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‘On the events of the war, I did not think it proper to write on the basis of chance encounters, or of my own judgement, but of events at which I was present myself and in the other cases investigating each matter with as much accuracy as possible’ (Thucydides 1.22.2). Discuss the validity of Thucydides as a source and his position as the ‘father of history’.  










In this essay, I will examine the ancient historian Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War, a work that spans the 431-404 BC conflict between the Delian League, led by Athens, and the Peloponnesian League, led by Sparta. My focus will be on Thucydides as a valid source, and his alleged position as the ‘father of history’. To establish the validity of Thucydides as a historical source, we must first examine what makes something ‘valid’ in the historical context. The nature of historical validity is that we must question it rigorously, as it is more difficult to ascertain exactly what has happened if the event occurred a long time ago. I will therefore examine Thucydides’ objectivity and approach to presenting information in my arguments, paying particular attention to the deficits and, in some case complete omissions, that have become apparent in my examination of Thucydides’ work. I will also assess Thucydides’ position as the ‘father of history’, contrasting his strengths and weaknesses with the other bearer of the title, Herodotus, while also debating the meaning and necessity of the title in essence. 

Thucydides claims to collect data with an almost scientific approach, and this arguably holds more validity than the work of poets or writers, in which as Thucydides points out, fact can become entrenched in narrative and legend[footnoteRef:1]. Thucydides’ very approach is by its nature more valid, then, when examining his history. It is also important to note that his intended audience is in fact us; future generations; and so, we shouldn’t have to contextualize information the same way we would if we were looking at poetry or prose. His position as ‘Strategos’, and the fact that his subject matter occurred during his lifetime, also means we are given a firsthand account to many events.  As Cawkwell indicates, nobody before had attempted to do what Thucydides did with regards to his methodology, and whether the end result is ‘true or false or a blend of truth and error’, Thucydides undertook a monolithic task in collating information in a world where observation and questioning were the only methods of inquiry, and attempted to do so in the interest of presenting fact[footnoteRef:2]. However, this does not mean that these accounts are necessarily presented in the manner they occurred.  [1:  Thuc. 1.21.1]  [2:  Cawkwell, G. 1998] 


Konishi points out that Thucydides’ presentation of information relating to Themistocles and Pausanias was purposely rearranged to offer a particular narrative, painting a contrast of ‘a reasonable Athenian hero’ and an ‘emotional (or irrational) Spartan hero’. Konishi observes that ‘historical authenticity and chronological order of the evidence was mercilessly sacrificed for this purpose’[footnoteRef:3]. It is evident here that Thucydides did not always investigate; or at least present; matters with as much accuracy as possible, but possibly cherry-picked information that would highlight certain characteristics of Themistocles and Pausanias to present them in a particular manner. By doing so, Thucydides forces us to question his own claims, and dangerously tows the line between objective reporter and story-teller. In his presentation of Pausanias we also see some potential bias towards the Athenians, to whom of course Thucydides belonged. [3:  Konishi, H. 1970. 52-69] 


Similarly, Thucydides has been criticized for his examination (or lack thereof) of religion, again in the context of Sparta. Dolgert argues that Thucydides ignores Sparta’s ‘religious self narrative’, and by doing so ignores the contributions of religion to the causes of the Peloponnesian war, particularly in relation to the omission of the Delphic amphictyony from Thucydides’ history[footnoteRef:4]. Furthermore, Hornblower argues that religion was portrayed with great importance in the rest of Ancient Greek history having been alluded to by other historians, and suggests that Thucydides’ omission of it for the most part in his history is anomalous, thus showing that Thucydides very much decided for himself what does and doesn’t matter in his reporting of events[footnoteRef:5]. This of course hinders Thucydides’ validity as a source, as it is difficult to fully understand the contributions leading to the outbreak of the war with seemingly obvious gaps in the history.  [4:  Dolgert, S. 2012]  [5:  Hornblower, S. 1992] 


Some historians have gone so far as to suggest Thucydides employs literary techniques to manipulate the reader. Hunter refers to Thucydides as an ‘artful reporter’ in her titular book, suggesting that Thucydides’ work is crafted in such a way that its intention is to convince the reader of his accuracy and reliability, whilst actually forcing his own views on the reader[footnoteRef:6]. Such a reading would explain some of the omissions I have already examined, and certainly correlates with Konishi’s observations. Westlake however argues that Hunter takes a step too far in her analysis, relying too heavily on making inferences from Thucydides’ language and thought, and gives examples of shortcomings such as her ignorance of other reports pertaining to Archidamus’ intentions in the 431 invasion of Attica. Westlake insists that Hunter’s view of Thucydides’ history as being ‘divorced from reality’ could not be further from the truth[footnoteRef:7], and it does seem to me to be somewhat farfetched that Thucydides would go to such lengths writing as comprehensive a history as he did, just to deceive us. While Hunter’s views may appear to be on the more extreme and distrusting side, it does rightly challenge the ‘accuracy’ and objectivity Thucydides claims to employ in his history, and reminds us to take a more cautious approach to it and not take it verbatim. [6:  Hunter, V. 1973]  [7:  Westlake, H.D. 1975] 


With Thucydides’ validity in question, his position as the ‘father of history’ is equally debatable. Herodotus, who is very much Thucydides’ historical predecessor, is also often attributed with the title. What seems to set Herodotus and Thucydides aside is methodology and style. While Thucydides earned his renown through his alleged objectivity and collection of facts, Herodotus has oft been criticized as a story-teller. Plutarch explains that Herodotus tells a story ‘as a bard tells a tale’, warning that ‘we must be on our guard against his slanders and ugly lies’[footnoteRef:8]. Cawkwell agrees that while Herodotus’ work was extensive, he ‘had not shrunk from including a merry mix of nonsense’ into his accounts[footnoteRef:9]. We could infer from this that Thucydides is therefore the more valid of the two historians; depending on the extent to which we believe Thucydides; although it is difficult to hold this against either of them. Fictitious or not, our understanding of a large period of history rests on their works. Deciding which is the true father of history could, therefore, be as simple as having a preference for the writing style or subject matter of one or the other. It may therefore be more pertinent to look at what else Thucydides’ history has provided us. [8:  Plut. Mor. 874]  [9:  Cawkwell, G. 1998] 


One such example is the relevance of Thucydides’ work today. American political scientist Allison coined the term ‘Thucydides trap’, referring to Thucydides’ following observation of the Peloponnesian war:
[bookmark: 422][bookmark: 423]‘The growth of the power of Athens, and the alarm which this inspired in Sparta, made war inevitable[footnoteRef:10]’ [10:  Thuc. 1.23.6] 

Allison alludes to the idea that tension between an established power and a newly emerging power is the rule, rather than the exception, and makes conflict far more likely[footnoteRef:11]. We can see examples of this throughout history, including the current tension between the US and North Korea in 2017 that continues to escalate, true to the nature of the ‘Thucydides trap’. Thucydides’ keen observations of the nature of politics, warfare and relations further prove his significance and relevance even today. This perhaps suggests a more fitting title, and some have labelled him the father of realism, owing to his contribution to the aforementioned areas and in particular realist thinking and its importance in foreign policy and international relations today[footnoteRef:12]. Perhaps the most prominent and famous example of Thucydides’ contribution here is the Melian Dialogue, in which we can easily apply the realist school of thought, as we see the Athenians exercising their power over the Melians in self-interest, offering unreasonable terms and inevitably creating more conflict[footnoteRef:13]. [11:  Allison, G. 2017]  [12:  Ahrensdorf, P. J. 1997]  [13:  Thuc. 5.85 – 5.116] 


It is my personal view that these titles are ultimately irrelevant. It is for us the individual to decide what we label the great historian, but should err on the side of caution, for if we invest too deeply into it and take it for granted that Thucydides is the ‘father’ of anything; or indeed assume that he is a valid and accurate source simply because he claims to be; then we leave ourselves liable to the assumption that Thucydides’ history is truth. As I have explored, Thucydides’ history is not without holes, and we should take as careful an approach to his work as we would any other. I would however agree with Cawkwell’s assessment of Thucydides, that his work was a huge undertaking, and was certainly the first of its kind. At the very least, Thucydides’ history is an honest attempt at seeking and presenting the true nature of events, and our understanding of the ancient world would not be the same without it. 
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