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AMERICAN
JOURNAL OF PHILOLOGY

THUCYDIDES, APOLLO,
THE PLAGUE, AND THE WAR

LisA KALLET

>’

Abstract. This article examines Thucydides’ treatment of the cause of the plague,
its connection with the Spartans, and Apollo. Thucydides situates references to
the plague in various contexts in the narrative, beginning with his account of the
suprahuman catastrophes that occurred during the war (1.23) that are woven
through the narrative in a seriatim argument that serves methodologically to
demonstrate the possibility that Apollo brought the plague to Athens. His method
clarifies the positioning of divine assistance in relation to human causation, but it
also leaves open the possibility of divine intervention in human history.

WHEN THE PLAGUE STRUCK ATHENS IN 430 B.C.E., its cause was a
matter of urgent speculation, but the general presumption was clear
enough: it came from the gods, particularly (though not necessarily
solely), Apollo. It is from Thucydides that we know this and much else
concerning the gods during the Peloponnesian War. Yet most discussions
of contemporary perceptions of the plague’s cause fault the historian for
an inadequate account, which usually forms part of a broader critique
of his treatment of religion.! This overall judgment seems to be an odd
byproduct of what is justly regarded as a giant step in the nascent art of
historical writing, namely, the secular nature of historical explanation in

1See esp. Rubel 2000, 123-34, who has a lengthy review of scholarship on Thucydides’
treatment of religion especially in relation to the plague;also Hornblower 1992; Crane 1996,
163-208; Furley 2006; Flower 2009; Zimm 2010; for the view that Thucydides takes a more
neutral or positive stance towards the gods and oracles (going back to Cornford 1907),
see, e.g., Oost 1975; Marinatos 1981a, 1981b; Jordan 1986; Bowden 2005 sees Thucydides’
interest in Delphi occurring mostly in a “literary,” “Herodotean” vein.

American Journal of Philology 134 (2013) 355-382 © 2013 by The Johns Hopkins University Press
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356 LISA KALLET

the History. Scholars couple their recognition of Thucydides’ achievement
with the dubious notion that Thucydides had no use for religion and that
the gods have no place in a work concerned with rational explanation
of historical events.

If many come up empty-handed when attempting to determine
Thucydides’ own view of the cause of the plague, there is a good reason:
he conspicuously announces his refusal to provide one (2.48.3). In what
follows, I would like to engage with the question of Thucydides’ perspec-
tive on the role of Apollo. His refusal, I shall suggest, is but one link in a
wider nexus of historical causation and explanation that has a method-
ological and didactic function accompanying historiographical reflection
on the role of the divine in history. Thucydides’ framework for the plague
narrative provides the instructive core for our examination.

THE INTRODUCTION TO THE PLAGUE (2.47-48)

The introductory section of the plague narrative establishes the interpre-
tive foundation vital to the description of symptoms and consequences to
follow. Four key features stand out: a temporal connection between the
Spartans and the disease; the singularity of the plague at Athens; the polis
of the Athenians as the target; the cause of the plague. Each is program-
matic; together, they strongly suggest that Thucydides guides the reader
to the conclusion that the disease specifically targeted the Athenians.

The Connection between the Spartans and the Plague

Following the account of the public funeral marking the end of the first
year of the war, with its centerpiece, the Funeral Oration, Thucydides
makes a swift transition (2.47.2-3):

Tob 8¢ B¢povg evBig dpyopévov Ilelomovviotot kai oi Edppaxot T dvo pépn
MoTep kai 10 Tp@Tov EoEPalov ¢ T Attikry (1yeito 8¢ Apxidauog 6 ZevEidapov
Aakedoupoviov Pactieng), kai kaBelopevot édfjovv T yiv. kai dvtwv adT@v od
TOANAG Tw Huépag év Tf) ATTIKf 1) vooog pdTov fipEato yevéoBat toig Abnvaiolg.

Straightaway with the arrival of spring, the Peloponnesians and two thirds
of their allies, led by Archidamus, the son of Zeuxidamus, king of the
Lacedaemonians, made an attack on Attica, as in the first invasion, and
encamping they started ravaging the land. They had been in Attica not
many days at all when the disease first broke out among the Athenians.

2All translations are mine unless otherwise noted.
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THUCYDIDES, APOLLO, PLAGUE, AND WAR 357

Gomme (1956) noted the connection between the Spartans and the
plague but viewed it as an unavoidable fact of historical temporality.
Yet the “historian’s choice” becomes clear as the introduction proceeds.
Shortly after (2.48.2), Thucydides notes that, because those living in the
Piraeus were infected first, the Athenians believed that the Spartans had
poisoned the wells.?

The Singularity of the Plague at Athens

A second element of Thucydides’ introductory remarks is his emphasis
on the singularity of the Athenian nosos compared to the outbreak and
severity of the disease elsewhere. After noting its arrival in Attica, he
writes, “it is said that it had earlier attacked in many places, on Lemnos
and other lands as well; yet, never had so extreme a pestilence, so destruc-
tive of lives, been remembered as ever having occurred” (Aeyduevov
Hev kol mpoTepov moAaxooe ykataokiyat kai mept Afjuvov kai v EAloig
Xwpiotg, 00 pévTot ToooiTog Ye Aotpdg 008¢ gBopd obtwg avBpwnwy ovdapod
guvnuoveveto yevéobar, 2.47.3). A few sentences later, he begins the account
of the plague proper: “It originated, it is said, in Ethiopia, then spread
to Egypt, Libya, and over much of the King’s domains. Then it suddenly
attacked the polis of the Athenians” (fp&ato 8¢ 10 pév np@tov, d¢ Aéyera,
¢E AlBomtiag tAg Onigp Alybdmrov, énerta 8¢ kai ég Alyvntov kai ABuny katéfn
Kol €¢ TV Pacthéwg yijv THv moAAv. &g 8¢ v ABnvaiwv molwv Eamvaiwg
¢otneoe, 2.48.1-2).

Thucydides’ initial reference simply to “the plague” that struck
Athens, marking the beginning of the account (2.47.3, quoted above),
contrasts with the distancing mechanism—*“it is said”—employed twice
(Aeyopevov, 47.3; wg Aéyetal, 48.1) about the origins and earlier progress of
the disease. He sharpens the difference between the occurrences elsewhere
and its outbreak in Athens through an emphatic clause marked by nega-
tives and particles concerned with the particular disease that infected the
Athenian polis (ov . . . yevéoBa, 47.3). By moving from “report” (with no
comment on the nature or severity of the disease elsewhere) to explicit
statements about the enormity of the disease in Athens, Thucydides marks
the plague at Athens as unique.*

*He then notes that later it spread to the upper polis, which might appear to refute
any connection between the Spartans and the plague; but it seems rather to be a statement
about contagion; see Holladay and Poole 1979, 296-300; Longrigg 2000, 57-58.

“He has foreshadowed its singularity earlier (1.23.2-3); I will expand on this below.
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358 LISA KALLET
The Polis as the Target of the Plague

The third feature of the introduction is the identified target of the disease,
namely, “the polis of the Athenians,” not simply “the Athenians” (2.48.2,
quoted above). While this might signpost that not only Athenians were
massively stricken by the plague, and refer to the spatial boundaries of
the infected inhabitants, it also crucially points to the categorizing of this
infection as a collective, political one, and in that respect it suggests a
targeting of the body politic.’

The Cause of the Plague at Athens

The fourth and perhaps most striking feature of this section is Thucydides’
explicit unwillingness to venture a cause.® As he puts it (2.48.3):

Aey€tw pév obv mepl avtod WG EKAcTog yLyviaoket kal latpdg kal ibiwtng, g’ dtov
eikOg v yevéaBat avto, kai T aitiag dotivag vopifet tooavtng petafolig ikavag
glvat Shvapy &g 10 petactioat oxeiv- £yw 8¢ olov Te Eyiyveto Addw, kai ap’ OV
&v 116 oKoT@Y, €] ToTE Kai avbig Emmécol, pAMoT &v Exol Tt TPoeld®G pi) dyvoeiv

Let anyone, whether doctor or layman, say as each perceives the likely
origin of the plague and whatever causes he believes of sufficient power to
have produced so great a change; I will restrict myself to a description of
the symptoms, on the basis of which anyone examining them would from
foreknowledge recognize the disease should it ever attack again.

SThucydides explores this idea elsewhere in the History, e.g., in 6.14, where Nicias
implores the prytanis of the assembly to call another vote (on whether to sail to Sicily)
and thereby “be a physician of the polis that has counseled poorly” (tfig 8¢ noAewg <kakdc>
BovAevoapévng latpdg &v yevéaBar); on the diseased city, see Rechenauer 1991,351-53; Padel
1992, 53; Kallet 2001, 132, n. 46, 128-36; on the connections with stasis, see Brock 2000 and
Kosak 2000.

®Diodorus (12.45.1-2) reflects another tradition which attributes the plague to the
effects of overcrowding, heat, and consequent pollution; I do not share Kosak’s (2000, 49)
skepticism that it (and Plut. Per. 34) “hardly counts as proper sources of evidence for the
classical period in Greece” if Diodorus was here using Ephorus, as is likely. Demont 2013
argues that Thucydides does show awareness of a rational cause of the plague in 1.23.3,
specifically, the connection between droughts and famine and plague, taking the first kai
in adypoi te oTL ap” oig peydot kai dnr” abT®V Kai Apol kai 1 . . . véoog as “there were great
droughts and from them also famine and plague”; yet this rendering does not take suf-
ficient account of the treatment of the plague and the question of its causes; Palmer 1992,
30, states that Thucydides “suggests, if not a cause of the plague, an explanation of how it
arrived in Athens (2.48.1-2): it traveled the sea routes of Athenian imperialism.” This would
be appealing if correct, but the only locale of the several specifically noted by Thucydides
that can be connected to their empire is Lemnos.
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THUCYDIDES, APOLLO, PLAGUE, AND WAR 359

That Thucydides explicitly notes what he will not engage in not only
places the comment on the verge of a praeteritio but also, in combina-
tion with his subsequent discussion, serves to suggest the inscrutability
of cause (and thereby, paradoxically, to keep alive the issue).” He allows
that deductive reasoning might yield an answer as to the origin of the
disease (taking eix6g with the verb yiyvwoxw), and he does not disavow a
cause per se—he implies its possibility—but he suggests that any answer
would lie in the realm of belief; thus the emphasis on the magnitude of
the challenge® makes the invitation to others to determine a cause seem
more like a dare.’

THE EXTENT OF THE CATASTROPHIC WAR (1.23.3)

The above discussion relates and invites attention to Thucydides’ list of
phenomena that occurred in the course of the war and that, along with
the war’s length, justify his view of this war’s greatness in comparison
to those of the past. It will aid the analysis to quote this section in full
(1.23.1-3):

TOUTOV 8¢ TOD TTOAENOV pijko¢ Te péya mpovPn, mabrpatd te uvnvéxdn yevéobat
&v avt® i EANGSI ol 00y Etepa év {ow xpovey. obite yap moeig Tooaide AngBeioa
npnuwdnoay, ai pév ord PapPapwy, ai 6’ V71O CEGV ADTAOV AvTITOAEPOVVTWY (giol
§’ ai kai oikfiropag petéPalov ahiokouevat), obte guyai Tooaide dvBpwnwv kal

"On the self-referential authority of 2.48.3, and its relationship to Herodotean
first-person polemics and the rhetorical stances of early medical works, see Thomas 2006,
100-102, with earlier bibliography. Cf. 2.49.2, an’ ovdepdg npogaocew, referring to those
who were perfectly healthy and were suddenly stricken by the plague; see Weidauer 1954,
8-20; Rawlings 1975, 74; Rechenauer 1991, 76, 103.

8Tevopevov yap kpeicoov Adyou 1o €ldog Tijg vooov Td Te EANa xakenwtépws f katd Thv
avBpwmeiav gooLy MpoctmmTev EkaoTw Kai £V IO EdHAwaoe pdMota dANo T8V TdV Euvtpdpwy
T (“The type of the disease was stronger than could be expressed in words and attacked
each person more cruelly than human nature could sustain and showed in this especially
that it was alien to any home-bred illnesses,” 2.50.1).

°Indeed, Thucydides’ use of aitia for “cause,” and the verb vopi{w (instead of yryvwokw
as in the previous clause, signifying knowledge through observation), in the sense of “belief,”
seems to carry an implication that whatever one might allege as a cause would fail the test
of truth. Rawlings 1975, 73-76, in discussing this passage and its close relationship to Ancient
Medicine 6, line 11, notes the correspondence between Thucydides’ use of aitia and the
Hippocratic author’s; aitia would be used to refer to an “alleged” cause (76), while aitiov
would be used to indicate the “real or primary cause” (75); the effect of 2.48.3 intensifies
with commentary such as that “human skill” failed to treat the disease (anthropeia techne,
2.47.4), where “skill” arguably might have sufficed; and 2.50.1, quoted above, n. 8.
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360 LISA KALLET

POVOG, O pEV KaT' avTOV TOV TOAEpOV, O 8¢ 1 TO otactalewv. Td Te TpdTEPOVY
axofj pev Aeyopeva, épyw 8¢ omaviwtepov PePatodueva odk dmota katéotn,
oelop®V Te TMéL, of Ml MAEIoTOV dpa péPOG Yiig kal ioxvpoTatot of avTol énéayov,
HAlov Te ékheiyelg, al mukvOTEpaL Tapd T& €k TOD TPV XPOVOL UVNUOVEVOUEVQ
EuvéPnoay, avxpol te oL map’ olg peydhot kal &t adTOV kal Mol kai 1y ovY
fixiota PAayaca kai pépog T @Beipaca i) Aowpwdng vooog: Tabta yap mavta petd
T008e 10D moAépov dua Euvenébeto.

But as for this war, it both lasted long and the sufferings that accompanied
it in Greece had never been experienced before in such a space of time.
For neither had there ever been so many cities captured and left deserted,
some by the barbarians and some by the Greeks warring on one another
(and there were some cities that when they were taken changed their
inhabitants), nor so much exile and death, some in the war, some because
of stasis. And those things which concerning former times were told of, but
in fact rarely confirmed, now became credible: earthquakes, which occurred
over the greatest extent and were most violent; eclipses of the sun more
frequent than were reported of any former time; great droughts in some
places, and with them famine; and that which did the most harm and caused
the greatest losses, the awful, destructive plague. All these catastrophes
combined in attacking along with this war.

The various catastrophes and ills afflicting the participants in the war
are presented generically, without a definite article. By contrast, the ulti-
mate catastrophe, the plague, is underscored through a breathless clause
stretching the noun’s position at an extreme from its definite article, then
with a repeated article followed by vocabulary (Aopwdrng) with tragic but
also divine resonances.!

The remarkable inclusion of the non-human-centered catastrophes
during the war has never been easy to explain—or explain away. For most,
as noted above, the historian’s greatest achievement has been precisely
his demonstration that the world could be explained wholly in human
terms. Yet it does no service to his—and, therefore, our—understanding

¥ As Parry 1969, 116, comments, the intervening words between the first article and
noun “probably set a syntactical record”; see Connor 1984, 31, n. 30: “Aowdq is . . . often
used where there is some suggestion of divine intervention, e.g., Homer lliad 1.61; Hesiod
Works and Days 242f. Hence a Aowwdng vooog is a plague that resembles a divine afflic-
tion”; see esp. Mitchell-Boyask 2008, 24-28, with 24-25 on Thucydides’ usage of howpdg both
in the adjectival form in 1.23.3 and in the plague description (2.47.3). It should be noted,
however, that the term \owpdg can embrace more than just plague, i.e., in addition, failure of
crops, human and animal procreation—*“a whole complex of disasters” (Parker 1983, 257).
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THUCYDIDES, APOLLO, PLAGUE, AND WAR 361

of the war to sweep under the rug, make improbable excuses, or awkward
explanations, for what does not conform to our preconceptions, as if the
historian has “slipped” a bit from the program.!! We need to approach
such passages with curiosity, to consider why he might include what he
does in the way that he does, and how the deliberate choice might shed
light—especially if unexpected—on views of the historical processes that
appear in the History."

As noted at the outset, Thucydides’ contemporaries would have
connected the plague to Apollo; Iliad 1 and Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyran-
nus provided textbook cases of divinely sent plague.”® Within the plague
description itself, Thucydides notes the desperate appeals to the gods
through oracles and divination and their failure (2.47.4)," and after graphic
descriptions of the symptoms and suffering experienced by the victims,
the carnage, and the utter powerlessness felt by individuals, whether
those trying to help, or those soon to die, he then brings the reader back
to the community, when he describes the anomia, the destruction of law,
custom, proper piety and ritual—in short, the breakdown of the polis
(2.53).15 It is at this point that he specifically addresses Apollo’s role in
assisting the Spartans.

"For a good illustration and discussion, see, e.g., Hornblower 1991 on 1.23.2-3 and
3.87.4.

280, too, Foster 2010, 42, on the connection between 1.23.2-3 and the larger nar-
rative, against scholars who regard it purely as rhetorical, e.g., Woodman 1988, 28-32;
Tsakmakis 1995, 59.

B3Cf. Morgan 1994, 206 (in re: OT 25-28): “Any Greek reading Thucydides’ History
would be confronted with powerful literary resonances between the conditions at Athens
and the mythology and legends of Troy and Oedipus. It seems scarcely credible to suppose
that such resonance was not intended by Thucydides.”

"“Thucydides and the archaeological record may provide mutual support. Thompson
1981, 34748, connects the historian’s testimony of appeals to the gods with two lesser
shrines that had fallen into neglect and were refurbished at the time of the plague and
whose location suggest that they may have been protective deities.

51t is telling that Thucydides selects the dissolution of religious custom and piety
as indicators of the abnormal, dysfunctional community, first in the plague account, and
then in his analysis of stasis connected with the civil war on Corcyra (3.81); the historian’s
attention to matters of piety, precisely when a community is in crisis, speaks volumes about
his understanding of the prerequisites for a properly functioning world; see Price’s provoca-
tive comment (2001, 231, within his broader discussion, 217-36): “one would be hard put
to find a Greek historical text with instances of sacrilege and religious abuse so frequent
or severe as in Thucydides’ History.”
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362 LISA KALLET
THE ORACLES (2.54)

First, Thucydides mentions an ancient prophecy recalled by older Athe-
nians who, “reasonably [or “naturally”] amidst the throes of so horrible
an ill, called to mind the phrase of old, ‘a Dorian war will come, and with
it a plague.”” He notes their disagreements over whether the ancients
said a “plague” or a “famine,” with “plague” winning out, given present
circumstances. He then comments: “but I at least think that if another
Dorian war should happen in future and it coincided with a famine, people
would thus naturally say ‘famine’” (2.54.2-3).1¢ The editorial tone (fjv 8¢
ye olpat . . .) is wry, if not a little sarcastic; this is most readers’ “comfort-
zone” Thucydides."

The narrative concerned with the oracle, however, differs signifi-
cantly (2.54.4-5):

pvAun 8¢ £yéveto kai Tod Aakedaipoviwv xprotnpiov Toig idooty, dte nepwtdoty
abToig Tov Bedv el xpr) ToAepelv aveile katd kpaTog ToAepoDOL vikny Eoecbal,
kol avtdg E@n EvAAyeaBal. mepi pév odv oD Xpnotnpiov T& yryvopeva fikalov
dpoia eivar- ¢oPePAnkotwy 8¢ t@v Iehomovvnaiwv 1) vooog fipEato e0BYG, kai ég
uév Iehondvvnoov ovk €onABey, &t kai &&lov eimely, émeveiparo 8& ABrvag pév
pdhota, Enerta 8¢ kol TOV AA v Ywpiwv td tolwavBpwnotata.

Those with knowledge about it recalled the oracle given to the Lacedae-
monians, when they inquired of the god whether they should make war.
The god said that if they warred with all their might, they should have the
victory, and he himself would assist. Thereupon concerning that prophecy
they conjectured that what was happening was corresponding to it. The
disease broke out immediately after the invasion of the Peloponnesians,
and did not spread into Peloponnesos in any degree worth speaking of,
while Athens was afflicted most severely, and next to Athens the places
that were most populous.

The contrast between the old prophecy and the more recent oracle lies
both in the authority of the recollectors and in Thucydides’ exegesis. The

16°Ey 8¢ 1@ kax® ola eikog dvepviobnoav kai To0de Tob £move, ackovTeg oi peaBitepot
nahat §8eabat ‘el Awplakdg TOAEROG Kal AoLpog dp’ adtd.! éyéveto piv odv £pig Toig avBpamorg
i howodv @vopdobat év @ Emel OO T@V Taha®y, AAA& Apdy, éviknoe 8¢ éml Tod mapovTog
£ixOTwG owpdv eipfioBar of yap &vBpwmot Tpodg & Emacyov v pviuny énotodvro. fiv 8¢ ye olpai
note ANOG TOAepOG Katahafn Awpikog T008e Dotepog kai Evppi yevéoBat Moy, kata 1o eikdg
oltwg doovtat.

7Gomme 1956 regards the comment as ironic, Marinatos 1981a, 139, as neutral on
the grounds that “oracular ambiguity” was expected and acceptable; inexplicably, she does
not include the following oracle in her treatment.
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THUCYDIDES, APOLLO, PLAGUE, AND WAR 363

prophetic verse is given little weight, its original integrity compromised
by memory and compounded by arbitrary debate; Thucydides places it
in the “useless” if innocuous category. As for the report of the oracle,
Thucydides has in fact related it earlier in the History (1.118.3). The
Spartans, though they have already determined upon war, duly “send to
Delphi to ask the god whether making war would be the better thing
to do, and the god responded, so it is said, that if they put their strength
into the war, victory would be theirs, and he himself said that he would
assist them, whether invited or not.”*® There, Thucydides reports the oracle
noncommittally with the qualifier, “it is said.”'® Shortly after, he has the
Corinthians mention it in their speech to the Peloponnesian League
(1.123). Here, however, in the context of a now-raging plague, his posi-
tion shifts. He authorizes those remembering the oracle by noting that
they had “knowledge about it.”* Moreover, instead of indulging in idle
wordplay like their elders, these men (in the pév clause) “conjectured,”
that is, drew inferences and reached a conclusion from examining their
circumstances in relation to the oracle. Most significant, however, is what
follows (in the 8¢ clause): additional supporting evidence of the oracle’s
accuracy, exceeding the space devoted to the oracle itself (54.5). In my
view, Thucydides is not supplying the reasoning of those who saw the simi-
larity between the oracle and the present, but rather his own arguments,
in structure parallel to his comment on the earlier prophecy. As Rusten
notes, “the contrast (uév/8¢) appears to lie between the guesses of others
(fizxalov) and the facts known to T.: ‘as to the oracle, they surmised that
the events agreed (with the prophecy); and the plague did begin right
after the Spartan invasion.””

181.118.3: Tépyavteg 8 & Aeh@ovg emnpatwv oV Bedv &l moAepodorv dpevov Eotat 6
8¢ aveilev avtois, dg Méyetat, katd kpdTog MoAepodat viknv £oe0Bau, kal avToG E¢n EVAAAYecHat
kal Tapakalovuevog kai dxhnrog. Parker 1985, 325, notes that the format of the question, “is
it better,” normally shows that a decision had not yet been made; but the positioning of
the visit to Delphi after reporting the Spartans’ decision, in my view, suggests otherwise.
Parke and Wormell 1956, 188, seem to adopt this in stating that “in the autumn of 432 B.C.
the Spartans had decided that the Athenians had broken the treaty of 445 B.C. and were
resolved to go to war.”

Demont 1990, 155; Westlake 1977,349-50, explains the use of the phrase variously,
including Thucydides’ “uneasiness” when he comments on the supernatural (see also 354).

®Thucydides demonstrates in the Archaeology that one can trust in certain oral
traditions, e.g., in citing “the most credible of the Peloponnesian oral traditions” (1.9) (for
the view of Pelops’ migration to the Peloponnese with large amounts of wealth).

*'Rusten 1989 ad loc. Here the 8¢ seems close in sense and emphasis to yap; cf. 1.86.2
with Denniston 1981, 169 (C. L. i). An additional point of substance is the unlikelihood
that the men to whom Thucydides refers would know—or care?—whether the disease had
affected the Peloponnese to any extent.
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First, Thucydides repeats a point he made at the outset of the account
about the timing of the Peloponnesian invasion (2.47.3). Second, he notes
the absence of any perceptible spread of the disease to the Peloponnese.?
These comments move beyond endorsing the authenticity of the oracle
and the conjecturing that it might be true; they appear to support its ful-
fillment.? This is a critical point. There is no refutation, no sarcastic aside,
no rationalizing critique of the view of the divine origin of the disease.?

PERICLES’ AND HAGNON’S EXPEDITIONS

The account of the plague ends here. What follows is a section of military
narrative (temporally signposted earlier, 2.47.1), not given the attention
it deserves, sandwiched between the plague and Pericles’ final speech
(2.55-58).% Treating two military campaigns in the second year of the
war, one led by Pericles to the Peloponnese, whose principal aim was to
capture Epidauros, the other by Hagnon to assist Athens’ siege of Poti-
daea, its subject in the Chalcidice that had revolted in 432, it reads like an
interlude—quite a feat for a war narrative. Certainly it affords a welcome
pause after the excess of the Funeral Oration and the intensity of the
plague account,? and before the final speech and Thucydides’ assessment.
But it is very far from returning the reader to the “normalcy” of war in
the form of a business-as-usual, life-must-go-on narrative of military
activity. I suggest that one critical function is to continue the association

2By noting the disease’s contagion by referring to its spread to neighboring popu-
lous areas, is Thucydides perhaps underscoring the Peloponnesians’ immunity (whether in
the geographical space of the Peloponnese or outside), given that the Peloponnesians that
were present in Attica were numerous but evidently not infected—at least, one should
emphasize, in his historiographical treatment? The identity of these neighboring towns is
unclear; the reference appears to stand as a kind of “control group,” i.e., non-Athenians
who caught the plague but were not Peloponnesians.

2 Contrast the recent view of Furley 2006, 416, that Thucydides “refrains utterly
from passing judgement on whether the gods favored one side or the other”; Connor 1984,
100-101, with n. 53, in rejecting the commonly held view that Thucydides’ account in chap.
54 is sarcastic, similarly rejects the notion that Thucydides is commenting on the validity of
oracles and is rather concerned to address the issue of memory and transmission.

*The absence of such commentary is significant whether or not the supporting sec-
tion is his contribution, or a report of what others said.

»Foster 2010, 186, and Rechenauer 2011, 244-45, though each is brief, appreciate
the significance of the narrative.

% Mitchell-Boyask 2008, 41-42, aptly casts the narrative effect.
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of the Peloponnesians with the plague.” Two parts (2.55-56.3 and 2.57)
on the Peloponnesians and the plague, with implications for the role of
Apollo, strengthen the suggestion of a mutual connection.

The first contains a remarkable degree of chronological and geo-
graphical precision (2.55-56.3). (Bold face words are temporal; underlined
are geographical phrases.):

oi 8¢ Ilehonovvriotot émeidiy Etepov 10 nediov, mapiiAbov é¢ tiv Hdpalov yijv
kahovpéviy péxpt Aavpeiov, o0 Té dpyvpeta pétalld oty ABnvaiolg. kai tp@Tov
uév Erepov Tavtny f mpdg Melondvvnoov 0pd, Enerta 8¢ v mpog EBPoldv te
kai Av8pov tetpappévny. IepikAiis 8¢ oTpatnyds dv Kai TOTE Tepi pEv Tod u
énefléval Tovg ABnvaiovg TV adThv yvaopny elxev domep kai &v Ti Tpotépa
¢0PoAf. £T18” adT@V év T Tediw dvtwy, Tpiv & Tiv mapaiav EAOElY, Exatdv vedv
énimhovv Tfj Ilehomovviiow napeckevdleto, kal émetdiy EToiua fiv, dviyeto. fiye 8’
¢mi TV ve@v OmAitag ABnvaiwv tetpakioxdiovg kal inméag Tplakoaiovg &v vaveiv
inmaywyolg mp@Ttov ToTe £k TOV Tala®v vedv mownBeioats: Evveatpatevovro 6¢
Kkl Xiot kai AéoProt tevtrikovta vavoiv. dte 68 avijyeto 1) otpatid abtn ABnvaiwy,
ITedomovvnoiovg katéhmov Tfig Attikfis 6vtag év Tf) mapalia.

After the Peloponnesians had wasted the plain they entered what are
called the coast lands (Paralos) and penetrated as far as Laurion, where
are the silver mines belonging to the Athenians. First they ravaged that
part of the coast which looks towards Peloponnesus, and afterwards that
situated towards Euboea and Andros. But Pericles, who was still general,
continued to insist, as in the former invasion, that the Athenians should
remain within their walls. Before, however, the Peloponnesians had left the
plain and moved forward into the coast lands he had begun to equip an
expedition of a hundred ships against Peloponnesus. When all was ready
he put to sea, having on board four thousand Athenian hoplites and three
hundred cavalry conveyed in horse transports which the Athenians then
constructed for the first time out of their old ships. The Chians and Lesbians
joined them with fifty vessels. And when the Athenian expedition was put-
ting out to sea, they left behind the Peloponnesians on the coast of Attica.

Evidence of the historian’s “chronological investment” is on display
here. Through both temporal precision (in the use of adverbs and the
imperfect tense), and the correlation of discrete events in geographically
different arenas, the narrative establishes that the Peloponnesians would
have been in a position to observe the launch of Pericles’ expedition
toward the Peloponnese, a conclusion warranted by (a) the emphasis on
the Spartans’ location while Pericles was preparing the expedition, and

77 Another is to cast a critical spotlight on Pericles, as Foster 2010 recognizes.
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(b) his expeditious preparation, so as to suggest that (c) the Pelopon-
nesians’ arrival on the coast facing the Peloponnese coincided with the
departure of the fleet.?®

These correlations seem to imply that the Spartans were not
deterred in their campaign by the prospect of an Athenian attack on the
Peloponnese, and by continuing their plundering of Attica they seem not
to have been frightened off by the plague. This, at least, is Thucydides’
evident view, expressed farther on. When the expedition returned home,

it found the Spartans and their army gone from Attica.”” The historian
comments (2.57):

All the time during which the Peloponnesians remained in the country
and the Athenian naval expedition continued, the plague was raging both
among the troops and in the city. The fear which it inspired was said to
have induced the enemy to leave Attica sooner than they intended; for they
heard from deserters that the disease was in the city, and likewise saw the
burning of the dead. Still, in this invasion they ravaged the whole country,
and they remained about forty days, the longest duration ever.

In the earlier passage, Thucydides implied that the Peloponnesians did
not fear the plague and remained even when they saw Pericles’ expedi-
tion assembled (the verb xaté\imov emphasizes how close the Pelopon-
nesians were to the departing Athenian fleet); here he positively refutes
the notion, and with it any suggestion that Pericles’ expedition brought
about the departure of the Peloponnesians.® Indeed, the impression
Thucydides’ account creates is of a Peloponnesian army, unafraid, unde-
terred, deliberately going about the invasion as planned, leaving Attica
only upon completion of their (evident) aim, namely, a full-scale ravaging
of the country.™

2 As Marchant 1891 notes on 57.1, “the sense is not that the plague raged during the
simultaneous ravaging in Attica and in Peloponnnese, but both while the Peloponnesians
were in Attica, and while the A. were away on the expedition”; the verb xaté\imov brings
out the physical closeness of the enemies. On temporal strategies generally, see the valuable
discussion of Rood 1998, chap. 5.

®Gomme 1956, 163, is the rare commentator to note the precision Thucydides
bestows on the preparation and launching of the expedition, contrasted with the “rather
more vaguely” dating in 56.6, the Athenian attacks mentioned here. This lends support to
the argument here that the setting out of the Athenians in relation to the Peloponnesians’
location in Attica is what matters to the historian, and not the chronological precision per se.

®Diodorus states that Pericles’ expedition caused the Spartans to leave Attica
(12.45.3), reflecting the common view mentioned by Thucydides.

31'This last statement has intriguing implications. Apollo pronounced that the Spartans
would be victorious if they warred with all their might, and that he would assist, whether
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As for the Athenian expeditions, three aspects stand out: their size—
the same that sailed to Sicily in 415,% failures, respectively, and casualties,
none of them represented as occurring in military combat. The military
force included four-thousand Athenian hoplites and three hundred
cavalry, as well as fifty Chian and Lesbian ships, presumably with crew
(2.56.1-2). Pericles’ principal target was Epidaurus—not coincidentally,
the home of the healing god Asclepius—yet, “despite hopes of taking it,
they were utterly unsuccessful”;* subsequent forays in the Peloponnese
had minimal impact.** Men died of the plague on this expedition, but
Thucydides does not quantify.

Hagnon’s expedition in the north is more expansive on this score.
The arriving army “tried in every way to capture Potidaea, but they had
no success in either the capture of the city nor in any other respect worthy
of their military preparation” (tfig mapaokeviig afiwg, 58.2-3):

gmyevopévn yap 1) vooog évtadBa 6 mavv énieoe Todg ABnvaiovg, gBeipovoa
THV oTpaTIAY, HOTE Kal TOVG TPOTEPOVG OTPATIWTAG VOooTigat TOV ABnvaiwv &nd
M6 £V Ayvwvt oTpatide, v T mpod Tod Xpovy dytaivovtag. Poppiwy 8¢ kai oi
¢Eakootot kai xikor ovkéTt fioav mept Xakidéac. 6 pév odv Ayvwv avexwpnoe

invited or not (predicted in 1.118.3 and supported in 2.54). Certainly the Spartans put
every effort into the very invasion with which the plague coincided—or, more accurately,
Thucydides emphasizes the intensity and duration of the Spartans’ invasion this particular
year, thereby suggesting the partnership with their co-combatant Apollo on its expressed
terms. The Spartans’ failure—in Thucydides’ analysis—to understand how war against Athens
could be won, and thus, by implication, how to fight, kata kpéatoc, is part of a critique in
both warfare and strategy of the Spartans’ collective capacity. Yet, if so, the presentation
is also freighted: from the perspective of military strategy, the Spartans will mostly fail—in
Thucydides’ analysis—to understand how a war against Athens could be won, and thus, by
implication, how to fight kata kpdatog; see Kallet-Marx 1993, 204-5; 2001, 240-42, 250-51,
256-59,270-81.

2Thuc. 6.31.2, referencing Pericles’ and Hagnon’s expeditions.

30V pévror mpovxwpnot ye, 2.56.4; note the emphatic adversative pévtor. . . yé¢ (Den-
niston 1981, 405, I1.2.ii). Whether the failed attempt to take Epidaurus and the purification
of Delos should be connected is tantalizing, but uncertain; Asclepius, “an upwardly mobile
hero ... would doubtless have reached Athens in the end, even without [the plague],” Parker
1996, 180. Delian activity would seem reasonably to bear on the plague and Apollo’s role as
healer (Graf 2009, 9-10, 79-102, on Apollo’s roles as bringer of plague and healer); Flower
2009, 6-8; but other connections are possible, as Parker 1996, 150, notes; on Thucydides
and the suggestion that Cleon was behind the purification, see Brock 1996; see also Horn-
blower’s extensive discussion (1991, 517-25). I shall return to the purification and Delos
in the conclusion.

*The army mostly ravaged coastal land. The one capture and sack of a Laconian
town, Prasiai, is minimized by its characterization as a mere polisma; so, too, Foster 2010, 185.
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Taig vavoly €6 tag ABnvag, ano tetpaxioythiwv 6TAT@v xihiovg kai mevtrikovta
T} VOOW AmoAéoag v TeEoapAKOVTA HAAOTA NpEPAG.

For the plague attacked the Athenians there and distressed them exceed-
ingly, wasting the army, so that even the previously healthy soldiers of the
Athenians of the former expedition caught the disease from Hagnon’s
troops. But Phormio and the sixteen hundred men whom he commanded
were no longer in the neighborhood of the Chalcidians. So Hagnon returned
with his ships to Athens, having lost one thousand and fifty out of four
thousand heavy infantry in about forty days.

The death toll of the men from Athens in so few specified days stuns.
Athenians continue to be emphasized as targets: even far from Athens
(¢vtadBa 81), perfectly healthy Athenians were stricken;* the reference to
Phormio’s army, “no longer” there, but by implication, could have been,
makes the point, simply, that the losses would likely have been greater.

The narrative of these military expeditions, then, is vital to the
construction of the plague as targeting Athenians, whether in Attica
or foreign territory, including, most significantly, the Peloponnese.® It
also concentrates attention on the military implications of the plague
in undermining the Athenians’ ability to make war through damage to
their power (dunamis) (Rechenauer 2011). Furthermore, by situating the
disease firmly in the war, and by making it responsible for all the deaths
on the expeditions, Thucydides implies that the soldiers who fell victim to
the disease, despite dying on a military campaign, did not do so heroically
in combat, the kind of death Pericles celebrated in the Funeral Oration;
their lives and their deaths were wasted.”

3 Cf.2.49.2 on the healthy suddenly falling ill; that Thucydides mentions that Chians
and Lesbians were part of the expedition (56.2) makes the emphasis on Athenian losses
even more conspicuous and brings us back to the introduction to the plague narrative.

31t would be unwise to press an argument from silence, namely, that in reality no
Peloponnesians succumbed to the disease; Thucydides notes, for example, that the Athe-
nians captured and sacked the town of Prasiai, which might imply that the soldiers came
into contact with its inhabitants; if so, Thucydides’ silence about any deaths other than
Athenian is even more striking. Toole 1978, without warrant, extends the argumentum ex
silentio to historical reality.

¥The contrast with the Funeral Oration is searing: these soldiers, some under Pericles’
command, who died of plague, not in combat, within a war insisted upon by Pericles (see,
e.g., 1.127.3, 140-44), would not have satisfied the sole prerequisite of heroism delineated
in the oration, namely, death in battle fighting for the city. This should be seen, I suggest,
as part of a sustained critique of Pericles in relation to the war.
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THE ORACLE ABOUT THE HABITATION
OF THE PELARGICON (2.17)

We have observed a number of linkages, of the Peloponnesians and the
plague, of divine assistance in relation to the plague, and of that assistance
in relation to the Athenians’ military power in their war with the Spartans.
One further passage is relevant to the linkage of the plague, the divine,
and the war. Earlier in the work, Thucydides includes discussion of an
additional oracle in connection with the war (directly) and the plague
(indirectly). Its broader context is the account of the relocation of the
Athenians dwelling outside the city walls to the urban center inside them.
In it Thucydides emphasizes the emotional strain on Athenians who not
only had to abandon their ancestral homes but also their local shrines.*® He
then mentions the temples and sanctuaries of the city’s gods concentrated
on and around the acropolis, one purpose of which is to make clear that
Athenians would by necessity be moving into sacred space.

In this context he mentions a curse against inhabiting the Pelargi-
con and takes issue with the common interpretation of “the end of a
certain Pythian oracle that prohibited it as well, saying ‘the Pelargicon
is better left unused’” (2.17.1). Whereas people thought disaster struck
because the Pelargicon was used as dwelling space, in Thucydides’ view,
“the opposite happened to what people expected. It was not because of
unlawful inhabitation that disaster befell the polis; rather, the compul-
sion for occupation arose because of the war, which the oracle did not
name, but it did foresee that it would not be good when the Pelargicon
was inhabited” (2.17.2).%

While it is not necessarily a mental leap to foresee that habitation of
sacred land might be problematic, the very fact that the historian chooses

FEBapivovto 8¢ kal xalendg Epepov oikiag Te kataleinovres kal iepa & Sia mavtdg fv
adTolg k TAG Katd o dpxaiov moAiteiag matpia Siautdy te péAAovteg petaPdAAerv kai ovdev dAlo
| mOAv Ty adTod anoleinwv ékaotog (2.16.2); this passage, in which Thucydides makes the
disarray of sacred space and local cults an important part of the story of displacement at
this time, and the larger narrative context of 2.14-17, constitute a significant reason for
doubting that the Callias Decree (IG I’ 52A), concerned with the removal of the treasures
of the gods from around Athens and Attica outside the city walls to the Acropolis, was
passed some two years before, in 434/3, the “orthodox” date (see ML 58); see Kallet-Marx
1989; Samons 1996. Foster 2010, 179-80, nicely contrasts Thucydides’ poignancy in noting
the distress Athenians were under leaving their homes with Pericles’ callous devaluing of
private property in his last speech, 2.62.3; see also Taylor’s valuable discussion (2010, 43,
53-58, and passim), which argues that in devaluing the land, Pericles in effect repudiates
the very foundation of “Athenian-ness,” their autochthony.

¥See Parker 1985, 164, on the Athenians’ concerns about the Pelargicon.
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to bring up, defend, but also correct the interpretation making the rounds
in Athens at the time demonstrates a concern to link the divine, the war,
and, implicitly, the plague.® It is notable particularly because Thucydides
himself stands as an interpreter, a role he more often criticizes. The
approach in this example, together with the others mentioned or examined
above, illuminates the method by which the historian constructs, embeds,
and deepens meaning in order to make the reader question, ponder, and
evaluate the precise role accorded to the divine in relation to the war’s
causality, and, by extension, causation in general. We need now to consider
how the manner and nature of his exegesis help us appreciate what he
is saying about the divine realm and the war.

THUCYDIDEAN METHOD AND INTERPRETATION

Two complementary approaches can help to illuminate Thucydides’
method of furthering understanding. First, reader-response criticism,
employed by Connor in his influential study of Thucydides’ techniques of
generating meaning, has much to offer in thinking about the way in which
Thucydides gradually brings Apollo into an intimate relationship with
the plague at Athens through a process of questioning, adjustment, and
challenging the reader to contemplate the issue from various perspectives,
finally moving to an appreciation of the gravity of the Athenians’ suffer-
ing because of the plague’s connection to Apollo.* Second, Mink’s (1987)
analyses of the process of achieving historical understanding, through
“grasping together” what is constituted and examined as a historical
event, well apply to Thucydides’ interpretive approach. Mink’s concern
is with the essential work in which historians engage in order to achieve

“Both Gomme 1956, ad loc., and Marinatos 1981a, 139-40, note that Thucydides is
affirming the oracle’s accuracy; they rightly reject Cobet’s emendation of mporjdet, “knew
beforehand,” “prophesied,” to mpofjde, “sang beforehand” (which presumably would have
“rescued” Thucydides from the charge of accepting a Delphic oracle). Hornblower 1991,
ad loc., rejecting the emendation, sees irony in the passage; Furley 2006, 419-20, drawing
on Orwin 1994, 88-89, who, noting that if emendation is unwarranted, tellingly writes, “one
is apparently forced to the conclusion that Thucydides accredits an oracle with foreknowl-
edge” (420, my emphasis), but then goes on to state that “the case is not proven”; Parke
and Wormell 1956, 190, argue indefensibly that the passage contains a criticism of the oracle
per se; see also Longrigg 2000, 57 (Thucydides’ “dismissive attitude”).

“ Connor 1984; see also Moles 2001; Dewald 2006, 180; Baragwanath’s discussion
2008, 22-26, of reader-response theory in relation to motivation in Herodotus complements
the approach taken here.

This content downloaded from 87.16.36.225 on Sat, 28 Mar 2020 08:34:51 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



THUCYDIDES, APOLLO, PLAGUE, AND WAR 371

an interpretation and understanding, but it can be expanded to include
the process required of a reader in order to understand a historical work.

Subtle and nuanced, Thucydides’ seriatim method exposes the plague
and oracles in differing contexts or from different vantage points, those
of agents, or internal and external observers, that are flagged with uncer-
tainty and in some cases are incomplete—in other words are unable to be
fully comprehended in their isolated context. There may also be contrasts
or contradictions that reflect different circumstances, speech, narrative,
analysis, and actors. Full understanding comes only from the eventual
resolution or clarification of the discretely ambiguous commentary.** The
first reference to the plague (1.23.3) situates it as the crowning, implicitly
most devastating, example of “incredible” events that occurred during
the war; it leaves a question mark because of its placement in the list
of suprahuman occurrences with a descriptor (Aoddng) suggestive of a
divine aspect. In the next passage (1.118.3), we learn that the Spartans,
now determined upon war, seek guidance from Delphi. The god promises
assistance, but his response comes mediated via the distancing Aéyetau,
“it is said.” Within a brief narrative space, the status of the oracle shifts
toward authenticity when the Corinthians, in the conclusion of their final
speech to the Peloponnesian League, broadcast Apollo’s promise of assis-
tance; but there is still a heavy rhetorical filter and, importantly, we learn
nothing about the oracle’s quality. Subsequently, in the description of the
move within the city walls by the Athenians preceding the war’s outbreak,
Thucydides comments on an oracle predicting harm if people inhabited
the Pelargicon (2.17); in this passage, Thucydides offers the first explicit,
authorial foreshadowing of a divine role in the war. As readers follow this
narrative thread linking, first, the plague and the war, then Pythian Apollo
and his promised assistance, to endorsement by Thucydides that the war
would somehow involve the divine, questions come closer to resolution:
readers know, ahead of the account of the plague, that the confinement
within the city walls, the Spartans, and the oracle are all linked, and the
later passages add causal texture to the earlier ones.

By the outset of the plague narrative, questions about the cause
and nature of the disease have been raised, readdressed, and adjusted
in accordance with the differing contexts. Rather than being resolved or
clarified, they anticipate. In the introduction to the plague, the refusal to
engage with a possible cause is only made more intriguing, if not more

“The kind of “full understanding” at issue is signposted at 1.22.4: Thucydides directs
his History at those who wish okoneiv 10 cagéc (“to examine the clear truth”).
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mysterious, by comments about the impossibility of human comprehen-
sion of the disease. Only at the end of his account of the plague does
Thucydides confirm the connection between Apollo and the plague.
The placement is critical: no explicit signaling of a divine cause of the
plague would have been understood within his causal framework if it
had occurred in advance of his descriptive account of its devastation.

The gradual, sequential route toward engendering awareness of
the divine origins of the plague, from dangling the possibility of accurate
foreknowledge (1.118.3) to the demonstration of the horrible, causal actu-
ality, all along the way with signposts and questions, is an essential part
of the historian’s narrative agenda, but we need to ask why. The belief
that the plague resulted from divine intervention could not be fitted into
the secular empiricism underpinning Thucydides’ causal framework.* A
different approach was required. I suggest that the narrative strategies
employed, a combination of, for example, as we have seen, distancing,
reserving of judgment, corrections, focalizations, even geographical and
temporal juxtapositions, together both reflect and constitute a kind of
tested, empirical deductive reasoning that contrasts diametrically with the
ready, gullible or arbitrary acceptance of prophecies, seers, and the like,
on which Thucydides can heap scorn (e.g. 2.54.3;5.103.2). At the end, the
reader has evidence and analysis accompanied by graphic descriptions
of the plague’s symptoms and effects, but if Thucydides had made one
explicit declarative statement to that effect, at some point in the narra-
tive, it would have had no necessarily higher authority than the readily
accepted pronouncements of oracle mongers and seers.*

As in the case of the above examples, in which Thucydides is con-
cerned about learning from history, the method is also fundamentally
didactic. We learn how to understand the relationship between the divine
and causation through narrative juxtapositions, which establish unequivo-
cally the distinction between cause and assistance. Let us first return to
1.23, where the “incredible” occurrences during the war that we looked at
above are immediately followed by Thucydides’ statement of the causes
of the outbreak of war (1.23.4-6):

1t is helpful to recall 2.48.3, with its invitation to others to discover a cause; typical
vocabulary of deduction and rational cause (eikoc, aitiat) is juxtaposed with terms casting
doubt on its possibility (e.g., tooadtn petaPodn).

“Thucydides’ alternative approach should seem familiar, for it has its direct ana-
logue in the historian’s general methodology, outlined explicitly in the “methods chapters”
(1.20-22) and later in the “Peisistratid digression” embedded in the Sicilian expedition
narrative (esp. 6.53), in which testing and painstaking critical enquiry are the hallmark of
the good historian (if woefully lacking in Thucydides’ fellow citizens).
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(All these catastrophes combined in attacking along with this war.) It
was begun by the Athenians and Peloponnesians with the dissolution of
the Thirty Years’ Treaty made after the conquest of Euboea. To the ques-
tion why they broke the treaty, I first give an account of their grounds of
complaint and points of difference, that no one may ever have to ask what
circumstances plunged the Greeks into a war of such magnitude. The real
cause I believe to be the one least apparent in discussion, namely, that the
Athenians, their power growing and instilling fear in the Spartans, forced
them into going to war.

If the plague and, potentially, other of the irrational pathemata may have
been brought on by the divine, the historian is clearly not asserting that
Apollo or some other god caused the Peloponnesian War itself. If we were
intended to conclude that the suprahuman phenomena are mentioned in
order to make a point about divine causation, the explicit statement on
the war’s human-centered causes, both immediate and larger, would be
rendered absurd; more so, it would be completely undermined. Rather,
Thucydides makes clear that the catastrophes, the ultimate of which was
the plague, were “co-combatants” in the war—they “combined in attack-
ing” (§vvenéBeto, 1.23.3).

Thucydides develops the distinction between human causation and
divine assistance explicitly in another passage (1.118), part of which we
examined above, that concludes the supporting argument (1.89-118, the
“Pentecontaetia”) for Thucydides’ view of “the real cause” of the Pelo-
ponnesian War (1.23.6). He summarizes the attitude of the Spartans in a
remarkably detailed account of their thinking, in particular, their tradi-
tional reluctance to go to war unless compelled, and the impact that the
power of the Athenians was having on their own alliance, which combined
to render the geopolitical state of affairs intolerable. Thucydides juxta-
poses with the Spartans’ reasoning their subsequent embassy to Delphi
and the god’s response, quoted above (1.118.1-3).

Thucydides is scrupulous in positioning the divine role of Apollo
as helper to the Spartans against the Athenians, in a war caused by the
military buildup by Athens of its power and the compulsion that it, and
only it, placed on the Spartans; he positions the consultation of Apollo
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after the Spartans were already intent on war for the reasons expressed.”
This in turn explains well his treatment of the oracle about the Pelargicon.
The move from outside the city walls into the urban center affected the
Athenians’ gods as much as themselves; Thucydides casts the effect on
the city’s shrines as an indicator of the disruption of the proper order
of things. While he gives credence to the oracle itself, he fits it into his
causal scheme as outlined in 1.23.5-6: war caused the habitation in sacred
space, the war that also activated the assistance of Apollo in helping to
harm the Athenians. Shortly after, when the plague infected the polis,
the nature of the assistance was clear.*

Thus, the narrative establishes the crucial methodological relation-
ship between human-centered causation and divine assistance. Moreover,
just as Thucydides was the first to classify historical causation and explana-
tion (1.23.5-6), equally systematically, I suggest, though much differently
in terms of method and narrative approach, he establishes how to think
about the place of the divine in the human world of power and empire.*
In sum, his treatment of the divine origins of the plague (and associated
earthquakes) should occasion neither unease nor chagrin.

4See above, p. 363, with n. 18; similarly, Apollo instructs the Greeks before Salamis
to pray to the winds, which would be their allies (Hdt. 7.178.1); cf. 8.64.2, 143.2.

“The later passage noting the second outbreak of the plague (3.87) is relevant.
After indicating its severity, effect on Athenian power, and estimates of total losses of life,
Thucydides also comments on the frequency of earthquakes at this time as well, which has
unsettled commentators, e.g., Hornblower 1991, ad loc.: the passage “seems, disturbingly, to
suggest that there was some causal connection between the plague and the earthquakes”;
cf. also Oost 1975, 191-92: “May one be forgiven for suggesting that reluctant admissions
such as this one, or that of Von Fritz (as well as of others), may show an unwillingness, due
perhaps to preconceived notions about Thucydides’ thinking, to admit what seem to be plain
implications that the historian was not always the complete and perfect rationalist?” Shortly
after (89.1-2), Thucydides refers again to (likely the same) earthquakes, in conjunction with
which he notes the occurrence of tidal waves. It is interesting that he ventures a scientific
explanation for the phenomenon of the waves but not for the earthquakes themselves;
see also 2.8.3, the earthquake on Delos on the eve of war, with Hornblower’s note on the
perceived “earthquake problem” with Hdt. 6.98. Rubel 2000, 123-24, with nn. 13 and 14,
notes the commonality of attributing natural catastrophes, especially earthquakes, to the
gods in pre-modern societies.

“TParry 1969, 116, points to the verbs used to describe the attack of the plague as
suggestive of a military attack.
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THUCYDIDES, AN ORACLE,
AND THE PERIODIZATION OF THE WAR

Thucydides’ own interpretation of the oracle concerned with the
Pelargicon—that the war compelled the inhabitation of the sacred space,
which brought destruction—and his endorsement of Apollo’s assistance
to the Spartans if they went to war indicate that a divine factor figured
in the historical analysis of this cataclysmic war. There is arguably a more
personal investment. This was a war of which Thucydides takes explicit
credit for recognizing its “greatness” from its outset, but that also, during
its course, led him to make a bold historiographical decision. In the so-
called “second preface” (5.26), following the conclusion of the narrative
of the Archidamian war and the terms of the Peace of Nicias and alliance
with Sparta, Thucydides presents a robust defense of his construction of
a single war out of two ten-year wars separated by a peace lasting seven
years (5.26.2-4):

kai TV S péoov EbpPaotv el Tic pn afuwoer mOAepov vopiley, ovk OpBaS
Sikaiwoel. toig [te] yap &pyoig dg Sufjpnrat dbpeitw, kai edprioet odk eikogG OV
elprvny adThy kpBijvar. . . . dote Edv 1@ mpwTw ToAEuw TO Sexétel kal Tf et
adTOV HTIOTTE dvokwy(fj kai 1@ Dotepov £E avtiig moAépw edprioet Tig TooadTa £tn,
Aoylopevog katd Todg XpOvous, kal fpépag ob TOAAAG Tapeveykoboag, kal Toig
4mo XpNop®V TL ioxvpLoapévols povov 8 tovto Exvpde EuupPav. aiel yap Eywye
pépvnpat, kai dpxopévov tod moAépov kai péxpt o0 ETEAEVTNOE, TPOPEPOUEVOV
o TOAN@V 8Tt Tpig Evvéa Etn Séot yevéoBal avTov.

Only a mistaken judgment can object to including the interval of treaty
in the war. Looked at by the light of facts it cannot, it will be found, be
rationally judged a state of peace. . .. So that anyone, adding together the
first ten years’ war, the uneasy truce that followed it, and the subsequent
war, calculating according to years, will find that I have given the correct
number of years, with the difference of a few days; and to those who made
any assertions on the basis of oracles, this one alone happened to be clear-
cut. I certainly all along remember from the beginning to the end of the
war its being commonly declared that it had to last thrice nine years.

The approach is typical Thucydides: meticulous detailing of the chrono-
logical termini (including a calculation that allows for a minuscule margin
of error) in support of a revisionist argument, in this case, that the Peace
was not a peace but rather, in effect, a continuation of war, an integral
part of one long conflict. Significantly, in light of our analysis above of
his method of showing the relationship between the rational analysis of
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human causation and the role of the divine, Thucydides first demonstrates
that he has arrived at his conclusion that there was actually one war last-
ing twenty-seven years on the basis of rational criteria; he then brings
the oracle in as support.®®

What is important to recognize is that the periodization is crucial
for the historian to prove, for it is half of the foundation on which he
justifies his subject as both “more worth writing about than any previous
war” and “the greatest disturbance to shake the Hellenic world” (1.1.1-2):
his criteria are the war’s length and extent of suffering (1.23.1). In the
competitive world of early (and later) historical writing, Thucydides’ war
thereby surpassed the Trojan War in length, as well as the Persian Wars.*

As self-evident as it was by the fourth century B.C.E. that there was
a Peloponnesian War, this is owing to Thucydides’ persuasive, rational
grounds for thinking so (neatly supported by his extraordinary narrative
of the years of the “Peace” in which violence, treachery, and demonstra-
tions of the farce of oaths and alliances prevailed).*® However, we need
to appreciate the extent to which Thucydides was going out on a limb in
periodizing the war as a twenty-seven-year conflict; his credibility—his
historiographical bona fides—was on the line. The length of the justifica-
tion, the polemical tone and language, the counting of the days, make
this clear enough.’® First comes the rational basis for his contention
(battles, non-observance of treaties, etc., 5.26.2, not quoted above); then
he provides his insurance: an unambiguous—for once—oracle about a
“thrice-nine-years war.”*

®Cf. Powell 1988, 394-95: “We may suspect that the prophecy about thrice nine
years of war derived from the solar eclipse, which occurred very close to the opening of
hostilities. This impressive event might plausibly have been claimed to represent the start
of a long period of profound misfortune, such as the war then beginning.”

“The daring with which he dismisses the Persian Wars as concluded with a couple
of land and sea battles is itself astonishing (1.23.1); for the relative insignificance of the
Trojan War, 1.10-11.

S0 Diodorus (Ephorus) 12.37.2: “Thucydides . . . [gave] an account of the war
between the Athenians and the Lacedaemonians, the war which has been called the Pelo-
ponnesian. This war lasted twenty-seven years.”

S'Relevant as well is the issue of the precise beginning of the war; see Rawlings 1979.

>2This sentence has received much scrutiny, principally over the clause xai toig and
XPNOp@V Tt ioxvpioapévorg povov 8 Todto éxvpd EvpPav. It has usually been taken as a
snide comment about oracles; Crawley’s translation, “and to afford an instance of faith in
oracles being for once justified by the event,” is representative (Strassler 1996). Marinatos
1981a, 140, takes the view that Thucydides is here disparaging of oracle-mongers (“those
who obstinately maintained”) and not the oracle; Dover 1988, 71-72, rejects Marinatos’
translation and sees the phrase as neutral (“venture to affirm”) “and could perfectly well
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Thucydides implicitly contrasts himself here with those individuals
who rely on oracles for knowledge. His knowledge about the length of
the war, however, does not come from the oracle; it depends on his own
empirical analyses and assessments. The oracle, as he casts it—which is
wholly our concern here—was a fortuitous supporter, providing unambigu-
ous confirmation that Thucydides’ criteria about what constitutes war and
peace, respectively, hit the mark. It is crucial to recognize that he follows
the comment about the oracle with an unequivocal endorsement: “in fact
I remember it being said from the beginning of the war.” This assimilates
it closely to both 2.17 and 2.54. It is not merely another unambiguous
confirmation of the validity and veracity of an oracle, however, but one
that cuts to the heart of Thucydides’ historiographical project.>

We should here recall the first sentence of the History: “Thucydides,
the Athenian, composed the war between the Peloponnesians and the
Athenians, beginning immediately at its outset, and expecting that it
would be great and more worthy of record than any before, taking as my
evidence that both sides went into it at the height of their preparedness
and observing the rest of the Hellenic world joining either side, some
right away, others intending to” (1.1). Most apparent is the breathtaking
self-confidence in his own predictive powers—note that the subject of
every verb and participle is Thucydides himself—but his method is on
display as well: his forecast, he insists, is based on empirically driven cri-
teria, not some abstract or tragic notion. But re-periodizing as one event
could not be harmed by a bit of divine help. Mention of the oracle of
the “thrice-nine-years war” comes at the point when it is useful, in the
“second preface.”

have included men whom Thucydides regarded as his equals.” Here I follow Thorburn 1999,
who, on the basis of Thucydides’ usage elsewhere, sees a contrast between people who use
oracles to predict the future and Thucydides, whose confirmation of the oracle was based
on empirical methods. He does not, however, address the import of Thucydides’ use of the
oracle, nor does he translate the sentence. My rendering of éxvpag Eoufav as “happened
to be clear-cut” (alternatively, “turned out secure”) is intended to convey the lack of need
for interpretation.

3 This may explain why it alone of the oracles with which Thucydides deals was
“secure”: for one thing it concerned numbers, which do not require interpretation (unlike
that concerning the Pelargicon, or the victory to the Spartans if they fought with all their
might)—interpretation was, however, required of Thucydides when it came to peace. Thus,
we are pointed in the direction of Thucydides’ personal investment, or defensiveness,
depending on one’s point of view.
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CONCLUSION

Writing about the narrative of the end of the Sicilian expedition, and with
respect to Thucydides’ use of panolethria (“total destruction,” 7.87.6),
in a nod to Herodotus’ use of the term in relation to the Trojan War,
Connor comments, “The passage seems to me to raise the question of
theodicy, but to leave it quite open. It is not a statement of Thucydides’
theology, but a way to lead an enlightened and sophisticated audience to
confront the awesome possibility that there may be a divine dimension
in human history.”*

One question left unexplored, and beyond the scope of this exami-
nation, but that seems appropriate to mention in conclusion, is why did
Pythian Apollo side with the Spartans?*® The Athenians’ role in the
Sacred War (1.112) shortly before the Thirty Years Peace was concluded,
in which they contested Sparta’s control of Delphi by placing the Pho-
cians in control, seems a rather distant grudge; and by 431, the Phocians
fought on the Peloponnesian side (2.9). The period between the Persian
and Peloponnesian Wars saw an increasing division between Dorians and
Tonians, and it might be tempting to view the war from the perspective
of an alignment of Pythian Apollo with Dorians and Delian Apollo with
the Athenians’ side.*

*Delphi is represented as a catalyst in the “grievances and disputes” that led to
the outbreak of war (1.25.1). See Connor 1984, 208, n. 57. It is important to reiterate, in
this concluding context, the nature of the divine involvement suggested here. There is no
suggestion in Thucydides of some deterministic, divine causal schema. In a sense, that the
Spartans believed, according to Thucydides (7.18), that they were responsible for the “first”
war, that even after the Sicilian expedition, the Athenians were able to recover and hold
out for nearly a decade further, all points noted and some not emphasized by Thucydides
(see, esp., 2.65.11-12), helps us to appreciate the precise place of the gods in the History.

S Nielson’s view (1996, 403) that the gods by bringing on the plague were out to
“punish the Athenians’ over-reaching pride” (cf. also Cornford 1907) seems to me to go
beyond what Thucydides implies; see also Rubel 2000, 123-34, who surveys the notion of
the plague as divine punishment, and above, n. 1.

S61f the assistance of Pythian Apollo in Thucydides’ analysis carries any hint of “right-
ness” in the Spartan cause in initiating the war, it adds considerable interest to the historian’s
representation of the Spartans that—at some undefined point—they saw themselves as the
transgressors, both because of the Theban attack on Plataea and because they refused to
submit to the Athenian request for arbitration according to the terms of the Thirty Years
Peace (7.18.2). On the Athenians and Delos, see Constantokopoulou 2007, 66-75, and on
the possible reactions of the Delians to the Athenian purification, 72-74. 1 have benefitted
from discussing Thucydides and Delos with Robert Andrews.
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If so, Thucydides seems to hint that the efforts to gain the goodwill of
Apollo Delios on Delos were problematic. While Thucydides himself does
not take a stand on whether the earthquake that shook Delos on the eve
of war was indeed a portent, as it was taken by Greeks generally (2.8.3),
its prominence contributes to the solemnity and sense of foreshadowing
scale, affecting, as he states in his opening, “the entire Hellenic world” and
beyond (1.1.2). Thucydides gives emphasis to the Athenians’ purification
of Delos during the Archidamian war and immediately after (1.8.1,3.104,
5.1,32.1), but it has an aggressive aspect to it: after digging up the graves
on the island, the Athenians ordered that no one should die or give birth
on Delos in future (3.104.2), and later, in 422, they expelled all Delians
from Delos (“during the truce which ended at the time of the Pythian
games,” 5.1); they soon returned them, “mindful of their misfortunes in
battles, and because of an oracle from the god at Delphi” (5.32). What
stands out about these examples is that Thucydides is observing Delos
and Delphi with keen interest. Questions about historiography, and his-
tory, then, remain.”’

UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD
e-mail: lisa.kallet@univ.ox.ac.uk
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