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Thucydides 1,97,2: The 'arche of the Athenians'
and the 'Athenian Empire'

By Richard I. Winton, Sheffield

ëypaya 8è aùxà Kai xr]v è^oA.r)v too Àôyou èjtotT)acipr|v 8ià xô8e, öxt xoiç
npô spoü âjtaaiv ÈK^mèç xoùxo f)v xô x®piov Kai r| xà jrpô xrôv Mt|8ikô>v 'EA.-

XriviKà £,uvexi9eaav r| aùxà xà Mt|8ikö- xoûxtov 8è ôctîiep Kai f|\)/axo èv xfi
'AxxiKfi ^UYYpacpfi 'EA.AàvtKoç, Ppaxéraç xe Kai xoiç xpovoiç oùk aKpißax;
èjtEpvf|a9T|. âpa 8è Kai xf|Ç àpxf)Ç àTtôôeiiçiv ëxei xf|Ç xrôv A9r)vai(ov èv oîcp
xpÔJitp Kaxéaxr|.

However problematic in other respects, this passage has seemed straightforward

as regards translation. Its final sentence is taken to mean 'At the same
time the account shows the way in which the arche of the Athenians came into
being', the account referred to comprising Chapters 98-117. So understood, this
sentence has formed the basis of the view that, for Thucydides, Athens' arche
came into being in the course of the Pentecontaetia: Thucydides construes the
development of Athens' relationship with her allies as a move from hegemonia
based on allied consent to a coercive relation ofarche1. The modern distinction
between the Delian League and the Athenian Empire thus corresponds to the
Thucydidean distinction between hegemonia and arche.

This understanding of the final sentence of 1, 97, 2 faces two immediate
difficulties. First, at 99,2, in his general analysis of defections from the League,
Thucydides says that the Athenians f|oav oùkëxi ôpoiœç èv fi8ovfj âpxovxEÇ.
This comment, clearly alluding to the report at 1, 95f. of the allies' enthusiasm
for Athenian leadership at the time of the League's formation2, suggests that
Athens' relation to her allies had been from the first one of arche, a relation
initially but now no longer congenial to the allies. Secondly, at the end of the
Pentecontaetia Thucydides says (1, 118, 2) that between the Persian and Pelo-
ponnesian Wars the Athenians 'established a firmer hold on their arche' (xriv
àpxfiv èYKpaxeaxépav Kaxsaxf)oavxo). This is a rather odd statement, ifThucy-

1 The earliest statement of this view I know of is Grote's (A History ofGreece.... London 1888,
IV 380). It has of course become a common-place: see, e.g., Gomme, Comm. on Thuc. I 272;
Jacqueline de Romilly, Thucydides and Athenian Imperialism (Oxford 1963) 87; G.E.M. de
Ste. Croix, The Origins of the Peloponnesian War (London 1972) 51.

2 It is of course strictly speaking inaccurate to say that Thucydides records the formation of
(what we call) the Delian League at 1, 95f.; rather, he speaks here of a change of leadership
within an existing alliance. However, it will be convenient here to follow convention on this
matter.
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dides believed that at the beginning of the Pentecontaetia Athens did not possess

an arche at all.
These two passages seem to put in question the view that Thucydides

considers Athens' arche to have come into existence in the course of the
Pentecontaetia. What indications on this matter are to be found elsewhere in his
History? Seven passages require consideration3.

(i) At 1,75, If. the Athenian envoys at Sparta in 432, having reminded their
audience of Athens' services to Greece during the Persian Wars, continue:
'Considering the zeal and sagacity we then displayed, do we deserve to be so
bitterly hated by the rest of Greece, merely on account of the arche which we
possess? We did not acquire this by force; rather, when you were not prepared
to continue the fight against what was left of the Persian threat, the allies
approached us and of their own accord asked us to become their leaders (qyepô-
vaç)'. In the following chapter the Athenians again emphasize that Athens'
arche had been given to her: àpxqv StSopEvqv, 76, 2. The envoys clearly
present Athens' arche as dating from the beginning of the Delian League.

(ii) In his Funeral Speech, Pericles asserts that the Athenians' fore-fathers
merit praise for having maintained Athenian liberty; the generation
immediately preceding their own even more so (2, 36,2ff.): Kxqaàpevoi yàp npôç ovç
ëSÉÇavxo öaqv exopev àpxqv oùk àrcôvcoç qpiv xotç vûv 7tpoaKaxÉÀ,i7tov. xà 5è
7tXeico aùxqç aùxoi qpeïç oîSe oi vûv ëxi ôvxeç pà^iaxa ëv xfi Ka&£axr|Kmq
feurig ëTtqu^qaapEV Kai xqv rcôkiv xoiç rcàat TtapeaKeuàaapEv Kai ëç ttô/xgov
Kai èç eipf|vriv aùxapKeaxàxqv. à>v èyà> xà pèv Kaxà Jtokégouç épya, oiç ÊKaaxa
ëKxqSq, q eî xi aùxoi f| oi txaxépEÇ qgtöv ßapßapov q "EXXqva JtoXépiov Erctovxa
npo9ùpcoç qpuvàpEfia, paKpqyopsiv ëv EtSôatv où ßoukogEvog ëàato-

It might be argued that in speaking of the acquisition of arche Pericles
cannot be referring to the foundation of the Delian League, since he characterizes

the arche as the fruit ofmilitary endeavour, while in 478/7 Athens merely
accepted what the allies offered. But Athens' acquisition of leadership in

478/7 could plausibly be regarded as the fruit of her martial exploits in the
Persian War; such a view of the matter would of course be appropriate in the
context of a Funeral Speech.

(iii) In his last speech, Pericles insists that Athens dare not give up the
struggle with Sparta (2, 63, If.): pq8è vopiaai nepi ëvôç pôvou, ôouXciaç àvx'
ëtao&epiaç, àycoviÇECTÛai, àXkà Kai àpxqç axepqaecoç Kai kiv8ùvod <bv ëv xf|
àpxfl àrcqxfieoBe- qç où8' ëKCTxfivat ëxi ùpîv Ëaxiv, eî xiç Kai xö8e ëv xà) napôvxi
8e8uôç àjipaypooùvq àv8paya9iÇExai- àç xupavviSa yàp qSq éxexe aùxqv, qv
Laßsw pèv &8ikov 8okeï Eivav, àqjEîvai 8è ê7tiKiv8uvov. It might be argued that
Pericles here implies that Athens' arche had been (or might be thought to have

3 I exclude 1,93,4 (on which see Gomme's note ad loc.): even if one believes tt|v dpx*iv to refer
to the League, the remark does not precisely date the beginning of the arche.
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been) acquired unjustly; and that if so, he cannot regard the arche as dating
from the beginning of the Delian League, since in 478/7 the allies enthusiastically

welcomed Athens' leadership. But Pericles is not here saying that men
consider Athens' acquisition of arche to have been unjust; his point, rather, is
that Athens' arche is now (f|8q) like a tyranny, which it is thought wrong to
acquire, but dangerous to relinquish (the antecedent of the relative qv is

xupavviôa, not aùxqv). The implication is that Athens' arche has become a

tyranny, which it is impracticable for her to renounce.
(iv) In the summer of 428 envoys seeking aid for Mytilene's revolt from

Athens address the Peloponnesians at Olympia (3,9fL). They justify their city's
revolt as forestalling Athenian aggression against her; that the Athenians have
thus far respected Mytilene's autonomy simply exemplifies their shrewdness
(3, 11, 3): aùxôvopoi xe ëkei(p9qpev où 8i' bXko xi q öaov aùxolç èç xqv àpxqv
eùjtpeneiq xe Xoyou Kai yvcopqc; pâÀÀov ëtpô8(p q iaxùoç xà irpàypaxa ëtpaivexo
Kaxakqjtxà. The phrase ëç xqv àpxqv is usually taken to refer to the purpose of
Athens' policy: arche was the result ofAthens' aggression against her allies4. It
is, however, possible that the preposition èç is here used to express not purpose
but relation: 'we were left autonomous only because their policy as regards their
arche was to seize control of affairs through specious argument and by strategy
rather than brute force'.

(v) At' 3,36,2 Thucydides records how, after the suppression of the Mytile-
nian revolt, the Athenians voted to kill all the adult males and to enslave the
women and children, angry that the Mytilenians xqv djiöcrxaaiv oùk
àpxôpevoi tixTJtep ol âA.koi EJtoiqcxavxo. The phrase oùk àpxôpevoi &anep oi
akkoi is generally taken to mean that before her revolt Mytilene had not been
subject to Athens' arche, as (at least most of) the rest of the allies were5. However,

both Cleon and Diodotus speak of Mytilene as having been subject to Ath-
en's arche prior to her revolt: this is the implication of Cleon's comment at 3,

40, 4, ei yàp oùxoi ôpSfî>ç ànéaxqaav, ùpeîç âv où xpe®v âpxoixe, and at 46, 5

Diodotus refers to Mytilene as èk«ù9epov Kai ßiq àpxôpevov e'iKÔxtoç rcpôç

aùxovopiav dutoaxàvxa. Now Cleon argues that Mytilene revolted because her
head had been turned by Athens' too favourable treatment of her: 'we should
from the first have made no distinction between the Mytilenians and the rest of
our allies, and then their insolence would never have risen to such a height'
(39, 5). It thus seems likely that the phrase oùk àpxôpevoi â><T7tep oi âXkoi at
36, 2 means rather 'not being subject to Athens' arche in the same way as the

4 So e.g. Jowett: 'And why were we left independent? Only because they thought that to gain an
empire they must use fair words and win their way by policy and not by violence.' (B. Jowett,
Thucydides Translated into English.... Oxford 1881,1 174).

5 So e.g. Crawley: 'It was remarked that Mitylene (sic) had revolted without being, like the rest,
subjected to the empire ...' (Richard Crawley, The History of the Peloponnesian War by
Thucydides, London 1876, 194).
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others'; i.e., Mytilene enjoyed a privileged position6. What this involved is made
clear by Cleon (39, 2): 'Those who revolt because they find our arche too heavy
to bear, or because they are constrained by the enemy, I can forgive; but people
who inhabit an island, possess city-walls, are unassailable by our enemy except
at sea and on that element are adequately protected by a fleet of their own, men
who were autonomous and treated by us with the highest regard - when such as
these act thus, they cannot be said to have revolted (revolt implies oppression);
they conspired, they rose up against us.'

(vi) In his speech at 6, 16ff. supporting the projected Athenian expedition
to Sicily, Alcibiades dismisses Nicias' argument that Athens should secure her
position in Greece against the threat from the Peloponnese before involving
herself in Sicily (6, 17, 7): 'Our fathers, in the face of these very adversaries
whom we are told we shall now leave behind us ifwe sail, and with the Persians
as their enemies as well, acquired the arche, their strength consisting solely in
their naval predominance.' It might be argued that Alcibiades can here hardly
be referring to the foundation of the Delian League, since at that time Sparta
was well-disposed towards Athens. However, at 6, 82 Euphemus speaks of a

perennial hostility existing between Dorians and Ionians, and says that Athens
was able to escape from the arche and hegemonia of the Spartans as a result of
her acquisition of a fleet and establishment of the Delian League; Alcibiades
may be supposed to be arguing in similar terms here.

(vii) At 8,68,4 Thucydides comments on the achievements of the Athenian
oligarchs in overthrowing the democracy in 411: xatercôv yàp f)v xôv 'A9q-
vaiaiv 8f||iov ère' éxei EKaxoaxcb pàXtaxa etceiôt) oi xùpavvot tcaxEW>9r|aav
è^£o9Epiaç rcaûaai, xai où pôvov pq ùitf|Koov ôvxa, àXXà Kai ùitèp f|piau xoû
Xpôvou xoûxou aoxôv âXXcov âpxeiv EUßööxa. This comment need not date the
beginning of arche earlier than, say, c. 465; but, clearly, it may well refer to
478/7L

The first of these seven passages presents Athens' arche as having begun
with the Delian League; the other passages can all, I have argued, be understood

in a way which makes them compatible with this view. What then of the

6 So Herbert F. Fox, Thucydides Book III (Oxford 1901) ad loc.: 'though governed more
easily than the rest, they had revolted ...'

7 In their notes ad loc., Goodhart and Classen-Steup assume that Thucydides is referring to the
foundation of the Delian League; Tucker comments: 'The leadership of Athens gradually
tightened into command from B.C. 479' (H. C. Goodhart, The Eighth Book of Thucydides'
History, London 1893; J. Classen and J. Steup, Thukydides VIIIs, Dublin/Zurich 1967; T. G.
Tucker, The Eighth Book of Thucydides, London 1892). Andrewes' note ad loc. seems to leave
the question open: 'from 478/7 would be a good deal more than half, but at i.97.2 (ad fin.)
Thucydides appears to date Athens' àpxq later than this, perhaps from the 'enslavement' of
Naxos, the point where he inserted his excursus on the loss of the allies' freedom (i.99). But his
language is not rigorously consistent: cf. i.99.2, where the Athenians are ôpxovxEÇ before the
time of Naxos.'



Thuc. 1,97, 2: The 'arche of the Athenians' and the 'Athenian Empire' 151

final sentence of 1,97, 2, the one passage in Thucydides that, as usually understood,

unquestionably presents Athens' arche as having come into existence
later than 478/7?8 An alternative translation seems possible: the sentence
means, I suggest, not 'At the same time the account shows the way in which the
arche of the Athenians came into existence', but 'At the same time the account
shows the character that the arche of the Athenians took on'. For the unusual
construction with ëv (which may be seen as emphasizing the result of the
change), one may compare Antiphon, 1, 1 (èv Siatpopçi Kaxaaxfjvai)9; for the
phrase èv oîip xporcto, cp. 1, 8,4 (ëv xoùxtp xô> xpoiccp... ôvxeç)10. On this translation,

the difficulties noted earlier at 1,99, 2 and 118,2 dissolve1 '.

Ifone adopts this translation, the question arises as to the relation between
'the arche of the Athenians' Thucydides speaks of at the end of 1, 97, 2 and the
hegemonia whose acquisition by Athens he has described in chapters 94fr.12

The terms arche and hegemonia, and their cognate verbs, are regularly used

interchangeably13. Herodotus provides a number of instances; consider, for
example, his account of the abortive negotiations in 481 between envoys of the
Hellenic League and first, the Argives, and, secondly, Gelon. In each case,
Herodotus refers to command of the forces of the Hellenic League in terms of
both hegemonie and arche: at 7,148,4 the Argives offer alliance on condition of
obtaining a half-share in the hegemonie, at 150, 3 Herodotus reports that
according to one account the Argives made this condition in order to have an
excuse for taking no part in the war, knowing that the Spartans would refuse to
relinquish the arche; and at 7, 161,2, Gelon having proposed that, in return for
participation in the defence of Greece, he receive command of the allied fleet,
the Athenian envoy insists that even were Sparta prepared to yield him the
naval command (xf|Ç vatmKf|Ç âpxeiv), Athens would demur: oùS' r|v ô Aôkcùv
ëniri toi apyeiv aùxfiç, "hpetç ëjiT)aopev. qpetepri yàp ëaxi aûxr| ye pq aùxrâv

8 Of course, the problem would dissolve if one believed the final sentence of97,2 to refer to the

preceding as well as the subsequent passage: Thucydides could then be taken to be referring to
his account of the formation of the Delian League at 1, 940". It seems clear however that in
97,2 Thucydides is referring to developments subsequent to the formation of the League; so

e.g. H. D. Westlake, Essays on the Greek Historians and Greek History (Manchester 1969) 41.
9 For other similar examples, see Kühner-Gerth, I 541.

10 It is to be noted that ifone accepts the usual translation of97,2, the presence of the preposition
èv is odd; one would expect the dative alone.

11 It is perhaps worth noting here that later writers regularly envisage Athens' arche as having
begun with the Delian League: see Lys. 2,55, Isoc. 12,56, Plato, Ep. 7,332b-c, Dem. 3,24, and
the discussion of these and other relevant passages in Clinton, Fasti Hellenici II3, App. 6.

12 95, 1: the allies ask the Athenians to become their leaders (qyspovaç); 95, 7, they decline to

grant Dorcis rqv qyspoviav; ibid., the Spartans consider the Athenians itcavoùç èÇriyeîaSav;
96,1, the Athenians thus acquire xfiv qyepoviav.

13 Cp. Hans Schaefer, Probleme der Alten Geschichte (Göttingen 1963) 122.
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ßooXopevtöv AaKe8aipovi(ov. xoûxoiai pèv a>v T|yéea9ai ßouXonEvoim oùk
àvxixEivopEv, âLXcp 8è 7tapr|aop£v où8evi vauap/eeiv14.

So too Xenophon in his account of the negotiations concerning the alliance
between Athens and Sparta in 369: the Athenian Cephisodotus rejects as
inequitable the Spartan proposal that command should be divided, Athens
commanding at sea, Sparta on land (Hell. 7,1,14): "Eaxiv ouv, éq>T| ô Kt|<piaô8oxoç,
iaaixepov r| ëv pépei pèv êKaxépouç f|y£ïa9ai xoû vauxiKoû, èv pépei 8è xoû
keÇoû, Kai ûpâç xe, ev xi àya9ôv ëcrav ëv xf| Kaxà 9àA.axxav àpyf), xoûxtov pex-
éxeiv, Kai fipâç ëv xf| Kaxà yf|v; àKoûaavxeç xaûxa oi 'A9r|vdïoi p£X£7t£ia9Ti-

aav, Kai èyïicpioavxo Kaxà nev9r|pEpov EKaxépouç fiyeia9ai.
Similarly Aristotle in his critique of the imperialistic tendency of Spartan

education: men should study war not with a view to subjecting those who do not
deserve this, but in order to prevent their own subjugation by others, ërcEixa

Ô7kdç Çqxtûai xt|v fjyEpoviav xfjç ©(peXeiaç ëvEKa xâ>v àpxopévrov (Pol. 1333b

40f.).
Now it is ofcourse clear that the two sets of terms are not synonymous in all

contexts, and it may be that further consideration ofhow they do differ in meaning,

in Thucydides and elsewhere, will suggest that the two terms are not in fact
used as synonyms in Thucydides' account of the origins and early development
of the Delian League at 1,94ff.; but I think that quite possibly they are.

14 For other Herodotean examples, see 3,65,6f.; 9,26, 5f.; 122, 2ff.
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