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Concepts of 
Greek ethnicity

For there are many great reasons why we should not do 
this, even if we so desired; first and foremost, the 
burning and destruction of the adornments and temples 
of our gods, whom we are constrained to avenge to the 
utmost rather than make pacts with the perpetrator of 
these things, and next the kinship of all Greeks in blood 
and speech, and the shrines of gods and the 
sacrifices that we have in common, and the 
likeness of our way of life, to all of which it would not 
befit the Athenians to be false. Hdt 8.144



The role of divination
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The power of 
Delphi

After this, though not many years later, we at length come to what has 
been already related, the affairs of Corcyra and Potidaea, and the 
events that served as a pretext for the present war. [2] All these actions 
of the Hellenes against each other and the barbarian occurred in the 
fifty years' interval between the retreat of Xerxes and the beginning of 
the present war. During this interval the Athenians succeeded in placing 
their empire on a firmer basis, and advanced their own home power to 
a very great height. The Lacedaemonians, though fully aware of it, 
opposed it only for a little while, but remained inactive during most of 
the period, being of old slow to go to war except under the pressure of 
necessity, and in the present instance being hampered by wars at home; 
until the growth of the Athenian power could be no longer ignored, and 
their own confederacy became the object of its encroachments. They 
then felt that they could endure it no longer, but that the time had 
come for them to throw themselves heart and soul upon the hostile 
power, and break it, if they could, by commencing the present war. [3] 
And though the Lacedaemonians had made up their own minds on the 
fact of the breach of the treaty and the guilt of the Athenians, yet they 
sent to Delphi and inquired of the god whether it would be well with 
them if they went to war; and, as it is reported, received from him the 
answer that if they put their whole strength into the war, victory 
would be theirs, and the promise that he himself would be with them, 
whether invoked or uninvoked. Thuc. 1.118



The Spartans at 
Olympia

As this proposal was not accepted, the Eleans tried a second. Instead of 
restoring Lepreum, if this was objected to, the Lacedaemonians should 
ascend the altar of the Olympian Zeus, as they were so anxious to have 
access to the temple, and swear before the Hellenes that they would 
surely pay the fine at a later day. [2] This being also refused, the 
Lacedaemonians were excluded from the temple, the sacrifice, and the 
games, and sacrificed at home; the Lepreans being the only other Hellenes 
who did not attend. [3] Still the Eleans were afraid of the Lacedaemonians 
sacrificing by force, and kept guard with a heavy-armed company of their 
young men; being also joined by a thousand Argives, the same number of 
Mantineans, and by some Athenian cavalry who stayed at Harpina during 
the feast. [4] Great fears were felt in the assembly of the Lacedaemonians 
coming in arms, especially after Lichas, son of Arcesilaus, a Lacedaemonian, 
had been scourged on the course by the umpires; because, upon his horses 
being the winners, and the Boeotian people being proclaimed the victor on 
account of his having no right to enter, he came forward on the course and 
crowned the charioteer, in order to show that the chariot was his. After this 
incident all were more afraid than ever, and firmly looked for a disturbance: 
the Lacedaemonians, however, kept quiet, and let the feast pass by, as we 
have seen. [5] After the Olympic games, the Argives and the allies repaired 
to Corinth to invite her to come over to them. There they found some 
Lacedaemonian envoys; and a long discussion ensued, which after all ended 
in nothing, as an earthquake occurred, and they dispersed to their different 
homes. Thuc. 5.50



The 
Hermokopidae

In the midst of these preparations all the stone Hermae in 
the city of Athens, that is to say the customary square figures 
so common in the doorways of private houses and temples, 
had in one night most of them their faces mutilated. [2] No 
one knew who had done it, but large public rewards were 
offered to find the authors; and it was further voted that any 
one who knew of any other act of impiety having been 
committed should come and give information without fear of 
consequences, whether he were citizen, alien, or slave. [3] 
The matter was taken up the more seriously, as it was 
thought to be ominous for the expedition, and part of a 
conspiracy to bring about a revolution and to upset the 
democracy. Thuc. 6.27



Divination and 
decisions

While the Athenians lingered on in this way without moving from where they were, 
Gylippus and Sicanus now arrived at Syracuse. Sicanus had failed to gain Agrigentum, 
the party friendly to the Syracusans having been driven out while he was still at Gela; 
but Gylippus was accompanied not only by a large number of troops raised in Sicily, but 
by the heavy infantry sent off in the spring from Peloponnese in the merchantmen, 
who had arrived at Selinus from Libya. [2] They had been carried to Libya by a storm, 
and having obtained two galleys and pilots from the Cyrenians, on their voyage along 
shore had taken sides with the Euesperitae and had defeated the Libyans who were 
besieging them, and from thence coasting on to Neapolis, a Carthaginian mart, and the 
nearest point to Sicily, from which it is only two days' and a night's voyage, there 
crossed over and came to Selinus. [3] Immediately upon their arrival the Syracusans 
prepared to attack the Athenians again by land and sea at once. The Athenian generals 
seeing a fresh army come to the aid of the enemy, and that their own circumstances, 
far from improving, were becoming daily worse, and above all distressed by the 
sickness of the soldiers, now began to repent of not having removed before; and Nicias 
no longer offering the same opposition, except by urging that there should be no open 
voting, they gave orders as secretly as possible for all to be prepared to sail out from 
the camp at a given signal. [4] All was at last ready, and they were on the point of 
sailing away, when an eclipse of the moon, which was then at the full, took place. 
Most of the Athenians, deeply impressed by this occurrence, now urged the generals 
to wait; and Nicias, who was somewhat over-addicted to divination and practices of 
that kind, refused from that moment even to take the question of departure into 
consideration, until they had waited the thrice nine days prescribed by the 
soothsayers. Thuc. 7.50



Soothsayers and 
manteis

Such were the events in Sicily. When the news was brought 
to Athens, for a long while they disbelieved even the most 
respectable of the soldiers who had themselves escaped 
from the scene of action and clearly reported the matter, a 
destruction so complete not being thought credible. When 
the conviction was forced upon them, they were angry with 
the orators who had joined in promoting the expedition, just 
as if they had not themselves voted it, and were enraged 
also with the reciters of oracles and soothsayers, and all 
other omenmongers of the time who had encouraged them 
to hope that they should conquer Sicily. Thuc. 8.1


	Politics and Religion
	Religion and State�ancient and modern
	Concepts of Greek ethnicity
	The role of divination
	The power of Delphi
	The Spartans at Olympia
	The Hermokopidae
	Divination and decisions
	Soothsayers and manteis

