
Lecture 2: Sources and Theory of Warfare 

Armies and Navies 



The period and the sources 
 The course covers both the archaic and the classical periods.  

 The sources for this course are diverse and range from 
Homer to inscriptions.  

 Warfare touches essentially all aspects of Greek life and thus 
information on it can be found in various settings and types 
of sources.  



The Historical Sources 

 The historical sources, Herodotos, Thucydides, Xenophon and 
Diodoros, provide information on warfare, tactics and the socio-
political circumstances of warfare.  

 They provide information and description of battles and campaigns.  

 However, their usability as sources for Greek warfare depends on the 
author.  

 For example, neither Herodotos not Diodoros were soldiers or 
generals themselves and also they did not witness the events they 
describe. 

 On the other hand, both Thucydides and Xenophon were experienced 
generals and had a great knowledge of warfare.  



Poets and Playwrights 

 Information about warfare can also be gleaned from poetry 
and drama.  

 Homer is our greatest source for early archaic warfare but it 
is a source with a myriad problems.  

 Poets, especially of the archaic period, such as Alkaios, 
Tyrtaios and Archilochos can also provide information on 
warfare.  

 Attic drama and particularly comedy (Aristophanes) also 
provides information, although mainly on the political and 
social side of warfare.  



The Philosophical sources 

 Aristotle and Plato are also valuable sources mainly on the 

social and political aspects of warfare.  

 Both, however, have a definite philosophical agenda and they 

are more interested in warfare theoretically rather than 

practically.  



The Expert Manuals 
 The fourth century BCE saw an increase of 

professionalism in all aspects of life but particularly 
warfare. 

 This gave rise to the writing of manuals on different 
aspects of warfare, some of which survive such as Aineias 
the Tactician and Xenophon’s The Cavalry Commander. 

 These are particularly useful in our understanding of 
warfare from the point of view of the professional 
commander.  



The Epigraphical Sources  
 Epigraphy is useful in the study of some aspects of Greek 

warfare.  

 There are lists of casualties from different campaigns. 

 There are also lists of ephebes that have gone through 
their military training.  

 There are lists of ships and equipments from some of the 
great naval powers of the Mediterranean, such as Athens.  



Iconography  
 Vase-paintings, reliefs, sculpture and types on coins 

provide us with a multitude of information on warfare.  

 That includes not only the social aspects of warfare, such 
as the myriad scenes of the soldier’s farewell but also 
specific information on the techniques of fighting, both 
individually and in cohorts.  

 However such material are art and as such they need to 
be viewed with a critical eye.  



Archaeology 

 Archaeology is particularly useful when researching the 

practicalities of warfare and particularly equipment.  

 Our main source of information about armour and its 

evolution comes from buried or dedicated weapons and 

armour.  

 Similarly underwater archaeology has revealed a lot 

about ships and particularly about the rams of triremes.  



Warfare and the Greeks  
 The Greek world was a world of war.  

 Not only the great wars, such as the Persian Wars or the 
Peloponnesian War but also smaller conflicts between 
neighbours.  

 Every polis had an army and every polis experienced fighting 
in a smaller or larger scale.  



Borders and Resources  

 There were about 1,500 Greek poleis around the 
Mediterranean in the archaic and classical periods.  

 The vast majority of them were in clusters and often shared 
a border with one or more poleis.  

 Particularly in Greece, Asia Minor and Sicily/Magna Graecia 
friction between poleis was essentially for land and 
resources.  

 The hunt for an extra portion of fertile land, good harbours 
and pastureland can be found in the base of the majority of 
border conflicts in the Greek world. 



War and Imperialism 
 Imperialism, or poleis trying for dominion over their 

neighbours, their region or even a part of the wider Greek 
world, was also a cause for war.  

 Poleis like Athens or Sparta, especially in the classical 
period, warred with one another, made expeditions in other 
parts of the Greek world and had to put down revolts of 
recalcitrant allies.  

 For smaller poleis, these larger conflicts for hegemony often 
meant that they were sucked in the maelstrom of warfare to 
guard the security of their borders or fight on the side of, or 
against, their hegemon.  



Greeks and non-Greeks  

 A great part of warfare in the Greek world was between 
Greeks and non-Greeks.  

 The great conflicts between the Greeks and the Persians in 
the eastern Mediterranean or the Greeks and the 
Carthaginians in the western Mediterranean need no 
explanation.  

 Yet for many poleis the conflict was closer to home, since 
they shared a border with non-Greek tribes or kingdoms.  

 Also, especially in the archaic period, the Greeks themselves 
in their process of expansion over the Mediterranean came 
in conflict with tribes and kingdoms whose territories they 
invaded.  



Geography and warfare 
 The Mediterranean is a land of contradictions.  

 It has a difficult terrain that cannot be categorised in any 
easy way.  

 There are high mountains, ragged hills, large flat plains, 
small and large rivers.  

 It is also a region intimately connected with the sea.  

 Thus for most poleis diverse forces were necessary to 
successfully attack or defend.  



Troops and Geography  

 Geography was one of the main concerns regarding the 

choice and use of troop types.  

 The heavy infantry (hoplites) were essentially useless in 

very rugged or forested terrain.  

 Similarly for cavalry. Both these troop types were most 

useful on the flat plains.  

 Hoplites could also be used to defend or attack mountain 

passes (think of Thermopylae). 



Warfare ancient and modern  
 In today’s world warfare is essentially distant.  

 Our weapons and tactics are suited for distant warfare 
and thus not for hand-to-hand combat.  

 Thus modern warfare is more mobile, less dependent on 
individual strength and prowess on the battlefield and 
more concerned with overall strategies.  

 Ancient warfare was very different, more tactile and 
more dependent upon individual conduct and specific 
battle tactics rather than overall strategies.  



Gaming, Books and Cartoon Warfare 

 Ancient warfare for us is a distant experience. The specifics are 
hazy or are reduced to words on paper.  

 Even re-enactment, doning armour or fencing does not 
compensate for the reality of warfare.  

 The reality of battle is not something we can experience and 
making assumptions can be very problematic.  



Battlefield Reality 

 Ancient warfare was brutal, inhumane and indescribably 
messy. 

 Edged weapons are rather horrible instruments and make 
for equally horrible wounds.  

 Most importantly, unlike modern warfare, the ancient 
soldier would have to experience the pain, wounding and 
death not only of comrades but also of enemies.  

 While we can to an extent understand ancient tactics, do 
not make the mistake of assuming that we can understand 
the realities of ancient warfare.  



Warm libraries and Modern 

Scholarship 

 No modern scholar has had experience of ancient warfare.  

 The majority of modern scholars have had no experience of 

modern warfare either. 

 Scholarship is essentially a theoretical field.  



Things to remember  

 It is essential to put Greek warfare in context.  

 It is necessary to be very careful when dealing with the 

different types of sources, their strengths and weaknesses.  

 Be very careful of accepting modern arguments without 

recourse to ancient sources and thinking very carefully 

about them.  

 Avoid the trap of idealisation, ancient or modern.  



Questions? 



Follow-up reading 

 Shipley, G. ‘Introduction: The limits of War’ in Shipley, G. & 

Rich, J. (eds.) War and Society in the Greek world (London, 

1993), pp. 1-24. 

 Link available on Moodle 


