
Chapter 1:

Thucydides, the Historian


Although tradition calls Thucydides’ work on the war between the Peloponnesians and the Athenians a “history,” and indeed regards Thucydides as one of our first historians, “history” was not an established or identified genre when Thucydides wrote.  Nor does Thucydides refer to his work as a “history” (historia), a word in Greek that simply means “inquiry” (e.g., Plato Phaedo 96a-b and Herodotus 1.1 and 7.96).  When Aristotle famously contrasts poetry and history (historia) in his Poetics, he comes closer to—and perhaps helps to establish—a usage with which we are familiar.  The work of the poet, he says, is to tell “not what occurs or comes into being [as does the historian], but what can happen, whether probably or necessarily” (Poetics ix.9.1).  The poet, and here Aristotle uses the example of Homer, does not select everything that occurs at a given time to include in his work, and not even everything that happens to a single individual, but only those incidents that form part of the whole he is constructing. The poet’s eye is free to glance, as Shakespeare was to later write in a more poetic statement of a similar point, “from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven,” as his imagination “embodies forth/ Forms of things unknown.”
 The history that Aristotle contrasts with poetry does not have such freedom.  It is bound to record what happens, and what happens is a result of chance. 
 Unlike poetry, which can reveal “what is universal” in its stories because of its ability to select events that serve as parts of a whole, history reveals only particulars, or happenstance.  For this reason poetry is more philosophic and more serious than history (Poetics I. viii-ix. 5 and xxiii.2-3).  As Leo Strauss states Aristotle’s position, “Poetry is between history and philosophy: history and philosophy stand at opposite poles; history . . .  deals with individuals,” whether individual human beings, cities, confederations, empires, whereas “philosophy deals with the species as species.”

Aristotle’s statement about history raises more questions than it answers.  If philosophy involves universals, does it pursue only part of the whole, and if so, by what criterion or criteria would we judge it superior to other inquiries?  Or do the universals philosophy pursues constitute knowledge of the whole—its fundamental principles or causes—which particulars may either illustrate or not but in either case do not affect the knowledge sought by philosophy?  In this case, poetry at its best would be the handmaiden to philosophy, subordinate to philosophy but superior to history, illustrating in its particular stories the truths philosophy discovers, making them accessible to those who cannot rise as high as philosophy.  (See Euthydemus 306b.)   The poet’s eye would then range not simply between heaven and earth, but between the philosophic few and the non-philosophic many, giving the latter whatever limited exposure to heaven is possible for those whose vision remains on the earth.
  

Strauss, however, questions whether Thucydides is an historian in Aristotle’s sense: “he is a historian who sees the singulars in light of clearly grasped universals, the changing in light of the permanent or sempiternal.”  He is, Strauss concludes, “a philosophic historian.”
  Strauss’s masterful analysis in City and Man of Thucydides’ work establishes the extent to which Thucydides organized his work around such philosophic issues as rest and motion, necessity and freedom, speech and deeds.  In demonstrating how the particulars illustrate such universals, Thucydides writes about history as if he were writing poetry.  And both poetry and history would be measured by philosophy: to what extent do they reveal in the particulars the universals sought by philosophy?  

A philosophic historian, as Strauss understands Thucydides to be, therefore differs from a philosopher simply, or even from a political philosopher.  Thucydides “stop[ped] on his ascent earlier than Plato,” Strauss writes.  Unlike Plato, Thucydides answered the question of “the best regime that Athens had in his own lifetime,” rather than of “the best regime simply.”  Perhaps, then, Thucydides is too much an Athenian, or too concerned with the particulars of his time and place, to ascend beyond Athens to the best regime simply.  This is what Strauss suggests when he writes that “Thucydides’ horizon is the horizon of the city.”  On the other hand, after describing this difference between Thucydides and Plato, Strauss asks whether Thucydides might have had “a positive reason for stopping on this ascent earlier than Plato.”
  Might Thucydides have had a different view of the relation between belonging to one’s time and place and reflection or understanding?  Might Thucydides, in other words, have understood himself as going as far as possible in his understanding the fundamental truths about political life?   

Classical political philosophy itself questions any simple ascent to the truth.  Aristotle, for example, at least in his political works, questions whether universals, in the forms of laws, can adequately comprehend the particular cases that arise in time.  Because the particulars do not simply manifest the universals, which hold “only for the most part,” he attempts to find ways (such as his teaching about equity) to direct our inquiries to particular cases (NE 1137b12-33 ; see also Politics 1286a8-25 and Rhetoric 1354b48).  Aristotle in effect makes Socrates’ dilemma concerning the ideas—his inability to explain how the particulars of our experience are related to the universals of thought
—present to the life of political communities and without resolving the dilemma indicates that it can serve justice.  The problem of history—the relation between what happens to the truth—is paradoxically more present for Aristotle and Plato than for someone like Hegel, who argues that the accidents of history are irrelevant to the philosophy of history.
  There can be a philosophy of history for Hegel only because history is not a problem.  In other words, if the “ascent” of classical philosophy involves exploring the problem of the ideas, then Thucydides is as concerned with that problem as much as are the philosophers, as Strauss’s analysis of Thucydides’ work in terms of universals such as rest and motion indicates.  On the other hand, if the ascent involves the solution to the problem of the ideas, then attempting such as ascent leads as it did Socrates to question its possibility.  Perhaps it is not surprising that the progression of Strauss’s City and Man moves from the classical philosophers to Thucydides. Along the way to his conclusion that Thucydides did not achieve Plato’s philosophic ascent, Strauss says that by studying the Peloponnesian War Thucydides “grasps the nature of all human things.”

The purpose of my book is to explore how Thucydides addresses these larger philosophic problems by writing up (xuggraphein) “the war between the Peloponnesians and the Athenians.”
   Specifically, I shall explore what “positive reason” Thucydides might have had for not following the path toward the best regime that Plato was to take. Was Thucydides too limited by time and place to rise to such freedom of inquiry, or does such a transcendence of time and place deprive one of the knowledge—and freedom—that is possible for human beings?  This issue, I argue, underlies Thucydides’ presentation of statesmen in his history, both Athenians and Spartans, such as Pericles and Brasidas (and others as well).  To different extents Pericles and Brasidas both depend on their cities and transcend their cities in ways that express their freedom, as they represent and interpret them to the world by their words and deeds. Thucydides serves the cause of liberty in his exploration of their freedom, much as they too serve that cause in their own political activities.

If Thucydides had a positive reason for stopping short of the ascent to the best regime, as Strauss suggests, this does not necessarily indicate his superiority to Plato or of history to philosophy. But it does raise the question as to whether an ascent to the best regime is the best characterization of Platonic philosophy. In his analysis of the Republic that precedes his essay on Thucydides in City and Man, Strauss concludes that that dialogue “does not bring to light the best possible regime but rather the nature of political things—the nature of the city.”
  Strauss’s conclusion about Plato’s foremost work of political philosophy is phrased in language similar to that he uses to describe Thucydides’ grasp of the nature of all human things. 

So too when one considers Plato’s Socrates it is not clear the extent to which “ascent” characterizes Plato’s presentation of him.  The closest Plato comes to an “ascent” to the best regime is the city Socrates describes in the Republic, but its description occurs only in the context of a conversation between Socrates and other interlocutors.  Like Thucydides, Plato portrays historical figures, and gives them the speeches and the deeds in his dialogues that he deems appropriate to the circumstances.  He does what Thucydides describes himself doing in his own work.  His dialogues always involve particular characters in particular settings, and unlike the philosopher-king Plato’s Socrates describes in the Republic Socrates never leaves the cave.  In some ways, Socrates presents himself as more loyal to Athens than does Thucydides. Socrates mentions in his defense before the city three specific battles during the Peloponnesian War in which he fought in the Athenian army (Apology 28e).  In contrast, when Thucydides tells of his command of an Athenian fleet during the war, we hear only of the battle in which he did not fight, indeed, of the battle that did not happen because he did not arrive with his forces in time (4.106.3).   Whereas Thucydides is punished with exile, Socrates chooses death over exile from his city (Apology 36c-d).  Thus Socrates never left Athens except to serve in her army, and Thucydides as a result of his exile is able to be present “with both sides” during the war (5.26.5).
These observations caution us against supposing that Plato’s Socrates transcends the political life of his city, while Thucydides does not. The distinction between classical political philosophy and Thucydides’ philosophic is less clear than some of Strauss’s formulations suggest.  Curiously, Hegel denies the necessary disjunction between philosophy and history, between belonging to one’s community and philosophic reflection, and understands the goal of history to be their reconciliation in philosophic history.  This becomes possible for Hegel only because the classical ascent to the truth takes place in the very progression of history.  The solution of the problem of the ideas introduced by Socrates had to await the development of history that has taken place.
  Hegel, paradoxically, agrees with Strauss’s statement that Thucydides falls short of philosophy because he is too much an Athenian, for Hegel because he lives too early to follow the path of history, for Strauss because he fails to follow the path of Plato.  Thucydides himself suggests otherwise, from the very beginning of his work when he says that he is “an Athenian who wrote up the war.”   If belonging does not preclude reflection, and even belongs to it as a condition, Thucydides’ belonging to his time and place does not bar him from philosophy. 
In the rest of this chapter, I explore what Thucydides understands his “history” to be.  In his introduction to this work (chapters 1-23 of Book 1), Thucydides explains why he wrote about the war between the Athenians and the Peloponnesians, why this war is “the most worthy of speech” of all previous wars, and how he proceeded in his task. He criticizes previous poets and prose writers for their exaggerations and embellishments, implicitly contrasting his own work with those of Homer and Herodotus. And yet he also calls attention to his own embellishments—his inclusion of speeches given by statesmen, generals, and representatives of cities, even though they are not verbatim reproductions. There is much evidence here that Thucydides is not simply “a scientific historian,” as scholars for a long time thought him to be. He selects what is most worth noting rather than merely recording what happens. On the other hand, his history is not simply a postmodern construction, as recent scholarship has taken it to be.
  As Thucydides says of the speeches he included in his history, he wrote them both with a view as far as possible to what was truly said and with a view to what was required (ta deonta) in the circumstances (1.22.2).  Like the historian Aristotle describes, Thucydides attempts to show us what happened; like the poet Aristotle describes, he attempts to show us what is probable or necessary.  Should he succeed in the twofold task he sets for himself, he would show more of the truth than the poet, who reveals only what could or must happen.  He would thereby demonstrate why he may be called philosophic without making an ascent from political life.  The case for the Peloponnesian War as the “most worthy of speech” turns on whether Thucydides’ own work is “the most worthy speech.”  

Most Worthy of Speech: Great Deeds and Great Sufferings

Thucydides began writing at the outset of the war, he tells us, because he believed that it would be “a great war,” and “most worthy of speech” (axiologōtatos) than any that preceded it. Thucydides’ work is not merely about what happens, but about those things that happen that are worth speaking about.  Thucydides offers several criteria for judging between wars. The preparations of each side were at their height (akmazontes) at the outset of this war.   Moreover, the whole Hellenic world and a large part of the non-Hellenic world became involved, “almost all of humanity.”   It was “the greatest movement” the world had yet to see.  Indeed, there had been nothing on a greater scale “either in war or in other matters” (1.1.1-3).  


Thucydides’ contemporaries, however, might well suppose that either the Trojan War or the Persian War were the greater war.  Homer, after all, is “the poet who educated Hellas,” according to Plato’s Socrates, and Achilles is regarded as his greatest hero (Republic 606e-607a; Apology 28c-d; Greater Hippias 364b-c).  It is Homer’s epic that Aristotle mentioned when he explains the superiority of poetry to history.   As to the Persian War, Athenians regard it as the glory of their past, their defining moment, and the beginning of their empire.
  Athenian envoys at Sparta boast that at Marathon they alone ran the risk against the barbarians.  Moreover, when the barbarians retuned a second time, the Athenians abandoned their homes and took to their ships rather than surrender to the enemy.  They then joined in fighting the Persians at Salamis, and their victory prevented the Persians from advancing against the Peloponnesus city by city (1.73.4-75.3).   It was the Athenian commander Themistocles, the Athenians further claim, who was most responsible for the battle taking place in the straits, which led to the Persian defeat (1.74.1).  The Athenian position is clear: Athens’ daring and intelligence preserved the freedom of the Hellenic world from the threat of foreign domination. The Athenian speakers at Sparta even apologize for “always” (aiei) talking about this (1.73.2).  And when Pericles alludes only briefly to these past deeds in his funeral oration, he says that he does so only because he does not wish to “speak at length” about what his listeners already know (2.36.4).  Thucydides himself speaks differently about what his addressees “know.”
  The war against the Persians does not equal the Peloponnesian War in greatness.  In minimizing previous wars, Thucydides revises Hellenic tradition, even Athens’ understanding of herself.

In the first place, the Trojan War took place on a comparatively small scale, Thucydides points out, if one considers the number of men and ships.  Here Thucydides uses Homer’s own description of the catalogue of ships in the Iliad for evidence of the size of the force sent against Troy, which was not large, especially since it was sent from all of Hellas (1.10.3-5).  Moreover, the leader of the Hellenic forces Agamemnon was able to assemble the force because he possessed the superior power, not because of the oaths of the suitors, who came along out of fear (1.9.1 and 3).  With no more ado, Thucydides dismisses the traditional account of the expedition against Troy as a response to Paris’ abduction of Menelaus’ wife, and of the oaths taken by her former suitors to defend her marriage to Menelaus.   As to the length of the Trojan War, Thucydides argues, it took the Hellenes so long to conquer Troy because of the poverty of their provisions: for the sake of the subsistence of the army, large numbers were diverted from fighting when compelled to engage in agriculture and piracy.  While appealing to Homer for evidence of the size of the expedition, even taking into account “the exaggerations of poets” (1.10.3), Thucydides implicitly corrects poetic or mythic accounts of the Trojan War.  He speaks only of Agamemnon who led the expedition, not of Menelaus or Helen, not even of Achilles.  He speaks only of power and fear, not of any love that led to Helen’s seduction, nor of the wrath of Achilles that in the Iliad prolongs the war.
 Thucydides criticizes the models of human life presented by Homer, just as Socrates would later do in the Republic (386a ff.).


As to the Persian War, Thucydides easily dismisses it as well.  Although it represents “the greatest of past deeds or actions,” it is decided “swiftly” in just a few battles. One of them of course is the battle of Marathon, and Thucydides does mention it, but without even saying explicitly who won (1.18.1).  As to the battle of Salamis, Thucydides tells us that the Spartans assumed command against the Persian fleet because of their superior power, and that “in common” they and the Athenians repulsed the barbarian (1.18.1-2).  He does not refer Athenian daring in abandoning their city or to the crucial advice for the battle provided by the Athenian Themistocles, both of which the Athenian envoys highlight in their speech at Sparta.  In contrast to the relatively brief Persian War, the war with the Peloponnesians exceeds in the sufferings that accompany it, cities captured and desolated, human beings exiled or slaughtered, and earthquakes, droughts, famine, and the plague that attacked Athens (1.23.1-3).  The greatness of the Peloponnesian War, lies not in its “great and wonderful deeds,” as we first expect (see Herodotus 1.1), but in the magnitude of the suffering that accompanies it.  Thucydides does not only attack the grandness or splendor of past wars, but he depreciates the Peloponnesian War as well. 
  Why, then, is the Peloponnesian War most worthy of speech, if it yields only a record of human misery?

Speech and the Test of Deeds

Thucydides uses “deeds” not only to mean what is done or accomplished, in contrast to what is suffered, but also in contrast to what is said, or the accounts (logoi) given about deeds.  “Deeds” in this sense refer to “facts,” as the word is often translated.   The meaning of deeds in this usage is broad enough to include actions as well as sufferings.  In his introduction, Thucydides gives deeds a greater prominence in this second sense. He interrupts his account of the Persian War to caution his reader about the difficulty of trusting or believing everything that is said, and observes the human tendency to do so without testing what they hear by examining the deeds themselves.  He gives the example of the mistaken belief that Athenians have about their own past when they suppose that Harmodios and Aristogeiton killed the Athenian tyrant by killing Hipparchus.  Hipparchus, Thucydides says, is only the younger brother of the tyrant Hippias.  Although conspirators intend to kill the tyrant, their intention is thwarted, and they attack Hipparchus so that they might accomplish (drasantes) something before being arrested (1.20.1-2).  Their “deed” falls short of what it might have been, as does the account of it fall short of the deed or facts.

Thucydides’ observation about misleading accounts of the past leads to his singling out the poets as untrustworthy, for they dress their accounts with exaggeration.  He warns against the prose writers as well (logographoi), who compose what is more seductive than true (1.21). Thus the Peloponnesian War will appear greater than those of the past to those who look beyond the words of the poets and prose writers and examine the matter “from the deeds themselves” (1.20.3-21).   Very soon, Thucydides asks the reader to judge his own explanation of the cause of the war—the growth of Athenian power and the Spartan fear of it—as the “truest,” although this was “least apparent in what was said” (1.23.6).  Speech thwarts understanding the truth, whether it be the speech of poets and prose writers or that of political actors who allege the causes of war by referring to violations of treaties or deeds such as Athens’ allying herself with Corcyra or siege of Potidaea (e.g., 1.67.1-4 and 68.4). 

In spite of his criticisms of the misleading character of speech, however, Thucydides calls attention to the fact that he himself is a writer of speeches. Even in the first sentence of his work, he tells us that how he “wrote” up (xuggraphein) the war between the Peloponnesians and the Athenians (1.1.1).  And throughout his work, he uses this same verb to describe his activity (see 2.70.4; 2.103.1; 3.25.2; 3.88.4; etc.).  It is Thucydides’ account or logos that examines the things said in light of the deeds.  His own account of the onset of the war in Book 1, in fact, dwells on those very things alleged to be the causes of the war—Athens’ alliance with Corcyra and her siege of Potidaea (1.24-88 and 118-125).  After all, those who allege such things about the causes of the war are themselves looking to Athens’ deeds in support of what they say.  These incidents illustrate the growth of Athenian power and thereby make plausible the fear it provokes.  What is alleged about the causes of the war leads us to what Thucydides states is the truest cause and provides evidence for it. 

Thucydides therefore is not depreciating speech in light of deeds so much as presenting his own account as superior to those of the past.  He also is a writer of words (logographos).  To judge the Peloponnesian War to be “greater” than previous wars we must judge Thucydides’ work to be “greater” than those of his predecessors, if it is his work that makes the case.   And the standard that Thucydides proposes for judging what he says about the war is the extent to which it presents the truth in contrast to what is “most apparent” or visible.  In contrast to the work of the poets and prose writers, who embellish the truth, Thucydides’ is “the most worthy speech.”  The Greek word translated as “most worthy of speech” (axiologōtatos), with which Thucydides refers to the Peloponnesian War, looks as if it means “the most worthy speech.”  As Thucydides’ work unfolds, words gain as well as lose meanings.
 Thucydides’ advice about judging what is said must apply to what he himself says, but the deeds to which we must look include Thucydides’ own deeds in his writing up the war.

Worthy Speeches


Thucydides may be described as “a speech writer” not only because he “wrote up” the war between the Peloponnesians and the Athenians.  His writing includes numerous speeches that he attributes to statesmen, generals, and envoys and that play a part in our understanding the war.  Thucydides prepares us in his introduction for inclusion of such speeches in his work and to the difficulties he faced in doing so.  It was not easy for him to remember the speeches with perfect accuracy, he admits, whether he heard them himself or whether they were reported to him by others.  And those who were present did not report “the same things about the same things,” whether from differences in good will or in memory.   Because he could not produce the speeches precisely, it seemed best to him to attribute to the speakers what is required in the circumstances (peri tōn aiei parontōn ta deonta), while coming as close as possible to the complete sense of what they truly said (I.22.1-3).


It is hardly surprising that Thucydides can give us no verbatim records of speeches that are delivered during the war.  What is surprising is that he nevertheless includes them in his work, allowing different individuals to speak as if he were quoting them directly.
  Moreover, as Victor Davis Hanson points out in his introduction to The Landmark Thucydides, Thucydides never tells us which of the speeches are more or less what was really said and which “had to be reconstructed more or less according to Thucydides’ own particular historical sense of what was likely, appropriate, and necessary.”  The “exasperated reader” therefore cannot “determine the degree of authenticity of any given speech in the history.” 
  According to Hanson, Thucydides admits “two contrary agendas” in his statement about the speeches: 1) “contrivance,” when Thucydides refers to making the speeches say what was required, and 2) “historical exactitude,” in adhering as closely as possible to what was really said.  Referring to the “cleft between subjective and objective truth” now “popular in academic circles,”
 Hanson thus finds in Thucydides’ own reflections about his inquiry evidence for the split among scholars who see him either as a constructivist or a scientific historian. 


Hanson’s questions lead us to the heart of the matter.  Although Thucydides refers to reproducing the speeches as accurately as possible, to what extent is his purpose “historical exactitude,” as Hanson supposes? Only if it were, would we expect him to tell us which speeches were more or less exact reproductions, and which were contrived, so as not to “exasperate” the  reader seeking the truth Thucydides is trying to convey.  Moreover, if Thucydides were seeking historical exactitude, this purpose might well weigh against including the speeches at all, since Thucydides cannot accurately reproduce them, as he acknowledges at the outset.
  Should he aim at simple historical exactitude, he would lack any standard for deciding what to mention and what not to mention. His work would record a series of accidents, inferior to the work of the poet Aristotle describes. But he is writing about what is “most worthy of speech.”


As to the second agenda Hanson attributes to Thucydides, “subjective truth,” Hanson associates it with “contrivance,” all the while noting that Thucydides says he will “construct” the speeches of his history according to what is required (ta deonta) in the circumstances.  If the truth at which Thucydides aims can be called “subjective,” it is not because it proceeds from a subject pursuing purposes or preferences of his own, but because it proceeds from a subject trying to understand and to reproduce what the circumstances require.   He is seeking not mere historical accuracy—what happens to have taken place—but something that fits the situation—which could therefore prove beneficial, Thucydides says, to those wishing to consider clearly other things that have occurred or will do so in the future, which will in the course of human affairs resemble (esesthai paraplēsiōn) what Thucydides recounts.  To use Aristotle’s terms, Thucydides appears to be seeking something universal in the particular circumstances; only this would make his work “a possession for all time” (1.22.4.)  But Thucydides finds universals not merely in the particular stories that he constructs in the manner of a poet (even if mythical or traditional versions may be known to a poet’s audience), not in “what happens,” but in what has happened. 

Thucydides may understand his task to resemble that of the poet whom Aristotle was to describe, but he does not expect it to be exactly the same, just as he expects that the things that will occur in the future will resemble but not be the same as those of the past.  The former expectation follows the latter.   If the particulars in which the universals are manifest are mere manifestations of those universals, the future would in all essentials reproduce the past, and the work of Thucydides about the war would collapse into poetry.  But the singularity of the particulars we experience makes them less and more than the universals, which can therefore only in part explain them. The poet is not as constrained by the particulars as is Thucydides, who is writing about what has occurred.  It is Thucydides who is between the philosopher and the historian Aristotle contrasts in the Poetics; his work does not have the wholeness or completeness that Aristotle says that good poets achieve, who make universals appear in their stories.  In distinguishing his work from the embellished work of the poets and prose writers, and acknowledging that it is less pleasant “for hearing” than theirs, Thucydides recognizes that the work that reflects the truth cannot be a whole.  Such a work is more philosophic and more serious than its alternatives.  This is because while Thucydides has more freedom than the historian who occupies one of Aristotle’s poles, he is less free than the philosopher—and the poet—who occupy the other.  Thucydides’ own work proceeds from his freedom, although he understands its limits as he writes up the war.   In this sense, liberty is the cause of his work, that from which it originates and that makes it possible.  

From this perspective, the freedom of the philosopher who occupies one of Aristotle’s poles is as problematic as the lack of freedom of the historian who occupies the other.  Thucydides’ freedom, manifest in the way he writes up the war, can serve as a model for both, as it can for his reader.  He is thus like his Pericles, who as we shall see presents himself to the Athenians as an exemplar of the freedom he urges them to assume, and like his Brasidas, who undertakes a liberation of Hellas. The cause of liberty thus lies at both the beginning and end of Thucydides’ work.  And we have a “positive reason” that Thucydides stops on what many regard as Plato’s philosophic ascent earlier than Plato. 

The Unfolding of Thucydides’ History

Thucydides first shows us Athens through its greatest leader, Pericles, to whom I turn in my next chapter, chapter 2.  Pericles is the most able Athenian of his time, Thucydides says, in speaking and acting (1.139.4).  Both his words and deeds measure up, and appear as the measure for others, just as he himself presents Athens as the measure of human virtues.  In his funeral oration, Pericles claims that “the whole world” will remember “the words and deeds” of Athens’ renowned men, while his own words memorialize his city’s achievements before both the citizens and foreigners present in the city (2.43.2; 2.36.4). The virtues of Athens, as Pericles understands them, are daring and intelligence or judgment (e.g., 1.144.3 and 2.40.3), the very virtues that he himself embodies.  And they both originate in and serve Athenian freedom. Athens’ freedom has several related meanings for Pericles.  Athenians freely take part as citizens in their common affairs, and that freedom extends to the private lives of citizens. Pericles understands Athens’ freedom also in terms of her liberal treatment of the cities she rules and the liberal treatment of her citizens of one another as they do what they please in their daily affairs.  Pericles is able to interpret even the democratic principle of equality in terms of freedom, for in Athens equality allows merit to rise, presumably as Athens herself rose to ascendency in the Hellenic world, whose way of life is a model for other cities (2.37).  Freedom for Pericles is manifest at once in self-government, living as one pleases, and Aristotelian virtue. Such a city, to be sure, is, as Pericles says, “worthy of wonder” (2.39.4).

Pericles’ presents this shining image of his city at a public funeral for those who fell in battle.  It is for such a city that her soldiers gave their lives, “departing in the briefest moment” at the height (acmē) of their reputation, while their deeds will be “remembered forever” (2.42.4 and 43.2). So too does Athens herself reach her acme in this brief moment of Pericles’ rhetoric.  Immediately after he recounts Pericles’ funeral oration, Thucydides describes the less noble deaths of Athenians dying from the plague and the ignoble deeds of many when confronted with its terrors.  Not only does Pericles’ unprecedented leadership falter in the face of the unprecedented horrors of the plague, Athenians blame Pericles for the war and desire to negotiate peace with Sparta.  The people’s accusation of Pericles as “the cause” of the war revisits the issue of the cause of the war. To the extent that the people are correct in blaming Pericles for the war, the war is less necessary, less inevitable.  Indeed, Thucydides’ own account of events before the outbreak of the war gives weight to the people’s claim.  The growth of Athens’ power and Sparta’s fear of it made going to war necessary (1.23. 6), but Thucydides shows us that that growth was not itself inevitable, but followed from choices and actions Athenians made.  So too did the war.  In his speech addressing their concerns, Pericles does not ask them to be resigned to the war’s necessity, but rather to embrace the war with a new vision of their power (2.62.1-2).  To be sure, he tells them that they can no longer withdraw from their rule of their allies, for they hold their rule like a tyranny that seem unjust to have acquired but that is too dangerous to let go (2.63.3).  Their past actions limit their present choices, but if the acquisition of their rule can be blamed as unjust, it was not necessary.  Athens, like Pericles himself, is to blame.  Pericles models Athens’ freedom on his own.

Thucydides contrasts Pericles favorably with those who came after him.  There is no longer “a first man,” as Thucydides describes Pericles, only many who compete to be first. (2.5.10).  In chapter 3, I discuss Thucydides’ presentation of Athenian politics in the years immediately after the death of Pericles, including the two Athenians who first come to the fore, Cleon and Diodotus. The two debate the fate of the captured city Mytilene, in the first pair of speeches in Thucydides’ history in which two Athenians take different positions.  In the first of the two speeches, Cleon’s criticism of rhetoricians who speak in the democratic assembly echoes Thucydides’ criticisms of the deceptive speech of poets and prose writers that he earlier contrasts with his own. Like Thucydides, Cleon asks his addressees to look to the “deeds” as a test of speeches, although he goes even further to attack speech as such.  Because the Athenian who responds to Cleon, Diodotus, defends speech both explicitly in his speech and implicitly by his deed of delivering his speech in the face of Cleon’s criticism, Thucydides’ presentation of this debate further explores the place of speech in human life—and therefore of his own self-understanding as the writer of his history.  Here the connection between speech and freedom becomes clear: speech can articulate alternatives so that deeds are chosen rather than compelled.  

Cleon appeals to an “everlasting” distinction between friends and enemies in insisting on destroying Mytilene. The Athenians, in other words, must understand that they have no choice.  Diodotus, in contrast, urges that deeds can make others friends and thus serve Athenian interests.   Whereas Cleon presents an insular notion of “us and them,” Diodotus imagines building new relationships through leniency (cf. 3.40.2 with 3.47).  For him, reflection or speech helps the Athenians to understand in a different way the circumstances in which they act. In so doing, his speech constructs for his addressees models of themselves in light of which they might act.  In this way, choice becomes possible.  It is for this reason that in this debate Athenian freedom lies in the balance.  Diodotus’ triumph over Cleon in the Athenian assembly, however limited it turns out to be, reflects Thucydides’ own triumph over Cleon, which he achieves by writing his history.  Just as Diodotus presents to the Athenian assembly an alternative to Cleon’s compulsion, Thucydides presents Diodotus himself as an alternative to Cleon.

Thucydides contrasts the fall of Mytilene to Athens with the fall of Plataea to Sparta, and how each victorious city treats the one it conquers. By juxtaposing the two events in Book 3, Thucydides continues to draw out his reflections on the antagonists in the war—a contrast that the Corinthians introduce in their speech at Sparta in the first book. Thucydides tests the words of the Corinthians about Athens and Sparta by the deeds of each city.  And the difference between them involves the place of speech in their deeds, and thus the extent to which their deeds are the result of freedom.  In the “Plataean debate,” the Plataeans speak first, defending themselves before they hear the charges, while the Thebans, their accusers and long-time enemies, get the last word.  Thucydides confirms the Plataeans complaint that their trial is a sham, and their words useless.  Even the Theban advice to her Spartan allies not to trust the noble but deceptive rhetoric of the Plataeans, advice that we have already heard Cleon give to the Athenians about all speech, is not necessary: Sparta has decided beforehand to gratify her Theban allies (3.68.4).  She only pretends to listen to speech.  Friendship between Sparta and Thebes may be strengthened by the deeds of the former, but they are partners in a deception, and their complicity leads to the destruction of Plataea. 

At the outset of the war, Sparta proclaims her goal in the war with Athens as liberating the Hellenic world from Athenian domination. It is this goal that earns Sparta the “good will” of the Hellenic world—some cities desiring their freedom, others desiring not to lose theirs (2.8.4). The contrast between Athens and Sparta that Thucydides draws over the fates of Mytilene and Plataea, however, raises questions of the extent of Sparta’s commitment to that goal.  In chapter 4, I discuss Sparta and especially Brasidas, who easily appears as the greatest Spartan leader of Thucydides’ history.  It is Brasidas who does most to achieve the liberation of cities from Athenian rule.  Like Pericles, Brasidas interprets and represents his city to the world.   The people of Ionia, seeing Brasidas and impressed by his virtue, become more favorable to the Spartan side, in the belief that other Spartans would be like him (4.81.2).  But no one like Brasidas comes forth from Sparta in Thucydides’ history.  The cities that embrace the liberation Brasidas offers them are mistaken, and they suffer badly for their mistake (e.g., 5.32.1).  

Brasidas promises the citizens of cities subject to Athenian rule freedom if they yield to him (e.g., 4.85.1 and 86.1), and even freedom from Spartan interference in their domestic affairs (4.86.4-5).   He offers them self-determination.   But in both cases he lacks the resources to make good his promises, for the vision of freedom he holds out to his addressees is not confirmed by the deeds that follow.  Sparta’s refusal to send him reinforcements (4.108.6-7), for example, to say nothing of Sparta’s using the “liberated” cities as bargaining chips in her negotiations with Athens (e.g., 4.81.2 and 5.18), make a mockery of Brasidas’ freedom, both the freedom he promises others and his own ability to act (e.g., 4.123.4-124-1).  

Whereas Pericles represents Athens at her best, Brasidas barely represents Sparta at all. All three of Pericles’ speeches in Thucydides’ history occur in Athens, public addresses to the people in one form or another. Brasidas’ speeches are always in the field and never in Sparta, whether they are to his own troops or the people of the cities he is attempting to free from Athens.  He is a man without a city, even refusing to follow the policies and commands of his own city (4.122.2-3 and 123.1).   Marching with his troops to Ionia—more helots and mercenaries than Spartans (4.80.4)—he in effect cuts off his return route to Sparta, at least by land (cf. 4.11.4-12.1).   He finds a home elsewhere, but only after his death—in Amphipolis, one of the cities he liberates from Athenian rule and where he is buried and worshipped (5.11).  That Brasidas is a man without a city may suggest freedom, but Thucydides shows us that it undermines Brasidas’ ability to accomplish anything lasting.   Thucydides’ admiration of both Pericles and Brasidas, I argue, is connected with his reservations about both: Pericles’ speeches and deeds could not transcend his city, even if they look beyond what Athens is in the direction of what she might be.  Brasidas’ speeches and deeds, in contrast, so transcend his city that he misrepresents her to the world.  Thucydides accuses Brasidas of something he never accuses Pericles—of lying (4. 108. 5).  

Alcibiades, to whom I turn in chapter 5, presents himself to his city as her greatest representative to the world (6.16).  And yet his conflict with his city leads him to betray her to Sparta.   His legal guardian was Pericles—although Thucydides avoids mentioning any connection between the two.  In contrast to Pericles’ speeches, which are all delivered in Athens, and to Brasidas’ speeches, which always take place in the field of action outside of Sparta, Thucydides gives Alcibiades two speeches, one in Athens, the other in Sparta.  If Pericles’ identity is allied with his city, and Brasidas’ identity is allied with his mission to achieve what his city never acts to achieve, Alcibiades seems to have no identity of his own.  

   In Alcibiades, Thucydides presents a liberation of erōs (6.24.3), as when he leads his city on a conquest to Sicily, but also the liberation of speech from deeds or facts.  When he advises Athenians to conquer Sicily, he indicates less knowledge of Sicily than does Nicias (cf. 6.17.2-6 with 6.20.2-21).  Alcibiades’ two speeches in Thucydides’ work, moreover, are antithetical to each other, the first successfully urging Athens to undertake the conquest of Sicily, the second successfully advising Sparta how to prevent Athens from doing so.  Alcibiades may speak opposite Nicias at Athens, but his two speeches can be paired against each other.  However much his two speeches evince a consistent attitude toward politics, he alone in Thucydides’ work delivers speeches on both sides of the same issue—for and against Athenian imperialism.   Alcibiades makes political alliances apart from his city, as with Sparta, but also with factions in foreign cities, whether they be democratic or oligarchic (e.g., 5.84.1 and 6.61.3; 6.50.1 and 6.74.1; see also his speech to the Spartans about his “support” of democracy in Athens, 6.893-6).  As Diodotus urged his city to do, Alcibiades is always making new friends, and he of course makes new enemies at the same time. And nothing lasts.  Not only is the deed of his that most benefits Athens one in which he refrains from acting, Thucydides remembers him more for his speeches than for his deeds. 

Alcibiades nevertheless struggles throughout his exile to be recalled to Athens.  Like the homecoming of the expedition he once led to Sicily, his own homecoming becomes both a goal and a problem.  We can see this in Alcibiades’ treasonous speech at Sparta when he claims that he is such “a lover of his city” that he wants nothing less than to repossess her (anaktashai) (6.92.4).  Could an Athens fallen to Sparta led by Alcibiades still be the Athens he loved?  If yes, what he loves has no identity, and Athenian freedom and Pericles’ vision of Athens is meaningless.  If no, Alcibiades fails to repossess Athens, because he destroys her in his act of doing so.   His problem appears in his very description of what he desires: he wants to repossess his city, but no “repossession” or return can be identical to the original possession.  Alcibiades will always have gone away.  Although as a matter of history in the ordinary sense, Alcibiades did for a time return to Athens, he never does in Thucydides’ history, which breaks off before the end of the war.    According to Thucydides, the deed of Alcibiades that most benefits his city is his not returning to Athens with the Athenian forces when he is in a position to do so (8. 86.4-7). 

In my final chapter, I discuss homecomings, including the connection between the freedom implied in human thought or reflection and belonging to a particular city, or having a home.  This has been a theme of Thucydides’ from the beginning, as in his presentation of Pericles, who never leaves home in Thucydides’ work except in his service in the Athenian army, and in his presentation of Brasidas, whom he never presents at home in Sparta.
  The issue is also present in Thucydides’ digression near the end of Book 1 concerning the Spartan Pausanias and the Athenian Themistocles, the former illustrating someone who becomes corrupted when he leaves home, the latter illustrating the possibility of leaving home when forced to do so while retaining one’s identity (1.95.5-7 and 1.128-38).  In the last two books of the history, the problems for the homecoming of the Athenian expedition in Sicily and for that of the exiled Alcibiades become explicit.  Both the Athenian forces and Alcibiades want to go home. But they are not simply free to do so.  The former depend on the command of their generals, and Nicias delays their retreat due to unfavorable omens.  Their homecoming is thwarted not by the gods, as happens to many trying to return home from Troy in the Homeric and mythic accounts, but by Nicias’ piety.  There is a way in which belief in the gods makes one homeless.  Alcibiades’ impiety does so as well—not simply the impious deeds for which he is exiled, for we do not know he is guilty as charged—but his betrayal of his city.  Thucydides shares neither the piety of the one, nor the impiety of the other.  Unlike both of them, Thucydides returns from exile. 

Thucydides identifies himself as an Athenian when he mentions his writing up the war, as we have seen.  However, he identifies himself by his patronymic—the son of Olorus—only when he discusses his own military command during the war (4.104.3).  As a result of that command, and his own failure to relieve Amphipolis, Thucydides he tells, he is exiled, and he remains in exile for twenty years (5.26.5).  That Thucydides holds a command for his city in the war strengthens Hegel’s inclusion of him among the “original historians,” who “have themselves witnessed, experienced and lived through the deeds, events, and situations they describe.”  The “first concern” of the original historian, whose spirit is the same as the events he relates, is not “to reflect upon his subject; for he is immersed in the spirit of the event he describes, and does not rise above it to reflect upon it.”
   That Thucydides’ primary political deed is one for which he was exiled does not contradict Hegel’s position on Thucydides, even if it lends it a certain irony.  The surrender of Amphipolis, Thucydides tells us, causes “great fear” among the Athenians in part because of the material resources of Amphipolis, in part because of its strategic location, and in part because of the symbolic value of Brasidas’ success in liberating such an important city from Athens’ yoke.  And, indeed, the revolts of other cities from Athenian rule follow (4.108.1-3).  Thucydides’ failure to act facilitates Brasidas’ blow for freedom. His pace at sea is more reminiscent of the Athenian ship that carries the order to destroy Mytliene than of the ship sent to countermand that order (3.49.4).

Thucydides’ exile from Athens after his command at Amphipolis allows him “to be present at the activities of both sides, especially the Peloponnesians,” and thus “to perceive more” about the events of the war than he otherwise would have done (5.26.5).   His exile thus facilitates his gathering materials for his history.  Like Alcibiades, he is an exile who does not hesitate to go to the Peloponnesians when it suits his broader purpose. Like Brasidas he has a mission that leads him away from his city, and his whereabouts in his travels he keeps mysterious.  He could be anywhere.
  But unlike Brasidas and Alcibiades, Thucydides settles again in his city to continue his work of writing about the war.  The “possession” he acquires is not his city, as Alcibiades sought, but his work that as a “possession for all time” he shares with others.
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