Theory and Methodology for the Study of Classics (CLCL7005)
Critical Source Review:  Thucydides, ‘The History of the Peloponnesian War’

‘To what extent can Athenian economic coercion and imperialism be considered a cause for the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War?’

Introduction
An in depth study of 5th Century BCE Athenian imperialistic behaviours would simply not be possible without first considering Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War. This text, although not without issues, provides a widely accepted chronology of events and offers primary evidence regarding Athenian conduct before and during the period known as the Peloponnesian War, which can be used to form the foundation of any study in to Athenian imperialistic behaviours and ideologies. 

The History of the Peloponnesian War tells the story of the various conflicts between the Delian League of city states led by Athens and the Peloponnesian League led by Sparta, which took place from 431-404 BC. The series of books lead us from the earliest causes of the conflict, through the ebbs and flows of the various battles and events up until 411, where the text ends in mid-sentence, seven years before the end of the encounter that had ravaged the entire Hellenic world. 

Thucydides sets the text apart from other contemporary histories in the very early stages of the book by outlining his intentions and methods of writing and states in Book 1:22, that empirical research and analysis had been used with a view to understanding contemporary human events. Thucydides used logic, reason and fact rather than intervening gods or myth when attempting to determine motivations and causes, and this is one of the reasons that The History of the Peloponnesian War is such an important text to our understanding of this period, and one that Thucydides himself stated was produced as “an everlasting possession.” [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Thuc. P.W. 1.22. (trans. Warner) ] 




Summary of main ideas and themes
At the core of the text is a focus on the application of rational, empirical and analytical methods of the examination of the ways in which, chance, human decisions and nature affect events, their causes and outcomes. Thucydides himself states that the accuracy of his reports were “always tried by the most severe and detailed tests possible.” [footnoteRef:2] This methodology marked a huge departure from the methods of contemporary historians who generally considered fate to be predetermined and causation to be the result of divine intervention rather than the latest in a chain of events and as Kearns is credited as stating in Hornblower “it is not until Thucydides that the idea of a sustained narrative without the divine is born.” [footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Thuc. P.W. 1.1. (trans. Crawley)]  [3:  Hornblower, S. Thucydidean themes. (Oxford, 2011) p.14.] 


Thucydides sought causal patterns in empirical facts, whether these concerned nature, chance, human motivation and subsequent action as well as the interplay between these events. Desmond states that Thucydides “dismisses Herodotean-style dramatic history for a greater emphasis on quantifiable facts” [footnoteRef:4]  and as Hesk suggests “stresses the interplay of power, money, profit and human nature as the engine of the events” he narrates. [footnoteRef:5] An example of this can be seen in 2:77 where Thucydides writes about the city of Plataea almost being destroyed by Spartan fire, but subsequently and by chance, is saved by a natural occurrence in the form of a thunderstorm. “This fire, however, was a great one, and was within very little of destroying the Plataeans” however “A heavy rain and thunderstorm came on, and quenched the flame; and so the danger ceased.” [footnoteRef:6] Later in the text, in 3:23, some of the besieged Plataeans are able to escape from Spartan soldiers using the “violence of the storm” [footnoteRef:7] to aid their escape. In Pericles’ funeral oration too, the notion of chance is mentioned as a determining factor when he states “Numberless are the chances to which… the life of man is subject.”[footnoteRef:8] [4:  Desmond, W. Lessons of Fear: A Reading of Thucydides. Classical Philology. (2006) p.362.]  [5:  Lee, C. and Morley, N. A handbook to the reception of Thucydides. (Chichester, 2015).]  [6:  Thuc. P.W. 2.77. (trans. Dale)]  [7:  Thuc. P.W. 3.23. (trans. Dale)]  [8:  Thuc. P.W. 2.6. (trans. Crawley)] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Very significant to the text are the recurring ‘realist’ themes of human nature, power, emotion and self-interest as well as the subsequent actions that are explored. In an admittedly postmodern reading of Thucydides, Desmond states that “emotions pervade and sometimes even dominate public life.” [footnoteRef:9] Athens’ imperialistic behaviours throughout the text, and more specifically in Books 6 and 7 in which the events preceding the Sicilian expedition are outlined, are largely driven by these ‘emotions’. Parallels can be drawn here between these events and the 65 years prior Persian invasion of Greece and it can be argued that the self-interested actions of Athens to “make conquests that would supply a never-ending fund of pay for the future” [footnoteRef:10] are in fact a recurrence of prior Persian motives and emotions, and is therefore human nature repeating itself. Athens’ sought to expand its empire for self-interest and as Thucydides states, “Athenians were now bent upon invading; being ambitious in real truth of conquering the whole.” [footnoteRef:11]  [9:  Desmond, p.362.]  [10:  Thuc. P.W. 6.18. (trans. Crawley)]  [11:  Thuc. P.W. 6.18. (trans. Crawley)] 


Power is also a key theme in ‘The History of the Peloponnesian War’ and Thucydides presents the use of power in different ways. In his analysis of the three Athenian statesmen Pericles, Cleon and Alcibiades, he illustrates power used well and power abused.

When Pericles begins to outline the Athenian model of government as a reason for its greatness, it becomes apparent that his leadership is informed and driven by his love of his country, further evidenced by his statement of “a man may be personally ever so well off, and yet if his country be ruined he must be ruined with it,” and also states that “In short, I say that as a city we are the school of Hellas” [footnoteRef:12]  and that when tested, Athens alone is greater than her reputation.  [12:  Thuc. P.W. 2.6. (trans. Crawley)] 


In stark contrast to Pericles, in Book 6, Alcibiades allows his personal dislike of Nicias to dictate his actions when he argues in favour of launching the Sicilian expedition. Thucydides notes “By far the warmest advocate of the expedition was, however, Alcibiades… who wished to thwart Nicias” and that he wanted “personally to gain in wealth and reputation by means of his successes.” [footnoteRef:13] This self-interested approach to power, in which the evident sensible course for the state at large is widely ignored in pursuit of personal grandeur and wealth, is shown later to be an abuse of power as it “had not a little to do with the ruin of the Athenian state.” [footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Thuc. P.W. 6.18. (trans. Crawley)]  [14:  Thuc. P.W. 6.18. (trans. Crawley)] 


In the case of Cleon, we are presented with another example of poor leadership, driven by vengeance and the expansion of empire. Cleon was known as “the most violent man at Athens” [footnoteRef:15] and his illogical, populist approach to the assembly, in which he decries the use of “elaborate sophisms” to try and convince the assembly otherwise of something that had been previously decided, is essentially an attack on the system of public debate as a means of decision making, and therefore an attack on the Athenian democratic system.  [15:  Thuc. P.W. 3.9. (trans. Crawley)] 


The contrasting representations of leadership and power in Thucydides can significantly assist in forming an idea on the attitudes towards imperialism within Athens. It seems that Pericles wholly believed in Athens. He believed that Athens could teach the entire Greek world how to be ‘better’ using their example, and justified Athenian imperialism by suggesting it was a form of enlightened self-interest, whereby other states benefit from their relationship with Athens, whereas Cleon and Alcibiades appear to have been more interested in power for powers sake and for the enrichment of self and state. 

Evaluation of text
When considering the use Thucydides as a primary source for this period, his analytical approach and how he writes history, or at least the way he says that he writes history, can I believe be considered strength. 

In the early stages of the text, Thucydides writes “with regard to the facts of what was done in the war, I did not presume to state them on hearsay from any chance informant, nor as I thought probable myself; but those at which I was personally present, and when informed by others, only after investigating them accurately in every particular, as far as was possible.” [footnoteRef:16] Historians today would of course consider these eyewitness accounts to be biased and lacking in reliability to serve as evidence and Thucydides himself acknowledges these issues with his sources, stating differences between “accounts of the same occurrences by different eye-witnesses, arising sometimes from imperfect memory, sometimes from undue partiality for one side or the other.” [footnoteRef:17] However, Thucydides’ specific mention of cross-referencing techniques as a method of ascertaining the truth as accurately as possible and his denial of presumptions in favour of empirical evidence suggests that he was driven by the truth, for the truth’s sake and to give as clearer picture as possible about the events that he either witnessed, was narrating based on testimony, or at the very least the story that he was trying to tell about the events that unfolded during the Peloponnesian War. [16:  Thuc. P.W. 1.22. (trans. Dale)]  [17:  Thuc. P.W. 1.1. (trans. Crawley)] 


This position is also supported in Book 1, where Thucydides states that the rationale for composing this text is not to make it fun, but truthful. He writes that “the unfabulous character of my work” [footnoteRef:18] and “the absence of romance in my history will, I fear, detract somewhat from its interest” [footnoteRef:19] which clearly suggests that the author is not concerned with entertainment, but accuracy, which strengthens the case for this to be considered a reliable historical text. He also states that “if it be judged useful by those inquirers who desire an exact knowledge of the past... I shall be content.” [footnoteRef:20] [18:  Thuc. P.W. 1.22. (trans. Dale)]  [19:  Thuc. P.W. 1.1. (trans. Crawley)]  [20:  Thuc. P.W. 1.1. (trans. Crawley)] 


Contemporary works also draw criticism from Thucydides due to their perceived lack of accuracy and their exaggerations for the sake of entertainment. He states that his work will not be “disturbed either by the lays of a poet displaying the exaggeration of his craft, or by the compositions of the chroniclers that are attractive at truth's expense.” [footnoteRef:21] Once more Thucydides bolsters the reliability of this text by contrasting it with other histories of its day. He outlines how and why this is different and he acknowledges that it might not be entertaining for all, but will give an accurate history of this period.  [21:  Thuc. P.W. 1.1. (trans. Crawley)] 


That being said, more recently the work of Thucydides has begun to attract criticism as a factual source as the reliability of the text has been called further in to question. Duff states that in the past, The History of the Peloponnesian War had been given an almost ‘scriptural status’ among historians, but this has changed over time and more recently, he states, there is a willingness to “examine Thoukydides' text as a work of literature rather than as 'a source'”. [footnoteRef:22] This position is reflected by Cornford when he states that although Thucydides was cautious in his retelling of the story, he was of a “traditional mode of thought” and therefore shaped “the mass of fact which was to have been shapeless, so that the work of science came to be the work of art” [footnoteRef:23] [22:  Duff, T. Review Article: The Accuracy of Thoukydides. (1999) p. 690.]  [23:  Cornford, F. Thucydides Mythistoricus. (Philadelphia, 1971) p. ix.] 


Also, in reference to the various speeches throughout the text, Thucydides states that “it was hard to remember the exact words of what was said; both for myself… and to those who reported it to me from any other quarters”. [footnoteRef:24] This raises serious questions about reliability of the text, as if Thucydides himself cannot be sure that what he writes is accurate, the text loses credibility because there is no way that we can be sure what has been written was actually said, and no way of cross-referencing as Thucydides himself would have expected. Due to the potentially inaccurate recounting of the speeches within the text, Duff is led to question their validity as primary source materials, and states that they are “not verbatim reports, but vehicles for his own musings” [footnoteRef:25]  so as a record of history, are not accurate. The possible inaccuracies do not mean however, that the speeches are useless in any study. These speeches can give us an indication of the range of contemporary attitudes towards “the workings of power, war and human nature” [footnoteRef:26] and can illustrate popular support, or lack thereof, for the various political positions. Cleon’s supposed attack on the ‘elaborate sophisms’ of the assembly may well have been a reflection of some contemporary criticisms of the Athenian system, and likewise, the characterisation of Alcibiades may well have reflected frustrations with contemporary self-serving politicians generally. Indeed, Statder speculates that it is unclear if Alcibiades’ ‘amoral cleverness’ is “Thucydides’ creation” or if “Thucydides’ harsh judgement of Alcibiades reflects personal feeling or resentment… rather than an objective analysis.” [footnoteRef:27] [24:  Thuc. P.W. 1.22. (trans. Dale)]  [25:  Duff, p. 691.]  [26:  Duff, p. 691.]  [27:  Balot, R. et al. The Oxford handbook of Thucydides. (New York, 2017) p.294.] 


Another consideration when using Thucydides’ Histories is the issue of translation. Beard states that “Thucydides wrote his History of the Peloponnesian War in almost impossibly difficult Greek,” [footnoteRef:28] so we can assume that any translation will be quite far removed from the original text. She also goes on to suggest that the more easily accessible translations are likely to be the ones that least reflect the original text and are therefore the least reliable. Kagan supports this by stating that Thucydides’ style is so difficult to understand “that any translation is necessarily an interpretation.” [footnoteRef:29] This makes the use of a number of translations crucial in any study of Thucydides so that cross referencing can take place and any individual over-interpretations of the source text can be moderated and wherever possible cross-referenced with the original text to ensure accuracy.  [28:  Beard, M. Confronting the classics: Traditions, Adventures, and Innovations (New York, 2013) p.32. ]  [29:  Kagan, D. Thucydides: the reinvention of history (New York, 2009) p.19.] 

Finally, the issue of bias needs to be considered when critiquing Thucydides. Podoksik writes that “many commentators on Thucydides History of the Peloponnesian War will willingly admit that this work is written from the Athenian perspective and that it contains a strong pro-Athenian bias.” [footnoteRef:30] This, of course, calls in to question the reliability of the text. Thucydides even mentions the “undue partiality for one side or the other” [footnoteRef:31] which shows us his awareness for potential bias in his work. It is possibly Thucydides’ writing of Pericles that betrays his bias in the most overt way and as Podoksik writes, “this leads many commentators to see in Thucydides an Athenian patriot who sees Pericles as an ideal ruler of Athens,” [footnoteRef:32] and someone who is therefore unable to write a balanced history. Thucydides does however present an altogether negative image of Athens during the Melian dialogue and subsequent destruction of Melos, which suggests that he was willing to criticise Athens when he believed that they were wrong. The willingness to criticise and present Athens in a negative way shows Thucydides’, at least in this instance, balanced approach to the retelling of events which can strengthen the case for the reliability of the whole text.  [30:  Podoksik, E. JUSTICE, POWER AND ATHENIAN IMPERIALISM: AN IDEOLOGICAL MOMENT IN THUCYDIDES ‘HISTORY’ (2005). p.21.]  [31:  Thuc. P.W. 1.1. (trans. Crawley)]  [32:  Podoksik, p. 22.] 


Conclusion
In conclusion then, it is clear that the work of Thucydides is hugely important when constructing any study of the period of the so called Peloponnesian War, and with regards to my study in to Athenian imperialistic behaviours, The History of the Peloponnesian War is hugely important. Thucydides rational and empirical approach to the events of the period enables us to begin to construct a timeline of events and critique the causes, consequences and in some cases the way in which these events were received by contemporaries and the speeches, regardless of their factual accuracy, give us an indication of the way in which Athenian imperialism was received more generally.

As discussed previously, there are questions over the reliability of Thucydides, and so therefore supplementary primary sources will be required to moderate and cross reference supposed facts and as The History of the Peloponnesian War does not cover the end of the war, but finishes in 411 BCE, other primary texts will need to be used to create a full and reliable chronology of events of the period. 
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