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Praise for


The History of The Peloponnesian War


‘Athenian historian (if that’s what he was) Thucydides is a notoriously gritty and gristly writer. Even his fellow ancient Greeks found translating him hard going. For a happy combination of accuracy (prime Thucydidean quality), literary fluency, and interpretative skill, this new translation by super-experienced Robin Waterfield with the assistance of distinguished ancient historian Polly Low will be far more than a transient showpiece of the sort Thucydides abhorred’


Paul Cartledge, author of Democracy: A Life


‘Robin Waterfield has a track record of marvelous translations of Herodotus, Plato, and others, and now his Thucydides is just as good—extremely readable and accessible without any dumbing down of this demanding author. It is enhanced by the introduction and notes by Polly Low, telling readers exactly what they need to know to make the most of a perpetually engrossing text’


Christopher Pelling, University of Oxford


‘Waterfield’s elegant, modern translation of Thucydides will serve both scholars and general readers exceptionally well, while Low’s introduction and notes offer just the right amount of context and explanation, illuminating the text rather than weighing it down. In their hands Thucydides’s great work shows the same “bloom of perpetual newness” that Plutarch once saw in the Parthenon’


Johanna Hanink, Brown University


‘Thucydides of Athens . . . is a dominating author like few others. Is he a historian, or philosopher, or social scientist? The truest answer is easily all three at once. Robin Waterfield’s translation of a bold and powerful writer brimming with creative ideas on matters of language and politics is crisp, readable, and true to the author’s diction. Polly Low’s introduction is accessible and expansive without being pedantic. Famous debates on choosing war (Athens vs. Sparta), the use and abuse of power (Athenian imperial aggressions vs. Mytilene and Melos), and descriptions of wartime suffering (Pericles’s iconic funeral speech) reveal issues of war and peace, justice and law, relevant to any time. Thucydides is a writer for the ages: Waterfield and Low, his interpreters today’


Lawrence A. Tritle, Loyola Marymount University









Translator’s Preface


The British historian and statesman Lord Macaulay wrote in his journal for February 27, 1835, “This day I finished Thucydides, after reading him with inexpressible interest and admiration. He is the greatest historian that ever lived.” Most readers of The History of the Peloponnesian War still come away from the book with a similar degree of excitement and respect. The prospect of translating such an important and magisterial text is therefore daunting for several reasons, not just because of the complexity of Thucydides’s Greek. Despite this, however, the experience has been nothing but educational, stimulating, and enjoyable. My thanks, then, are due in the first place to Polly Low for being an equable as well as an expert collaborator. This book is designed primarily for history buffs and other general readers, as well as students, and I cannot imagine a better introduction for such an audience than the one she has written.


Two friends responded to appeals for help. Bill Murray, an expert in ancient Mediterranean ships and naval warfare, read the translation primarily to check that I had gotten those kinds of things right. And Tony Woodman, a famous scholar of ancient Greek and Roman historiography (among other things), at short notice cast his keen eye over the entire translation and suggested a great many improvements. I thank them both; the book is better for their input.


There are a number of fine translations of Thucydides in existence. Those from which I learned most are by Martin Hammond, Steven Lattimore, and Jeremy Mynott. And no translator or serious reader of the History can fail to have by their side the magnificent five-volume A Historical Commentary on Thucydides by A. W. Gomme and others (1956–1981) and the equally important three-volume A Commentary on Thucydides by Simon Hornblower (1991–2008).


My gratitude to Lara Heimert of Basic Books extends now over several volumes of translations. Her lack of hesitation in agreeing to let me do Thucydides was extremely gratifying, not least because she gave me the opportunity to fulfill a lifelong ambition. I first started translating ancient Greek texts over forty years ago, and Thucydides has long been on my bucket list. There are too many members of the brilliant team at Basic for me to name them individually, but I thank them collectively from the bottom of my heart. And through Basic Books I was fortunate to have Katherine Streckfus once again as copyeditor and András Bereznay as cartographer. They are the best.


—R. A. H. W.
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Timeline


All dates are BCE


ca. 1250 (on Thucydides’s chronology: 1.8.4): Trojan War


ca. 734 (on Thucydides’s chronology: 6.3.1): first Greek settlements in Sicily






	546–527:


	tyranny of Peisistratus at Athens







	514:


	assassination of Hipparchus (brother of the Athenian tyrant Hippias) by Harmodius and Aristogeiton (1.20.2, 6.53.3–59.3)







	511/510:


	Hippias ousted from the Athenian tyranny (6.59.4)







	508/507:


	democratic reforms of Cleisthenes in Athens







	490:


	first Persian invasion of mainland Greece; Battle of Marathon







	480–479:


	second Persian invasion of mainland Greece; Battles of Thermopylae, Salamis, and Plataea







	478/477:


	creation of the Athenian-led “Delian League” (1.96)







	465:


	earthquake in Sparta, and revolt of the helots (1.101)







	ca. 460–455:


	Athenian campaigns in Egypt (1.104, 1.109–110)







	457:


	Battle of Tanagra (1.107.7–108.1); Sparta and allies defeat Athens







	457:


	Battle of Oenophyta (1.108.3); Athenians defeat Boeotians and gain control of much of central Greece







	447:


	Battle of Coronea (1.113.2); Boeotians defeat Athenians







	ca. 450:


	“Peace of Callias” between Athens and Persia







	446:


	“Thirty-Year Peace” between Athens and Sparta (and their respective allies) (1.115.1)







	440:


	Samos attempts to revolt from Athens (1.115.2–117)







	437:


	Athenians found a settlement at Amphipolis (4.102)







	431:


	Peloponnesian War begins (2.2.1)







	430–427:


	plague in Athens (2.47–54, 2.57–58, 3.87)







	429:


	death of Pericles (2.65.6)







	428:


	Mytilene attempts to revolt from Athens (3.2–6, 8–18, 25–50)







	427/426:


	destruction of Plataea (3.52–68)







	427/426:


	civil war in Corcyra (3.69–85)







	427–424:


	Athenian forces in Sicily (3.86, 3.88, 3.90, 3.99, 3.103, 3.115, 4.1–2, 4.24–25, 4.58–65)







	425/424:


	Athenian victories at Pylos and Sphacteria (4.26–41)







	424/423:


	Battle of Delium (4.89–101.2); Boeotians defeat Athenians







	424/423:


	Spartans capture Amphipolis (4.102–108); Thucydides is exiled from Athens (5.26.5)







	421:


	“Peace of Nicias” between Athens and Sparta (and their respective allies) (5.18–19)







	418:


	Battle of Mantinea (5.65–75); Spartans (and allies) defeat Argives (and allies, including Athenians)







	416/415:


	Athenian attack on and destruction of Melos (5.84–116)







	415:


	launch of the Athenian invasion of Sicily (6.30)







	413:


	Spartans occupy Decelea in Attica (7.19.1–2)







	413:


	final defeat of the Athenians in Sicily (7.72–87)







	411:


	oligarchic coup in Athens (8.67)







	411:


	Battle of Cynossema (8.104–106); Athenians defeat Peloponnesians







	411/410:


	Thucydides’s narrative ends







	404/403:


	Peloponnesian War ends















Introduction


Thucydides’s History is the story of a war between two small communities fought in a corner of the Mediterranean more than two thousand years ago. The war was long and often brutal, but it did not dramatically change the course of history, and within a century of its conclusion both the victor (Sparta, consistently called Lacedaemon by Thucydides) and the defeated (Athens) were well on the way to political irrelevance. Even in antiquity, some wondered if this conflict really deserved to be remembered. The first-century BCE critic Dionysius of Halicarnassus, for example, thought Thucydides had made a serious error in his choice of subject matter; the Peloponnesian War, he wrote, “was neither glorious nor fortunate, but . . . had best never happened at all or, failing that, should have been consigned to silence and oblivion and ignored by later generations” (Letter to Gnaeus Pompeius, 3, trans. Stephen Usher).


Dionysius did not get his way. In fact, Thucydides is probably more widely read in the modern world than he ever was in his own time, in spite of the undeniable bleakness of his subject matter. Why? Some readers are of course genuinely interested in the conflict Thucydides recounts, and in the things we learn along the way about the politics and culture of this period, for which this work provides our fullest contemporary narrative. For others, the text’s value lies in its contribution to the genre of historical writing: Thucydides developed (or claimed to develop) a novel and rigorous approach to the subject that continues to influence the historical discipline. For others again, it provides insights into political and international theory that have relevance far beyond Thucydides’s own time. And for some, the very bleakness of the story is what makes it attractive. The novelist and politician John Buchan wrote in his memoirs of World War I that he “read and re-read Thucydides, for he also had lived among crumbling institutions” (Memory Hold-the-Door [Pilgrim’s Way in the United States]). In dark times, there can be something appealing in a text that is willing to confront the realities of human behavior head-on.


Another reason the text continues to fascinate is precisely because of the diverse responses for which it allows. This introduction will offer a brief survey of this range of possible approaches to Thucydides and his work. It starts, though, with an outline of the world in which Thucydides lived and wrote, and in which the Peloponnesian War was fought.


The World of Thucydides


“Greece,” in Thucydides’s time, was not a single place, or even a very clearly defined one. People who thought of themselves as Greek lived in communities across the Mediterranean, not only in the area that now forms the state of Greece, but also far beyond: in Sicily and Southern Italy, in North Africa, in western Asia Minor (modern Turkey), and in the Black Sea region.


From around the eighth century BCE, these communities typically organized themselves into a distinctive form: the polis, which contemporary scholars often call a “city-state,” and which is translated in this work as either “city” or “state.” By Thucydides’s time, there were over one thousand such cities in the Greek world, most of them small, some of them tiny. Most of these cities controlled a territory no larger than forty square miles (that is, around the size of Staten Island), and their populations might number in the low thousands or even hundreds. The largest one hundred cities had an average population of around thirty thousand; the remaining 90 percent were much smaller. It is important to remember the very small scale of the vast majority of these communities, not least because the two protagonists of the war—Athens and Sparta—were, by comparison, abnormally large. Athens, one of the largest of the city-states, had a total population of some two hundred thousand, including noncitizens and enslaved people, as well as an unusually extensive territory, covering about one thousand square miles. The territory controlled by Sparta was even larger, a consequence of aggressive expansion in the eighth and seventh centuries BCE, amounting to approximately three thousand square miles. The question of Sparta’s total population, however, is hotly debated; it was perhaps in the region of one hundred thousand (again, including enslaved and noncitizen inhabitants). Even leaving a large and necessary question mark next to the exact figures, we can be confident of two things: first, that Athens and Sparta dwarfed almost every other Greek city of their own time in terms of size and resources; and second, that they remained, compared to modern nation-states (and compared to some other states of the ancient world, such as Rome), very small indeed.


All of these communities, big and small, shared some key characteristics. Perhaps the most fundamental is that not everyone who lived in a community had the same status. Some inhabitants were citizens, a status that brought greater rights (usually, some level of political participation and greater access to the law) and responsibilities (especially, for adult men, an obligation to perform military service). Criteria for citizenship varied from state to state. In Athens in this period, birth was the key factor—only someone with an Athenian mother and father could be a citizen. Many other states, including Sparta, also had a wealth requirement. Failure to fulfill the obligations of citizenship could lead to it being revoked. In some Greek communities, including Athens and Sparta, citizens were significantly outnumbered by noncitizens, who might perform important functions within the community but had either limited or—in the case of enslaved people—practically nonexistent rights.


A second distinctive characteristic of the city-state was that it was ruled by some form of constitutional government. The precise style of governance varied between states, although one consistent feature is that direct political participation was restricted to adult male citizens, and sometimes to a subset of male citizens. While tyranny, or one-man rule, was rare in this period, Thucydides makes clear (e.g., at 6.53.3) that the memory of tyrannical rule was still very present in at least some Greeks’ minds. Many states were ruled by oligarchies: that is, small groups of men (in some places as few as ten, though it could be a few hundred), often selected for their ancestry or wealth. And many—especially, but not only, Athens—were democracies. In these states, sovereignty was exercised by all male citizens. Smaller committees, or even individuals, might be given responsibility for particular tasks, but these roles would typically change hands on a regular basis. Sparta’s constitutional arrangements do not fit neatly into any of these categories: the city had two kings who had a limited amount of executive and military power; a ruling council of thirty elders (the Gerousia); an annually elected board of five magistrates (the “ephors,” literally “overseers”), responsible for much of the day-to-day administration of the city; and a citizen assembly, which seems to have been able to ratify but not initiate decisions.


Sparta was also unusual in that its constitutional arrangements remained essentially unchanged from around the seventh century BCE until at least the end of the Classical period. Most states had more dynamic political arrangements, and complete changes of regime—from oligarchic to democratic, or vice versa—were common. These revolutions were often marked by extreme violence: Thucydides’s description of the horrific civil war in Corcyra (3.81–84) has become, as the author intended, the paradigmatic account of how a change in constitution might be accompanied by temporary but dramatic social collapse. Thucydides argues that these revolutions were driven not just by internal tensions and ambitions, but also by the machinations of foreign powers. His claim (3.82.1) is that democracies, and democratic factions within cities, would naturally align with Athens, while oligarchies were backed by Sparta. This is an oversimplification of a more complicated picture, but this split between democracies and oligarchies did have an important role in shaping interstate allegiances in this period, and certainly plays a large part in Thucydides’s understanding of his world.


This point leads us to another essential characteristic of the world of the Greek cities. These states, though often tiny, conceived of themselves as independent political entities, with—at least ideally—their own governments and armies, as well as their own domestic and foreign policies. But they also participated in a dense network of overlapping, and sometimes conflicting, connections with other Greek communities. One type of connection, as we have just seen, could be based on political ideologies: democrats tended to side with democrats, oligarchs with oligarchs, and both sides might sometimes privilege those affinities over loyalty to their own city—hence the many occasions in the History when a city is “betrayed” to the enemy by either a democratic or oligarchic faction.


Cities regularly entered into formal alliances with each other, sometimes bilateral and sometimes multilateral. The most important cases of the latter type in this period are the Spartan-led Peloponnesian League and the Athenian-led Delian League (also known as the Athenian empire). Some cities grouped themselves into regionally based federations: the Boeotian Federation (dominated in this period by the city of Thebes) is the most important example we will encounter in Thucydides’s narrative. These alliances took various forms in terms of the obligations they involved and the level of equality or hierarchy they established. They had varying durations: some had an explicitly limited term (ten or thirty years was common), while some were implicitly or explicitly open-ended (the Delian League is the best example of this type). One thing they have in common is that they were, at least in theory, intended to be binding: they were ratified by civic authorities and, through the swearing of oaths, protected by divine sanction. Although, therefore, we will repeatedly find these agreements being violated during the course of the war, we should remember that such violations were not seen as trivial.


Another, less codified, but still extremely important, form of connection between Greek communities was that based on the concept of “kinship”: the belief that certain communities or groups of communities could trace their origins back to a single shared ancestor (possibly a mythical ancestor) or group of ancestors. One relatively straightforward manifestation of this phenomenon can be seen in the connection between “colonies” and “mother cities”: many Greek states, especially those in Sicily, Southern Italy, and Asia Minor, believed they had been founded by settlers from communities elsewhere in the Greek world, and therefore that a particularly strong tie should exist between the two states. This might manifest in shared religious and cultural practices and in political allegiances. If a colony went on to create a further settlement, this tie of obligation could, at least in theory, extend over three generations of cities. We can find a very good example of this expectation (and, in this instance, its subversion) in the conflict between Corinth, its colony Corcyra, and Corcyra’s colony Epidamnus, which forms a key part of Thucydides’s explanation of the origins of the war (1.24–55).


More complex patterns of affiliation developed on the basis of shared ethnicity, though these beliefs are again founded, ultimately, on a claim to common, usually mythical, ancestry. The two most important ethnic groups we encounter in Thucydides’s text are the Ionians and Dorians. The former, which included the Athenians and many communities in Asia Minor, traced their ancestry back to the mythical hero Ion; they spoke similar forms of Greek and shared some religious practices. The latter, which included the Spartans, the Cretans, and many communities in the Peloponnese and western Greece, traced their ancestry to the mythical figure Dorus; they, too, spoke a distinctive form of Greek and shared some cultural and religious affinities. It is very important to acknowledge that these ethnic groupings are, to at least some extent, artificial constructions: the mythological stories on which they were based were fluid, and we find communities emphasizing different aspects of their ethnic identity in different contexts. Thucydides, in fact, is notably skeptical of the real importance of many of these ethnic ties: we will repeatedly see him drawing attention to occasions when they were either deployed for cynical purposes or entirely ignored (perhaps most strikingly in his catalog of the opposing forces fighting in Sicily, at 7.57–58). But in this he is certainly pushing against the consensus of his own time, in which these sorts of ethnic links were thought to have genuine force, not just culturally but also politically.


These claims to shared kinship could be used to divide the communities of the Greek world, but in some contexts they could be used to unite them. Ion and Dorus were the founders of distinct ethnic groups, but they in turn were believed to be related: Dorus was the son and Ion the grandson (by a different father) of Hellen, the mythical ancestor of the “Hellenic” peoples—that is, of the Greeks (mentioned by Thucydides at 1.3.2). When circumstances required, therefore, it was possible for communities to draw attention to this shared aspect of their identity. As with Dorian and Ionian identities, claims based on kinship ties could be complemented by observations about shared language (although the Greeks spoke different dialects, those dialects were mutually comprehensible), shared religious beliefs, and a common style of life. They could also be based on perceived differences from (and, often, alleged superiority to) the various non-Greek “barbarian” communities that neighbored the Greek world.


The idea of shared Hellenic identity is rarely explicitly emphasized in Thucydides’s narrative; the story of the Peloponnesian War is, for him, one of division between Greeks, not of unity. But being aware of the possibility of unity can help us understand why this story of division is so devastating. Indeed, Greek solidarity was not only a theoretical possibility, but something that had—albeit briefly and imperfectly—recently been achieved, in the response to the Persian invasion of 480 BCE. In the face of that threat, a number of Greek states, under the joint leadership of Athens and Sparta, had come together to inflict a memorable, implausible defeat on the vastly stronger Persian forces. The combined alliance of Greeks lasted only slightly longer than the campaign, and cracks in its facade were visible even before that, but the memory of the possibility of unity persisted throughout the fifth century and beyond. When the Plataeans faced the prospect of destruction at the hands of the Spartans in 427/426 BCE, for example, they repeatedly appealed to the shared experience of Plataeans and Spartans in fighting and defeating the invading Persians, invoking this as a reason why their city should be spared (3.53–59). The appeal failed: memories of past unanimity were not strong enough to withstand contemporary political exigencies. This is a characteristic feature of the political world that Thucydides describes; nevertheless, we can still detect in his account the potent place that the conflict with Persia and the solidarity it engendered still held in Greek thinking.


The memory of the Persian War could also be deployed not in order to argue for cooperation and concord between Greeks, but as a justification for the supremacy of one Greek state over others—and it is this theme that is much more visible in Thucydides’s account. As Thucydides tells the story (at 1.95–97), the Athenian-led Delian League was a direct successor of the alliance of Greek states that fought against Persia. Athens took over sole leadership when the Spartans withdrew from the alliance, and then steadily increased its power and control until the alliance had evolved into an empire. Although active conflict with Persia came to an end by the middle of the fifth century (probably formalized with a peace agreement, although Thucydides does not report this), the idea that Athens’s earlier hostility to Persia justified its position of leadership persisted. Thucydides tends to introduce this idea in a rather oblique way, by making characters in his history dismiss these sorts of arguments as trite or irrelevant (e.g., at 1.73.2, 5.89, and 6.83.3). But it is clear from other sources that these justifications were widespread in Athenian discourse in the fifth century (and beyond): the Athenians had saved the Greeks from the Persians and the Greeks therefore owed them something in return—namely, the right to rule over them. It is this Athenian accumulation of power, and the Greek (and especially the Spartan) response to it, that—for Thucydides—is the key to understanding why the Peloponnesian War broke out.


Thucydides in His World


It should already have become clear that Thucydides’s interpretation of the world in which he lived seems at times to have been idiosyncratic, or at least out of line with what we can reconstruct of popular beliefs of the time. To attempt to understand how he arrived at these views, it will be helpful to look more closely at his own life, background, and intellectual affinities.


Our secure knowledge of Thucydides’s life is based only on the few things he tells us in his work. (Ancient biographies of the historian exist, but these are based on a mixture of hypothesis and fabrication, and should be given no particular credence.) He was an Athenian (1.1.1), and he was present in Athens in the early years of the Peloponnesian War—something we know because he tells us he caught the plague in the great outbreak of 430 (2.48.3). In 424/423 he was one of Athens’s ten generals (4.104.4), but he was sent into a twenty-year exile after his term of office ended, presumably on the basis of his poor performance (5.26.5). We do not know exactly where he spent his exile, although he does tell us in that same passage that it gave him the opportunity to talk to participants on both sides of the conflict, including Peloponnesians. We also do not know if he ever returned to Athens.


Because an Athenian had to be at least thirty years old to be eligible to serve as general, Thucydides must have been born by 454 BCE at the latest. He lived to see the end of the Peloponnesian War, though it is usually assumed (on the grounds of the unfinished state of the work, discussed further below) that he died shortly afterward, at the end of the fifth century or start of the fourth.


Thucydides’s family had gold-mining interests in northeastern Greece (4.105.1), and his father’s name (Olorus) was Thracian. From this, it is usually (and plausibly) inferred that he belonged to the upper socioeconomic stratum of Athenian society: it was typically the wealthiest citizens who had these sorts of international connections, not to mention involvement in highly lucrative mining operations. His service as general is also consistent with this hypothesis. The generalship was one of the few positions in democratic Athens that was chosen by election rather than by random lottery; the role therefore tended to be filled by Athenians with the connections and resources that would allow them to run a successful election campaign.


Thucydides, then, was a wealthy, politically engaged man writing about a war in which he was personally involved and in which both he and his city suffered significantly. His direct stake in this war is worth emphasizing because it is not at all prominent in the narrative he provides. Rather, the historian cultivates an air of detached objectivity, rarely giving us an explicit statement of his own political or ideological views. This stance does not, of course, mean that he had no opinions—it would be a grave mistake to treat Thucydides as an entirely dispassionate, disinterested witness to the events he narrates. But the paucity of explicit statements of opinion does leave considerable scope for disagreement about exactly what his beliefs were. They have to be pieced together from scattered comments and implications in his writing.


Thucydides does give us one clear statement about his political beliefs. On the subject of the moderate democracy that was established in Athens in 411, after the oligarchic coup of the same year, he writes, “This was the first time, at any rate in my lifetime, when the Athenians seem to have had a particularly fine political system. It was a judicious blend that took account of the interests of both the few and the many” (8.97.2). In this regime, the poorest Athenians were excluded from political participation, and a technocratic element, in the form of a committee of “legal commissioners,” provided a level of control and expertise. Thucydides’s approval of this system is consistent with his negative presentation of the more radical democracy that had run Athens since the middle of the fifth century. The democracy, and particularly the democratic assembly (which all Athenian male citizens, including the poorest, could attend), is depicted as making rash decisions, often based on insufficient knowledge, and often driven by greed or excessive ambitions. Athenian democracy (as Thucydides presents it) is also, for the most part, poorly served by its leaders, who are either too willing to pander to the whims of the masses, or too weak to properly control the people’s worst instincts. However, any reconstruction of Thucydides’s political views has to make space for the fact that he was clearly a great admirer of one radical democratic politician—namely, Pericles—though this might be because he saw him as not, at heart, a true democrat: “In theory there continued to be a democracy, but what was important, in fact, was that power was in the hands of the leading man” (2.65.9). In short, although Thucydides’s assessment of the limitations of democracy is relatively clear, there is room for debate about what he thought was the best solution to the problem: a single talented leader, or a reformed political system. In either case, a key point for readers of the History to remember is that the depictions of radical democratic politics that we see in the text are deeply colored by Thucydides’s skepticism about this form of government: this is a pessimist’s view of democratic decision-making.


Thucydides’s political views were probably not atypical among men of his class. The same might be true of his wider intellectual approach, although here we are on much less certain ground in trying to reconstruct the historian’s beliefs. A recurring characteristic of his narrative is cynicism about the sincerity of religious explanations and justifications for the events he describes. He repeatedly questions the value of oracles, for example, and when he reports on states or individuals deploying religious arguments, he tends to suggest that their real motivations were more pragmatic. (We see a good example of this in his description of the exchange of accusations about ancestral curses in the immediate run-up to the outbreak of war, in 1.126–135.1.) In his own narrative, too, he prefers secular explanations over ones relying on religious custom or belief (as, for example, in his explanation for why the Spartans march into battle to the sound of pipes in 5.70.1). The evidence we have does not allow us to call Thucydides an atheist, and absolute denial of the existence or power of the gods would in any case be a very unexpected position in this period. And yet he is certainly alert to the possibility that religion could be exploited for pragmatic ends, and, unlike his great predecessor Herodotus, he is notably reluctant to give religious factors—still less the direct intervention of the gods—any causal power as a historical force.


This critical approach to conventional religious belief is compatible with a larger intellectual trend of the late fifth century with which Thucydides is often linked: that is, “sophistic” thought. The sophists were teachers of philosophy and rhetoric who are typically depicted as having a particular interest in exploring and challenging the conventional ideas of their day. This interest might manifest in various areas. One, as already noted, was questioning established religious beliefs. Another was exploring and exploiting the power of language and persuasion, and particularly the art of presenting counterintuitive or implausible positions (“making the weaker argument the stronger,” as the playwright Aristophanes put it in Clouds). Along with many other, especially Athenian, speakers, the Athenian politician Cleon is portrayed by Thucydides as a master of these rhetorical tricks, though also as someone who (hypocritically) condemns the Athenians’ susceptibility to them (3.38). Another sophistic interest, particularly important in Thucydides’s work, was exploring the balance between “nature” (phusis) and “convention” (nomos). A characteristic sophistic argument was that actions based on “nature” should be privileged, because they were less likely to be clouded by hypocrisy or contingency. This argument could be applied to various spheres of behavior, but particularly to questions of justice and morality: if a society’s views about right and wrong were based only on convention, rather than on any fundamental principles of nature, it might then be possible to argue that they could be ignored.


There is no doubt that Thucydides was aware of arguments of this sort, and it is equally clear that he thought them very relevant to the story he was telling. Above all, it is the overwhelming power of the Athenian empire that provides a context for repeated exploration of the problem of justice and morality. Did the Athenians have to justify their attempt to amass as much power as they could, or was the urge to rule simply a “natural human impulse” (1.76.3), as the Athenians tell the Spartans? And, once they had acquired this power, did they have any moral obligation to restrain themselves from exercising it to the fullest extent, or was this just another piece of convention? As the Athenians at Melos argue, what nature demands is that “the strong do what they can and the weak concede them that right” (5.89). Such arguments recur in the work. However—and this is critically important—they do not appear in Thucydides’s own narration, but instead are voiced by various (especially Athenian) characters in the speeches that punctuate the history. We therefore need to be very cautious about assuming that these were opinions the historian himself endorsed. Indeed, when Thucydides explores the interplay of human nature and social conventions in his narrative, as he does most compellingly in his account of the plague at Athens (2.47–54) and the civil war in Corcyra (3.81–84), the picture that emerges is more complex. There is some consistency with what we find in the speeches, inasmuch as it appears that the natural instincts of humans will tend toward self-interest and the maximization of their own power. But it is far less clear that Thucydides himself thought that was a desirable, or even an inevitable, phenomenon. This, though, is something he never says in quite so many words; rather, he provides a vivid, often horrifying description of what happens to a society when its nomoi start to collapse and phusis takes over.


Where this leaves us is with considerable space for disagreement about exactly what Thucydides’s view of conventional morality was. For some readers, he is an amoralist: a man who had no time for cozy platitudes and who wanted to expose what he saw as the harsh reality of human behavior. For others, he is almost exactly the opposite: someone who saw the dangers of stripping away the conventions that allowed humans, and states, to reach some form of peaceful coexistence. Thucydides, as Buchan observed, saw the institutions around him crumbling, but it might be that this only made him more aware of the importance of those institutions.


Thucydides and (His) History


We have, so far, been skirting around an important question: Why did Thucydides write his History? Was it simply to preserve the story of the war? Or did he have some greater purpose in mind? Before tackling the “why” question, though, we should address the slightly more straightforward issues of “when” and “how.”


Thucydides says (1.1.1) that he started writing his history at the very beginning of the war because he knew from the outset that it would be a major conflict. We need not take this claim to prescience completely at face value: while it is quite plausible that some parts of the work were composed, or at least drafted, in real time, it is also apparent that the text we have was not written in unbroken sequence from beginning to end. The scholarly attempt to reconstruct exactly when the parts were written and in what order is ongoing (and probably never-ending), but it is clear that some passages from earlier parts of the work must have been either produced or substantially revised at a later date, because they show knowledge of the end of the war (for example, 2.65.12 or 5.26).


If Thucydides revised the History as the war went on, that process of revision was almost certainly not completed. The narrative ends in the year 411, fully seven years before the end of the war, and breaks off in the middle of an episode, perhaps even mid-sentence; this is usually seen as the least controversial indication of the work’s unfinished state. The fifth and eighth books of the work have also sometimes been thought to be earlier drafts, because Thucydides’s method of reporting speeches and documentary evidence is notably different (and less complex) in these books from the one he uses elsewhere in the work: almost all speeches are reported in summary rather than written up in full, and the terms of treaties are presented as transcripts rather than incorporated into the narrative. Some have argued, however, that he might have made a deliberate decision to experiment here with a new style of presenting his material. Finally, and most subjectively, some readers find signs of inconsistency in Thucydides’s explanations or interpretations over the course of the work, and think that these might best be explained as reflections of different layers of composition. If he had been able to complete a full final edit of the text (the argument goes), these glitches would have been weeded out.


A note of caution might be useful here. Discussions about composition, revision, and incompleteness can sometimes be based on an assumption that an ancient text would be “published” in a similar way to a modern one. However, while we have absolutely no explicit information about the circulation of the History in Thucydides’s own time, we do know enough about the general literary context to be fairly certain that a model of one-off, definitive publication is unlikely. What is more probable is that smaller parts of the text would have been made available in preliminary versions, and that these parts would then have been brought together to form the whole. This might also be the appropriate place to say that the eight books into the which the work is now divided were not part of Thucydides’s own scheme, but are the result of later editorial intervention.


One reason why we have to keep reminding ourselves of the potentially fluid or provisional nature of the text we have is that it runs counter to Thucydides’s own insistence that his work was a meticulously crafted, definitive, and authoritative piece of writing. The emphasis on this as a written work, which comes at the very start of the History (1.1.1), is highly significant: this is not just a descriptive statement of Thucydides’s working practices, but a programmatic declaration that the project he has undertaken is going to be quite different from what has gone before.


To understand why this is so, we have to detour slightly into the nature of “history” in the late fifth century. Thucydides was not the first person in the Greek world to produce a written history, but he was working in a period when there were still no fixed rules, or even expectations, about what this type of work should look like. Among the areas of uncertainty was the question of how history related to the many other methods the Greeks already used in remembering and recounting the stories of their past, such as poetry, speeches, performances at festivals, and other commemorative activities. One thing these more established modes of remembering the past had in common was that they relied on orally transmitted tales, which in turn reflected a collectively agreed upon (though potentially fluid) version of a community’s history. Whether or not these tales had much basis in the literal truth of earlier events was not really the key point. Rather, what was critical was that these were stories that remained meaningful and useful to the people who told and heard them. It is for this reason that the Homeric epics were often regarded by the Greeks as a sort of “historical” text—not because they report historical facts, but because they provided a mechanism for preserving a version of the past that the Greeks (or, at least, many Greeks) thought important for understanding their world. As we will see, especially in Book One, Thucydides, too, treats Homer as a historical source, and as a historical rival.


This way of reconstructing the past persists also into some of the first written histories, most notably that of Thucydides’s older contemporary Herodotus. To be sure, Herodotus applies a considerable degree of critical scrutiny to the stories he reports, but he still makes collectively remembered, orally transmitted tales of past events central to much of his history. So, to come back to Thucydides, that is why his emphasis on the written nature of his work has been seen as significant: Could this be a way of signaling, from almost the first word, a move away from this world of oral history and toward a quite different way of engaging with the past?


A few paragraphs later, Thucydides provides a more explicit statement of his intention to offer a newly rigorous method of studying the past: “Where the events and action of the war are concerned, however, my policy has been not to write down what I learned from just anyone or my personal opinions, but to do so only once I had investigated everything as meticulously as possible, whether I was present myself at the event or was informed about it by others” (1.22.2). The challenge for Thucydides’s readers is to know how far he actually stuck to this methodology. This is because—unlike modern historians, and in fact also unlike some ancient historians (notably Herodotus)—Thucydides almost never gives us any indication of the sources underpinning his narrative, or the analytical decisions shaping his account of events. We therefore have to take it on trust that he has actually been as careful as he claims to have been. Perhaps he deserves this trust. There are occasions when we can corroborate from independent sources what he tells us, and the results of these comparisons are generally reassuring (the treaty he quotes at 5.47, for example, is partially preserved on a contemporary inscription, and the texts are essentially the same). But there are areas where Thucydides’s take on events seems to have been quite different from that of other contemporary observers: his analysis of the causes of the Peloponnesian War is a crucial example; and the History’s foundational claim—that the Peloponnesian War was a single conflict lasting twenty-seven years, rather than a linked set of smaller wars—appears to have been a position that was far from universally held. When the alternative versions have survived for us to examine, then we can, of course, conduct our own historical scrutiny. But for the vast majority of Thucydides’s narrative we are left reliant not just on his account of the facts but also on his interpretation of them, because he does not provide us with the information we might use to contradict him.


Leaving aside the failure to cite his sources, Thucydides’s approach to researching the narrative of his history might appear quite similar to the methods of modern historiography (which is not a coincidence, because the modern discipline of history has itself been deeply influenced by Thucydides). His methodological excursus at 1.22, however, addresses an aspect of his work that can seem much more alien: that is, the inclusion of speeches. In fact, the presence of speeches was not at all unusual in Greek historiography; it is one of the features of historical writing marking its generic debt to epic poetry. What is distinctive, though, is Thucydides’s attempt to define the relationship of the speeches in his work with speeches that were actually delivered: “What I have written is what I think each speaker is most likely to have needed to say about the immediate issues, while keeping as close as possible to the overall purport of the speech as actually delivered” (1.22.1). This is, even by Thucydides’s often very elliptical standards, an extremely hard sentence to decode, probably because he is trying to claim two things that are not easily compatible: he wants to stick to his overall commitment to truthful reporting while still giving himself the freedom to depart from verbatim accuracy.


What is contested is how much freedom he allowed himself. Some readers of Thucydides regard the speeches as essentially authentic, barring some editing for style and length. Others see them as more or less free compositions: places where the historian gave himself space to explore the themes and problems he thought important, in terms that might never have been used by the people to whom these speeches are attributed. (Did the Athenians, for example, really describe their own empire as a “tyranny,” even among themselves?) Of course, it need not be the case that the same approach was used for all the speeches in his text: some of them might be closer to what was really said; others might be more speculative (the very abstract, almost philosophical, “Melian Dialogue” of 5.84–113 fits best into the second category). Two things are, however, both clear and important. First, that Thucydides has without doubt chosen to include in his text speeches that draw attention to problems that he thought were significant. It is in the speeches that we find the fullest reflections on, for example, the nature of Athenian imperialism, the strengths and weaknesses of Athenian democracy, and the different characteristics of Spartan and Athenian society. The speeches, that is, are where we need to look for the core historical analysis in this work. Second, although the speeches are a forum for analysis, they cannot necessarily be taken as a statement of Thucydides’s own views. This is clear not least from the fact that Thucydides often gives us a pair of opposing speeches, each offering a different perspective on the same issue. The historian’s own opinions, as we have already seen, remain elusive.


The methodological excursus gives an important insight, finally, into how Thucydides intended his work to be consumed. As he put it, “The non-fabulous character of my narrative may well reduce its attractiveness. . . . The work has been composed as a possession for all time rather than a virtuoso performance for a single hearing” (1.22.4). Yet again, we should read this passage not so much as a statement of fact as a piece of rhetorical positioning, and one that is consistent with his opening insistence on the written status of his text. There is certainly a great deal more literary artistry in the History than Thucydides suggests here, not just in the crafting of individual episodes but also in the shaping of the overall structure of the narrative (for example, his decision to juxtapose his description of Athens at its best, in his account of the public funeral at 2.35–46, with Athens at its lowest ebb, in his description of the plague at 2.47–54).


What lies behind Thucydides’s disavowal of the entertainment value of his work is an attempt to distance himself from other, more traditional ways of engaging with the past. Poems, songs, perhaps even other attempts at historical research (many see a dig at Herodotus in these lines), were all designed to be enjoyed as one-off performances. That mode of consumption, Thucydides suggests, does not allow for the sort of close concentration and sustained study that he is going to demand of his audience. And this, in turn, might give us a clue about the sorts of people for whom Thucydides was creating this work: not just an audience that could read, but, more specifically, those with the leisure and resources to read slowly, carefully, and critically—that is, for the people, like Thucydides, who formed the Greek world’s socioeconomic elite. There is, in other words, an ideological consistency between the content and the purpose of the work. Just as Thucydides is doubtful of the ability of the masses to make good political decisions, so he sees the task of acquiring proper knowledge of the past as something that is best conducted by the few, not the many.


Thucydides and Our World


Thucydides’s claim that his work should be a “possession for all time” has very commonly (and rightly) been read as something more than an instruction to his own contemporaries about how they should engage with the text. It also expresses an aspiration that the work should continue to be read long after his own day. This is a fairly common literary conceit, but readers of this text in the generations after Thucydides have tended to take it seriously because of what is said just before: “I will be content if [the History] is judged useful by people who want a clear view of what happened in the past—and, human nature being what it is, of what is going to happen again in the future in an approximate or closely similar way” (1.22.4).


We have already seen that Thucydides wanted to construct an accurate and authoritative account of the past. What emerges here is that he was doing this not just because he thought that past events needed to be remembered (and remembered correctly), but because the past might in some way serve as a model for understanding the future. And this, in turn, can help us understand both some distinctive characteristics of the text and some important themes in its later reception.


Thucydides does not give us a comprehensive account of every event of the Peloponnesian War (even up to 411 where his account ends). This is in some respects an obvious point: no history has ever been, or could ever be, completely exhaustive; selection and organization of a mass of material is one of the historian’s basic tasks. What is distinctive about Thucydides’s approach, though, is that the logic of his selection seems often to be determined precisely by his desire to identify and explain phenomena that, he thought, were “going to happen again.” There are points in his work where it is quite clear that this is what he is doing. For example, he provides just one detailed narrative of an outbreak of civil war in a Greek community (in Corcyra, 3.81–84), but he notes that this sort of conflict was endemic in this period—perhaps even (he suggests) something that might happen in any period, given the consistency of human nature (3.82.2). He is sometimes explicit about the selectivity in his reporting of speeches (e.g., at 3.36.6 and 3.41). Elsewhere, though, we cannot be completely certain whether something that appears in Thucydides’s narrative to be an unusual or unique event was really a one-off, or if we are intended again to extrapolate a more general pattern from this single example. The Athenian treatment of the population of Melos (5.84–116), for example, is distinctive in Thucydides’s narrative for its absolute ruthlessness; modern historians of the Athenian empire, however, wonder whether this sort of behavior was really as unparalleled as Thucydides, on a superficial reading at least, makes it seem.


It is probably a reasonable assumption that Thucydides has applied this practice of focusing on (what he saw as) representative case studies throughout the work, even if not to the same extent in all parts of the work. And this leads to a question: Is Thucydides’s historical agenda—his desire to create an accurate record of the war—in tension with his theoretical agenda? Might his concern to provide posterity with a repository of useful, replicable exempla have led him to produce an account of the war that overemphasizes some of its aspects and neglects others, perhaps even to the extent of being quite misleading? The short answer to that question is that we cannot know for sure, because we do not have any comprehensive alternative analysis of this period that we could use as a control on Thucydides’s account. What we can confidently say, though, and what we should add to the growing list of things to bear in mind when reading the work, is that the simple narration of “what really happened” was not Thucydides’s only, or even primary, objective. He also wanted his work to teach people lessons.


Thucydides’s wish has been granted—at least in that the History has become a text that many people read not because they have a particular (or even any) interest in Greek history of the fifth century BCE, but because they think they can find in it something that is applicable to their own time. This practice began in antiquity. The sixth-century CE historian Procopius, for example, included in his History of the Wars an account of the Justinianic plague that was closely modeled on Thucydides’s narrative of the plague, and that followed its Thucydidean exemplar in using the description of the disease as a springboard for a wider exploration of social and political morality. It became very visible again in the early modern period, most famously in the work of the philosopher Thomas Hobbes, who published a translation of the History in 1629. Hobbes found in Thucydides’s text, and particularly in the narrative, a warning for his own turbulent times: a tale of bellicose and unprincipled leaders dragging a state into an ill-advised war. He also perhaps saw in Thucydides a model for himself: a precariously positioned intellectual who could not directly criticize the political regime in which he lived, and so chose instead to offer oblique criticism through the medium of history (doubly oblique, of course, in Hobbes’s case, because the history was one of a different time and place).


It was in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, however, that the most fully fledged “theoretical” Thucydides emerged. The newly created discipline of International Relations found in the History both validation and inspiration for its own attempts to theorize the behavior of states, and to construct models that might be able not only to explain but also to predict and guide foreign policy decisions. For much of the second half of the twentieth century, Thucydides was co-opted above all by the “Realist” school of international theory: that is, those who argued that the sphere of foreign politics was one where moral judgments had no place, and where self-interest, power, and security should be the guiding principles. Through (often very selective) reading of Thucydides’s work, and particularly its speeches, these theorists found what they saw as validation for their proposition that these were immutable, eternal laws of foreign politics, laws that were as applicable to the behavior of the contemporary United States and Soviet Union as they were to fifth-century BCE Athens and Sparta.


The superficial similarities between the bipolar conflict of the Cold War and the struggle between the rival Athenian and Spartan power blocs doubtless made these comparisons easier, especially because parallels could also be drawn between the (allegedly) freedom-loving democracy on one side of the conflict and the secretive, repressive regime on the other. But what is striking is that the urge to apply this Thucydides-derived model of power politics to the contemporary world has survived long beyond the fall of the Berlin Wall: its most recent application (in the shape of the so-called Thucydides Trap) takes the form of an attempt to use Thucydides’s text to predict the shape of a future conflict between the United States and China. Also striking is that, as Realist theory has lost its dominant position in International Relations, Thucydides does not seem to have become any less central. Rather, he has been reappropriated in support of a whole range of different theoretical positions. In particular, he is now often enlisted in support of “Constructivist” theory, a model in which ideals and ideology are more important to understanding foreign policy than raw calculations of power and self-interest.


If Thucydides, then, were somehow observing us from the afterlife, he might be satisfied that his readers are still using his history—and have been using it for a long time—to try to obtain a “clear view” of the events of their own time. What is less certain is whether he would also be pleased that no one seems to have been able to reach a settled conclusion about what, exactly, he wanted us to see so clearly. The fact that the message of the work seems so elusive is, of course, one of the reasons it is still so compelling; but another thing that is elusive is whether Thucydides in fact ever intended anyone to be able to locate a single message in the text, or was less interested in providing the answer to the problems he described than he was in the process of identifying those problems. We might, indeed, wonder whether Thucydides even thought that an answer was achievable. His statement of intention at 1.22.4 promises only that readers will be able to recognize the phenomena he describes, if and when they recur, not that they will be able to do anything to change the course of events. In case we miss the point, he makes it again when introducing his meticulous description of the symptoms of the plague: “For my part, I shall simply describe what happened and explain its features so that, securely armed with this foreknowledge, people may not find themselves ignorant should it ever occur again” (2.48.3).


Equipped with Thucydides’s description, we will be able to diagnose the disease from which we are suffering. But, since there is no possible cure, an agonizing death is still more or less inevitable. The only benefit of having read Thucydides, that is, is that we will know what it is that’s killing us. But maybe that is enough of a reason to read the History: to understand rather better not just the world in which Thucydides lived, but also the endless potential of human beings to make their own worlds both worse and better.


—P. L.
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Book One




The background to the war. Introduction, and early history of Greece (1.1–19); statement of methodology and aims (1.20–23.3); immediate causes of the war (ca. 435–433/432: 1.23.4–1.88); underlying cause of the war: the growth of Athenian power in the period after the Persian Wars (479–ca. 440: 1.89–118); second meeting of the Peloponnesian League at Sparta (432: 1.119–125); further historical background, including digressions on Cylon, Themistocles, and Pausanias (1.126–138); the final Spartan ultimatum and Pericles’s reply (432: 1.139–146).





1. Thucydides of Athens wrote this account of the war between the Peloponnesians and the Athenians.* He started writing as soon as hostilities began, since he anticipated not just a major conflict, but one that would be more significant than any that had gone before. He thought this because both sides came into the war when they were at the height of their powers in terms of their preparedness in every department, and he saw that the rest of the Greeks were joining one side or the other, some immediately and others planning to do so.


*


[2] This was certainly the greatest upheaval that had ever happened to the Greeks, and a substantial portion of the non-Greek world was involved as well; it is hardly an exaggeration to say that the majority of humankind was affected.* [3] For although the lapse of time made it impossible for me to find out for certain about the period before the war and the even remoter past, nevertheless the evidence that I came to trust as I looked as far back as possible led me to believe that those periods were not on as great a scale where their conflicts were concerned or in any other respect. 2. It seems that, long ago, the land that is now called Greece was not securely settled, but in former times migration was the norm, with each group of people readily abandoning their territory every time they were overpowered by others more numerous than themselves. [2] There was no commerce, and people were wary of interacting with one another by land or sea. Each group of people sustained life from their own territory, but they produced no surplus wealth and did not cultivate the land, since they had no defensive walls and never knew when an invader might take it from them. So, because they believed that they could secure enough food for their daily livelihood wherever they might be, it was easy for them to go and live elsewhere, and hence they had no settlements of any size or any other resources to make them strong.


[3] It was especially the most fertile land that kept seeing changes of population—that is, the regions that are now called Thessaly and Boeotia, most of the Peloponnese (except for Arcadia), and the best land elsewhere. [4] In some places, the growth of power occasioned by the fertility of the land led to internal strife and destruction, and at the same time made these places more a target of intrigues by outsiders. [5] At any rate, Attica, where the soil is thin, has been free of such strife from the earliest times and has always been inhabited by the same people. [6] No slight proof of my point, that migration was responsible for the failure of the rest of Greece to develop to the same extent, is furnished by the fact that the most capable people who were driven out from other parts of Greece by war or civil strife withdrew to Athens because of its stability and, in a process that started long ago, increased the city’s population by becoming citizens. In fact later the Athenians even sent colonies to Ionia, since Attica could not support them.*


3. There is another factor that, to my mind, clearly demonstrates the weakness of the ancient Greeks. This is that before the Trojan War Greece seems never to have embarked on any collective action. [2] Nor, I think, was the country as a whole even known yet as “Greece.” It seems rather to have been the case that, in the time before Hellen, the son of Deucalion,* this designation did not even exist, and places gained their names from the various peoples, especially and predominantly the Pelasgians.* But when Hellen and his sons became powerful in Phthiotis,* and their intervention was requested by other cities, one by one the peoples increasingly began to be called Greeks [Hellēnes] as a result of their intercourse with one another, although it took a long time for the name to supersede all others.


[3] Homer is my best witness here, because although he was born a long time after the Trojan War, he never calls the peoples as a whole “Greeks,” and he reserves this name exclusively for those who served with Achilles and came from Phthiotis, who were the original Greeks. In the poems he calls them “Danaans,” “Argives,” and “Achaeans.” Nor does he use the term “barbarian” either, and I think this is because Greeks were yet to be separated off and brought under a single competing name. [4] So the various peoples who came to be called Greeks—both those who spoke the same language and gained the name city by city and all those who were called Greeks later—were too weak before the Trojan War and had too little contact with one another for any collective action.


Even for this expedition they united only when they were more experienced mariners. 4. The first person we hear about who had a navy was Minos.* He made himself the master of most of what is now the Greek sea—that is, he brought the Cyclades islands under his sway and was the first to colonize most of them, once he had driven out the Carians* and installed his own sons as governors. He also did his best to clear the sea of pirates, as one would expect, so as to protect his growing revenues. 5. For long ago, as soon as traveling here and there by ship became more common, the Greeks and the barbarians who lived on the mainland coast* and on the islands took up piracy, following the lead of their most powerful men, who were motivated by personal gain and the desire to support their weaker dependents. They used to attack and plunder communities that were unwalled and made up of villages; this was, in fact, their main source of livelihood, since the enterprise did not yet carry any stigma, but was even considered quite honorable. [2] Witness some of the inhabitants of mainland Greece even today, who count success in this activity as creditable, and the old poets, who always address the same question to men arriving by sea. “Are you pirates?” they ask, on the understanding that neither would those of whom the question was asked disavow the occupation, nor would those who wanted to know hold it against them.


[3] They raided one another on land as well, and even today the old predatory ways are commonly found in Greece among the Ozolian Locrians, the Aetolians, the Acarnanians, and in that part of the mainland in general,* and as a result of their long-entrenched brigandage the habit of bearing arms has survived among these mainlanders. 6. People used to bear arms everywhere in Greece because their settlements were unprotected and travel was dangerous; weapons were a normal part of their lives, as they are among barbarians. [2] The fact that in the regions of Greece that I mentioned people still live this way indicates that the same practice was once followed everywhere.


[3] The Athenians were the first to discard their weapons and adopt a relaxed and more graceful lifestyle. In fact, because of this taste for luxury it was only recently that well-off older Athenians stopped wearing linen tunics and binding the hair on their heads into a topknot fastened with golden grasshopper brooches. Hence, because Ionians and Athenians are kin,* this style of dress persisted for a long time among the older generation of Ionians as well. [4] The Lacedaemonians, on the other hand, were the first to adopt moderate clothing and set the current trend, and wealthier Lacedaemonians made sure that their way of life in general was not markedly different from that of the rest of their fellow citizens. [5] They were also the first to strip naked and to rub oil into their bodies after exercising naked in public. In the old days, however, even in the Olympic games athletes used to compete with loincloths covering their genitals. The practice ended only quite recently. Among the barbarians there are still today, especially in Asia, those who wear loincloths for their boxing and wrestling contests. [6] These are far from being the only respects one could adduce in which early life in Greece resembled the way barbarians live today.


7. More recently founded cities, with plentiful wealth due to increased expertise at seafaring, were built right on the coasts with defensive walls and with each of them occupying an isthmus; that way, both trade and defense against their neighbors were facilitated. The long persistence of piracy, however, meant that older settlements, on the islands as well as the mainland, were usually built away from the coast, because the pirates used to raid not only one another but also non-seagoing coastal settlements. Still today these older settlements retain their inland locations.


8. The islanders—Carians and Phoenicians, by whom most of the islands were settled—were just as implicated in piracy.* Their ethnicity is proved by the fact that when Delos was purified by the Athenians during the current war and the graves of people who had died on the island were removed,* more than half of the dead proved to be Carians, who were identifiable by the style of the weaponry that was interred along with them and by the method of burial, which is still customary in Caria. [2] But once Minos had built his navy, sea traffic increased, because in the course of his colonization of most of the islands he expelled the criminals from them, [3] and coastal populations were able to focus more on acquiring wealth and began to live in greater security. Some of them even set about surrounding their settlements with walls, on the strength of their new prosperity. In their desire for profit, weaker peoples submitted to the domination of the stronger, and the more powerful, with their plentiful wealth, attached smaller communities to themselves as subordinates.* [4] This process was already well advanced when, in the course of time, they launched the campaign against Troy.*


9. It seems to me, then, that it was because Agamemnon* was the most powerful man of his time that he was able to muster the expeditionary force for Troy, rather than because he was joined by the suitors of Helen, who were bound by the oaths they had sworn to Tyndareus.* [2] Those of the Peloponnesians who have received the clearest account by word of mouth from their forebears say that Pelops was the first to acquire power there, thanks to the great wealth that he brought with him from Asia to a land populated by poor people,* and that even though he was an immigrant the place was named after him. And they say that later his descendants became even greater, after the death of Eurystheus* in Attica at the hands of the Heracleidae.* When Eurystheus set out on his expedition, he entrusted Mycenae and the rest of his kingdom to Atreus because of their kinship (Atreus was his mother’s brother and had been banished by his father for the killing of Chrysippus),* and when Eurystheus failed to return, Atreus became the king of Mycenae and everywhere else that Eurystheus had ruled. The Mycenaeans had no objection because they were afraid of the Heracleidae and recognized Atreus’s abilities, and also because Atreus had ingratiated himself with the general populace. And so the descendants of Pelops became greater than the descendants of Perseus.


[3] In my opinion, then, it was because Agamemnon inherited this kingdom and made himself the greatest naval power that he was able to gather troops and launch the expedition, and I think this was due more to his being an object of fear than to his being the recipient of others’ goodwill. After all, as Homer has stated clearly—if Homer’s evidence is to be trusted—Agamemnon seems to have gone there with more ships than anyone else and to have given the Arcadians theirs as well. [4] Moreover, in the passage on the transmission of the scepter, Homer states that Agamemnon was “the lord of many islands and all Argos.”* Now, since he was a mainlander, if he lacked a navy he would not have been the ruler of any islands except local ones, and they would not have counted as “many.”


[5] It is on the basis of this expedition that we are obliged to infer what earlier times were like. 10. The fact that Mycenae was a small place, or that some other town of that era does not nowadays seem to be of any significance, is not a valid reason to doubt that the expeditionary force was as large as the poets say and as tradition claims. [2] If Sparta were deserted and all that remained were its sanctuaries and the foundations of buildings, I think that with the advance of time future generations would find it very hard to believe that its power had been as great as its fame suggested. And yet the Lacedaemonians are the masters of two of the five parts of the Peloponnese and the leaders of the Peloponnese as a whole, and have an extensive alliance outside it. Nevertheless, because the city is not a compact unit and is not equipped with sumptuous sanctuaries and buildings, but consists of separate villages in the old Greek way, it would seem inferior to its reputation. On the other hand, if the same thing happened to Athens, on the basis of its mere appearance its power would be inferred to be double what it actually is.


[3] Doubt is unwarranted, then. The most sensible course is to judge cities by their power rather than by what they look like, and it is reasonable to believe that the Trojan expedition was greater than any earlier ones, but smaller than those of today—that is, again, if we can trust Homer’s account in this instance too, when he may very well have embellished and exaggerated, seeing that he was a poet. But, even so, it seems that the expedition was on a relatively small scale. [4] In Homer’s account, the fleet consisted of 1,200 vessels, with the Boeotian ships crewed by 120 men and those of Philoctetes by 50. In saying this, I think he was indicating the extremes, the largest and smallest ships; at any rate, these are the only ships the size of which is given in the Catalog of Ships. That the oarsmen were also fighters he spells out in the case of Philoctetes’s ships, when he says that the rowers were all bowmen. Apart from the kings and the highest-ranking officers, it is unlikely that there were many people on the ships who were not crewmen, especially since they were going to cross the open sea with military equipment on board, and their ships were not decked but made in the old piratical style. [5] So if we look at the sizes of the largest and smallest ships, we can see that not very many men were involved, considering that it was a combined expedition from the whole of Greece.


11. The reason for this was not so much shortage of men as poverty. Because of the difficulty of obtaining supplies, they took a fairly small army, of a size that they could expect to be able to live off the land during the campaign. They won a battle on arrival—evidently, because otherwise they could not have built the defensive wall for their camp—but even then they do not seem to have made use of all the forces at their disposal, but were driven by the shortage of supplies to take up farming the Chersonese and pillage. The dispersal of their forces made it easier for the Trojans to hold their own in the struggle for ten years, since they were a match for however many soldiers were left behind at any time. [2] If the Greeks had come with plentiful supplies and had stayed all together without going out on plundering raids and without any farming—that is, if they had prosecuted the war without interruption—they would easily have won, since they held their own even with their forces divided and only some of them there at any given time; and if they had invested the city and put it under siege, it would not have taken them so long or so much effort to capture Troy. [3] But thanks to their poverty, not only were earlier expeditions feeble, but even this one, more renowned than those that went before, is shown by the facts not to live up to its reputation and the tradition about it that the poets have perpetuated.


12. Even after the Trojan War, of course, migration and settlement continued and denied Greece time for peaceful growth. [2] The long delay in the return of the Greeks from Troy was the cause of a great deal of turbulence; civil strife pervaded the cities, leading to new foundations by political exiles. [3] For instance, the present-day Boeotians were driven out of Arne* by the Thessalians in the sixtieth year after the fall of Troy and settled the land that is now called Boeotia, but was previously known as Cadmeïs.* (In fact, however, a splinter group of Boeotians had taken over this land earlier, and it was some of them who went on the expedition to Troy.) Then again, it was in the eightieth year after the fall of Troy that the Dorians and Heracleidae took possession of the Peloponnese. [4] It was far from straightforward and it required many years, but eventually Greece gained peace and security, and once such exoduses had come to an end they even sent out colonies. The Athenians founded settlements in Ionia and most of the islands, the Peloponnesians in much of Italy and Sicily, and also here and there in Greece. These foundations all postdate the Trojan War.


13. As Greece became more powerful and placed more importance on the acquisition of wealth than before, it became very common for the cities to fall under tyrannies, whereas previously there had been hereditary kingships with specified prerogatives. Their revenues were increasing and the Greeks began to equip themselves with navies and take more to the sea. [2] The Corinthians are said to have been the first to adopt something like the modern approach to shipbuilding, and Corinth is said to have been the first place in Greece where triremes were made. [3] It also seems that a Corinthian shipwright called Ameinocles made four ships for the Samians; his sojourn on Samos took place about 300 years before the end of the current war.* [4] Moreover, the earliest recorded sea battle was fought by the Corinthians against the Corcyreans; it took place about 260 years before the same date.* [5] Corinth, located as it is on the Isthmus, was a commercial center from the earliest times. In the old days, the Greeks, both those within the Peloponnese and those outside it, used to communicate with one another by land more than by sea, and since they passed through their territory the Corinthians became prosperous and powerful, as the early poets indicate by calling the place “wealthy Corinth.” Then, when the Greeks started to take more to the sea, the Corinthians equipped themselves with a navy and set about suppressing piracy. Since it was a center for trade by both land and sea, the city’s revenues enabled it to remain powerful.


[6] Later, at the time of the reigns of Cyrus, the first king of the Persian empire, and his son Cambyses,* it was the Ionians who became a naval power, and during their conflict with Cyrus they were the masters of the sea in their area for a while. Polycrates, who was the tyrant of Samos when Cambyses was on the throne, used his naval strength to make some of the other islands subject to him, including Rhenea,* which he seized and dedicated to Delian Apollo. And at the time when they were founding Massalia,* the Phocaeans defeated the Carthaginians at sea.


14. These were the most powerful navies, but it seems that even they, many generations after the Trojan War, had few triremes and were still equipped with penteconters and other kinds of warships, as earlier navies had been. [2] It was only shortly before the Persian invasion and the death of Darius, the Persian king after Cambyses, that there was a good number of triremes in the navies of the Sicilian tyrants and the Corcyreans, which were the last important navies to be established in Greece before Xerxes’s expedition.* [3] The Aeginetans, Athenians, and a few others had navies, but only small ones, made up mostly of penteconters. The Athenians were latecomers when, because they were at war with the Aeginetans and expecting the Persians to invade, they were persuaded by Themistocles* to build the ships they used in the war. This was before the fully decked type of warship existed.


15. That is what the Greek navies of both earlier and more recent times were like. Nevertheless, those states that took seafaring seriously became extremely strong thanks to the increase in their revenues and to their domination of others. For these states, especially those whose territories were insufficient, used to sail to the islands and make them subject to themselves. [2] But on land no conflict took place that resulted in any significant increase in power. The only conflicts that did take place on land were disputes between some state or other and its neighbors. No distant campaigns abroad with the object of subjecting others were undertaken by the Greeks, because the greatest states had not yet formed leagues of subject allies, nor, conversely, did cities of their own accord join others as equal partners in shared campaigns; it was more the case that neighboring states fought each other one against one. [3] The exception that proves the rule is the war that was fought long ago between Chalcis and Eretria, when the rest of Greece was largely divided into alliances with one side or the other.*


16. Obstacles to growth differed from place to place. The Ionians were making good progress, but then King Cyrus and the Persians, after defeating Croesus,* campaigned against all Asia Minor between the Halys river and the sea and subjugated the cities there. And later Darius gained control of the islands as well with his Phoenician navy.* 17. And the tyrants who ruled Greek cities cared for nothing except their own interests—their personal safety and the advancement of their own households—with the result that, by and large, they managed their cities with a view to safety. They therefore have no significant military achievements to their name and all they undertook were occasional offensives against neighbors (which, in Sicily, led to an immense increase in the tyrants’ power). And so one way or another Greece was for a long time prevented from uniting and achieving anything notable, and every community was governed by unadventurous policies.


18. Eventually, the tyrants in Athens and elsewhere in Greece (which had largely been under tyrants even before Athens was) were put down by the Lacedaemonians—or at least most of them were, and this was the last generation of tyrants except in Sicily. For even though Sparta, after its foundation by the Dorians who still occupy it today, was racked by civil unrest for longer than any other state we know of, nevertheless it enjoyed good government from a very early period and was never ruled by a tyrant, because it has had the same constitution for somewhat more than four hundred years, reckoning to the end of the current war.* That is why they were in a position to settle matters in other states.


The fall of the tyrants in Greece took place not long before the Battle of Marathon between the Persians and the Athenians.* [2] Ten years later, the barbarians returned to Greece with their great armada, planning to reduce the Greeks to servitude. Given the seriousness of the impending danger, the Lacedaemonians, as the preeminent power, assumed leadership of the Greek alliance, while the Athenians decided to abandon their city as the Persians approached. They packed up their belongings, took to their ships, and became mariners. Although by working together the Greeks did succeed in repelling the barbarians, only a few years later they—not only those who had fought against him, but also Greek rebels from the King*—were split between the Athenians and the Lacedaemonians, manifestly the two greatest powers, with the Lacedaemonians strong on land and the Athenians at sea. [3] So the alliance between the Lacedaemonians and the Athenians lasted for only a few years before they fell out and, joined by their allies, went to war with each other. Other Greeks who had maintained their neutrality now began to join one side or the other. The upshot was that over the whole period from the Persian invasion to the current conflict, although there were occasional truces, they were very often fighting each other or rebellious allies, and so they became well prepared for warfare and very experienced in it by practicing in battlefield conditions.


19. Now, Sparta took no tribute from the members of the league of which it was the head, but made sure that they had oligarchic constitutions and served Lacedaemonian interests exclusively. The Athenians, by contrast, gradually took over their allies’ ships (except those of Chios and Lesbos) and assigned all of them rates of tribute that they were required to pay.* So the two sides individually were more prepared for this war than they had been when they were at their strongest earlier, with their alliance against the Persians intact.


20. These, then, are my conclusions about the early history of Greece. It is difficult to trust absolutely every piece of evidence, however, because people can be counted on to accept what they are told about past events in an uncritical frame of mind, even if they concern their own country. [2] For example, most Athenians believe that Hipparchus was tyrant when he was killed by Harmodius and Aristogeiton.* What they fail to realize is that it was Hippias who was the ruler, since he was the eldest of Peisistratus’s sons, and that Hipparchus and Thessalus were his younger brothers. What happened was that, on that fateful day and indeed in the nick of time, Harmodius and Aristogeiton suspected that their fellow conspirators had informed on them to Hippias, and so they left him alone, assuming he had been forewarned. But wanting to do something, however risky, before they were arrested, when they came across Hipparchus by the shrine called the Leocoreum, where he was marshaling the Panathenaic parade,* they killed him. [3] Other Greeks too have plenty of false beliefs about even the present, things not yet forgotten over the course of time; they believe, for example, where the Spartan kings are concerned, that each of them casts not one vote but two, and that the Lacedaemonian army has a Pitanate division, which never even existed.* This just goes to show how little trouble most people take to track down the truth; they would rather resort to easily available information.


21. In view of the evidence I have presented, however, it would not be a mistake to think that things happened more or less as I have related. The embellished and exaggerated versions of the poets should not be regarded as more trustworthy, nor the accounts compiled by prose-writers that are designed to please the ear rather than arrive at the truth. Their versions are unverifiable and most of them through time have won their way into the realm of the fabulous, scarcely a trustworthy source. My conclusions, however, can be regarded as sufficiently based on the most perspicuous evidence that is available for events of such antiquity. [2] It may be that it is human nature for people to judge the war they are currently fighting as the greatest there has ever been (and when it is over to be more impressed by older ones), but an impartial consideration of what actually happened will show that there really has never been a greater war than the current one.


22. As regards the speeches delivered by this person or that in the lead-up to the war or already during it, it was not easy to recall accurately the actual words that were spoken, whether I heard the speech myself or it was one that was delivered elsewhere and reported to me. What I have written is what I think each speaker is most likely to have needed to say about the immediate issues, while keeping as close as possible to the overall purport of the speech as actually delivered.* [2] Where the events and action of the war are concerned, however, my policy has been not to write down what I learned from just anyone or my personal opinions, but to do so only once I had investigated everything as meticulously as possible, whether I was present myself at the event or was informed about it by others. [3] This was a laborious form of investigation because those present at particular events gave different accounts of the same things, depending on which side they favored and how good their memory was. [4] The non-fabulous character of my narrative may well reduce its attractiveness, but I will be content if it is judged useful by people who want a clear view of what happened in the past—and, human nature being what it is, of what is going to happen again in the future in an approximate or closely similar way. The work has been composed as a possession for all time rather than a virtuoso performance for a single hearing.*


23. The greatest action of the past was the Persian invasion, yet it was swiftly decided by two battles at sea and two on land.* The current war, however, went on for a very long time and during it Greece was afflicted by worse suffering than in any comparable span of time. [2] The number of towns captured and laid waste either by barbarians or by Greeks as they fought one another was unprecedented; on their capture some were even resettled with new inhabitants. The number of people exiled or killed as a result of the war itself or internal unrest was also unprecedented. [3] Phenomena that one used to hear about but which were seldom confirmed by fact now became credible: earthquakes damaged more land than ever before and were of a greater magnitude; solar eclipses happened more frequently, judging by the records of such events in the past; some places were afflicted by severe drought and consequent famine; and then there was the most destructive thing of all, which caused the deaths of a good portion of the population—the plague.* All these calamities attacked at the same time along with the war.


[4] It was started by the Athenians and the Peloponnesians when they broke the treaty, the Thirty-Year Peace that they had entered into after the fall of Euboea.* [5] To explain why they broke it, I have prefaced my narrative with an account of their complaints and contentions, so that in the future no one will have to try to find out how the Greeks became embroiled in such a major conflict. [6] In my opinion, the truest cause, even if it was never openly stated, was the growth of Athenian power, which frightened the Lacedaemonians and made them feel that they had to go to war; but the reasons that were publicly stated by one side or the other, which led to the breaking of the treaty and the outbreak of war, were as follows.


*


24. The city of Epidamnus is situated on the east coast of the Adriatic; its neighbors are the barbarian Taulantians, an Illyrian people. [2] Epidamnus is a Corcyrean colony, but it was founded by Phalius, son of Eratocleides, a Corinthian of the Heracleidae clan, who was summoned from the mother city in accordance with traditional custom. There were also some Corinthians and other Dorians among the original settlers. [3] As time passed, Epidamnus became a powerful city with a sizable population, [4] but after a period of civil discord that apparently lasted for many years, they suffered terrible losses in warfare with the neighboring barbarians and their power was severely reduced. [5] In the period immediately preceding the current war, the democrats expelled the aristocrats, who then attacked with the support of the barbarians and began to send raiding parties against those in the city by land and sea. [6] Finding themselves in trouble, the Epidamnians from the city sent a delegation to Corcyra, as the mother city, asking them not to stand by while they were destroyed, but to effect a reconciliation between them and the exiles and to bring the fighting with the barbarians to an end. [7] They made this plea while seated as suppliants in the sanctuary of Hera, but the Corcyreans rejected their supplication and sent them away empty-handed.


25. The news that the Corcyreans were refusing to help them left the Epidamnians in a quandary, and they sent emissaries to Delphi to ask the god if they should entrust the city to the Corinthians, as its original founders, and try to get help in some form from them. And the god replied that they should do so—that they should place themselves under the leadership of the Corinthians. [2] The Epidamnians went to Corinth and handed the colony over as the oracle had instructed. Pointing out that their city had been founded by a Corinthian, they told the Corinthians what the oracle had said and asked them not to let them be destroyed, but to come to their aid.


[3] The Corinthians felt that it was only right for them to help and they promised to do so; they regarded Epidamnus as just as much their colony as the Corcyreans’, and they were in any case angry with the Corcyreans for not treating them with the respect that was due from colonists. [4] At their joint festivals the Corcyreans were failing to grant them the customary privileges or serve a Corinthian with the first portion of a sacrificial victim as their other colonists did. This Corcyrean disdain for the Corinthians was due to the fact that, at that time, they were a match for the wealthiest Greek states in terms of their financial power and were more powerful in terms of their military resources. They boasted of the considerable superiority of their navy, occasionally even on the ground that those famous mariners, the Phaeacians, had been the original inhabitants of the island.* Motivated by this conceit, they strengthened their navy even more, until they had real power: at the start of the war they had 120 triremes. 26. With all these grievances, the Corinthians were happy to help Epidamnus; they encouraged volunteers to go there as settlers, and they sent a garrison made up of soldiers from Ambracia and Leucas as well as their own men. [2] They took the overland route to Apollonia, a Corinthian colony, because they were worried that the Corcyreans might make it impossible for them to get through if they went there by sea.


[3] The Corcyreans were furious when they found out that the settlers and garrison troops had reached Epidamnus and that the colony had been given over to the Corinthians. They immediately launched 25 ships, supplemented later by another squadron, and haughtily ordered the Epidamnians to dismiss the settlers and the garrison and to take back the exiles. (The exiled Epidamnians had gone to Corcyra and asked the Corcyreans to restore them to Epidamnus, bolstering their petition by pointing to their ancestors’ tombs and reminding the Corcyreans of their kinship.) [4] When the Epidamnians complied with none of these demands, the Corcyreans began operations against them with a force consisting of 40 ships, as well as the exiles they were intending to restore, and the Illyrians too. [5] They took up a position close to the city and issued a proclamation to the effect that any Epidamnian who so wished could leave unharmed, and that the same went for the new arrivals too, while all those who remained would be regarded as enemies. The Epidamnians ignored this proclamation, so the Corcyreans put the city, which was situated on an isthmus, under siege.


27. When the Corinthians were told about the siege by messengers who reached them from Epidamnus, they set about raising a force to send there, as well as proclaiming the colonization of Epidamnus, and promising that all who chose to go would enjoy fair and equal rights of citizenship. If someone was reluctant to go right away but wanted to participate in the settlement program, he could deposit fifty Corinthian drachmas and remain behind. Many people either set sail for Epidamnus or put money down. [2] The Corinthians were worried that the Corcyreans might make it impossible for them to get through, and so they also asked the Megarians to provide them with ships for the fleet. Megara set about getting 8 ships ready for the Corinthians, and Pale in Cephallenia 4. Epidaurus responded to the plea with 5 ships, Hermione with 1, Troezen with 2,* Leucas with 10, and Ambracia with 8. From Thebes and Phleious they requested money, and from Elis unmanned ships and money. The Corinthians themselves were preparing a force of 30 ships and 3,000 hoplites.


28. When the Corcyreans found out about the steps the Corinthians were taking, they went to Corinth, taking with them delegates from Sparta and Sicyon, and demanded that the Corinthians withdraw not only the troops they had in Epidamnus but the new settlers, too, who had no claim to the place. [2] If the Corinthians disputed this, the Corcyreans would gladly accept arbitration in the Peloponnese by states that were acceptable to both sides, and the dispute would be settled in favor of whichever of them was adjudged to have a right to the colony. They would also be just as happy to entrust the decision to the oracle in Delphi. [3] They warned the Corinthians not to start a war. Otherwise, they said, if the Corinthians left them no choice, self-interest would compel them to look beyond their current friendships and make friends where they would prefer not to. [4] The Corinthians replied that if the Corcyreans withdrew their fleet and the barbarians from Epidamnus, they would think about how to proceed, but meanwhile arbitration was inappropriate while Epidamnus was under siege. [5] In response the Corcyreans said that if the Corinthians too withdrew their people from Epidamnus, they would comply with their demands. And finally they expressed their willingness for both sides to remain where they were with a truce in place until a decision had been reached.


29. The Corinthians would have none of it. Once they had crews for their ships and their allies had arrived, they first sent a herald ahead to declare war on the Corcyreans, and then they set out with 70 ships and 7,000 hoplites and sailed for Epidamnus and war with the Corcyreans. [2] The generals in command of the fleet were Aristeus, son of Pellichus; Callicrates, son of Callias; and Timanor, son of Timanthes; while Archetimus, son of Eurytimus, and Isarchidas, son of Isarchus, were in command of the land forces. [3] When they reached Actium—the site of the sanctuary of Apollo—which lies in the territory of Anactorium at the mouth of the Ambracian Gulf, the Corcyreans sent a herald to the Corinthians in a small boat to try to deter them from sailing against them. At the same time, they were recruiting crews for their fleet, which had been overhauled: the older ships were braced to make them seaworthy and the rest were repaired. [4] When the herald reported that the Corinthians had shown no desire for peace, and once the Corcyreans’ ships were fully manned (they had 80 ships, since 40 were blockading Epidamnus), they too put to sea, deployed for battle, and engaged. [5] It was an outright victory for the Corcyreans, with 15 of the Corinthians’ ships destroyed. By coincidence, this happened on the same day that their men besieging Epidamnus forced the city to come to terms, the agreement being that they could sell the new arrivals into slavery and keep the Corinthians as prisoners of war pending further decisions.


30. After the battle, the Corcyreans erected a trophy at Leucimme, a cape in their territory, and killed all their prisoners except for the Corinthians. [2] The Corinthians and their allies returned home after this defeat, leaving the Corcyreans as masters of the entire sea thereabouts. In fact, later they sailed to Leucas, a Corinthian colony, where they ravaged the farmland, and then they burned the Eleans’ harbor at Cyllene, because they had given the Corinthians ships and money. [3] The Corcyreans retained their mastery at sea for a long time after the battle and launched destructive assaults by sea against Corinthian allies, until early in the summer the suffering of their allies induced the Corinthians to dispatch ships and a land army. They encamped at Actium and near Cheimerium in Thesprotis* in order to mount a guard over Leucas and the other friendly local peoples. [4] The Corcyreans responded by making a base for their own ships and men at Leucimme. Neither fleet made a move against the other, but they spent the summer encamped opposite each other, and when winter came both sides returned home.


31. The war with the Corcyreans angered the Corinthians and they spent what was left of the year after the battle, and the following year, building ships and making ready the strongest naval force they could; the wages they offered enabled them to gather oarsmen not only from the Peloponnese itself, but from all over Greece. [2] The reports they received of the Corinthians’ preparations worried the Corcyreans and, seeing that they had no treaties in place with other Greeks and had joined neither the Athenian nor the Lacedaemonian alliance, they decided to approach the Athenians for an alliance in an attempt to get their support. [3] On hearing this, the Corinthians too went to Athens to present their case. They were concerned that a combined Athenian and Corcyrean navy would make it impossible for them to settle the war in their favor. [4] An assembly was convened at which both sides made their opposing arguments, and the Corcyreans spoke somewhat as follows:


32. “It is only right, Athenians, that people who approach others with a request for help when, as is the case with us now, they have no claim on their audience as a result of having rendered some notable service or from an alliance—it is only right that they should explain, first and foremost, that what they’re asking for is advantageous, or at least harmless, and, second, that their gratitude is certain. And if they fail to make this clear, they should not take it amiss if they fail to get what they asked for. [2] The Corcyreans sent us here to petition for an alliance, confident that they will be able to give you firm assurances on these points.


[3] “But there is a constant practice of ours that has turned out to be both erratic in relation to you, since now we need your support, and, given present circumstances, disadvantageous for us. [4] Never in the past have we of our own accord entered into an alliance with anyone, yet here we are looking for outside help precisely because as a result of this practice of ours we now stand isolated in our present conflict with the Corinthians. What formerly we took to be prudence—our practice of steering clear of any external alliance, given that it could involve us in sharing the risks of another’s policy—has now turned out to be folly and weakness. [5] It’s true that in the battle that was fought between us we repelled the Corinthians without any help, but now they’re moving against us with a larger force drawn from the Peloponnese and the rest of Greece, and it’s clear to us that we cannot survive by our own strength alone and that we face a considerable risk if we succumb to them. And so we have no choice but to turn for help to you and everyone else. We deserve to be excused, then, if we now presume to contravene our previous policy of nonalignment. It’s not that we are bad people; we just made a mistake.


33. “If you grant our request, it will prove good for you in a number of respects. First, you’ll be helping people who are the victims, not the aggressors. Second, if you accept us as allies when our very existence is at stake, you’ll be putting us in your debt in a way that we are unlikely ever to forget—and we have the greatest navy apart from yours. [2] Consider this: suppose a power that you’d have paid a very great deal to have on your side, and for which you would gladly have incurred an enormous debt of gratitude, comes to you unsolicited, offering itself to you without risk or expense; suppose in addition that it leads to your being widely admired as good people, instills a feeling of gratitude in those you’ll be defending, and increases your military strength. Could any coup be more extraordinary—or more disturbing to your enemies? Throughout history few have met with this combination of benefits, and few have come seeking an alliance who are in a position to offer those from whom they are requesting help as much security and honor as they themselves will receive.


[3] “If any of you imagines that there’s no war looming in which we might be of service to you, he’s misguided. To think this is to fail to see that the Lacedaemonians are being driven to war by their fear of you, and that the Corinthians, who are influential with them and hostile to you, are now trying to overpower us as a preliminary to attacking you. The point is that they don’t want us to stand together in shared hostility against them, and they want to ensure that they retain the advantage in one of two ways: either by weakening us or by strengthening their own position. [4] For our part, then, our joint task is to preempt them—we by offering you an alliance and you by accepting the offer—and thereby to forestall their designs rather than react to them.


34. “If the Corinthians argue that it’s wrong for you to accept their colonists as allies, they need to understand that all colonies honor their mother cities if they’re treated well, but become estranged from them if they’re wronged. Colonists are sent out on the understanding that they’ll be the equals of those back home, not their slaves. [2] And there can be no doubt that the Corinthians were in the wrong, because when they were invited to submit to arbitration over Epidamnus, they chose to pursue their grievances by war rather than by fair means. [3] And the way they’re treating us, their kinsmen, should warn you not to be misled by their duplicity, nor to assist them if they approach you directly with a request. It’s those who have the least cause to regret doing the enemy favors who enjoy the greatest and the longest-lasting security.


35. “Nor will accepting us as allies constitute a breach of your treaty with the Lacedaemonians,* because we have an alliance in place with neither you nor them, [2] and it is stated in the treaty that any nonaligned Greek community can join whichever of the two sides it wants. [3] It would be unconscionable for the Corinthians to be allowed to recruit crews for their ships not just from fellow members of their alliance but from the rest of Greece as well—and especially from your subjects—while trying to shut us out from an available alliance and to deny us the opportunity to be helped by anyone else. They may call it unlawful if you grant our request, supposing you are persuaded to do so, [4] but we will charge you with far worse offenses if you are not so persuaded. You’ll be rejecting us even though we’re in danger and even though we’re not your enemies, and so far from impeding them, when they are your enemies and the aggressors, you’ll be turning a blind eye to the fact that they’re increasing their strength from your own empire. This is not right. You should either stop them from hiring crews in your empire or give us help too in whatever form you decide—hopefully by openly accepting us as allies and coming to our defense.


[5] “As you can now see, and as we suggested at the start, there are many advantages to our petition. But the most important point, and the firmest basis for trust, is that we have the same enemies, and these enemies are not weak but perfectly capable of making trouble for those who defect from them. It’s one thing for you to turn down an offer of an alliance with a land-based power, but quite another to reject a naval power. By all means, if you can, prevent anyone else from having ships, but if that’s impossible, have the strongest naval power as your friend.


36. “There may be some of you who appreciate the advantages of our request, but are still concerned that granting it will constitute a breach of the treaty. If so, they should realize that the best way to strike fear into your enemies, whatever concerns you may have, is to be strong, while being free of doubt but denying our request is a weak position and therefore less threatening to enemies who are strong. They should also realize that their deliberations today are about Athens just as much as Corcyra, and that they’re failing to provide for Athens’s best interests if in the face of the coming war—a war that is all but upon us—they consider only the short term and hesitate about gaining the allegiance of a place whose friendship or enmity has enormous consequences for Athens. [2] Among Corcyra’s many advantages is the fact that its location on the coastal route to Italy and Sicily makes it well placed both to prevent a fleet from there joining the Peloponnesians and to help one from here on its way there.


[3] “It will take only the briefest of summaries† of both the overall situation and the particulars, as follows, to show you that we should not be abandoned. There are three navies in Greece of any significant size; they belong to you, to us, and to the Corinthians. If you do nothing to prevent two of these from uniting when the Corinthians overpower us, at sea you’ll be fighting both the Corcyreans and the Peloponnesians at once. On the other hand, if you accept us as allies, you’ll enter the contest against them with our ships as well as yours.”


After the Corcyreans had spoken along these lines, it was the Corinthians’ turn: 37. “We have no choice. Since the Corcyreans didn’t limit their remarks to the issue of your accepting them as allies, but also alleged that we are the aggressors and have no right to be making war on them, we must therefore first address these two charges before getting to the rest of what we have to say. That way, you’ll have a better grasp of what we’re claiming—and good grounds for rejecting their petition.


[2] “They say that they had prudential reasons for having avoided alliances with other states up until now, but in fact their reasons for pursuing this policy were iniquitous rather than virtuous. They didn’t want an ally because any ally they called on for help would witness their wrongdoing and therefore cause them shame. [3] Furthermore, the self-sufficient location of their city makes it possible for them to do their own adjudicating of cases where they’ve harmed others rather than being bound by the terms of a treaty, because while they very rarely make voyages abroad, they very often receive visits from others, who have no choice but to put into their harbors. [4] Meanwhile, they use their specious neutrality as a cloak. It’s not a way for them to avoid involvement in others’ wrongdoing, as they claim, but a way for them to do wrong without anyone else’s involvement. It allows them to employ force where they have the upper hand, to satisfy their greed when they can get away with it, and to feel no shame for their profiteering. [5] And yet, if they were the good men they claim to be, then precisely because it’s unusually hard for others to bring them to account, they could have given a perfectly clear demonstration of their goodness by submitting to arbitration in these instances.


38. “But they do not demonstrate goodness in the way they treat others, and the same goes for their dealings with us. Although they’re colonists of ours, they’ve always been rebellious and now they’re openly fighting us. They weren’t sent out in the first place, they say, in order to be abused, [2] and we reply that we didn’t found colonies in order to be dishonored by them, but to receive the respect that is our due as their leaders. [3] At any rate, the rest of our colonies honor us; in fact, no city is held in greater affection by its colonists than Corinth. [4] Since we are acceptable to the majority and they are the only ones who find us unacceptable, they are obviously in the wrong. And it’s also clear that we do not take the extraordinary step of taking offensive action against colonies unless we’re being wronged to an exceptional degree. [5] Even if we were at fault, it would have been a noble gesture for them to have yielded to our anger, and it would have been disgraceful for us to have responded with violence to this restraint of theirs. [6] But, motivated by arrogance and the power of their wealth, they have wronged us in many ways. Their seizure of Epidamnus, our colony, when we came to relieve it, even though they didn’t lay claim to it when it was in trouble, is only the most notable instance of their insolence. And now they retain their hold on Epidamnus by violent means.


39. “Now, they claim that they had already offered to submit to arbitration, but this should never be regarded as a meaningful offer when it comes from people who have the security of a position of superiority, as opposed to those whose words are on a par with their capability for action before they engage in hostilities. [2] But instead of making their specious offer of submitting to arbitration before they had the place under siege, the Corcyreans did so only when they anticipated our intervention. Not satisfied with being guilty themselves of crimes in Epidamnus, they’ve come here now wanting you to be not so much their allies as their accomplices in these crimes. Moreover, they’re seeking an alliance with you because their relationship with us has broken down, [3] when properly they should have approached you when they were perfectly secure, not after we had been the victims of their aggression and they were at risk. Instead, you’ll now be aiding people who didn’t put their strength at your disposal then, and we will hold you equally responsible for their crimes even though you had no hand in them. If they expect you to share in the consequences, they should long ago have let you share their strength.


40. “We have established that we’ve come here with valid complaints, and that the Corcyreans are violent and greedy. We shall now demonstrate that it would be wrong for you to accept them as allies. [2] Even though it’s stated in the treaty with Sparta that any of the states not enrolled in one or the other alliance may join either of them, this provision doesn’t apply to those who join just because they want to harm another state.* It applies only to those whose request for protection doesn’t entail their defection from another state, and which are not going to embroil those who accept them as allies, who would realize the consequences if they paused for thought, in war rather than peace. But that’s exactly what will happen to you if you fail to heed our advice. [3] You would become not just their allies but also our enemies, where before we were fellow signatories to the treaty. Because if you join forces with them, we will have to defend ourselves against you as well as them.


[4] “And yet the right and proper thing for you to do is to stand aloof from both of us. Failing that, the alternative is to do the complete opposite and join us against them, seeing that you’re already partners with us Corinthians in a peace treaty, whereas you’ve never even arranged a truce with the Corcyreans. Either of these alternatives would enable you to avoid establishing a principle that allows states to accept as allies defectors from other states. [5] We, too, refused to do any such thing. At the time of the Samians’ rebellion,* when the Peloponnesians were trying to decide whether to aid the rebels and the votes were tied, we voted in your favor and publicly argued that every state has the right to discipline its own allies. [6] If you’re going to accept miscreants as allies and support them, you’ll find that there are quite a few of your allies who will come over to our side, and the principle you’ll be establishing will hurt you more than us.


41. “So much, then, for the considerations of justice that we want to impress upon you; by normal Greek standards, they are decisive on their own. Nevertheless, we also have some advice to offer and the following claim on your gratitude to mention. It seems to us that, under current circumstances, this claim should be satisfied, given that, while we’re not actively harming each other, which would make us enemies, we also don’t regularly rely on each other, which would make us friends. [2] Once, when you were short of warships for the conflict with Aegina just before the Persian invasion, you received twenty from the Corinthians. This favor made it possible for you to defeat Aegina, and our preventing the Peloponnesians from helping the Samians enabled you to punish Samos. And we did you these good turns at critical times, the kind of times when people at war are oblivious to everything except victory. [3] They regard anyone who is of service as a friend, even if he was formerly an enemy, and anyone who stands in their way as an enemy, even if he was a friend, since the benefits of victory are taken to outweigh the benefits of even close relationships.


42. “Do bear these favors in mind—and have the more elderly among you tell those who are younger what happened—and choose to pay us back in kind. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that while there may be justice in what we’re saying, in the event of war expediency may lie elsewhere. [2] Expediency is a consequence above all of making as few mistakes as possible, and although the Corcyreans are trying to frighten you into doing wrong by claiming that war is imminent, it is by no means a certainty. There’s no reason to get carried away by it and earn the hatred of the Corinthians, which would not be imminent but immediate and unmistakable, when the prudent course is rather to reduce the suspicion that your treatment of the Megarians has already aroused.* [3] After all, if it arrives at an opportune moment, the most recent favor, even if it’s relatively slight, has the power to annul a more substantial grievance. [4] And don’t be led astray by the Corcyreans’ offer of a powerful naval alliance. Not wronging one’s equals is a more reliable source of strength than the risky gains to be won by an exciting but short-term prospect.


43. “We find ourselves in the same situation as the one we addressed before in Sparta, when we insisted that every state has the right to discipline its own allies, and so we expect to be allowed the same right by you. Since you were helped by our vote, we shouldn’t be harmed by yours. [2] Do the same for us as we did for you, in the knowledge that the current crisis is particularly conducive to revealing who one’s friends and enemies are, depending on whether they help or hinder you. [3] Heed our pleas. Don’t receive these Corcyreans into your alliance, and don’t assist them in their wrongdoing. [4] This is the right course of action for you, the policy that best serves your own interests.”


44. Once the Corinthians had spoken along these lines and the Athenians had heard both speeches, the assembly met—twice, in fact. At the first meeting, they expressed more approval of the arguments put forward by the Corinthians, but the next day they changed their minds. While they did not make a full offensive and defensive alliance with the Corcyreans—because if the Corcyreans wanted them to take part in a joint attack on Corinth, they would be in breach of the treaty with the Peloponnesians—they did conclude a defensive alliance, committing them to helping each other if Corcyra, Athens, or their allies were attacked. [2] The Athenians believed that war with the Peloponnesians was inevitable in any case, and they did not want Corcyra, with its substantial navy, to surrender to the Corinthians. They preferred to see the two of them clash as much as possible so that, if the need arose and it came to war, all naval powers would be weakened, not just the Corinthians. [3] And another consideration was the favorable location of the island on the coastal route to Italy and Sicily.


45. These were the considerations that led the Athenians to accept the Corcyreans as allies, and soon after the departure of the Corinthian envoys they dispatched 10 ships to help the Corcyreans. [2] The generals in charge of the fleet were Lacedaemonius, son of Cimon; Diotimus, son of Strombichus; and Proteas, son of Epicles. [3] Their instructions were not to engage with the Corinthians unless they sailed against Corcyra or any other place belonging to the Corcyreans with the intention of making a landing, in which case they were to do their best to deter them. These instructions were designed to ensure that they were not in breach of the treaty.


[4] So the Athenian flotilla went to Corcyra, 46. but as soon as the Corinthians had completed their preparations, they sailed against Corcyra with a fleet of 150 ships. Ten of these came from Elis, 12 from Megara, 10 from Leucas, 27 from Ambracia, 1 from Anactorium, and 90 from the Corinthians themselves. [2] The contingents from each state had their own generals; the Corinthians had 5, including Xenocleides, son of Euthycles. [3] They sailed from Leucas, and when they reached the mainland opposite Corcyra they anchored at Cheimerium in Thesprotis. [4] There is a harbor there, and above it and inland, in Thesprotian Elaeatis, there is a town called Ephyra. Nearby, the Acherousian lake issues into the sea. The river Acheron, from which the lake gets its name, flows through Thesprotis and into the lake; there is another river, the Thyamis, which acts as the border between Thesprotis and Cestrine, and the Cheimerium promontory juts out between these two rivers. [5] So this is the part of the mainland where the Corinthians moored and made camp.


47. When the Corcyreans found out that they were on their way, they manned 110 ships, which were commanded by Miciades, Aesimides, and Eurybatus, and made camp on one of the Sybota islands.* The 10 Athenian ships were also there. [2] The Corcyrean land army was based at Cape Leucimme, along with a support force of 1,000 hoplites from Zacynthos. [3] The Corinthians had allies as well, in the form of a large force of barbarians, who gathered on the mainland; the mainlanders there have always been on good terms with the Corinthians.


48. Once the Corinthians had equipped themselves, they took provisions for three days and set out by night from Cheimerium to do battle. [2] At first light, as they were sailing along, they spotted the Corcyrean fleet out at sea and heading in their direction. [3] When they were within clear sight of each other, they formed up for battle. The Athenian ships were on the right wing of the Corcyrean formation and the rest of the line was held by the Corcyreans themselves, who had divided their fleet into three units, each commanded by one of the generals. [4] On the Corinthian side, the Megarian and Ambraciot ships had the right wing, the rest of the allies were distributed in separate clusters in the center, and the Corinthians themselves were on the left wing, with their fastest ships facing the Athenians and the Corcyrean right.


49. After the signal flags had been raised on both sides, they joined battle. Both the Corinthians and the Corcyreans had a great many hoplites on their decks, and numerous archers and javelineers too, because they were still relying on the clumsy old method of fighting. [2] It was a fierce battle, then, but hardly skillful: it was much like a land battle at sea. [3] When they clashed, the press of large numbers of ships all around them made it difficult for them to break away clear, and so they relied for victory more on the hoplites on the decks, who stood and fought while the ships remained motionless. There were no attempts to break through the enemy line, and the battle was fought with passion and physical strength rather than with skill. [4] Everywhere there was considerable uproar and the battle was fought in a chaotic fashion.


The role of the Athenian ships was to come up in support of any Corcyrean ships that were in trouble and thereby to intimidate the enemy, but the generals did not initiate any actual fighting for fear of transgressing their orders from the Athenians. [5] The ships on the Corinthian right wing came off particularly badly. Twenty Corcyrean ships forced them to retreat in confusion and then pursued them all the way to their camp on the mainland, where they disembarked, burned the deserted tents, and looted their property. [6] Here, then, the Corinthians and their allies got the worst of it and the Corcyreans were dominant. But where the Corinthians themselves were, on the left wing, they won a decisive victory, because the Corcyreans, who were outnumbered anyway, were missing the twenty ships that were involved in the pursuit. [7] Seeing that the Corcyreans were in trouble, the Athenians began to help in a more resolute fashion, although they held back at first from doing any ramming. But when the Corcyreans’ retreat was unmistakable and the Corinthians were pushing on relentlessly, it became a free-for-all. Distinctions were no longer made, and circumstances made it impossible for the Corinthians and Athenians to avoid fighting each other.


50. After the rout, instead of taking in tow the hulls of the ships they had sunk,* the Corinthians focused on the crews. Rather than taking them alive, they sailed back and forth slaughtering them in the water, and in so doing they unwittingly killed some of their own people, because they did not know that they had been defeated on the right wing. [2] Indeed, with so many ships on both sides disposed over a large stretch of sea, once battle was joined it was not easy to tell who was winning and who was losing. Never before, in fact, had there been so many ships involved in a sea battle of Greeks against Greeks.


[3] Once the Corinthians had harried the Corcyreans onto land, they turned their attention to the wrecks and their own dead, most of whom they recovered and took to Sybota, an uninhabited cove in Thesprotis, where the barbarian land forces had gathered. Then they rallied again and sailed against the Corcyreans, [4] who, concerned to prevent the Corinthians from attempting to land in their territory, were themselves sailing into the attack with those of their ships that were still seaworthy and their reserves, and with the Athenian ships in support. [5] By now it was late in the day. The paean had already been sung to signal the advance when the Corinthians suddenly began to back water. They had spotted twenty Athenian ships bearing down on them. These were ships that the Athenians had dispatched later to assist the first ten, because they were afraid of exactly what had happened—that the Corcyreans would lose and that their ten ships would be too few to prevent their defeat.*


51. So when the Corinthians saw these ships in the distance, they began to retreat, because they suspected that they were from Athens and that there were more yet to appear. [2] But the Corcyreans could not see the Athenian ships, which were coming up behind them, so they were astonished when the Corinthians started to back water, until some of them spotted the Athenian ships and called out that there were ships over there, coming their way. Then they too started to withdraw, since it was getting dark, and the Corinthians turned their ships around and completed their disengagement. [3] So the two sides separated and the battle came to an end at nightfall. [4] Not long after these twenty Athenian ships had been sighted (they were under the command of Glaucon, son of Leagrus, and Dracontides, son of Leogoras), they made their way through the corpses and the wreckage and arrived at the Corcyreans’ camp at Leucimme. [5] It was dark and at first the Corcyreans were afraid that they were enemy ships, but then they recognized them and the ships came to anchor.


52. The next day, the thirty Athenian ships and the remaining seaworthy Corcyrean vessels set sail and made for the harbor at Sybota, which was serving as the Corinthians’ anchorage, to find out if they would fight. [2] The Corinthians put to sea and took up a battle formation in open water, but then did nothing. They had no intention of deliberately starting a battle when they could see that fresh ships had arrived from Athens, and besides, they were in considerable difficulties; not only did they have to guard the prisoners, whom they had on board, but they also had no way to repair their ships in this uninhabited spot. [3] Their primary concern was how to get home; they were afraid that the Athenians might keep them from sailing away, on the ground that since the two of them had clashed, the treaty between them had been voided.


53. The Corinthians therefore decided to have some men board a small boat and go over to the Athenians without the protection of a herald’s staff to test their intentions. [2] This was the gist of the message they delivered: “The wrongdoing is all yours, Athenians, because you’re acting aggressively and in breach of the treaty. We are here to punish our enemies, and you take up arms against us and get in our way. If your intention is to prevent us from sailing to Corcyra or anywhere else we please—if you’re breaking the treaty—here we are. We can be the first Corinthians you take captive and treat as prisoners of war.” [3] All the Corcyrean soldiers who were within earshot responded to these words from the Corinthians by calling for them to be seized and put to death, but the Athenians replied to the following effect: [4] “We aren’t the aggressors, Peloponnesians, nor are we in breach of the treaty; we have simply come to help our allies, the Corcyreans here. If you want to sail elsewhere, you’re free to do so as far as we are concerned. But if you sail against Corcyra or any place within their territory, we’ll do our best to stop you.”


54. Given this response from the Athenians, the Corinthians made ready to sail home. They set up a trophy on the Sybota mainland, but the Corcyreans recovered the wrecks and the corpses that had been swept in their direction by the current and by the wind that had got up during the night and had scattered them over a wide area, and set up their own counter-trophy, as though they had been victorious, on Sybota island. [2] The two sides, each claiming victory, had the following grounds for doing so. The Corinthians set up a trophy because they had come off best in the sea battle until night had intervened, and had managed to collect most of the wrecks and the bodies of their dead; furthermore, they had at least 1,000 prisoners and had sunk about 70 ships. The Corcyreans, on the other hand, set up a trophy because they had destroyed about 30 ships; because after the arrival of the Athenians they had collected the wrecks and the bodies of their dead that had drifted in their direction; because, the day before, the Corinthians had backed water and retreated at the sight of the Athenian ships; and because after the arrival of the Athenians the Corinthians had not sailed out from Sybota against them. These were the reasons each side had for claiming victory.


55. In the course of their homeward voyage, the Corinthians took Anactorium, which is situated at the mouth of the Ambracian Gulf. It was betrayed to them by sympathizers—it had a combined Corinthian and Corcyrean population—and before returning home they installed Corinthian settlers there. As for their Corcyrean prisoners, 800 of them were slaves and were sold, but they kept 250 in captivity and treated them very well, in the hope that one day these men, who happened to be the leading and most influential men of the city, might return to Corcyra and bring the island over to their side. [2] Corcyra had survived the conflict with the Corinthians, and the Athenian ships left the island and returned home. But as far as the Corinthians were concerned, this was the first of the grievances that led to war with the Athenians—that the Athenians had fought them alongside the Corcyreans while the treaty was still in force.


*


56. Immediately after this, another event occurred that contributed to the rift between the Athenians and Peloponnesians and to the eventual outbreak of war between them. [2] The Corinthians were actively looking for ways to avenge themselves on the Athenians, and the Athenians, wanting to take precautions because of this hostility, made certain demands of the Potidaeans. The city is situated on the isthmus of the Pallene peninsula and is a Corinthian foundation, but it was a tribute-paying member of the Athenian alliance. The Athenians ordered them to dismantle the stretch of their wall that faced the peninsula, to hand over hostages, to dismiss the Corinthian magistrates, and from then on to refuse to accept the officers the Corinthians sent them each year. The Athenians did this because they were afraid that the Potidaeans might be persuaded by Perdiccas and the Corinthians to secede from the alliance and that they might take the rest of the Thraceward members of the alliance with them.


57. These preventive measures regarding the Potidaeans were taken by the Athenians immediately after the sea battle at Corcyra, [2] because the Corinthians were now openly at odds with them, and the Macedonian king, Perdiccas, son of Alexander, who had previously been an ally and a friend, was now an enemy. [3] This happened because the Athenians granted an alliance to his brother Philip and to Derdas, who had joined forces against him. [4] This scared Perdiccas and he turned to negotiation. He got in touch with the Lacedaemonians, hoping to foment war between the Athenians and the Peloponnesians, and he was trying to gain the backing of the Corinthians for an attempt to secure the secession of Potidaea from Athens. [5] He was also in talks with the Chalcidians of the Thraceward region and the Bottiaeans,* trying to persuade them to join Potidaea in the revolt, because he felt that it would be easier for him to make war if they were on his side as allies, since their lands bordered his own. [6] The Athenians were aware of all this and they wanted to forestall the defection of these communities. It so happened that they were in the process of sending 30 ships and 1,000 hoplites against Perdiccas’s kingdom, under the command of five generals, including Archestratus, son of Lycomedes, so they told the generals in charge of this expeditionary force to demand hostages from the Potidaeans, to demolish the wall, and to be vigilant against any attempt by nearby cities to revolt.


58. The Potidaeans sent an embassy to the Athenians to try to persuade them not to make any such radical changes to their status, but they also went to Sparta, supported by a Corinthian delegation, to see if the Lacedaemonians might be willing to help them if their situation became dire. The negotiations in Athens were protracted but unproductive, and in fact the ships that were being sent north had Potidaea as their target no less than Macedon, so when the Lacedaemonian authorities promised that they would invade Attica if the Athenians attacked Potidaea, the Potidaeans saw their chance and revolted, after concluding a sworn alliance with the Chalcidians and the Bottiaeans. [2] Moreover, Perdiccas persuaded the Chalcidians to abandon and demolish their coastal settlements and move inland to Olynthus to create a single strong city there. He gave those who were displaced by this move some of his own land (in Mygdonia, near Lake Bolbe) to farm for as long as the war with Athens lasted. And so they set about razing their towns, moving inland, and gearing up for war.


59. So when the 30 Athenian ships reached the Thraceward region, they found that other places as well as Potidaea had revolted. [2] The generals thought that the forces they had were insufficient for fighting both Perdiccas and the league of rebels, so they turned toward Macedon, their original destination. Once they got there, they began to campaign with the help of Philip and Derdas’s brothers, who had invaded with an army from the interior. 60. At this point, with Potidaea in revolt and the Athenian ships off the Macedonian coast, the Corinthians, who were concerned for Potidaea and felt its danger as though it were their own, raised a force of volunteers from Corinth and hired soldiers from elsewhere in the Peloponnese, and sent it north. It consisted in total of 1,600 hoplites and 400 light-armed troops. [2] Aristeus, son of Adeimantus, a consistent supporter of the Potidaeans, was the general in command, and most of the volunteers from Corinth who served with him did so because of their affection for him. [3] They reached the Thraceward region forty days after Potidaea had revolted.


61. As soon as news of the cities’ revolt reached Athens—and they had also found out that Aristeus and his men were on their way—they sent 2,000 citizen hoplites and 40 ships against the rebels, under the command of five generals, including Callias, son of Calliades. [2] Their first stop was Macedon, where they found that the 1,000 troops sent earlier had recently taken Therme and now had Pydna under siege.* [3] For a while they took up a position near Pydna and joined in the siege themselves, but then, after they had come to terms with Perdiccas and entered into an alliance, made necessary by the urgency of the situation at Potidaea and by Aristeus’s arrival, they left Macedon. [4] They went to Strepsa via Brea,* and after an attempt to take Strepsa failed, they marched overland to Potidaea. The Athenian army consisted of 3,000 citizen hoplites, supplemented by many more supplied by their allies, and 600 Macedonian cavalrymen who had been with Philip and Pausanias. They were accompanied by 70 ships, which sailed along the coast. [5] They advanced in short stages and reached Gigonus* on the third day, where they made camp.


62. In anticipation of the Athenians’ arrival, the Potidaeans and the Peloponnesians under the command of Aristeus made camp on the isthmus near Olynthus, and they had set up a commissary outside the city. [2] The allies chose Aristeus to command the infantry and Perdiccas the cavalry. Perdiccas had immediately broken off again from the Athenians and was now an ally of the Potidaeans, having appointed Iolaus as his viceregent at home. [3] Aristeus’s plan was to keep his forces on the isthmus to guard against an Athenian offensive, while the Chalcidians, the allies from outside the Pallene peninsula, and the 200 cavalrymen provided by Perdiccas stayed at Olynthus. Then, when the Athenians moved against his men, these troops would come up and take the enemy army in the rear, trapping it between the two of them. [4] But the Athenian generals—Callias and his colleagues—sent a detachment consisting of the Macedonian cavalry and a few of the auxiliaries to Olynthus to preclude any intervention from there, while they broke camp and set out for Potidaea. [5] When they reached the isthmus and found the enemy getting ready for battle, they too formed up opposite them and soon afterward the two sides engaged. [6] Aristeus’s wing and the Corinthian and other units that were with him turned the soldiers facing them and pursued them a long way beyond the battlefield, but the Potidaean and Peloponnesian contingents were defeated by the Athenians and took refuge inside the city wall.


63. When Aristeus returned from the pursuit and found that the rest of the army had been defeated, he did not know whether he should make for Olynthus or Potidaea, either option being highly dangerous. He decided to pack his troops as closely as possible and force his way into Potidaea at a run. Although he was under fire and the going was hard, he made his way through the sea alongside the breakwater. There were some casualties, but he brought most of his men through safely. [2] When the signal flags had been raised and battle was joined, the troops supporting Potidaea from Olynthus (which is about seven miles north of Potidaea, close enough to be clearly visible) advanced a short distance with the intention of coming to their assistance, and the Macedonian cavalry deployed to stop them. But the battle was quickly won by the Athenians, and once the flags had been lowered the troops from Olynthus retired back inside the city and the allied Macedonians rejoined the Athenians. Cavalry therefore played no part in the fighting. [3] After the battle, the Athenians erected a trophy and returned the bodies of the dead to the Potidaeans under a truce. The Potidaeans and their allies lost almost 300 men, and even the Athenians lost 150, including one of the generals, Callias.


64. The Athenians immediately walled off the city on the side that faced the isthmus and posted guards there. But they built no wall on the side that faced Pallene, because they did not think they had enough men both to maintain a guard at the isthmus and to send men over to Pallene to build a siege wall there; they were afraid of being attacked by the Potidaeans and their allies if they divided their forces. [2] Later, after the Athenians at home found out that Pallene had been left open to the Potidaeans, they dispatched Phormio, son of Asopius, as the general in command of a force of 1,600 citizen hoplites. When he reached Pallene, he made Aphytis* his headquarters and led his men from there toward Potidaea, advancing slowly and laying waste the farmland as he went. [3] Since no one came out from the city to offer battle, he walled off the southern side of the city. And so Potidaea was now under a solid siege on both sides, and there were also ships blockading the harbor entrance.


65. With the city walled off, Aristeus thought that all would be lost unless a relief force arrived from the Peloponnese or some miracle occurred. He suggested that all the soldiers apart from 500 should wait for a favorable wind and sail away, to allow provisions to last longer, and he expressed his willingness to be one of those who stayed behind. But this advice of his was not followed, and so, wanting also to organize matters beyond the city walls as best he could under the circumstances, he eluded the Athenian guard and sailed out. [2] He remained in the area and assisted the Chalcidians in their war in various ways, not least by decimating a force of Sermylians in an ambush near their town.* In addition, he entered into negotiations with the Peloponnesians, to see if they might be prepared to offer help in some form. [3] With Potidaea walled off, Phormio and his 1,600 men set about depredating Chalcidice and Bottice and succeeded in capturing a few small towns.


*


66. These were the accumulated grievances that the Athenians and Peloponnesians held against each other. The Corinthians complained that the Athenians were besieging Potidaea, a colony of theirs, and the Corinthians and Peloponnesians who were inside; the Athenians complained that the Peloponnesians had incited a state that was an ally and a tributary of theirs to revolt and had gone and openly fought alongside the Potidaeans against them. War had not yet broken out, however; the treaty still held, because the Corinthians had been acting on their own.


67. But with Potidaea under siege, the Corinthians did not let matters rest. It was not just that there were Corinthian citizens there; they were afraid of losing the place. They immediately arranged a meeting of the allies at Sparta, at which they denounced the Athenians for having broken the treaty and for injuring the Peloponnese. [2] The Aeginetans were not openly represented at the meeting, because they did not want to provoke the Athenians, but behind the scenes they were the Corinthians’ most fervent supporters in pressing for war, on the ground that they did not have the autonomy that was supposed to have been guaranteed by the treaty. [3] The Lacedaemonians also invited any of their allies and any other state that claimed to have been wronged in some way by the Athenians, and then held one of their usual citizen assemblies and told the visitors to address it. [4] Among those who stepped up one after another and voiced their complaints were the Megarians, who mentioned quite a few matters that concerned them, but the most important was their exclusion from both the harbors of the Athenian empire and the Athenian wholesale market—an exclusion that, they claimed, contravened the treaty. [5] The Corinthians stepped up last. Having let the others take the lead in stirring the Lacedaemonians to anger, they then spoke along the following lines:*


68. “Lacedaemonians, the loyalty you feel for your constitution and way of life makes you less trusting of non-Lacedaemonians when they have something to tell you. It’s true that this confidence is the source of your prudence, but it means that you’re far from fully informed when it comes to foreign policy. [2] A case in point: in the past we’ve often warned you about the potential the Athenians have for harming us, but you never learned the lessons we were trying to teach you. Instead you became suspicious of the speakers’ motivations and assumed that they were talking of disputes that were of concern only to them. Hence you failed to convene this meeting of the allies before any harm was done to us, and did so only now, when we are actually being harmed.


“Of all the allies, we have the best right to speak, because we have the most serious complaints to make, in that we are being both maltreated by the Athenians and neglected by you. [3] Now, if the Athenians were covering up the wrong they’re doing Greece, you might be unaware of what’s going on and we’d have to explain. But as things are, what need is there for long speeches? You can see that some states have already been enslaved, that others—our allies, especially—are currently the targets of their schemes, and that for quite a while the Athenians have been taking measures in anticipation of war. [4] How else can one explain their forcible enticement of Corcyra away from us and their siege of Potidaea, when Potidaea is the best possible base for operations in the Thraceward region, and Corcyra would have supplied the Peloponnesians with an exceptionally large fleet?


69. “This is all your fault. In the first place, you let Athens grow strong after the Persian invasion, and later you connived at the construction of its Long Walls.* Second, you have so far constantly been denying freedom not just to those who’ve been enslaved by the Athenians, but now to your own allies as well. It’s not the one who does the enslaving who denies freedom to others, but the one who could end their servitude but does nothing, and it’s much more reprehensible if he has a reputation for virtue as the liberator of Greece. [2] Well, at least we are at last meeting, even if the purpose of the meeting isn’t clear. The time is past when we needed to consider whether we’re being wronged; now the issue is what we should do to defend ourselves. After their deliberations, men of action waste no further time before moving against their enemies while they are still undecided.


[3] “We know the Athenians’ method, how they gradually encroach on others. They proceed more cautiously if they think it’s just inattentiveness on your part that’s allowing them to get away with it, but if they ever come to realize that you’re doing nothing even though you know what they’re up to, they’ll press on without holding back. [4] Your quietism, Lacedaemonians, is unique in Greece. Procrastination, not force of arms, is the way you defend yourselves. Everyone else but you nips an enemy’s growth in the bud, but you wait until it’s increasing exponentially. [5] Yet you used to have a reputation for steadfastness—though in truth the reputation was greater than the reality. For example, all of us here know that the Persians came from the ends of the earth and had reached the Peloponnese before you emerged and opposed them in any meaningful sense. And the situation is the same now: you’re doing nothing about the Athenians, and they are a nearby people, not a remote one like the Persians. Instead of going on the offensive you prefer to defend yourselves when you’re attacked, even though this entails the risk that your enemies will be far stronger by the time the contest begins. And you act like this even though you know that the Persians themselves were largely responsible for their own failure, and that so far we have repeatedly survived against the Athenians thanks to their own mistakes rather than your help. In fact, we dare say that by placing their hopes in you, some people, those who were unprepared because they trusted you to fight in their defense, have already been destroyed. [6] And please understand that we’re not speaking like this out of enmity; no, this is a reprimand. Reprimands are for friends who go wrong, but enemies who do wrong meet with condemnation.


70. “In any case, we believe we have as much right as anyone to criticize our neighbors, especially since we, at any rate, think you’re overlooking the fact that important differences are involved. You’ll be going up against a people whose character you seem never to have analyzed, so that you don’t understand how much—how completely, in fact—they differ from you. [2] The Athenians are innovators, constantly generating new ideas and quick to act on their decisions; you, on the other hand, are ‘quick’ to maintain the status quo and to avoid developing new policies or even taking necessary action. [3] Then again, their daring outstrips their ability, they take risks against their better judgment, and they are hopeful in the midst of danger; but your way is to act short of your ability, to doubt even certainties, and to expect never to be free of danger. [4] Or again, they are expeditious whereas you are slow off the mark; they are adventurers while you are stay-at-homes; they expect to gain from ventures abroad, whereas you expect any action you take to diminish even what you already have.


[5] “After defeating their enemies they maximize their advantage, and after being defeated they minimize the negative consequences. [6] Moreover, although they place their bodies at the service of the state as though they weren’t their own at all, their minds are very much their own and they use them to do the state good. [7] If they ever fail to see a plan through to completion, they think of that as no different from losing something they already had, while if a new endeavor of theirs enables them to gain something, they regard this success as negligible compared with the future gains to be had. If they do fail at some venture, they make good the loss by directing their hopes elsewhere. They’re so quick to act on their resolutions that they’re the only ones for whom hoping for something and having it are the same thing. [8] They work hard at all this throughout their lives whatever hardships and dangers are involved, and they derive very little pleasure from what they have because they are always on the lookout for more. A holiday for them is just doing what has to be done, and they regard idle leisure as more of a misfortune than tiresome employment. [9] So the best summary description of their character would be to say that they were born to have no peace themselves and to prevent others from having it either.


71. “That, then, is the character of the city that opposes you, Lacedaemonians, and yet you procrastinate. You fail to see that the people who enjoy the most enduring peace are those who use their resources for righting wrongs, but make it clear by their determination that they won’t put up with being wronged themselves. Instead, your idea of fair treatment is not to provoke others and to avoid injury even in self-defense [2]—a policy the success of which is scarcely guaranteed even if you had a state little different from your own as a neighbor. But as it is, as we’ve just explained, your practices are old-fashioned compared with theirs; [3] yet in politics, as in the arts and crafts, new techniques must always prevail over old. When a city is at peace, unchanging institutions are best, but those with plenty of demands on their resources need plenty of innovative thinking. That’s why the wider experience of the Athenians has led to far more reforms there than you’ve put in place here.


[4] “Let’s have an end to your tardiness, then, right now. Now is the time to keep your promise and help the Potidaeans and the others by invading Attica with as little delay as possible. Otherwise, you’ll be betraying to their worst enemies people who are your friends and kinfolk, and you’ll be driving the rest of us, in our despair, to look for other allies. [5] And if we were to do that, neither the gods who protect oaths nor people who recognize our situation would think we were doing anything wrong. Treaties are broken not by those who in their isolation are driven to approach others, but by those who fail to defend members of their sworn alliance. [6] We won’t leave you if you show a willingness to commit yourselves to our cause, because then it would be sacrilegious of us to jump ship, and besides, we’d be hard put to find other allies as congenial as you. [7] Deliberate well, taking what we’ve said into consideration, and try to ensure that the Peloponnese you lead is no smaller than the one your fathers handed down to you.”


72. Such was the Corinthians’ speech. Coincidentally, there were envoys from Athens already in Sparta who had come on other business, and after hearing the speeches they thought that they should address the meeting, not to rebut any of the charges that the cities were bringing against Athens, but to show that, given the situation as a whole, the Lacedaemonians should not come to any hasty decisions, but should prolong their inquiry. They also wanted to give them an impression of Athenian power—to remind the older people present of what they already knew, and to let the younger ones have an account of matters with which they were unfamiliar—the overall idea being that what they said would nudge the Lacedaemonians in the direction of peace rather than war. [2] So they approached the Lacedaemonians and told them that they would like to address the meeting as well, if they had no objection, and the Lacedaemonians gave them permission to go ahead. The Athenians stepped up and spoke somewhat as follows:


73. “The reason we were sent here by the people of Athens was not to respond to your allies. We had a different mission, but we’ve stepped up to speak because we’re aware of the outcry against us, and how loud it is. We won’t respond to the charges brought by the cities, because this isn’t a court of law before which either we or they have to present arguments. But we want to try to make sure that your thinking about such important matters is not impaired by easy acceptance of your allies’ contentions. And as for the general criticism that is leveled against us, we want to respond by proving that it’s not unreasonable for us to have what we have, and that our city is not to be taken lightly.


[2] “There’s no need for us to speak of the remote past, for which the evidence is hearsay rather than the personal experience of those who’ll be listening to us. But there are events, such as the Persian Wars, that you do know about, and even though it’s rather tiresome for us to be constantly bringing them up, we do have to talk about them. The actions we took and the danger we faced were intended to be beneficial, and since you were among the beneficiaries, we shouldn’t now be denied a chance to talk about them if there’s benefit in it for us. [3] What we’re going to say isn’t supposed to deflect criticism so much as to display the evidence that will show you the kind of city with which you’ll be contending if you make a wrong decision.


[4] “Consider our record. It’s not just that at Marathon we stood alone against the barbarians,* but also that when they returned later, since we were unable to mount a defense by land, we took to our ships—all of us, the entire people—and fought them at Salamis. It was this that stopped them from sailing against the Peloponnese, laying waste the land, and attacking your cities one by one—and it would have been impossible, against so many ships, for you to relieve one another. The enemy himself provided convincing proof of this, in that after the defeat of his fleet, seeing that his strength was no longer what it was, he soon withdrew the bulk of his army.


74. “This success made it perfectly clear that ships were crucial for the Greek war effort, and the three most important contributions in this context were ours: we provided the largest number of vessels, the most intelligent general, and the most steadfast commitment. Almost two-thirds of the fleet of four hundred ships were Athenian, and so was Themistocles, who as commander was chiefly responsible for the battle being fought in the narrows, which undoubtedly saved the day and was why you yourselves showed him more honor than you’ve ever shown any other foreigner who visited your land. [2] And never has commitment been anywhere near as courageous as ours. When there was no one to help us by land, and everyone else, right up to our borders, was already in the process of being enslaved, we abandoned our city and destroyed our property. But even then we chose not to desert the common cause of the remaining allies and we didn’t want to make ourselves useless to them by dispersing, so we decided to take to our ships, whatever the risks, and not to bear a grudge against you for having failed to help us sooner.


[3] “What we’re saying, then, is that we helped you more than we were helped by you. The help you provided came from cities that hadn’t been abandoned and had the purpose of ensuring that they would continue to be habitable, since you were more concerned for yourselves than you were for us; at any rate, you failed to put in an appearance while our city was still intact. We, on the other hand, set out from a city that no longer existed and for which there was little hope; we accepted the risks and did our part in saving you as well as ourselves. [4] If fear for our land had by then made us capitulate to the Persians, as it had others, or if later we had believed our cause lost and hadn’t courageously taken to our ships, there’d have been no point in your confronting the enemy at sea because you wouldn’t have had enough ships. And the Persians’ fortunes would have progressed as smoothly as they wanted.


75. “So bearing in mind our commitment then and the wisdom of our policies, do we really deserve the extreme degree of resentment that the Greeks are displaying, at any rate as far as our possession of an empire is concerned? [2] After all, we didn’t gain this empire by forceful means, but because you were reluctant to stand firm and finish the war with the Persians, and because the allies approached us and of their own accord asked us to assume leadership. [3] At first, circumstances themselves compelled us to develop our empire to its present extent; we were motivated above all by fear, but also by honor and later by self-interest. [4] And then, when hatred of us was widespread, when some of our subjects had revolted and been subdued, and when you were no longer the friends you had been, but had become suspicious and antagonistic, we decided that it was no longer safe for us to risk giving up the empire, especially because any defectors would go over to you. [5] But no one finds it objectionable if people manage their own interests well when faced with extreme danger.


76. “At any rate, you Lacedaemonians use your position of leadership to settle the affairs of the Peloponnesian cities to suit your own interests, and if at the time of which we’re speaking you had stayed the course and become as unpopular in your leadership as we are, we’re absolutely certain that you’d have become just as obnoxious to your allies and would have been forced either to rule with an iron fist or find yourselves in danger. [2] And by the same token we too have done nothing odd or contrary to normal human practice in accepting an empire when it was offered to us, and in hanging on to it because we were overcome by those three powerful forces—honor, fear, and self-interest. And it’s not as if we were the first to do this kind of thing; it has always been the case that the weaker are controlled by the stronger. Besides, we thought we deserved our empire, and so did you until now, when calculation of what’s in your best interests makes you wield the justice argument—an argument that has never dissuaded anyone proposing it from taking advantage when they had an opportunity to use their strength to obtain something. [3] People deserve praise if, complying with the natural human impulse to rule others, they pay greater attention to justice than is required by the power that they have. [4] In our opinion, our restraint would be best highlighted by other people, if they had what we have; but in our case, even our fairness has brought us disrepute rather than gratitude.


77. “For example, because we were finding ourselves at a disadvantage in lawsuits against our allies that arose from interstate agreements, and therefore transferred such cases to Athens to be judged under our impartial laws, we are thought to rely too much on litigation. [2] None of the allies stops to consider why imperialists from elsewhere in the world who are harder than we are on their subjects are not liable to be criticized on this score. It’s because those who can employ force have no need of legal procedures. [3] Our allies have become accustomed to a relationship with us based on equality, and that’s why, if they end up the slightest bit worse off than they think they deserve, owing either to a legal decision or to our exercising power as their rulers, instead of being grateful that they aren’t losing more, they’re more annoyed by their loss than if we had cast law aside from the start and openly gained at their expense. If we had done that, not even they would have argued that the weaker should not yield to the stronger. [4] Apparently, people resent what they perceive as legally sanctioned injustice more than the exercise of power, in the belief that the former is an unfair advantage taken by an equal, while the latter is compulsion applied by one who has superior strength. [5] At any rate, they tolerated worse treatment at the hands of the Persians, but think our empire harsh. Not that there’s anything surprising in that: subjects always resent their present condition. [6] So if you overthrew us and took over the rulership of our subjects, you’d soon lose the goodwill you’ve gained by their fear of us—or you would if the policies you adopted resembled those of the brief period earlier when you were the leaders of the resistance to the Persians. It’s not just that the customs you observe among yourselves are incompatible with those of others, but also that when any of you leaves home he abides by neither Lacedaemonian customs nor those that are observed everywhere else in Greece.*


78. “Don’t rush into any decisions, then; these are weighty matters. And don’t let others’ opinions and complaints persuade you to make trouble for yourselves. Before you get involved in warfare, you should recognize how much of it is unpredictable. [2] The longer a war goes on, the more likely it is to turn on chances that both of us are equally unable to control, and in which both of us equally risk an uncertain outcome. [3] People embarking on a war leap into action, when that’s something that should happen later, and it’s only when it’s going badly for them that they engage in discussion. [4] We Athenians have so far avoided this mistake ourselves, and we can see that you have too, so our advice to you is that, so long as sound decision-making is still a possibility for us both, you should not break the treaty or contravene your oaths but resolve our differences by arbitration, as stipulated in the treaty. Otherwise, we shall call to witness the gods by whom you swore your oaths and do our best to defend ourselves by responding to any hostile action you initiate.”


79. Such was the Athenians’ speech. Now that the Lacedaemonians had heard both the complaints of their allies against the Athenians and the Athenians’ speech, they told everyone to leave and talked things over among themselves. [2] The majority inclined to the same view, that the Athenians were already culpable and that war should start as soon as possible. But Archidamus, their king, who had a reputation as an intelligent and prudent man, came forward and spoke along the following lines:


80. “Lacedaemonians, I’ve lived through many wars by now, and some of you are evidently as old as I am, so it can’t be lack of experience, which is the most usual reason, that’s making any of you eager for action, nor can it be because he thinks it a good thing to do—or risk-free: [2] a realistic assessment of the war you are now considering would show that it’s bound to be a major one.


[3] “In a war against our neighbors and fellow Peloponnesians, our military resources are of the same kind as theirs and we can rapidly go wherever we’re needed. But in this instance we’d be fighting people who possess land far away, and who, moreover, are highly skilled mariners and extremely well equipped in every other respect—with both private and state wealth; with ships, horses, and weaponry; with the largest population in Greece; and with many tribute-paying allies too. Going to war with these people is hardly a matter to be taken lightly, is it? What would give us the confidence to rush in unprepared? [4] Our ships? But we’re outclassed at sea, and it would take time for us to train and make ready a navy to match theirs. Our finances? But here we’re even worse off, since we have no money in a state treasury and we can’t readily raise it from private sources. 81. Some might find encouragement in the thought that our superior fighting skills and greater numbers will make it possible for us to keep invading their territory and ravaging it. [2] But they have plenty of other territories in their empire and they will simply import by sea whatever they need. [3] Alternatively, we might try to get their allies to revolt, but most of them are islanders, so we’d need a navy to support them, too. [4] What sort of war shall we fight, then?


“Unless we get the better of them at sea or deprive them of the revenues that sustain their navy, we will come off worse. [5] And then we’ll no longer be able to make peace on honorable terms, especially if we’re thought to bear more of the responsibility for initiating the conflict. [6] At any rate, let’s not be buoyed up by the hope that the war won’t last long if we ravage their land. I am more afraid that we might bequeath it to our children. The point is that, in their confidence, the Athenians are hardly likely to be slaves to their land* or to be panicked by the war like novices.


82. “However, I’m certainly not suggesting that you should be indifferent—that, while our allies are being injured, you should do nothing and should not unmask Athenian scheming. But I am saying that we shouldn’t yet take up arms, but should send a delegation to Athens to bring up our grievances while remaining somewhat vague about whether we plan to go to war or arbitration, and meanwhile that we should proceed with our own preparations by acquiring allies among both Greeks and barbarians, as a way of adding to our naval or financial power, and should develop our own resources as well. No one finds it offensive if those who, like us, are the objects of Athenian scheming save ourselves by gaining the friendship of barbarians as well as Greeks. [2] If the Athenians listen to our representations, all well and good. But if they don’t, after two or three years have passed we shall have better protection when we go against them, if that’s what we decide to do. [3] And perhaps then, when they see that we’re ready for war and recognize that what we’re saying implies the same level of preparedness, they’ll be more inclined to back down, while their land is still undamaged and they’re deliberating about property that’s still theirs and as yet undestroyed. [4] Consider their land as a hostage you hold, because that’s just what it is, and the more so the better it has been cultivated. We should spare it for as long as possible, and not stiffen their resistance by driving them to desperation. [5] If we’re pressured by our allies’ complaints into laying waste Athenian land while we’re still not ready for war, we might find that the outcome is a situation that is both less honorable and more troublesome for the Peloponnese. [6] The complaints that cities and private individuals bring against one another can be resolved, but a war that a whole alliance undertakes in response to the grievances of some of its members, a war the outcome of which is impossible to predict, cannot easily be settled in a respectable manner.


83. “No one should think it cowardice if our league of cities hesitates before attacking a single city. [2] After all, they have as many allies as we do, and theirs pay tribute. Without money, weapons are useless, so war is more a matter of finance than of weaponry, and this is never more so than in a war between a land power and a sea power. [3] So let’s first provide ourselves with money and not get carried away prematurely by what our allies are saying. It’s we who will bear much of the responsibility for the consequences either way, so let’s also be the ones to think about them calmly ahead of time.


84. “There’s no need to be ashamed of the slowness and procrastination that are considered to be our chief faults. If you rush ahead, you’ll find that it takes longer to finish, because you’ll be taking on the enterprise while unprepared. Besides, the city we inhabit has always been free and very highly regarded, so this slowness of ours may very well be tantamount to good sense and prudence. [2] It’s this quality that saves us—and we’re alone in this—from arrogance when things go well or the submissiveness that’s typical of others when things go badly. We’re able to resist pleasure when people praise us in an attempt to urge us on to dangerous endeavors, and the same goes if anyone spurs us on by condemning us: we don’t change our minds just because we’re provoked.


[3] “It’s thanks to this self-discipline of ours that we’re both good fighters and good decision-makers—good fighters because self-respect can scarcely exist without prudence, and courage can scarcely exist without self-respect; and good decision-makers because we’re brought up with too little learning to think ourselves above the laws, and with too much discipline, instilled by a strict environment, to disobey them. We lack the kind of unhelpful over-cleverness that would enable us to come up with brilliant criticisms of our enemies’ plans in a speech, but fail to follow through and come up with action to suit the words. No, we regard others’ plans as no worse than ours and the vagaries of fortune as unpredictable. [4] When we prepare to act against an enemy, we always do so on the assumption that we’re dealing with people who are good planners, so we shouldn’t base our hopes on the possibility of their making mistakes, but on ourselves and the unassailability of our own plans. It would be wrong to think that people are innately much different from one another, rather than that the strongest is the one who’s brought up under the most rigorous conditions.


85. “So let’s not abandon these practices; they were bequeathed to us by our fathers and adherence to them has never done us anything but good. Let’s not be rushed in the brief span of a day into a decision when so many lives, so much money, so many cities, and so much honor are at stake. Let’s take our time; unlike others, we can afford to, thanks to our strength. [2] Send envoys to the Athenians to discuss Potidaea and the ways in which our allies claim to have been wronged by them, especially since they’re offering to submit to arbitration. When someone makes such an offer, it isn’t lawful to proceed against him preemptively, as though he were guilty. At the same time, however, prepare for war. These are the measures that will put you in the strongest position and make you most feared by your enemies.”


[3] That was the gist of Archidamus’s speech, but Sthenelaidas, who was one of the ephors for that year, stepped up. He was the last to speak, and he addressed the Lacedaemonians as follows: 86. “The Athenians spoke at length, but I don’t understand why.* They spent a lot of time praising themselves, but they never tried to rebut the charge of wronging our allies and the Peloponnese. But surely, if they did well on that earlier occasion, against the Persians, and are now treating us badly, they deserve double the punishment, for having turned into bad people instead of good ones. [2] We, however, are the same now as we were then, and the ‘prudent’ course for us is not to stand idly by while our allies are being wronged. We should not put off punishing the Athenians when our allies can no longer put off their suffering. [3] Others have plenty of ships, money, and horses, but we have outstanding allies, who mustn’t be betrayed to the Athenians, and the issue shouldn’t be decided by legal judgments and words when we aren’t being injured by words. No, we must punish the Athenians swiftly and with all our might. [4] And let no one try to convince you that the proper thing to do, while we’re being wronged, is to deliberate; it is rather those who are intending to wrong us who should think long and hard. [5] So vote for war, Lacedaemonians, as your city deserves. Don’t let the Athenians grow stronger and don’t leave your allies in the lurch, but with the gods’ help let’s proceed against the wrongdoers.”


87. After speaking to this effect Sthenelaidas, in his capacity as an ephor, put the vote to the assembled Lacedaemonians. [2] Now, the Lacedaemonians vote by acclamation rather than by counting pebbles, and Sthenelaidas claimed that he could not tell whether the shout for or against war was louder. He thought he could make them more eager for war if there was no mistaking what their view was, so he said, “Lacedaemonians, those of you who think that the treaty has been broken and the Athenians are culpable, go and stand over there”—he showed them where—“and those of you who disagree, go and stand over on the other side.” [3] They got to their feet and separated, and those who thought that the treaty had been broken were far more numerous. [4] They recalled their allies to the meeting and told them that they had decided that the Athenians were in the wrong, but that they wanted to convene a full meeting of the allies and put the matter to the vote, so that they could arrive at a common decision before going to war, if the decision was for war.


[5] So the allies returned home to make these arrangements, as the Athenian envoys did later as well, once they had concluded the business for which they had gone to Sparta. [6] This decision of the Lacedaemonian assembly, that the treaty had been broken, took place in the fourteenth year of the Thirty-Year Peace that followed the Euboean War and had lasted until then.* 88. The reason the Lacedaemonians voted that the treaty had been broken and that they should go to war was not so much that they were influenced by what their allies said as that they were afraid of the further growth of Athenian power, when they could see that most of the Greeks were already under their control.*


*


89. What follows is an account of the circumstances that enabled the Athenians to rise to greatness.* [2] After their defeat by the Greeks at sea and on land, the Persians withdrew from Europe, and once those of them who had fled in their ships to Mycale had been destroyed, Leotychidas, the Spartan king, who had led the Greeks at Mycale, returned home with his Peloponnesian allies. The Athenians, however, and their allies from Ionia and the Hellespont (those who had by then rebelled against the King), carried on and besieged Sestus, which was in Persian hands. They spent the winter there, took the city when the barbarians abandoned it, and then sailed away from the Hellespont and went back to their various home towns.


[3] As soon as the barbarians left their territory, the Athenian people brought back their children, womenfolk, and what remained of their property from where they had been taken for safety, and set about rebuilding the city and its defensive walls. Little of the circuit wall was still standing and most houses were in ruins, but a few had survived because high-ranking Persians had used them as billets. 90. When the Lacedaemonians heard of the Athenians’ plans they sent an embassy, partly because they would have preferred a situation in which neither the Athenians nor anyone else had a wall, but mainly because their allies were putting pressure on them. The allies were alarmed by the size of the Athenian navy—which had not even existed before the war—and by the courage they had displayed in fighting the Persians. [2] Not only did the Lacedaemonians ask the Athenians to do without fortifications, but they also requested their help in demolishing any walls outside the Peloponnese that were still standing. They concealed their real intentions and suspicions, and said instead that the point was to make sure that, if the barbarians returned, they would not have a strong base of operations, such as they had recently had in Thebes. And they said that the Peloponnese could serve as a place of refuge and a base of operations for everyone.


[3] On the advice of Themistocles, the Athenians responded to the Lacedaemonians’ speech by promising to send an embassy to Sparta to discuss these matters, and then promptly dismissed them. Themistocles told the Athenians to send him straight off to Sparta, but to wait before sending the other envoys who had been chosen to go with him, until the wall had been built up to the minimum height sufficient for defense. He said that the whole population of the city—men, women, and children—should work on the wall together, and that any building, private or public, that might help the project should ruthlessly be demolished. [4] After giving them these instructions and outlining the rest of the negotiations that he would be undertaking in Sparta, he left.


[5] When he got to Sparta, he did not meet with the authorities, but kept playing for time and making excuses. Whenever someone senior asked him why he was not addressing the assembly, he told them that he was waiting for his colleagues to arrive—that they had been delayed on some other business, but he was expecting them at any moment and was surprised that they had not yet come. 91. The Lacedaemonian officials were inclined to believe what Themistocles was saying because of their liking for him, but when some people arrived who had seen with their own eyes what was going on and stated categorically that the wall was being built and had already reached a certain height, they found it impossible to disbelieve them. [2] Realizing this, Themistocles told the Lacedaemonians not to be led astray by hearsay and suggested that, instead, they should send some trustworthy people of their own to see what was what and bring back reliable information. [3] So the Lacedaemonians dispatched their people—and Themistocles secretly forewarned the Athenians about them. He told them to detain the envoys, without making this at all obvious, and not to let them go until he and his colleagues had returned. By this time his fellow ambassadors had arrived—Habronichus, son of Lysicles, and Aristeides, son of Lysimachus—with the message that the wall was high enough, and Themistocles was afraid that once the Lacedaemonians had heard a clear report they would refuse to let them leave.


[4] The Athenians detained the Lacedaemonian envoys as instructed, and only then did Themistocles go to the Lacedaemonians and put an end to concealment. He told them that Athens now had a defensive wall and was capable of protecting its inhabitants, and that in the future, if the Lacedaemonians or their allies wanted to make representations to the Athenians, they should come knowing that they were dealing with people who knew perfectly well what was good for themselves and for Greece as a whole. [5] When they decided that the best course was for them to abandon the city and take to their ships, they arrived at this courageous policy, the ambassadors said, unaided by the Lacedaemonians, and besides, in all their joint deliberations with the Lacedaemonians they had shown themselves to be as intelligent as anyone. [6] And now too it seemed to them that the best course was for their city to be fortified—better not just for their own citizens, but for their allies as well—[7] because it was only if there was a balance of power that they could have a comparable or equal voice at meetings where common policy was on the agenda. So, Themistocles argued, either they should all be members of a single league and no one should have walls, or the Lacedaemonians should regard the Athenians’ position as correct.


92. On hearing this, the Lacedaemonians did not openly display anger toward the Athenians, because the purpose of their embassy had not been to interfere but, ostensibly, to recommend a resolution to the Athenian assembly, and also because at that time they were in fact particularly well disposed toward the Athenians because of the commitment they had brought to the war against the Persians. Nevertheless, they were secretly incensed because their will was being foiled. So the envoys on both sides returned home without any formal complaint having been lodged.


93. That is how the Athenians came to wall their city. It did not take them long, [2] and to this day, in fact, the structure shows signs of having been built in haste. The foundations are made up of all sorts of stones that have not been worked in any way so as to fit together, but put in place just as each one was when it was brought in; and many tombstones and other worked stones were incorporated. The circumference of the enclosing wall was increased in all directions, and that is why in their haste they made indiscriminate use of all available materials. [3] Themistocles also persuaded them to finish the wall around Piraeus—it had been begun previously, during his year of office as archon of the Athenians—because it struck him as a fine site, with its three natural harbors, and because he thought that their having become a seafaring people was making a major contribution toward their acquisition of power. [4] In fact, he had been the first to propose the bold strategy of making the sea theirs, and now he immediately set about laying the foundations of empire.


[5] Moreover, it was on his advice that the Piraeus wall was built with the thickness that can still be seen—wide enough for two carts traveling in opposite directions to bring up the stones. The wall was filled not with rubble or clay, but with great blocks of stone that had been squared off and fitted together, with their ends fastened to one another by clamps of iron sealed with lead. But the final height of the wall was only about half of what he had intended. [6] He wanted it to be tall and wide enough to deter hostile offensives, and, as he saw it, only a few men, drawn from those who were least fit, would be needed to guard it, while everyone else would be manning the fleet. [7] He paid particular attention to the navy, and this, I think, was because he saw that the Persian army had found it easier to attack by sea than by land. He thought that Piraeus would be more useful than the inland city, and he repeatedly advised the Athenians that, if they were ever hard pressed by land, they should move down to Piraeus and make a stand against the world at large with their navy.* [8] So this is how the Athenians came to build their walls and start preparing for war immediately after the retreat of the Persians.


94. Pausanias, son of Cleombrotus, was dispatched from Sparta as commander-in-chief of the Greek forces with twenty ships from the Peloponnese, accompanied by thirty Athenian ships and more from the rest of the allies. [2] They sailed against Cyprus,* and after subduing most of the island they went to Byzantium, which had been occupied by the Persians, and besieged it into submission. 95. But by now Pausanias had begun to behave in an oppressive manner, and during this period of his command the rest of the Greeks became resentful of him, especially the Ionians and others who had just been liberated from the Persian empire. They approached the Athenians and asked them, as their kinsmen, to become their leaders and not to let Pausanias get away with acting in an overbearing manner. [2] The Athenians were receptive to these suggestions and they resolved not to condone Pausanias’s behavior and in general to manage affairs as they thought best. [3] Meanwhile, the Lacedaemonians summoned Pausanias home so that they could question him about the reports they had been receiving. Greeks who came to Sparta were accusing him of many acts of injustice, and it looked as though he was modeling his behavior on that of a tyrant rather than acting like a general. [4] So his recall coincided with the time when the allies’ dislike of him drove them (except for the forces from the Peloponnese) to transfer their allegiance to the Athenians. [5] When he arrived in Sparta, he was called to account for crimes he had committed against others as a private citizen, but he was acquitted on the most important charges—the most serious of all being that he had collaborated with the Persians, for which the evidence had been widely thought to be unambiguous.


[6] Pausanias was relieved of his command, and the Lacedaemonians instead sent out Dorcis and a few others, along with a small force, but the allies refused to accept their leadership. [7] Once this had become clear to them they left, and the Lacedaemonians subsequently sent no more replacements. They were afraid that overseas service would corrupt them, as it clearly had in Pausanias’s case, and they also wanted to be relieved of the burden of the war against the Persians; they thought that the Athenians would make competent leaders, and judged them to be well disposed toward themselves at the time.


96. After the Athenians had taken over the leadership in this way, with the willing consent of the allies because of their dislike of Pausanias, they arranged for some of the cities to supply money for the war against the Persians and for others to supply ships, on the plausible ground that they were going to devastate the King’s territory as a way of repaying him for their and the allies’ losses. [2] This was when the Treasurers of the Greeks were first instituted as an Athenian board; it was their job to receive the tribute, as the financial contributions were called. The amount of the tribute on its first assessment was 460 talents. The treasury was on Delos,* and the meetings took place in the sanctuary there.


97. At first, the Athenians were the leaders of autonomous allies who met and deliberated collectively, and in the years between the Persian invasion and the current war they were extremely active, using warfare and their general management of affairs against the Persians, any allies of theirs who rebelled, and any Peloponnesian states that they encountered in the course of some operation or other. [2] I have recorded these events and jettisoned my original plan because this topic has been neglected by everyone before me, who wrote either about Greek history before the Persian Wars or about just the Persian Wars; because the person who did actually touch on these events in his work on Athens, Hellanicus, gave them only a brief mention and got the chronology wrong;* and also because they constitute an explanatory account of how the Athenian empire came into being.


98. The first thing they did was besiege and take Eion-on-Strymon,* a town that was occupied by the Persians, who were sold into slavery. Cimon, son of Miltiades, was the general for this campaign. [2] Next, they sold into slavery the Dolopians, who lived on the Aegean island of Scyros, which they resettled with their own people. [3] Then they fought a war with Carystus (no other place in Euboea was involved) and the Carystians eventually surrendered on terms. [4] Next they made war on the Naxians, who had seceded from the alliance, and besieged them into submission. This was the first allied state to be enslaved, contrary to Greek custom, but later the same thing happened to the others as well one by one.


99. There were various reasons why allied states rebelled. The main ones were falling behind on their tribute payments or provision of ships, and in some instances their refusal to supply troops. The Athenians were sticklers over the payments and their coercive measures made them disliked by those who were unaccustomed to suffering hardship or were displeased about doing so. [2] There were other reasons too for the increasing unpopularity of Athenian rule: they did not take part in military campaigns as equal partners, and it was easy for them to bring rebels back into line. The allies had no one to blame for this but themselves. [3] Because of their reluctance to take part in military ventures, in order to avoid leaving home most of them asked to be assessed for paying their dues in the form of money rather than ships, and so the size of the Athenian fleet grew with the help of the money the allies provided, while the allies themselves were unprepared for and inexperienced in warfare when they revolted.


100. The next events were the land and sea battles that were fought by the Athenians and their allies against the Persians at the Eurymedon river in Pamphylia. The Athenians, with Cimon, son of Miltiades, as the general in command, won both battles on a single day, and about two hundred Phoenician triremes in all were captured and destroyed. [2] Then later the Thasian revolt took place,* after they had fallen out with the Athenians over the trading posts on the Thracian mainland opposite the island and their mine workings there. The Athenians sent a fleet to Thasos, defeated them at sea, and landed troops on the island. [3] At much the same time they sent ten thousand settlers to the Strymon, drawn from their own citizens and the allies, to settle the place that was then called Nine Ways but is now known as Amphipolis.* Although they gained control of Nine Ways, a possession of the Edones, when they advanced deeper into Thrace they were annihilated at Drabescus in Edonia by the united Thracians, who regarded the founding of the colony as an act of war.


101. Defeated in battle and with their city under siege, the Thasians appealed to the Lacedaemonians and asked them to help by invading Attica. [2] Making sure that the Athenians did not hear about it, the Lacedaemonians promised to do so, and they fully intended to keep their promise, but they did not get around to it because of the earthquake that had happened, in the aftermath of which their helots and the perioeci of Thouria and Aethaea rebelled and occupied Ithome. (Most of the helots were descended from the Messenians of former times who had been enslaved back then, and so they were known collectively as “Messenians.”) [3] So, with the Lacedaemonians fighting the Ithome rebels, in the third year of the siege the Thasians came to terms with the Athenians. They demolished their wall, surrendered their ships, accepted the Athenians’ assessment of how much of an indemnity they were to pay right away and how much tribute they would pay in the future, and relinquished their mainland holdings and mine workings.


102. Meanwhile, the Lacedaemonians, seeing no immediate end to their war against the Ithome rebels, called for help from various of their allies, including the Athenians, who sent a small force under Cimon’s command. [2] The main reason they asked for help from the Athenians was because they were supposed to be skilled at siege operations, while the length of the siege had shown their own skills in this respect to be inferior. Otherwise, they would have succeeded in taking the place by assault. [3] It was due to this campaign that the rift between the Lacedaemonians and the Athenians first came out into the open. Ithome continued to resist the assault, and the Lacedaemonians were apprehensive of the daring and revolutionary Athenian character; bearing in mind their different ethnicity, they were afraid that if the Athenians stayed on they might be persuaded by the Ithome rebels to aid their rebellion. So they sent them back home, while retaining the rest of their allies, although they concealed their suspicions and said only that they had no further need of them. [4] The Athenians realized that they were being dismissed for no better reason than Lacedaemonian mistrust, and they felt insulted. They thought it wrong for the Lacedaemonians to treat them like that, and as soon as they got home they abandoned the alliance they had made with them against the Persians and entered into an alliance with Argos, which was hostile to Sparta. And at the same oath-swearing ceremony both the Argives and the Athenians simultaneously formed an alliance with the Thessalians.
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