
‘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’.





The validity of Thucydides as a source is a debatable topic; his time as an Athenian general in 


424-423 BC meant that he was a general for roughly a year during the Peloponnesian war


running from 434-404 BC, which would have provided Thucydides with the opportunity to 


create a first hand account of the happenings during this time. However, whether his account 


is historically accurate is questionable and must be explored from a number of different


angles before a valid decision can be made as to whether Thucydides is, in fact, reliable


enough to be used as a source for understanding the happenings of the Peloponnesian war.


Both sides of the argument should be considered to weigh up the reasons why Thucydides


should or should not be trusted as it has been suggested that not all of his ‘direct’ quotes are


in fact direct.








Arguably, Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War is the most accurate account 


available to modern scholars and historians of the war itself due to the lack of alternative 


texts relating to this period of war and tension between the Spartans and the Athenians.


Thucydides’ work is presented as a valid source of information immediately in the opening of


Book One of his History in which he claims “either I was present myself at the events which I


have described or else I heard them from eye-witnesses whose reports I have checked with as 


much thoroughness as possible.” (trans. Rex Warner)[footnoteRef:1]. The apparent meticulous research [1:  Thucydides. History of the Peloponnesian War (1.22)] 



conducted by Thucydides in order to create accuracy gives the impression that he, as a


source, is particularly valid in terms of understanding the Peloponnesian war. Rather than


accepting each of his witnesses’ information at face value, Thucydides becomes more 


believable and seemingly accurate by confirming to the best of his ability the information


presented to him. Unlike his predecessor, Herodotus, Thucydides has enabled scholars 


to  view a valid and trustworthy account of the war due to his seemingly trustworthy 


evidence used in his account.







However, although there is seemingly a sufficient amount of evidence to suggest that 


Thucydides is a reliable source, his use of speeches in his History have been suggested 


to be written in a very similar style which raises the question as to whether they are actually


the original given speeches or if Thucydides composed them himself as is implied by P.J.


 Rhodes in his commentary, “The similarity of style between speeches makes it clear 


that the language is on the whole Thucydides’ own.”.[footnoteRef:2] This would suggest that Thucydides  [2:  Rhodes, PJ. 1988. Thucydides History II. England: Aris & Phillips LTD (8)
] 



did not directly quote any of the speeches that he encountered which may jeopardise his 


given title of ‘the father of history’ and the implication that he could be viewed as a valid 


source of information in describing the events of the Peloponnesian war. Alternatively, a 


valid suggestion may also be that Thucydides did record the original speeches but chose to


summarise them in his work rather than strictly following them word for word. This is a 


valid suggestion which should not threaten his position as a valid source of information, 


although it could raise suspicion as to how much of these speeches were reconstructed and


how much was direct quotation.








Historians and scholars have often referred to Thucydides as ‘the father of history’, however 


according to an online article, Herodotus is usually the one referred to with this title whereas


Thucydides is “dubbed the father of scientific history”[footnoteRef:3] as “it must be admitted that already in [3:  Ancient Origins. 2016. Thucydides: General, Historian, and the Father of Scientific History. Available from http://ancient-origins.net [Accessed 18/11/17] ] 


 
the fifth century B.C., Thucydides had grasped and applied the principles of scientific method 


with such success”[footnoteRef:4]. This title originates from the way in which Thucydides’ History was  [4:  Cochran, CN. 1965. Thucydides and the Science of History. New York: Russel & Russel Inc.] 



composed in contrast to Herodotus’ account; Thucydides makes no reference to the gods or 


myth legends in exploring the war and relies only on eye witnesses, his own experience and 


information that he could verify whilst also attempting to achieve objectivity whereas 


Herodotus included myth and rumours in his work leading to him being referred to ask the 


‘father of lies’. This is similarly presented in Horace’s Odes in which the civil war is 


presented as a punishment from the gods. As Thucydides composed his work in this way, he 


is instantly presented as a much more reliable source than his predecessor who raises 


suspicion as to whether or not he can be trusted to tell the happenings of the war truthfully or 


if his version is almost a story. Thucydides’ lack of story telling narrative however, makes 


him instantly more believable than ‘the father of lies’. 




“Factual accuracy and objectivity have long been considered the major qualities of 


Thucydides’ History”[footnoteRef:5]; Thucydides is further suggested to be the much more scientific  [5:  Hunter, V. 1973. Thucydides, the Artful Reporter. Canada: The Hunter Rose Company] 



historian, generally basing his information on fact rather than fiction. Thucydides “has no 


doubt of the value and usefulness of his own work”[footnoteRef:6] according to Cochrane, this confidence  [6:  Cochran, CN. 1965. Thucydides and the Science of History. New York: Russel & Russel Inc.] 



once more allows for faith in Thucydides as an accurate historian. This is further supported 


by taking into account Thucydides’ previously mentioned methods of collecting information 


and the believability of his work. The validity of Thucydides is further presented through his 


persistence to complete his History of the Peloponnesian War even after he was ostracised in


423 BC. After being exiled, Thucydides reportedly travelled the Greek world to gain


firsthand information about the war from a variety of sources including that Spartans and


their allies. This demonstrates that the view of the war that is presented by Thucydides is


thoroughly investigated from a number of angles, rather than presenting the war from only


the Athenian perspective which would most likely instantly be viewed as biased, whereas


presenting the experience of the Spartans and their allies creates a stronger sense of trust


when analysing Thucydides. Rex Warner, in his translation of The Peloponnesian War 


briefly mentions that Thucydides is ‘humourless’ which increases reliability as it shows that


Thucydides is not preoccupied with entertaining his audience in the way that is so often


demonstrated in epic poetry such as Homer’s Iliad, he focuses solely on the facts that he


collected himself, meaning that meaningless gossip is not included which would put 


Thucydides in jeopardy of being considered invalid.




Without Thucydides, modern scholars would have little access to information about this 


period of time which suggests that there is little choice other than to take what Thucydides 


writes as fact. This may create question as to whether Thucydides is accurate or whether 


we assume that he is due to lack of other information about the war that is available to us.


On the other hand, Thucydides’ use of seemingly reliable evidence gives the impression that


although there is little other information available, his is indeed accurate. The fact that his


work is not a commentary and is objective seems to overshadow that he is our only source


of information, “Thucydides himself makes hardly any comments, and yet the reader feels


deeply convinced at every stage that he understands exactly what is happening,”[footnoteRef:7]. His [7:  Hunter, V. 1973. Thucydides, the Artful Reporter. Canada: The Hunter Rose Company
] 



objectivity may be the reason for the reader being so utterly convinced by his words as


his History does not seem to be presented as biased in any way. The addition of Thucydides’


lack of his own commentary further presents validity as his morals and own personal opinion


do not seem to cloud his judgment or suggest that in any way his work is influenced by this. 


It becomes difficult, therefore, to argue that Thucydides is an invalid informational source as


upon analysing his History, there seems to be a distinct lack of information that could be 


considered ridiculous or untrue. His position as ‘father of history’ is also supported here 


as he is easily considered the most valid available source. 






In conclusion, despite his critics, overall Thucydides is presented as a valid source and 


worthy of the title, ‘father of history’. His methods of collecting and presenting information


demonstrate that Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War is reliable due to the lack of 


bias presented through 


the accumulation of experiences and information from the Spartans rather than just the


Athenians along with the lack of use of myth legend and gossip. Although it must be 


taken into consideration that there are elements of his work that are questionable such as


the similarity in speeches, Thucydides is majorly presented as a particularly valid source of


information.
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