 '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 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'.

Thucydides was born around 460 BC (though the exact date is unknown) and was a general in the Peloponnesian War, seeing the end of it, but again the date of his death is unknown. In fact, little is known of Thucydides' life until the Peloponnesian Wars.[footnoteRef:1] Within 'History of the Peloponnesian War' he shares his accounts of the origins of the war, its progress and as far as it is possible to know, its ending. However, the work that has come down to us is incomplete. It is for 'History of the Peloponnesian War' that he can be known as the 'father of history'. His participation as a general in the war gave him a unique position compared to Herodotus, for example, who, as far as is known, was not personally engaged in the battles he wrote about. In addition, Thucydides' work contains a sense of grandiosity, as he states that he wanted his work to be remembered in perpetuity. However, he is not the only Ancient Greek historian who is given this specific title. The other historian to be known by this title is Herodotus, who wrote 'The Histories', which focuses primarily on the Persian Wars of 492 BC – 449 BC. Herodotus was writing before Thucydides was but there are more factors to consider before disputing which man is the true father of history, including the different types of sources they used and how they acquired their evidence. Finally, it is essential to consider the question of what a historian actually is. [1:  Wolfgang 2006] 


In discussing Herodotus and Thucydides' use of sources it is necessary to distinguish between primary and secondary sources. The primary, original, source is 'direct or first-hand  evidence.'[footnoteRef:2] A secondary source is a 'source of information is one that was created later by someone who did not experience first-hand or participate in the events or conditions you're researching.'[footnoteRef:3] Thucydides informs the reader that he was not present for every event that he wrote about,  [2:  Ithaca College Library]  [3:  University of Illinois Library, 2006] 

'either I was present myself at the events which I have described or else I heard from eye-witnesses whose reports I have checked with as much thoroughness as possible.'[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Thucydides. History of the Peloponnesian War. 1.22.2] 

The quote above from Thucydides informs the reader that the history itself is not completely first hand, making the history provided partly derived from secondary sources and partly derived from primary sources, which could lead to questions about the reliability. The fact that Thucydides was a general in the Peloponnesian War on the Greek side might cast doubt on the neutrality of his portrayal of the Spartans. Although he claims to give an unbiased account of events:
'and with regard to my factual reporting of the events of the war I have made it my principle not to write down the first story that came my way, and not to be guided by my own general impressions,'[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  Thucydides. History of the Peloponnesian War. 1.22.2] 

he does still give his own opinions and views throughout the work, such as his description of Themistocles, an Athenian: 'indeed, Themistocles was a man who showed an unmistakable natural genius; in this respect he was quite exceptional, and beyond all others deserves our admiration.'[footnoteRef:6] As a source he also recollects the dialogue of speeches that he cannot have fully known or remembered even with oral tradition, particularly the 'speech of Hermocratus'[footnoteRef:7] which lasts from book 4.59 to 4.64, so again proves that he cannot be an entirely reliable source of the war and the beginnings of it. [6:  Thucydides. History of the Peloponnesian War. 1.138.2]  [7:  Thucydides. History of the Peloponnesian War. 4.59] 


It is also necessary to consider the difference between Thucydides and Herodotus, as they have both been given the title 'the father of history'. Herodotus wrote about the Persian Wars which were before the Peloponnesian Wars and therefore, Herodotus seems to be more deserving of the title. However, there are other factors to consider, like when they wrote about the wars in consideration to when they took place, and their approach to. Are they simply great war historians or do they write about the history of civilisation as well, is it important to write about more than one kind of history to be known as the 'father of history'. In comparing the opening quotes to their respective works, Herodotus writes, 
'Herodotus of Halicarnassus, his Researches are here set down to preserve the memory of the past by putting on record the astonishing achievements both of our own and of other peoples; and more particularly, to show how they came into conflict.'[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Herodotus. The Histories. 1.1] 

Here Herodotus describes how he collected all this evidence together so that the actions of men could be remembered all through time, as a witness rather than as a participant. Herodotus, as far as is known, had no fighting part within the Persian Wars, and therefore it can be assumed that he was not as likely to be more biased towards one side than the other. As a point of comparison, it is worth considering the following quote from Thucydides, 
'Thucydides the Athenian wrote the history of the war fought between Athens and Sparta, beginning the account at the very outbreak of the war, in the belief that it was going to be a great war and more worth writing about than those which had taken place in the past.'[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Thucydides. History of the Peloponnesian War. 1.1] 

Thucydides is also writing about a great war and how both sides came into conflict. It could be said that he is emulating the work of Herodotus in doing this. However, Thucydides is writing about a war that he was a general in and says 'my work is not a piece of writing to meet the taste for an immediate public, but was done to last for ever.'[footnoteRef:10] This could be seen as him being arrogant, as he is emphasising that this was a history that he had a role in, rather than what Herodotus' approach, a travelling historian who gathered evidence. It could also be said that there is more bias to Thucydides' work.  If he wants his work to be remembered for as long as possible, then he is unlikely to portray himself, or the side that he was fighting for, in a bad light.  [10:  Thucydides. History of the Peloponnesian War. 1.22.2] 


In summary, Thucydides is the only large mainly primary source that we have on the Peloponnesian War. However, the work that he has produced is not necessarily the most reliable, as he states that not all of his work is not from his own mouth, but also the mouths of other men, who would all have given different accounts of the same event. The point to consider in this essay is what a historian is. The Oxford English Dictionary has two definitions:
'1) a writer of history, esp a critical analyst, as opp to a chronicler or compiler; a person learned in history; a student of history. 2) a storyteller.'[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Stevenson 2007: 1255] 

Herodotus 1.1 says he gathered together his evidence to 'preserve the memory of the past' and also 'to show how they came into conflict,' here he tells us that he was at least attempting to write and analyse the evidence he brought together. Whereas Thucydides, writes what he thinks will be a celebrated history, that he's writing 'in belief that it was going to be a great war and more worth writing about than those which had taken place in the past.' Thucydides writes because he wants to be remembered through what he thinks will be a great event, rather than to provide later generations with information on past events. By the second definition, it could be said that almost anyone could be called a historian. The work of Homer, contains many stories. His Iliad and Odyssey are both stories, of such, that contain a great deal of information about the Ancient Greek world. So much so that Homer could be called the 'father of history' over both Thucydides and Herodotus. As a source Thucydides cannot be entirely reliable, as in his work he goes back on what he says about not being biased and writes to bring himself into the limelight. As his position as the 'father of history', Herodotus the more deserving historian for the title, as he fits the definition of a historian more so than Thucydides. 
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