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Praise for

THE HISTORY OF THE PELOPONNESIAN WAR

‘Athenian historian (if that’s what he was) Thucydides is a notoriously gritty and gristly writer. Even his fellow ancient Greeks found translating him hard going. For a happy combination of accuracy (prime Thucydidean quality), literary fluency, and interpretative skill, this new translation by super-experienced Robin Waterfield with the assistance of distinguished ancient historian Polly Low will be far more than a transient showpiece of the sort Thucydides abhorred’

Paul Cartledge, author of Democracy: A Life

‘Robin Waterfield has a track record of marvelous translations of Herodotus, Plato, and others, and now his Thucydides is just as good—extremely readable and accessible without any dumbing down of this demanding author. It is enhanced by the introduction and notes by Polly Low, telling readers exactly what they need to know to make the most of a perpetually engrossing text’

Christopher Pelling, University of Oxford

‘Waterfield’s elegant, modern translation of Thucydides will serve both scholars and general readers exceptionally well, while Low’s introduction and notes offer just the right amount of context and explanation, illuminating the text rather than weighing it down. In their hands Thucydides’s great work shows the same “bloom of perpetual newness” that Plutarch once saw in the Parthenon’

Johanna Hanink, Brown University

‘Thucydides of Athens … is a dominating author like few others. Is he a historian, or philosopher, or social scientist? The truest answer is easily all three at once. Robin Waterfield’s translation of a bold and powerful writer brimming with creative ideas on matters of language and politics is crisp, readable, and true to the author’s diction. Polly Low’s introduction is accessible and expansive without being pedantic. Famous debates on choosing war (Athens vs. Sparta), the use and abuse of power (Athenian imperial aggressions vs. Mytilene and Melos), and descriptions of wartime suffering (Pericles’s iconic funeral speech) reveal issues of war and peace, justice and law, relevant to any time. Thucydides is a writer for the ages: Waterfield and Low, his interpreters today’

Lawrence A. Tritle, Loyola Marymount University




TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

The British historian and statesman Lord Macaulay wrote in his journal for February 27, 1835, “This day I finished Thucydides, after reading him with inexpressible interest and admiration. He is the greatest historian that ever lived.” Most readers of The History of the Peloponnesian War still come away from the book with a similar degree of excitement and respect. The prospect of translating such an important and magisterial text is therefore daunting for several reasons, not just because of the complexity of Thucydides’s Greek. Despite this, however, the experience has been nothing but educational, stimulating, and enjoyable. My thanks, then, are due in the first place to Polly Low for being an equable as well as an expert collaborator. This book is designed primarily for history buffs and other general readers, as well as students, and I cannot imagine a better introduction for such an audience than the one she has written.

Two friends responded to appeals for help. Bill Murray, an expert in ancient Mediterranean ships and naval warfare, read the translation primarily to check that I had gotten those kinds of things right. And Tony Woodman, a famous scholar of ancient Greek and Roman historiography (among other things), at short notice cast his keen eye over the entire translation and suggested a great many improvements. I thank them both; the book is better for their input.

There are a number of fine translations of Thucydides in existence. Those from which I learned most are by Martin Hammond, Steven Lattimore, and Jeremy Mynott. And no translator or serious reader of the History can fail to have by their side the magnificent five-volume A Historical Commentary on Thucydides by A. W. Gomme and others (1956–1981) and the equally important three-volume A Commentary on Thucydides by Simon Hornblower (1991–2008).

My gratitude to Lara Heimert of Basic Books extends now over several volumes of translations. Her lack of hesitation in agreeing to let me do Thucydides was extremely gratifying, not least because she gave me the opportunity to fulfill a lifelong ambition. I first started translating ancient Greek texts over forty years ago, and Thucydides has long been on my bucket list. There are too many members of the brilliant team at Basic for me to name them individually, but I thank them collectively from the bottom of my heart. And through Basic Books I was fortunate to have Katherine Streckfus once again as copyeditor and András Bereznay as cartographer. They are the best.

—R. A. H. W.




MAPS

A. Greece

B. The Athenian and Spartan Alliances

C. Sicily and Southern Italy

D. The West Coast of Asia Minor

E. Acarnania and the Northwest

F. Thrace

G. Aetolia

H. Pylos and Sphacteria

I. Boeotia and the Delium Campaign

J. Chalcidice

K. Syracuse

[image: A map of Greece from the Ionian Sea to the left to the Aegean Sea to the right, with Macedon at the tom and Peloponnese at the bottom.]
A. Greece

[image: A map of the Athenian and Spartan Alliances, with grey shading showing Sparta and allies mainly surrounding Peloponnese, light striped shading showing the Athenian “empire” and allies such as Thessaly, and dark striped shading showing changing or uncertain allegiances such as Macedon.]
B. The Athenian and Spartan Alliances

[image: A map of Sicily and Southern Italy surrounded by the Adriatic Sea, Ionian Sea, Mediterranean Sea and Tyrrhenian Sea. The main labels are for Sicily near the bottom and Magna Graecia to the right.]
C. Sicily and Southern Italy

[image: A map of the West Coast of Asia Minor with the main labels for Thrace, Bithynia, Troad, Aeolis, Lydia, Ionia and Caria.]
D. The West Coast of Asia Minor




TIMELINE

All dates are BCE

ca. 1250 (on Thucydides’s chronology: 1.8.4): Trojan War

ca. 734 (on Thucydides’s chronology: 6.3.1): first Greek settlements in Sicily



	546–527:

	tyranny of Peisistratus at Athens




	514:

	assassination of Hipparchus (brother of the Athenian tyrant Hippias) by Harmodius and Aristogeiton (1.20.2, 6.53.3–59.3)




	511/510:

	Hippias ousted from the Athenian tyranny (6.59.4)




	508/507:

	democratic reforms of Cleisthenes in Athens




	490:

	first Persian invasion of mainland Greece; Battle of Marathon




	480–479:

	second Persian invasion of mainland Greece; Battles of Thermopylae, Salamis, and Plataea




	478/477:

	creation of the Athenian-led “Delian League” (1.96)




	465:

	earthquake in Sparta, and revolt of the helots (1.101)




	ca. 460–455:

	Athenian campaigns in Egypt (1.104, 1.109–110)




	457:

	Battle of Tanagra (1.107.7–108.1); Sparta and allies defeat Athens




	457:

	Battle of Oenophyta (1.108.3); Athenians defeat Boeotians and gain control of much of central Greece




	447:

	Battle of Coronea (1.113.2); Boeotians defeat Athenians




	ca. 450:

	“Peace of Callias” between Athens and Persia




	446:

	“Thirty-Year Peace” between Athens and Sparta (and their respective allies) (1.115.1)




	440:

	Samos attempts to revolt from Athens (1.115.2–117)




	437:

	Athenians found a settlement at Amphipolis (4.102)




	431:

	Peloponnesian War begins (2.2.1)




	430–427:

	plague in Athens (2.47–54, 2.57–58, 3.87)




	429:

	death of Pericles (2.65.6)




	428:

	Mytilene attempts to revolt from Athens (3.2–6, 8–18, 25–50)




	427/426:

	destruction of Plataea (3.52–68)




	427/426:

	civil war in Corcyra (3.69–85)




	427–424:

	Athenian forces in Sicily (3.86, 3.88, 3.90, 3.99, 3.103, 3.115, 4.1–2, 4.24–25, 4.58–65)




	425/424:

	Athenian victories at Pylos and Sphacteria (4.26–41)




	424/423:

	Battle of Delium (4.89–101.2); Boeotians defeat Athenians




	424/423:

	Spartans capture Amphipolis (4.102–108); Thucydides is exiled from Athens (5.26.5)




	421:

	“Peace of Nicias” between Athens and Sparta (and their respective allies) (5.18–19)




	418:

	Battle of Mantinea (5.65–75); Spartans (and allies) defeat Argives (and allies, including Athenians)




	416/415:

	Athenian attack on and destruction of Melos (5.84–116)




	415:

	launch of the Athenian invasion of Sicily (6.30)




	413:

	Spartans occupy Decelea in Attica (7.19.1–2)




	413:

	final defeat of the Athenians in Sicily (7.72–87)




	411:

	oligarchic coup in Athens (8.67)




	411:

	Battle of Cynossema (8.104–106); Athenians defeat Peloponnesians




	411/410:

	Thucydides’s narrative ends




	404/403:

	Peloponnesian War ends








INTRODUCTION

Thucydides’s History is the story of a war between two small communities fought in a corner of the Mediterranean more than two thousand years ago. The war was long and often brutal, but it did not dramatically change the course of history, and within a century of its conclusion both the victor (Sparta, consistently called Lacedaemon by Thucydides) and the defeated (Athens) were well on the way to political irrelevance. Even in antiquity, some wondered if this conflict really deserved to be remembered. The first-century BCE critic Dionysius of Halicarnassus, for example, thought Thucydides had made a serious error in his choice of subject matter; the Peloponnesian War, he wrote, “was neither glorious nor fortunate, but … had best never happened at all or, failing that, should have been consigned to silence and oblivion and ignored by later generations” (Letter to Gnaeus Pompeius, 3, trans. Stephen Usher).

Dionysius did not get his way. In fact, Thucydides is probably more widely read in the modern world than he ever was in his own time, in spite of the undeniable bleakness of his subject matter. Why? Some readers are of course genuinely interested in the conflict Thucydides recounts, and in the things we learn along the way about the politics and culture of this period, for which this work provides our fullest contemporary narrative. For others, the text’s value lies in its contribution to the genre of historical writing: Thucydides developed (or claimed to develop) a novel and rigorous approach to the subject that continues to influence the historical discipline. For others again, it provides insights into political and international theory that have relevance far beyond Thucydides’s own time. And for some, the very bleakness of the story is what makes it attractive. The novelist and politician John Buchan wrote in his memoirs of World War I that he “read and re-read Thucydides, for he also had lived among crumbling institutions” (Memory Hold-the-Door [Pilgrim’s Way in the United States]). In dark times, there can be something appealing in a text that is willing to confront the realities of human behavior head-on.

Another reason the text continues to fascinate is precisely because of the diverse responses for which it allows. This introduction will offer a brief survey of this range of possible approaches to Thucydides and his work. It starts, though, with an outline of the world in which Thucydides lived and wrote, and in which the Peloponnesian War was fought.

The World of Thucydides

“Greece,” in Thucydides’s time, was not a single place, or even a very clearly defined one. People who thought of themselves as Greek lived in communities across the Mediterranean, not only in the area that now forms the state of Greece, but also far beyond: in Sicily and Southern Italy, in North Africa, in western Asia Minor (modern Turkey), and in the Black Sea region.

From around the eighth century BCE, these communities typically organized themselves into a distinctive form: the polis, which contemporary scholars often call a “city-state,” and which is translated in this work as either “city” or “state.” By Thucydides’s time, there were over one thousand such cities in the Greek world, most of them small, some of them tiny. Most of these cities controlled a territory no larger than forty square miles (that is, around the size of Staten Island), and their populations might number in the low thousands or even hundreds. The largest one hundred cities had an average population of around thirty thousand; the remaining 90 percent were much smaller. It is important to remember the very small scale of the vast majority of these communities, not least because the two protagonists of the war—Athens and Sparta—were, by comparison, abnormally large. Athens, one of the largest of the city-states, had a total population of some two hundred thousand, including noncitizens and enslaved people, as well as an unusually extensive territory, covering about one thousand square miles. The territory controlled by Sparta was even larger, a consequence of aggressive expansion in the eighth and seventh centuries BCE, amounting to approximately three thousand square miles. The question of Sparta’s total population, however, is hotly debated; it was perhaps in the region of one hundred thousand (again, including enslaved and noncitizen inhabitants). Even leaving a large and necessary question mark next to the exact figures, we can be confident of two things: first, that Athens and Sparta dwarfed almost every other Greek city of their own time in terms of size and resources; and second, that they remained, compared to modern nation-states (and compared to some other states of the ancient world, such as Rome), very small indeed.

All of these communities, big and small, shared some key characteristics. Perhaps the most fundamental is that not everyone who lived in a community had the same status. Some inhabitants were citizens, a status that brought greater rights (usually, some level of political participation and greater access to the law) and responsibilities (especially, for adult men, an obligation to perform military service). Criteria for citizenship varied from state to state. In Athens in this period, birth was the key factor—only someone with an Athenian mother and father could be a citizen. Many other states, including Sparta, also had a wealth requirement. Failure to fulfill the obligations of citizenship could lead to it being revoked. In some Greek communities, including Athens and Sparta, citizens were significantly outnumbered by noncitizens, who might perform important functions within the community but had either limited or—in the case of enslaved people—practically nonexistent rights.

A second distinctive characteristic of the city-state was that it was ruled by some form of constitutional government. The precise style of governance varied between states, although one consistent feature is that direct political participation was restricted to adult male citizens, and sometimes to a subset of male citizens. While tyranny, or one-man rule, was rare in this period, Thucydides makes clear (e.g., at 6.53.3) that the memory of tyrannical rule was still very present in at least some Greeks’ minds. Many states were ruled by oligarchies: that is, small groups of men (in some places as few as ten, though it could be a few hundred), often selected for their ancestry or wealth. And many—especially, but not only, Athens—were democracies. In these states, sovereignty was exercised by all male citizens. Smaller committees, or even individuals, might be given responsibility for particular tasks, but these roles would typically change hands on a regular basis. Sparta’s constitutional arrangements do not fit neatly into any of these categories: the city had two kings who had a limited amount of executive and military power; a ruling council of thirty elders (the Gerousia); an annually elected board of five magistrates (the “ephors,” literally “overseers”), responsible for much of the day-to-day administration of the city; and a citizen assembly, which seems to have been able to ratify but not initiate decisions.

Sparta was also unusual in that its constitutional arrangements remained essentially unchanged from around the seventh century BCE until at least the end of the Classical period. Most states had more dynamic political arrangements, and complete changes of regime—from oligarchic to democratic, or vice versa—were common. These revolutions were often marked by extreme violence: Thucydides’s description of the horrific civil war in Corcyra (3.81–84) has become, as the author intended, the paradigmatic account of how a change in constitution might be accompanied by temporary but dramatic social collapse. Thucydides argues that these revolutions were driven not just by internal tensions and ambitions, but also by the machinations of foreign powers. His claim (3.82.1) is that democracies, and democratic factions within cities, would naturally align with Athens, while oligarchies were backed by Sparta. This is an oversimplification of a more complicated picture, but this split between democracies and oligarchies did have an important role in shaping interstate allegiances in this period, and certainly plays a large part in Thucydides’s understanding of his world.

This point leads us to another essential characteristic of the world of the Greek cities. These states, though often tiny, conceived of themselves as independent political entities, with—at least ideally—their own governments and armies, as well as their own domestic and foreign policies. But they also participated in a dense network of overlapping, and sometimes conflicting, connections with other Greek communities. One type of connection, as we have just seen, could be based on political ideologies: democrats tended to side with democrats, oligarchs with oligarchs, and both sides might sometimes privilege those affinities over loyalty to their own city—hence the many occasions in the History when a city is “betrayed” to the enemy by either a democratic or oligarchic faction.

Cities regularly entered into formal alliances with each other, sometimes bilateral and sometimes multilateral. The most important cases of the latter type in this period are the Spartan-led Peloponnesian League and the Athenian-led Delian League (also known as the Athenian empire). Some cities grouped themselves into regionally based federations: the Boeotian Federation (dominated in this period by the city of Thebes) is the most important example we will encounter in Thucydides’s narrative. These alliances took various forms in terms of the obligations they involved and the level of equality or hierarchy they established. They had varying durations: some had an explicitly limited term (ten or thirty years was common), while some were implicitly or explicitly open-ended (the Delian League is the best example of this type). One thing they have in common is that they were, at least in theory, intended to be binding: they were ratified by civic authorities and, through the swearing of oaths, protected by divine sanction. Although, therefore, we will repeatedly find these agreements being violated during the course of the war, we should remember that such violations were not seen as trivial.

Another, less codified, but still extremely important, form of connection between Greek communities was that based on the concept of “kinship”: the belief that certain communities or groups of communities could trace their origins back to a single shared ancestor (possibly a mythical ancestor) or group of ancestors. One relatively straightforward manifestation of this phenomenon can be seen in the connection between “colonies” and “mother cities”: many Greek states, especially those in Sicily, Southern Italy, and Asia Minor, believed they had been founded by settlers from communities elsewhere in the Greek world, and therefore that a particularly strong tie should exist between the two states. This might manifest in shared religious and cultural practices and in political allegiances. If a colony went on to create a further settlement, this tie of obligation could, at least in theory, extend over three generations of cities. We can find a very good example of this expectation (and, in this instance, its subversion) in the conflict between Corinth, its colony Corcyra, and Corcyra’s colony Epidamnus, which forms a key part of Thucydides’s explanation of the origins of the war (1.24–55).

More complex patterns of affiliation developed on the basis of shared ethnicity, though these beliefs are again founded, ultimately, on a claim to common, usually mythical, ancestry. The two most important ethnic groups we encounter in Thucydides’s text are the Ionians and Dorians. The former, which included the Athenians and many communities in Asia Minor, traced their ancestry back to the mythical hero Ion; they spoke similar forms of Greek and shared some religious practices. The latter, which included the Spartans, the Cretans, and many communities in the Peloponnese and western Greece, traced their ancestry to the mythical figure Dorus; they, too, spoke a distinctive form of Greek and shared some cultural and religious affinities. It is very important to acknowledge that these ethnic groupings are, to at least some extent, artificial constructions: the mythological stories on which they were based were fluid, and we find communities emphasizing different aspects of their ethnic identity in different contexts. Thucydides, in fact, is notably skeptical of the real importance of many of these ethnic ties: we will repeatedly see him drawing attention to occasions when they were either deployed for cynical purposes or entirely ignored (perhaps most strikingly in his catalog of the opposing forces fighting in Sicily, at 7.57–58). But in this he is certainly pushing against the consensus of his own time, in which these sorts of ethnic links were thought to have genuine force, not just culturally but also politically.

These claims to shared kinship could be used to divide the communities of the Greek world, but in some contexts they could be used to unite them. Ion and Dorus were the founders of distinct ethnic groups, but they in turn were believed to be related: Dorus was the son and Ion the grandson (by a different father) of Hellen, the mythical ancestor of the “Hellenic” peoples—that is, of the Greeks (mentioned by Thucydides at 1.3.2). When circumstances required, therefore, it was possible for communities to draw attention to this shared aspect of their identity. As with Dorian and Ionian identities, claims based on kinship ties could be complemented by observations about shared language (although the Greeks spoke different dialects, those dialects were mutually comprehensible), shared religious beliefs, and a common style of life. They could also be based on perceived differences from (and, often, alleged superiority to) the various non-Greek “barbarian” communities that neighbored the Greek world.

The idea of shared Hellenic identity is rarely explicitly emphasized in Thucydides’s narrative; the story of the Peloponnesian War is, for him, one of division between Greeks, not of unity. But being aware of the possibility of unity can help us understand why this story of division is so devastating. Indeed, Greek solidarity was not only a theoretical possibility, but something that had—albeit briefly and imperfectly—recently been achieved, in the response to the Persian invasion of 480 BCE. In the face of that threat, a number of Greek states, under the joint leadership of Athens and Sparta, had come together to inflict a memorable, implausible defeat on the vastly stronger Persian forces. The combined alliance of Greeks lasted only slightly longer than the campaign, and cracks in its facade were visible even before that, but the memory of the possibility of unity persisted throughout the fifth century and beyond. When the Plataeans faced the prospect of destruction at the hands of the Spartans in 427/426 BCE, for example, they repeatedly appealed to the shared experience of Plataeans and Spartans in fighting and defeating the invading Persians, invoking this as a reason why their city should be spared (3.53–59). The appeal failed: memories of past unanimity were not strong enough to withstand contemporary political exigencies. This is a characteristic feature of the political world that Thucydides describes; nevertheless, we can still detect in his account the potent place that the conflict with Persia and the solidarity it engendered still held in Greek thinking.

The memory of the Persian War could also be deployed not in order to argue for cooperation and concord between Greeks, but as a justification for the supremacy of one Greek state over others—and it is this theme that is much more visible in Thucydides’s account. As Thucydides tells the story (at 1.95–97), the Athenian-led Delian League was a direct successor of the alliance of Greek states that fought against Persia. Athens took over sole leadership when the Spartans withdrew from the alliance, and then steadily increased its power and control until the alliance had evolved into an empire. Although active conflict with Persia came to an end by the middle of the fifth century (probably formalized with a peace agreement, although Thucydides does not report this), the idea that Athens’s earlier hostility to Persia justified its position of leadership persisted. Thucydides tends to introduce this idea in a rather oblique way, by making characters in his history dismiss these sorts of arguments as trite or irrelevant (e.g., at 1.73.2, 5.89, and 6.83.3). But it is clear from other sources that these justifications were widespread in Athenian discourse in the fifth century (and beyond): the Athenians had saved the Greeks from the Persians and the Greeks therefore owed them something in return—namely, the right to rule over them. It is this Athenian accumulation of power, and the Greek (and especially the Spartan) response to it, that—for Thucydides—is the key to understanding why the Peloponnesian War broke out.

Thucydides in His World

It should already have become clear that Thucydides’s interpretation of the world in which he lived seems at times to have been idiosyncratic, or at least out of line with what we can reconstruct of popular beliefs of the time. To attempt to understand how he arrived at these views, it will be helpful to look more closely at his own life, background, and intellectual affinities.

Our secure knowledge of Thucydides’s life is based only on the few things he tells us in his work. (Ancient biographies of the historian exist, but these are based on a mixture of hypothesis and fabrication, and should be given no particular credence.) He was an Athenian (1.1.1), and he was present in Athens in the early years of the Peloponnesian War—something we know because he tells us he caught the plague in the great outbreak of 430 (2.48.3). In 424/423 he was one of Athens’s ten generals (4.104.4), but he was sent into a twenty-year exile after his term of office ended, presumably on the basis of his poor performance (5.26.5). We do not know exactly where he spent his exile, although he does tell us in that same passage that it gave him the opportunity to talk to participants on both sides of the conflict, including Peloponnesians. We also do not know if he ever returned to Athens.

Because an Athenian had to be at least thirty years old to be eligible to serve as general, Thucydides must have been born by 454 BCE at the latest. He lived to see the end of the Peloponnesian War, though it is usually assumed (on the grounds of the unfinished state of the work, discussed further below) that he died shortly afterward, at the end of the fifth century or start of the fourth.

Thucydides’s family had gold-mining interests in northeastern Greece (4.105.1), and his father’s name (Olorus) was Thracian. From this, it is usually (and plausibly) inferred that he belonged to the upper socioeconomic stratum of Athenian society: it was typically the wealthiest citizens who had these sorts of international connections, not to mention involvement in highly lucrative mining operations. His service as general is also consistent with this hypothesis. The generalship was one of the few positions in democratic Athens that was chosen by election rather than by random lottery; the role therefore tended to be filled by Athenians with the connections and resources that would allow them to run a successful election campaign.

Thucydides, then, was a wealthy, politically engaged man writing about a war in which he was personally involved and in which both he and his city suffered significantly. His direct stake in this war is worth emphasizing because it is not at all prominent in the narrative he provides. Rather, the historian cultivates an air of detached objectivity, rarely giving us an explicit statement of his own political or ideological views. This stance does not, of course, mean that he had no opinions—it would be a grave mistake to treat Thucydides as an entirely dispassionate, disinterested witness to the events he narrates. But the paucity of explicit statements of opinion does leave considerable scope for disagreement about exactly what his beliefs were. They have to be pieced together from scattered comments and implications in his writing.

Thucydides does give us one clear statement about his political beliefs. On the subject of the moderate democracy that was established in Athens in 411, after the oligarchic coup of the same year, he writes, “This was the first time, at any rate in my lifetime, when the Athenians seem to have had a particularly fine political system. It was a judicious blend that took account of the interests of both the few and the many” (8.97.2). In this regime, the poorest Athenians were excluded from political participation, and a technocratic element, in the form of a committee of “legal commissioners,” provided a level of control and expertise. Thucydides’s approval of this system is consistent with his negative presentation of the more radical democracy that had run Athens since the middle of the fifth century. The democracy, and particularly the democratic assembly (which all Athenian male citizens, including the poorest, could attend), is depicted as making rash decisions, often based on insufficient knowledge, and often driven by greed or excessive ambitions. Athenian democracy (as Thucydides presents it) is also, for the most part, poorly served by its leaders, who are either too willing to pander to the whims of the masses, or too weak to properly control the people’s worst instincts. However, any reconstruction of Thucydides’s political views has to make space for the fact that he was clearly a great admirer of one radical democratic politician—namely, Pericles—though this might be because he saw him as not, at heart, a true democrat: “In theory there continued to be a democracy, but what was important, in fact, was that power was in the hands of the leading man” (2.65.9). In short, although Thucydides’s assessment of the limitations of democracy is relatively clear, there is room for debate about what he thought was the best solution to the problem: a single talented leader, or a reformed political system. In either case, a key point for readers of the History to remember is that the depictions of radical democratic politics that we see in the text are deeply colored by Thucydides’s skepticism about this form of government: this is a pessimist’s view of democratic decision-making.

Thucydides’s political views were probably not atypical among men of his class. The same might be true of his wider intellectual approach, although here we are on much less certain ground in trying to reconstruct the historian’s beliefs. A recurring characteristic of his narrative is cynicism about the sincerity of religious explanations and justifications for the events he describes. He repeatedly questions the value of oracles, for example, and when he reports on states or individuals deploying religious arguments, he tends to suggest that their real motivations were more pragmatic. (We see a good example of this in his description of the exchange of accusations about ancestral curses in the immediate run-up to the outbreak of war, in 1.126–135.1.) In his own narrative, too, he prefers secular explanations over ones relying on religious custom or belief (as, for example, in his explanation for why the Spartans march into battle to the sound of pipes in 5.70.1). The evidence we have does not allow us to call Thucydides an atheist, and absolute denial of the existence or power of the gods would in any case be a very unexpected position in this period. And yet he is certainly alert to the possibility that religion could be exploited for pragmatic ends, and, unlike his great predecessor Herodotus, he is notably reluctant to give religious factors—still less the direct intervention of the gods—any causal power as a historical force.

This critical approach to conventional religious belief is compatible with a larger intellectual trend of the late fifth century with which Thucydides is often linked: that is, “sophistic” thought. The sophists were teachers of philosophy and rhetoric who are typically depicted as having a particular interest in exploring and challenging the conventional ideas of their day. This interest might manifest in various areas. One, as already noted, was questioning established religious beliefs. Another was exploring and exploiting the power of language and persuasion, and particularly the art of presenting counterintuitive or implausible positions (“making the weaker argument the stronger,” as the playwright Aristophanes put it in Clouds). Along with many other, especially Athenian, speakers, the Athenian politician Cleon is portrayed by Thucydides as a master of these rhetorical tricks, though also as someone who (hypocritically) condemns the Athenians’ susceptibility to them (3.38). Another sophistic interest, particularly important in Thucydides’s work, was exploring the balance between “nature” (phusis) and “convention” (nomos). A characteristic sophistic argument was that actions based on “nature” should be privileged, because they were less likely to be clouded by hypocrisy or contingency. This argument could be applied to various spheres of behavior, but particularly to questions of justice and morality: if a society’s views about right and wrong were based only on convention, rather than on any fundamental principles of nature, it might then be possible to argue that they could be ignored.

There is no doubt that Thucydides was aware of arguments of this sort, and it is equally clear that he thought them very relevant to the story he was telling. Above all, it is the overwhelming power of the Athenian empire that provides a context for repeated exploration of the problem of justice and morality. Did the Athenians have to justify their attempt to amass as much power as they could, or was the urge to rule simply a “natural human impulse” (1.76.3), as the Athenians tell the Spartans? And, once they had acquired this power, did they have any moral obligation to restrain themselves from exercising it to the fullest extent, or was this just another piece of convention? As the Athenians at Melos argue, what nature demands is that “the strong do what they can and the weak concede them that right” (5.89). Such arguments recur in the work. However—and this is critically important—they do not appear in Thucydides’s own narration, but instead are voiced by various (especially Athenian) characters in the speeches that punctuate the history. We therefore need to be very cautious about assuming that these were opinions the historian himself endorsed. Indeed, when Thucydides explores the interplay of human nature and social conventions in his narrative, as he does most compellingly in his account of the plague at Athens (2.47–54) and the civil war in Corcyra (3.81–84), the picture that emerges is more complex. There is some consistency with what we find in the speeches, inasmuch as it appears that the natural instincts of humans will tend toward self-interest and the maximization of their own power. But it is far less clear that Thucydides himself thought that was a desirable, or even an inevitable, phenomenon. This, though, is something he never says in quite so many words; rather, he provides a vivid, often horrifying description of what happens to a society when its nomoi start to collapse and phusis takes over.

Where this leaves us is with considerable space for disagreement about exactly what Thucydides’s view of conventional morality was. For some readers, he is an amoralist: a man who had no time for cozy platitudes and who wanted to expose what he saw as the harsh reality of human behavior. For others, he is almost exactly the opposite: someone who saw the dangers of stripping away the conventions that allowed humans, and states, to reach some form of peaceful coexistence. Thucydides, as Buchan observed, saw the institutions around him crumbling, but it might be that this only made him more aware of the importance of those institutions.

Thucydides and (His) History

We have, so far, been skirting around an important question: Why did Thucydides write his History? Was it simply to preserve the story of the war? Or did he have some greater purpose in mind? Before tackling the “why” question, though, we should address the slightly more straightforward issues of “when” and “how.”

Thucydides says (1.1.1) that he started writing his history at the very beginning of the war because he knew from the outset that it would be a major conflict. We need not take this claim to prescience completely at face value: while it is quite plausible that some parts of the work were composed, or at least drafted, in real time, it is also apparent that the text we have was not written in unbroken sequence from beginning to end. The scholarly attempt to reconstruct exactly when the parts were written and in what order is ongoing (and probably never-ending), but it is clear that some passages from earlier parts of the work must have been either produced or substantially revised at a later date, because they show knowledge of the end of the war (for example, 2.65.12 or 5.26).

If Thucydides revised the History as the war went on, that process of revision was almost certainly not completed. The narrative ends in the year 411, fully seven years before the end of the war, and breaks off in the middle of an episode, perhaps even mid-sentence; this is usually seen as the least controversial indication of the work’s unfinished state. The fifth and eighth books of the work have also sometimes been thought to be earlier drafts, because Thucydides’s method of reporting speeches and documentary evidence is notably different (and less complex) in these books from the one he uses elsewhere in the work: almost all speeches are reported in summary rather than written up in full, and the terms of treaties are presented as transcripts rather than incorporated into the narrative. Some have argued, however, that he might have made a deliberate decision to experiment here with a new style of presenting his material. Finally, and most subjectively, some readers find signs of inconsistency in Thucydides’s explanations or interpretations over the course of the work, and think that these might best be explained as reflections of different layers of composition. If he had been able to complete a full final edit of the text (the argument goes), these glitches would have been weeded out.

A note of caution might be useful here. Discussions about composition, revision, and incompleteness can sometimes be based on an assumption that an ancient text would be “published” in a similar way to a modern one. However, while we have absolutely no explicit information about the circulation of the History in Thucydides’s own time, we do know enough about the general literary context to be fairly certain that a model of one-off, definitive publication is unlikely. What is more probable is that smaller parts of the text would have been made available in preliminary versions, and that these parts would then have been brought together to form the whole. This might also be the appropriate place to say that the eight books into the which the work is now divided were not part of Thucydides’s own scheme, but are the result of later editorial intervention.

One reason why we have to keep reminding ourselves of the potentially fluid or provisional nature of the text we have is that it runs counter to Thucydides’s own insistence that his work was a meticulously crafted, definitive, and authoritative piece of writing. The emphasis on this as a written work, which comes at the very start of the History (1.1.1), is highly significant: this is not just a descriptive statement of Thucydides’s working practices, but a programmatic declaration that the project he has undertaken is going to be quite different from what has gone before.

To understand why this is so, we have to detour slightly into the nature of “history” in the late fifth century. Thucydides was not the first person in the Greek world to produce a written history, but he was working in a period when there were still no fixed rules, or even expectations, about what this type of work should look like. Among the areas of uncertainty was the question of how history related to the many other methods the Greeks already used in remembering and recounting the stories of their past, such as poetry, speeches, performances at festivals, and other commemorative activities. One thing these more established modes of remembering the past had in common was that they relied on orally transmitted tales, which in turn reflected a collectively agreed upon (though potentially fluid) version of a community’s history. Whether or not these tales had much basis in the literal truth of earlier events was not really the key point. Rather, what was critical was that these were stories that remained meaningful and useful to the people who told and heard them. It is for this reason that the Homeric epics were often regarded by the Greeks as a sort of “historical” text—not because they report historical facts, but because they provided a mechanism for preserving a version of the past that the Greeks (or, at least, many Greeks) thought important for understanding their world. As we will see, especially in Book One, Thucydides, too, treats Homer as a historical source, and as a historical rival.

This way of reconstructing the past persists also into some of the first written histories, most notably that of Thucydides’s older contemporary Herodotus. To be sure, Herodotus applies a considerable degree of critical scrutiny to the stories he reports, but he still makes collectively remembered, orally transmitted tales of past events central to much of his history. So, to come back to Thucydides, that is why his emphasis on the written nature of his work has been seen as significant: Could this be a way of signaling, from almost the first word, a move away from this world of oral history and toward a quite different way of engaging with the past?

A few paragraphs later, Thucydides provides a more explicit statement of his intention to offer a newly rigorous method of studying the past: “Where the events and action of the war are concerned, however, my policy has been not to write down what I learned from just anyone or my personal opinions, but to do so only once I had investigated everything as meticulously as possible, whether I was present myself at the event or was informed about it by others” (1.22.2). The challenge for Thucydides’s readers is to know how far he actually stuck to this methodology. This is because—unlike modern historians, and in fact also unlike some ancient historians (notably Herodotus)—Thucydides almost never gives us any indication of the sources underpinning his narrative, or the analytical decisions shaping his account of events. We therefore have to take it on trust that he has actually been as careful as he claims to have been. Perhaps he deserves this trust. There are occasions when we can corroborate from independent sources what he tells us, and the results of these comparisons are generally reassuring (the treaty he quotes at 5.47, for example, is partially preserved on a contemporary inscription, and the texts are essentially the same). But there are areas where Thucydides’s take on events seems to have been quite different from that of other contemporary observers: his analysis of the causes of the Peloponnesian War is a crucial example; and the History’s foundational claim—that the Peloponnesian War was a single conflict lasting twenty-seven years, rather than a linked set of smaller wars—appears to have been a position that was far from universally held. When the alternative versions have survived for us to examine, then we can, of course, conduct our own historical scrutiny. But for the vast majority of Thucydides’s narrative we are left reliant not just on his account of the facts but also on his interpretation of them, because he does not provide us with the information we might use to contradict him.

Leaving aside the failure to cite his sources, Thucydides’s approach to researching the narrative of his history might appear quite similar to the methods of modern historiography (which is not a coincidence, because the modern discipline of history has itself been deeply influenced by Thucydides). His methodological excursus at 1.22, however, addresses an aspect of his work that can seem much more alien: that is, the inclusion of speeches. In fact, the presence of speeches was not at all unusual in Greek historiography; it is one of the features of historical writing marking its generic debt to epic poetry. What is distinctive, though, is Thucydides’s attempt to define the relationship of the speeches in his work with speeches that were actually delivered: “What I have written is what I think each speaker is most likely to have needed to say about the immediate issues, while keeping as close as possible to the overall purport of the speech as actually delivered” (1.22.1). This is, even by Thucydides’s often very elliptical standards, an extremely hard sentence to decode, probably because he is trying to claim two things that are not easily compatible: he wants to stick to his overall commitment to truthful reporting while still giving himself the freedom to depart from verbatim accuracy.

What is contested is how much freedom he allowed himself. Some readers of Thucydides regard the speeches as essentially authentic, barring some editing for style and length. Others see them as more or less free compositions: places where the historian gave himself space to explore the themes and problems he thought important, in terms that might never have been used by the people to whom these speeches are attributed. (Did the Athenians, for example, really describe their own empire as a “tyranny,” even among themselves?) Of course, it need not be the case that the same approach was used for all the speeches in his text: some of them might be closer to what was really said; others might be more speculative (the very abstract, almost philosophical, “Melian Dialogue” of 5.84–113 fits best into the second category). Two things are, however, both clear and important. First, that Thucydides has without doubt chosen to include in his text speeches that draw attention to problems that he thought were significant. It is in the speeches that we find the fullest reflections on, for example, the nature of Athenian imperialism, the strengths and weaknesses of Athenian democracy, and the different characteristics of Spartan and Athenian society. The speeches, that is, are where we need to look for the core historical analysis in this work. Second, although the speeches are a forum for analysis, they cannot necessarily be taken as a statement of Thucydides’s own views. This is clear not least from the fact that Thucydides often gives us a pair of opposing speeches, each offering a different perspective on the same issue. The historian’s own opinions, as we have already seen, remain elusive.

The methodological excursus gives an important insight, finally, into how Thucydides intended his work to be consumed. As he put it, “The non-fabulous character of my narrative may well reduce its attractiveness…. The work has been composed as a possession for all time rather than a virtuoso performance for a single hearing” (1.22.4). Yet again, we should read this passage not so much as a statement of fact as a piece of rhetorical positioning, and one that is consistent with his opening insistence on the written status of his text. There is certainly a great deal more literary artistry in the History than Thucydides suggests here, not just in the crafting of individual episodes but also in the shaping of the overall structure of the narrative (for example, his decision to juxtapose his description of Athens at its best, in his account of the public funeral at 2.35–46, with Athens at its lowest ebb, in his description of the plague at 2.47–54).

What lies behind Thucydides’s disavowal of the entertainment value of his work is an attempt to distance himself from other, more traditional ways of engaging with the past. Poems, songs, perhaps even other attempts at historical research (many see a dig at Herodotus in these lines), were all designed to be enjoyed as one-off performances. That mode of consumption, Thucydides suggests, does not allow for the sort of close concentration and sustained study that he is going to demand of his audience. And this, in turn, might give us a clue about the sorts of people for whom Thucydides was creating this work: not just an audience that could read, but, more specifically, those with the leisure and resources to read slowly, carefully, and critically—that is, for the people, like Thucydides, who formed the Greek world’s socioeconomic elite. There is, in other words, an ideological consistency between the content and the purpose of the work. Just as Thucydides is doubtful of the ability of the masses to make good political decisions, so he sees the task of acquiring proper knowledge of the past as something that is best conducted by the few, not the many.

Thucydides and Our World

Thucydides’s claim that his work should be a “possession for all time” has very commonly (and rightly) been read as something more than an instruction to his own contemporaries about how they should engage with the text. It also expresses an aspiration that the work should continue to be read long after his own day. This is a fairly common literary conceit, but readers of this text in the generations after Thucydides have tended to take it seriously because of what is said just before: “I will be content if [the History] is judged useful by people who want a clear view of what happened in the past—and, human nature being what it is, of what is going to happen again in the future in an approximate or closely similar way” (1.22.4).

We have already seen that Thucydides wanted to construct an accurate and authoritative account of the past. What emerges here is that he was doing this not just because he thought that past events needed to be remembered (and remembered correctly), but because the past might in some way serve as a model for understanding the future. And this, in turn, can help us understand both some distinctive characteristics of the text and some important themes in its later reception.

Thucydides does not give us a comprehensive account of every event of the Peloponnesian War (even up to 411 where his account ends). This is in some respects an obvious point: no history has ever been, or could ever be, completely exhaustive; selection and organization of a mass of material is one of the historian’s basic tasks. What is distinctive about Thucydides’s approach, though, is that the logic of his selection seems often to be determined precisely by his desire to identify and explain phenomena that, he thought, were “going to happen again.” There are points in his work where it is quite clear that this is what he is doing. For example, he provides just one detailed narrative of an outbreak of civil war in a Greek community (in Corcyra, 3.81–84), but he notes that this sort of conflict was endemic in this period—perhaps even (he suggests) something that might happen in any period, given the consistency of human nature (3.82.2). He is sometimes explicit about the selectivity in his reporting of speeches (e.g., at 3.36.6 and 3.41). Elsewhere, though, we cannot be completely certain whether something that appears in Thucydides’s narrative to be an unusual or unique event was really a one-off, or if we are intended again to extrapolate a more general pattern from this single example. The Athenian treatment of the population of Melos (5.84–116), for example, is distinctive in Thucydides’s narrative for its absolute ruthlessness; modern historians of the Athenian empire, however, wonder whether this sort of behavior was really as unparalleled as Thucydides, on a superficial reading at least, makes it seem.

It is probably a reasonable assumption that Thucydides has applied this practice of focusing on (what he saw as) representative case studies throughout the work, even if not to the same extent in all parts of the work. And this leads to a question: Is Thucydides’s historical agenda—his desire to create an accurate record of the war—in tension with his theoretical agenda? Might his concern to provide posterity with a repository of useful, replicable exempla have led him to produce an account of the war that overemphasizes some of its aspects and neglects others, perhaps even to the extent of being quite misleading? The short answer to that question is that we cannot know for sure, because we do not have any comprehensive alternative analysis of this period that we could use as a control on Thucydides’s account. What we can confidently say, though, and what we should add to the growing list of things to bear in mind when reading the work, is that the simple narration of “what really happened” was not Thucydides’s only, or even primary, objective. He also wanted his work to teach people lessons.

Thucydides’s wish has been granted—at least in that the History has become a text that many people read not because they have a particular (or even any) interest in Greek history of the fifth century BCE, but because they think they can find in it something that is applicable to their own time. This practice began in antiquity. The sixth-century CE historian Procopius, for example, included in his History of the Wars an account of the Justinianic plague that was closely modeled on Thucydides’s narrative of the plague, and that followed its Thucydidean exemplar in using the description of the disease as a springboard for a wider exploration of social and political morality. It became very visible again in the early modern period, most famously in the work of the philosopher Thomas Hobbes, who published a translation of the History in 1629. Hobbes found in Thucydides’s text, and particularly in the narrative, a warning for his own turbulent times: a tale of bellicose and unprincipled leaders dragging a state into an ill-advised war. He also perhaps saw in Thucydides a model for himself: a precariously positioned intellectual who could not directly criticize the political regime in which he lived, and so chose instead to offer oblique criticism through the medium of history (doubly oblique, of course, in Hobbes’s case, because the history was one of a different time and place).

It was in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, however, that the most fully fledged “theoretical” Thucydides emerged. The newly created discipline of International Relations found in the History both validation and inspiration for its own attempts to theorize the behavior of states, and to construct models that might be able not only to explain but also to predict and guide foreign policy decisions. For much of the second half of the twentieth century, Thucydides was co-opted above all by the “Realist” school of international theory: that is, those who argued that the sphere of foreign politics was one where moral judgments had no place, and where self-interest, power, and security should be the guiding principles. Through (often very selective) reading of Thucydides’s work, and particularly its speeches, these theorists found what they saw as validation for their proposition that these were immutable, eternal laws of foreign politics, laws that were as applicable to the behavior of the contemporary United States and Soviet Union as they were to fifth-century BCE Athens and Sparta.

The superficial similarities between the bipolar conflict of the Cold War and the struggle between the rival Athenian and Spartan power blocs doubtless made these comparisons easier, especially because parallels could also be drawn between the (allegedly) freedom-loving democracy on one side of the conflict and the secretive, repressive regime on the other. But what is striking is that the urge to apply this Thucydides-derived model of power politics to the contemporary world has survived long beyond the fall of the Berlin Wall: its most recent application (in the shape of the so-called Thucydides Trap) takes the form of an attempt to use Thucydides’s text to predict the shape of a future conflict between the United States and China. Also striking is that, as Realist theory has lost its dominant position in International Relations, Thucydides does not seem to have become any less central. Rather, he has been reappropriated in support of a whole range of different theoretical positions. In particular, he is now often enlisted in support of “Constructivist” theory, a model in which ideals and ideology are more important to understanding foreign policy than raw calculations of power and self-interest.

If Thucydides, then, were somehow observing us from the afterlife, he might be satisfied that his readers are still using his history—and have been using it for a long time—to try to obtain a “clear view” of the events of their own time. What is less certain is whether he would also be pleased that no one seems to have been able to reach a settled conclusion about what, exactly, he wanted us to see so clearly. The fact that the message of the work seems so elusive is, of course, one of the reasons it is still so compelling; but another thing that is elusive is whether Thucydides in fact ever intended anyone to be able to locate a single message in the text, or was less interested in providing the answer to the problems he described than he was in the process of identifying those problems. We might, indeed, wonder whether Thucydides even thought that an answer was achievable. His statement of intention at 1.22.4 promises only that readers will be able to recognize the phenomena he describes, if and when they recur, not that they will be able to do anything to change the course of events. In case we miss the point, he makes it again when introducing his meticulous description of the symptoms of the plague: “For my part, I shall simply describe what happened and explain its features so that, securely armed with this foreknowledge, people may not find themselves ignorant should it ever occur again” (2.48.3).

Equipped with Thucydides’s description, we will be able to diagnose the disease from which we are suffering. But, since there is no possible cure, an agonizing death is still more or less inevitable. The only benefit of having read Thucydides, that is, is that we will know what it is that’s killing us. But maybe that is enough of a reason to read the History: to understand rather better not just the world in which Thucydides lived, but also the endless potential of human beings to make their own worlds both worse and better.

—P. L.




RECOMMENDED READING

A clear, balanced, and authoritative introduction to Thucydides and his History is S. Hornblower, Thucydides (Duckworth, 1987). W. R. Connor’s Thucydides (Princeton University Press, 1984) is particularly interested in exploring Thucydides’s historical and literary techniques and how the two intersect; H.-P. Stahl’s Thucydides: Man’s Place in History (Classical Press of Wales, 2003) takes a similar approach. H. D. Westlake, Individuals in Thucydides (Cambridge University Press, 1968), explores Thucydides’s presentation of the major Athenian and Spartan characters in the History, and in doing so provides very useful insights into both the literary and historical techniques of the work.

More recent studies, covering a wide range of aspects of and approaches to Thucydides and his work, are assembled in three companion volumes: Brill’s Companion to Thucydides, ed. A. Tsakmakis and A. Rengakos (Brill, 2006); The Oxford Handbook of Thucydides, ed. S. Forsdyke, E. Foster, and R. Balot (Oxford University Press, 2017); and The Cambridge Companion to Thucydides, ed. P. Low (Cambridge University Press, 2023).

Recent years have seen a particular interest in the ways in which the History has been understood (or misunderstood) by later readers. K. Harloe and N. Morley, eds., Thucydides and the Modern World (Cambridge University Press, 2012), is a stimulating collection of studies on the reception of Thucydides from the Renaissance to the early twenty-first century. Two works by political theorists offer very interesting, and quite different, perspectives on the lessons Thucydides might have for the post–Cold War world: R. N. Lebow, The Tragic Vision of Politics (Cambridge University Press, 2004), and G. Hawthorn, Thucydides on Politics (Cambridge University Press, 2014).

R. Osborne, ed., Classical Greece (Oxford University Press, 2000), is a reliable introduction to the wider history of the period about which (and in which) Thucydides wrote, offering both thematic discussions of topics such as politics and warfare and a concise historical narrative of the fifth and fourth centuries BCE. J. T. Roberts, The Plague of War (Oxford University Press, 2017), is a more detailed narrative of the Peloponnesian War, covering much of the same ground as Thucydides’s History, but also bringing in sources other than Thucydides and setting the war in its wider context (in particular, by taking the story down into the early fourth century). Anyone wanting a notably more positive take on the successes of Athenian democracy (and of Athens in general) than we find in Thucydides could turn to J. Ober’s The Rise and Fall of Classical Greece (Princeton University Press, 2015).

Last and not least, one of the best ways to understand not only the background to the Peloponnesian War but also the intellectual context in which Thucydides produced his History is to read the work of his great predecessor and rival, Herodotus. Many English translations exist, including one by the translator of this work, Robin Waterfield, with an introduction and notes by Carolyn Dewald: Herodotus, The Histories (Oxford University Press, 1998).
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