an d  7 .  1 3 . 2 .  
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be missing in such a society . Thus a probability argument, of the type 
often ascribed to the Sicilian founders of rhetoric ,  leads Alcibiades to a 
misinterpretation of the facts we have already learned in the opening chap­
ters of the book. He is his own historian and infers weakness from evidence 
that we recognize is in fact indicative of power and grandeur. He allows 
the possibility of renewed Peloponnesian invasions without contemplating 
the possibility that Sparta might find new ways of applying her land power, 
as it had already done under Brasidas and as he would himself urge in 
recommending the occupation of Deceleia (6 . 9 1 . 6) .  

Thus the arguments of Alcibiades' speech are easily recognized as fal­
lacious.  His speech succeeds because his policies are grounded in the 
Athenian tendencies toward constant activity , expansion, and aggressive­
ness . Unlike Nicias , whose speech runs counter to Athenian dispositions , 
Alcibiades echoes Cleon in urging consistency with past practices and 
habits: ' ' A  city that has not avoided involvement, would seem to me most 
swiftly to be destroyed by a change to a policy of uninvolvement. A people 
that runs its city with the least divergence from established customs and 
habits , even if they are poor ones,  lives most securely . "20 It is easy to see 
why Alcibiades' policies will appeal to the Athenians,  not just on this 
point, but on the whole question of the expansion of the empire . More 
clearly than any other speaker, he articulates the rationale for continued 
expansion and the impossibility of establishing clear limits on Athens' 
empire: " We acquired this dominance, just as anyone else who has dom­
inated , by coming enthusiastically to the aid of those who at any point 
called upon us,  whether barbarians or Greeks . . . . It is not up to us to 
play accountant about how far we want to rule; since we are in this situation, 
we have to plot against some, hold on to others and recognize that there 
is a danger that we will be ruled by others if we do not ourselves rule 
them" (6 . 1 8 . 2f. ) .  The significance of Alcibiades' speech, then , lies not 
in the force of its arguments for action against Sicily , but in its under­
standing and illumination of Athenian character. 

Nicias is still not prepared to give in to the growing enthusiasm for the 
expedition . He makes a last attempt to stop it by using a technique well 
known from ancient rhetorical handbooks . If one cannot prevent an action 
by arguing it is wrong or not likely to succeed, one can urge that it is 
simply too troublesome or too expensive to undertake . 2 1 Nicias tries this 

20 6 . 1 8 .7 ;  cf. 3 .37 .3  
2 1  Cf. the Rhetorica ad Alexandrum 142 1  b 24f. urging that the speaker in such a situation 

should show if possible that the action he opposes is not just , lawful , expedient, honorable, 
pleasant and practical, "or failing this, that it is laborious and not neceSSllJ)'' '  (trans. H.  Rackham 
in the Loeb Classical Library) .  
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technique , elaborates the expense and the different types of forces that 
will be needed , urges the Athenians to view the expedition as a colonizing 
venture that must establish an unchallenged hold on the territory as soon 
as it arrives . Then, in characteristic fashion , he concludes his speech with 
a threat to resign if the assembly does not agree with him (6 . 23 . 3) .  He 
had used a similar threat in the debate on Pylos (4 .28 . 1 )  when goaded by 
Cleon . His offer to resign his command had backfired badly when Cleon 
not only accepted the offer but brought off the coup at Pylos . Nicias has 
not learned. His management of the assembly is no better now than at the 
time of the Pylos debate . He has , moreover, abandoned his straightforward 
speaking for a more subtle rhetorical strategy, only to have it fail badly. 
Thus , instead of deflecting the Athenians from their rash plans , he has 
encouraged them to feel that such a large force ensures their safety: ' 'They 
hastened on all the more and the reverse [of what he expected] happened 
to him. He seemed to give good advice and surely there would now be 
great security"(6 .24 .2) .  The irony of the comment simultaneously depends 
upon and reinforces the knowledge that the reader has and the assembly 
lacks . We are reminded of the disasters that will soon afflict the Athenians,  
the folly of their confidence, the magnitude of their miscalculation. We 
see them from an ironic distance and move, in effect, away from the 
assembly setting to view the forthcoming action from a broader perspective. 

From this viewpoint mythic patterns emerge: ' ' And Eros afflicted them 
all alike to sail forth" (6 . 24 . 3) .  The phrase is poetic , evocative of tragic 
drama, perhaps specifically modelled on the famous lines of Clytemnestra 
in Aeschylus' Agamemnon when she expresses her fear that some fatal 
desire for plunder and pillaging may have afflicted the Greek anny at its 
moment of success and may have led it to impious acts before it began its 
journey home: 

Let not their passion overwhelm them; let no Just 
seize on these men to violate what they must not. 
The run to safety and home is yet to make; they must tum 
the pole , and run the backstretch of the double course. 
Yet, though the host come home without offence to high 
gods , even so the anger of these slaughtered men 
may never sleep . Oh, let there be no fresh wrong done !22 

22 Aeschylus Agamemnon 34 1 -347 , trans. Richmond Latimore (Chicago 1 953); cf. Eurip­
ides Iphigenia in Aulis 808 , later echoed by Isocrates 10 .52 .  F. M. Cornford, Thucydides 
Mythistoricus (London 1 907) 2 1 4  pointed out the convergence with Aeschylus and asked, 
"Must not Thucydides have intended this dark allusion which so terribly fits the sequel?" I 
believe he must, but doubt that it implies, as Cornford argued, that Thucydides believed a 
process of retribution was at work whose agents were "dis incarnate passions" (23 1 )  such 
as Eros and Elpis.  This seems to me to overburden the text with an extraneous theology. 
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The echo of Aeschylus reminds the reader of the underlying mythic pattern 
and the traditional expectation of disaster for those who travel overseas 
after excessive violence . But a specific and highly analytical treatment of 
Athenian reactions accompanies this evocative and poetic language . Thu­
cydides carefully catalogues the reactions of those of military age and of 
the older citizens and succinctly summarizes the factors that have in each 
group created confidence and enthusiasm. Mythic patterns and tragic lan­
guage are juxtaposed with much more mundane descriptions of impulses , 
dispositions,  and desires: the inveterate Athenian confidence , a yearning 
to see and visit new lands ,23 and the hope of good pay now and of power 
to produce state support for all time to come. 24 Thucydides does not hesitate 
to brand these desires as excessive . 25 It is easy to concur in this judgment. 
The ironic viewpoint adopted here , in which we are encouraged to look 
down from an Olympian height upon the mistaken plans and excessive 
desires of the Athenians , discourages any immediate sympathy for their 
plight . The sufferings of Melos , moreover, are still fresh in our minds . 
The Athenians will receive in Sicily what they gave in Melos . And they 
will deserve it. We assent; perhaps we even feel some pleasure in the 
foreknowledge of so just a punishment . 

T H E  D E B A T E  A T  S Y R A C U S E  

The brilliant writing of much of the sixth and seventh books has been so 
widely acclaimed and the story of the expedition and its successive setbacks 
and failures is so well known that there is no point in retelling Thucydides' 
story . But within the narrative of the departure of the expedition , of its 
progress to Corcyra and then to Sicily , and of its eventual assault on 

The reader is ,  to be sure, invited to recognize a paradoxical conviction in Thucydides, that 
some of what earlier Greek thought had affirmed about the kosmos still prevails ,  although 
in radically different ways , in the universe he describes.  While recognizing the allusion to 
Aeschylean tragedy, we must not overlook the reference back to Diodotus' words in 3 . 45 . 5 .  
Here too appears an emphatic use o f  eros, identified a s  one of  those forces that drive humans, 
despite laws and threats, to undertake grave dangers. 

23 6 .24 . 3 :  i:t;� i:E 6.no-uOT)� n60q> O"ljJEW� xal 0EwQla�. The expression evokes Nicias ' 
warning in 6 . 1 3 .  l not to be buCJE(>wi:a� . . .  i:ci>v 6.n6vi:wv. Note also the use of epithymia 
in each passage and the fear that opponents of the expedition would be intimidated. Nicias ' 
worst suspicions come true. 

24 The proposed invasion, by promising private gain at a risk to the state , is thus a further 
confounding of the public-private distinction so important in the work. 

2' 6 . 24.4 .  Tci>v 1tAE6vwv is ambiguous: it can refer to the desires of the majority that 
intimidate those who are unconvinced; at the same time it hints at Athenian p/eonexia, their 
frequent reaching out for more; cf. 4.65 .4 .  
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Syracuse (65 . 3) are three subordinate episodes,  surprising for the elabo­
rateness with which they are developed. Each deserves attention . The first 
is a debate in Syracuse about what response should be made to the rumor 
of the Athenian assault . The second is the unusual treatment of the events 
that eventually result in Alcibiades' flight to Sparta. The third is a new 
statement of the rationale for Athenian imperialism. Each of these episodes 
interrupts a rapidly moving and coherent narrative and is developed with 
a complexity that at first seems not entirely necessary for the understanding 
of the expedition and its outcome . But ultimately these episodes are im­
portant in shaping the reader' s  response to the Sicilian story . Hence we 
will deal with each in turn, while alluding only in passing to the well­
known main narrative of the expedition . 

First, the debate at Syracuse . For a long time, Thucydides assures us ,  
the Syracusans consider the rumors of the Athenian expedition incredible . 26 

Eventually the Syracusan assembly convenes to decide whether any action 
should be taken . Thucydides reports two speeches, one by Hermocrates ,  
the eloquent advocate of the pan-Sicilian settlement o f  424 s . c .  described 
in book 4 chapters 58 through 65 , the other by a Syracusan demagogue 
named Athenagoras , who attempts to discredit the reports of Athenian 
action. After much discussion no significant action results . A third speaker, 
an anonymous member of the board of generals , intervenes and assures 
the assembly that the generals will take whatever measures are necessary. 
The most crucial part of Hermocrates ' advice , to ask the Peloponnesians 
to renew their attacks upon Attica, is not accepted at this time. 27 Nor do 
the Syracusans adopt his daring, perhaps foolhardy, plan of an immediate 
naval counterexpedition to stop the Athenians before they reach Sicily . 28 

The lengthy debate produces no practical result . Nor does it provide an 

26 6.32 .3  (cf. The Spartans' reactions on the occupation of Pylos , 4 .5 .  l ) .  Why should the 
Syracusans consider the reports incredible? Athens had long been bound by treaty to various 
states in Magna Graecia, as we know from inscriptions (especially ML37, also in /G i3 1 1 ,  
the Segesta decree and ML 64, also in /G i3 54, the treaty with Leontini renewed in 433/2) . 
In the Archidamian War, only a few years after the devastation of the Great Plague, Athens 
had sent an expedition of twenty ships against Syracuse (3 .86) and later committed forty 
more ships (3 . 1 1 5 .4 and 4 .2 .2) .  Syracuse ' s  expulsion of the commons of Leontini in 422 
(5 .4) could certainly be expected to provoke appeals to Athens such as those alluded to in 
6. 1 9 . I .  Could the Syracusans have been so confident that Athens would take no retaliatory 
action? More likely the rumors of the scale of the expedition-1 34 triremes (6.43}-were 
incredible. 

27 The ambassadors are only dispatched in 6. 73 .2 .  
2 8  Dover's  judgment of the likely outcome of Hermocrates' plan (HCT on 6.34.4;  p. 299) ,  

"The annihilation o f  the Siceliot fleets and the rapid imposition o f  Athenian rule o n  Sicily 
and South Italy, "  is challenged by M. Cogan, The Human Thing (Chicago 1 98 1 )  28 1 ,  n. 
25 . 
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especially helpful analysis of what is so crucial for the outcome of the 
expedition: the political situation within Syracuse . The hope of stasis and 
of eventual treason figures prominently in Alcibiades' argument (6. l 7 . 4f. ) 
and in the last days of the expedition leads Nicias to resist a decisive 
withdrawal from Syracuse . 29 Any glimpse into the workings of the Syra­
cusan government would be of great interest. But this debate provides only 
partial and insignificant information . Athenagoras , for example , appears 
as an individual speaker of great force , but is not associated with any broad 
policies or with any identifiable faction or constituency . 

But if the debate does not illumine the political situation within Syracuse , 
it does perform two important purposes in the text. The first is evident in 
both Hermocrates ' and Athenagoras ' speeches . Hermocrates argues : " [The 
Athenians] will not be more able to inflict damage on you than to suffer 
it themselves.  Nor is the fact that they are coming with a great expedition 
without its advantage. Rather it is much better for our relations with the 
other Siceliots-for their astonishment will make them more willing to 
ally with you"(6 .33 .4) .  

Athenagoras makes a similar point even more brashly: "For i t  is  not 
likely that they would willingly take on another greater war, leaving the 
Peloponnesians and the war in that region incompletely resolved. My 
opinion is they are very happy that we , cities of the size and number that 
we are , have not moved against them" (6 .36 .4) .  These comments remind 
us that great actions are not necessarily successful ones and that the Athe­
nians are themselves vulnerable . As Hermocrates says , "Few great ex­
peditions , whether of Greeks or of barbarians , have been successful in 
operations far from home" (6. 33 .5 ) .  But to emphasize the rashness of the 
Athenian expedition and the strength of Sicily cannot be Thucydides' 
principal purpose in this section . Those points have already been estab­
lished at the opening of the book, especially through the scene in the 
Athenian assembly. The debate at Syracuse reinforces the impression de­
veloped in the earlier assembly scene and , by paralleling it, breaks into 
new ground . The similarities between the two debates are instructive . Both 
concern preparation for war (paraskeue); both are triads , rather than the 
more common pair of speeches . Both utilize the themes of youth versus 
age , personal attacks on political rivals , the importance of mixture or 
balance in a properly run political system. 30 But on a more fundamental 

29 7 .48 .2 ;  cf. 6 . 1 03f. and 7 .49. 1 .  
30 Youth versus age: Nicias' attack on Alcibiades 6. 1 2 .2  (answered in 1 8 . 6) ;  cf. Athena­

goras 6.38 .5-39 .2 .  Personal attacks: Nicias' attack on Alcibiades in 6. 1 2; cf. 1 5 . 2  and 
Athenagoras passim, also the general 's comment in 4 1 .2 .  Mixture or balance: Alcibiades ' 
digression on mixture in 6. 1 8 .6;  cf. Athenagoras in 6 . 39.  
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level both are scenes within a democratic assembly . They underline thereby 
an essential similarity in the political life of the two cities .  Up to this point 
we-and the Athenians-have seen Syracuse as a remote Dorian city and 
have never penetrated beyond the simple collective label, "the Syracu­
sans, " to look at the nature of political life within their city . 31 In the 
beginning of book 6, for example , we were told that Syracuse was founded 
by a Heraclid from Corinth , an emphatic reminder of its Dorian origin . 
And the fear that Dorian Syracuse would lend Sicilian support to Dorians 
in the Peloponnese provided a major basis for the Segestans '  appeal for 
Athenian intervention in Sicily (6 .6 .2) .  Now, for the first time, we look 
behind the Dorian facade and discover something surprising-a democracy 
very similar to Athens ' .  Athenagoras , in particular, is introduced in lan­
guage that evokes Cleon . 32 And his speech is the demagogue ' s  character­
istic blend of facile argument, personal invective , and self-advancement. 
We have traveled to Syracuse and found Athens .  

Hermocrates' speech i s  quite different . H e  recognizes the Dorian nature 
of Syracuse-that is, its disposition to slowness , caution , and tranquility , 33 
but he urges the Syracusans to break away from this disposition . He alludes 
to a "habitual tranquillity" among the Syracusans and calls upon them to 
abandon it for vigorous and immediate action . He advises them, as Harry 
Avery has pointed out , "to conduct themselves exactly as the Athenians 
would under similar circumstances , without, however, explicitly urging 
them to emulate the Athenians . " 34 In effect,  he exhorts the Sicilians to 
transcend their Dorian habits and inheritance and acquire the traits of their 
opponents . When Hermocrates speaks in this way, the idea seems remote 
and perhaps implausible . The reader wonders at first whether these traits 
are not inherent in their Dorian origin and whether other patterns will be 
easily acquired . 35 But in Athenagoras ' speech the possibility seems less 

3 1 As often, the first mention is significant: 3 . 86.2,  which emphasizes that Syracuse has 
most of the Dorian cities in Sicily as her allies against Ionian Leontini .  This introduces the 
important theme of the threatened "ethnic" war that the ambassadors from Segesta exploit 
in 6 .6 .2 .  In book 7 (esp . chapters 57 and 58) the conflict along ethnic lines gives way to a 
more complex pattern of interest grouping. 

32 6.35 .2 ;  cf. 3 . 36 .6  and 4 . 2 1 . 3 ;  see Dover in HCT on 6.36 (p. 3 1 1 ) . 
33 On tranquility (to hesychon) , often a Dorian characteristic , see Wade-Gery's comments 

in appendix D to his article , "Thucydides the Son of Melesias, "  JHS 52 ( 1 932) 224f. ; also 
in Essays in Greek History (Oxford 1958) 265f. He emphasized its contrast with stasis and 
polypragmosyne. 

34 H. C. Avery, "Themes in Thucydides' Account of the Sicilian Expedition ,"  Hermes 
109 ( 1 973) 6 .  

" The dispute about the roles of inherited versus acquired characteristics is  a lively one 
in Thucydides ' day . The topic is especially evident in the Philoctetes of Sophocles (e .g .  lines 
88, 475 ,  97 1 ,  1 284, 1 3 10) .  Se� the discussion in P. W. Rose , "Sophocles' Philoctetes and 
the Teaching of the Sophists , "  HSCP 80 ( 1 976) esp. 1 54,  n. 20 and 88f. 
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farfetched. He contradicts Hennocrates on the disposition of the Syracu­
sans : "The truth is that our city is only rarely tranquil , but is constantly 
fomenting many factions and rivalries , more of them directed against itself 
than toward its enemies-yes and tyrannies sometimes , and unfair cabals" 
(6. 38 .3) .  As Athenagoras' speech progresses his polemic becomes so strongly 
reminiscent of Athens that we begin to suspect that Hennocrates may have 
overstated the tranquil nature of the Syracusans . They are , after all ,  as 
Nicias has pointed out,  similar in major respects to the Athenians , and are 
themselves an imperial power (6. 1 8 . 3) .  

The view o f  Syracuse that is provided by this debate i s  like a n  unexpected 
reflection in a mirror. We tum expecting to see a remote , alien antithesis 
to Athens and find instead a close analogue. 36 Gradually Thucydides makes 
this similarity explicit . Nicias has alluded to one aspect of it in noting the 
resemblance in the military preparations and resources of the two states . 
The word he uses to denote the resemblance , homoiotropos, " similar-in­
disposition , "  is a rare one that Thucydides uses on two other occasions 
to clarify the nature of the power that Athens had attacked . The first of 
these is his comment before the great battle in the harbor at Syracuse when 
he observes that the Athenians had attacked cities that were homoiotropoi 
(7 .55 . 2) .  This usage stresses the democratic nature of some S icilian cities ,  
especially Syracuse, as well as their military resources . The Syracusans 
would not be intimidated by force, nor subverted by the attractiveness of 
Athenian support for democratic factions . The final use of the tenn in the 
Histories extends the generalization even further beyond the military ap­
plication of Nicias ' speech. In book 8 when Euboea revolts from Athens , 
Thucydides remarks upon the characteristic Spartan failure to exploit this 
opportunity: · •And not on this occasion alone did the Spartans prove to 
be the most convenient of enemies for the Athenians but in many other 
instances as well . S ince they were totally different in disposition--one 
group swift ,  the other slow; one aggressive, the other lacking in boldness­
they were extremely helpful , especially in a naval empire . The Syracusans 
demonstrated this .  S ince they were especially similar in disposition (ho­
moiotropoi) , they fought most effectively against them"(8 .96 .5 ) .  

The comment makes explicit what we have inferred from the debate in 
the assembly at Syracuse . It is not, however, immediately evident from 
the narrative of books 6 and 7 that the similarity of Syracusan and Athenian 

36 Thucydides is not suggesting that Syracuse is in all respects like Athens, but that certain 
crucial similarities are to be detected. The two cities are analogues not duplicates. Thus 
Athens is the city that is almost an island ( 1 . 143 .5 ;  cf. pseudo-Xenophon Athenaion Politeia 
2 . 14);  Sicily is the island that is almost a continent (6. 1 2) .  
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character is an important cause of Syracuse' s  success . In the early part of 
the war the Syracusan similarity to Athens is at first only partial or latent. 
Initially the reader does not find sustained and effective boldness but a 
willingness to undertake some hazardous and ill-conceived ventures, fol­
lowed by discouragement and dismay when they fail . In one case their 
willingness to try a bold attack on Catana is exploited by the Athenians 
and provides an opportunity for an unimpeded landing on Syracusan soil . 37 
Even after the Syracusan naval victory in the great harbor they are reluctant 
to exploit their advantage and Hermocrates must trick the Athenians , very 
much as they had tricked the Syracusans at the beginning of the Sicilian 
campaign .  He sends some seemingly reliable informants to the Athenian 
camp to advise them not to withdraw on that night since the Syracusans 
are guarding the roads . 38 Only gradually do the Syracusans fully embody 
the old Athenian charateristics . In a similar way the Athenians find it 
increasingly difficult to sustain and apply their old qualities of boldness , 
decisiveness , swiftness . Their counsels are divided; they lack the cavalry 
necessary for effective campaigning in Sicily and hence are unable to follow 
up on their initial success around Syracuse . 39 Although Thucydides never 
says so in so many words , we can infer that the same deficiency accounts 
for Lamachus'  assent to Alcibiades ' diplomatic offensive and hence to the 
delays that later (7 .42 . 3) seemed so damaging to the Athenian cause .40 On 
these occasions the Athenians are unable , often for perfectly good reasons ,  
to show their normal characteristics .  As the expedition goes on they are 
increasingly impeded by Nicias ' un-Athenian inclination to delay and tem­
porize , and by his reluctance to confront the natures of the Athenians .4 1  

Is i t  then the Athenians' failure to display their normal characteristics,  

3 7  6.63-65 . Superior Athenian military skill i s  initially able to  counteract or  even exploit 
Syracusan boldness . 

" 7 .73 . 3 .  Cf. Themistocles' false message to Xerxes after Salamis, Herodotus 8 . l lO .  
3 9  On cavalry and its significance in  this campaign see W.  Liebeschuetz , Historia I 7 ( I  968) 

30 1 .  
40 Larnachus at first urges an immediate assault on Syracuse, then shifts to support Alci­

biades' plan. Although his reasons are never made clear, we can conjecture that he recognized 
that the Athenian deficiency in cavalry made it unlikely that his plan would succeed. He 
therefore concluded that a diplomatic offensive aimed at securing cavalry and other support 
for the Athenian force was a prerequisite to effective military operations. It is odd, however, 
that Thucydides does not explain Lamachus' reasoning. 

4 1 7.48.4 .  Cf. 7 . 1 4 . 2  and 6.9.3 .  Nicias assumes that Athenian character is established by 
physis and hence cannot be changed. The Thucydidean role for physis, however, is more 
circumscribed. National characteristics (tropoi) are not the product of physis but of historical 
circumstances and decisions. Hence a leader like Pericles can shape and control the disposition 
of the citizenry, although he might thereby risk his personal position and private interests . 
See 2 . 65 ,  esp . sec. l -3 and 8-9. 
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rather than the similarity between Syracusan and Athenian disposition , that 
accounts for the Syracusan success? Does Thucydides' narrative contradict 
his comments in book 8 and the inference we have drawn from the debate 
at Syracuse? To answer the questions in the affirmative would be to neglect 
one important feature of the narrative . In Thucydides national character­
istics are not unchanging . The Athenians themselves were not always as 
they are today . They "became nautical" at the time of Salamis, when the 
Persians attacked and they adopted the plan of leaving their city and going 
into their ships ( l . 1 8 . 2  and 1 .93 . 3 ) .  Even within the narrative of the war 
we can observe developments as new leaders appear and as new circum­
stances confront them. In a similar way the Syracusans change as the 
expedition continues and as their own navy becomes successful against 
the Athenians. When the Athenians first sail against Syracuse , the citizens 
have not even manned their ships (6.52 . 1 ) .  But as the war continues , the 
Syracusans become more bold and gradually more expert in the techniques 
of naval fighting . They acquire the techne that Pericles emphasized had 
taken the Athenians so long to develop ( 1 . 142. 7ff. ) .  Throughout book 6 
the Syracusans make no significant effort on the sea; but after Gylippus '  
arrival their confidence grows and soon they are willing to try to meet the 
Athenians on the sea as well as on the land (7 . 7 .4) . Although at first they 
are not successful ,  Gylippus and Hermocrates persuade them to keep trying . 
One of their arguments is that the Athenians' knowledge of the sea was 
not something they had acquired from their ancestors nor had always 
possessed . They argue that the Athenians had once been mainlanders and 
had been compelled by the Medes to become naval (7 . 2 1 . 3) .  The Syra­
cusans ' confrontation with the Athenians at sea is again unsuccessful for 
they are unable to maintain the proper order in their fleet and "handed the 
victory over to the Athenians " (7 . 23 . 3) ,  but the simultaneous land victory 
at Plemmyrion presents the Syracusans with a great opportunity to harass 
the shipping of the Athenians and make it more difficult to supply the 
invading army (7 . 24 .3 ) .  Syracusan confidence and skill grow (7 . 37 . 1 )  as 
the Athenians are tricked and beaten (7 .40) and as the Syracusans become 
technical innovators in the design and operation of triremes . 42 Thus when 
Gylippus returns with further reinforcements , the Syracusans immediately 
prepare again to engage the Athenians in a land and sea battle (7 . 50 .3 ) .  
Success in  this engagement leads to the bold and skillful plan of  attempting 
to prevent the Athenian withdrawal from Syracuse (7 . 56 . 2) .  

As we trace through the Syracusan naval efforts we see the growing 

42 7 . 36 .3  and 40 . 5 ;  cf. l . 1 3 . 2f. 
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confidence and the increasing assimilation to the qualities that in the early 
parts of the Histories have been ascribed to the Athenians . The Syracusans , 
like the Athenians, are forced to become naval , and as they do so they 
increasingly display the qualities of vigor and boldness that the Athenians 
showed in the second Persian invasion and in the years leading to the 
outbreak of the Peloponnesian War. This change results in a new relation­
ship: the Athenians are to the Syracusans as the Persians once were to the 
Athenians themselves . The threat posed by the invading force drives the 
other power to take to the sea and to adapt its ways to new circumstances .  
The Melian episode had established an analogy between Athenian conduct 
and that of the Persians . The comparison of the Athenian expedition to 
the Persian invasion of Greece has already been hinted at in the description 
of its departure from the Piraeus . 43 Hermocrates makes the comparison 
more explicit: "Few great expeditions whether of Greeks or of barbarians 
have been successful in operations far from home" (6. 33 .5 ) .  As he con­
tinues he explores the causes and effects of this general rule and relates it 
explicitly to the Persian invasion of Greece: 

For [the Athenians] are not more numerous than the inhabitants and their neighbors 
(all things stand together because of their fear) . In addition, if they should fail 

through want of provisions in a foreign land , they leave a reputation to those against 

whom they have plotted, even if the responsibility for their stumbling is primarily 
their own. This is what happened to these very Athenians when the Mede unex­

pectedly had a great failure: They grew in power on the basis of the reputation 

that Athens had been the objective of their attack; it is not beyond hope that 

something similar will happen for us. (6 . 33 . 5f .)  

Thus in Hermocrates '  view Syracuse is embarking upon a course whose 
practicality is supported by the past experience of Greeks against Persians 
and whose implications are a growth of power and fame. This idea grows 
as Syracusan confidence rises and leads eventually to the plan of trying 
something the Greeks did not attempt against the Persians: preventing their 
withdrawal . 44 That plan changes everything. Up to now Athens has risked 
a serious military setback, the loss of some ships , much wealth , and many 
men, but it has always seemed reasonable to expect that the expedition as 
a whole could be extricated . Athens'  command of the seas would surely 
guarantee a successful withdrawal if victory proved impossible ( 6 . 1 8 .  5 ) .  
I f  naval supremacy were lost , the Athenians could in  all probability with-

43 6 .32 .  The race is similar to that described in Herodotus 7.44. 
44 Herodotus 8 . 1 08- 1 10 indicates the idea was advocated by Themistocles but rejected. 

Hermocrates now surpasses the Athenian statesman in boldness . 
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draw by land to friendly cities within Sicily . After all , the Persians had 
been allowed to make their withdrawal from Greece after their defeats at 
Salamis and Plataea. But the new confidence and ambition of Syracuse 
leads to the unpredicted: the attempt to prevent the Athenian withdrawal , 
and ultimately to huge Athenian losses and the imprisonment in the quarries 
at Syracuse of the remnant of the Athenian army . 

These long-range developments are not, to be sure, fully evident when 
the debate in the Syracusan assembly gives us our first glimpse inside this 
city . But, as we have seen , that debate does alert us to one important 
similarity between Athens and Syracuse , hints that Athens may be surprised 
by what she finds in Sicily , and reintroduces a theme that will prove of 
great significance as the Sicilian narrative develops : the parallelism between 
the Athenian and the Persian invasions . As this theme becomes more 
prominent, it reinforces the feeling that Athens has overstepped both geo­
graphical boundaries (6 . 1 3 . 1 )  and the limits of civilized behavior and 
entered a world of unbounded possibilities , either for aggrandizement, as 
Alcibiades suggested (6 . 1 8 . 2f. ) ,  or for loss , suffering, and destruction. 45 

T H E  O V E R T H R O W  O F  T H E  T Y R A N N Y  

As the city of Athens moves across moral and physical boundaries in its 
attack on Sicily , it is also moving chronologically backward to confront 
its own past. 46 The analogy between the Persian invasion and the Athenian 
attack on Syracuse, as we have seen , involves a recapitulation of a crucial 
episode in the history of the city, with a reversal of Athens' role . A similar 
movement may help explain a puzzling digression in the middle of the 
sixth book: the account of the overthrow of the sixth-century tyranny . 
Thucydides'  version is in part a renewal of Herodotus '  (5 .55-65) refutation 
of the popular story that two bold Athenians,  Harmodius and Aristogeiton , 

" We naturally state this in the metaphor of boundaries ,  one fully developed in Greek 
civilization esp. for the Persian War (e .g.  Lysias 2 .29) and implicit in Thucydides' emphasis 
on the lack of geographical limits in Alcibiades' ambitions (esp. 6.90.2f. ) .  But Thucydides 
also uses financial metaphors , e .g .  Alcibiades' statement that it is not up to Athens to act 
like a treasurer about how far to dominate (6. 1 8 . 3) .  This metaphor links the attack on Sicily 
to the "expenditure" of lives in the war. See also Chapter Seven, Note 1 1 .  

46 Symbolically, the city itself, not an Athenian expedition, moves against Syracuse . The 
first adumbrations of this idea are introduced through the "colonization theme, "  i .e .  the 
attack is compared to or represented as a colonizing effort rather than a normal military 
expedition. See 6.23 .2  and 63 .3  and Avery, Hermes I O I  ( 1 973) 1 - 1 3 .  Athens itself is 
eventually reduced to the status of a fort, phrourion (7 . 29 . 1 ) ,  and the expedition identified 
with the city: 7 .75 . 2  and 77.4 and 77.7.  
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liberated Athens from the hated Pisistratid tyranny by killing the tyrant 
Hipparchus . 47 It is also , however, an exploration of similarities between 
Athens ' past and present conduct and at the same time an inquiry into a 
surprising and paradoxical connection between them. 

The setting of this digression is the cause celebre of 4 1 5  B . c . , the 
mutilation of the herms, sacred stone images that stood in many places in 
Athens and were defaced shortly before the expedition was scheduled to 
sail to Sicily . Simultaneously rumors circulated that in private houses the 
Eleusinian mysteries had been parodied (6 . 28) .  Alcibiades was implicated 
but his guilt could not be determined before the departure of the expedition . 
After much discussion it was decreed that he should sail to Sicily , even 
though he might later have to return to Athens for trial (6 . 29) . 

Once Thucydides has related the arrival of the expedition in Sicily , he 
returns to the affair of the herms and the mysteries and reports a subsequent 
stage of the Athenian inquiry into the matter. Unnamed informers of du­
bious reputation ,48 he says , made accusations that were not critically eval­
uated. The citizenry became very suspicious and was inclined to investigate 
every charge, no matter how dubious the informant or how distinguished 
the accused: ' 'For the people, who knew by word of mouth that the tyranny 
of Pisistratus and his sons had ended by being repressive and further that 
it had been overthrown not by themselves and Harmodius but by the 
Lacedaemonians ,  were constantly frightened and took everything suspi­
ciously" (6 .53 . 3 ) .  These introductory comments lead into a long digression 
on the fall of the tyranny and then , in ring composition, to a restatement 
of the suspicion of the Athenians , especially against Alcibiades. 49 Finally , 

47 Thucydides attacked one portion of the story in 1 . 20 . 1 .  Although Thucydides' account 
corrects Herodotus in some respects (cf. K. H. Kinzl , "Zu Thukydides iiber die Peisistra­
tidai , "  Historia 22 [ 1 973) 504-507),  perhaps also Hellanicus (v. F. Jacoby, Atthis [Oxford 
1949) 158- 1 65) ,  it emphasizes that it was the revised or more accurate version of the Pisistratid 
story that in 4 1 5  led to the exaggerated fear of renewed tyranny.  It is not so much a false 
understanding of the past that misleads (although Stahl, Thukydides ch. I is correct in pointing 
out that the Athenians failed to understand the reasons for the increasing severity of the 
Pisistratid regime) as an awareness of the inadequacies of the traditional legend about Har­
modius and Aristogeiton . The excursus thus serves, among its other purposes,  as a comment 
on the dangers inherent in historical knowledge. 

48 Thucydides stresses the poneria of those who accused individuals who were chrestoi. 
On class attitudes in the passage see Rawlings, The Structure of Thucyidides' History, 1 0 1 -
1 1 5;  contrast the Spartan response to a similar situation: 1 . 1 32 .5 .  

4 9  The ring structure has been noted and variously schematized by  K. H. Kinzl , ' 'Mehr 
zu Thukydides iiber den Peisistratidai , "  Historia 25 ( 1 976) 478-480, and Rawlings, The 
Structure of Thucydides' History, 108,  n. 65 . In my opinion the organization is best represented 
by the schematization in Appendix Six. 

The ring composition facilitates the interpretation of the passage . The framing of the 
Harmodius and Aristogeiton episode, for example, alerts the reader to the personal and 
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we learn of Alcibiades' recall from Sicily , his flight to Sparta, and his 
condemnation, in absentia, to death (6 .60-6 1 ) .  

The common scholarly tendency to assume that all digressions i n  Thu­
cydides are irrelevant to the main purposes of the narrative has led many 
excellent scholars to regard the story of the overthrow of the tyranny as 
extraneous-a mere interlude, a youthful essay inappropriately injected 
into the Histories, an insertion by Thucydides' editor, or a pedantic cor­
rection of his predecessors .50 There is , however, an ostensible connection 
to the events of 4 1 5  B . c . : the use in the Athenian assembly and perhaps 
elsewhere of arguments of the sort, "Beware , men of Athens of the would­
be tyrant: for nothing is easier than to give yourselves into the hands of a 
tyrant, but nothing harder than to escape him again . Why not even the 
tyrannicides . . . .  "5 1  

This connection, however, fails to account for the length and complexity 
of the digression . Nor is the reader likely to be content with the superficial 
link provided by the political use of the story of the tyrannicides . At the 
very beginning of the digression comes a clear warning to be cautious and 
skeptical about popular attitudes. These are said to derive from word of 
mouth transmission, akoe, always a hazardous source of information . 52 
The use of ring composition and the interpretation of the conspiracy of 
Harmodius and Aristogeiton as an act of erotic boldness link the digression 
to the theme of eras so prominent in the work. We are reminded thereby 
of the comment in 6. 24. 3 on the widespread enthusiasm for the expedition, 
"And eras afflicted them all alike to sail forth . "53 The influence of eras 

accidental elements in the plot against the tyrants . In a similar fashion, the modulation in 
the treatment of the theme of "severity/repression" (C in the schematization) emphasizes 
the prominence of this theme and its ultimate transference from the enemies of the demos to 
the demos itself. In general the careful repetitions of language closely link the story of 
Harmodius and Aristogeiton to the situation in 4 1 5  8.C.  

50 C .  Schneider, Information und Absicht bei Thukydides (Gottingen 1 974) 62, n.  1 1 1  and 
items 345-354a in his bibliography ( l 97f. ) provide a convenient introduction to the scholarship 
on thi.> point. Note especially E. Schwartz, Das Geschichtswerk des Thukydides, 2nd ed.  
(Bonn 1929) , 1 80- 1 86 .  Dover in  HCT on 6.54-59 (p .  329) i s  unwilling to allow the passage 
any great significance; he feels that Thucydides yielded ' ' to the temptation before which all 
historians . . .  are . . .  weak, the temptation to correct historical error wherever they find 
it, regardless of its relevance to their immediate purpose. "  

' 1  The phrasing is Dover' s in HCT on 6.54-59 (p. 329).  
52 6.53 . 3; cf.  6.60. l and 1 . 20. 1 ,  introducing the first excursus on the Pisistratids .  Akoe 

can be useful if subjected to careful examination, but that is missing in 4 1 5  8 . C . , as ou 
boxLµa�OvtE� i:oii� µrivui:a� (6 .53 . 2) emphasizes. See also Rawlings, The Structure of 
Thucydides' History, I 1 5f. 

53 The association between tyranny and eras is strong in fifth-century literature, e .g .  He­
rodotus 6.62 and Euripides fr. 850 Nauck TGrF2: Ti yO.Q 'tUQUVVL� :navto6EV i:ol;EuE'tuLI 
bELVoi� EQOOOLV, ft� <j>uA.ui:eov :JtEQL. Note also Alcibiades' association of himself with 
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provides the motivation for Harmodius and Aristogeiton' s conspiracy . They 
are not political reformers or liberators , but lovers , threatened by the 
intervention of a member of the Pisistratid house into their erotic rela­
tionship, and offended by Hipparchus' insult to one of their families . 54 
Their conspiracy emerges out of personal considerations , although it swiftly 
impinges upon the public realm. The analogy to 4 15  B . C .  is evident, for 
there too private considerations shaped public events (e .g .  6 . 28 . 2) .  Once 
the reader begins to look beneath the surface connection of digression to 
main narrative, further thematic affinities swiftly appear. Both the con­
spiracy against the Pisistratids and the invasion of Sicily , for example , are 
presented as acts of inappropriate or misdirected boldness , tolma. 55 Perhaps 
the most significant of these thematic links is the emphasis on severity and 
repression . In each case the result of boldness is an unexpected increase 
in repression . The burdens of the Pisistratid tyranny were at first quite light 
and its accomplishments substantial (6 .53 . 5f. ) .  The effect of Harmodius 
and Aristogeiton' s  act was not liberation but increasing repression (6 .59 .2) .  
Fear that a new tyranny , with Alcibiades as its leader, would prove re­
pressive motivates the Athenians' intense concern about the alleged con­
spiracy of 4 1 5  B . C .  (6 . 53 . 3 ) .  But as the reader moves through the ring 
structure , the surface analogy between the Pisistratid tyranny and Alci­
biades' role, is recognized as facile, misleading, and pernicious . As it is 
subverted, new relationships emerge . The Athenians , like Harmodius and 
Aristogeiton , are under the influence of eras and engaged in an act of 
unwarranted boldness .  

At  the end of  the digression, when the ring composition leads back to 
the situation of 4 1 5 ,  a further shift takes place . The structure again calls 
attention to the theme of severity or repression , but in a new and surprising 
way . The Athenian citizenry, which initially feared a recurrence of tyran­
nical severity , is now depicted as chalepos , severe and repressive , against 
its own citizens and as conducting a frenzied and ill-advised search for the 
guilty parties (6 . 60. 1 -6 1 ) .  Athens comes to resemble the tyrants, in their 

Eros (Plutarch Alcibiades, esp. 16f. ; cf. W. Arrowsmith, "Aristophanes' Birds: The Fantasy 
Politics of Eros , "  Arion n . s .  I [ 1 973-74] esp. 1 4 1 - 1 43) .  Since eros and tyranny can both 
be represented as sicknesses, we have a close convergence of some of the main metaphorical 
systems of the Histories. 

54 The narrative in 6.56.2-58 .2 contains several indications that Thucydides may have 
played down the extent to which there was a serious political opposition to the tyrants. Their 
fellow conspirators (6.56.2 ,  57 .2 ;  cf. 1 . 20 .2) may have been motivated more by a desire to 
end Pisistratid rule rather than by the desire to avenge the grievances of Harmodius and 
Aristogeiton. 

" Note the use of to/ma and its cognates in 6.54. I and 59. I ;  cf. 6 .3 1 .6 and 33.4 .  
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last stages ,  when fear and suspicion led them to repression . And in a 
culminating irony , Alcibiades flees to the Peloponnese , as Hippias had fled 
to the court of the Persian King Darius .  56 He is not a tyrant , but is led by 
Athens ' increasingly tyrannical mood to act as an enemy of his city . The 
digression thus anticipates the future course of Alcibiades' actions , in­
cluding his crucial role as an adviser to the Lacedaemonians in their re­
newed operations against Athens . 

After Athens'  defeat in Sicily , Thucydides again emphasizes the re­
pressiveness and suspicion in the city . 57 The reader is thus led to see that 
Athens is losing one of the qualities , its avoidances of suspicion, that 
distinguished it at the beginning of the war-or so at least Pericles claimed 
in the Funeral Oration: ' 'Our civic relations are based on freedom both in 
respect to public business and as regards suspicion toward one another 
concerning the habits of our daily life. We do not hold our neighbor in 
anger if he does something to please himself nor do we impose burdens 
upon one another that, although not official penalties , are nonetheless 
grievances to behold . "58 The efforts to avoid a tyranny have resulted in a 
loss of some of the most essential features of the free civic order Athens 
prized so highly. In seeking to protect itself from a tyranny Athens begins 
to become a tyrant and a tyrant whose effects are felt not so much by its 
subjects as by its own citizens . 59 

T H E  C O N F E R E N C E  A T  C A M A R I N A  

The comparison of Athens to a tyrant occurs once more in book 6 ,  in a 
very significant context . Athens ' success in Sicily , it becomes clear, will 

,. Hippias: 6 . 59 .4 ;  Alcibiades: 6 .6 1 . 7 ,  cf. L.  Pearson, "Note on a Digression of Thu­
cydides , "  AJP 70 ( 1 949) 1 86ff. 

57 Cf. the echoes of 6 .60-65 in 8 . 1 .  l f. Cf. W. R. Connor, "Tyrannis Polis , "  in Ancient 
and Modern: Essays in Honor of G .  F. Else, ed. J. H.  D'Anns and J .  W. Eadie (Ann Arbor 
1 977) 95- 103.  

' 8  2.37 .2 .  Text, interpretation, and translation are al l  difficult. In the last phrase, for 
example, does tjj o°lj)n go with ltQOatt0Eµ£VOL (Classen) or with AUltTJQU� (Steup)? Word 
order and the Thucydidean attitude that O°lj)L� is an agent for AUltTJ (6 . 75 . 2f. ) suggest that 
Thucydides means expressions of mutual animosity, the sight of which causes grief among 
citizens . Textual doubts have often been expressed about uitmjJ(av; see Gomme in HCT ad 
loc. (p. I l l ) and J. N .  Madvig, Adversaria Critica, vol . 1 (Hauniae 1 87 1 )  3 1 0, since the 
sense is clearly that Athenians were free from suspicion. But the reader does not need to 
emend; the phrasing is a typical Thucydidean ellipsis for "the extent of suspicion. "  

59 There i s  a further paradox. B y  an ostensibly rational and logical use of historical analogy 
the Athenians become impassioned (OQYL�oµEvwv, 6.60.2;  cf. the action of Harmodius and 
Aristogeiton flt' 6QYfi� in 6 .57 .3) .  
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in large measure depend upon which of two views of the Sicilians turns 
out to be correct . Hermocrates in book 4 urged , and even temporarily 
achieved, a settlement of the disputes that had divided the Greek cities of 
Sicily . In his view Sicily could and should combine to resist external 
intervention . His speech at Syracuse (6 . 33 . 5) had reaffirmed this view of 
his island . Alcibiades in the Athenian assembly (6. 1 7) had drawn the 
opposite conclusion and argued that the Sicilians were a rabble incapable 
of concerted action . 60 His strategy , which is adopted by the other Athenian 
commanders (6 . 50. 1 ) ,  begins with diplomatic efforts to win allies in Sicily 
and to prevent any concerted action on behalf of Syracuse . It becomes 
difficult to implement this strategy, however, when its author flees to the 
Peloponnese (6 . 6 1 .6) .  Yet during the winter of 4 1 5-4 14 the Athenians 
continue their diplomatic offensive . A debate at Camarina provides an 
opportunity to examine the progress of their efforts and to investigate again 
the conflicting views about the Sicilians. Although the ostensible subject 
of the debate is the Athenian appeal for Camarina's support, just below 
the surface is the question of Sicilian unity . Its advocate is again Her­
mocrates who attempts to repeat his earlier accomplishment of persuading 
the Sicilian states to resist Athenian ipterference . His approach , however, 
is quite different from the one he adopted at Gela. Now he emphasizes 
the ethnic conflict between Dorian and Ionian , as well as the record of 
Athenian imperialism. 

The Athenian reply to Hermocrates is delivered by an otherwise ill­
attested Euphemus,61  and it is he who introduces the comparison of Athens 
to a tyranny. His case depends on two main arguments . One is that Syracuse 
herself is an imperial power and, hence, a likely threat to Camarina. The 
other is that Athens will not attempt to deprive the Sicilian cities of their 
independence . The second is a most difficult point to establish, given 
Athens' conversion of the Delian league into an Athenian empire. The 
reader, moreover, knows that Athens ' ambitions are to subdue Sicily , if 
they are able (6 . 1 . 1 ) .  But in support of his call for an alliance with Athens 
Euphemus uses original , powerful-and revealing-arguments . His case 
turns on a comparison of Athens to a tyranny: "For a man who is tyrant 
or for a city that has an empire nothing is irrational if advantageous and 
there is no bond except reliability. "62 Euphemus implicitly accepts the 

60 Cf. Note 19 above. 
61 6 .8 1 -87.  On his speech see especially H. Strasburger, "Thukydides und die politische 

Selbstdarstellung der Athener ," Hermes 86 ( 1 958) 1 7-40. 
62 6 . 85 . 1 .  The sense is perfectly clear but an English translation is difficult . OhtEtoi; is 

commonly rendered with ' 'kin ' '  or some cognate---an overtranslation. • AJ..oyov answers 
Hermocrates'  charge ou yae bit Eiikoyov in 6 .76.2 .  (On the correspondences between 
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charge that Athens is like a tyranny , but dilutes its force by suggesting 
that any imperial power shares the essential mark of a tyranny-a reliance 
on self-interest in determining policy. By establishing that principle , Eu­
phemus is able to attack a major point in Hermocrates '  speech: that it is 
not reasonable (eulogon) to expect that the same power that uproots and 
subjugates cities in eastern Greece would benignly seek a settlement for 
the Leontinians in western Greece (6 . 76 .2) .  Hermocrates wishes his au­
dience to draw the obvious conclusion that Athens will be a destroyer of 
freedom in Sicily as in the Aegean . But Euphemus , by accepting what 
seems a very dark assessment of Athenian character and motives ,  can argue 
that there is a consistency in Athenian actions , for self-interest dictates 
that his city support the freedom of cities in Sicily while elsewhere denying 
autonomy: 

Our advantage here is not that we should harm our friends , but that our enemies 

should be unable to inflict that harm because our friends are strong. Do not refuse 

to believe this ; for even there our leadership of the allies is adapted to their individual 

utility . The Chians and the Methymnaeans are independent through their contri­

butions of ships . Many others we lead more forcefully by the imposition of tribute; 

still others are quite free allies because they are located in convenient spots around 

the Peloponnese, even though they are islanders and easily seized. (6 .85 . l f. )  

At  the same time the levelling of all imperial powers into tyrannies provides 
an easy transition to Euphemus'  condemnation of Syracuse and his con­
fident assertion about her intentions :  ' 'They desire to dominate you and 
hope by rallying you in suspicion of us to dominate Sicily by force or by 
default, if we withdraw without having accomplished anything . "63 

This sentence is perhaps the most explicit of many statements in the 
Histories about the domination of imperial policy by considerations of 
advantage . But unlike other such statements-Diodotus ' speech or the 
Melian Dialogue-the argument from advantage here coalesces with an 
argument from justice . The two considerations , so often radically opposed, 
converge , but converge in an unexpected fashion . Euphemus argues that 

Euphemus' speech and Hermocrates ' see J. de Romilly , Histoire et raison chez Thucydide 
[Paris 1 956] I 89ff. ) .  At the same time u).oyov suggests the important theme of the use of 
logos in the Histories, and the progression from the shaping of policy by rational analysis 
(Pericles) to the gradual subversion of logos by considerations of advantage (e .g . Corcyra 
3 . 82) and thence to the identification of reason with advantage in this speech, the implications 
of which become clear in the subsequent narrative. 

63 6. 85 . 3  Syracusan imperialism undoubtedly was a threat to Sicilian states; but a more 
serious danger was posed by Carthage whose interventions soon put both Syracuse and 
Camarina on the defensive . Camarina fell to Carthage in 406 e . c .  Athens seeks Carthaginian 
support (6.90.2),  but Alcibiades sees that success in Sicily would entail eventual conflict 
with Carthage (6. 1 5 . 2 ,  90.2) .  
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Athens is justified in  dominating her subjects , and justified precisely by 
the radical antithesis between Ionian and Dorian that Hermocrates used to 
persuade the Camarinans to adopt a pro-Syracusan policy: "We come for 
the renewal of the previously existing alliance but since the Syracusan has 
touched on the matter, we must also argue that it is to be expected that 
we should have the dominance we enjoy . The most important evidence he 
himself supplied-the Ionians are eternally hostile to the Dorians . And 
that is indeed the case . Since we are Ionians , we planned in what way we 
would be least subject to the Dorians in the Peloponnese who were more 
numerous than we" (6 . 82 .  l f. ) .  

The speech adapts a very succinct version of the usual account of the 
growth of Athenian power to the newly emphasized thesis of inveterate 
enmity between Ionians and Dorians . The ideas , and even some of the 
phrases , are ones that we have heard before , especially in the speech of 
the Athenian ambassadors at Sparta before the outbreak of the Archidamian 
War. 64 But soon the speech takes a new tum. The argument shifts from 
the familiar line that the allies themselves chose the Athenians as their 
leaders and that Athens was then compelled to develop its position of 
leadership to its present extent . Euphemus proceeds to develop a totally 
new argument-that Athens , having been chosen leader by these allies , 
did nothing wrong in subjugating them: 

For they came against their mother city-against us-along with the Persians and 

did not have the boldness to break away and destroy their own holdings as we did 

when we abandoned our city [at the Battle of Salamis] . But they wanted enslavement 
and wanted to bring it upon us . As a result we deserve our dominance-because 

we supplied the largest fleet and the most unhesitating enthusiasm among the Greeks 
and because they willingly acted for the Persians and harmed us. Furthermore we 

were seeking strength against the Peloponnesians. (6 .82 .4-83 . 1 ) 

The novelty of the argument is made all the more emphatic by its initial 
resemblance to , and then divergence from, a similar passage in the speech 
of the Athenian ambassadors at Sparta. They too adduced three of their 
accomplishments in the Persian wars : "We supplied three most useful 
things in it-the largest number of ships , the cleverest man as general , 
and an unhesitating enthusiasm" ( 1 . 74 . 1 ) .  Two of these three consider­
ations are repeated in similar language in Euphemus '  speech . But the 
third-the allusion to Themistocles as the cleverest general-is replaced 

64 Note the following similarities between 6 .82 .  J ,  ell� Elx6i:w� E'xoµEv, and 1 .73 . 1 ,  oui:E 
CmElXO'tW� EXOµEV; between 6 .82 . 2 ,  i:o µEV ouv µtyunov µaQWQlOV aui:o� flnEv , 
and 1 . 73 . 5 ,  TEXµi]QLOV OE µEyLCTtOV aui:o� E1tOLT10EV; and between 6 .82 . 3 ,  aui:oi OE 
. . . T)yEµ6vE� xai:acnavi:E�. and I .  75 .2 ,  i:wv ;uµµaxwv xai aui:tilv OET16Evi:wv T)yE­
µ6va� xai:acni)vm. 
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by the new argument that because some Ionian cities contributed (under 
duress) contingents to the invading Persian force , Athens was justified in 
later reducing them to servitude. We recognize this as specious and realize 
how radically Athenian views of their past have changed since the earlier 
debate at Sparta. The Athenians on that occasion were , to be sure , tough­
minded and unsentimental . They did not deny the operation of fear, honor, 
and advantage in their development of the empire nor did they pretend 
that all was kindness and affection in their rule . But they allowed some 
role for justice and mutual accomodation and some element of self-restraint 
( l . 76 . 3-77 . 3 ) .  The pressures working against that restraint are evident 
throughout the Histories, not least in the second book in which Pericles ,  
after emphasizing in the Funeral Oration the services which Athens renders 
to " her friends , "65 turns in his last speech to the famous comment about 
the empire: " You now hold this as if a tyranny-to have seized it seems 
wrong but to give it up is dangerous" (2.63 . 2) .  A similar phrasing , as we 
have seen, was later adopted by Cleon in his famous criticism of the 
Athenians: " You do not consider the fact that you hold your empire as a 
tyranny , against the will of subjects who are plotting against you" (3 . 37 . 2) .  
The gradual hardening of attitude and the gradual disappearance under the 
pressures of war of the relaxed self-confidence of Athens , is now reaching 
its fulfillment. The confidence and restraint envisioned in the Funeral 
Oration are replaced by the suspicion and repression described in the sixth 
book. 

Thucydides' technique is one he often uses . He does not speak out 
directly or explicitly . Instead he records the change by noting gradual , 
almost imperceptible , shifts in language and argument . There are few 
sudden breaks in mood or attitude, but rather a progressive hardening , as 
imperial dominance and the argument from advantage are freed from re­
straints and extended into new areas . This technique is the infinitesimal 
calculus of power, a vast series of changes, each minute, fully understand­
able , perhaps even inevitable , but cumulatively producing an unanticipated 
result. Euphemus ' speech reinforces the feeling that dominates the sixth 
book-that Athens has crossed the boundaries of restraint and has embarked 
upon a venture that is already profoundly changing her. 

65 2 .40.4. This passage is soon followed by a remarkable contrast to Eupemus' exaltation 
of the profitable: "We alone help someone not so much by the calculation of advantage as 
by· unfrightened confidence in freedom" (2 .40.5) .  In this assertion Pericles minimizes the 
calculation of advantage and reflects a feeling of confidence ( t<ji moi:<ji) diametrically opposed 
to Euphemus '  insistence that bonds are detennined by "reliability"-moi:6v (6 . 85 . 1 ) .  
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T H E  M A R G I N  O F  E S C A P E  

TH E  S I X T H  B O O K  led the reader through a major progression. It began 
ironically; the knowledge of the outcome of the Sicilian Expedition 

shaped reactions to the decision to invade Sicily with a large expeditionary 
force . Our foreknowledge of the ultimate disaster informed our judgments 
about the speeches and actions of the participants in the assembly at Athens, 
at Syracuse , and in the council of Athenian generals . But gradually the 
ironic perspective was replaced by a much more immediate focus on the 
operations of the expedition . From this point of view Athenian success no 
longer seemed so farfetched . Despite the delays and initial setbacks-the 
removal of Alcibiades and the failure of other Sicilian states to render the 
hoped-for support-it seemed increasingly possible for the Athenians to 
defeat the Syracusans . Alcibiades ' analysis of the strategic situation pre­
pared the reader for the new perspective: "Next let me point out that the 
situation there will not stabilize unless you bring aid. The Sicilians are ill­
trained, but if they all cooperate they might yet survive. But take the 
Syracusans alone-their full force has already been defeated in a battle , 
and if they are blockaded by the navy, they will be unable to hold out 
against the Athenian force already present there . And if this city is captured, 
the rest of Sicily is taken and soon Italy as well" (6. 9 1 . 1 -3) .  From this 
point until the end of the sixth book the narrative focuses increasingly on 
the growing strength of the Athenians and the exacerbating situation of 
the Syracusans . The Peloponnesians, to be sure, are sending aid to Syr­
acuse , but the nature of this assistance is left vague; 1 its progress is slow 
and its significance eclipsed by the excitement of the operations at Syracuse 
where the Athenians are enjoying consistent victories . They capture Epi­
polae , the heights overlooking the city (6 .97 .4) ;  they construct a valuable 
fort at Labdalon (6.97 .5) .  The arrival of additional cavalry bolsters Athe-

1 N . B .  the vagueness of 6 .93 . 2 .  The exact composition of the force does not become clear 
until 6. 104. 1 and 7 . 1 . 5 .  
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nian strength in this crucial service (6 . 98 .  l ) .  They now even win a cavalry 
engagement (6 . 99 .4) . With surprising speed, demoralizing to the Syra­
cusans , the Athenians build walls with which they expect to isolate and 
besiege the city . The Syracusans are now unwilling to commit all their 
forces in a single engagement. 2 Their strategy, and hence the narrative , 
now concentrates on the harassment of the Athenian building operations 
and on constructing a counterwall to block the Athenian wall .  The "race 
of the walls ' ' distracts us from any contemplation of the eventual Athenian 
defeat . The apparent success of the Athenian efforts and the growing 
discouragement of the Syracusans command our attention . 3 The Syracusans 
are represented as astonished (6.98 .2 ) ,  frightened (6. 1 0 1 .5 ) ,  and after a 

2 The word ltavbl]µEi (" in full force")  helps mark the stages in Syracusan response to 
the Athenians. They are induced to engage ltavbl]µE[ in 6.67 .2 (cf. 6.64. I and 64.3) .  
Alcibiades uses the term to refer to  the ensuing Syracusan defeat in  6 .9 1 .2 ;  in  6.96 .3  it 
describes the Syracusan preparations for the battle over Epipolae. In 6.99 .2  the Syracusans 
decide to forego further battle ltavb11µEl. 

3 Again routine military terminology helps us understand the morale of the belligerents. 
Thucydides is normally very careful in the Sicilian narrative to record the defeated party's 
request for the return of the bodies of the dead and the victors' setting up of a trophy to 
commemorate the victory. Elsewhere he sometimes omits such details, but in this portion of 
the work he lists ten Athenian tropaia: 6.70 .3 ;  94 .2 ;  97 .5 ;  98.4; 100.3;  103 . 1 ;  7 . 5 . 3 ;  23.4;  
34 . 8 ;  and 54. The Syracusan tropaia begin at 7 .24 . 1 (3); 4 1 .4 (2) ;  45 . 1  (2) ;  54;  72 . l .  He 
does not , however, mention any Syracusan tropaion for the defeats inflicted on the Athenians 
in the final retreat nor any general commemoration at the end of the campaign. Surely there 
was some such monument, but by this time the focus is entirely on the sufferings of the 
Athenians. 

This formulaic reporting is modified and shaped to measure the psychology of the partic­
ipants; cf. e .g .  7 . 34 .  7 where Corinthian psychology is contrasted with Athenian. In the last 
of the series (7. 72) the Syracusans set up a trophy but the Athenians are so demoralized that 
they fail even to ask for the recovery of their dead (cf. 3 . 1 1 3 .5) .  

An Athenian epigram ascribed to Euripides, reported in Plutarch Nicias 1 7 .4 (see W. Peek, 
Griechische Grabgedichte [Berlin 1960] no. 13;  also in Griechische Versinschriften, vol . I 
[Berlin, 1955] no. 2 1 ) ,  alludes to eight Athenian victories . Thucydides lists ten tropaia. 
Perhaps the epigram does not commemorate all those who died in Sicily but only those who 
died from summer 414  to the end of the campaign, i . e .  the eight tropaia listed from 6 .97 . 5  
to 7 .54 . 1 .  

Pausanias 1 . 29 .  l I refers to another Athenian monument commemorating the Sicilian Ex­
pedition-a stile that listed those who died on Euboea and Chios and "on the remote areas 
of the Asian continent , ' '  and , if the text is sound, in Sicily, although it did not include Nicias' 
name . Pausanias concluded that Nicias as deliberately omitted and cited Philistus in support 
of his view . Philistus' testimony need not be challenged, but was Pausanias correct in assuming 
that the monument was for the year 4 1 3  e .c . ?  The operations in Chios , Euboea, and Asia 
make better sense in 4 1 1 e .c .  (cf. 8 . 60 .2ff. ) at which time some of those who were stil l  
missing in Sicily might have been officially listed as dead. 

See also S. N. Koumanoudes , Archaiologike Ephemeris ( 1 964) 83-86 for a discussion of 
an epigram and monument ascribed by the author to the Sicilian Expedition but more plausibly 
associated with the campaigns of 44 7 /6 (D. W. Bradeen, ' 'Athenian Casualty Lists , ' ' Hesperia 
33 ( 1 964] 26) . 
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brief revival of their spirits (6. 102 . 1 )  suspicious of one another and de­
spondent of Peloponnesian aid (6 . 1 03 . 3 ) .  All events progress toward the 
Athenians ' hopes (6 . 1 03 . 2) .  The rumors that reach Gylippus lead him­
and the reader-to infer that the Athenian walls have cut the Syracusans 
off and that there is now no hope of rescuing the city (6 . 104 .  l ) .  

After the expectations that have been developed i n  the sixth book, the 
beginning of the seventh book is surprising . Gylippus finds he has mis­
understood the situation; the walling is not yet complete; there is still a 
chance of rescuing the Syracusans . 4  He gathers added forces while Gon­
gylus , one of the Corinthian commanders , is sent ahead and stops the 
Syracusan assembly from considering a proposal for ending the conflict 
with the Athenians. 5 

The mood then changes totally . The Syracusans gather their entire army 
to engage side by side with the new forces that Gylippus will bring . 6 He 
appears , ascending Epipolae , just as the Athenians had when they attacked, 
and moves against the Athenian wall .  Suddenly it is all over. Syracuse is 
safe: "By such a margin did Syracuse escape from danger" (7 . 2 .4) .  

This sentence , echoing the narrow escape of the Mytileneans from the 
Athenian execution order (3 .49 .4) , is one of the most astonishing in the 
Histories. The danger to Syracuse is at this point far from over. It is by 
no means certain that Gylippus ' troops ,  diverse in background , still without 
an . opportunity to train together, will be successful in an assault on the 
Athenians-and in fact they are not . Athenian victories continue a while 
longer (7 . 5 . 3) ,  as does the focus on the "race of the walls . " But the 
sentence sets the continuing action in a different perspective . We are 
reminded now that any Athenian success will not be lasting . Our fore­
knowledge is again invoked, as we return to an ironic perspective . We 
know what the participants can only guess . Syracuse is safe . 

This remarkable. sentence , then , serves in part to mark a decisive moment 

4 The misunderstanding derives from grammatical categories . 6. 103.  I reports the Athenian 
building of the walls in the past progressive, "they were walling off the Syracusans as far 
as the sea with a double wall. ' '  This is ambiguous-it could mean that the walls were in an 
advanced stage of completion or that much work still remained. The. report that reaches 
Gylippus resolves the ambiguity by using a perfect: Syracuse is ltUvtEAW� UltOt£tEL­
XLOµEv0t "entirely walked off" (6. 104. 1 ) . 7 . 1 . 1  repeats the phraseology using the perfect 
with a negative. Gylippus then turns his attention back to rescuing Syracuse. The exact 
situation is described in 7 .2 .4 .  

' 7 .  2. 1 .  Gongylus does what Eucles was unable to do at  Amphipolis--gain enough time 
for his fellow commander to arrive with additional forces and thereby tum the mood of the 
citizenry. Cf. 4. 1 06 . 1 :  ou ltQ00t'>£X6µ£V0t f3oT)0nav tv taxet. 

6 The word is now ltUVotQanc;i , not itavb11µe(; cf. Note 2 above. Gylippus uses it in 
his instructions to the Syracusans , 7 .  I .  3, and they comply, 7 .  2 .  2. 
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in the military narrative , but also to jolt the reader out of the mood and 
approach that were so carefully developed in the last part of book 6. It 
ends the fantasy of Athenian success and returns the reader to the per­
spective adopted at the beginning of the sixth book: the ironic recognition 
of the ultimate outcome of the expedition. Gylippus' arrival does make a 
difference; the Athenians , we know , will not succeed . 

An equally abrupt change occurs a few chapters later when the Syra­
cusans' third counterwall finally prevents any further Athenian circum­
vallation (7 .6 .4) .  Nicias , ever worried about the mood of the Athenian 
assembly, decides to use a letter to convey the full gravity of the situation; 
he fears that a messenger might fail to report precisely and effectively , 
either through failure of memory, inability to speak effectively, or, most 
significantly, from a desire to say what the assembly wanted to hear (7 . 8 .2) .  
Just as  Nicias uses the letter to achieve an unmediated presentation of  his 
views , Thucydides , by reporting that letter, is able to bring his reader 
directly into touch with the situation in the Athenian camp without any 
apparent authorial intervention .  We confront the distress of the army di­
rectly, through the eyes of the commander, not through the description of 
the historian. 

The letter's  vividness of detail and its insistence on the possibility of 
defeat make both assembly and reader aware of new problems . Nicias ' 
illness is no temporary indisposition, but nephritis (7 . 1 5 . 1 ) .  The ships 
cannot be hauled from the water and properly maintained (7 . 12 .4) ; some 
of the forces are deserting (7 . 1 3 . 2) ,  and captives from the Athenian en­
slavement of Hykkara (6 . 62 . 3) have been purchased to replace free rowers 
(7 . 1 3 .  2) . The trierarchs have allowed this deterioration in the quality of 
their crews. 

Most intolerable of all  is that I am not able, even though the commander, to prevent 
such things .  Your natures are not easy to rule ! And further we have no source for 

replacement crews-which the enemy has from many quarters. Rather we have to 

meet present and past losses from the forces we had when we came, for our allied 
cities,  Naxos and Catana, are unable to help. If one more factor shifts to our 
enemies' side-namely, if the regions of Italy that supply us with food, when they 

see what situation we are in and that you do not send further help, go over to their 

side-the war is over for them without a battle and we leave like people whose 
city has been taken by siege . 7 

7 7 . 14 . 2-3 . The translation of the last phrase expands a compressed metaphor in the Greek. 
The idea in £xnoA.LOQXl]8tvtwv �µ<iiv is not simply "famine would compel us to evacuate" 
(Crawley) or "we shall be starved out, and they will have made an end of the war without 
striking a blow" (Jowett) or "hunger will force us to submit, and Syracuse will win the war 
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The deterioration in the situation , emphasized by the reversal of the col­
onization theme , leads to Nicias ' recommendation that the Athenians either 
recall the expedition or send out another force , no smaller than the first 
one , and with it a new commander. This is the third time in the Histories 
he has offered to resign his command; once again his actions, however 
well intended, magnify his city ' s  problems. 8  

The Athenians react to this powerful letter exactly as one would expect 
from a city that boasted to the Melians that it never withdraws from a 
siege (5 . 1 1 1 . 1 ) .  They keep Nicias in command-after all he is a skilled 
and experienced commander whose knowledge of the situation in Sicily 
will be invaluable-but they immediately send out Eurymedon to join him 
while they prepare a larger expedition that Demosthenes will command at 
the beginning of spring . The decision is perfectly reasonable and would 
not have appeared especially risky . The new force should continue to 
command the seas and hence to guarantee the safe return of the entire 
expedition , if withdrawal proved necessary. Yet the shift in perspective at 
the beginning of book 7 forces the reader to an assessment quite different 
from that of the assembly . We see clearly that this decision will simply 
increase the losses for Athens . The scale of the disaster will be greater if 
additional forces are sent and the chances for successful withdrawal are 
lessened by continuing Nicias in command. Once again the Athenians have 
failed to make ' ' the additional decisions that would be beneficial to those 
who had gone to Sicily . "9 

T H E  N E C E S S I T Y  OF W I T H D R A W A L  

The next unit i n  the narrative ( 7  . 16-46) largely concerns Demosthenes and 
his attempt to bring about a decisive resolution to the Sicilian campaign. 
His progress toward Syracuse, like that of Gylippus , is reported in stages 

without having to strike a blow" (Warner), but that the process whereby the Athenian 
besiegers have become the besieged (7 . 1 1 .4) would result in their withdrawal from Sicily 
just as citizens of a city taken in siege withdraw from their homes. The prediction comes 
true in 7 .75 . 5 .  

8 The previous offers are in the Pylos debate, 4.28 .3 ,  and in the debate on the Sicilian 
Expedition, 6.23 . 3 .  

9 2.65. 1 1 .  The usual interpretation of o u  T a  itQ<}ocj>oQa TOL£ oixoµ£vm£ tmyL­
yvoooxOVTE£ is that it refers to the decision to recall Alcibiades. This seems to me partially 
correct but if it is the only content of the phrase then the expression is needlessly vague and 
opaque . More likely , I believe, it covers several decisions made after the initial expedition 
departed---One to recall Alcibiades,  another not to recall the entire army (or at least Nicias) 
at this stage in the operations. Very general language is utilized to cover both occasions. 
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and seems agonizingly slow . Episodes in Sicily and other theaters interrupt 
the story of Demothenes ' expedition and indicate the increasing gravity of 
the war and the urgency of Demosthenes ' mission . Almost as soon as the 
vote to send him is passed (7 .  1 6) ,  we are reminded that the Lacedaemonians 
are going ahead with their plans for an invasion of Attica; 10 they follow 
Alcibiades' advice to build a fort at Deceleia in the Attic countryside (7 . 1 9) .  
While Demosthenes i s  still i n  home waters , Gylippus arrives at Syracuse 
(7 . 2 1 . 1 ) .  Although his hopes for a naval victory do not materialize , the 
strategic fort at Plemmyrion falls to the Syracusans (7 .24) . Meanwhile , 
Demosthenes is sailing around the Peloponnese , attempting to repeat his 
success at Pylos (7 . 26 .2) by establishing a fort in Spartan territory . The 
effects of the war at home are brought out through an elaborate ring 
composition juxtaposing the operations at Deceleia to a massacre at My­
calessus in Boeotia. 1 1  Finally , Demosthenes reaches Syracuse-just after 
the Athenians have been outnumbered and defeated in a naval battle . 1 2 

The battle is part of a sequence that culminates later in the book in the 
great battle in the harbor of Syracuse . Its importance is underlined by the 
use of day-to-day narrative . Although its military effects are considerable , 
its significance lies less in the number of ships sunk or in the total casualties 
(7 . 4 1 )  than in the advancement of our understanding of the psychological 
balance between the two forces . In the naval engagement that had im­
mediately followed Gylippus' arrival the courage and boldness of the 
Syracusans were already amply clear. 1 3  But the Syracusans could not match 
the skill and experience of the Athenians . In the engagement immediately 
before Demosthenes '  arrival their boldness is undiminished but new skill 
and innovation are to be seen in their redesign of their triremes (7 . 36 .2f. ) 
to make them more effective against the Athenians . In this battle the 
Athenians fall into disarray and are defeated , just as the Syracusans had 
been in the previous engagement . 1 4 We are witnessing the process , alluded 

10 The invasion is reported in 7 . 19 using the formulas that have become familiar in the 
account of the Archidamian war, e .g .  2 . 19 . 1 ;  2 .47 .2 ;  2 .7 1 . 1 ;  3 . 1 . 1 ;  4 .2 . 1 .  Some of the 
variations, e .g .  the use of terminology (hEtXL�Ov, x.ma not.EL� OLEMµEVOL) normally 
used for siege narratives , evoke Plataea (2 .78 . 1 )  and Metos (5 . 1 14. 1 ) .  The effect is to remind 
the reader that Athens has now returned to the situation of the earlier war. This is reinforced 
in 7 . 20. 1 ,  when the dispatch of the naval expedition is reported with language reminiscent 
of 2 .23 . 2 ,  3 . 86 . 1 ,  and 4 .2 . 2-the old strategy of naval assaults on the Peloponnese. 

11 The ring compositioc from 26 .2  through 3 1 . 1  is schematized in Appendix Seven. 
12 7 .42. His slow progress is reminiscent of the delay of the Nicias who in 429 B . C .  had 

been sent to bring aid to Phormio, 2 .85 .5  and 92 .7 .  Cf. Chapter Two, Note 62 above . 
" 7 . 2 1 . 3-23 . On Hermocrates as a representation of tolma see V. Hunter, Thucydides,  

The Artful Reporter (Toronto 1973) ch.  9. 
14 N.B. the echo in 7 .40 .3  of ouOEVl x.6oµcp in 7 .23 .3  and of the description of the plague 
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to i n  the first book , of a nation "becoming nautical , "  the fulfillment of 
Hermocrates' observation that "they do not have their naval skill as an 
ancestral or eternal possession; they are in fact more continental than the 
Syracusans and were forced by the Persians to become nautical . "  1 5  

As the struggle about Syracuse grows more intense we witness the 
acceleration of naval innovation and the increasing assimilation of Syra­
cusan tropoi to those of the Athenians . 16 In Sicily the Athenians have 
encountered a new psychology , quite unlike that of their continental , con­
servative Dorian opponents in mainland Greece:  "These were the only 
cities they attacked who had tropoi similar to their own, who were governed 
by democracies , just as they were, and who had ships and cavalry and 
great size . " 17 Syracuse comes increasingly to resemble the old Athens 
described by the Corinthians in the first book as innovative , bold , and 
determined to take every advantage of victory . The Athenians at the same 
time lose these characteristics, at least temporarily , and become demor­
alized and despondent. 18 

But this is to anticipate . Although the opening of the seventh book 
prepares the reader for great changes not only in the military fortune of 
the two opponents but also in their psychology and characteristics , attention 
is kept focused on Demosthenes . When at length he reaches Syracuse , the 
reader knows what to expect . We have seen him in action often enough 
to predict his strategy . In particular his Ambraciot campaign (3 . 102 . 3-
1 14 .4) and his brilliant success at Pylos (4 .29-40) have shown him to be 
a commander who believes in swift and decisive action and who recognizes 
the advantage of surprise . He is likely to move at or before dawn (3 . 1 1 2 .  3 
and 4 . 3 1 . 1 ) ,  to make a sudden rush (4 . 3 1 . l ) ,  to catch the enemy unaware 
(3 .42 . 1 and 4 . 36 .2) ,  perhaps still in their beds (3 . 1 1 2 . 3  and 4 .32 .  l ) ,  to 
take advantage of allied troops who use the enemies ' Doric dialect (3 . 1 1 2 .4 
and 4 .33 ,  cf. 4 .4 1 . 2) ,  and thereby astonish and demoralize the enemy 
(3 . 1 1 2 . 5  and 4 . 34 . 2f. ) .  This strategic pattern provides the background to 
Demosthe9es' operations at Syracuse . As soon as he arrives , Thucydides 
leads us into Demosthenes ' assessment of the situation , blurring the usually 
sharp line between authorial assessment and the opinions and expectations 
of his characters; he lets us see the gradual shaping of the riming (7 .42 . 3) 

in 2 . 52 .2 .  On this portion of the narrative see especially Hunter, Artful Reporter, ch . 5 and 
J. de Romilly, Histoire et raison chez Thucydide (Paris 1 956) 1 5 1 -60. 

" 7 . 2 1 . 3 .  Cf. 1 . 1 8 . 2  and 93 . 3 .  
16 7 . 53 .4; 62; 70 .4 .  Cf. the importance attaclied to naval invention in book I ,  esp. 1 3 . 2f. 
•1  7 .55 .2 .  Cf. 6 .20 .3  and 8 .96 .5 .  
1 8 N.B .  7 . 72.4.  Cf. Hunter R. Rawlings III , The Structure of Thucydides' History (Prince­

ton 1 98 1 )  89f. 
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and direction of Demosthenes' plan . 19 We are taken into Demosthenes ' 
confidence and share his analysis .  Then Thucydides returns to a more 
detached narrative as we are told , "he hastened to apply himself to the 
attempt . "  The following sentence is heavily ironic , as disjunctive predic­
tions often are in Thucydides: ' 'He thought it would be the most direct 
route to a resolution of the war, for one of two things would happen. He 
would be successful and capture Syracuse or he would evacuate the force 
and not allow a purposeless attrition of the Athenians , their fellow expe­
dition members , and the whole city"(7 .42 .5 ) .  The reader knows that the 
disjunction is specious for a failure in the attack will not result in swift 
and decisive withdrawal . 20 

When Demosthenes puts into effect his plan for a night attack on Epi­
polae , all seems at first to go very much as he hopes , and as the familiar 
pattern leads us to expect . The first outposts are seized . Then: "The 
Syracusans and their allies and Gylippus and those with him brought aid 
from the outposts . Since this bold attack was quite unexpected in the night 
time, they were demoralized when they engaged the Athenians and under 
the assault of the enemy they gave way . ' '21 But a sudden reversal follows .  
The Boeotian troops hold their ground . Soon the Athenians are routed and 
suffer what they had hoped to inflict . The darkness works to their disad­
vantage (7 .44 . 1 ) ;  the sounds confuse them (7 .44 . 3 ,  cf. 4 . 34 .3 ) ,  and they 
are especially frightened by the Dorian battle hymn sung both by the enemy 
and by some of their own allies (7 .44 . 6) .  At length in total disarray and 
confusion, fighting with their own troops ,  rushing away from the enemy, 

19 In 7 .42 . 3  the syntax of voµ[oa� reporting Demosthenes' assessment of the situation is 
interrupted by a long parenthesis , introduced by yaQ. It begins by explaining what Demos­
thenes meant by his criticism of Nicias and expands to give a general analysis of the first 
phase of the Sicilian operation. The parenthesis has caused protracted, and indecisive, dis­
cussion. Does it represent Thucydides '  own view or the assessment of Demosthenes? Dover 
in HCT ad Joe . (p. 4 1 9) insists that the form of the parenthesis (finite verbs, etc . )  establishes 
it as a report of Thucydides' own views, and not a mere representation of Demosthenes '  
opinion. The point is well taken, but when the sentence resumes with tafrm oiiv c'xvaoxomi>v 
6 �T)µoo0EVT]� (OCT, line 14ff. ) ,  a shift in attitude is evident. Dover has oversimplified, 
as C. Schneider, Information und Absicht bei Thukydides (Gottingen 1 974) p. 56, justly 
observes. The reader, having been encouraged to accept Demosthenes' analysis, is now 
sharply detached from these views and reminded that the strategy will not succeed. 

E. C. Kopff, ' 'An Unrecognized Fragment of Philistus , ' '  GRBS 17 ( 1976) 23-30 has urged 
another solution: the passage is an interpolation from Philistus, i .e .  a marginal note by a 
learned reader that has found its way into the text. See the criticism by M. W. Dickie, 
"Thucydides,  Not Philistus , "  GRBS 17 ( 1 976) 2 1 7- 1 9  and the rejoinder by Kopff, "Philistus 
Still , "  GRBS 17 ( 1976) 220-2 1 .  Andrewes' assessment is contained in HCT on book 8 ,  
app. 2 ,  p .  425 , n.  I .  

20 Cf. 4 .28 . 5 .  
21  7 .43 .6  o n  the role of ekplexis. Cf. 4 .34.2 and 7 .42 . 3 .  
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throwing themselves over the cliffs , they flee , as best each individual can, 
back to their camp . Demosthenes' brilliant strategy has failed and inad­
vertently recreated not Pylos ,22 but the Aetolian disaster of 426 B .c . 23 

This episode provides a reminder of the awesome swiftness of military 
defeat. The transition from a carefully-and quite persuasively-planned 
assault to disarray, chaos , and rout is almost instantaneous .  The army 
dissolves into its constituents and then engages against itself: • • And so 
finally falling on one another in many sections of the battle , once the 
confusion had started, friend with friend and citizen with fellow citizen, 
they not only were reduced to terror but were so locked in hand to hand 
combat that they could hardly be separated" (7 .44 .7) .  The narrative rep­
licates the military process by showing that the elements of Demosthenes '  
past campaigns produce unexpected results , and a new pattern of conflict . 

Demosthenes had presumed that an immediate withdrawal would follow 
if his assault on Epipolae miscarried . 24 He had every reason to believe that 
despite the deteriorating condition of the original fleet , the reinforcements 
brought by himself and Eurymedon should ensure Athenian command of 
the seas and guarantee the extrication of the army. Any analysis based on 
material resources would predict a safe withdrawal . Further, there was no 
reason to think that the Syracusans would attempt more than minor har­
assments of a withdrawal . What could be more welcome to them than the 
departure of the Athenians and what more hazardous than a large and 
desperate army attempting to force a retreat? In the Persian wars the Greeks 
had wisely allowed Xerxes ' army to withdraw and rejected the proposal 
to cut the line of retreat over the Hellespont . 25 Surely the same strategic 
considerations would apply in this situation . 

But such an assessment is quite mistaken. The withdrawal , we know, 
will not be immediate , unopposed, or successful . Demosthenes ' false con­
fidence invites the reader to view this section from an ironic perspective . 
Thucydides immediately provides the details about Demosthenes ' opera­
tion , and rather than distracting us from the known outcome of the ex-

22 The closest equivalent to Pylos in this section of the narrative is the Spartan fort at 
Deceleia that enables slaves to escape from Attica as helots had from Spartan territory ( 4 .4 1 .  3).  
The Pylos analogy is reintroduced, explicitly, at 7 .7 1 .7 .  

23 3 .97-98 , e .g .  the echoes of  3 .98 .2  in bLaµa(>1:6vw; TWV 6C>lilv in  44.& and the emphasis 
on EµitELQLa in the. escape 3. 98. l . There are also verbal echoes of the Plataean counterattack 
on the Thebans in 2 .4  e .g .  7 .44.4,  KQU\JYTI oux 6A.[Y!J XQWµEVOL and 2 .4 .2 ,  KQaurfl TE 
xat <'>A.oA.urfl XQWµEvwv. 

24 7 .42 . 5 .  The disjunction, ii yaQ KaTOQ0woai; £!;£LV l:UQaitofoai; ii aml!;ELV 
T�V O'tQaT[av, is similar to the ironic treatment of the assembly's reactions to Cleon' s  
proposal about Pylos, 4 .28 . 5 .  

25 Herodotus 8 .97 and l 08f. , also 9. 106 and 1 14. 
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pedition , these reinforce our foreknowledge and increase our awareness 
of the dangers confronting the Athenians . 

The difficulties are of two sorts: divisions of counsel within the Athenian 
command, and the growing determination of the Syracusans to prevent the 
withdrawal . The first of these becomes clear in another council of the 
commanders , reminiscent of the debate in book 6 (chs . 46-50) about the 
best strategy of attack. The earlier council led directly to the implementation 
of the plan backed by a majority of the commanders: Alcibiades' diplomatic 
offensive . In this council two of the three commanders agree that a swift 
withdrawal is required, but Nicias ' pleas induce hesitation and delay . 26 
Nicias is now heir to Alcibiades ' belief (6 . 17 .4) that Syracusan factions 
will ensure Athenian success . 

During this delay Gylippus returns to Syracuse with additional forces 
(7 . 50 . 1 ) ,  and the Syracusans begin to plan a double assault on the Athe­
nians , by land and by sea. The Athenians' delay is presented as a serious 
mistake . But it is a subsequent delay that catches the reader' s attention . 
On August 27 , 4 1 3  B . C . , an eclipse of the moon induced the Athenians 
further to postpone the withdrawal . 27 The strategic significance of this 
decision , soon abandoned, is not great but the episode does have an im­
portant role to play in Thucydides '  account. It reminds the reader of the 
Syracusan mood at the time of their first engagement with the Athenians . 
Thunderstorms and lightning helped frighten the Syracusans while the 
Athenians recognized the purely natural phenomena to be expected at that 
time of year .28 Now, a natural phenomenon, an eclipse, provokes an ir­
rational reaction in the Athenians and further contributes to the delay . 

The second obstacle to the safe withdrawal of the Athenians is the 
Syracusans ' growing determination to stop them. The full measure of their 
resolve is not immediately evident. Their initial concern is largely to 
prevent the Athenians from establishing another naval base in a strategically 
superior location (7 . 5 1 . 1 ) .  But gradually a bolder plan , to prevent the 
Athenian escape from Sicily , emerges. An initial naval engagement helps 
demoralize the Athenians and encourage the Syracusans . At the end of it 
follow reports of the Athenians' discouragement (7 . 55 . 2) and of a new 

2• The debate of the commanders is presented in a very complicated pattern schematized 
and discussed in Appendix Eight. 

27 It is sometimes said that the superstitious Nicias decided to postpone the withdrawal . 
In fact a majority of the troops insists that the generals not withdraw (7 .50.4); Nicias merely 
accepts the soothsayers' interpretation that the expedition should wait twenty-_seven days. 
Confronted with this mood in the army and this interpretation by the soothsayers no Athenian 
commander would find it easy to urge an immediate retreat. 

28 6 .70. 1 .  There is a second and even closer parallel in 7 .79 .3 .  
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Syracusan plan to close off their great harbor so the Athenians cannot 
escape (7 .56 .  l ) .  No longer are the Syracusans content with safety for 
themselves; they begin to think that it would be a wonderful victory prize 
(7 . 56 .2) if they could control the Athenians and their allies both by land 
and by sea . The plan is still ambiguous: to "overcome" can be either to 
defeat or to capture the Athenians . But as the forces are mustered, it is 
restated in clearer form. Now the Syracusans consider it a wonderful victory 
prize (7 .59 .2) if, in addition to the former naval victory, they can actually 
capture the entire Athenian expedition , grand as it was , and allow it to 
flee by · 'neither by land nor by sea. ' '  They then proceed to close the 
mouth of the harbor (7 . 59 .3 ) .  The Athenians continue in their discour­
agement (7 . 60 . 2) while preparing to fight their way out. 29 

In the middle of this ring composition stands a catalogue of the allies 
on each side . By marking the moment at which each side had received all 
the support forthcoming in the Sicilian campaign , it contributes to Thu­
cydides' argument for the greatness of the Sicilian Expedition and reminds 
the reader of the scale as well as the importance of the battle soon to take 
place in the harbor. 30 "This was the largest number of peoples to come 
together before a single city except for the whole total in this war between 
the city of Athens and of Sparta" (7 . 56.4) .  In these respects it is an 
elaborate but quite conventional piece of writing . One other feature , how­
ever, is much more surprising . The catalogue is organized in part on the 
basis of the motives of the participating states , 31 or more precisely on a 
classification of status that seems intended to clarify why the individual 
states participated. The combination of this principle with geographical 
and ethnic criteria results in a very complex organization . But the general 
pattern is made clear at the outset: ' 'The alignments were formed not on 
the basis of legal or moral obligations nor on the basis of kinship but more 
as circumstances-either advantage or compulsion-applied to each party' ' 
(7 . 57 . l ) .  As we read through the catalogue, the reason for this unusual 
principle becomes clear. The picture that emerges is a recurring one throughout 
the work-the dissolution of the normal bonds and ties of human rela­
tionships . One instance has recently appeared in the confounding of the 

29 The narrative is another elaborate ring composition and is schematized and discusssed 
in Appendix Nine. 

30 The placement of the catalogue has perplexed some commentators, F. Solmsen, Intel­
lectual Experiments of the Greek Enlightenment (Princeton 1 975) 2 1 7 ,  notes that ' 'a sequence 
has been interrupted" but he has not observed the ring composition that serves as the setting 
for the catalogue and draws attention to the significance of the forthcoming battle. 

3 1 Cf. H. P. Stahl , "Speeches and the Course of Events, " in Speeches in Thucydides, ed. 
P. Stadter (Chapel Hill 1 973) 70ff. 
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Dorian-Ionian distinction during Demosthenes' assault on Epipolae and a 
much grander example will be found in the account of the final withdrawal. 
But in the catalogue the process can be seen affecting a wide range of 
Greek states . The ethnic and cultural ties that normally determine alliances 
fail to hold . Boeotians fight Boeotians (7 . 57 .5 ) ;  Dorians confront Dorians; 
Corcyreans fight their mother city of Corinth and their fellow colony of 
Syracuse (7 .57 .7 ) .  Exiled Megareans fight with citizens of the Megarean 
foundation, Selinus (7 . 57 . 8) .  

Only now does the digression at the beginning of book 6 o n  the early 
settlement of Sicily become fully significant . The information provided 
there is vital for an understanding of the expected relationship among states; 
it helps clarify who is Dorian and who Ionian and hence which states are 
tied by blood or colonization ties . These relationships should make it 
possible to predict the alliances and loyalties of states . But although the 
rhetoric of the speakers sometimes pretends that this is the case (e .g . , 
6 .77 . 1 ) ,  the reality is quite different. The pressures that imperial powers 
exert on their subjects , the appeals of self-interest and advantage ,  and the 
compulsion of hatred prevail :  

Argives , though Dorians , joined Ionian Athenians , less because of their alliance 
than because of their animosity toward Spartans and their immediate individual 
advantage . Mantineans and other Arcadian mercenaries who were accustomed to 
attack those who on any occasion were pointed out to them as their enemies were 

induced by financial gain to consider the Arcadians who had come with the Co­
rinthians as no less hostile. Cretans and Aetolians also joined for pay . It turned 
out that the Cretans ,  who had joined the Rhodians in founding Gela,  marched 

voluntarily [i .e . , for pay] not with, but against, their colonists . (7 . 57 . 9) 

This catalogue thus serves in part as a counterpiece to the comments on 
the Corcyrean revolution where the dissolution of normal ties culminates 
in the slaughter of son by father (3 .  8 1 .  5) .  Now the same process is projected 
onto the international scene with a similar result , the dissolution of old 
relationships and the triumph of advantage and profit over traditional ties 
and loyalties . One of the oldest and most traditional forms of narration , 
the catalogue , is thus transformed to convey the unprecedented disruption 
(kinesis) brought about by the war. 

Of the battle in the harbor at Syracuse little need be said . Although 
modem scholars have often complained that the strategy receives insuf­
ficient attention , the passage is powerfully written , and one of the best 
examples of Thucydides '  technique of vividness (enargeia) .32 Plutarch' s  

32 W.  S .  Ferguson in The Cambridge Ancient History, vol . 5 (Cambridge 1927) 308 is 
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comment on the passage points the way to an appreciation of this aspect 
of Thucydides ' work: "The most effective historian is the one who makes 
his narrative like a painting by giving a visual quality to the sufferings 
and characters . Thucydides certainly always strives after this vividness in 
his writing , eagerly trying to transform his reader into a spectator and to 
let the sufferings that were so dazzling and upsetting to those who beheld 
them have a similar effect on those who read about them' ' (Plutarch On 
the Fame of the Athenians ch . 3 ,  Moralia 347 Af. ) .  The technique moves 
the reader beyond tactics and strategy to an awareness of the psychological 
importance and implications of the battle . 

To recognize the visual and emotional power of the passage is not , 
however, to exhaust it. Underneath the surface of the text are other layers 
of significance , latent perhaps at this moment, but progressively developed 
and increasingly important. The first of these, the comparison to Pylos , is 
eventually made explicit . 33 But more important is the implicit comparison 
between the Athenian invasion of Sicily and the Persian invasion of Greece .  
The battle in  the harbor inevitably evokes the Battle of Salamis-the 
decisive naval engagement of the Persian invasion , fought in narrow quar­
ters , and resulting in a victory that brought special glory to Athens . The 
Athenian role is , of course, now totally reversed , since the victors of 
Salamis have become the defeated of Syracuse . 

The sequel to the battle brings out the full significance of the comparison 

sharply critical of Thucydides' presentation: "Thucydides fails even to suggest the factors 
that determined the outcome. Instead, he dwells on certain typical incidents in the confused 
fighting that followed , and then turns our attention to the spectators on the shore, and leaves 
us to infer the manifold vicissitudes of the protracted struggle from the agony of fear, joy, 
anxiety . "  Such criticisms neglect, however, the importance of the passage in clarifying the 
mood and psychology of the two rival forces. Since morale is the crucial factor in the remaining 
chapters of the seventh book, Thucydides' description is well adapted to his narrative purpose. 

33 7 . 7 1 .7 .  Cf. also the echoes of 4 .33f. in 7 .70 .5-7 1 .4 .  
The similarity between the great naval battle at Syracuse and the Pylos operation includes 

another detail and raises thereby an important, if perhaps unanswerable, question. Both at 
Pylos and at Syracuse there is a plan to blockade the entry to the harbor (4 . 8 .  7 and 7 .56. 1 ) .  
Whereas the Spartans at Pylos fail to follow through on their plan (4. 1 3 .4) and thereby allow 
the Athenian fleet to surround their force on Sphacteria, the Syracusans implement their 
strategy (7 .59.3)  and thereby put the Athenians at. a disadvantage and eventually demoralize 
them. Critics have long been puzzled by the Pylos account: some have doubted whether the 
Spartans ever intended such an ambitious plan; almost all readers wonder why the idea of 
blockade is abandoned. Has the parallelism to Syracuse (even the size of the harbor openings 
are said to be approximately the same, if R. Bauslaugh, ' 'The Text of Thucydides IV. 8 .6 , ' '  
JHS 9 9  [ 1 979) 1 -6 i s  correct) shaped the Pylos account b y  leading Thucydides to accept and 
emphasize a report of an unrealized Spartan plan to block the entrance to Pylos bay? The 
implicit contrast between the Spartan failure to follow through on their plan and the Syracusan 
vigor and boldness reinforces an important theme in this portion of the Histories. 
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to the Persian War. Once the battle itself is over, attention turns from the 
Athenians to the Syracusans and commander narrative replaces collective 
narrative . Hennocrates now (ch .73) appears in the central role , for the 
first time since chapter 2 1 .  His objective is to exploit the advantage pre­
sented by the battle and to prevent the swift escape of the Athenians . To 
achieve his goal he devises a stratagem-messengers , who claim to be 
from the pro-Athenian fifth column inside Syracuse , warn Nicias not to 
withdraw by night since the Syracusans are guarding the roads . 34 In fact, 
the Syracusans are celebrating their victory and are in no condition to block 
an Athenian withdrawal . The stratagem is the counterpiece to the earlier 
Athenian manipulation of the Syracusans by the false story that Catana 
could still be rescued (6 .64.2) .  But it is also strongly reminiscent of the 
story in Herodotus 8 .  75f. , Themistocles '  false message to the Persians 
inviting them to engage at Salamis .  35 

The simple analogy between the Athenians at Syracuse and the Persians at 
Salamis breaks down, however, as Hennocrates implements his plan . After 
the victories at Salamis the allies, despite Themistocles' urging , decided 
not to sail immediately to the Hellespont and cut off Xerxes ' line of retreat 
(Herodotus 9 . 108- 1 10) .  Hennocrates , by contrast, manages to block the 
Athenian withdrawal and achieve the "wonderful victory prize" to which 
the Syracusans have aspired . This new Themistocles achieves what has 
hitherto seemed unlikely or impossible-the actual capture of the invading 
force . This achievement, and the immense loss and suffering that attend 
it, are the measure of the greatness of the Syracusan victory , and of 
Thucydides '  own subject matter. 

T H E  W I T H D R A W A L  

Perhaps no passage o f  ancient prose narrative i s  as powerfully written and 
as immediately accessible to the modern reader as the account of the 
Athenians'  withdrawal after their defeat in the harbor at Syracuse. 36 Of all 

34 7. 72 . 2 .  The story is rather too apt for most historians who will not find in a two-day 
delay (in 75 . l t(ltt11 is based on inclusive count; see Dover in HCT ad 74. 1 ,  pp. 450f. ) an 
excessive amount of time for an army of this size to regroup and prepare for a withdrawal 
by land. 

35 The parallel between Herrnocrates and Themistocles has often been recognized; see most 
recently V. Hunter, "The Composition of Thucydides' History, "  Historia 26 ( 1 977) 287 . 

36 T. B .  Macaulay called this section "the ne plus ultra of human art," Life and Letters, 
vol . I (New York and London 1 875) 387; cf. J .  Grant, "Toward Knowing Thucydides , "  
Phoenix 2 8  ( 1 974) 8 I ff. 
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the Histories, this section least needs explication-indeed here the critic ' s  
intervention may distract and impede the reader' s  comprehension of the 
text. Yet if sustained explication is inappropriate , attention to some of the 
techniques and implications of the passage is still essential to appreciate 
fully the progress of thought and feeling in the work . 

Th4! treatment of Nicias provides a good example . We have seen him 
temporarily eclipsed when Demosthenes arrived with the relief expedition , 
then dominating the council of the commanders that followed the unsuc­
cessful assault on Epipolae . His confidence that subversion might yet bring 
victory detains the Athenians , and his willingness to follow the soothsayers 
contributes to further delay . Before the battle in the harbor, his speech, 
not Demosthenes' or Eurymedon' s ,  is quoted (7 .6 1 -64) as is his second 
appeal , an emotional outburst evoking Aeschylus ' description of the battle 
of Salamis .  37 And it is Nicias who addresses the Athenians and attempts 
to revive their despondent spirits just before the withdrawal begins (7 . 77) . 
During the retreat Demosthenes never speaks in direct discourse and never 
emerges with great clarity, despite the importance of his role and the more 
frequent harassments directed at his force. Although the last stand of his 
troops is described in a moving and richly evocative passage , Demosthenes 
himself slips into the background, as the passage turns back from com­
mander to a staccato collective narrative: " [Demosthenes] did not push 
on but rather made ready for battle , until delaying he is surrounded by 
them. Both he and the Athenians with him were in great confusion . They 
were pressed together in some spot that a wall encircled-a road on either 
side; it had olive trees,  not a few of them; they were shot at from all sides" 
(7 . 8 1 .4) .  

The picture of the surrounded force reminds us of the annihilation of 
Leonidas ' Spartiates at Thermopylae, but Demosthenes is no Leonidas , 
nor do his troops refuse to surrender;38 there may also be a hint of De­
mosthenes '  criticism of Nicias for wasting time, since he, not Nicias , is 
the one who now delays . 39 But all this disappears in the nightmare quality 
of the passage as the view becomes simultaneously more vivid and more 

37 7 .69 .2  based on Aeschylus Persae 402-405 . 
38 The connection with Thennopylae may be underlined by ltEQtcn:ab6v in 7 . 8 1 .4. This 

rare word occurs in Iliad 1 3 .55 1 and in Herodotus' account of Thennopylae 7 .225 . 3 .  Cf. 
C. F. Smith, "Traces of Epic Usage in Thucydides, "  TAPA 3 1  ( 1900) 74. 

39 In 7 . 8 1 .4.  'Evbtmq(fXov is gratuitous but evokes btmq(�nv in 7 .42 . 3 ,  43 . 1 ,  and 
47 .3 ,  l:QL�Etv in 49.2 ,  and l:QL\jmJ6m in 42 .5-all Demosthenes' views of the situation 
in Syracuse. Nicias in 7.48.6 uses the word to describe his proposed strategy against the 
Syracusans. Nicias' delays were not primarily of his own choosing, but were forced upon 
him by circumstances, as Demosthenes perhaps now appreciates. 
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abstract. The focus moves away from Demosthenes to his men and to their 
surroundings , which we see with growing clarity and awareness of their 
meaning . The individual drops out of sight . At first we see Demosthenes 
in a vague location , " some spot" (7 . 8 1 .4); the force is encircled; then we 
glimpse the wall , and the road-now inaccessible-that loops around it 
on either side . And for protection , only some olive trees , as the barrage 
from all sides continues . Such scenes of encirclement recur in varying 
forms in Thucydides and take on a cumulative terror-a nightmare of being 
surrounded, with the enemy on some wall or cliff shooting down in steady 
annihilation .40 The details of Demosthenes' surrender are not reported, nor 
do we hear of his attempt at suicide. 41 Later we learn of his murder by 
the Syracusans , but Thucydides reserves comment . His final valedictory 
is for Nicias (7 . 86 .5 ) .  

Although some readers have suspected that Thucydides had a personal 
animosity against Demosthenes , the account is shaped not so much by 
hostility to Demosthenes as by fascination with Nicias . We now encounter 
one of the most remarkable progressions of thought and feeling in Thu­
cydides' work . In the fourth book Nicias ' attempt to outmaneuver Cleon 
in the assembly failed, and eventually contributed to the increasing power 
of the demagogue . In the sixth book his efforts to tum the Athenian 
assembly away from the Sicilian Expedition were equally inept . Thucydides 
presented him not as a tragic prophet but as a misguided leader whose 
advice exacerbated an already dangerous situation . Throughout the ex­
pedition he has again compounded Athenian difficulties , above all by 
discouraging a decisive withdrawal . His speeches are usually unconvincing 
and characterize him as "a leader as incapable of good planning himself 
as of inducing it in others . "42 Finally Thucydides is quite sardonic :  

40 The pattern begins in  1 . 106, the slaughter of  Corinthian troops in  a withdrawal from 
the Athenians . The similarities between this passage and 7 . 8 1  are remarkable: the place is 
at first simply £i; tou XWQtov ll>u:Otou; then attention is called to the ditch surrounding 
it, cji huxEv OQuyµa µeya JtEQLEiQyov; and escape is cut off, oux �v £!;ol>oi;. The force 
is encircled (xux/.<p),  and shot at from all sides. Also cf. the episode in 4 .48 (Corcyra). 
Elements of the pattern appear in 4 . 35-36 (Pylos) and of course at the Assinarus 7 . 84. 3f. 

4 1  Pausanias 1 . 29 and Philistus FGrHist 556 F 53 .  
4 2  A. Parry, "The Language of Thucydides' Description of the Plague,"  BICSL 16  ( 1 %9) 

I 09.  One example of Nicias ' oratorical ineptitude is characteristic: In 7 .62. 3 he draws attention 
to an important technological breakthrough in the equipment of the ships-something that 
should be very helpful in encouraging his dispirited troops. After alluding to it he adds the 
demoralizing phrase "if the marines should work the stuff" (�v ta En:t tOUtOli; ol 
€mj3atm un:ouQy<i>mv).  He then desribes the strategic situation in a totally discouraging 
way: "We have been driven to the point that we are fighting a foot battle from ships" and 
goes on to point out that control of the shoreline, vital for rescuing sailors if their ship is 
sunk, is now in the enemies' hands ! It is hard to imagine a speech less likely to be effective. 
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Nicias was demoralized by the immediate situation and when he saw the danger 
they were in . . .  called again on each one of the trierarchs,  mentioning the name 
of their fathers and their own name and their tribe urging each one who had some 
claim to distinction not to betray it and not to blacken the ancestral valor from 
which their ancestors were so famous , reminding them of their country , the freest 
in the world , and of the lack of regimentation that all enjoyed in it and saying all 
the other things that men would say in a situation like this if they did not care 
about seeming to speak in an old-fashioned way-things brought forth on all 
occasions about wives and children and ancestral gods they shout out thinking 
them useful in the dismay of the moment .43 

Thucydides '  tone is very similar to the one he adopted in the parenthesis 
on Nicias ' willingness to delay after the eclipse: "for he always was 
somewhat-yes, too much-<lisposed to prophetic utterance and the like. ' '44 
In each case we are invited to detach ourselves from the immediate situation 
and to view from some distance the circumstances that lead to Nicias ' 
responses . Thucydides '  comments reinforce our feeling of intellectual su­
periority , of being too sophisticated to identify with Nicias ' words or 
actions. 

But in the withdrawal,  Nicias begins to appear in a different light. He 
has one more speech, in some ways the most unimaginative of all his 
addresses .45 The words , especially if the reader remembers the Melian 
Dialogue, are heavily ironic . He urges the Athenians and their allies to 
derive hope46 even from the present situation and bases his argument in 
part on theology: "Perhaps there will be some alleviation . The enemies 
have enjoyed ample good fortune and if we provoked the hostility of any 
god by sailing here , we have now been sufficiently punished . One can 
think of certain other forces who have moved against their opponents and 
having erred, as humans do , suffered what humans can bear. We too can 
reasonably hope to have more gentle treatment from the gods, for from 

43 7 .69 .2 .  On UQXatOAoyEiv see H. L. Hudson-Williams, "Thucydides ,  Isocrates and 
the Rhetorical Method of Composition, "  CQ 42 ( 1 948) 79f. and HCT ad Joe . (p. 446) . 
Nicias' speech is the most extreme departure in the Histories from the fifth-century insistence 
on freshness and ingenuity in argument: 1 .73.2;  2 .36.4 et alibi. The echo of Aeschylus' 
Persae 402-405 in the last few lines emphasizes how old-fashioned Nicias ' approach is and 
reminds the reader of the continuing, usually implicit, comparison between the Sicilian 
Expedition and the great Persian invasion of Greece. 

44 7 . 50 .4 . Tei> wwvi:q> is surely condescending. The cluster n xal ayav occurs only 
here in Thucydides and is not adequately paralleled by 7 .63 . 3  or 4.63 . 2  often adduced by 
the commentators. On Thucydides' attitude to omens etc . see S. I. Oost, "Thucydides and 
the Irrational , "  CP 10 ( 1 975) 1 86-96. and N. Marinatos, "Thucydides and Oracles ,"  JHS 
IO I  ( 198 1 )  1 38- 140 .  

45 Demosthenes is said (7.  78 .  I )  to have spoken in a similar way. 
46 7 . 77 .3 ;  contrast the Athenian disparagement of elpis in the Melian Dialogue , 5 . 103. 
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them we are now more deserving of pity than of hostility . '  '47 In addition 
to the theological argument, Nicias derives confidence from an historical 
precedent , very vaguely mentioned because of its sensitive nature . The 
"other forces" that "moved against their opponents , "  were defeated and 
" suffered what humans can bear" must refer euphemistically to the great 
Persian expedition against Greece , which , having done terrible deeds and 
made terrible mistakes , was yet able in large part to escape to Asia. Nicias 
feels the Athenians can hope that their withdrawal will experience no 
greater severity . These naive and old-fashioned arguments are grounded 
in a theology and a view of history that has nowhere else been affirmed 
in the Histories . Parallel to them is another-and no more compelling­
line of thought. Nicias feels that his own way of life ,  above all his per­
formance of all the conventional acts that express reverence for the gods 
and avoid ill feeling among men, gives reason to be confident about the 
future. He believes ,  we can see, that he lives in a universe in which some 
divine power keeps prompt and careful count of the acts of men and nations 
and sees that regular balances are reached . It is a kosmos with swift 
recompense and recovery. Through his speech we recognize that Nicias 
has never fathomed the Thucydidean world of grand and impersonal proc­
esses in which the scale of events and the measure of suffering are far 
beyond the limits of human comprehension or endurance . We are reminded 
simultaneously of the extent of his personal decency and of its inability 
to ensure civic success .  

Nicias ' last words enjoin the soldiers to acquit themselves well and to 
remember what has become clear in the narrative of Sicily , that they are 
the city and that they have no refuge except their own valor: "The city is 
men, and not walls or ships emptied of men" (7 . 77 .7 ) .  Nothing could 
be more trite . The sentiment has been expressed by Alcaeus (fr. 1 1 2 . 1 0  
L . -P . ) ,  Sophocles (Oedipus Tyrannos 56f. ) ,  Themistocles and Mardonius 
in Herodotus (8 .6 1 . 2  and 100),  and Euripides (fr. 828 Nauck TGrF2) . And 
yet this time Thucydides ventures no disparaging comment, shows no sign 
of contempt or superiority. In their context the words become part of a 
powerful thematic progression in the work and mark the transformation of 
the expedition from a mighty fleet leading out a city as if on a great 
colonizing venture, to a collection of individual and vulnerable human 
beings.  Nicias' apparent cliche completes the inversion of the calculus of 
power in the Archaeology with its emphasis on the physical and quantitative 

47 7 .77 .3-4. The echoes of Metos continue, evoking now 5 . 104. The scholiast notes a 
parallel to Pindar Pythian I 164 (85), XQEoOOV yO.Q otxnQµoil cj>06vo�-a proverbial 
expression, undermining as much as confirming Nicias' view! Cf. Herodotus 3 .52 .  
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bases of power, especially walls and ships . In the last ironic analysis all 
depends on men , not on material resources . 

For Nicias now there is perhaps even a hint of sympathy , a recognition 
that he has for once spoken with true eloquence .48 As the withdrawal 
continues , his deeds bring out his concern, his courage , his compassion . 
When Nicias is separated from Demosthenes'  force , Thucydides justifies 
his decision not to try to return to help Demosthenes but to push on as 
rapidly as possible . We are at Nicias ' side , and can even read his thoughts: 
"Nicias led on quickly , thinking that security consisted not in being willing 
to remain in such a situation and to fight , but to withdraw as rapidly as 
possible , fighting only when forced to it" (7 . 8 1 . 3) .  The endurance of 
Nicias and his men surpasses all precedent. 49 In depicting the final slaughter 
at the Assinarus River, Thucydides implicitly rejects the version of his 
surrender that was widely believed in Athens-that Nicias had surrendered 
of his own choice-and presents instead a brave and honorable commander 
in a situation of unsurpassed difficulty and horror:50 

Nicias , when day came , led on his army . The Syracusans and their allies kept up 

the pressure in the same fashion-shooting from all sides and attacking with javelins 

from high ground. The Athenians hurried on to the Assinarus River, under constant 

attack on all sides from the large cavalry force and the light-armed troops . It would 

48 A sudden transition to direct discourse was recognized by some critics in antiquity as 
a sign of emotion; see Longinus On the Sublime 27 . The speech is introduced (7.  76) without 
the usual EAE!;E i:ouiiiE (cf. 7 .60 .5  and 65 . 3) .  

4 9  This endurance i s  brought out by  the expansion of  a narrative pattern already developed 
in earlier sections, esp. 3 .97 .3-98; 1 1 2;  and 4 . 32-40. In this pattern an army is attacked by 
mobile troops, often light-armed forces (psi/oi) or cavalry. These shoot at it from the sides 
(JtQOOE�a/J.ov e .g .  3 .97 . 3) and direct javelin fire at it (EOl]XOVn�ov) or use rocks and 
arrows etc . When the army moves against the forces harassing it, they give way only to 
resume the attacks on its withdrawal . They control the roads or other means of access . Despite 
the pressure, the heat, the misery, the thirst etc . ,  the army holds out for a time (avteixov; 
e .g .  3 . 98 . 1 )  but finally breaks into a rout or surrenders . There then follows a statistic or 
some assessment of the size of the defeat and a superlative marking out the distinctive nature 
of the engagement. 

This pattern is elaborated in a day-to-day narrative in 7. 78-87 with much attention to the 
hunger and thirst of the army, and with repetitions of variations of phrases such as JtQOOE­
�aM6v TE JtUVTUXTI · . .  xuXA!p (7 .79 .5 ;  82. 1 ;  83 . 3 ;  84 . 1  and 84 .2) .  Note especially the 
verbal similarity of 7 .  79.5 to 2. 79.6; 3 .  97 .3 ;  4 . 32.4. Thucydides notes the division of the 
army into two forces with separate descriptions of each defeat. The figure for the number of 
captives in Demosthenes' force is given (with some precision) at 82 . 3 ;  for Nicias' force the 
figures are imprecise (85 .3 ) .  The superlative in 85 .4 must apply to the expedition as a whole . 

'° Pausanias 1 . 29 and Philistus FGrHist 556 F 53; see also Dover in HCT on 7 .86.S (p. 
463) .  D .  H. Kelly, "What Happened to the Athenians Captured in Sicily? , "  CR 20 ( 1 970) 
1 29,  n. 2 suggests that Thucydides was reacting to the hostile treatment of Nicias in con­
temporary discussion or in Philistus' history. By the time of the Aristotelian Athenaion Politeia 
(28 .5) Nicias ' reputation had recovered; cf. Lysias 18 .2 .  



204 Book 7 

be easy for them if they could cross the river, or so they thought in their misery 
and lust to drink . And as they come to it they throw themselves in, all discipline 

now gone, each one wanting to be the first to cross , and their enemies pressed in 
to make their crossing difficult . They were forced to crowd together as they moved, 

stumbled over one another and trampled each other down . Amid their spears and 

equipment some were swiftly destroyed; others were entangled and swept down 

the river. On the other bank the Syracusans stood in line (there were steep banks) 

and shot down at Athenians , while the greater part of them were happy to keep 

on drinking , there at the bend in the river, in total disarray among one another. 

(7 . 84) 

This is the consummation of the lust to conquer Sicily . In the midst of the 
destruction of the army , at the most horrible moment, our eye moves across 
a scene of destruction reminiscent of the Great Plague and picks out Nicias: 
" Finally , with bodies piled on bodies in the river and with the expedition 
ruined, part near the river, part-if anyone could escape from there--cut 
down by the cavalry, Nicias hands himself over to Gylippus, trusting him 
more than the Syracusans. And he urged Gylippus to treat him in any way 
he and the Spartans wanted, but to stop the slaughter of the rest of the 
army. "5 1  In our last glimpse of Nicias we see him, however reluctantly, 
however belatedly , in a new light , asking no quarter for himself but an 
end to the senseless slaughter of his troops .  His famed good fortune has 
come to this . 52 

" 7 .84. 1 -85 . 1 .  The passage is richly evocative not only of earlier scenes of fighting , and 
the encirclement narratives (cf. Note 50 above) , but also of the plague as described in the 
second book: 84.2 ,  toii mdv em0uµ[<;i, recalls 2 . 52 .2 ,  toii Mato� Ein0uµ[<;i; 84 . 3 . ,  
oMEVl x6oµ<JJ , recalls 2 .52 . 3 ,  oMEVi x6oµ<JJ ; and 85. 1 ,  vexgciJv t E  itol.J.ciJv eit' alJ..�A.oL� 
i\bTJ xnµevwv evokes 2 .52 .2 ,  vexgoi f:it' alJ..�A.oL� . . . EKELVto. The parallels are all 
to the passage that marks the transition from the description of the physical symptoms of the 
plague to the discussion of the psychological and ethical disintegration that accompanied it. 

There is a further group of echoes. In some respects the description of the withdrawal calls 
to mind the view of the underworld contained in Orphic tablets, largely found in Magna 
Graecia. See G. P. Carratelli , "Un nuovo testo orphico, "  Paro/a de/ Passaro 29 ( 1 974) 
1 10-26 and most recently S .  G. Cole , " New Evidence for the Mysteries of Dionysus , "  
GRBS 2 1  ( 1980) 223-38.  The tablets describe what those who have died should do when 
they reach the underworld. They will see a spring (xgf]va) on the right but are not to go 
near it. Further on is the A.[µVT] of memory from which cold water flows. Opposite and 
above (tit' VltEQ0EV) are guards but they will have mercy and allow those to drink who 
know the correct thing to say: "I am the son of Barea and starry Heaven . I am parched with 
thirst and I perish . ' '  After drinking one may proceed on the sacred road with the other Mystai 
and Bakchoi . At the Assinarus the Orphic pattern is reversed. The Athenians fall upon 
themselves in their eagerness to drink the first water they see . The Syracusan guards show 
no mercy; no words are reported until Nicias hands himself over to Gylippus . The water 
turns bloody amid death. The Athenians' further movement is only to slavery or imprisonment. 
The reader need not assume that Thucydides is constructing a conscious contrast between 
his story and the Orphic myths to recognize the extent to which his narrative touches on 
deeply held fears and utilizes images of great emotional power within the culture. 

52 6.24.2 ;  cf. 6. 1 7 . 1 and 5 . 1 6. 1 .  
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His death brings out a final irony . One reason he had wanted to stay on 
a little longer at Syracuse was his hope that subversion would bring the 
city over (7 .48 .2 ;  cf. 49 . l ) .  After his capture , the story had it, his Syracusan 
sympathizers , afraid that he might reveal their communications with him 
and thereby inject some "disarray into their success"  (7 . 86 .4) ,  joined with 
the Corinthians to bring about his death and that of Demosthenes: ' ' He 
died for such a reason or something very close to it-a man who of all 
the Greeks of my time least deserved to come to such misfortune through 
his commitment to what is considered complete arete. ' ' 53 This brief val­
edictory is no encomium; it makes no attempt to express the author' s  final 
assessment of Nicias as a person or of the effectiveness of his policies . It 
is not even a true authorial judgment, but rather a way of making the 
reader pause at this most horrible of moments and contemplate the un-

53 7 . 86 .5 .  The passage is difficult and the manuscripts disagree; the agreement of adjective 
with noun is not easy to determine; a satisfactory English phrasing is almost impossible. The 
textual problem,  however, can be resolved with a high degree of certainty since the manu­
scripts that omit 1taoav E<; aQETl'jV almost certainly reflect an early haplography. Which 
adjectives modify which nouns is less easily determined. Dover in HCT ad Joe . (p. 463) 
argues that 1taoav goes with UQf'tTJV ("in the sense 'complete virtue' " ) and vEvoµloµfvriv 
with emttj�lEl.l<JlV (to denote the practice which Nicias observed) . The result of Dover' s  
views, however, i s  very strange: "through his practice all observed into goodness , "  a 
translation which immediately requires a very free paraphrase ("because he had ordered his 
whole life by high moral standards") .  

The scholiast supports Dover's  interpretation of  1taoav (cf. Aelius Aristeides XLVI 268 
= Dindorf, vol . 2 [Leipzig 1829) p. 349) but takes VEVOµloµfvriv with aQEttJV. The first 
point is easily accepted. For the word order, preposition surrounded by noun and adjective, 
cf. 2 . 36 .4 and perhaps 2.40 .2; the effect is elevation of tone. The syntax and sense of 
VEVOµtoµfvriv is more difficult. Here I find it hard to share Dover' s confidence that Vf­
voµloµfvriv cannot agree with UQfttJV and must modify £mtt]orumv. What does it 
add-indeed what does it mean?-when added to emttjOE'UOlV? The only reason I can see 
for writing it is to allow reader and author to detach themselves from disputes about the word 
aQETl'j . The point, Thucydides implies, is not whether Nicias' conduct was true areti, but 
that he acted in ways that he and his society considered to be arete. This is not malice, as 
J . B .  Bury, Ancient Greek Historians (New York 1 909) l 19 suggested, nor a sneer at Nicias' 
merely "conventional" virtue, but a way of emphasizing the failure of Nicias' own expec­
tations (7 .77 . 2f. ) .  

An equally significant, and much less discussed, ambiguity is whether the unit Ola . . . 
E:mttjOEumv modifies acj>txeo0m (he came to this misfortune through his conduct), or 
Tjxlota . . . a�w-; (he did not deserve this fate because his conduct was so upstanding) . 
The latter is widely assumed, but the Greek is ambiguous; word order perhaps favors the 
fonner alternative . I believe the reader is encouraged to contemplate both aspects. Nicias' 
dutiful willingness to command the expedition, his refusal to adopt any course that might 
seem cowardly etc. all contributed to his disaster. The same qualities make us feel he does 
not deserve the treatment he receives .  This ambiguity reflects the fundamental irony of Nicias' 
situation, that the qualities that make him admirable are also ones that contribute to his 
destruction. 

Important recent discussions of the passage include L.  Edmunds, Chance and Intelligence 
in Thucydides (Cambridge, Mass . 1 975) 14 1f. and A.W.H.  Adkins, "The Arete of Nicias, "  
GRBS 1 6  ( 1 975) 379-9 1 . 
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fairness of Nicias ' end . He wagered all on presumptions that have turned 
out to be mistaken. He acted as best he could by his own values and by 
those of his society . And his mistakes were , after all , not vicious ones,  
but ones that he shared with his fellows-pride in courage , confidence in 
piety and integrity, and a reliance on the calculations of ships and money 
that had seemed so plausible and reassuring . Whatever we think of him 
or his policies,  he did not deserve this . 

Nicias has , morever, been a spokesman for and a representative of the 
cause of self-restraint and moderation so strongly, if tacitly ,  articulated in 
many of the earlier parts of the Histories . His death marks the destruction 
not only of the army, and symbolically of the city ,  but also of the constraints 
that convention and traditional morality sought to place upon appetite and 
self-aggrandizement. 

For the reader too all way of retreat has been blocked. There is now no 
shadow of turning; we are forced to stare at the unrelenting circles of 
unallayed suffering, the quarries of Syracuse. 

The Syracusans treated those in the quarries severely during the first stages .  Since 

so many were crowded in a place hollow and small , they were afflicted by the sun 

and the heat even though it was late in the summer. There was no shelter. As 

autumn came on and the cold nights , the change ran riot with health . There was 

so little space that everyone did everything in the same spot, and even corpses 

were heaped all together one on the other. They died from wounds and the change 

and the like . The smell was unbearable; hunger and thirst together tormented them. 

(For eight months the ration per person was a half pint of water and a pint of 

grain . )  Every form of suffering that you would expect to find afflicting men who 

had fallen into such a spot beset them; there was nothing that did not come upon 

them. For some seventy days they lived together in this fashion . Then they sold 

the others-all except the Athenians and their Sicilian and Italian allies . The total 

number captured is hard to state with precision , but certainly not less than seven 

thousand. 

This Hellenic54 accomplishment turned out to be the greatest in this war and it 

54 Editors since Kriiger have commonly deleted 'EU1]VLx6v as "stylistically objection­
able" (Dover in HCT ad toe. p. 464). It is indeed remarkable in the same sentence as ©v 
axon 'EUt]VlXWV LaµEV . But the manuscripts are unanimous and it is hard to see why the 
alleged mistake would be made. Would a copyist be tempted to gloss E(IYOV or :n:6A.rµov? 
Since this seems to me unlikely, the unanimous reading of all the major manuscripts should, 
I believe, stand, and our efforts should be directed at understanding the whole remarkable 
phrase EQyov . . . 'EA.A.1]VLx6v. After the description of the quarries we would expect not 
E(IYOV but :n:a0rn;; cf. 7 . 30 . 3 .  "EQyov evokes Nicias in 6 .8 .4  (tij� l:LXEA[a� a:n:CtOT]�, 
µryW.Ou EQyou , £<j>[ro0m) and Hermocrates in 6 .33 .4  (xillun:ov bi] E(IYOV fiµi:v 
1;uµf3itoETm, in tum an echo of Herodotus 8 .75) .  The Athenians have failed in what they 
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would seem to me also the greatest of those Hellenic actions that we have heard 
about-most brilliant for the victors , most unfortunate for the ones who were 

annihilated. Defeated in all ways on all sides and afflicted to no small degree , in 

no small measure, with what has been called "total annihilation" of both infantry 
and fleet , there was nothing that was not annihilated. Few out of many ended their 

wanderings at home . These are the events concerning Sicily .  (7 . 87) 

Nicias ' death , however horrible , was but the anticipation of the greater 
annihilation in the quarries . What we observed in his case at the personal 
level takes on an even more universal , and more horrifying application . 
For the reader cannot entirely disassociate himself from the suffering Thu­
cydides describes .  We too are implicated in the violence. Our observation 
of this expedition began from a lofty and ironic viewpoint, with the Athe­
nians' confident suppression of Melos fresh in mind . Confronted with such 
arrogance it was easy to anticipate with some satisfaction the eventual 
defeat and punishment of Athenian aggression in Sicily . The arrogance of 
power would provoke its proper retribution , a sign of some residual justice 
and order. Now we have what we wished but it is a suffering greater than 
anyone could have imagined or willed . Our former emotions tum upon 
us . However great the injustice or arrogance of the Athenians , they did 
not deserve this . 

Before the horror of the quarries measurement, individuality , and even 
language give way . The passage evokes at first the physical circumstances 
of the captives in the quarries-the cold , the hunger, the thirst , the smells­
all in a long , almost shapeless , sentence.  But the suffering is not the total 
of such details nor is it to be seen through any individual . All is collective; 
the unit has become the quarry and the suffering greater than any emotion . 
It is meizo e kata dakrya (7 .75 .4)--too great to be measured by tears . 
Ultimately it is comprehensible only as the conflict between and the fusion 
of two extremes-the aggregate of physical torment , and death , negation , 
and extinction . Between these two whatever is separate or individual is 
reduced, first to the generic , then to a statistic and finally to nothingness . 
Stylistically the extremes are represented by an alternation between the 
accumulation of words for the aggregate, such as pollous ("many"),  homou 

hoped to accomplish and Hennocrates' analysis of the vulnerability of great expeditions 
(6 .33 .4f. ) is confinned. The language also combines an elegiac with an ironic tone. A 
comparison to the verses in the Eurymedon (or possibly Cyprus) epigram (W. Peek, "Die 
Kii.mpfe am Eurymedon, "  HSCP, supplementary vol . 1 ,  Athenian Studies Presented to 
W. S. Ferguson [ 1 940] 97- 1 20 show the elegiac elements . The contrast to Eurymedon, 
however, also brings out the irony of the situation-the greatest accomplishment of the 
Greeks is now to destroy other Greeks. The repetition of "Hellenic" underlines this point , 
evokes 2 .64.3 ,  and should be retained. 
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xynnenemen6n ( "heaped all together")  and multiple negatives , such as 
the litotes ouden hoti ouk epegeneto autois ("there was nothing that did 
not come upon them") .  This is reinforced by contrasting patterns of al­
literation: "p" sounds for words indicating much and many and "o" 
sounds for negatives and words indicating annihilation . In  the penultimate 
sentence, before the epic echo of apenostesan ("they ended their wan­
derings")  lets us look away , the stylistic conflict becomes harsh and in­
tense-kata panta gar pantos (" in all ways on all sides")  and ouden oligon 
es ouden ("and afflicted to no small degree" )---until the two extremes 
merge in a cascade of phrases that combine the two elements and fuse the 
two alliterative systems: panolethriai ("total destruction") ,  pezos kai nees 
kai ouden hoti ouk apoleto ( "of both infantry and fleet there was nothing 
that was not annihilated") ,  and oligoi apo pollon ("few out of many") . 55 
The first of these is a combination of ' ' all ' '  (pan-) and a word for destruction 
or annihilation (olethria) . 56 The compound is an expression as awesome 
as paradoxical , so unusual that it calls forth its one famous use in earlier 
literature , Herodotus '  comment on the fall of Troy: "When some divine 
power contrives that all should perish with total annihilation, they [the 
gods] make this clear to men, that for great wrongdoings great also are 
the punishments from the gods . "57 That Thucydides , stern skeptic , en­
lightenment man, should contemplate such a theodicy surprises and per­
plexes .  Are we suddenly to conclude that behind the immense suffering 

55 'OA.(ym futo itoU<ilv evokes Darius' ghost in Aeschylus Persae 800, who refers to 
the survivors of the expedition against Greece as itaUQOL yr itoU<ilv. 

,. Note the alliterative pattern of "o" sounds and "p" sounds: (7 .87 . 1 )  f:v yaQ xo(A.qi 
XWQL(Jl ovtac; xal. oA.lyqi itoUouc; ot "tf ijA.LOL "tO ltQW"tOV xal. "tO ltviyoc; ITL EAUltfl 
. . .  ; (87.2) ltCtvta "tf ltOLOUvt(l)V . . .  EµJtflt"tOOXO"tac; xaxoita6ijom, oubtv O"tl oux 
. . . ; (87 .6) xma ltavta yaQ ltCtvtooc; . . .  xal. oubtv QA.(yov tc; oubtv xaxoita61]oav­
uc; itavooA.E0Q(<;i . . .  oiibf:v on oux futooA.E"to, xal. QA.(ym futo itoU<ilv . . .  aitE­
v6<mJoav. 

" Herodotus 2 . 1 20 .5 ,  "tOU bmµov(ou ltQQUOXEUa�0vtoc; oxooc; itavooA.E0QLTI futoA.6-
µrvm xamcj>av[c; "tOU"tO "tOLOL av0QOOltOLOL ltOLTtOWOL , ooc; "tcOv µEyCtAWV abLXl)µ{t"tWV 
µryaA.m rtol. xal. al "tLµooQ(m itaQa i;clJv 0r<ilv. Cf. Herodotus 4.205 . N. Marinatos 
Kopff and H. R. Rawlings , "Panolethria and Divine Punishment,"  Parola del Passato 1 82 
( l  978) 33 1 -337, convince me that the allusion in Thucydides is specifically to Herodotus 
and not to some proverb or commonplace. The Herodotus passage poses precisely the question 
that was implied but swiftly suppressed at the beginning of book 6. Was this expedition an 
instance of divine retribution? Kopff and Rawlings assume that the question is answered in 
the affirmative by the evocation of Herodotus .  I believe they are on the right track (pace 
Dover in HCT ad loc. ,  p. 465 , who seems to me to beg the question: "if Thucydides had 
recalled the Herodotean passage he would have taken some trouble to avoid the appearance 
of subscribing to its theology") ,  but I am unable to go quite as far as they do. The passage 
seems to me to raise the question of theodicy but to leave it quite open. It is not a statement 
of Thucydides '  theology, but a way to lead an enlightened and sophisticated audience to 
confront the awesome possibility that there may be a divine dimension to human history. 



Book 7 209 

that we are witnessing there stands some divinity requiting past offenses,  
not with the careful calibration that Nicias assumed but with an immensity 
that baffles and confounds? If so, what divinity is it , benign or demonic? 
Readers will here part ways and conclude as their theologies or dispositions 
dictate . Thucydides withdraws and provides no guidance . He is no theo­
logian and will not play at it. The possibilities themselves are awesome 
enough and converge in a common recognition , that the destruction of the 
expedition has reached-and surpassed-the limits of human experience 
and comprehension . 



Book 8 

MO S T  R E A D E R S  of Thucydides have found the account of the Sicilian 
Expedition to be the culmination of the work with the eighth book 

a disappointing sequel . Whereas the seventh book draws together many 
of the major themes of the work-ships , finances ,  walls,  the dissolution 
of ethnic ties , and the greatness of the war1-and transforms them into a 
rich and moving unity , the eighth book is diffuse , fragmented, and in­
complete . The narrative , in Cornford's  words, seems "unfinished , dull 
and spiritless " and "the historian . . .  seems to grope his way like a man 
without a clue . "2  

The reason for this reaction to the eighth book is in  large part to be 
found in a conflict between the symbolic and the factual levels of the work . 
At the symbolic level the account of the Sicilian disaster has developed 
an equation between the large expeditionary force and the city , while 
Athens itself has become " instead of a city , a fort" (7 . 28 .  I ) .  The destruc­
tion of the expedition is thus emotionally the destruction of Athens itself, 
and the virtual end of the war. In fact, however, the nineteenth year of 
the twenty-seven-year war is not yet over. There is much more , and much 
worse , to come . 

The eighth book is thus another example of a familiar pattern in the 
Histories , reopening after apparent closure . As we have seen , Thucydidean 
narratives , especially those focussed on the pathos or suffering of the war, 
often seem to draw to a close and then open up again to explore a new 
instance or effect of the suffering. 3 This pattern is now transferred from 

' L. Pearson, "Thucydides as Reporter and Critic , "  TAPA 78 ( 1 947) 48.  
2 F .  M . Cornford, Thucydides Mythistoricus (London 1 907) 244. Recent scholarship has 

moved cautiously in the direction of a more sympathetic assessment of Book 8; see for 
example the discussions in P .  Pouncey, Necessities of War (New York 1 980) ; M. Cogan, 
The Human Thing (Chicago 1 98 1 ) ;  and J. de Romilly, "Les problemes de politique interieure 
dans I' oeuvre de Thucydide, "  in Historiographica Antiqua (Commentationes Lovanienses in 
honorem W. Peremans) (Leuven 1977) 77-93 . 

3 Such reopenings are characteristic of Thucydides' pathos narratives , for example: ( I )  
The plague, Apparent conclusion in 2 . 5 1 . 1  reopened to explore the psychological and moral 
effects of the affliction; (2) Corcyra , Completion and generalization in 3 . 8 1 . 5 ,  followed by 
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the relatively short narratives in which it has most often appeared to the 
larger architecture of the work . In this reopening the reader swiftly en­
counters themes that had not been significantly treated in the Sicilian 
narrative , especially Athens '  great endurance and the tendency of her allies 
and opponents to underestimate her strength and determination . The second 
book had already introduced this theme and anticipated the tension between 
it and the emphasis on the magnitude of the Sicilian disaster: 

They took a fall in Sicily both with the rest of their force and with the greater part 

of their navy , and in the city they were now in stasis. Yet despite their attrition, 

they still held out against their former enemies, and against the reinforcements that 

came from Sicily , and as well against the majority of their allies who revolted, 

and later in addition against Cyrus, the son of the great king , who supplied funds 

to the Peloponnesians for their navy; they did not give in until ,  by entangling 

themselves in domestic disagreements , they took a fall . 4  

The passage begins and ends with the same wrestling metaphor ( ' 'took a 
fall") ,  conveyed by the same verb (mf>aA.A.oo), but the cause of the "fall" 
is transformed by the intervening analysis . 5 Neither Sicily , nor the Spar­
tans, nor the revolt of Athenian allies , nor the intervention of Persia, but 
Athens' own political dissension , causes the ultimate defeat. This passage 
establishes that the disaster in Sicily , however important symbolically , is 
not the end of the Peloponnesian War nor the true cause of Athenian defeat. 
A further stage of analysis is required that must involve an investigation 
of material often lightly treated in some earlier sections of the work-the 
sources of Athens ' continuing strength and the relation between Athenian 
domestic politics and the city ' s  foreign affairs . The opening chapters of 
the eighth book thus serve as a modulation from the immensity of the 
Sicilian disaster to a new and even greater struggle for survival . The 
violence of the war now comes home to Athens ,  not only through the 
incursions of the Spartans from their fort in Deceleia but also through an 
internalization of violence in the political struggles and stasis of the period. 

The difficulties that beset Athens after the Sicilian disaster have a double 
function . They are steps on the road to her ultimate defeat but also mark 

further examples of atrocities and discussion of staseis in other cities; (3) Mycalessus , Total 
destruction of the town described in 7. 29 .4 followed by generalization about Thracians and 
a summary of the destruction in 7. 29. 5 ,  then a further detail (destruction of the children in 
the school) and resumption of narrative with the account of the withdrawal of the Thracians 
and the Theban attack. 

4 2 .65 . 1 2 .  On the text see above, Chapter Two, Note 29 . 
> Other sentences beginning and ending with forms of the same word are found in 3 .42 . 3  

an d  3.45 .6 ,  and Gorgias Palamedes, VS 8 2  B 1 1 2 ,  sec . 3 .  
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out her continuing strength and determination . A certain blurring or opacity 
results , all the more troublesome because we cannot follow through the 
larger development of which the book must be a part . The narrative ends 
abruptly in the middle of a paragraph concerning events of the twenty-first 
year of the war. Despite this incompleteness, the general development of 
this section of the work can readily be detected. The initial despair fol­
lowing the news of the losses in Sicily gradually gives way to a deter­
mination to resist; amid grave difficulties Athens holds out , overcomes 
revolution at home, and the revolt of her dependencies abroad, and even 
defeats the enemy fleet at Cynossema (8 . 102- 106) . But this story of a slow 
and unsteady movement from despair to endurance , from defeat to recov­
ery , must be viewed with the foreknowledge of Athens ' eventual defeat. 
The recovery is an ascent leading to a greater fall . 

The eighth book is thus a modulation abruptly terminated , hence inev­
itably unsatisfying . It begins, moreover, with a technique easily misun­
derstood if the reader is not alert to Thucydides ' occasional tendency to 
represent as fact the mood and expectations of the characters he portrays . 
He does not stop to qualify or correct the Athenians ' assessment of the 
news from Sicily: 

For they were grieved, both individually and as a city , by the loss of so many 

hoplites and cavalry and of a crack force the like of which they had not seen. At 

the same time they despaired of any salvation in their present situation for they 
saw that the ships in reserve, the funds in the treasury, the crews for the ships 

were insufficient . They expected that their enemies from Sicily would immediately 

sail against the Piraeus with their navy, especially since they had won so decisively , 

and that their enemies in Greece proper would then make double efforts and attack 

them in force from both land and sea, and that their allies would revolt and join 
them. (8 . 1 .2) 

Very swiftly , however, the mood changes and the recognition grows , both 
among the Athenians and in the reader, that the situation is by no means 
as desperate as had at first been thought. Even the passage we have just 
quoted continues with a sentence reporting Athenian determination: 
"Nevertheless , as best they could under the circumstances they resolved 
that it was essential not to give in . "6 The idea and the language evokes 

• 8 . 1 . 3 .  Note w� �x twv uJtaQx6vtwv echoes 7 .76. I and invites the expectation of some 
statement about their improving attitude or encouragement. Abruptly µ� £vl'.no6vm sums 
up the decision . See also 2 . 1 2 . 1 and 1 2 .4,  1 8 . 5 ,  and the Melians ' refusal to give in 5 . 86; 
cf. 5 . 1 1 4 .  

Failure to note that the account i s  constructed to lead the reader to share i n  the Athenians' 
initial despair and then to participate in the recovery of their spirits can easily lead to false 
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the statement o f  the theme of Athenian endurance in 2 . 65 . 1 2 .  Soon we 
learn the measures the Athenians take to continue the struggle and gradually 
we share in their realization that the situation is not hopeless . The desire 
for revolt is not universal among Athens'  subjects (8 . 9 . 3) ;  the Sicilian 
contribution to the Peloponnesian military forces is not large (8 . 26 . 1 ) ;  
Spartan actions are characteristically slow and cautious; a reserve fund of 
one thousand talents , set aside at the beginning of the war (2 .24.  l ) ,  but 
not mentioned in the account of the initial Athenian despair, is now utilized 
(8. 1 5 .  l ) .  In retrospect the reactions to the Sicilian disaster, as reported in 
the first chapter of the book, are easily recognized as excessive . 

The reader thus participates in the gradual revival of Athenian spirits . 
Many other Greeks , on the other hand, persist in their elation and over­
confidence. They repeat, in effect, the miscalculation of Athenian power 
that had been made earlier in the war. 7 As the eighth book continues , we 
see the effects of this misassessment . The Chians , for example , despite 
their remarkable caution and careful preparations , underestimate Athenian 
power, are unsuccessful in their revolt and , for the first time since the days 
of Persian dominance, have their land ravaged (8 . 24 . 3f. ) .  Thucydides 
emphasizes that their policies were typical of those adopted by many other 
Greek cities . 

If this were the full measure of the book, it would be a relatively 
straightforward narrative and relatively easy to assess . The reader would 
expect , for example , that its techniques would not differ very significantly 
from those we have already encountered, and that behind the complex and 
scattered events of the war a clear and coherent shaping of material should 
be evident . There is , however, a new dimension to the eighth book, one 
which , I believe , transforms the narrative into something unlike the earlier 
portions of the Histories . This new dimension is already implicit in the 

inferences about the work. R. Meiggs, The Athenian Empire (Oxford 1 972) 35 1 ,  for example, 
seems to imply that Thucydides overstated the danger to the empire and then provided facts 
that refuted his own view: "The empire meanwhile, according to Thucydides, threatened 
collapse as the allies competed fiercely to be the first to revolt, now that Athens' power was 
broken. His detailed narrative does not fully bear out this gloomy analysis . "  A similar 
approach is taken in HCT on 8 .2 .2  (p. 8): "Thucydides' preoccupation with Athens' unpop­
ularity . . . seems to have run away with him once more. " 

7 8 .2 . 1 .  The overconfidence of the Hellenes evokes two earlier episodes: The first is their 
enthusiasm at the beginning of the war for the Spartan cause, as reported by Archidamus in 
2 . 1 1 . 2 (N . B .  � yO.Q 'EA>.0.c; Itaoa . . .  btljQtm) and in Thucydides '  own words in 2 .8 .4 .  
The second episode is the reception accorded Brasidas by Athens' allies in northern Greece 
(N. B . E1tftQOT]oav in 4. 1 08 .  3) .  The second of these episodes anticipated the reaction after 
the Sicilian defeat: 4 .8 1 . 2f. The Peloponnesians also misassess Athenian naval strength in 
8 .8 .4 and 8 . 10 .2 .  
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first chapter, when Thucydides notes the Athenians '  decision to establish 
a group of probouloi, or councillors , "and, as the populace often does,  
they were ready to put everything into disciplined order in response to the 
present fearful situation" (8. 1 .4) .  This sentence introduces an important 
topic in the eighth book-the connection between domestic political struc­
ture and the successful conduct of the war. As the book progresses, this 
topic becomes increasingly central , for the energy of the book comes to 
concentrate more on the struggle for stable and sensible political direction 
than on the military and diplomatic maneuvering . These are often swiftly 
recounted, with only passing attention to the underlying strategy , while 
the political conflicts , especially those leading up to the governments of 
the Four Hundred and the Five Thousand in Athens , are some of the most 
powerfully written portions of the book . 

The political dimension of the war, now more fully developed than in 
any preceding portion of the Histories , transforms the book from a rela­
tively simple story of Athenian endurance and recovery into a much more 
complex narrative . It points , moreover, to what Thucydides has already 
indicated was the source of Athens' ultimate defeat: "they did not give in 
until , by entangling themselves in domestic disagreements , they took a 
fall" (2 .65 . 1 2) .  The real threat to Athens , we recognize , is not the Sicilian 
disaster, nor the revolt of her allies , nor the power of Sparta and Persia, 
but the dissolution of her political coherence . 

The concern with political dissolution has a further effect upon the 
literary form of the book . A narrative convenience disappears . Until this 
point it has almost always been possible for Thucydides to represent the 
Athenians either as a unit in civic or collective narrative , or to select one 
or two individuals whose ideas and policies eventually shape civic action . 
In stasis, however, narrative units , as well as political coherence , disin­
tegrate . We can no longer consider the Athenians as a unit, nor the city ' s  
political life as a series of  choices between the policies of  a few dominant 
leaders . The city is tom between oligarchic and democratic factions; it is 
physically divided between the military forces on Samos who claim to be 
the true city (8 . 76 .3)  and the oligarchs in Athens . Among the oligarchs 
there is a split between the more extreme and the more moderate factions 
and a strong tendency toward individual rivalries and struggles for pre­
eminence (8 .89 .3) .  

The book has a large and brilliant cast of  characters . We might expect 
that one or two of them-Alcibiades, Agis ,  or Phrynichus-might serve 
as a center of focus around which the events of the book might be arranged 
and given form. Bui no figure in the eighth book takes on the role that 
Brasidas performed in the fourth book or Nicias and Demosthenes in the 
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seventh . Individuals appear with momentary prominence and then swiftly 
disappear in disfavor, obscurity , or death . , 

In this respect the book records the tendency toward civic disintegration 
or moral atomism that almost any student of history recognizes in the last 
decade of the war. More than any other book in the work it moves to the 
level of individual choices and motives . We see many individuals elabo­
rately planning and plotting , sometimes quite desperately seeking their 
own advancement or survival . Yet for all the brilliance of the characters , 
there is no permanence or stability . Events are out of civic or individual 
control. We can appreciate in this another aspect of the pathos of the war, 
not just the pain and suffering so vividly depicted in the earlier parts of 
the work, but the other sense of the Greek word pathos , the inability to 
control events . In war individuals and states lose their ability to make 
things happen; things happen to them. 

The literary analogue to this loss of individual and civic control is a 
disintegration of the units and techniques upon which so much of the earlier 
portions of the work is built . The reader can no longer assume civic unity 
or the centrality of any individual or place . The convenient concentration 
on a single theater, so well utilized in book 7, is now impossible . The 
war extends to wider and wider boundaries and involves simultaneous 
operations in Attica, Euboea, the Hellespont , Chios , Lesbos , Samos , and 
elsewhere . Chronologically, as we shall see , the division of the war into 
summer and winter campaigning seasons is no longer well suited to the 
lengthy and interconnected developments taking place in this phase of the 
war. 

Nor can Sparta or Persia any longer be treated as monolithic units . 
Divisions and rivalries within each of these states have major effects on 
the course of the war. The tension between King Agis of Sparta and the 
authorities at home helps shape Spartan foreign policy , just as the con­
flicting objectives of Tissaphemes and Phamabazus effect Persian conduct 
in the war (8 . 5-6) . 

Thucydides ' normal confidence in the assessment of motives and strat­
egies, moreover, gives way to a more meditative approach. If in the earlier 
books Thucydides was "determined to do all the work himself and to 
present only the finished product to the public , as the artist does. Wren 
showed St. Paul ' s  Cathedral to the world, not his plans for it; so does the 
painter his picture; so did Pheidias his sculpture . "8 But now he seems to 
think out loud and invite the reader to analyze alternative explanations 

• A . W. Gomme, The Greek Attitude to Poetry and History (Berkeley 1954) 1 19 ,  following 
Gilbert Murray and others. Cf. L. von Ranke , Weltgeschichre (Leipzig 1 896): I, ii, ch. 8 ,  
p.  52 :  "Die Ansichten des Historikers treten selbst als Historie auf. " 
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with him, often labeling his conclusions as one man's opinion .9  We are 
invited into Thucydides' study and allowed to watch him making up his 
mind. In chapter 87 for example, he deals with the question of why 
Tissaphemes , when he had at his disposal 147 Phoenician ships , in addition 
to other forces , refused to engage the Athenian navy . Elsewhere in the 
work we might have found a simple statement of Thucydides ' conclusion , 
presented as fact . Here we witness the weighing of the evidence: 

Various accounts are given and it is not easy to know with what intention he came 

to Aspendus and, having come, failed to lead on the ships. That Phoenician ships , 

147 of them, came to Aspendus is agreed, but why they did not proceed is diversely 

conjectured. Some say it was so that by going away he might wear down the 
Peloponnesian side , as indeed he intended. (Tamos, in any event, who was fol­

lowing his orders , did not provide better, but actually worse , provisions for them. )  

Some say i t  was in  order to make money by  bringing the Phoenician fleet to 

Aspendus and selling the crews their discharges .  (The implication is that he never 

intended to use them. )  Still others say that it was because of the outcry that had 
arisen in Sparta so that it would now be said that he was not acting improperly ,  

but had indeed indisputably gone after ships that were really manned. 

To me it seems most evident that his reason for not leading on the ships was to 

wear down and hinder the Greek cause . He wasted their strength as long as he 
was travelling there and delaying; he kept them evenly balanced to avoid making 

one party stronger by throwing his weight on either side. Since , had he wanted 
to , it is evident that he could of course unequivocally have ended the war. For if 

he had brought on the fleet he would in all probability have bestowed the victory 

on the Spartans , whose navy at that point faced the Athenians more as an equal 
than as an inferior. What convicts him most decisively is the reason he gave for 

not bringing on the fleet . For he said that he had a smaller number of ships than 

the king had ordered him to collect . But he would of course have won still greater 

gratitude if expending less of the king 's  funds he had achieved the same results 
from fewer resources . Tissaphemes then, with whatever intention arrives in Aspendus 
and joins the Phoenicians . 1 0 

The earlier books of the Histories contain no precise parallel to a passage 
such as this .  Here the reader and the author share a common inquiry and 
break beyond the surface narrative to the arguments and decisions that 
shape it . 

In this new pattern of narrative we are much more aware of the author 

9 E.g .  8 . 56 .3 and 87 .4 .  Cf. J. de Romilly, Histoire et raison chez Thucydide (Paris 1 956) , 
84, n. I ,  and Andrewes in HCT on book 8, app. 2, p. 399f. 

10 8 .87 .2-6. For similar examples see 8 .46.5 and 56.2. There are useful discussions in 
Andrewes , HCT ad Joe . (p. 290f. ; cf. p. 455f. ) and in D. Lateiner, "Tissaphemes and the 
Phoenician Fleet , "  TAPA 106 ( 1 976) 267-290. 
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and his activities and less likely to be drawn into the illusion that the events 
of the war are reporting themselves . The omniscient narrator is replaced 
by a fellow inquirer who , at least from time to time , stops to look more 
closely at motives , admits his uncertainties and explains his reasoning . 

Thus many of the characteristic features of Thucydidean narrative are 
shattered or changed in the eighth book. The result is a doubly difficult 
problem: not only is the book concerned with complex and diverse events , 
but also some familiar techniques and devices seem no longer fully adapted 
to the demands of the narrative . Few will want to argue that Thucydides 
fully solved this problem. But the reader does well to concentrate on the 
nature of the difficulty and the changes in literary technique rather than to 
rely on the conventional explanation that Thucydides died before com­
pleting the book and would radically have modified it if he had lived on . 
To be sure , the fact that the book breaks off in the middle of the account 
of 4 1 1 /4 10 ,  makes this common , if unverifiable, idea seem plausible. 
Corroboration is often drawn from the absence of speeches in direct dis­
course , the presence of directly quoted documents , for example the treaties 
quoted in chapters 1 8  and 37,  and the omission of some major events , 
notably the Athenian alliance with Amorges .  1 1  Throughout there are loose 
ends and a lack of coordination of individual trains of events . 1 2 Although 
the book is less complete and far less polished than the others , it would 
be dangerous to assume that the cause lies purely in the length of Thu­
cydides '  life .  As the discussion of book 5 has shown, the presence of 
documents and the absence of speeches in direct discourse do not provide 
reliable indications of ' ' incompleteness . ' '  The two books that have quoted 
documents as well as speeches in indirect rather than direct discourse are 
ones that confront especially difficult narrative problems: source problems , 
the complex diplomacy involving Argos, Arcadia, and Thebes as well as 
Athens and Sparta in book 5 ,  and in book 8 the connection between widely 
scattered military operations and the political events with which they are 

so intimately joined . 
The reason for their distinctive shape may be found in the problems 

posed by these phases of the war rather than in the length of Thucydides' 
life. When we note the variations in narrative technique even in other 

1 1  The evidence for the incompleteness of the eighth book is admirably set forth by A. Andrewes 
in app. I of HCT on book 8, esp . pp . 369-375; cf. also Andrewes' introduction pp . 1 -4 .  On 
the alliance with Amorges see Andocides 3 (On the Peace) 29, A. Andrewes ,  "Thucydides 
and the Persians, "  Historia 10 ( 1 96 1 )  1 - 1 8  and H. D. Westlake, "Athens and Amorges ,"  
Phoenix 3 1  ( 1 977) 3 1 9-329. 

1 2  Cf. K. von Fritz, Griechische Geschichtsschreibung (Berlin 1%7) I. a 757-778. 
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sections of the work , it becomes more likely that Thucydides was adapting 
his approach to the narrative opportunities and problems of these years . 
Among them are not only themes such as the breakdown of civic unity, 
the internalization of violence , the close connection between domestic and 
foreign policy , and the struggles for prominence by politicians of every 
persuasion, but also a special need to control the length of this part of the 
work. The complexity of events , the conduct of the war in many different 
theaters , the large number of prominent individuals all encourage the ex­
pansion of the narrative . The account of the twentieth year of the war 
consumes fifty-four chapters , well beyond the average for earlier parts of 
the war. The twenty-first year, if complete , would have been even longer. 
A desire to control this tendency toward disproportionate length may ac­
count for some of the features of the eighth book, and some of its resem­
blances to the fifth book where , for quite different reasons , Thucydides 
may have wished to avoid overexpansion. A preference for indirect over 
direct discourse may be the result, for example , of an effort to control the 
length of these portions of the work. Similarly the compression evident in 
the accounts of some of the military operations and the relative obscurity 
of strategic considerations may have a similar origin . At the outset , for 
example , we are left to conjecture that the control of the Hellespont is the 
key to defeating Athens and that the Peloponnesians lack the naval force 
to sail there and immediately dominate the area. From this starting point , 
we can understand why the one island that retains a significant independent 
navy, Chios, will be crucial to Peloponnesian operations (cf. 8 . 1 5 . 1 ) .  If 
Chios joins in a concerted attack on the Athenian grain route , the Pelo­
ponnesians will have a good chance of rapid success . If not, Athens may 
still find a way of successfully weathering the war. Such conjectures are 
vital for an understanding of Spartan strategy .  They help explain the Spar­
tans ' reluctance to accept Phamabazus ' invitation to move directly against 
the Hellespont (8 . 6 . 1 )  and the considerable concern shown for Chios . Yet 
Thucydides ' highly compressed narrative provides little space for the anal­
ysis of the background to military events . 

Amid such compression more fully developed material stands out with 
great prominence . Again, as in book 5 ,  the absence of speeches in direct 
discourse contrasts sharply with the presence of a series of documents 
quoted practically verbatim. The treaties and alliances in the earlier book, 
we argued, served an important purpose. They emphasized the breakdown 
of oaths and other restraints and brought out the instability of foreign 
relations during a period of ostensible peace . The documents in the eighth 
book, three understandings between the Spartans and the Persians (8 . 1 8 ,  



Book 8 2 1 9  

3 7 ,  and 58),  serve a similar purpose. They reveal , more clearly than any 
generalization or indictment, the willingness of the Spartans to sacrifice 
the Greeks of Asia Minor in order to win the support of the Persians.  The 
first of these treaties contains the astonishing agreement that the Great 
King of Persia is to own whatever land and cities he currently holds and 
whatever his fathers held (8 . 1 8 . 1 ) .  The phrase is not qualified or explained , 
but its implications would be momentous for the Greeks of Asia Minor, 
and even for those in the areas once held by the Persians in northern 
Greece . This objection is made explicit by the Spartan Lichas (8 .43 .3)  
shortly after the second understanding between the Spartans and the Per­
sians is reported (ch . 37) . He criticizes the treaties as a kind of slavery 
and as refutation of the Spartan claims to be liberators of Greece . The 
third treaty (ch . 58) is subject to the same strictures . 1 3 

The documents , then, carry forward another theme of the Histories : the 
enslavement of Greece .  In the early books the Athenians are the enslavers 
(e .g .  1 . 98 .4) and the Spartans promise freedom (e .g .  2 . 8 .4).  The frau­
dulence of that Spartan claim is progressively exposed as the work goes 
on , never by direct challenge from Athenian speakers , but by the criticisms 
of others and by the words and deeds of the Spartans themselves . 14 Even­
tually even Lichas accepts the need for some limited and temporary sub­
mission to the Persians ; he "said it was proper that the Milesians and 
others in the king' s  territory act to a moderate extent as slaves to Tissa­
phernes and to tend to his whims until they could set the war in good 
order" (8 . 84 .5) .  

The documents in  book 8 have an important role in  the development of 
the enslavement theme. Here we can conjecture that Thucydides has adapted 
a technique also used in book 5 and used it to good advantage . Another 
departure from the general compression of the book ,  however, is without 
a close parallel or precedent. This is the use of "flashbacks" or simul-

1 3  Cf. H. Erbse , "Argos und Melos im fiinften Buch des Thukydides , "  Wiirzburger 
Jahrbiicher N.F .  1 ( 1 975) 66. HCT on book 8 (e .g .  pp . 86ff. ) seems to me unpersuasive in 
its efforts to minimize the Spartan concessions in these documents. 

14 Opponents of Athenian rule introduce the enslavement theme in book 1 .68 . 3 ;  69. 1 ;  
1 24 .3 .  In 1 .  98 .4 Thucydides adopts this language. Athenian speakers do not directly challenge 
these charges nor do they attempt to refute the Peloponnesian claim that they are acting for 
the liberation of Greece ( 1 . 1 22 .3 ;  1 24 .3 ;  1 39 .3 ;  cf. 2.8 .4) .  Spartan words and deeds reveal 
the speciousness of their claim, e .g.  3 . 32 .2  and the proposal in 4. 17-20, esp. 20.4. On the 
themes of liberation and enslavement in the account of Brasidas' expedition see the discussion 
in Chapter Four. Book 8 resumes these themes, provides a more detailed view of the rela­
tionship between Athens and her allies, and points to dangers inherent in Spartan rule. The 
harmost system, for example, is alluded to in 8 . 52 (anticipated in 4. 1 32.3) .  
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taneous narration at two points in the book . 1 5  The development is not a 
surprising one considering the overlapping action of the war in several 
theaters . But the flashbacks of book 8 are not perfunctory glances at material 
that might otherwise have been forced out of the narrative by more pressing 
events . They take on a life of their own and carry forward some of the 
most important themes and ideas of the book. 

The first of the two flashbacks of book 8 begins in chapter 45 with the 
awkward phrases ,  " in this time and even earlier, before they moved off 
to Rhodes , the following things were done . "  The next ten chapters are a 
series of dramatic episodes , told with a rich enjoyment of their ironies and 
reversals , all focussed on Alcibiades. The effect is to break out of the 
surface progression of events and to look more closely at the motives and 
psychology of the characters . Alcibiades'  personality emerges with great 
clarity as the reader sees him maneuvering with Tissaphernes and Phryn­
ichus . His desire to return to Athens shapes his advice to Tissaphernes 
( 4 7 .  I )  and leads him to collaboration with oligarchical conspirators ( 48 . I ) .  
Eventually the flashback blends in with the narrative of continuing military 
and diplomatic events. 

The prominence of Alcibiades in this section has naturally led to spec­
ulation about Thucydides ' sources and to the suggestion that Alcibiades 
himself may have been one of them. 16 Whatever the merits of this sug­
gestion, it has had one pernicious effect . Scholarly attention has tended 
to focus on the source problem and to regard the narrative technique of 
this flashback as the result of Thucydides '  informants rather than of his 
own shaping of material . Thus Delebecque's  important observations about 
the "recit nouveau" of this book have been excessively focussed on source 
and compositional questions and have failed fully to appreciate the literary 
originality of this book .11 

A second flashback (8 .63 . 3) replicates the concern with individuals and 

" 8 .45 .  l and 8.63 . 3 .  The closest analogies are in book 4, 46. l and 78. 1 .  In Herodotus 
note 5 . 108 .  

16 P.  A.  Brunt, "Thucydides and Alcibiades ,"  Revue des etudes grecques 65  ( 1 952) 59-
96 and E. Delebecque , Thucydide et Alcibiade (Publication des annales de la faculte des 
lettres . . .  no . 49, Aix-en-Provence I %5) .  Andrewes provides a useful survey of scholarship 
on this and related points in his introduction to book 8 in the HCT. Note, however, the 
approach taken by P. Pouncey in Necessities of Power (New York 1980) esp . p. 42. 

1 7  Delebecque (above, Note 16) provides an elaborate analysis of book 8 based on the 
contrasts among "old narrative" (e .g .  8 . 1 -44) , "new narrative" (e .g .  8.45-56, 63. 3-77) and 
"unified narrative" (8 .83- 109). I am persuaded by many of Delebecque's  observations but 
believe that the innovations of the eighth book arise primarily from Thucydides' engagement 
with the literary problems posed by this phase of the war rather than from differing periods 
of composition and differing sources of information. 
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their motives , and with the tensions within Athens , both of which were 
evident in the first flashback , but is even more elaborate in its development. 
The opening sentence echoes its predecessor in chapter 45 and points 
to its main subject: ' 'About this time and even earlier the democracy in 
Athens was overthrown . "  This flashback, then , carries forward one of the 
major topics of the eighth book, the revolutionary activity within Athens , 
and further explores the important theme of the connection between do­
mestic and foreign policy . Its technique, moreover, is innovative and its 
effect surprising . The increasing concern with individuals and their mo­
tives,  already evident in the first flashback, is now used to assess Athenian 
political factions and their leadership . The result is a shift to a very critical 
view of the oligarchic movement. As Westlake has argued , Thucydides 
shows that , "Most of the leading oligarchs , or at least the most influential 
of them, were interested only in their own advancement and adopted 
unscrupulous and oppressive methods in seeking to achieve their selfish 
aims . Accordingly they ruined the oligarchical cause and nearly ruined 
Athens as well . On the other hand the democrats at Samos were , he 
maintains , for the most part genuine patriots who were prepared to make 
sacrifices in order to preserve the security of Athens under democratic 
government . ' '  1 8  

The shift in attitude is surprising given Thucydides' coolness to de­
mocracy in earlier portions of the work. But the criticism of oligarchy is 
inescapable, and cleverly executed . Early in the account of the oligarchic 
movement at Athens , Thucydides had introduced a powerful critique of 
its claims . The spokesman through whom the analysis was presented was 
Phrynichus, of hated memory to the Athenian democrats , but whose ad­
mirable canniness was demonstrated in chapter 27 . 19 Phrynichus examined 
one by one the claims of the oligarchs ,  exposing the weakness of each; 
he showed that Alcibiades had no interest either in oligarchy or democracy 
but only in his own return from exile (8 .48 .4) , and argued that the Great 
King was not likely to attach himself to his old enemies,  the Athenians, 
when he could co-operate with the Spartans , nor were the cities of the 
empire likely to be more easily controlled under a democracy . They had, 
he pointed out, ample grounds to fear the so-called "gentlemen" (kaloi 
k' agathoi) , that is ,  government by the upper classes . Phrynichus ' critique 

18  H. D. Westlake, ' 'The Subjectivity of Thucydides , ' '  Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 
56 ( 1 973) 2 14 .  

19  Note the echo of  Pericles ( 1 . 144. 1 )  in  8 . 27 . 3 .  After his death (8.92.2) Phrynichus was 
posthumously condemned for treason. See also Andrewes ad loc. in HCT (pp. 309f. ) and 
H. D. Westlake, " Phrynichus and Astyochus ,"  JHS 76 ( 1 956) 99- 104. 
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is logically compelling , and its major points are confirmed by the narrative . 
Alcibiades' single-minded devotion to his own return has already been 
indicated in chapter 4 7, and his lack of ideological commitment to oligarchy 
is as clear in the subsequent narrative as his contempt for democracy has 
been in the earlier portions of the work. 20 The king ' s  interest is clearly to 
grind down the two Greek belligerents through their mutual conflicts , as 
Alcibiades has already argued (ch . 46) . The reader can expect, then , that 
whatever temporary success Alcibiades might have with Tissaphernes (ch . 
52) , in the long run Persia will not significantly help Athens (ch . 56) . 
Finally , Phrynichus '  perception that the subject cities would be no more 
securely controlled by an Athenian oligarchy than by a democracy ,  is 
confirmed almost as soon as the flashback begins by the example of Thasos . 
The point is made quite explicitly: ' 'On Thasos the opposite happened to 
what the Athenians who established the oligarchy expected; in my opinion 
this also happened among many other subjects . The cities , once they 
received "Moderation" and immunity for their [oligarchic] activities,  moved 
toward the opposing ' 'freedom, ' '  not preferring the suppurating ' ' law and 
order" of the Athenians. 2 1  

The account of the revolt of Thasos to which this comment is appended 
completes the confirmation of Phrynichus' arguments against the oligarchy. 
With the deceptive claims of the oligarchs stripped away, it is easy to look 
below the surface of the events , and particularly at the terror and intimi­
dation that accompanied the introduction of the oligarchy. 22 The next chap­
ter begins this exposure. First it recounts some of the murders that preceded 
the establishment of the oligarchy, 23 and then turns to the oligarchic prop-

20 Especially 6.89 .6 ,  his comment in Sparta describing democracy as an " acknowledged 
folly . "  

2 1  8 .64.5 .  The passage i s  difficult but provides a g ood  example of Thucydides '  exploitation 
of the slogans and language of the various factions. On sophrosyne (moderation) as a slogan 
of the Athenian oligarchs, cf. Peisander in 8 .53 . 3  and H. North, Sophrosyne (Ithaca, N .Y .  
1 966) 1 l l f. ; on  e/eutheria (freedom) see 64. 3 (cf. 2 .8 .4) .  The reading E'llvoµ(a� (law and 
order) is attested here by the Vatican manuscript and is probably to be preferred to the more 
common (and less paradoxical) aui:ovoµ(av; see Andrewes in HCT ad loc. (p. 1 60f. ) .  
Either term is  likely to  be an oligarchic slogan or propaganda claim. 

Westlake (above Note 1 8) 1 93-2 1 8 ,  esp. p. 200, points out the affinities between this 
passage and the account of the revolution in Corcyra. The use of slogans and the emphasis 
on the transvaluation of language are paralleled in 3 . 82 .4f. 

22 The contrast between surface and deeper reality is suggested by the adjective uitoiJA.ou 
(suppurating) applied to eunomias (or autonomias) at the end of chapter 64. This adjective 
occurs only here in Thucydides; it properly applies to putrefaction setting in under a scar. 
The implication is that the surgery of eunomia does not work and the wound it causes becomes 
badly infected. 

23 Young supporters of the revolution killed Androcles both because of his past demagogy 
and because they thought that his death would be pleasing to Alcibiades "who was returning 
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aganda: ' 'They devised an account for public consumption that state pay 
would be given only to the troops on duty , and that participation in public 
affairs would be restricted to not more than five thousand, and these would 
be the ones who were most able to come to the city ' s  aid financially or 
through military service" (8 .65 . 3) .  This was attractive to many citizens , 
since it implied that those who supported the move to oligarchy would 
have a voice in subsequent affairs . But Thucydides makes it clear that the 
claim was specious ,24 and that argument against the oligarchs, formerly 
(ch . 53 . 2) so vehement, was now suppressed . No one dared to speak against 
the oligarchy , or if someone did, he ' ' immediately died from some suitable 
means . "25 The description of the terror in the city echoes earlier passages 
describing moments of political extremism in Athens: the crowd psychol­
ogy when the Sicilian Expedition was voted ,26 the hysteria at the inves­
tigation of the affairs of the berms and mysteries ,27 and the mood of the 
Pisistratids after the attempted coup by Harmodius and Aristogeiton . 28 It 

to Athens and making Tissaphernes a friend" (8 .65 .2) .  But we know Alcibiades has by this 
time failed with Tissaphernes (ch . 56) and the leaders of tne revolution are no longer eager 
for his return (63 .4) .  

24 8 . 66. 1 .  �v ot 'tOlrtO EU1tQE1tE'; 1tQO'; i:oui;; itl.Eloui;; , EitEL £;EtV YE tljv it61.tv 
o'(itEQ xat µE0(CJtaoav EµEUov . 

25 8 .66 .2 .  The phrasing utilizes the oligarchic language of the period and hints at its 
underlying distortions and violence. An epitedeios, "a suitable one , "  was someone you 
could rely upon , a good friend. The word becomes a feature of oligarchic language, meaning 
someone who was suited to the oligarchy , that is who could be relied upon to support it, 
8 .48 .2 ;  54 . 3 ;  63 .4; 64.4; cf. 5 .  76 . 2 .  Hence opponents of the oligarchy were the "unsuitable 
ones" (8 .65 . 2) .  To say that someone died "from some suitable means" catches the tone of 
oligarchic speech while showing how widely it can be extended to mask the violence of the 
conspirators . Cf. 8 .70 .2 :  "Suitable to be put out of the way . "  

2• Cf. 6.24.4,  l'>El'>tooi;; . . .  �01Jxlav �yEv , with 8 .66. 2 ,  l'>Ebtooi;; . . .  �01Jxlav dxEv 
6 bljµoi;; . 

27 In the herms affair everything was regarded with suspicion (6 . 53 .2) ,  so much so that 
the democracy suspended its normal deference to "respectable" people and normal distrust 
of the poneroi. A most detailed inquiry, zetesis (6 .53 .2) ,  was conducted but everything was 
quite incorrectly interpreted as a sign of an oligarchic and tyrannical conspiracy (6.60. 1 ) .  In 
8 .66.2 when there really is an oligarchic conspiracy, there is no zetesis at all and no one is 
arrested even when suspicion is strong. Suspicion works against the demos by encouraging 
distrust (8 .66.5) .  

28 In 6. 58 Hippias is with his doryphoroi (foreigners who served as a bodyguard) when 
he hears of the murder of Hipparchus. He orders the citizen hoplites who are a little distance 
away (amo0EV), armed and ready for the procession, to leave their arms and to withdraw to 
a certain spot. He instructs his bodyguards to seize the weapons ('ta onl.a t'mol.a�Eiv, 
6 .58 .2) and then conducts his own examination of the citizens to see if any has a hidden 
dagger. 

In 8 . 69 we see an inversion of this pattern. The citizens are again in arms but are allowed 
to go on their way to their military assignments. Those who are part of the conspiracy and 
some supporters from other Greek cities are instructed to remain a little ways off ( O.mo0EV, 
8 .69.2)  and to take up their own weapons if anyone moves against them (8.69 .2 ,  l.a�6vtai;; 
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also becomes clear that the oligarchy is not to be composed of the promised 
group of approximately five thousand citizens , but of a council of four 
hundred co-opted members , who can rule with full authority (autokratoras) 
and convene the Five Thousand when and if they so decide ( 8 .67 . 3) .  The 
Five Thousand, thus, would have no regularly scheduled meetings and the 
Four Hundred would have full power to act without consulting them. 
Despite their protestations (8 .72 . 1 ) ,  the Four Hundred clearly have no 
intention of diluting their power by convening the Five Thousand . 

Nowhere in the account are we encouraged to admire or even to sym­
pathize with the oligarchic regime . In the midst of the exposure of its 
specious claims , Thucydides lists the men behind the conspiracy (8 . 68) .  
Peisander, of course, was the most visible of these, but behind him stood 
three other highly influential figures. One was Phrynichus , now converted 
to the oligarchy because of his fears of Alcibiades and his recognition that 
the oligarchy was the best way to prevent Alcibiades ' return to Athens . 
Another was Theramenes ,  first mentioned here , but later of great promi­
nence both at the time of the Four Hundred and among the Thirty . Most 
attention , however, is paid to Antiphon , "a man who of the Athenians of 
his time was second to none in arete and who was most adept at developing 
ideas and at expressing what he had in mind" (8 . 68 . 1 ) .  These words and 
the following tribute to Antiphon' s  ability as a speaker and as an adviser 
in law cases have often been taken as showing that Thucydides '  "sym­
pathies went along with the oligarchical party; and that while the exag­
gerations of opposition speakers or demagogues,  such as those which he 
imputes to Kleon and Hyperbolus ,  provoked his bitter hatred, exaggerations 
of the oligarchical warfare, or multiplied assassinations, did not make him 
like a man the worse . "29 But closer examination suggests grounds for 
caution . Antiphon' s  arete need be nothing more than his ability to obtain 
many of the goals he set for himself, above all rhetorical effectiveness. 30 

i:a oitA.a). The Four Hundred, armed with small swords and accompanied by some of their 
young supporters from abroad, then take over the council house and administer the city "by 
force' '  (xai:a xg6.mc;, 8. 70. 1 ,  only here in a nonmilitary context) , killing some, imprisoning 
others. Note also the use of 'tOLOU't!Jl . . .  'tQOlt!Jl in 6 .59 . 1 and 'tQOlt!Jl muj>OE in 8 .69 . 1 .  

2• G .  Grote , A History of Greece (London 1 888) pt . II ,  ch. !xii , p .  3 1 3 ,  n .  I .  
30 Arete in Thucydides is used in a very wide range of senses. In addition to military valor 

(2 . 34 .5) ,  it can be used to indicate conformity to the reciprocal obligations imposed by the 
charis and philia ideals (cf. J. L. Creed, "Moral Values in the Age of Thucydides , "  CQ 
n . s .  23 [ 1 973] 2 1 3-23 1 ,  and J. T. Hooker, "X6.QLc; and 'Agm'l in Thucydides , "  Hermes 
1 02 [ 1 974] 1 64- 1 69) and even such mundane qualities as the fertility of land: 1 .2 .4 .  It is a 
mistake, I believe, to infer that the word indicates Thucydides' own moral approval . See 
also E. Lange, "Die Bedeutung von arete bei Thukydides , "  Jahrbuchfur kl. Philologie 145 
( 1 892) 827-840. As Andrewes points out in HCT ad loc. (p. 1 7 1 f. )  Thucydides '  praise and 
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"Skill" may here be the best translation . It is true that the wording used 
to praise Antiphon' s  rhetoric , echoes Pericles ' description of himself as 
someone " inferior to none both to devise what is necessary and to com­
municate it" (2 . 60 .5 ) .  But Pericles immediately added two further con­
siderations; he was , he said, "devoted to my city and incorruptible . For 
the person who devises a plan but cannot instruct others in it , is no better 
than one who failed to develop any idea. But he who has both of these 
qualities but is ill-disposed to his city , would not advise with its interests 
equally close to his heart. ' '  The implicit comparison to Pericles helps us 
assess Antiphon' s  accomplishments and deficiencies . His rhetorical skill 
is almost Periclean, but to stop the comparison at this point draws attention 
to Antiphon' s  lack of devotion to his city. By now the reader recognizes 
the contrast with Pericles , a topic implicitly developed in the rest of the 
discussion of Antiphon . Unlike Pericles , who was willing to confront 
directly the people ' s  suspicions and passions , Antiphon worked behind the 
scenes counselling those in legal or political difficulties . Thucydides ' ad­
miration for his ability is evident , but he does not conceal the ultimate 
direction of Antiphon' s  activities: treason. 

The treatment of the other conspirators is similar. They are talented men 
who have undertaken an immensely difficult task-the overthrow of a well­
established democratic government: ' 'Thus the deed having been under­
taken by so many clever men progressed, despite its magnitude . For it was 
a difficult thing to deprive the people of Athens of their freedom, in 
approximately the hundredth year since their suppression of the tyranny . 
Not only had they been subject to no one , but for over half this time they 
were used to ruling others" (8 .68 .4) . 

Although the main point in this passage is the difficulty encountered by 
the conspirators , the language shows no sympathy for their cause . The 
overthrow of the democracy is not represented as an essential step in 
Athens '  recovery nor as the elimination of democratic excesses but as the 
suppression of long-cherished freedom. The form of the statement recalls 
the pathos statements that sometimes accompany moments of loss and 
suffering in the Histories. 3 1  

This passage leads to increasing clarity about the deceptiveness and 
deficiencies of the oligarchy . The culmination of this analysis comes some­
what later when the tensions within the oligarchy have become evident 

admiration for Antiphon's gifts did not extend to approval of his politics .  In a similar way 
Thucydides applied the.term arete to Nicias (7 . 86.5) but clearly did not approve of all aspects 
of Nicias ' policy . 

" Cf. 1 . 1 10;  �.68 .5 ;  5 . 1 12 .2; 8 .24 . 3 .  
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and its own demise is imminent . Some members of the Four Hundred now 
urge that the Five Thousand become a reality , not just a name . In Thu­
cydides' view however, this was mere sloganeering: 

Through their own private rivalries most of them inclined to the policy by which 

an oligarchy that comes about from a democracy is destroyed. For its members 
spend each day thinking themselves worthy not of equality but of how each can 

gain distinct pre-eminence . In a democracy when an election takes place , the loser 

takes the outcome more easily , since he feels he was not defeated by his equals . 

What raised their confidence most firmly was that the situation of Alcibiades on 
Samos seemed secure and that the oligarchy did not seem to them likely to endure. 

Each one individually struggled therefore to gain first place as protector of the 

people . 32 

These comments clarify a dynamic within the oligarchy . The striving for 
first place , which in book 2, chapter 65 was seen as a cause of mistakes 
made by the Athenian democracy, now emerges as a feature of oligarchy . 
Indeed the implication is that oligarchy may be even less stable than 
democracy, for in a democracy the unsuccessful politician can always 
console himself that his merits were not appreciated by an unsophisticated 
populace , while in an oligarchy rejection means repudiation by those of 
high status . 

The criticism of the oligarchy of the Four Hundred prepares the way 
for an important new step . Until this point in the work , it has been easy 
to adopt a contemptuous attitude toward democracy and to assume that its 
opposite , oligarchy , would be an improvement . Surely the weaknesses and 
problems of democratic leadership in Athens have been amply exposed 
and there has been little encouragement of sympathy for democracy. Even 
in the Funeral Oration , where the reader might have expected an explicit 
link between Athens ' national characteristics and the city's democratic 
institutions , the familiar distinction between name and reality mutes the 
connection . The civic pattern of Athens , Pericles said , was in a name 
democracy , since administrative power resided not with the few but with 

32 8 .89.Jf. Note the echoes of book 2, chapter 65 in the passage: 

8 .89 .3 ,  xm' lbla> ot <j>LAmLµla> . . .  l'tQOOEXELVto . . .  6.1.Aa xal no/.il nQ<ilto> al'm'>> 
Eitaoto> Elvm . 89.4, �ywv[�EtO ovv El> EXOotO\; auto> l'tQWto> ltQOotCxtf)\; to\i 01\µou yE­
vio0m . 

2 .65 . 7 ,  xata ta> lbla> <j>LAOtLµta> . . .  xax<il> . . .  enoAltEuoav 65 . 10,  OQEy6µEvm to\i 
nQ<iltO\; txaoto> ytyvrn0m 65 . 1 1 , l'tEQl tii> to\i 01\µou l'tQOotaola» 

The passage also evokes the theory expressed in Darius '  speech in Herodotus 3. 82, that 
oligarchy is subject to fierce competition. The outcome, however, is not a monarchy, as 
suggested by Darius' analysis ,  but a mixed constitution. 
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the many (2 .37 . 1 ) .  But he immediately went on to explain that this form 
of government gave due recognition to ability , arete, suggesting thereby 
that it was , in effect, an unusual form of aristocracy . Thucydides ' com­
ments on Pericles made a similar point: ' 'What came about was a de­
mocracy in name, but in fact the rule of the first man" (2 .65 .9) .  Thus in 
the second book whatever sympathy or admiration the reader feels for 
Athens is deflected from her distinctively democratic political institutions 
and associated with elements of aristocracy or the unique leadership of 
Pericles . 

The tendency to expose the faults and pass swiftly over the accomplish­
ments of democracy is continued in the early parts of the eighth book. 
There Thucydides sounds patronizing in his admiration of the Athenian 
populace' s  ability to rally and to rise to the challenge posed by the Sicilian 
disaster (8 . 1 .4) .  Something close to disdain of democracy is encouraged 
by the comment in chapter 48 . 3  on the reaction of the citizenry to the 
plans for the establishment of the oligarchy: ' 'And the rabble , even if it 
was to some extent initially annoyed at these activities , remained tranquil 
because of the plausibility of the hope of financial support from the King. "33 

Until well into the eighth book, in other words, political analysis ,  when 
it has appeared at all , has tended to reinforce doubts about democracy . In 
the eighth book the focus shifts , and oligarchy is shown to be subject to 
the same strictures as democracy . With the shift in viewpoint comes a shift 
in the use of the distinction between word and reality . In chapter 65 , for 
example, Thucydides emphasizes the difference between the public claims 
(logos) of the Four Hundred and the actual conduct of their government. 
The leadership of this group, moreover, as analyzed in chapter 68 , provides 
a further example of the radical disassociation between intelligence and 
civic loyalty among Athenian politicians . Peisander, Antiphon, and Ther­
amenes are all shown to be able and skillful men, but there is no hint of 
their willingness to risk personal advantage for civic good . 

The shift evident in the eighth book is not a sudden conversion to 
democracy . Rather, as so often in the work, we find a facile equation 
subverted and broken down . The easy inference that if democracy has 
proved pernicious,  oligarchy must be beneficial is implicitly shattered 
through the treatment of the Athenian oligarch8' The book even goes one 
step further, in pointing to an alternative to both democracy and oligarchy . 
An elaborate and emphatic superlative praises the government of the Five 

33 8 .48 . 3 .  Note the use of the word ochlos ("rabble" )  in this passage (versus demos in 
8 . 1 .4) and the suggestion of venality. The passage also echoes Diodotus' comments on the 
destructiveness of elpis, "hope," in 3 .45 . 5 .  Cf. 5 . 1 02. 
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Thousand that succeeded the regime of the Four Hundred: ' 'And not least­
for the first time in my experience------Oo the Athenians appear to have 
governed themselves well . " 34 

To the implicit question of why this government proved so effective 
Thucydides provides an immediate , albeit tantalizing , answer: "For a 
balanced mixture of the few and the many came about, and this above all 
raised the city out of the difficulties that had beset it" (8 . 97 . 2) . The 
"balanced mixture" is most likely an allusion to some of the theorizing 
about a " mixed constitution, "  prominent in later antiquity , but already 
being developed in Thucydides' day . 35 Its precise application , however, 

"' 8 .  97 .2. The translation and interpretation of this sentence are extremely difficult. For a 
good exposition of the difficulties and references to the principal discussions see Andrewes 
in HCT ad loc. (pp .  33 1 -339) . His translation "The initial period [of this regime] was one 
of the periods when the affairs of Athens were conducted best, at least in my time ,"  is quite 
different from that presented above. He takes oux i\XLO'tU o� as a very tame expression, 
resolves the ambiguity inherent in EV 1tOAL tEuoavtE� into an allusion to the manner in 
which political affairs were conducted (excluding thereby any allusion to the form of the 
constitution) and limits the praise to an unspecified first period of government of the Five 
Thousand (whose rule in any case cannot have extended beyond nine months) and leaves 
" in my time , "  as he admits , "out on a branch" (p. 339) . The philological parallels adduced 
are not compelling ones , in my opinion . For example, since tov ttQciitov XQ6vov occurs 
only here in Thucydides, Xenophon, Plato, or Demosthenes (the plural occurs in Thucydides 
7 . 87 . l  and Demosthenes 1 8 . 249) , arguments about the difference between ttQciitov and to 
ttQciitov do not help resolve the question why Thucydides avoided both these familiar expres­
sions and chose this unique phrasing. The peculiarity of the phrase has been given insufficient 
weight. The words demand some clarification; and clarification is precisely what is offered 
by the next phrase, btl YE eµoii . Hence the translation above: "for the first time in my 
experience. " 

Some of the problems in interpreting this passage may be caused by efforts to reconcile 
the passage with the generally positive impression of Pericles in book 2 and with the praise 
of Athens in the Funeral Oration. If Thucydides admired Pericles and his government, how 
can he say what the Greek seems to say in this passage: that now for the first time the 
Athenians seem to have governed themselves well? To make this passage consistent with 
book 2 the reader must soften the litotes in oux i\xlatU o� (not least) and construe it not 
as a very strong assertion implying a comparison with Pericles' day , but as a way of saying 
they had a ' 'particularly good government. ' '  And the reader may wish to narrow bt( YE 
£µoii to the period before 43 1 e . c .  or narrow EV ttOALtEUOUvtE� to refer to administrative 
arrangements rather than the actual structure of the politeia, or take tov ttQciitov XQ6vov 
as "during the first period of the Five Thousand' s  rule . "  I find none of these plausible. If 
the reader rejects the premise that the eighth book must reflect the same attitude as the 
second, and if we allow that attitudes have modified in the interim, then it is possible to 
avoid these strained interpretations and accept the passage as part of a major development 
of attitude in the work. 

" On the mixed constitution in antiquity see K. von Fritz, The Mixed Constitution in 
Antiquity (New York 1954) and F. W. Walbank's commentary on Polybius 6 .3 . 7  (pp . 639-
64 1 ) .  The origins and early development of the idea are difficult to trace but passages such 
as Alcmaeon of Croton VS 24 B 4,  Aristotle, Politics 1 267 b 22ff. , and Thucydides 6. 1 8 .6  
strongly suggest that some theory of  the mixed constitution had already been developed by 
the late fifth century. Note also Andocides (?) 4. 1 5 ,  Euripides, TGF' 2 1 ,  and Aristotle Politics 
1 273 b 35ff. 
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is much more difficult to determine . It may allude to the desirability of a 
moderate restriction in the franchise , to cooperation between those in power 
in the city of Athens and those of Samos , to a reallocation of political 
power among various social classes, to a balancing of various institutions 
of government , or to some combination of these . Readers can argue at 
length-and excellent scholars have-whether it alludes to an essentially 
democratic or oligarchic form of government . 36 

But the metaphor itself, with its rich connotations of medical practice 
and symposium ritual , conveys the essential message: the domination of 
either the few or of the many is likely to be pernicious. 37 A moderation 
of their conflicts can help the distressed city . Thucydides offers no further 
clarification and swiftly resumes the story of the war. His decision is 
understandable , however much the reader would like to find a fuller ex­
plication of his thinking about the "balanced mixture . "  The war, after 
all , still has many years to go, and the government of the Five Thousand 
did not last for long . But the glimpse provided by Thucydides '  new, more 
explicit technique is revealing and characteristic . Thucydides provides no 
remedy or prescription , will not even pause to expound his own views 
about balance and mixture . He seems content to have directed our attention 
for a minute to something beyond the familiar conflicts and antitheses . He 
has exposed the deficiencies , and strengths, of democracy and shattered 
the facile illusion that oligarchy can somehow succeed where democracy 
has failed. The favorable comments on the Five Thousand point to a stage 
of political analysis beyond the partisan claims for democracy or oligarchy . 
It would overburden those comments to make to them a prescription or 
political program. The possibility of a balanced mixture is merely a glimpse, 
an evanescent ray of hope in the increasing bleakness of the war. 38 But 

36 G.E .M.  de Ste . Croix argued in Historia 5 ( 1 956) 1 -23 that the constitution of the Five 
Thousand was essentially a democratic one . Andrewes in HCT 8. 97 . I (pp . 323-328) advances 
several considerations that show that ' 'for Thucydides there was a substantial distance between 
the Five Thousand and democracy" (p. 328) .  The two discussions are a good introduction 
to the problems of explicating the passage . A sharp distinction between the form of government 
and the quality of administration (e .g .  Gomme, Greek Attitude to Poetry and History, 152 ,  
n.  3) is likely, however, to be anachronistic . 

37 For the setting of the idea in Greek thought see J. de Romilly, ' '  Alcibiade et le melange 
entre jeunes et vieux: politique et medecine , "  Wiener Studien n . s .  IO ( 1 976) 93- 105 .  This 
essay is very suggestive about the use of the idea of mixture to link together several of the 
metaphorical systems in the work: ideas of measure and balance, the sickness metaphor, 
especially as extended to political life (e .g .  6. 14; cf. Plato Republic 556 e) ,  and the use of 
food and drink terminology to represent ides of civilization and justice . 

38 The principal attraction of theories of mixed constitutions in antiquity seems to have 
been their promise of long-lasting political stability . Thucydides may have been skeptical 
about this part of the promise. The government of the Five Thousand was not long lived. 
Hence we must not overestimate the amount of hope in the comment in 8 .97 . 2 .  Note that 
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even here , in the midst of the least satisfactory of his books, Thucydides 
has managed to lead his reader beyond cliches and conventionalities to a 
deeper understanding of the war. The book, whatever its problems and 
deficiencies , however incomplete it may be , sustains the freshness and the 
originality we have come to expect in Thucydides ' work. 

in 4. 74 .4 he emphatically calls attention to the long endurance of the narrow oligarchy at 
Megara. 
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Books are to be call' d for, and supplied, on the assumption that the process of 

reading is not a half-sleep, but, in the highest sense, a gymnast' s struggle; that 

the reader is to do something for himself. must be on the alert, must himself or 

herself construct indeed the poem, argument, history, metaphysical essay-the text 

furnishing the hints, the clue, the start of the frame-work. Not the book needs so 

much to be the complete thing, but the reader of the book does. That were to make 

a nation of supple and athletic minds, well train' d, intuitive, used to depend on 

themselves and not on a few coteries of writers .-Walt Whitman1 

THUCYDIDES ' history has no conclusion; half way through the ac­
count of the twenty-first year of the war, in the middle of a paragraph , 

at a semicolon , it abruptly stops . Many themes that we have encountered 
throughout the work find no completion; many of its tensions lack reso­
lution; the author makes no final appearance and provides no summing up 
to indicate what we should conclude about his work or how we should 
react to it. 

We crave something more than this incompleteness: some resolution , 
some clearer sense of the writer' s  own responses and conclusions . Yet the 
ending is in many respects appropriate to a work that throughout resists 
encapsulation and demands ,  in Walt Whitman's words , that the reader 
"do something for himself . . . , must himself or herself construct . . .  
the . . .  history . "  We wish , of course , that Thucydides had completed his 
work, but there is no reason to expect that he would ever have explained 
or resolved the complexities of his text. Everything we know about the 
work points to its resistance to paraphrase and summation . 

The price of such resistance has been high . Critics who concentrate on 
Thucydides himself find it easy to depict him as a cold and detached 
observer, a reporter concerned with the exactness of his account rather 
than an artist who responds to , selects and skillfully arranges his material , 

1 Walt Whitman, " Democratic Vistas , "  Prose Works 1892 , ed. Floyd Stovall ,  vol . 2 (New 
York 1 964) 424f. 
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and develops its symbolic and emotional potential . As long as historical 
writing was judged by "objective" or " scientific" standards,  such as 
prevailed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries , Thucydides ' 
work could be seen , and admired , as a precursor to modern academic 
history . 

Now, in a different intellectual climate , with a less naive conception of 
history , the work appears in a different light , and a new participant enters 
into the discussions of how the text works and what it means . As the 
reader comes into view , a new set of relationships and new interpretive 
possibilities demand consideration . The discussion expands to include the 
reader's  reactions as well as the author' s  views.  "Not the book needs to 
be the complete thing , but the reader of the book does , ' '  as Whitman said . 
At the same time the "objectivity" of the text can be understood in a new 
way, not as a goal or standard, but as a means by which the reader is 
drawn into the work , and made "to do something for himself. " 

The difficulty in such an approach is very clear: it is not easy to identify 
or characterize this reader, or to distinguish the reactions of the ancient 
audience from those of modern critics .  The problem is indeed difficult , 
but not insuperable , for the reader is in part the product of the text itself. 
The conflicts and contradictions of belief, value, and attitude that affect 
us all are shaped by the work until some are dominant and articulate , while 
others , temporarily at least , are muted or forgotten. This , I believe , is part 
of what Henry James meant in his famous comment: "In every novel the 
work is divided between the writer and the reader; but the writer makes 
the reader very much as he makes his characters .  When he makes him ill , 
that is , makes him indifferent, he does no work; the writer does all . When 
he makes him well , that is , makes him interested, then the reader does 
quite half the labor. " 2  

From a recognition of the importance of the reader in  the understanding 
of Thucydides two consequences follow . The first is that the emotional 
power of the work is not to be denied, repressed , branded as modern 
sentimentality or condemned as a form of "brain-washing . "3 The ancient 
critics recognized Thucydides' ability to recreate the pathos of events , that 
is ,  to lead his readers to participate vicariously in the sufferings of the 
war. That experience is at the center of any reading of Thucydides and is 
the product of the shaping of the text to involve and implicate the reader, 
both mentally and emotionally . The result is the intensity of engagement 

2 Henry James, "The Novels of George Eliot ,"  The Atlantic Monthly, October 1 866, 485 . 
3 See , for example , the criticisms by W. P. Wallace in "Thucydides , "  Phoenix 18 ( 1 964) 

25 1 -26 1 .  
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that so many readers experience as they struggle with the Histories . If we 
want fully to appreciate Thucydides ' work , we must give the emotional 
power of the work its place and shape our reactions by its development. 

The second consequence of keeping the reader constantly in view is a 
change in perspective on the use of the work as historical evidence . Thu­
cydides' authority can intimidate , especially at this remove when so much 
evidence has disappeared , when alternative and dissenting versions of 
events have been lost, when many controversies of his age have been 
forgotten . He was a contemporary, an eyewitness , a man of unchallenge­
able intelligence . His work commands assent . As we investigate the relation 
between author and reader, however, his authority comes to seem less 
intimidating . This is not to say that he is to be dismissed as partisan or 
self-seeking but simply to remember that he demands a reader of inde­
pendent judgment . We can even suspect that Thucydides was sometimes 
inviting challenge and reassessment, a historical rereading of his text in 
which details and reactions postponed or minimized in his narrative are 
given a second look and then seen in a new relationship, with a new 
weighting . Certainly he knew that his treatment of almost every major 
figure , Pericles , Cleon , Demosthenes , Nicias , Alcibiades , would in his 
own day be controversial and would cut against conventional wisdom and 
judgments . His is sometimes a revisionist , often a polemical work, de­
signed to provoke rather than suppress dissent. 

Behind both the emotional power of the work and its historical persua­
siveness stand the techniques by which the author guides his readers , or 
even , if we follow Henry James , creates them. Many of these are the 
familiar devices of ancient poetry and rhetoric :  for example , the selection 
and emphasis of relevant details, coloration of language , concentration on 
one aspect of an action , selection and shifting of viewpoint, interpretations 
of the motives of the various actors . The major types of narrative that I 
have identified , "commander, "  "civic , "  "day-by-day , "  all have their 
role to play . But perhaps most distinctive is the Thucydidean shaping of 
the work through progressions , or narrative chains-series of episodes or 
speeches each of which resembles the other. Similar situations recur; the 
narrative is organized and the language chosen to establish the resem­
blances ;  we are led to observe the similarities and assess the effects of 
apparently minor contrasts and variations among them. The author needs 
to say little or nothing in his own voice; the reader is there , witnessing 
the unfolding of events , listening to the analyses offered by the speakers , 
participating as a contemporary might . 

The procedure is admirably suited to assessing the tactics and strategies 
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for military operations . As plans are tested against outcomes , the as­
sumptions behind them are exposed and clarified. The technique can easily 
be extended to the identification of the factors that shape the outcome of 
the war. But in Thucydides it is also used to trace changes of attitudes and 
values . This is especially evident in the speeches.  A phrase, argument, or 
even a distinctive word is introduced by one speaker: later the language 
recurs , echoed or adapted by other speakers in a new situation , and its 
implications are progressively exposed and clarified. In their second speech 
at Sparta ( l . 1 22 . 3  and 1 24 . 3 ) ,  the Corinthians , for example, allude to 
Athens as a tyrant city: rrOA.tc; TUQavvoc;.  This highly colored phraseology 
helps persuade the Peloponnesian allies to undertake what appears as a 
war of liberation for Greece . Pericles in the last of his speeches reported 
by Thucydides utilizes similar language but for quite a different purpose. 
He tells the Athenians that they have an empire that is like a tyranny 
(2 . 63 .2 ) ,  we; TlJQUVVti>a yaQ ili>ri EXHE au-ri)v , which it seems wrong 
to have taken but is dangerous to let go. Again the language is effective , 
for through this speech Pericles succeeds in stopping what he regards as 
premature and inappropriate negotiations with the Peloponnesians . Later 
Cleon adapts the phraseology when he urges the execution of the citizenry 
of Mytilene . "You hold an empire that is a tyranny , "  (3 . 37 . 2)-TUQ­
avv(ba EXETE -ritv aQxi)v-he says, abandoning the slight but crucial 
qualification that Pericles had used in his statement that the empire was 
like a tyranny . Cleon' s  policies do not fully carry the day, but are blocked 
by Diodotus '  skillful exploitation of the argument from self-interest . But 
in the recurrence of the comparison of imperial Athens to a tyranny, we 
begin to sense a change in Athens '  self-conception , a willingness , at least 
on the part of Cleon and his followers , to accept their enemies ' description 
of their city and to act with the repression and violence that often char­
acterized the ancient tyrants . 

Our suspicions are strengthened as the dangers of Athens'  expansionism 
are analyzed , especially when in book 6 the Athenian speaker Euphemus 
explains to a Sicilian audience that they can readily gauge Athenian in­
tentions because "for a man who is tyrant or for a city that has an empire 
nothing is irrational if advantageous and there is no bond except reliability" 
(6 . 85 . 1 ) .  In this progression, language becomes reality-the polemics of 
the Corinthians become part of the Athenians ' perception of themselves 
and Athenian conduct assimilates itself, albeit for very complex reasons , 
to the characterization of their city as a tyrant. Euphemus'  speech is one 
of the ways by which the author guides his readers to an understanding of 
the implications of the Sicilian invasion. It is also a reminder of the 
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parallelism between tyranical action and the domination of policy by con­
siderations of self-interest (to xympheron) rather than of right (to dikaion}-­
another major theme within the work. At the same time it carries forward 
another theme-the dissolution under the pressure of the war of loyalties 

based on personal bonds and the ties of kinship . The city of Athens , 
properly the culmination and hannonization of the ties among its citizens , 
is , in Euphemus' view, the correlative of the man who defines his conduct 
by self-interest and his associations by "reliability . "4 

Throughout the Histories episode recalls episode and language echoes 
earlier phrases and ideas . Such recurrences shape not only the form of the 
work but also the responses and attitudes of its readers . We pause , interrupt 
the forward movement of our reading , break through the surface linearity 

of the text to recognize under I ying patterns and structures . This recognition , 

however, is not a purely formal or aesthetic experience . For from it follow 
reassessments of old attitudes and the development of new responses as 

the complexity and implications of the patterns become clear. To a hostile 

critic this is part of the "brainwashing" imposed by a text that behaves 
as historical texts ought not , affecting attitudes ,  values, and feelings rather 
than conveying data . A more supple view of the nature of historical writing 
recognizes the advantages ,  as well as the dangers , in Thucydides '  tech­

nique , above all its ability to represent the complexity of historical de­
velopments and the cumulative effects of changes that are individually 
almost infinitesimal . Euphemus '  echoes of earlier justifications of the em­
pire , for example , help us recognize that Athens'  venture in Sicily is tied 

to her image of herself, to the domination of advantage over right and of 
profit over the bonds of loyalty and kinship . 

These recurrences inevitably confront the reader with questions of judg­
ment and evaluation . But they pose these questions in an especially his­

torical way . Judgments within the Histories are commonly concerned not 
with clear-cut contrasts but with minimal variations. We are presented with 
cases that are ostensibly very similar, but that on closer examination contain 
significant differences . Cleon echoes Pericles ;  his policies , like those of 

Pericles , insist on the control of the empire even if stem measures are 
needed. Yet his policy in the Mytilenean debate is only superficially Per­

iclean . It runs deeply counter to Pericles ' sense of restraint, his high 
valuation of the intellect, and his ability to attune immediate policy to the 

achievement of long-range goals . Diodotus' speech clarifies these contrasts . 

4 Cf. 3 . 82 .6 ,  which emphasizes the relative weakness of kinship bonds compared to loyalty 
to factions in the Corcyrean revolution. 
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And by the end of the debate we can see how great a difference separates 
Pericles and Cleon . 

All this is done without explicit comment from the author. Individual 
reactions and assessments may vary, but the underlying process is the 
same . The reader follows the progression , is drawn into the action of the 
war, and finds that his assessments and reactions broaden and deepen.  The 
emotional power of the text is the agent for changes in the reader' s eval­
uations and responses . Thus readers may feel themselves changing as they 
work through the text , and some may feel distressed or annoyed . But 
whatever change occurs results from an artistic experience, not from the 
manipulations of an ideologue . The text leads the reader back to events 
and individuals ,  not away toward abstractions or dogmas . It respects rather 
than reduces the complexity of events and invites rather than dictates the 
reader' s  reaction . It is , in other words , simultaneously thoroughly artistic 
and thoroughly historical . 

Perhaps then criticism should imitate its subject matter and having ana­
lyzed as best it can the development of the work through the twenty-first 
year of the war, should simply stop, without summary or generalization . 
Since the literary power and moral authenticity of the work derive in large 
part from its respect for the complexity and irreducibility of events , the 

challenge to the critic-and his duty-is to illumine the richness of the 
text, not to impose a neat interpretation or final judgment. We must, for 
that reason , resist summarization or the reduction of the work to a series 

of propositions-Thucydides ' view of imperialism, Thucydides '  view of 
Pericles or of Alcibiades , Thucydides ' political philosophy, or the like . 
But something remains to be said , if only to challenge the tendency , so 
persistent and so pernicious , to view the text as homogeneous and the 
attitudes it engenders as static and undeviating . 

Repeatedly we have detected changes and shifts in attitudes and eval­
uation as the history progresses . These are most obvious,  perhaps, in the 
case of the individual characters within the work . In the treatment of 

Brasidas , for example , the development of the narrative exposes the rash­
ness of the northern Greeks , the deceptiveness of Spartan policy , and the 
moral ambiguity of Brasidas ' own actions in his brilliant campaign in the 
Thraceward regions .  The account is not , as has often been thought, written 
in simple admiration of Brasidas , nor does it seek to condemn him. Rather 
it is a way of leading the reader to deeper and more alert responses to the 
situation-to a far more cautious and complex reaction than the one the 
historical Brasidas attempted to induce . 

The role of Nicias in the Sicilian Expedition also shows a remarkable 
development, although of a different sort. His role in the Athenian debate 
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on the invasion of Sicily is developed with a high sense of irony-for 
although he attempted to be the wise adviser and to discourage what the 
reader knows will be a disastrous undertaking , the strategy he employed 
in the debate led to a larger and more vulnerable expedition . His leadership 
in the field compounded Athens' problems; it is presented as uninspired, 
unimaginative , ineffective , or even worse . At the end , when swift with­
drawal is essential , Nicias temporizes , the victim of false hopes and a 
source of bad advice and fatal delay . At this crucial stage , moreover, we 
recognize that, although Nicias was brave in battle ,  he is frightened by 
the thought of facing the Athenian assembly , and, unlike Pericles , un­
willing to stand up to it, preferring death on the battlefield to condemnation 
and disgrace at home (7 .48 .4) .  Thucydides' description of Nicias ' attitude 
marks another stage in the confounding of public and private values within 
the work and a low point in our assessment of Nicias . But ,  as we have 
seen , during the retreat, Nicias shows a devotion to his men, a personal 
integrity, an uncomprehending bravery that we cannot fail to respect even 
if we cannot fully praise . His death is as undeserved as it is ironic . He is 
destroyed by the collaborators on whom he had based his false hopes for 
the betrayal of Syracuse . He falls at the point in the narrative where we 
have become fully aware of another dimension to his character and when 
we have abandoned our own disposition (and that of the Athenians) to 
condemn him. 

As can be seen from these examples , the questions concerning Thu­
cydides' attitude to one or another of his characters rarely admit simple 
or summary answers . Indeed, if our approach is correct , such questions 
are falsely formulated. The attempt to summarize Thucydides' judgments 
of individuals is bound to be unsatisfactory, a reductionist search for a 
least common denominator. The issue is not Thucydides ' views , but ours . 
The reader' s  reactions are not static or simplistic . Our response to almost 
all the major characters undergoes great changes as the work develops . 
The characters do not , to be sure , grow and change like those often en­
countered in modem literature, but changing circumstances reveal pro­
gressively more about them and evoke a constant broadening and deepening 
of response . 

If we tum from individual characters to political phenomena, the sim­
ilarities are evident. Again critics and scholars have expressed the most 
divergent views . Thucydides was by disposition a democrat "incapable of 
conceiving a great progressive city except as a democracy" ;5 he was an 

s John Finley, Thucydides (Cambridge, Mass . 1 942) 237. 
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advocate of a mixed constitution;6 he ended ' 'his life as he had begun it , 
a confinned oligarch who had never renounced the creed of his fathers . "7 
Hobbes was convinced that Thucydides " least of all liked democracy . . . . 
Upon divers occasions he noteth the emulation and contention of the dem­
agogues for reputation and glory of wit: with their crossing of each other' s 

counsels ,  to the damage of the public ; the inconsistency of resolutions ,  
caused by the diversity of  ends and power of  rhetoric in  the orators ; and 

the desperate actions undertaken upon the flattering advice of such as 

desired to attain, or to hold what they had attained, of authority and sway 

amongst the common people . '  '8 But Hobbes recognized that Thucydides 

was no friend of oligarchy: "Nor doth it appear that he magnifieth any 
where the authority of the few, amongst whom he saith every one desireth 
to be chief, and they that are undervalued beare it with less patience than 

in a democracy; whereupon sedition followeth , and the dissolution of the 

government . "  
Unless the reader is willing to accept Hobbes ' tendentious conclusion 

that Thucydides was an advocate of monarchy, or attach a very specific 

meaning to his comments about the "balanced mixture" in 8 .97 .2 ,  his 

political views remain a puzzle . Typically , behind the puzzle is a tension 
in the text: "If Thucydides regards the constitution of the Five Thousand 

as the best Athens had during his life (8 .97 .2) ,  what becomes of the attitude 
of apparent approval and even profound admiration of the Periclean de­

mocracy expressed in the Funeral Oration?"9 We have sufficiently studied 
Thucydidean techniques to recognize a familiar problem, the resistance of 
the text to summaries and fonnulations . This does not mean, of course , 

that Thucydides the Athenian had no consistent or readily articulated po­

litical views,  but it does suggest that he did not use the Histories to express 
or advocate those views. Yet the work is , in every sense of the word, a 

highly "political" text, as well as a fully historical one , and hence ought 
to be amenable to some explication of its political implications . This ,  I 
believe , is possible , if we are again prepared to look at the progressions 
within it and to bear in mind the relationship between text and audience . 

6 J. de Romilly, "Alcibiade et le melange entre jeune et vieux: politique et medecine , "  
WS IO ( 1 976) 93- 1 05 .  

7 M.  McGregor, "The Politics of the Historian Thucydides ,"  Phoenix 10 ( 1 956) 102. Cf. 
the influential article by H. Vretska, "Perikles und die Herrschaft des Wiirdigsten-Thuk. 
11 37,  ! , " Rh . Mus. 109 ( 1 966) 108- 1 20. 

8 Thomas Hobbes, ' 'On the Life and History of Thucydides , ' '  the preface to his translation, 
ed. R. Schlatter (New Brunswick 1975) 1 3 ;  cf. Schlatter's own preface xxivf. 

9 G. Kirkwood, "Thucydides' Judgement of the Constitution of the Five Thousand,"  AJP 
93 ( 1 972) 94 . 
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We know that Thucydides '  contemporaries did not always fully share the 
excitement of earlier generations at the overthrow of outmoded and often 
repressive governments and the development of more democratic patterns . 
His own generation grew up after the battle for democracy in Athens had 
been won and when the problems and contradictions of this form of gov­
ernment were becoming apparent. The war intensified that process and 
imposed great burdens upon the Athenian system of government. The 
strains became evident to all citizens as the war went on . Thucydides' 
audience , moreover, was no representative cross section of the Athenian 
citizenry or of Greeks in general . It was enlightened , well-educated, and 
affluent-not disposed to revert to the aristocratic patterns of the archaic 
age , but distrustful of the populist strain in contemporary democracy . It 
had reason to be worried that democracy might become the weapon of the 
poor against the wealthy-as it often did in the late fifth and fourth cen­
turies-and saw more immediate provocations in the policies and rhetoric 
of many popular politicians . 

Thucydides addresses , in other words, an audience that saw in Athens '  
defeat a confirmation of  their doubts about democracy . Through much of 
the Histories there is no significant challenge to these attitudes .  The dif­
ficulties of leadership in Athens are made abundantly clear, whereas no 
equally penetrating critique is directed toward the problems , also intense , 
that afflicted Spartan political life during the period. 10 The problems of 
Athenian democracy become very evident in the Histories; its accomplish­
ments (for example , the cultural and artistic flourishing of Athens) are 
through much of the work either omitted or are alluded to in language 
suggesting that the city was only nominally a democracy but in fact an 
unusual form of aristocracy, or under Pericles , "the rule of the first man" 
(2 .65 . 9) . The treatment of the populist leaders of Athens seems to confirm 
this low valuation of democracy. Hyperbolus (8 . 73) is treated with open 
contempt; to Cleon the work is overtly hostile . In these respects the work 
reflects and reinforces the attitudes of the class into which Thucydides was 
born and from which its readership was largely drawn. 

But our analysis , for example of the fourth book, has indicated that 
Thucydides sometiipes had a subtle relationship to the political attitudes 
of his class .  He structured his account of Cleon' s  success at Pylos first to 
encourage the reader' s  identification with the merriment at Cleon' s  dis­
comfiture when Nicias offered to resign his generalship and pressed Cleon 

1 0 There are, however, hints of the difficulties in Sparta: 2 . 1 8 . 3 ;  4 . 80 .3 ;  5 . 16 ;  book 8 also 
exposes many of the effects of the tensions within Sparta. 
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to take the command. Having shared in the merriment, we also share in 
the amazement and dismay when Cleon succeeds , contrary to all expec­
tation, and his promise "although it had seemed quite crazy" (4 . 39 . 3 ) 
was fulfilled. Here Thucydides exploits a class antagonism against Cleon 
to construct a narrative that draws forth from the reader reactions analogous 
to those felt at the time of the events . But felt by whom? Surely not by 
Cleon and his supporters , but by members of precisely the class from 
which the audience of the Histories was in large part drawn. Thucydides' 
writing here is double-edged, as acerbic in his treatment of the mistaken 
merriment of the audience as of Cleon's  apparent dismay . 

The episode illustrates both the strengths and the weaknesses of Thu­
cydides ' approach to the writing of history . It is carefully shaped to develop 
and exploit the reader's  reactions and eventually to subvert them. The 
result is a vigorous and powerful narrative , but by no means an unchal­
lengeable version of events . Today's  historians can-indeed, must-be 
skeptical about its interpretation of Cleon 's motives and about his appar­
ently casual relationship to Demosthenes .  They must recognize that in 
political judgments , as in so many other ways , Thucydides is often at play 
with his readers , challenging and subverting attitudes ,  including those 
widely held within his own socioeconomic class and those which had 
initially been assumed, affirmed, or sympathetically represented within the 
Histories . As we have seen in the treatment of Cleon , Brasidas , and Nicias , 
the narrative frequently seems at first to accept or justify one assessment­
often a conventional one-then new considerations emerge and new re­
sponses are evoked . 

So too the treatment of the government of Athens . Having seen the 
difficulties and failures of Athenian democracy,  having despaired of its 
ability effectively to wage the war or to achieve a peace , we are led in 
the eighth book to note the vigor, endurance , and determination of the 
Athenian people and their achievement, even if only temporarily, of a 
form of government of which Thucydides can say: "And not least-for 
the first time in my experience--do the Athenians appear to have governed 
themselves well . For a balanced mixture of the few and the many came 
about and this above all raised the city out of the difficulties that had beset 
it" (8 . 97 .2 ) .  The government that he praises is the so-called rule of the 
Five Thousand, a "mixed constitution . " 1 1  Modem critics have argued over 
the best classification of such a government, whether it should be viewed 
as a form of democracy or a modified oligarchy . Thucydides '  point is 

1 1  See above Chapter Eight, Note 36. 
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rather different . For him it is neither one nor the other but a blend that 
avoided the excesses and deficiencies of each . His praise of the Five 
Thousand is representative of a tendency within the work to subvert and 
break down conventional antitheses and categories and to look for fresher 
approaches and conclusions . The passage, of course, should not be over­
burdened. It does not imply that the work is a crypto-democratic tract, any 
more than the treatment of Cleon implies that Thucydides secretly admired 
him. But it again reminds us how reluctant Thucydides is to live with 
cliche . 

Nothing would have been easier than to continue exposing the difficulties 
and ineffectiveness of democracy in the years following the Sicilian dis­
aster. But to do so would have been misleading in several important 
respects . It would have invited the conclusion that oligarchy could some­
how have solved or alleviated the problems that afflicted Athens . And it 
would have obscured a paradox that underlies the Histories, for much of 
the work, especially the Periclean Funeral Oration , shows the connection 
between the relatively free and open system of Athens and the city' s  
greatness . The Funeral Oration , as  has often been pointed out , deviates 
from the other examples of the genre by substituting a discussion of the 
social and civic patterns of Athenian life for the usual encomiastic survey 
of her history . The speech thereby establishes a connection between these 
patterns and the extraordinary energy that earlier Athenian history often 
illustrated. Pericles is made to equivocate on whether this  government 
should be called a democracy , but the connection between the pattern of 
Athenian civic life and her vigor and success in foreign affairs is evident . 
Against Spartan tranquility these characteristics prove immensely effective . 
Athenian vigor, however, leads to a reluctance to give up expansionism, 
a tendency to reject peace offers when successes have been attained, and 
an inability to accept tranquility . Ultimately it engenders the hopes that 
lead to the Sicilian Expedition and convert it into a disaster. In Sicily the 
Athenians,  for the first time, confront another democracy , and a people 
of a disposition similar to their own . Athens ,  it appears , is defeated not 
by Sparta's  conservative disposition and military strength but in large part 
by the democratic qualities of the Syracusans . 

In the seventh book this is at best implicit , perhaps because Thucydides 
still wishes to focus on the deficiencies and failure of Athenian leadership. 
But in the eighth book, shortly before the comment on the government of 
the Five Thousand, it becomes explicit: "And not on this occasion alone 
were the Lacedaemonians the most convenient of enemies for the Athe­
nians ,  but in many other instances as well . Since they were totally different 
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in disposition-one group swift, the other slow; one aggressive , the other 
Jacking boldness-they were extremely helpful , especially in a naval em­
pire . The Syracusans demonstrated this . Since they were especially similar 
in disposition, they fought most effectively against them" (8 .96.5 ) .  This 
observation is closely coordinated with the explicit praise of the Five 
Thousand in the following chapter. The first passage points out that the 
failure in Sicily was not so much a triumph for Spartan conservatism as 
the success of one innovative state against another, while the comment on 
the Five Thousand carries the same progression of thought one stage further 
to a recognition of the accomplishments of a government that was neither 
a democracy nor an oligarchy . Thucydides , in other words , refuses to let 
us be trapped into the neat antitheses and binary oppositions so common 
in Greek thought. He allows no room for fashionable upper-class Lace­
daemonophilia and he exposes the tendency of oligarchy,  no less than of 
radical democracy , to subordinate public good to private advantage . An 
attentive reader, in other words, is encouraged to move beyond conven­
tional upper-class attitudes and to rethink the facile condemnation of de­
mocracy . The literary form of the Histories and the intellectual openness 
of the work prevent any conclusion that this is the last word in the as­
sessment of politics . At the end of the work, the reader is left alert and 
engaged, freed from cliche , and ready for the continuing assessment of 
political decisions and forms . 

One other progression within the work demands consideration , not only 
because it is so central to current scholarly controversies about the Histories 
but because so much of our understanding of the nature of the text depends 
upon it . The opening of the work , we have noted, implies a highly rational 
view of history , a confidence in the ability of reason to uncover the past 
and determine the sources and patterns of power. The confidence in the 
historical method of the Archaeology is the analogue to Pericles ' assurance 
that Athens can succeed in the war if it is willing to follow his policies . 
Reason seems very much in command and to justify both Athenian strategy 
and the claim of the Histories to offer useful knowledge ( 1 . 22 .4) . The 
reader naturally concludes that ' ' Since Thucydides presents his work as 
useful . . . he must have regarded human nature, political and military 
affairs , and perhaps even the natural environment as liable to rational 
prediction and control , at least to some degree . " 1 2  Thucydides' concern 
with reason in its many forms and his obvious admiration for Pericles 

1 2  Lowell Edmunds , Chance and Intelligence (Cambridge, Mass . 1975) 145 .  Some of the 
necessary qualifications to such a bald statement are suggested in the subsequent pages of 
Edmunds' book.  
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make a fully rationalist interpretation of the work seem plausible . We are 
tempted to read it as a document of the Greek Enlightenment, a reminder 
of the importance of reason , and , despite all the irrationality and horror it 
reveals,  as a work ultimately optimistic about the future , if only man will 
learn fully to use reason . 

In recent years this view of the work has repeatedly been challenged by 
critiques pointing out the frequency with which irrational forces in the 
work are shown to overpower rational planning or expectation. Highly 
pessimistic interpretations have emphasized the bleakness of vision in 
passages such as the plague , the Corcyran stasis, and the Sicilian disaster. 
Such views leave little room for reason or prediction , still less for the 
control or shaping of the future . The knowledge of history is the awareness 
of the domination of the irrational . 

The analysis in the preceding pages has , I hope , shown that this approach 
to Thucydides , while it may be one-sided or overstated, is not an aberration 
or a mere product of the Zeitgeist of the late twentieth century . It is deeply 
grounded in the text and accounts for features that are likely to be neglected 
or undervalued by more rationalist or optimistic critics .  Its adequacy as 
an interpretation of Thucydides , however, is perhaps best assessed by 
looking at one part of the problem: the utility of historical knowledge in 
the Histories . Three statements are commonly cited on the topic ,  each 
linked to the others in what can readily be recognized as an important 
progression . The first of these statements ( 1 . 22 .4) is the comment at the 
end of the Archaeology that despite the difficulties of the task, the work 
will prove useful for the understanding of events that are likely to recur 
in the future . 13 Taken in isolation the passage indicates a confidence in 
historical method, a belief in an ability to recognize recurring patterns , 
even to predict and thereby in some degree to control events . 

But Thucydides does not pause to explore such implications .  Instead he 
immediately turns to natural disturbances ,  earthquakes , eclipses , and the 
like , to the human sufferings of the war, and thence to the causes of its 
outbreak. The recurrences in history are not reintroduced as a significant 
topic until the opening of the account of the plague in the second book. 
In this passage , Thucydides refuses to speculate about the causes of the 
illness . Othern:an speak about those matters , he says, "but I will discuss 

1 3  For an explication of the passage see above Chapter One , Note 28 . In its immediate 
context it is a very confident statement. To reconcile it with the rest of Thucydides and 
thereby to construct a single static statement of his position on the utility of history one must 
adopt, as many interpreters have , a very restrictive explication of the words, denying the 
natural implication that Thucydides' work will be very useful. 
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what the process was like and I will clarify those factors from which , if 
the affliction ever again occurs , one might , by having some advance knowl­
edge , not fail to recognize it" (2 .48 . 3) .  Thucydides' virtual agnosticism 
about the cause of this disturbance and the restraint and comparative mod­

esty of this statement contrast sharply with his confident comments at the 
end of the Archaeology that led directly to his identification of the ' 'truest 
cause" of the war. Here he not only abjures any certainty about the causes 

of the plague , but also shows considerable caution in his allusion to the 

idea of recurrence-' ' if the affliction ever again occurs ' '  -and even greater 

equivocation about the knowledge that his account offers-"one might, 
by having some advance knowledge , not fail to recognize it . ' '  But most 

remarkable is the absence of any explicit claim, however qualified , to 
parallel the assertion in 1 . 22 .4  of the utility of the work. Indeed, the account 

of the plague , as has often been pointed out, makes clear that no remedy 

or treatment is effective against the malady: "Some died for want of 
attention , others even though they received the best of medical care . No 

treatment, no , not one , was there whose application would help. What 
benefit

.
ed one person, harmed the next" (2. 5 1 . 2) .  In reading the account 

of the plague we are forced to confront what Hans Diller has called ' ' the 

brutal fact . . . that according to Thucydides absolutely nothing helped 
against the plague . . . .  Thucydides explicitly emphasizes that neither an 
indication of a specific means of treatment nor a prognosis for a specific 
type of physical constitution was provided. . . . One could really only feel 
sorry for the ill or become infected oneself. " 14 We are told in effect that 

the plague may recur and that with the help of the Histories we may be 
able to recognize it, but not that we will thereby cure its victims . In the 

second book the confidence in the possibility of predicting and controlling 
the future at which the author' s  comments in the first book seem to hint 

erodes . 15 

The third book, as we have seen , takes up another theme, the subversion 
of logos in its many forms and its transformation into an instrument of 

" H. Diller, review of K. Weidauer, Gnomon 27 ( 1 955) 14; cf. E. Kapp, review of 
W. Schadewaldt, Gnomon, 6 ( 1930) 93 , n. 2 .  

" I f  the reader concentrates too narrowly on the treatment o f  the disease , it i s  easy to 
exaggerate the pessimism of the account. Thucydides' recognition of the contagious nature 
of the disease , as J .C .F .  Poole and A. J. Holladay have pointed in "Thucydides and the 
Plague of Athens ," CQ n .s .  29 ( 1 979) 282-300, was a major contribution. Even more 
important is the recognition of the psychological effects of the illness and their implications 
for the political life of the city-the despair, the demoralization, and the consequent inflam­
mation of feelings against Pericles' leadership. See also K. von Fritz, Griechische Ge­
schichtsschreibung, vol . l (Berlin 1 967) 530f. 
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violence . The account of the Corcyrean stasis is a major statement of this 
theme and does not exempt knowledge of the past from its bleak view. 
As we read the account both its ideas and its verbal reminiscences of the 
account of the plague remind us of that great afftiction . 16 But the view has 
become even bleaker. The recurrence of events holds out no hope of benefits 
or control : • 'Many atrocities afflicted the cities in stasis , things that continue 
to happen and will keep happening as long as there is the same physis for 
human beings , though more intense or more tranquil or more adapted in 
their manifestations as individual changes of circumstances appear" (3 .82.2) .  

After explaining that in  war the attendant circumstances exacerbate attitudes 
and assimilate men's  dispositions to their harsh conditions , Thucydides 
notes that the later instances of stasis were worse than the earlier ones: 
• 'Those at later stages by learning of what had gone before, achieved new 
excesses in the innovation of planning both by the perfection of the design 
of plots and by their unparalleled acts of vengeance" (3 . 82 . 3) .  Now knowl­
edge of the past has a new role. In l . 22 .4  there was the strong suggestion 
that it would prove useful and might advance man's control over his future; 
in 2.48 it is much more an intellectual abstraction-the recognition of 
similarities without medical application . In 3 . 82 ,  familiarity with the past 
becomes a way of perfecting the atrocities of stasis. The next sentences 
discuss the transformation of language under the pressure of stasis and its 
role in the intensification of violence . Thus language and history, as parallel 
systems , contribute to the destructiveness and horror of war. 

The thr�assages we have so far examined-the introductory comments 
on the utility of the work, the observations of the Great Plague , and the 
analysis of the stasis at Corcyra-are bound together by language and 
theme and by their common interest in the recurrence of events . They 
invite comparison , but not homogenization or levelling . They are not 
statements of a single theory or attitude, but a progression that leads the 
reader to a deeper understanding of the complexity and ambiguity of his­
torical knowledge. Nor do they exhaust Thucydides ' exploration of the 
utility of historical knowledge . The sixth book contains a long excursus 
on the Pisistratid tyranny, introduced by the comment that the Athenian 
citizenry at the time of the Sicilian Expedition learned that the tyranny had 
become oppressive in its last days and had been overthrown not by Har-

16 Note the following verbal connections between 3 . 82 .2  and earlier links in the chain: 

3 .82 .3 ,  xat btbttaE 1tol..Aix xat xaJ.rnix . . .  
y1yv6µ£Va xat alEl lo6µEVa, . . .  

fw; liv � au't"IJ <j>vm; c'xv0QW3t(l)V TI 

2.48 . 3 ,  Ei 3tO'tE xat aU01; bt11tE<JOL 
1 .22.4 , t&v 'tE yEVoµtvwv . . .  xat t&v µcl.­
Mvt(l)V 3tOtt a�81; . . .  foEcr0m 
1 .22.4, xata to c'iv0QW3tLVOV. 
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modi us and the efforts of the Athenian citizenry but by Spartan intervention.  

In this episode (6 .53-60) the knowledge of an essentially correct version 
of the overthrow of the sixth-century tyrants exacerbates the Athenians' 
fears and eventually contributes to a serious mistake: the recall of Alci­
biades from Sicily.  The episode is not directly linked to the three passages 
discussed above but by its transformation of the earlier discussion of Har­
modius and Aristogeiton ( l .  20 . 2) breaks the linear and irreversible time 
of historical writing . It brings the reader full circle , back to the first book­
back, however, with a new perspective on history and a deeper awareness 
of its limits and ironies .  

Yet as w e  mentally return to the first book w e  encounter again the claim 
of the permanent value of the work-its boast that it will be a possession 
forever. How can this claim be justified if the utility of historical knowledge 
is progressively undermined and if belief in rational prediction and control 
erodes as the work continues? This question poses one of the most important 
problems in the analysis of Thucydides and points to one of the most 
distinctive features of the text . For the progressions within the Histories 
transform but do not destroy their elements . As we progress from confi­
dence in prediction and rational analysis to a growing awareness of the 
power of the unexpected and unpredictable , we recreate the experience of 
many of those Athenians who were convinced by Pericles at the beginning 
of the war and lived to see its sorry end. We focus increasingly upon the 
pathos of war-not just its emotional power, but its way of undermining 
planning , outmaneuvering prediction , and making sufferers out of those 
who thought they would be in control . 

But this bleak progression does not refute or destroy the analysis of 
power in the Archaeology , nor does it result in a work of pure pacifism 
or pessimism. The anatomy of power in the first book remains valid within 
limits of which we become increasingly aware . It is not rejected but trans­
formed. Naval power and financial strength continue to be important 
throughout the work but they result not in progress and security but in 
expansion and vulnerability . Walls come to symbolize not security but 
siege and defeat. Boldness and innovation are crucial constituents of Ath­
ens '  growth but also of her overextension and defeat . Greatness charac­
terizes the war throughout, but comes to describe suffering , not accom­
plishment . Thus we are constantly led to see the other side , the unexpected 
application of qualities and terms . This is evident as well in the treatment 
of the so-called law of the stronger. We encounter this law in the first 
speech by an Athenian speaker in book 1 .  The Athenian delegates to the 
Conference at Sparta say that in acquiring and developing her empire 
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Athens was merely following a principle that had always been established , 
that the weaker was restrained by the more powerful ( 1 . 76 .2) . The idea, 
widespread in the Greek Enlightenment, is plausible and reasonable in this 
initial setting , an appeal to the Spartans to think twice before they commit 
themselves to war. But the Athenians come to apply the law to new 
situations . It underlies the demand for the punishment of Mytilene and is 
part of the argument against the Melians (5 . 105 . 2) .  Soon , all restraint 
abandoned , it is embodied in the Athenian attack on Sicily . Our reactions , 
however, are shaped not only by the context and progressive extensions 
of the law , but by another explicit statement of it. This comes in the fourth 
book, during Hermocrates' address to the Sicilian delegates at Ge la. ' 'There 
are ample grounds for excusing the Athenians for such planning and such 
self-aggrandizement. My criticism is directed not against those who wish 
to dominate but against those who are more disposed to yield . For it is 
the nature of what is human to dominate everywhere anyone who gives 
way and to ward off the attacker" (4.6 1 .5 ) .  Through Hermocrates' words , 
and the temporary unification of Sicily which he achieves , we recognize 
another side to the familiar law of the stronger. It is not simply an expla­
nation and justification of great power domination of the small , but a 
principle that, if properly understood and applied , can lead to alliance , 
mutual assistance and resistance to aggression . This transforms the familiar 
Athenian approach to power, and reminds us that in Hermocrates and his 
city they will meet their match. 

The ideas of the Histories are in constant transformation . We constantly 
become aware of new applications and implications and, above all , of 
ironies and paradoxical results . From our heightened awareness derives 
the true utility of the work . We learn from it not how to predict the future 
or to control events but their complexity and the consequent vulnerability 
of civilization and order. Human reason does not foretell the future, but 
can lead to a stance and a response to complexities that cannot fully be 
measured by our intellects . Hermocrates at Gela again makes explicit a 
pattern implicit throughout the Histories: "The unpredictability of the 
future exercises the greatest control and, although it is most hazardous ,  it 
nevertheless can be seen to be most useful . For it we share an equal fear, 
we are more inclined to approach each other with forethought" (4 .62 .4) . 
History does not teach us how to control human events , nor enable us to 
cure plagues or prevent potential tyrannies , but it reminds us how easily 
men move from the illusion of control over events to being controlled by 
them-from action to pathos. 

The claim for the utility of historical knowledge is not so much refuted 
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as the work progresses as it is transformed. It is not shown to be false , 
but true in a quite unexpected sense . The result is not a repudiation of the 
study of the past but a different approach to it . 

It is not , however, only the ideas of the Histories that are transformed. 
The style reflects the interconnectedness of events and the constant un­
expected shifts in balance and construction. Indeed , the work transforms 
itself. It begins as a paradoxical combination of a theme said to be of 
unparalleled greatness and a form that seems devoid of conventional gran­
deur. The opening of Thucydides '  history is far less elevated than that of 
Herodotus ,  reminiscent of the works of more modest prose writers and the 
less pretentious historians .  Its style is as far from the ornamented prose of 
the rhetoricians as from the elegancies of poetry . The verb chosen for the 
author' s  writing is xyne grapse, a prosaic word, appropriate for the technical 
manuals on architecture , medicine, rhetoric. and cookery that we know 
became common in the late fifth century. Like them the work seems to 
offer exact and useful information-a way of analyzing and reconstructing 
the past. The Archaeology , as we have seen, is not a comprehensive 
narrative of early Greece but an anatomy of power and hence a source of 
immensely valuable knowledge . At its conclusion we see a radical change . 
As the greatness of the war is reaffirmed the unpretentious prose of the 
author gives way to the more exalted tone of a new narrator, the war itself: 
' 'This war will nevertheless make clear to those who examine the actions 
themselves that it was greater than all that went before" ( 1 . 2 1 .2 ) .  It thereby 
mocks the pretensions of the poets and orators and advances its boldest 
claim. While admitting it will not offer the pleasure that comes from 
storytelling , it claims to be something far more than a contest entry or 
fading laurel and olive wreath prizes . It is a possession forever, an heirloom 
received from the past and transmitted to the future . A further transfor­
mation follows . The final chapter of the introduction again restates the 
theme of greatness,  but in doing so redefines it. The greatness of this war 
is now seen to consist not in the number of men, ships , and talents , but 
in the length and intensity of the suffering concentrated in it. 

The Introduction represents in miniature a transformation to be found 
in the work as a whole. As we have seen, Thucydides '  history progresses 
from a confident analysis of power to an exploration of the destructive 
misery of war. The reader' s  confidence in the Archaeology's  analysis of 
the past has its counterpart in Periclean rationalism and the confidence that 
the war can be managed and a successful outcome achieved. This confi­
dence is subverted and gives way to the recognition that: "In peace and 
in good times both cities and individuals have better dispositions since 
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they are not afflicted by pressures over which they have no control . But 
war, by taking away the prosperity of everyday life, becomes a teacher of 
violence and assimilates most men 's  impulses to their circumstances" 
(3 .82 .3 ) .  Eventually, we are implicated in the greatest suffering reported 
in the work, the epic and tragic story of the Sicilian Expedition . In this 
account is to be found the explanation of the rivalry with the epics and 
with Herodotus and the justification for the claim that this war "was greater 
than all that went before" ( 1 . 2 1 . 2) :  "This Hellenic accomplishment turned 
out to be the greatest in this war and it would seem to me also the greatest 
of those Hellenic actions that we have heard about-most brilliant for the 
victors , most unfortunate for the ones who were annihilated" (7 . 87 . 5 ) .  
Even here the development does not stop. In the eighth book we encounter 
new possibilities ,  above all a growing awareness of the internalization of 
violence and a renewed exploration of the link between war and stasis . 

Any attempt to encapsulate these transformations is likely to result in 
misrepresentation and oversimplification. The work cannot be summed up 
as advocacy of Periclean rationalism, the law of the stronger, a tragic 
pessimism,  or any of the other formulations so popular in Thucydidean 
scholarship. It defies reduction and resists simplification, for a very good 
reason . Any encapsulation stops our rethinking and re-examination of our 
own premisses and values . If, as we have often conjectured, the war and 
the narrative are counterparts , then the kinesis of the war has as its analogue 
the constant shifts and transformations of the text and its sustained assaults 
on the complacency of the reader. The style too is analogous, constantly 
shifting its emphasis , breaking into new ground, subverting old antitheses. 
There is no justification for dismissing the style as unpolished, or for 
viewing it as the result of mechanical application of principles such as 
variatio or for condeming it, as Collingwood once did, as a sign that 
Thucydides "has a bad conscience . "  17 The style is the perfect expression 
of the true narrator of-tPe work, the war itself ( 1 . 2 1 . 2) .  It forces us to 
engage , attacks our assumptions , lays siege to our certainties , and grants 
no quarter or settlement . 

Yet at every stage we resist . Like the Melians , we feel there must be 
some possibility , however remote , of rescue or escape. The unexpected, 
we know, has a great role in war-immense for the belligerents as well 
as for the reader of the Histories .  In hope of the unanticipated , we refuse 
accommodation .  More than that, we envision something better. The Fu­
neral Oration projects before us an image of a society shaped by law , 

17  R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (New York 1956) 29 . 
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reason , mutual respect, self-restraint , and self-sacrifice . We know it is not 
a description of the historical Athens . Nor is it to be explained as mere 
Periclean propaganda or Thucydides ' manipulation of his readers . Rather 
it is the symbolic standard of order and stability to which Greece in any 
other condition must be compared, just as the paradigmatic stasis qn Cor­
cyra, an inversion of the Athens of the Funeral Oration , is the festal and 
amateur world turned upside down, destroying the dispositions that lead 
to civic strength and individual attainment, and producing those that debase 
and degrade: ' 'Thus every form of base disposition imposed itself through 
these staseis on the Hellenic world. And simplicity, of which nobility in 
no small measure consists , was laughed off stage and, in the absence of 
mutual trust, man's  intelligence served to spread conflict far and wide ' '  
(3 . 8 3  . 1 ) .  I n  passages such as this w e  come very close to the source o f  the 
intense emotional power of the work . Thucydides' history is perhaps unique 
among historical writings in its uncompromising demonstration of how 
deeply the sufferings of the war are rooted in human nature and in its 
simultaneous insistence that they are mistakes that ought to be avoided. 
The work provides no resolution to this tension. There are, perhaps, some 
hints-the awareness that the right of the stronger implies as well the right 
of the weaker to unite against domination and enslavement; the identifi­
cation of a dynamic whereby fear of the powerful can generate counter­
forces that may ultimately, slowly, with immense difficulty, displace 
oppression; and above all , a sense of the uncertainty of events and an 

awareness that the unpredictability of the future may itself instruct us in 
the way of caution and restraint. As Bernard Brodie has said: "What we 
have done must convince us that Thucydides was right, that peace is better 
than war not only in being more agreeable but also in being very much 
more predictable . A plan and policy which offers a good promise of 
deterring war is therefore by orders of magnitude better in every way than 
one which depreciates the objective of deterrence in order to improve 
somewhat the chances of winning . " 1 8 But ultimately the Histories defy 
resolution . Those who are not content with the limits of history as a form 
of literature and as a mode of thought will always be dissatisfied with such 
restraint and either reject Thucydides' work or seek to impose upon it 
grander constructions . But for those who are willing to listen, it speaks 
still with honesty, reason, and compassion. 

18 B .  Brodie, Strategy in the Missie Age (Princeton 1 965) 408f. 
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R I N G  C O M PO S I T I O N S  I N  T H E  A R C H A E O L O G Y  

(see Chapter One, Note 29) 

1 .  Before the Trojan War ( 1 . 2-8) 

Troy ( 1 3 .4) 
Minos ( l .4 . 1 )  

Piracy ( 1 .4 . 1 -5 . 2) 

Carrying of weapons etc . 
Piracy ( 1 . 8 . 1 )  

Minos ( l . 8 . 2) 

Troy ( 1 . 8 . 4) 

2 .  The Trojan War ( 1 .  9- 1 1 ) ,  ending in a ring composition: 
Insufficiency of financial reserves,  UX.Ql]µatia ( 1 . 1 1 )  

Farming, yEwQyiav ( 1 . 1 1 . 1  line 30) 

Piracy, ArJ<TtEiav ( 1 . 1 1 . l  line 30) ArJ<TtELU£ ( I .  1 1 .  2 line 3) 

Farming , YEWQyia£ ( 1 . 1 1 . 2 line 3) 

Insufficiency of financial reserves, CxX.Ql]µatiav ( 1 . 1 1 .2) 

3. After the Trojan War ( l . 1 2- 1 8 . 2) 
Initial hindrances to growth: µ� . . .  m'i;riEhjvm ( 1 . 1 2 . 1 )  

Growth of naval power: ( 1 . 1 3- 1 5 . 3) vauttxa tE t;l]QtUEto � 'EA.A.a£ 
( 1 . 1 3 . l ) ;  ta µ£v ouv vaunxa tci>v 'EAA.t)vwv tomiita �v ( 1 . 1 5 . l ) 

Subsequent hindrances to growth: (esp. Persia) X(J)AlJµata µ� au;rieftvm 
( 1 . 1 6 . 1 )  
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R I N G  C O M P O S I T I O N  I N  T H E  C E N T R A L  

P A R T  O F  B O O K  2 

A. The challenge of orge 

Archidamus '  last reported speech (2 . 1 1 ) :  The attempt to provoke Athens to 

engage 

Periclean pronoia and confidence (2 . 1 3) 

B .  Bad feeling against Pericles and his response (2 . 2 1 -22) : The Athenian 

desire to engage the enemy 
Pericles' response: Assembly prohibited (2 .22 .  l )  

C.  The Funeral Oration (2 . 34-46) 

C. The Plague (2.47-54) 

B. Bad feeling against Pericles and his response (2. 59-64): The Athenian 
desire to negotiate with the Peloponnesians 

Pericles ' response: Assembly convened (2 .59 .3) and Pericles' last re­
ported speech (2 . 60-64) 

A. The challenge of orge partially met (2 .65 )  

Periclean pronoia and confidence 

This necessarily oversimplifies a very rich and complex grouping of material; 

it does not show, for example, the similarities between Archidamus' situation and 

that of Pericles (cf. 2 . 1 8 . 5  and 2 . 2 1 . 3) .  It emphasizes, however, the persistence 
and development of the theme of orge in this portion of the work . 
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S T R U C T U R A L  P A T T E R N S I N  T H E  

C E N T E R  O F  B O O K  3 

A. The stasis at Notium (3 . 34) 

Athenian intervention 
Settlement 

First stage 

Later stage (3 . 34) : xal ilcrtEQOV 'A8T]valot olxtcrta; itEµ'ljlavtE£ 
B .  The decision concerning Mytilene (3 . 36-49) 

Cleon' s  speech (3 . 37-40) 

Diodotus ' speech (3 .42-48) 

Outcome (3 .49-50) 

Apparent closure (3 .49 .4) : itaga tooofrtov µf:v Ti MuttATJVTJ �ASE 
xtvbuvou 
Reopening (3 . 50. 1 ) :  wu; b' hl/..ou; avbga; 
Settlement 

First stage 

Later stage (3 . 50 .2) :  ilcrtEQOV bf: 
Dedication to the gods 

Rounding off sentence (3 .50 .3) :  ta µf:v xata Afo�ov outw; £y£­
vEto . 

B .  The Decision concerning Plataea (3 . 52-68) 

Plataean Speech (3 .53-59) 
Theban Speech ( 3 . 6 1 -67) 
Outcome (3 .68) 

Settlement 

First stage 
Later stage (3 . 68 . 3) :  ilcrtEQOV bf: 
Dedication to the gods 

Rounding off sentence (3 .68 . 5) :  xal ta µf:v xata TIA.atmav EtEt 
tQhcp xal EvEVTJXOcrtcj> f.itEtbTj 'A81Jvaiwv !;uµµaxot ty£vovro 
outw; hEAEUtl)CJEV. 

A. The stasis at Corcyra (3 .69-85) 
Athenian intervention 
No settlement: (3 . 85 . 1 ) 

First stages: totautat; ogyai; tai; itQO>tm; £; <'x/../..T]/..ou; 
Later stage: UcrtEQOV bf: 



4.118- 1 19 

5 . 1 8- 1 9  

5 . 23-24 

5 .47 

5 . 77 
5 . 79 

Appendix Four 

T H E  P L A C E  OF D O C U M E N T S  IN T H E  

N A R R A T I V E S  O F  B O O K S  4 A N D  5 

(see Chapter Five, Note 16) 

Athenian setbacks: 
Delium 
Loss of Amphipolis 

Truce between Athens and Sparta 

Athenians' inability to recoup losses 
Brasidas ' further successes 
Athens ' failure to recover Amphipolis 

Deaths of Cleon and Brasidas 
Treaty between Athens and Sparta 

Alliance between Athens and Sparta 

Shifts in Spartan and Argive foreign policy 
Alcibiades' manipulations 
Treaty and Alliance between Athens and Argos 

The Battle of Mantinea 
Treaty between Sparta and Argos 

Alliance between Sparta and Argos 

Further shifts in foreign policies 
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M A J O R  S I E G E  N A R R A T I V E S  I N  T H U C Y D I D E S  

PLATAEA 

2 . 7 1 -74 
Mini-dialogue 

2. 75 . l :  xa0tcrt1J Ee; :rt6-
A£µov 

2. 78 .  l :  :rt£QlE1:£tXl-
l;ov riJv :rt6A.l v xuxA.cp, 
bltl6µ£Vm xm:a :rt6-
A£l<; 
2. 78 .  2: XfftaAl:rtOvt£<; 
<j>uA.axac; 

2. 78.2 :  UV£XWQflOClV 't<j> 
<J'tQCl't<j> 

2.79 

(See Chapter Five, Note 24) 

MIT/LENE MELOS 

PRELIMINARIES 

3 . 2- 1 8  3 . 9 1  First attack 
Background information 5 .  84 Renewed hostilities 

POLEMOS BEGINS 

3 .4. l :  £c; :rt6AEµov xa-
0t<J'taV'to 

BEGINNING OF SIEGE 

3 . 1 8 .4: :rtEQl'tElXL­
l;ouOl MU'tlAftVlJV Ev 
xuxA.cp 

3 . 1 8 . 5 :  xal Ex yilc; xal 
tx 0aA.ao<Jllc; dQYEm 

INTERVAL 

3 . 1 9  

5 . 84.2:  t c;  :rt6AEµov <j>a­
VEQOv XCl'tEOTI]OClV 

5 . 1 14. l :  DlEAOµ£VOl 
xm:a :rtOAEl<; :rtEQlE­
'tELXlOClV XUXAq> MT)­
J..(ouc; 
5 . 1 14.2:  <j>uA.axfiv . . .  
XCl'taAl:rtOvtE<; 
5 . 1 14.2:  xal xa'ta yilv 
xal xm:a 0aA.aooav 

5 . 1 14.2: UvEXcl>Qfl<Jav 't<j> 
:rtAEOVl mii ITTQClmii 

5 .  l l5 .  l -3 

RENEWED HOSTILITIES; GRAIN GIVES OUT 

3 . 20. 1 :  't<j> u ohcp tm- 3 . 27 . 1 :  6 oimc; rnEAE- 5 . l 14.4 Melians get grain ! 
A.Et:rtOV'tl 

SOME PLAT AEANS ESCAPE 
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INTERVAL 

3 . 25 5 . 1 16 

SURRENDER AGREEMENT 

3 . 52 .  l :  SlJVE�T)OOV 3 . 28 . 1 :  suµ�aOEW<; . . .  5 . 1 16 . 3 :  SlJVEXWQT)OOV 
rtOLOUV'tat 

DEBATE 

3 . 53-67 Antilogy 3 . 37-48 Antilogy No debate ! 

DECISION AND IMPLEMENTATION 

3. 68 . 1 :  <':trtEx'tEl VOV 
bt£<j>0EtQOV . . . 

3 .68 .2 :  yuvalxai; be 
T)vbQart6bwav 

3 .68 . 3 :  UO'tEQOV bE: . . .  
'tlJV bf: yijv . . . CtrtE­
µ(o0woav 

3 .68 .5 :  xal 'ta µEv Xa'tU 
IU .. c'.t'tmav . . . OU'tW<; 
E°tEAEV'tT)OEV 

3 . 50. 1 :  rnui; b' O.A.A.oui; 
0.vbQai; bt£<j>0EL­
QOV 

3 . 50.2:  umEQov be . . .  
x/..�Qoui; be nm�oav-
'tE<; •fii; yiji; . . .  XAT)-
QOVXOll<; . . .  l:mfaEµ-
'\j)av 

ROUNDING OFF SENTENCE 

3 . 50 .3 :  •a µev xma 
Afo�ov ou•wi; tyf.vE­
'tO. 

5 . 1 16 .4: lircE'X'tEtvav 
MT)ALWV oooui; Tj�Wv­
mi; e/..a�v 
5 . 1 16 .4 :  nalbai; be xal 
yuvalxai; T)vbQart6bt­
oav 
5 . 1 16 .4 :  ano[xoui; u­
O'tEQOV rtEV'taxooloui; 
rtEµ'\j)aV'tE<;. 

This comparison makes clear both the similarities between the Melian episode and 
those of Plataea and Mytilene and also the major contrasts , especially the early 
and dominant position of the dialogue (chs . 85- 1 1 2) and the absence of a final 
rounding off sentence . 
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R I N G  C O M PO S I T I O N  I N  B O O K  6 

A. The Salaminian galley comes for Alcibiades and others . (6 .53 . 1 ) :  tTiv l:a­
A.aµtv(av vaiiv . . . bt( tE 'AA.xt�LM'l]v xal. £:1t' WJ.ous . . .  tci'JV . . . 
µeµt]vuµE-vwv. 

B .  Knowledge of the Pisistratid tyranny affects the mood in Athens (6.53 .3) : 
rntcnuµevos yO.Q 6 bilµos lxxofl . . .  :ltUV"ta U:lt0ITT(I)£ £1..uµ�aVEV. 

C. The tyranny was severe in its last phase (6 .53 . 3) :  tTiv . . .  i:u­
Qavv(ba xaA.e:ltTtv tEAEutrooav yevoµEv'l]v 

D. The tyranny was overthrown not by the Athenians but by the 
Lacedaemonians (6 .53 .3) :  oM' ucj>' foutrov . . .  aU' u:1to 
tci>v Aaxebmµov(wv 

E. Boldness through erotic circumstance (6 .54. 1 ) :  t6Aµt]µa 
OL '  EQwuxiJv !;uvi:ux(av 

THE STORY OF HARMODIUS AND ARISTOGEITON 
E. Through erotic grief . . .  boldness (6.59. 1 ) :  bt' EQWttxiJv 

AU:lt'l]V . . . t6A.µa 
C. The tyranny was severe in its last phase (6.59.2) :  xaA.mwi:EQa 

µml. "tOU"tO � tUQaWL£ 
D. The tyranny was overthrown by the Lacedaemonians (6.59.4): 

:1tau0EL£ . . .  u:1to Aaxebmµov(wv 
C. The Athenians become severe (6 .60. 1) :  6 bilµos . . .  xaA.mos 

�v 
B .  Knowledge of the Pisistratid tyranny affects the mood in Athens (6.60. 1 ) :  

'Qv Ev0UµOUµEVO£ 6 bilµos . . .  xal. µtµVrJOXOµEVO£ ooa axofl :ltEQl. 
autci'JV �:1t(utato . . . u:1t6:1tt'1]£ 

A. The Salaminian galley comes for Alcibiades (6 . 6 1 .4): tTiv l:aA.aµtv(av vailv 
. . .  E:ltt tE EXEivov xal. ©v :ltEQL aUwv £µeµiJvuto. 
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R I N G  C O M P O S I T I O N  I N  B O O K  7 

A. The Athenian fortification in Laconia (7 .26 . 2) :  ti)� Aaxwvtxi)� . . .  hd­
xwav 

B .  Demosthenes sails to Corcyra (7 . 26 . 3) :  6 µi:v dl]µoa0£vr]I; . . .  n:ag­
E1tAEL En:l ti)� KEQXUQU� 

C. Late arrival and dismissal of Thracians (7 .27 . lf) :  8Q<;ixciJv . . .  ch� 
UatEQOL �xov . . .  (:mon:£µn:ELV .  

D.  Deceleia and effects (7 . 27 . 2-28 ad fin. ) 
C. Late arrival and dismissal of Thracians (7 . 29 . l ) : 8gc;lxa� toiJ� 

. . . UatEQlJOUVta� . . . cmrnEµn:ov 
D. Mycalessus (7 . 29 . 2-30 ad fin . )  

B .  Demosthenes sails o ff  to Corcyra (7 . 3 1 . l ) :  'O  bi: dljµoa0EVT]� t6tE 
cmon:Hwv en:l ti)� KEQXUQU� 

A.  The Athenian fortification in Laconia (7 . 3 1 .  I ) :  µEta t�v f:x ti)� Aaxwvtxi)� 
tELXLOLV 

The effect is to establish a close and deliberate parallelism between the two epi­
sodes , Deceleia and Mycalessus . Deceleia 's  effects could be discussed with ap­
propriateness at any of a number of points in books 7 or 8 and Mycalessus was 
not of such strategic significance that it demanded any mention whatsoever. The 
two, however, are brought into a powerful collocation, all the more remarkable 
by the transfer of vocabulary between the two episodes . The financial expenditures 
in Deceleia are reported in part by the use of language normally used for human 
death: 7 . 27 . 3 ,  XQT]µatwv t' 6i..E0gcp and 28.4 ad fin . ,  al bi: n:g6aobot amoi..­
i..uvto . Conversely , the deaths in Mycalessus are reported with financial meta­
phors , conventional at 29.4,  qmMµEvot ,  but more unusual in 30 . 3 ,  µEQO� tL 
an:avT]AW0T] . (Cf. Pericles in 2 .64. 3 . )  This is more, I think, than elaborate archi­
tecture. It suggests the incommensurability of two thematic systems within the 
work-financial resources/expenditures and human resources/expenditures . 
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S T R U C T U R E  OF 7 . 4 7 - 4 9  

A.  Demosthenes' first position (7 .47 . 3-4): Quick withdrawal dictated by 
I .  Time of year: EW\; EtL to :rrB .. ayo\; olov tE nEQmoiio8m 
2. Naval superiority: tai\; yoiiv EnEA8ouom\; vauol XQatEiv 
3 .  Finances: XQ�µata noJ.J.a oanavwvta\; 

Conclusion: oM' a-0 . . .  dxo\; Elvm lCQOoxa8i)o8m. 
B. Nicias ' position (7 .48) 

I .  Equivocal attitude (7 .48 . 1 -2) 

a.  Recognizes Athenian affairs are novriQa 
b. Syracusan affairs may be lCOVTJQOtEQa (7 .48 . 2) 

(i) Finances: XQTJµatwv . . . anoQ(c;x 
(ii) Naval superiority of Athens: tai\; unaQxoiJom\; vauot 

8aJ.aooOXQatOUVtWV 
(iii) Subversion promised: tL . . . �ouMµEvov tOL\; 'A8Tj­

va(oL\; ta nQayµata tvooiivm 
2. Speech (7 .48 . 3-5) 

a.  Attitude of the Athenians (secs .  3 and 4) 

b.  Syracusan situation (sec . 5) 

(i) Financial distress :  XQ�µum . . .  alCOQElV 
Conclusion : tQL�ELV . . .  XQTJVm nQooxa8TjµEvou\; 

C .  Authorial comment (7 .49 . 1 ) :  Nicias was correct about: 
1 .  Finances: XQTJµatwv anoQiav 
2. Subversion: noJ.u to �ouMµEvov tOt\; 'A8Tjva(OL\; 

yiyvE08m ta nQayµata 
3. Naval superiority: t<lt\; youv vauot . . .  XQUt�onv 

A. Demosthenes '  second position (7 .49 .2) :  rejects toii nQooxa8i)o8m and urges 
move to Catane 

Outcome: Eurymedon agrees with Demosthenes 
B .  Nicias induces delay (7 .49 .4 ) : avnJ.ilyovt0\; OE toii N Lx(ou OXVO\; 

tl\; xat µEAAT)OL\; �VEyEVEto 

The structure results from two modifications of an A-B-A (Demosthenes 1-Nicias­
Demosthenes II) pattern . The first is the overlay of an authorial comment pointing 
out one irony: Nicias was correct in his information about Syracuse: finances were 
difficult; there was a faction in correspondence with Nicias . But Nicias' inference 



260 Appendixes 

that they should therefore stay on is khown to be wrong. The second is a logos/ 

ergon division in the presentation of Nicias ' views .  Thucydides distinguishes Ni­
cias ' own view, which is based on a recognition of the gravity of the Athenian 
situation, from his speech, which , as often with Nicias , does not represent his 
actual thinking. The speech is a very confident one (loX.1JQLtE1:0, 49 . 1 ; cf. 
loxvQitrrtm, 49.4) . It plays up the political difficulties that are likely to await 
the expedition on its return to Athens--a sensitive topic for Demosthenes who has 
had some acquaintance with the results of unsuccessful expeditions (3 .98 .5) ,  but 
it says nothing of a more compelling reason for Nicias ' hesitation: his elpis (48 .2)  

that subversion would take place. The end of the episode brings out a final irony: 
Demosthenes and Eurymedon agree. The vote is two to one but Nicias ',confidence 
(lOX1JQLtl}tm 49 .4; cf. 49 . 1 ) induces delay . 



Appendix Nine 

R I N G  C O M P O S I T I O N  IN 7 .  5 0 - 7 1  

A. Initial naval battle (7 .50-54) 
B. Athenian discouragement (7 .55) �ltOQOUV , 7 .55 .2  

C.  Initial statement of  Syracusan plan (7  .56 .  lf . ) :  t:o CJ"t6µa auwu 
btEVOOUV'tO xJ..ncrELV . . .  XQaTficrm 'A0riva(wv 'tE xal -r:ciJv 
;uµµaxcov xal xa-r:a yijv xal xa-r:a 0<lJ..acrcrav 

D. The wondrous victory prize (7 .56.2):  xaMv crcj>(otv t� -r:ou� 
''EJ..J..11va� t:o ayrovtcrµa cj>av€i:cr0m 

CATALOGUE OF ALLIES (7 .57-58) 
D. The wondrous victory prize (7 .59 .2) :  xaJ..0v ayrovtcrµa crcj>(­

crtv Elvm 
C. New statement of Syracusan plan (7 .59 .2): EAELV 'tE 'tO CJ'tQa­

'tOltEbov futav -r:ciJv 'A01]va(wv . . . xal . . . µTjt:E bta 0aJ..acrcrri� 
µTjt:E t:cj} ltEl;cj} btacj>uyEL v 
Closing of the harbor (7 .59.3) :  £xJ..nov ovv -r:6v t:E J..tµE'Va . . .  
EXOV'ta -r:o CJ"t6µa . . .  

B .  Athenian discouragement (ch . 60): ltQO� 't'ijv naQOucrav lxnoQ(av , 
7 .60.2 

A. Second naval battle (7 .60.3-7 1 )  

A s  so often in Thucydides, ring compositions do not simply reiterate the con­
stituent elements, nor are they static or always fully symmetrical . Frequently , they 
modulate and mark shifts in attitude or theme. In this case the structure is part of 
a steady crescendo. The second engagement is much larger and more significant 
than the first and the plan behind it has changed in one major respect. The Syra­
cusans now no longer aim at mere victory and dominance (kratesai, 56.2) over 
the Athenians by land and by sea, but at the much more difficult task of actually 
capturing the Athenian expedition (helein, 59 . 2) .  
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