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Discuss the validity of Thucydides as a source and his position as the ‘father of history’
Thucydides, along with Herodotus are the combined founders of the western historical method. Herodotus laid the foundations for the writing of narrative history and Thucydides refined the methods into a more critical, methodical approach to research. However, the perception of Thucydides as a “scientific historian” is misguided. Despite this, Thucydides is still a valid source regarding military and political history.
	Thucydides is a valid source of information for certain aspects. As a general in the Athenian military, he was able to comment on events which he personally experienced. He also thoroughly investigated his sources for events which he did not personally witness, rather than previous historians, such as Herodotus, who incorporated unverified accounts and mythology into their histories.[footnoteRef:1] For this reason, many historians consider him to be the first empirical historian.[footnoteRef:2] This makes his insight into the events of the battles, at least from the Athenian perspective, very useful for understanding military tactics, logistics and organisation used in battles he participated in. However, we must be cautious when applying his work to the Peloponnesian side, due to his position. This would clearly, knowingly or not, affect his perception, which could draw in some inaccuracies.[footnoteRef:3] The fact that the conflict is known as the Peloponnesian War, the Athenian name, rather than the Attic War, the Spartan name, is testament to this.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  (Thuc. 1.22)]  [2:  (Cochrane, 1929)]  [3:  (Cornford, 1907)]  [4:  (Hornblower, 2002, p. 151)] 

	Also, Thucydides wrote his history with an assumption that the war would be a major event in history.[footnoteRef:5] This assumption has led to some possible examples of confirmation bias within his work. An example of this is in book 5, in which he uses oracles as evidence for his classification of the Peloponnesian War as a single conflict.[footnoteRef:6] He also mentions an increase in natural disasters simultaneous to the war in book one, possibly inferring the “wrath of the gods” in response to the breaking of the treaty at the conclusion of the First Peloponnesian War.[footnoteRef:7] This shows that, despite his claims to be an impartial, empirical account, he still retains elements of the superstition which he derides in his introduction.[footnoteRef:8] Simon Hornblower argues that the reason behind this is to surpass the legendary Trojan War in terms of scale.[footnoteRef:9] He also passes some rather opinionated comments on certain individuals, such as Hyperbolus, whom he describes as “a wretched character”,[footnoteRef:10] allowing personal grudges to cloud his judgement, again contradicting his claims in the introduction. Therefore, with regards to his views on individuals, he may be a less valid source than for his military accounts. [5:  (Thuc. 1.1)]  [6:  (Thuc. 5.26)]  [7:  (Thuc. 1.23)]  [8:  (Oost, 1975, p. 191)]  [9:  (Hornblower, 2002, p. 151)]  [10:  (Thuc. 8.73)] 

	Despite his claims of accuracy, there is a striking mistake in describing the burial practices at the battle of Marathon as an exception to the normal customs.[footnoteRef:11] It was later found that this was the norm for Greek armies until the fifth Century.[footnoteRef:12] This possible blunder calls into question Thucydides’ knowledge of historical practices and the claims of accuracy. However, this could be explained by him predicting a response from the reader, particularly from outside Athens which may require an explanation, due to its difference to the contemporary burial practices, rather than being a simple mistake.[footnoteRef:13] Nonetheless, even if this is the case, he is distorting information for the interests of the reader, contradicting his claims of accuracy and impartiality. [11:  (Thuc. 2.34.5)]  [12:  (Pritchett, 1985, pp. 125 and 249-251)]  [13:  (Toher, 1999, p. 501)] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	Regarding the ‘father of history’ section of the question, we must discuss the purpose of Thucydides and his predecessor, Herodotus’ aims and motivations for producing their work. This turn of phrase, from Cicero’s On The Laws, is generally used to describe Herodotus,[footnoteRef:14] who is among the first to perform a study of the past and present it in a narrative form. In the first chapter of Herodotus, he states that his aim is to prevent traces of human history of Greeks and Non-Greeks from being lost in time. Of importance is the ‘Greeks and Non-Greeks’ section of this passage. This is a contradiction to Thucydides’ approach, which specifically sets out to tell the history of the war between Athens and Sparta, although he does mention the effects on the non-Hellenic world.[footnoteRef:15] This shows that one of the main discrepancies between the two is that Herodotus focussed more on breadth, telling the story from every perspective and interpretation, whereas Thucydides went into detail on a narrower range of topics. For example, Herodotus wrote lots about the culture and customs of people, such as the description of the Scythians’ use of Cannabis,[footnoteRef:16] whereas Thucydides concentrated on the political and military side. For this reason, Thucydides, although certainly useful for military campaigns, doesn’t tell us much about the everyday life. Herodotus, on the other hand, despite some of his information being either inaccurate or sometimes entirely untrue, gives us a better understanding of day-to-day activities. [14:  (Cic. Leg. 1.5)]  [15:  (Hdt. 1.1 and Thuc. 1.1)]  [16:  (Hdt. 4.75-76)] 

	We must also consider the audiences intended for each piece of work. To the audience reading or listening to Herodotus’ work at the time, the Persian Wars contained a clear protagonist and antagonist and, therefore the presentation of the war as a heroic struggle for justice and freedom against an invading oppressor would be the most appealing message. This is important, because Herodotus’ work was frequently recited as competitive speeches, thus needed to be entertaining for the audience, which explains the hyperbole present throughout. The lack of history writing tradition also explains the similarities to mythological prose writing and the narrative format.[footnoteRef:17] Thucydides, on the other hand, was writing to a Greek audience about an intra-Greek conflict. For this reason, his audience would have been much more interested in finding out the cause and course of the conflict, which would have been considered tragic, rather than heroic. This tragic perception of the events would have required a more factual approach, so as not to be accused of prejudice.[footnoteRef:18] This also explains similarities to Greek tragic narratives, as pointed out by Cornford.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  (Grafton, 1997, pp. vii-ix), (Dewald, 2008, p. xi)]  [18:  (Darbo-Peschanski, 2007, pp. 37-38)]  [19:  (Cornford, 1907, pp. 129-152)] 

	Thucydides was certainly well read in the Hellenic world after his work, with Xenophon’s Hellenica following on from where Thucydides left off without a methodological introduction. The Athenian Constitution also uses Thucydides as a source.[footnoteRef:20] There is also an interesting disagreement between Aristotle and Thucydides on the causes of the Mytilenean Revolt, although there are no contradictions on the facts of the event.[footnoteRef:21] This shows that Thucydides was a respected source of information, even if there were disagreements with his conclusions. [20:  (Hornblower, 1995, p. 55)]  [21:  (Thuc 3.2.3, Arist. Pol. 1304a)] 

	To later historians, the reception is rather mixed. For instance, Livy uses myths and legends in his History of Rome, such as Romulus and Remus and the medieval historian Bede, uses much of the same, such as the original Anglo-Saxons in Britain being descendants of Woden.[footnoteRef:22] This shows that Thucydides’ approach of using verified sources or personal experience was not universal. However, this can be explained by looking at the context they were written in. Livy was writing during the Augustan period, just after a major internal conflict and thus, a desire for unity and Bede was writing shortly after the unification of England, again trying to find common links between the English people. Some other historians, such as Polybius were influenced by Herodotus, saying that history is the product of fortune.[footnoteRef:23] There are also sections of Polybius’ work which correspond to Thucydides, such as “Of these points some are learnt by experience, some from history, and others by the study of scientific strategy.”[footnoteRef:24] Plutarch, on the other hand, despised Herodotus, referring to him as a “barbarophile”.[footnoteRef:25] These criticisms are more based around him as a person, rather than his methods and today wouldn’t be considered valid. However, it shows a split in ancient historical methods and reception. [22:  (Liv. 1.3-1.6), (Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation, chapter 15)]  [23:  (McGing, 2010, p. xxi), (Plb. 1.4)]  [24:  (Plb. 9.14 (trans. Shuckburgh))]  [25:  (Plut. De Herod. 12)] 

	Thucydides became a major inspiration for the empiricist historians of the 19th Century. For example, Leopold Von Ranke is quoted as saying “Rather we must construct it from the accounts of eyewitnesses and the most genuine and direct sources.”[footnoteRef:26] This is similar to Thucydides’ approach outlined in 1.22. However, we must recognise that, at the time historians such as Von Ranke were writing, the world was subjected to multiple conflicts between rival empires, such as the Napoleonic Wars and Crimean War. Therefore, the themes within Thucydides of rising political and military tension and conflict between Athens and Sparta and the level of detail with which he describes them, would have been useful to these historians for understanding their own situations. Cold War historians may have found Thucydides’ themes appealing, due to the similar ideological division in the world between the Capitalist and Communist nations of the Cold War and the Democratic and Tyrannical systems of the Peloponnesian War. In contrast, historians after the Cold War would probably prefer Herodotus’ approach of investigating the cultures and customs of all participants in events, partially due to the lack of major tensions, although this may change, given current events, but also due to the impact of the Post-Modernist philosophy of History being ‘what the historian makes of it,’ rather than a quantifiable discipline.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  (Leopold Von Ranke, cited from Grafton, The Footnote, 1997, p51]  [27:  (Cartledge, 2013, pp. xxx-xxxii)] 

	Thucydides, although certainly influential, cannot be considered the “father of history” alone. I would say that Thucydides and Herodotus are the fathers of history as a combination. This is perfectly portrayed by a dual bust of the two of them back to back, showing that the ancient Greeks revered them both combined. Depending on the conditions of the time, one or the other may be more respected.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  (University of Cambridge, n.d.)] 
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