Gobbet Analysis: Thucydides, 5.70-71

Book 5.70-71 was written by Thucydides after the 418 BCE Battle of Mantinea during the Peloponnesian war (Livius, 2020). It provides an overview of the tactics used at the start of the battle with a focus on the actions of Agis II in the opening minutes. The book was written around the later half of the Peloponnesian war, roughly 410 BCE onwards, during Thucydides’ 20-year exile from Athens after he failed to prevent the Spartan Brasidas conquest of Amphipolis.
Each side possessed multiple groups of people with Thucydides mentioning three main groups of each army force. The Athenians, Mantineans, and Argives were opposed to the Lacedaemonians, Sciritae, and Tegeans with Agis, Brasidas, Hipponoidas, and Aristocles being mentioned as commanding officers for the Spartan side (Thucydides 5.70-71).
Being from Athens, Thucydides served with the Athenian Navy being based with the Thraceward region fleet at Thasos, before he was exiled after failing to protect Amphipolis in 424 BCE. This exile however, allowed him to travel unimpeded by wartime obligations and focus more greatly on his chronicalisation of the Peloponnesian war (Gomme, 2022; History 2019a). As a result, he was able to make many contacts and gather information from many varied primary sources, often the accounts of those who were at the battles. However, these sources Thucydides uses may not be the most accurate, in depth, or unbiased accounts due to the chaotic nature of war, especially in a melee where vision is limited and the individual would not know of the wider goings on of the battle. Other issues to consider with his writings are the biases of the sources as a battle won by the Spartans may have many more firsthand accounts from surviving Spartans who would be biased towards both their own victory and Sparta in general.
With Thucydides chronicling of the Peloponnesian war, some bias does come through in 5.70-71 as there is a great focus on Agis and how each army moved forward. While the overall focus on the Spartan side can be considered due to an overuse of soldiers returning from battle from that side, the praise given to Agis is more prominent. Thucydides may be situated in Spartan controlled territory and thus aiming to stay on their, and especially Agis’ good side though further reading of his work may prove differently.
With his work having chronicled much of the war, from its outbreak of 431 BCE until 411 BCE, Thucydides was granted a prominent grave after his death which stood in Athens into the 2nd century CE (Gomme, 2022). The undertaking of his chronicalisation continued to be recognized by others with some continuing the work into the 2nd century BCE. However, by the 4th century CE he is no longer spoken off or known of widely, with Aristotle diverging from Thucydides work in his own writings (Gomme, 2022; History, 2019a).
This section of Book 5 provides us with information on how each side was arranged along with extrapolation allowing for some idea of the numbers used in the battle by either side. It also further details some of the tactics used by either side which causes the reaction of Agis when he is shown to recall the events of similar situations. While the overall formation is presented, there is little else in the way of tactics and strategy to be found in 5.70-1 and would require outside of knowledge of how each army fought to gain a wider understanding of the battle.
The section provides the factual information for the opening of the battle and presents the attitudes of the two sides in battle. The Spartan forces are more steady and professional using flute players to stay in formation while the Athenian side is more eager and charges forwards. While an often-used tactic of running forward to then form up just before reaching the enemy line in a phalanx (Wees, 2004), this difference does present the Athenian forces as a less professional fighting force when compared to the Spartans using their greater training, discipline and use of musical orders to keep rank. This allows Agis to have a better frontline and further assess the opening of the battle which he uses to then move troops around to bolster the line where needed against the Athenians.
Book 5.70-71 is reliable enough to provide an overview of the beginning of the Battle of Mantinea though it lacks the greater aspects of either side, most likely due to an overuse of Spartan allied sources and much of the information potentially coming from the regular rank and file. Due to this focus, while not seemingly deliberately left out, a greater focus on the Athenian side is missing. While examining the large text, Woodhouse (1933) also criticizes Thucydides for providing uncritical accounts of the battle and how eyewitness accounts can be faulty, especially as they would slowly reach him over time which would cause the events to blur to the individual and become diluted by further conversation and official reports.
Overall, we are provided with a rough outline of the warring factions and who is sided with who, though this requires some background knowledge of the factions, which would have been common knowledge at the time. While most likely not the only written documentation of the battle, it is perhaps the most well known and accurate documentation available as it is a second hand retelling of numerous primary accounts. Due to this, it is perhaps rather unique in that it is the greater collection of first hand information when compared to later writes and perhaps those also chronicling at the same time as Thucydides.
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