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INTRODUCTION

Rome’s rise to power

As the third century BC moved into its last quarter, Rome was stand-
ing on the threshold of Mediterranean dominion. Both in the period
when kings ruled Rome and after the foundation of the Republic (tra-
ditionally dated to 509 BC) she had enjoyed a steady, indeed, in spite
of setbacks relentless growth in political power. She had gradually
absorbed the surrounding towns and areas of central Italy, and in due
course brought to heel all challengers on the Italian peninsula. From
280 to 275 she had even seen off the threat of the Greek adventurer,
Pyrrhus, king of Epirus, who had answered the call for help from the
people of the south Italian town of Tarentum, and brought an army
to confront Rome. The astute observer will have found it militarily
and politically significant that although Pyrrhus actually defeated the
Romans in battle on three occasions, his victories were unsustainably
expensive (‘Pyrrhic’), and he could not match the Italian manpower
at Rome’s disposal.

Rome’s resources were soon tested again, this time by a much
mightier opponent, the great maritime and mercantile power of
Carthage. It is difficult to say who was responsible for the First Punic
War (264—241)—perhaps both sides equally—but Carthage had long
controlled western Sicily, and Roman meddling in the east of the
island brought them into conflict. What might initially have been a
localized firefight in the north-eastern corner soon developed into a
struggle for control of all Sicily, a struggle which Rome eventually
won.

Immediately after the war, Carthage had to face a revolt of her
extensive mercenary forces, and Rome took advantage of the situ-
ation to seize Sardinia, another Carthaginian possession. Even with-
out the benefit of hindsight, many contemporaries must have thought
that there was unfinished business between the two powers and that it
would again lead them into conflict. The causes of the Second Punic
War (218-201) are also uncertain, but it was Mediterranean domin-
ion that was at stake. The east coast of Spain was the flashpoint—the
capture of Rome’s ally, Saguntum (modern Sagunto), by the brilliant
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young commander of the Carthaginian forces in Spain, Hannibal,
would probably have been enough to precipitate war—but Hannibal’s
decision to launch an invasion of Italy made it clear that this war was
not going to be about bragging rights in Spain: the Carthaginian
objective was the conquest of Rome. A series of early victories, culmin-
ating in the destruction of the Roman army at the battle of Cannae
(216), put Hannibal within touching distance of success. But that
was as good as it got for him: with the city of Rome apparently at
his mercy he failed to besiege it, and although the war dragged on
for another fifteen years in different theatres of war (Italy, Spain,
Sicily, and eventually north Africa), Hannibal never again got close
to achieving overall victory. In 202, having been recalled to Africa to
defend Carthage, he suffered the same sort of defeat at the battle of
Zama as he had inflicted on Rome at Cannae. Carthage, unlike Rome,
did not have the resources to soak up defeat, and had no option but
to surrender.

The Second Punic War undoubtedly inflicted a severe psycho-
logical wound on Rome—it had threatened her very existence as an
independent political power, and it had been highly disruptive and
destructive—but victory left her master of the western Mediterranean,
and, it would appear, keen to turn her attention to the east. Here, the
major powers were the Hellenistic kingdoms of Macedon, Syria, and
Egypt, divisions that emerged from the break-up of Alexander the
Great’s vast empire. They were run by Macedonian dynasties which
had inherited the Macedonian fighting machine from Alexander.
Rome might have been impressive in defeating the relatively untried
Carthaginians, but in 200 BC few would have backed her against the
armies of Alexander’s successors. Just over thirty years later, how-
ever, there was no one left to challenge her. In a series of stunning
victories she established herself as the Mediterranean superpower.
If the struggle against Hannibal had tired the Romans, it certainly
did not show in the speed with which they declared war on Philip V
of Macedon in 200, and defeated him in 197. Five years later, they
took on the even more powerful Seleucid king Antiochus III, whose
empire stretched from the Mediterranean to Iran. He fared no better
than Philip, meeting with decisive military defeat in 189. Philip’s son
Perseus also defied Rome, to his considerable cost: after his defeat in
168, the Senate abolished the Macedonian kingdom. Theoretically,
Egypt was still intact, but in practice it was militarily too weak to
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offer a real threat: it was not until Cleopatra gambled her kingdom
on Marcus Antonius in 31 (and lost it) that Egypt actually came to
blows with Rome.

Polybius of Megalopolis

There would be further victories and acquisitions, but in just over
half a century Rome had established a position of dominance in the
Mediterranean. From now on, states either had to follow Rome’s
orders or face destruction by her armies. We rely for our knowledge and
understanding of this dramatic imperial process very largely on the
work of the second-century Bc Greek historian, Polybius of Mega-
lopolis. Indeed, the very formulation of Rome’s imperial expansion in
these terms is his. Right at the beginning of his Histories, he states his
purpose: ‘is there anyone on earth who is so narrow-minded or un-
inquisitive that he could fail to want to know how and thanks to what
kind of political system almost the entire known world was conquered
and brought under a single empire, the empire of the Romans, in less
than fifty-three years—an unprecedented event?’ He sets out, then,
to explain how Rome conquered and unified the world in the years
220-167 BC, and, as it offered a crucial part of the explanation, what
sort of political system enabled her to do this. In Book 3 he announces
a change of plan: he will extend the chronological limit of the work
down to 146, in order to study Roman imperial policy and assess the
reaction of her subjects. Was Roman rule something to be admired or
condemned? The year 146 was perhaps an even more decisive stop-
ping point than 167, for it was in that year that Rome brutally put
down Achaean and Carthaginian resistance, and destroyed the cities
of Carthage and Corinth. Neither incident would seem to indicate a
resounding vote of approval from these particular subjects of Rome.
As we shall see, Polybius believed that one of the vital qualifica-
tions for writing history was practical political and military experi-
ence. In this respect, he was, by his own standards, exceptionally well
qualified to carry out the task that he had set himself. He was born
in about 200 BC (probably—we are not sure) in the Peloponnesian
city of Megalopolis, into one of the leading political families of the
Achaean League, a federal organization of the southern Greeks, with
its capital at Megalopolis. In the 18os his father Lycortas had been
general (that is, annually elected leader) of the League several times,
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and Polybius’ early career gave every indication that he would be fol-
lowing in his father’s footsteps. He first emerges in a public role in
182, when he was chosen to carry the ashes of the deceased at the
funeral of Philopoemen, the main architect of Achaean prominence
in Greek politics and one of the great heroes of the League. Two years
later we find Polybius among the members of a diplomatic mission
to Ptolemy V of Egypt (who died before the mission could set out).
And the clearest indicator of his career trajectory was his election as
hipparch (deputy-leader) of the League in 170/169. Two years later,
however, his career in Achaean politics was abruptly terminated. The
cause, ultimately, was Rome.

After the defeat of Philip V and Antiochus III, all the states of the
eastern Mediterranean were suddenly forced to consider very care-
fully the policies they would pursue in relation to Rome. Domestic
issues continued to concern the Achaean leaders, but for them too
the single most important matter was the stance they should adopt
towards Rome. The most advantageous policy was far from obvious
and, as was to be expected, different views emerged. Theoretically,
you could advocate outright resistance to Rome—and in 147 dema-
gogic hotheads did just that, and led the Achaean League to destruc-
tion (that, at least, is Polybius’ interpretation of the Achaean War that
ended with the sack of Corinth)—but, realistically, the options were
limited to different shades of acquiescence. Among previous Achaean
leaders, Philopoemen’s advice had been to treat the Roman Senate
as a rational body that would respond to reasoned, legal arguments,
while Aristaenus thought it was necessary to be more actively pro-
Roman (24.11-13). The logical extension of Aristaenus’ position was
unquestioning and obsequious submission in all ways to the will of
Rome, and an adherent of this policy came to the fore at the end of the
180s. His name was Callicrates, and he was Polybius’ arch-enemy. On
a mission to Rome, Callicrates spoke in the Senate and stated what he
regarded as some home truths about the situation in Greece (24.8-10).
It was simple, he said: there were friends of Rome, and there were
others who used every means to oppose Rome’s will; it was time the
Senate supported its Greek friends and got tough with the others. In
Polybius’ opinion, Callicrates’ intervention had a disastrous effect on
the relationship between Achaea and Rome.

Dealing with Rome in a time of peace was hard enough, but when
she was at war, her attitude to the states within her orbit was even
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more demanding: you were either an outright friend or an outright
enemy. There was no room for sitting on the fence. Unfortunately for
Polybius, when he became hipparch of the Achaean League, Rome
was at war with Perseus of Macedon. Anyone in a position of leader-
ship in the Greek world who did not behave with the pro-Roman zeal
of Callicrates—and Polybius was certainly in that number—was very
likely to incur suspicion. And indeed Polybius claims that the Roman
ambassador, Gaius Popillius Laenas, was intending to accuse him and
his father, Lycortas, precisely of fence-sitting (28.3). He did not make
the accusation, but Achaea’s enthusiasm for the Roman cause could
hardly be described as unequivocal. Sensing this, the League decided
in 169 to make amends by offering military assistance to the consul,
Q. Marcius Philippus (28.12—13). Polybius was commissioned to lead
an embassy to convey the offer. This was already the third year of
the war, and we may well imagine that there was an element of irony
in Philippus’ polite refusal. While the other ambassadors returned
home, however, Polybius stayed on with Philippus. He does not make
clear what his role was, but in view of his expertise as a military tacti-
cian (he wrote a work on tactics which he refers to at 9.20), it seems
likely that he acted as a military adviser to Philippus. He needed all his
diplomatic skills when Philippus asked him privately to sabotage the
request for Achaean troops from the legate Appius Claudius Centho.
But this gave him a chance to get to know Philippus, which perhaps
proved useful a year later when Polybius and Lycortas were all set to
lead an Achaean expeditionary force to help Egypt against Antiochus
IV of Syria: when Philippus cautioned against this, Polybius immedi-
ately complied (29.23—5).

On 22 June 168 the Roman general Lucius Aemilius Paullus
defeated Perseus at the battle of Pydna. Rome’s revenge was uncom-
promising. This was now the third time she had been at war with
Macedon in a little over thirty years, and the Senate decided to dis-
band the kingdom, replacing it with four independent republics,
tributary to Rome. Macedon’s allies were brutally treated—seventy
towns in Epirus were sacked and 150,000 sold into slavery (accord-
ing to Polybius)—but even Roman allies, like Rhodes and Pergamum,
were punished for not being supportive enough. Rome’s paranoia
played into the hands of her Greek stooges, who made extensive lists
of their (and Rome’s) political enemies for deportation to Italy. Along
with others from all over Greece, 1,000 Achaeans were deported,
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including Polybius, who must have been one of the first pencilled in
on Callicrates’ list. Presumably Callicrates took the opportunity to
get rid of all possible opponents, and it is therefore a little strange
to note how the Achaeans sent a number of embassies in subsequent
years to ask for the return of their exiles. This would seem to indicate
that Callicrates did not have things all his own way. At any rate the
Senate refused to listen, until eventually, some seventeen years later
in 150, they relented, and those exiles still alive were finally allowed
to return home.

If Polybius missed his beloved Achaean League, there is little sign
of it in what survives of the text. He does report the general despair
at the Achaean failure to get the exiles back (30.32), but he himself
seems to have been more annoyed at Callicrates than at Rome, and
relishes the opportunity to tell how children in the street insulted
Callicrates and his followers to their face; or, how at the time of a fes-
tival in Sicyon, people who went to the public baths would not bathe
in the same tubs as Callicrates’ party until the water had been emp-
tied and fresh water put in (30.29). Although deprived of his political
career at home, Polybius actually flourished in Italy. In the first place,
he was allowed to stay in Rome, rather than a provincial town. Rome
was the most important city in the world, and for someone writing the
history of world (that is, Mediterranean) affairs, there could hardly
be a better place to gather information and opinions. An educated
Greek aristocrat like Polybius would have a great deal in common
with his Roman equivalents, and he was fortunate in striking up a
friendship with one of the most powerful Romans of his day, Scipio
Aemilianus (31.23—5). It had been Scipio and his brother, Quintus
Fabius Maximus, sons of the great Aemilius Paullus, who had won
for Polybius permission to reside in Rome. He does not describe how
he had made contact with them in the first place, but thereafter the
relationship grew close, particularly with the young Scipio. No doubt
this opened doors for Polybius, and also added to his authority as an
analyst of Roman affairs.

It also seems to be the case that Polybius enjoyed considerable free-
dom of movement. He made a number of visits to the town of Locri
in southern Italy in order to help the Locrians win some exemptions
from the obligations of their treaty with Rome (12.5): the mere fact
that they asked for his help implies that he was seen to have political
influence. He befriended the Seleucid prince, Demetrius, who was a
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hostage in Rome, and used to go hunting with him. In 162 Demetrius
escaped from Rome, and took up the Seleucid throne. Polybius claims
that he devised and executed the escape plan (31.11-15), but he can
hardly have done so without help from, or the approval of, some lead-
ing Romans. And, probably still within the time of exile, he witnessed
Scipio on campaign in Spain, and went to Numidia (modern Tunisia)
to interview King Masinissa (35.5; 9.25). Polybius tells us that he per-
sonally retraced Hannibal’s route from Spain to Italy (3.48): we do
not know when, but his return journey after this visit to Spain would
provide one obvious opportunity.

When the Senate decreed in 150 that the Greek detainees be
allowed to return Polybius presumably thought that he would be able
to revive his political career. But Roman events again intervened.
First, one of the consuls of 149, Manius Manilius, summoned him
to Africa as an adviser in what seemed to be the coming conflict with
Carthage (36.11). Although Rome declared war in 149, the trouble
initially subsided when Carthage yielded to demands, and Polybius
thought the war was over. But Rome backed Carthage into a corner
and when his great friend Scipio Aemilianus was given command in
147, Polybius joined him at the siege and Ammianus Marcellinus, the
Roman historian of the fourth century AD, provides an interesting
snippet of information about Polybius’ and Scipio’s involvement in
the fighting: he says that they took part in an attack on a city gate as
part of a testudo, or ‘tortoise’ formation (24.2.24—7). This was a minor
engagement, and it is difficult to think of a single convincing reason
why the commander of Roman forces and a 50-year-old Greek should
take part: the story sounds like later myth-making.

Probably after the fall of Carthage, Polybius took the opportunity
to journey beyond the straits of Gibraltar and explore the coast
of Africa, in a ship given to him by Scipio (Pliny, Natural History
5.40). If he had been at home during this time, would he have
been able to avert the disaster that overtook Achaea? In 146, for no
easily discernible reason, the Achaeans went to war against Rome:
they were defeated, the League disbanded and Corinth destroyed.
Unfortunately Polybius’ own account of the years leading up to 146
does not survive, so we know nothing of the state of Achaean politics
he found when he returned in 150 after so long away. Fragments indi-
cate that he blamed the populist politicians, Diaeus and Critolaus, for
what happened in 146 (38.10—13), but there is not enough to explain
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why or how the situation developed as it did. What we do know is that
Polybius played a major role in the reconstruction of Greece after
the disaster. He was appointed by the senatorial commission settling
Greek affairs to assist the various cities in understanding the legal
and constitutional changes they faced, and he was clearly involved
in drafting new legislation himself (39.5). Acording to Pausanias,
the travel writer of the second century AD (and to the posthumous
editor of Polybius, who comments personally right at the end of the
work), many cities of the Peloponnese erected statues to Polybius in
gratitude for his achievements at this time (8.9, 30, 37, 44, 48), and
we have inscriptions attesting to this.

Polybius is usually thought to have lived for another quarter of a
century or more after the Achaean War, but we know almost nothing
about his life in these years. There are brief glimpses of him in Rome
and Alexandria; and, judging from a separate monograph he wrote
on Rome’s war against Numantia, he may have accompanied Scipio
Aemilianus again at the capture of Numantia in Spain in 133, when
Scipio commanded the Roman forces. For somebody who had been
active all his life as a politician, soldier, explorer, and writer, it is hard
to imagine that he settled down to a life of inactivity. He must have
continued to research and write. We do not know the schedule of his
literary output, but in addition to the Histories, there was the work on
the Numantine War just referred to, and the study of tactics. There
was also a biography, in three books, of Philopoemen, and a treatise
on the habitability of the equatorial region. Our only evidence for
Polybius’ death, an anonymous later work entitled Macrobioi (‘Long
Lives’), certainly implies a vigorous old man: it records that he died
when he fell off his horse riding home at the age of 82.

The Histories

Polybius’ grand theme was Rome and the unification of Mediterra-
nean history under her aegis. As we have seen, the Histories originally
set out to describe the process of imperial expansion in the years
220—-167, but was then extended to 146. The finished work comprised
forty books, 1—30 taking the story to 167, 31—40 completing the
revised plan. Of the forty books, only the first five survive fully extant,
and of these, Books 1 and 2 form an introduction to the work, outlin-
ing events between the first war that Rome fought against Carthage
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and the start of the Hannibalic War (264—220). Book 3 takes us to the
year 216 and ends with the great victory of Hannibal at the battle of
Cannae; Books 4 and 5 then review the main events in Greece and
the eastern Mediterranean before 216. Although that is the extent of
what we have in full, we do also have substantial excerpts of many,
but not all, of the remaining books. These excerpts were made in the
tenth century by Byzantine scholars, who are at the same time both
heroes and villains of the textual story. Their enthusiasm for making
excerpts and anthologies of classical works probably ensured the dis-
appearance of the full text of Polybius. The first five books must have
been sufficiently well established by this stage to ensure their survival,
but for the rest, it is clear that readers were content with excerpts
rather than the complete text, which eventually just disappeared from
the record. The reason for this is probably a mixture of the length—
in its complete form the work would have taken up something like
seven volumes of the present translation—and the fact that Polybius
wrote in a stylistically unadorned, at times even awkward, Greek.
The first-century BC historian Dionysius of Halicarnassus said that
it was one of those works you could not really read cover to cover (De
compositione verborum 4.110). So perhaps the full text might have dis-
appeared anyway, and we are lucky that the Byzantine scholars pre-
served such extensive sections of the later books.

The work was not all a straight historical narrative. Book 6, for
instance, was a study of the Roman system of government: there
are certainly big gaps, but a great deal of the book survives and has
become the most famous part of the Histories. Similarly, we have large
sections of Book 12, a discussion of history writing, much of which is
taken up with a sustained assault on the Sicilian historian, Timaeus
(¢.350—260 BC). The only other entirely digressionary book was 34, a
study of geography: from this, very little survives beyond occasional
quotations and citations by other ancient writers. Book 40 seems to
have been a sort of summary of the contents of the whole work.

Book 1

Polybius opens with important and interesting introductory consid-
erations (1—5) in which the theme, plan, and starting point are set out.
The work proper will start with the 140th Olympiad and the Second
Punic War, Rome’s famous struggle with Hannibal (for the Olympiad
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dating system see the explanatory note to p. 4). It was not desirable,
however, to plunge in medias res, since Greek readers were unfamil-
iar with Roman and Carthaginian history: Polybius, therefore, felt it
necessary to start with two introductory books going back to Olym-
piad 129 (264—261 BC), when the First Punic War started. It makes
good sense to introduce the two protagonists who both start and fin-
ish the work. After a further introductory section (6—12), which ac-
tually starts with the sack of Rome by the Gauls in 387/6, the book
finally settles down to its plan and divides into two parts, the first war
between Rome and Carthage (13—64), and the war that immediately
followed between Carthage and her mercenaries (65-88). The First
Punic War obviously provides important background for the Hanni-
balic war, but although Polybius claims that an account of Carthage’s
mercenary war was important for understanding the causes of the
Second Punic War, it is far from clear why we need such detail. It did,
however, explain how Rome was able to grab Sardinia, an act that was
itself partly responsible for the Second Punic War, and it also high-
lighted a fundamental weakness in Carthage’s military capacity, her
reliance on unreliable mercenaries. And, artistically, the two wars of
Book 1 form a stark and handsome contrast with each other. Polybius
is at pains to emphasize how the First Punic War was conducted with
nobility and courage, both sides striving mightily and with honour,
while the mercenary war was marked by extreme savagery.

Book 2

Book 2 has three main sections, covering Rome’s war with Illyria,
her first military venture in Greece (2—12), her conquest of northern
Italy (14—35), and the history of Greece (or, more specifically, of the
Achaean League) before Olympiad 140 (37—70). Polybius is also well
aware of the extensive expansion of Carthaginian power in Spain in
the same period, but only has time to refer to it briefly (1, 13, 36).
There is much valuable introductory material in this book. It was im-
portant to explain how Rome had become involved in Greek affairs,
and how she had secured the north of Italy, where the first campaigns
against Hannibal would be fought. Her successful subjugation of the
Celts of the region also perhaps serves to emphasize how difficult the
Carthaginians had found it (as described in Book 1) to deal with their
internal problems, the mercenaries.
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The war against Illyria is treated only briefly in three episodes: the
siege of the city of Medion by the Aetolians, the situation in the Epirot
city of Phoenice, and the actual confrontation with the fiery queen of
Illyria, Teuta, who murders a free-speaking Roman ambassador and
precipitates the crisis. The subjugation of northern Italy includes a
most interesting section on the geography and natural resources of
the area (14-16). As we shall see, Polybius regarded geography as
one of the crucial elements in good history writing. Although Rome’s
major opponent in Greece was Macedon, Polybius cannot resist the
opportunity of putting the Achaean League centre stage, but his
account of its constitution and development is an important source of
information for the history of the League. Characteristic of Polybius’
method is the fierce assault he launches on the historian Phylarchus

(56-63).

Book 3

Book 3 marks the beginning of the work proper, and concentrates
solely on the causes (6—33) and first years (33—117) of the Second
Punic War. Polybius enunciates for the first time his distinction
between the causes, pretexts, and beginnings of wars (6—7), but in
spite of a lengthy analysis of the background of the Hannibalic War, he
remains uncertain as to whose fault it was. The causes of the war were
the Roman treatment of Carthage after the mercenary war, the anger
of the Barcid (that is, Hannibal’s) family, and the growth of Cartha-
ginian power in Spain, but Polybius is uncharacteristically vague about
the beginning and pretext of the war. By ancient standards, however,
it is almost certainly the longest analysis of the causes of a conflict that
we have, and a very thorough attempt to tease out the possibil-
ities. The narrative of the war itself is an important source for the
early years of the war, but also makes for exciting reading: Hannibal’s
march from Spain to Italy across the Pyrenees, the south of France,
and the Alps (33—59), the battle of lake Trasimene (77—94), and the
Cannae campaign (106—17) all represent historical narrative of a high
quality. Polybius then leaves the reader in a state of suspense, as he
does not resume this storyline until Book 7: he must first fill in the
history of eastern affairs (Books 4 and 5) and analyse the Roman con-
stitution (Book 6), before he can return in Book 7 to describe how
Rome faced the greatest crisis in her history.
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Books 4 and 5

The scene now shifts to the east and the events in that region of
Olympiad 140. The two books together form a continuous story, in
which the Social War (220—217 BC), the conflict between Philip V
of Macedon with his allies (the Achaean League particularly)
and the Aetolians, provides a sort of structural framework: it be-
gins and ends both books (4.3—37 and 57-87; 5.1—30 and g1—105)
which are, additionally, closely linked by the story of the conspir-
acy of Apelles against Philip V (4.76—5.29). Polybius weaves into the
account of the Social War coverage of other events: in Book 4, the
war between Byzantium and Rhodes (38—52), which includes a long
analysis of the geography, hydrography, and resources of the Black
Sea (38—42), and a brief review of the situation in Crete (53—5);
in Book 5, the Fourth Syrian War (219—217 BC) fought between the
Seleucids and the Ptolemies (34—87), and a description of the inter-
national aid sent to Rhodes after it suffered a disastrous earthquake
in about 227 (88—90). The reasons for the choice of material are not
always clear. Why do we need to hear of the local disputes in Crete,
for instance, or of the Rhodian earthquake? The answer may well lie
in the later, lost books, but both events, although on one level purely
local affairs, do involve the wider Mediterranean world, and perhaps
demonstrate the process by which Mediterranean history was begin-
ning to flow into a single story. At the end of Book 5 Polybius ties up
loose ends with a rapid summary of the situation in Greece and the
east (106—11).

Book 6

It had been Polybius’ purpose right from the start of the work to ex-
plain how and under what sort of constitution (in the sense of gov-
ernmental structures and state institutions) Rome had conquered the
world. Book 6 provides the answer to that question and is, thus, a
crucial part of the Histories. It is also the most famous part. Polybius
may be seen in the present day as one of the great historians of anti-
quity, but his reputation from the sixteenth century on rested more on
this (incomplete) book of political science than on the historical nar-
rative of the first five books. What caught the attention of Machiavelli
and other writers on republican government was Polybius’ analysis of
the Roman constitution as ‘mixed’, that is, a mixture of monarchy,
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aristocracy, and democracy. Book 6 was heavily influenced by Greek
political theory, but it was, as far as we know, the first attempt to apply
such theory to the reality of Roman government and history and the
first attempt to explain Rome’s success in these terms.

Although the book is by no means completely preserved, large parts
of it survive and we can be reasonably sure what the rest contained.
The first major subject is the cycle of the different types of constitu-
tion (3—10). The three simple, and good, forms of constitution (mon-
archy, aristocracy, and democracy) alternate with their degenerate
equivalents (tyranny, oligarchy, and mob-rule) in a naturally occur-
ring cycle. The cycle is started by a primitive monarch who brings
order to chaos and who, when he replaces brute force with reason,
turns himself into a king. Kingship then degenerates into tyranny,
which itself gives way to aristocracy. It soon turns into its corrupt
form, oligarchy, from which democracy takes over, before it becomes
greedy for wealth and power, and changes into mob-rule. The abuses
of mob-rule reduce the state to chaos, out of which a primitive mon-
arch emerges and starts the cycle again. Each of these forms of gov-
ernment is like a living organism that has its own natural birth, rise,
fall, and death, and indeed the cycle itself is the product of nature.

Polybius next develops his theory of the ‘mixed’ Roman consti-
tution (10—-18). The Spartan, Lycurgus, had understood that each
of the simple and good forms of constitution is precarious, bearing
within it the seeds of its own degeneration into its corrupt form. So
he decided to try to unite the best features of the simple forms into
a mixed variety, in which the balance between monarchy, aristocracy,
and democracy would fend off the natural tendency to corruption.
This resulted in the retention of liberty at Sparta for a longer time
than in any other state. Rome achieved the same mixture as Lycurgus
devised, but by means of a natural set of developments rather than as
a conscious decision. At this point there is a big gap in the text, and
it is a disappointing one, because fragments indicate that it contained
an account of early Roman history up to the middle of the fifth cen-
tury BC. Presumably the purpose was to demonstrate how the events
of Roman history had created what, by the middle of the fifth century,
had become a mixed constitution. It would be fascinating to know
how Polybius viewed this process.

Fortunately, the description of the workings of the Roman system
does survive: three chapters outlining the powers of the consuls,
Senate, and people (12—14) are balanced by three more which set out
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the checks on the power of the consuls, Senate, and people (15-17).
This is a controversial section, as it seems to leave out a number of
what modern scholars regard as basic elements of the way the Roman
system worked. There is, for example, no reference made to the dif-
ferent voting assemblies of Rome, and only the consuls receive atten-
tion among the office-holders. It is important, however, to note two
points. First, Polybius in this section is presenting a schematic plan of
the main power structures of Rome, not a complete inventory of the
entire system. Second, the text again fails us at this point, and when it
resumes it deals in considerable details with the structures and camp
system of the Roman army (19—42). We do not know how long the
gap is, or what it contained. It must at least have offered a transitional
passage explaining why we are moving on to the Roman army; and
some scholars have suggested that there was also a summary of the
Roman constitution. The fragmentary nature of the text warns us, or
should warn us, to be wary of jumping to conclusions.

The remainder of the book seeks to illuminate better the Roman
constitution by comparing it with other ‘mixed’ examples—Athens,
Thebes, Sparta, Crete, Mantinea, and Carthage (43—56), in which
Polybius is really only interested in Sparta and Carthage. Roman
institutions were better at fostering bravery than Carthaginian ones,
and there is an interesting section on the inspiring nature of Roman
funerals (53—4). The book ends with a story about the battle of
Cannae, which serves to bring us back to the story that we left off at
the end of Book 3.

Book 12

The surviving sections of Book 12 are somewhat less coherent than
those of Book 6, with the result that it is not really clear how the book
works. It appears to be an assault on the Sicilian historian Timaeus,
but some argue that it is rather a presentation of historical theory and
method that just happens to involve heavy criticism of Timaeus. I
believe that its purpose is primarily polemical—Timaeus was in fact
the first historian to deal extensively with Roman history, a subject on
which Polybius wanted to be regarded as the great expert—but that
in attacking Timaeus it deals with issues of central importance to the
writing of history.
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Any plan of Book 12’s structure can only be speculative, but one
way of viewing it divides it up into four sections. The first (1—4)
deals with errors Timaeus made about Africa and Corsica, and with
his ignorance and pedantry. Polybius then defends at some length
authors attacked by Timaeus, particularly Aristotle (5—23). The third
section highlights Timaeus’ lack of qualifications for writing history,
in particular his lack of political and military experience (24—26d).
This includes a famous comparison between history and medicine
(25d—e). The last section examines in more detail the reasons for
Timaeus’ technical incompetence (27a—end).

Polybius and the writing of history

This is not the place for a detailed analysis of all aspects of Polybius’
historical theory and method, but a brief examination of some of the
main characteristics will give a flavour of how interesting Polybius
was as a historian.

OUTSPOKENNESS

Perhaps the most immediately noticeable feature of Polybius’ work is
the frequency with which he interrupts his narrative to think out loud
about, and comment on, a wide variety of topics. He was a man who
spent his entire adult life among the rich and powerful; he travelled
the world, he was a leading politician, he commanded armies, he was
a writer. Such a varied and exciting career seems to have given him
the confidence to pronounce judgement on all sorts of issues, with
little evidence of self-doubt or recognition that those with whom he
disagrees might know what they were talking about. This readiness to
discourse upon what swims into his ken is a great gift to posterity. It
leads him into interesting considerations of, for example, the power
of music to combat the harsh effects of nature on human character, as
evidenced by the Arcadian people of Cynaethae who abandoned their
musical traditions with disastrous effects (4.20—-1); or, for instance,
into a less immediately interesting comparison between Roman and
Greek military palisades (18.18). But most valuably for us, he says
more about the art of history writing than any other historians of
antiquity, most of whom have little, or sometimes nothing, to say
about what they were doing or how they thought it should be done.
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In this mode of exposition he is closest to his great fifth-century pre-
decessor, Herodotus.

THE HISTORIAN AND PRACTICAL EXPERIENCE

Timaeus utterly neglected the questioning of informants, which
Polybius regards as ‘the most important aspect of a historian’s work’
(12.4¢). He continues:

Events take place simultaneously all over the world, but it is impossible for
one person to be in more than one place at the same time, and it is equally
impossible for him personally to visit every part of the world and see what
is special about them. His only option is to question as many people as pos-
sible, to believe those who deserve belief, and to be a good judge of what
he hears.

Timaeus’ main failing was that he sat in a library for fifty years and
conducted no investigations in the field: he was an armchair histor-
ian (12.25d). Even if he had undertaken personal enquiry, how-
ever, he was, in Polybius’ opinion, fatally underqualified for the task.
For he lacked the one indispensable qualification needed for the
writing of political history: practical experience of politics and war

(12.25g):

just as it is impossible for someone who lacks military experience to write
well about warfare, it is impossible for someone who has never acted in
the political sphere or faced a political crisis to write good political history.
Nothing written by authors who rely on mere book-learning has the clarity
that comes from personal experience, and so nothing is gained by reading
their work. For without its educational element, history is altogether unin-
spiring and useless.

In a famous comparison between medicine and history (12.25d—e),
Polybius says that, just as medicine has three parts (the theory of dis-
ease, dietetics, and surgery/pharmacology), so too has political his-
tory: the study of written sources, personal fieldwork, and political
experience. He does not say it directly, but without experience the
first two elements are useless: you simply cannot know how to make
the correct judgements about what you read or hear or see. Polybius’
whole methodology is based on this critical assessment of all the evi-
dence, written, oral, and visual, an assessment that only the experi-
enced soldier-politician can make.



Introduction XXxiii

GEOGRAPHY

One of the required three elements of history, as we have just seen,
is personal investigation in the field, ‘the inspection and mapping of
inland and coastal features such as cities, battle-sites, rivers, and har-
bours’ (12.25¢). The reader will find a great deal of topographical and
geographical description in Polybius. The purpose is didactic clarity
(to which we shall return below). The campaigns in Sicily of the First
Punic War, for example, cannot be understood if you do not know the
geography of Sicily (1.41): ‘I shall briefly try to describe the natural
advantages and the location of the places in question, because I would
not want any reader to find my account opaque just because he is
unfamiliar with the geography of the island.” This is a simple, prac-
tical point, often repeated and to good effect, especially in military
narrative (other instances include the description of northern Italy at
2.14—16, or of Sparta at 5.21).

More difficult to understand is the reason why, on certain occasions,
Polybius engages with geography at a much more theoretical level.
When describing Hannibal’s march from Spain to Italy, for example
(3.36—7), he sets out to explain its geography. This should make per-
fectly good sense, but the description immediately takes leave of the
details of Hannibal’s route in order to discuss the compass points and
general layout of the world. Polybius seems to forget the practical
purpose with which he started. Similarly, when discussing the war
of Bithynia and Rhodes against Byzantium (4.38—52), he begins by
explaining the site of Byzantium. This starts out at a practical level,
but soon develops into a very detailed and theoretical analysis of the
flow of water into and out of the Black Sea (4.38—42).

There are perhaps two aspects to this higher theoretical geography
we encounter in the Histories. Polybius was a general, and generals have
to understand local topographies, roads, distances, the layout of cities,
and so on. But he was also a research scholar, and it is possible that
these, initially practical, needs, developed into deeper, scholarly inter-
ests which led him from the purely practical into the theoretical. It
has also been suggested, however, that these theoretical passages may
be more closely linked to Polybius’ conception of the unity of world
history. Various rivers flow into the Sea of Azov, the Sea of Azov into
the Black Sea, the Black Sea into the Sea of Marmora, the Aegean, the
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Mediterranean, and eventually the Atlantic. The waters of the known
world seem to reflect the single flow of history brought about by Rome
in the second century BC. This is an attractive explanation of what other-
wise seems a slightly odd, or at best digressionary, feature of the work.

THE USEFULNESS OF POLITICAL HISTORY

In his opening statement at the beginning of Book 1, the very first
aspect of history that Polybius refers to—and he emphasizes it on
numerous occasions in the rest of the work—is its usefulness. History
is both a general guide for helping people to improve their lives and to
accept the vicissitudes of fortune, and, more specifically, it is a crucial
training for politics: ‘there is no more authentic way to prepare and
train oneself for political life than by studying history’ (1.1). Polybius
has in mind a specific type of history, which he calls ‘pragmatic’ his-
tory (1.2). Judging from the fact that he does not explain the term
‘pragmatic’ at this point, we can only conclude that his audience knew
what it meant. He is referring to what we would call ‘political’ history,
the study of the high affairs of state, of nations, cities, and monarchs,
of war and peace. It is only at the beginning of Book g that he justifies
his decision to concentrate on politics (he claims to have explained
this earlier, but if he did, it is not in the surviving text). He maintains
that there is nothing new to say about other types of history, such as
‘the study of genealogies, myths, the foundation of cities, their ties of
kinship’; politics, on the other hand, always throws up something new
that requires a novel type of treatment (9.2).

The subject of usefulness does raise the question, for whom will
this work be useful? Who is the intended audience? Since Polybius
justifies his inclusion of two introductory books on the grounds that
his Greek readers would not be familiar with the history of Rome
and Carthage before the 140th Olympiad, and taking into account
that the sort of usefulness he is talking about applies to political lead-
ership and the command of armies, he clearly has in mind an elite
Greek audience. He is also well aware that Romans would be reading
such an account of their own glorious deeds (31.22). Ultimately, then,
Polybius was writing for people like himself, the educated, rich and
powerful Greek-speaking Mediterranean elite.

THE NEED FOR UNIVERSAL HISTORY

For history to be useful there were other requirements beyond its
political subject matter. Above all, it had to be what Polybius calls
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‘universal’, a world history: in our terms, it had to embrace the whole
Mediterranean world (1.3—4). Polybius and his contemporaries were
well aware that there were places beyond the lands surrounding the
Mediterranean, but very little was known about them, and they had
no effect on the political life of the Mediterranean. The reason for
this insistence on universality was that Fortune had redirected his-
tory, so that it was no longer a scattered set of separate stories: the
140th Olympiad marked the beginning of a new era in which the
history of the world became a united and organic whole, into which
the previously separate stories now all flowed in one stream. What
brought it all together into one story was Rome. The only proper way
for the historian to reflect this new reality was to weave the affairs
of the world into a universal history. None of his contemporaries,
Polybius claims, had done this. He does admit that his fourth-century
predecessor Ephorus (whose work does not survive) wrote universal
history, but, although he does not say it, Ephorus’ work can only have
been inferior, because Fortune had not yet made the world an organic
whole.

If universal history was now the only proper way to study the
world, it followed that small-scale works, monographs on individual
topics, must be inadequate (even though Polybius wrote one himself,
on Rome’s Numantine War). And from time to time throughout the
Histories Polybius launches attacks on the shortcomings of limited
monographs, nowhere more famously than in chapter 4 of Book 1.
Thinking that you can understand the big picture of world events by
reading partial histories is like believing that you can appreciate the
energy and beauty of a living body by studying the dissected parts of
its corpse:

So we are bound to conclude that partial histories are more or less useless
when it comes to gaining a comprehensive perspective, and are unreliable.
On the contrary, it is only by connecting and comparing a// the parts with
one another, by seeing their similarities and differences—it is only such
an overview that puts one in a position to derive benefit and pleasure from
history.

CLARITY AND TRUTH

Usefulness has yet further requirements. If a work is to have instruc-
tional value, it must be clear. Readers must know at all times where
they are in the narrative, what to expect and how it all hangs together.
Polybius is a master of clarity, a quality that we can easily overlook.
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In truth, organizing a massive study of Mediterranean affairs over a
fifty-year period was by no means a simple challenge. Polybius met
the challenge with a clear overall plan, to which he refers repeatedly,
and with a didactic presentation that is characterized by introduc-
tions, summaries, recapitulations, cross-references, and explanations
of content and method: the reader is constantly reminded what top-
ics have been covered, or are about to be covered, and why. Begin-
nings and ends of books are an obvious place for this sort of guidance,
although it occurs wherever Polybius thinks that clarification is needed.
Here, for example, is what he says at the end of Book 2, a type of
statement that recurs throughout:

I have now covered the introductory or prefatory material for my entire his-
tory. In this introduction, I have shown when and how and why the Romans,
after conquering Italy, first became involved in foreign affairs, initially by
disputing control of the sea with the Carthaginians. I have also described the
situation in Greece and Macedon, and given an account of what was happen-
ing in Carthage at the time. In keeping with my original plan, I have reached
the date at which the Greeks were about to be embroiled in the Social War,
the Romans in the Hannibalic War, and the kings of Asia in the war for Coele
Syria. Following the cue given by the neat conclusion of events prior to this
date, and by the deaths of the rulers who had been the power-brokers in that
period, it makes sense for me now to bring this book to a close.

And at the beginning of Book 3 we get a summary preview of the
main events between 220 and 167 BC, and notification of the plan to
extend the work to 146.

Another aspect of clarity aimed at assisting the reader is provided
by a standard geographical and chronological order of subject matter.
This does not actually come into operation until the end of the
140th Olympiad (when history becomes a single story), and so will
not be evident from the material translated in this volume. But from
Book 7 on, Polybius’ standard procedure was to treat the events of
each Olympiad year according to geographical zone, always follow-
ing the same order: he starts in Italy, then moves to Sicily, Spain,
Africa, Greece and Macedon, Asia, and Egypt, before starting back
in Italy again at the beginning of the next Olympiad year. This does
occasionally have the disadvantage of having to read about the end of
a topic before its beginning (if, for instance, a story started in Egypt
but ended in Rome), but Polybius thought that its effectiveness in
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emphasizing the interconnectedness of events outweighed any
disadvantages (5.31). Conversely, in the time before the coming
together of world events, it was better not to organize the material by
geographical zone and Olympiad year, but just to follow one story
down through a number of years, before moving on to the next
topic. Thus, in Book 3 he follows the Second Punic War through its
first few years, before moving on in Books 4 and 5 to trace events
in Greece and the east in the same period. These events were par-
ticularly varied and wide-ranging, and in order to help readers locate
themselves chronologically, Polybius stops, on eight occasions in
Books 4 and 5 (at the beginning and end of the campaigning season
in each year), to cross-reference what was happening elsewhere. At
the beginning of Book 5, for example, Aratus was finishing his year as
general of the Achaean League, to be succeeded by Eperatus: at the
same time Hannibal was starting his march from Spain to Italy; in
Rome the Senate dispatched Tiberius Sempronius Longus to Africa
and Scipio Africanus to Spain; and in the Near East, the dispute
between the Ptolemies and Seleucids about control of Coele Syria
(roughly modern Israel/southern Syria) was leading Ptolemy IV and
Antiochus III to war.

It almost goes without saying that for Polybius there was no point
in being clear about anything other than the truth, as anything other
than the truth could only be valueless anyway: ‘An animal is com-
pletely useless if it loses its eyesight, and in the same way history
without truth has as little educational value as a yarn’ (1.14). This
statement comes in a brief analysis of the value of two historians,
Philinus of Acragas and Quintus Fabius Pictor, who wrote highly
regarded, but, in Polybius’ opinion, seriously wayward, accounts of
the Hannibalic War (neither survives). Their problem, he argued, was
bias, not deliberate lying: they were like people in love, who can see
no wrong in the object of their love. Philinus was too well disposed to
the Carthaginians, Fabius Pictor to the Romans. History is no place
for patriotism and friendship: it demands higher standards. There are
times when, in the interests of truth, the historian must be prepared
to criticize his friends and praise his enemies. Philinus is not up to the
challenge: patriotic fervour has led him, for example, to describe as a
Carthaginian victory one of the early battles of the Second Punic War
that was manifestly a Roman victory.
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Does Polybius always reach the high standards he demands?
On the whole the answer is yes. His assessment, for instance, of
the Achaean general Aratus—whom he greatly admired—is a
very balanced one, with praise of his good qualities, but recogni-
tion too of his relative inadequacy as an army commander (4.8).
The Achaean League and his home town of Megalopolis, how-
ever, do not always bring out the best in Polybius. In a long attack
on the third-century historian Phylarchus, which raises various
interesting matters to do with the writing of history (2.56-63),
it is hard to avoid the feeling that Polybius’ hostility towards, and
criticism of, Phylarchus stems from the latter’s ill will towards
the Achaean League and Megalopolis. Polybius criticizes him for
sensationalizing what the city of Mantinea suffered at the hands of
Philip V and the Achaean League. The only way to arouse such
undeserved sympathy for Mantinea was to invent a tissue of lies. In
truth, according to Polybius, the Mantineans had abandoned the
Achaean League and massacred a garrison of Achaeans which they
themselves had invited: the Mantineans thoroughly deserved their
fate. Phylarchus had similarly sought to exaggerate the punishment
of a certain Aristomachus of Argos. He was not horribly tortured, as
Phylarchus claimed, although he deserved to be, as he was a traitor
and a tyrant and had betrayed the Achaeans: he was merely quietly
drowned by his executioners!

SENSATIONALISM AND SPEECHES

Although other issues come into play, Polybius’ attack on Phylarchus
begins with a concern about the impropriety of sensationalism in the
writing of history. In his account of the sufferings of the Mantineans,
Phylarchus introduces scenes of women tearing their hair and bar-
ing their breasts, and pathetic images of men and women and their
aged parents being led off into captivity. He does this sort of thing,
Polybius maintains, throughout his work. But a historian should not
try to startle his readers, nor, like a writer of tragic dramas, invent
speeches for his characters (2.56):

A historian should not use his narrative to astound his readers with sen-
sationalism, nor should he make up plausible speeches and list all the pos-
sible consequences of events. A historian should leave these things to tragic
poets, and should focus exclusively on what was actually done and said,
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even if some of these facts are rather unexciting. History and tragedy do
not serve the same purposes. On the contrary, it is the job of a tragic poet
to astound and entertain his audience for a moment by means of the most
convincing words he can find, but it is the job of a historian to instruct and
persuade his readers for all time by means of deeds that actually took place
and words that were actually spoken. The object in the first case is to cre-
ate a plausible fiction in order to beguile an audience, in the second case to
write what is true in order to educate the reader.

So, sensationalism should not be a part of history. In Phylarchus’
case, it is doubly improper because, in addition to being there in the
first place, it is also enrolled in an unjust and incorrect cause, the
creation of sympathy for the Mantineans.

Although it is an idea not clearly enunciated, almost certainly
Polybius saw a difference between sensational and dramatic writing.
Indeed, we might define sensationalism as the misapplication of dra-
matic writing. Drama and emotion were acceptable in the right place.
The drama of the final battle of the Second Punic War, for instance,
could not, and should not, in Polybius’ opinion, fail to elicit an emo-
tional response from the reader (15.9). And he himself could write up
scenes in a dramatic way (the battle between the forces of the Seleucid
general Xenoetas and the rebel, Molon, in 5.48 is a good example).
A historian must be able to identify appropriate circumstances for
this sort of treatment: Phylarchus shows his lack of historical judge-
ment by writing this way the whole time.

Phylarchus also made up speeches. On this occasion Polybius
simply says that a historian should not do this, but the matter is some-
what more complicated. Unlike most modern historians, the histor-
ians of antiquity filled their works with political and battle speeches:
the practice made for drama, it helped to characterize the speakers, it
offered an opportunity to air opinions, and it showed a writer’s skills
in rhetorical composition. The big question is, however, how could
they know what was said? With an occasional exception, there were
no stenographers making exact transcripts in the ancient world. And,
as Thucydides famously stated the problem (Thuc. 1.22), even if he,
or one of his informants, was present at a speech, it was difhcult to
remember exactly what was said. Thucydides’ solution, the meaning
of which has been endlessly discussed, seems to involve an element
of what we would call invention: he made his speakers say what was
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required by the situation, although he tried to stick to the overall
argument.

Thucydides implied that it was a matter of just making up the
words of what were real speeches on real occasions, but there can
be little doubt that many ancient historians (Thucydides too, per-
haps) also made up completely fictional speeches. Polybius seems to
exclude this as valid historical procedure (he has much of importance
to say at 12.25i—26b in his criticism of Timaeus’ practice), but he
does allow for what, by modern standards, would be far from a ver-
batim account. In the first place, his speeches are written in his own
style and words, not the speaker’s. Hence, in a fragment of one of
the later books (29.12) he apologizes for battle scenes or speeches
that repeat style, treatment, or even words: you just cannot avoid this
in such a long work. Second, he believed that there was no need to
record every speech nor everything that was said in a speech: the his-
torian should select the important bits (12.251; 36.1). This allows for
a degree of selectivity and creative imagination that would be quite
alien to the modern world, but it still implies that you could not just
make up a speech out of nothing. Timaeus did just that, and in effect
it was simply an empty rhetorical exercise that had no connection to
the course and cause of real events (12.25a).

In spite of his insistence on the need to report, if somewhat imagin-
atively, on real speeches actually delivered, we can probably convict
Polybius (and all other ancient historians) of the outright invention
of battle speeches. There is disagreement on the subject, but a strong
argument has been made that the logistics of giving a set speech in
front of an army of 30,000 (or more) men arrayed in a battle line
perhaps a kilometre (or more) long, defy reality. Perhaps conscious
of this difficulty, Polybius has Scipio Africanus deliver his speech
before the battle of Zama in 202 BC from a horse, while riding along
the lines (15.10). This does not make it any more realistic. Initially,
on the Carthaginian side, Hannibal orders the individual unit com-
manders to speak to their own troops (15.11). This is surely a much
more convincing picture of how a general would get across to his men
the simple messages needed to encourage them before battle. But
Polybius cannot resist giving Hannibal a set-piece speech of his own,
delivered, as Scipio did, while doing the rounds of his men. As with
all foreign commanders speaking in a language not understood by
the historian supposedly reporting his speech, how would Polybius
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know what Hannibal said? Battle speeches of this sort are simply a
literary convention, not a reflection of reality. On the other hand,
there is nothing inherently improbable in any of Polybius’ political
speeches, although we can neither prove nor disprove their delivery
or content.

CAUSATION

One of the reasons Polybius is so critical of Timaeus inventing
speeches is that the speeches must be part of the process of explain-
ing the chain of events. A historian is required not just to find out
what was actually said on a particular occasion, but also to explain
how it affected what happened (12.25b.1—2; 12.251.8): speeches must
be integrated into the historical context. Obviously, if you just make
a speech up, it lacks this connection to the chain of cause and effect,
and can thus only be an empty rhetorical exercise.

One of the most insistent requirements that Polybius has of history
is that it cannot just be a narrative: it must explain why and how things
happen. Both doctors and politicians have to understand causation if
they are to be effective (3.7); historians must do the same. Polybius
emphasizes this point on many occasions. His most closely studied
statement on this topic is his analysis of the causes of wars (3.6—7). In
this passage, he develops the language of Thucydides’ famous distinc-
tion between the truest explanation for the Peloponnesian War, and
the grievances that were used to start it (Thuc. 1.26). Polybius identi-
fies three stages in the process by which a war starts: the causes, the
pretexts, and the actual beginning. As an example, he cites Alexander
the Great’s war against Persia. The causes were the success, in the
early years of the fourth century Bc, of the Greek generals Xenophon
and Agesilaus against Persian armies (thus convincing Philip II of
Macedon of the desirability and need for an invasion of the east);
the pretext offered was revenge for the Persian invasions of Greece a
century earlier; and the beginning was the crossing of Alexander the
Great to Asia. Commentators have observed how this scheme often
leads Polybius into one-sided explanations: we learn why Alexander,
or Hannibal, did what they did, but that is not necessarily the whole
story.

This is often seen as a somewhat naive aspect of Polybius’ theor-
etical thinking, but we must be careful not to overlook the fact that
it is only one element of causation: it is not just wars that have to be
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explained, but all human behaviour. Polybius has no general, over-
arching theory of causation, but it is important to emphasize his
belief, evident throughout the work, that people do the things they do
because of their perceptions, whether right or wrong. He conveys this
message by the adoption of constantly changing perspectives. In 220
BC, for instance, the Roman general Aemilius Paullus chose to attack
the city of Dimale in Illyria precisely because, from the defenders’
perspective, the city was impregnable; from his perspective, that is
exactly the reason he thought it should be attacked (3.18). Perspective
is often visual in Polybius. Aemilius Paullus ‘sees’ the overconfidence
of the people of Dimale. When Philip V of Macedon invades Sparta
in 218 BC the speed of his attack is conveyed through the visual per-
spective of the Spartans (5.18): the reader watches through Spartan
eyes the Macedonian army march past the city. The Spartans are
astonished because when they last heard of Philip he was attacking
the city of Thermum in Aetolia. Instead of just saying they were
astonished, Polybius conveys this by adopting their perspective. This
is highly characteristic of his narrative method. And time and again,
it is not just about artful presentation: it explains why people do what
they do.

FATE/CHANCE (TYCHE)

For Polybius, things happen in the world because human beings make
them happen. The Romans became masters of the Mediterranean
because of the excellence of their institutions, political, military, and
social, and because of their courage and determination. Polybius’
narrative tracks and explains this human process in great detail.

It is surprising, therefore, that the Greek word ¢yche, meaning fate
or chance (two slightly different, although related, concepts), occurs
so often in the work. Surely events cannot be explained as the result
of a predetermined or purely fortuitous process: in that case history
could not possibly be useful, nor a historian’s political or military
experience. The Greek language had long personified fate or chance
as a goddess, Tyche, and on many occasions use of the word is only a
stylistic trait, meaning no more than when we say things like ‘as fate
would have it’, simply to indicate that this was the way something
turned out. Where it might have greater significance, Polybius is, on
occasion, at pains to deny that it has any role, specifically in connec-
tion with the rise of Rome (1.63):
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All this supports my initial suggestion that (despite the views of certain
Greeks) powers beyond the Romans’ control, such as Fortune [Tyche],
had no bearing on the assurance with which they set out to make them-
selves rulers and masters of the whole world; they had perfectly reasonable
grounds for this, because of the training they received in the course of this
critical and colossal war, and it was this training that enabled them to attain
their objective.

How, then, do we reconcile this perfectly clear statement—and it is
reinforced elsewhere (e.g. 18.28)—with the following (8.2):

How, by reading merely a history of Sicily or Spain, can we hope to learn
and understand the magnitude of events or, most importantly, what means
and what form of government Tyche has employed to accomplish the most
astonishing feat of our times, something quite unprecedented, that is, to
bring all the known parts of the world under one rule and dominion?

At least these quotations are distant from each other in the text, and we
might argue that Polybius does not see the apparent inconsistency. But
after presenting Rome’s rise and the unification of the world purely
in human terms in the first three chapters of Book 1, in chapter 4 he
then describes the process as the finest achievement of Tyche. How
can we make sense of this?

The solution to the problem may well lie in a statement that sur-
vives from near the end of the work, and in understanding exactly
what the nature of Polybius’ claim is for Tyche’s role in Rome’s rise.
In 36.17 Polybius says that things beyond human understanding, like
the weather or disease, may justifiably be attributed to Tyche or the
divine, but that it is not proper to do so when causes can be under-
stood (such as reason for the low birth rate in Greece). The reasons
for Rome’s conquest of the Mediterranean are certainly amenable
to human understanding: explaining the human process involved
is the whole point of the Histories. What is not possible to under-
stand is the larger design of world affairs. We know how Rome estab-
lished and exerted her dominance, but we do not know why her rule
came now in the history of the world. It is in the realm of this larger
design, not in the realities of political and military power, that Tyche
operates. Polybius starts his story in 220 Bc, he tells us at one point
(4.2), because that was when Tyche rebuilt the world, new rulers
emerging in many places at the same time. There was no rational
explanation for why a number of kings all died at the same time: it
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was part of the larger design of the world that Tyche established.
This is not a developed theory of predetermination, and Tyche has
other slightly different roles in the work (as an avenging force, for
instance), but it remains, at root, a colourful way of describing the
inexplicable.

The fate of Polybius’ Histories

References in later classical authors indicate that Polybius’ work was
appreciated and read, without winning the sort of stellar reputation
enjoyed by his major predecessors in the field of history, Herodotus,
Thucydides, or Xenophon. Perhaps his most important supporter
was the first-century BC Roman historian Livy, who used Polybius
extensively in his great work and whose method of adapting the
Histories as a source we can closely observe.

We have already seen the important role played by Byzantine schol-
ars in the transmission of the text. There is thereafter a gap in our
knowledge of Polybius’ fate for nearly four centuries, but fortunately
he made his way to Italy, where he re-emerges into the light with
Leonardo Bruni’s history of the First Punic War, which he based on
the first two books of Polybius. This was published in 1419 in Florence.
A Latin translation of Books 1—5 by Niccolo Perotti in 1454 won a
larger European audience for Polybius, but it was Machiavelli’s use
of Book 6 in his Discourses on the First Ten Books of Livy (published
posthumously in 1531) that secured Polybius’ reputation. From this
time on, his fame rested largely, although not exclusively, on what he
had written about the Roman constitution, in particular its ‘mixed’
character. He became one of the standard-bearers of Roman consti-
tutional theory, which itself became a central element in all modern
discussion of the nature of republics.

Polybius appears prominently, for example, in Montesquieu’s 7%e
Spirit of the Laws (1748), but perhaps his warmest admirer was the
second President of the United States of America, John Adams. Adams
believed fervently in mixed government and regarded Polybius as one
of its best exponents. He refers to him extensively in his Defence of
the Constitutions of Government of the United States of America (1787).
Adams and his contemporaries were steeped in classical learning,
and Polybius was one of the ancient authors whose works formed a
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starting point for the momentous discussions that led to the founding
of the constitution of the United States.

If this was the high point of the Histories’ career in active politics, so
to speak, Polybius has retained a place of honour in political science
circles, and has a reputation as one of the best and most important
historians of the ancient world.



TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

I HAVE translated the Teubner text of T. Biittner-Wobst except at the
places indicated in the text by an obelus(") which refers to the Textual
Notes (p. 478 ff.) An asterisk refers to the Explanatory Notes (p. 447 ff.).

It is impossible, in a single volume, to include more than about
half of the surviving text of Polybius. Our decision to translate all of
the fully preserved books (1 to 5) was not difficult: these books show
Polybius in full working mode as a historian, and to excerpt them
could easily distort the reader’s impression of Polybius’ method.
Then again, many would regard the two most famous parts of the
Histories as what he says about the Roman system of government in
Book 6 and about the writing of history in Book 12, and so these
books were included in their fragmentary totality. It seemed perverse
to make them any more fragmentary than they already are by extract-
ing passages.

As usual, my policy has been to try to capture the original (naturally),
while at all times writing proper English, rather than being guided by
the structures of the original. For Polybius, it would in any case be a
hopeless task to try to reproduce much of his writing more exactly: his
style is almost a lack of style, above all because of his periodic sentences,
with their tendency to run on for many lines. At the same time he had a
powerful devotion to the high-literary device of avoiding hiatus—that
is, never, or as rarely as possible, having a word that ends with a vowel
preceding a word that begins with a vowel, a very natural occurrence
in ancient Greek. In order to avoid hiatus, he often adopted a word
order that would have seemed curious even to fellow Greeks, who were
extremely flexible in such matters. At any rate, his ordering of words is
not reproducible in proper English.

To me, just as it is obvious that one should not try to reproduce the
original in this respect, it is equally obvious that one should not do so
in certain other respects either. I have taken other steps, in addition
to breaking up his longer sentences, towards shedding some of his
periphrastic long-windedness. On the other hand, I have retained a
lot of his pomposity, and have done my best to translate his occasional
formulae in recognizably similar ways on each occurrence. But overall
I have made him marginally less stiff than he is, sacrificing (translation
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always entails sacrifice) some literalness to readability, while at the
same time believing that previous translators have often been uncharit-
able.! He may be pompous, but he is usually as clear as he intended
to be, and he sometimes achieves a certain elegance. It seems unfair
to criticize him for plainness, when many historians of his day were
writing a highly artificial Greek, heavily influenced by florid rhetorical
techniques. Polybius himself remarked (9.1) that the plain factuality
of the kind of history he was writing lent his work a certain austerity,
but this seems preferable to the alternatives>—not just florid writing,
but often propagandist history as well. In any case, Polybius had so
much to get through that he did not like to pause just for flourishes.

When they occurred naturally to him, however, he let them in. At
1.57-8, Hamilcar and his Roman counterpart are nicely likened to
a pair of boxers, slugging it out; another effective simile occurs at
6.10.3—4, where vicious forms of government are compared to rot and
rust. The occasional metaphor creeps in, such as fear ‘ambushing’ the
Romans’ spirits at 2.23.7. Speech writing was always an important
element of Greek historiography, and Polybius occasionally allows
himself to use speeches, especially as opposing pairs, for dramatic
contrast (e.g. Hannibal and Aemilius before Cannae: 3.108—11). His
descriptions of battles are often thrilling; Cleomenes’ end is told par-
ticularly well (5.37—9); Hannibal’s trek over the Alps is both authori-
tative and vivid (3.50-5).

One of the best writers on Polybius of an earlier generation started
an essay published in 1880 with the sentence: ‘No ancient writer of
equal interest and importance finds fewer readers than Polybius.”
The situation is much the same today. Everyone recognizes Polybius’
importance: out of over two hundred, he is the on/y historian from the
entire Hellenistic period (323—30 BC) to have survived in any substan-
tial form, and his themes and subjects are critical for western history
and historiography. But he has the reputation of being hard to read.

! Not just in their occasional heavy-handedness of translation, but in a failure to spot
subtleties, such as a vein of dry, ironical humour in Polybius: ‘So the pillagers of Epirus
entered into a truce with the Epirots’, for instance, at 2.6.5; or saying, as a quick aside
about vilifying the Aetolians: ‘not a difficult task’ (4.29.3).

2 See also Polybius’ self-justificatory remarks at 2.56.10-12, with which it is hard
to take exception. But he is capable of dramatic flourishes himself: e.g. 3.84.9—10;
12.25.1-2.

3 J. L. Strachan-Davidson, ‘Polybius’; in E. Abbott (ed.), Hellenica (.ondon, 1880),
387.



XXXViil Translator’s Note

Even in antiquity, the critic Dionysius of Halicarnassus counted him
as one of those writers that no one could reach the end of (On literary
composition 4.110).* I think Dionysius was being somewhat harsh, but
in any case I hope to have gone some way towards remedying this situ-
ation. I agree that Polybius is not always an easy read in the original
Greek, but he is no more hard than, say, Faulkner or the later Henry
James, and for many of the same reasons. In any case, as I have already
explained, it is my policy to write good English, in so far as that is
compatible with not betraying the original, rather than the awful lan-
guage of crib-style translations. This is the first new translation of
Polybius for many years, and it is time to make him available to new
generations; only a few people nowadays will be reading him with the
Greek text by their elbows.

A strange feature of his style is that once in a while he just lets sen-
tences fall as they occur to him, even if they interrupt the sequence of
the narrative or the argument. To us nowadays, there is nothing dif-
ficult about capturing such thoughts: we consign them to a footnote.
So, with apologies to Anthony Grafton,’ I have pushed the inven-
tion of the footnote back by eighteen hundred years or so. Of course,
Polybius did not write footnotes, but I would maintain that, with these
interruptive sentences, he was striving towards the concept of a foot-
note. Translation, as the root of the word shows; is the transference
of the thought of the original into another language, with its differ-
ent conventions. As a translator, then, I feel no qualms about giving
Polybius the occasional footnote, but I have restricted them to places
where the thought would otherwise be too intrusive. The dates in the
margins have been added by me; they are all, of course, BC.

It was a long and intense process, translating Polybius. I thank
Brian McGing for being a congenial co-author, and for his expert-
ise; and I thank William Murray (University of South Florida) and
Andrew Gregory (University College L.ondon) for advice on tech-
nical matters, naval and astronomical. Bill also wrote the naval entries
for the glossary. The work would not have been possible without the
assistance of two good friends, and of the trustees of the Francis Head
Bequest, administered by the Society of Authors, London.

* This was less surprising in Dionysius’ day, since he had the full forty books.
5 The Footnote: A Curious History (Cambridge, Mass., 1997).
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CHRONOLOGY

All dates are BC.

390 Sack of Rome by Gauls.

371 Battle of Leuctra: Epaminondas of Thebes defeats Sparta.

359—336 Reign of Philip II of Macedon.

336—323 Reign of Alexander the Great.

323—301 Struggles of Alexander’s successors in which his empire splits
into three major units: Macedon (the Antigonids), Syria (the
Seleucids), and Egypt (the Ptolemies).

316—289 Agathocles tyrant and then king of Syracuse.

280—275 Pyrrhus, king of Epirus, invades Italy and Sicily.

264—241 First Punic War: Rome vs. Carthage. Sicily becomes Rome’s
first overseas province.

241-238 War of Carthage against her mercenaries.

238 Rome seizes Sardinia.

235—222 Reign of Cleomenes III of Sparta.

229—228 First Illyrian War: Rome vs. Illyria.

229222 The Cleomenean War, ending with Cleomenes’ defeat at the
battle of Sellasia.

229—221 Reign of Antigonus Doson of Macedon.

225-222 Rome’s war against the Celts of northern Italy.

223-187 Reign of Antiochus III of Syria.

221204 Reign of Ptolemy IV of Egypt.

221-179 Reign of Philip V of Macedon.

220217 Social War in Greece: Philip V of Macedon and Achaean League
vs. Aetolian League.

219 Second Illyrian War: Rome vs. Illyria.

218202 Second Punic War: Rome vs. Carthage, ending with Hannibal’s
defeat at the battle of Zama.

217 Battle of Raphia: Ptolemy IV defeats Antiochus III.

216 Battle of Cannae: Hannibal defeats Rome.

214—205 First Macedonian War: Rome vs. Macedon.

204—180 Reign of Ptolemy V of Egypt.

200-197 Second Macedonian War: Rome vs. Macedon, ending with
defeat of Philip V at the battle of Cynoscephalae.
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192-189 War between Rome and Antiochus III, ending with Antiochus’
defeat at the battle of Magnesia.

187-175 Reign of Seleucus IV of Syria.

182 Death of Philopoemen, leader of the Achaean League.

180-145 Reign of Ptolemy VI of Egypt.

175-164 Reign of Antiochus IV of Syria.

171-168 Third Macedonian War: Rome vs. Macedon, ending with defeat
of Perseus at the battle of Pydna.

168 Gaius Popillius Laenas orders Antiochus IV out of Egypt.

167 Macedonian kingdom abolished by Rome.

162 Demetrius escapes from Rome and seizes Seleucid throne.

149—146 Third Punic War: Rome vs. Carthage, ending with destruction
of Carthage.

149-148 Revolt and defeat of Andriscus, claimant to the Macedonian
throne.

146 War between Rome and the Achaean League; destruction of

Corinth.
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BOOK ONE

[1] If earlier historians had failed to eulogize history itself, it
would, I suppose, be up to me to begin by encouraging everyone to
occupy himself in an open-minded way with works like this one, on
the grounds that there is no better corrective of human behaviour
than knowledge of past events. But in fact it is hardly an exaggeration
to say that all of my predecessors (not just a few) have made this
central to their work (not just a side issue), by claiming not only
that there is no more authentic way to prepare and train oneself for
political life than by studying history, but also that there is no more
comprehensible and comprehensive teacher of the ability to endure
with courage the vicissitudes of Fortune than a record of others’
catastrophes.

Obviously, then, the general principle that no one should feel
obliged to repeat what has often been well said before is particularly
pertinent in my case. For the extraordinary nature of the events I
decided to write about is in itself enough to interest everyone, young
or old, in my work, and make them want to read it. After all, is there
anyone on earth who is so narrow-minded or uninquisitive that he
could fail to want to know how and thanks to what kind of political
system almost the entire known world was conquered and brought
under a single empire, the empire of the Romans, in less than fifty-
three years*—an unprecedented event? Or again, is there anyone who
is so passionately attached to some other marvel or matter that he
could consider it more important than knowing about this?

[2] The extraordinary and spectacular nature of the subject I pro-
pose to consider would become particularly evident if we were to com-
pare and contrast the most famous empires of the past—the ones that
have earned the most attention from writers—with the supremacy
of the Romans. The empires that deserve to be compared and con-
trasted in this way are the following.* The Persians once held sway
over a huge realm, but whenever they endeavoured to go beyond the
boundaries of Asia, they endangered not just their rule, but their very
existence. The Spartans strove for leadership of the Greeks for a long
time and achieved it, but maintained a secure grip on it for barely
twelve years. Although in Europe Macedonian dominion extended
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only from the Adriatic region to the Danube—nothing but a tiny frac-
tion, you might think, of this continent—they later gained control of
Asia too, by overthrowing the Persian empire; but despite the view
that never had more places, nor greater power, been in the hands of a
single state, they still left most of the known world in others’ hands.
They made not the slightest attempt, for example, to take over Sicily,
Sardinia, and Libya, and they were, to put it bluntly, completely
unaware of the existence of the extremely warlike peoples of west-
ern Europe. The Romans; however, have made themselves masters of
almost the entire known world, not just some bits of it, and have left
such a colossal empire that no one alive today can resist it and no one
in the future will be able to overcome it. My work will make it possible
to understand more clearly how the empire was gained, and no reader
will be left in doubt about the many important benefits to be gained
from reading political history.

[3] Interms of time, my work will start with the 140th Olympiad.*
In terms of events, it will start with the so-called Social War in
Greece,* the first war fought by Philip V, the son of Demetrius II
and father of Perseus, in which he fought the Aetolians, with the
Achaeans as his allies; and it will start with the war for Coele Syria in
Asia, fought between Antiochus III and Ptolemy IV Philopator; and
with the clash between the Romans and Carthaginians in Italy and
Libya, which is usually called the Hannibalic War. Aratus of Sicyon’s
book* ended just before these events.

Before this time, things happened in the world pretty much in a
sporadic fashion, because every incident was specific, from start to
finish, to the part of the world where it happened. But ever since then
history has resembled a body, in the sense that incidents in Italy and
Libya and Asia and Greece are all interconnected, and everything
tends towards a single outcome. That is why I have made this period
the starting point of my treatment of world events. For once the
Romans had defeated the Carthaginians in the Hannibalic War, they
came to think that they had completed the largest and most difficult
part of their project of worldwide dominion, and so that was the first
time when they ventured to reach out for what was left—to cross over
with an army to Greece and Asia.

Now, if we were familiar and acquainted with the states that dis-
puted universal rulership with each other, there would, I suppose,
have been no need for me to go back in time and describe what their
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goals and resources were when they took on such an immense task.
But since most Greeks are unfamiliar with the past history—the
resources and achievements—of either Rome or Carthage* I felt
obliged to preface my history with this and the following book, to
make sure that no one would have to interrupt his absorption in my
account of events to wonder and enquire what the Romans’ inten-
tions were, or what forces and resources they had, when they com-
mitted themselves to this enterprise, which has given them dominion
over all the land and sea in our part of the world. By means of these
two books and the introduction they contain, I hope to make it clear
to any reader that the whole process, from formulation of plans to
their fulfilment in imperial rulership over the whole world, was based
on very reasonable grounds.

[4] The point is that the distinctive feature of my work (which is
at the same time the remarkable feature of our epoch) is this: Fortune
has turned almost all the events of the known world in a single
direction and has forced everything to tend towards the same goal.
A historian, then, should use his work to bring under a single con-
spectus for his readers the means by which Fortune has brought
everything to this point. In fact, it was this in particular that originally
prompted me to set about writing history—and then also the fact that
no one else in our times has attempted to write a universal history,
because otherwise I would have been far less inclined to do so. But
I saw that most historians had concerned themselves with particular
wars and with certain of the events that went along with them, while
no one, as far as [ knew, had even attempted to investigate the general,
comprehensive organization of events, in the sense of asking when
and why this scheme of things started, and how it was realized. And
so I came to believe that it was absolutely essential for me not to over-
look or leave in obscurity the finest thing Fortune has ever achieved,
and the one from which we can learn most. For although Fortune is
a constant presence in people’s lives, and though it is often creative,
never before has it produced such an accessible piece or put on the
kind of performance that it has in our time.

It is impossible to gain this comprehensive perspective from
writers of partial histories. That is the same as thinking that all it
takes instantly to grasp the form of the whole world, and its order
and arrangement in their entirety, is to visit, one by one, each of its
outstanding cities—or, indeed, to look at sketches of them! Imagine
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people who think that looking at the scattered parts of a once living
and beautiful body is all they need to do to witness the energy and
beauty of the actual living creature: it seems to me that those who are
convinced that they can gain a comprehensive and general perspec-
tive with the help of partial histories are in pretty much the same
situation. After all, if one could then and there put the living creature
back together again and make it whole (in respect not just of its phys-
ical appearance, but also of its charm as an animate creature), and
show it to these people, I am sure they would all quickly agree that
before they had had as tenuous a grasp of reality as dreamers. For
while it may be possible to get an impression of the whole from a part,
it is impossible to gain knowledge and precise understanding. So we
are bound to conclude that partial histories are more or less useless
when it comes to gaining a comprehensive perspective, and are unre-
liable. On the contrary, it is only by connecting and comparing a// the
parts with one another, by seeing their similarities and differences—it
is only such an overview that puts one in a position to derive benefit
and pleasure from history.

[5] I shall make my starting point in this book the Romans’ first
military venture overseas, which took place in the 129th Olympiad,
immediately after the point at which Timaeus finished his history.*
It follows that I should also show how and when the Romans uni-
fied Italy and what prompted them subsequently to set out across the
sea for Sicily, which was the first place outside Italy where they set
foot. And I should state the reason for this overseas venture bluntly,
because otherwise there will be an infinite regress of reasons, and the
whole project will lack a sure starting point and scheme. It is import
ant for me to find a starting point whose date is uncontroversial and
known, and which is capable of being examined on its own thanks to
the events involved, even if this means that I have to begin a little fur-
ther back and provide a brief summary of what happened in between.
For if the starting point is not perfectly clear—Ilet alone, of course, if
it is contentious—nothing that follows from it can be found worthy of
acceptance and credence. But if the starting point is unquestionable,
the entire subsequent narrative becomes accessible to readers.

[6] So to begin:* it was the nineteenth year after the sea battle at
Aegospotami, and the sixteenth before the battle of Leuctra; it was the
year when the Spartans ratified the so-called Peace of Antalcidas with
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the Persian king, when at the battle by the Elleporus river Dionysius
I defeated the Italian Greeks and began to besiege Rhegium, and
when the Gauls took Rome itself and occupied the whole city apart
from the Capitol. The Romans negotiated a settlement with the Gauls,
on terms that satisfied the invaders, and once they found themselves
unexpectedly back in possession of their homeland and with a foun-
dation, so to speak, for enlarging their territory, they made war in
the following years on their neighbours. Their courage and military
success brought them mastery of all the Latins, and then they fought
in succession the Etruscans, the Celts, and the Samnites, whose land
borders that of the Latins to the east and north.

Some time later* (the year before the invasion of the Gauls who were
wiped out at Delphi or crossed into Asia), the people of Tarentum,
frightened of the consequences of the offensive manner in which they
had treated Roman envoys, called Pyrrhus in. The Romans, who had
subjugated the Etruscans and the Samnites, and had already beaten
the Italian Celts in numerous battles, now for the first time set out
against the rest of Italy, treating it not as foreign soil, but for the most
part as if it were already theirs and belonged to them. Their trials
of strength against the Samnites and Celts had already made them
true athletes of warfare, and they bravely accepted the challenge of
this war. Eventually, they drove Pyrrhus and his army from Italy, and
then they fought and overcame those who had joined him. Against the
odds, they overcame all opposition, and once they had subjugated the
inhabitants of Italy, except for the Celts, they next set about besieging
the Romans who were then occupying Rhegium.

[7] For almost the same thing happened to each of the two cities
founded on the Strait—Messana and Rhegium. Campanian mer-
cenaries in the service of Agathocles* had for a while been casting
covetous eyes on Messana, in admiration of its beauty and general
prosperity, and not long before the time I am talking about, as soon
as an opportunity came their way, they went ahead and betrayed
the trust between themselves and the city. Their presumed friend-
ship gained them entry, and then they seized control and banished
or slaughtered the citizens. After this, they took for themselves the
wives and children of the men they had dispossessed, with each man
keeping those whom Fortune had put in his way at the actual time of
the crime. Then they divided up all the rest of the property and the
land among themselves.

280
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Given how quickly and easily they had gained control of fine land
and a fair city, they soon found imitators. When Pyrrhus invaded Italy,
in their terror the people of Rhegium requested a garrison and sup-
port from the Romans, as protection simultaneously against Pyrrhus’
imminent arrival and against the Carthaginians, who had mastery
of the sea. Roman troops—4,000 of them, under the command of
a Campanian called Decius Vibellius—duly arrived, and for a while
they kept both the city and their pledge intact. In the end, however,
out of lust for the wealth of the city and the plentiful private prop-
erty of its citizens, they copied the Mamertines,* banded together
with them, and betrayed their contract with the people of Rhegium.
Just as the Campanians had done before them, they banished or
slaughtered the citizens and made the city theirs.

The Romans were furious at what had happened, but they were
too busy with the wars I have already mentioned to do anything about
it. Once they were free, however, they trapped Decius and his men
inside Rhegium, besieged the city (as I mentioned above), and took
it. Most of their opponents were killed in the course of the capture
of the city, for which they put up a spirited defence, since they had
no illusions about what the future held for them. More than 300,
however, were taken alive. These prisoners were sent to Rome, where
the consuls paraded them in the Forum and, following the Roman
custom, had them all flogged and beheaded. They wanted to do all
they could to restore the allies’ trust, and this punishment was their
means. They also lost no time in returning the land and the city to the
people of Rhegium.

[8] As long as the Mamertines (as the Campanians called them-
selves after they had gained control of Messana) could rely on their
alliance with the Romans who had seized Rhegium, their hold on
Messana and its land was secure enough for them systematically to
interfere in neighbouring territories held by the Carthaginians and
Syracusans, and to exact tribute from many parts of Sicily. But as
soon as they lost this source of support—that is, when the Romans in
Rhegium were trapped inside the city under siege—it was their turn
to be chased back into their city, by the Syracusans.

This came about as follows. A few years earlier, during a dispute
between the Syracusan armed forces and the civic authorities, the
army, stationed at Mergane, had appointed two leaders from their
own ranks—Artemidorus and Hieron, later Hieron II of Syracuse.
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Hieron was just a young man at the time, but had a natural talent
for some form of rulership and political administration. Once he had
taken up his post, he managed, with the help of some members of
his family, to get accepted back into the city, where he gained the
upper hand over his political opponents. His administration was so
moderate and principled that, although the Syracusans were deeply
unhappy that the troops had chosen their own leaders, they unani-
mously consented to Hieron’s becoming their general. But anyone
with any intelligence could tell from his very first schemes that his
ambitions went further than military command.

[9] For example, Hieron noticed that when the army and its lead-
ers were away on campaign, the Syracusans invariably fell out with
one another and the result was unrest of some kind. Since Leptines
commanded the greatest respect and loyalty from his peers, and was
exceptionally popular with the common people as well, Hieron allied
himself to Leptines by marriage. He wanted to be able to leave him
behind in the city to cover for him, so to speak, when he himself had
to be out in the field with the armed forces. At much the same time
as his marriage to Leptines’ daughter, it came to his attention that
the veteran mercenaries had become disaffected and disruptive. He
took them out on an expedition, ostensibly against the Campanian
foreigners who had seized Messana, made his camp at Centuripae,
and deployed his troops along the Cyamosorus river. He kept the
Syracusan cavalry and infantry grouped together under his personal
command at a distance, as though they were going to engage the
enemy from a different angle, but threw the mercenaries forward and
let them be annihilated by the enemy. While the mercenaries were
being run down, he withdrew safely back to Syracuse with the citizen
contingents.

In this efficient fashion he achieved his objective and purged the
army of its disruptive and mutinous elements; he then recruited a
substantial corps of mercenaries of his own choosing and proceeded
to rule in perfect safety. But the Mamertines, thinking they had the
upper hand, began to behave defiantly and recklessly, and so he armed
the citizen militia and, after drilling them thoroughly, led them out
for battle. He met the enemy on the plain of Mylae, at the Longanus
river, defeated them soundly, and captured their senior officers. This
put an end to the Campanians’ aggressiveness, and on his return to
Syracuse he was acclaimed king by the entire alliance.
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[1o] That, then, was how it came about that the Mamertines,
after having lost the support of Rhegium (as I mentioned earlier),
were decisively defeated, at the time I am talking about, once they
were left to their own resources. Some of them made overtures to
the Carthaginians with the intention of entrusting the city and the
acropolis to them, while others approached the Romans, offering to
deliver the city to them and asking for help on the grounds of their
kinship.

The Romans remained undecided for a long time, because it was
glaringly obvious how unjustifiable it would be for them to send help.
After all, only a short while earlier they had executed some of their
own fellow citizens for having treacherously turned against the people
of Rhegium. It would be inexcusable if the very next thing they did
was to try to help the Mamertines, who had behaved in almost exactly
the same way in both Messana and Rhegium. Although they were
perfectly aware of this, they could also see that the Carthaginians had
subjugated not only Libya but much of Iberia too, as well as control-
ling all the islands in the Sardinian and Tyrrhenian seas, and they
were worried that, if the Carthaginians came to dominate Sicily too,
they would become too much of a threat and a danger on their bor-
ders, since they would surround the Romans and threaten Italy on all
sides. If the Mamertines received no help, there could be no doubt
that the Carthaginians would rapidly subdue Sicily; once they had
taken Messana and made it theirs, they would eliminate Syracuse
before long, because they would be the dominant power in almost all
the rest of Sicily. Faced with this prospect, the Romans came to the
conclusion that they had no choice: they could not afford to abandon
Messana and allow the Carthaginians so close that they could almost
build a bridge to Italy.

[11] The debate went on for a long time. Even though the senators
completely withheld their approval of the proposal, for the reasons I
have already given—that is, because they thought that the unjustifi-
ability of helping the Mamertines was just as important a consid-
eration as any advantage they might gain from such support—the
people voted to send help. Their resources had been drained by all the
recent wars and needed improvement in every respect, and they were
won over when the consuls hinted not only at what I have just said
about the war being advantageous for Rome as a whole, but also at the
certainty of significant profit for each and every one of them.
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Once the decree had been ratified by the people, they chose one of
the two consuls, Appius Claudius Caudex, to command the expedi-
tion and sent him on his way, with orders to cross over to Messana
and help the city. A Carthaginian general was already installed on
the acropolis, but the Mamertines got rid of him by a combination
of intimidation and trickery. Then they invited Claudius over and
entrusted the city to Roman protection. The Carthaginians crucified
their general on the grounds that he had displayed poor judgement
and cowardice in abandoning the acropolis, and then put Messana
under a close siege by stationing their fleet at Cape Pelorias and their
land army at a place called Suneis. Meanwhile, Hieron had decided
that this was a good opportunity to drive the foreigners who had occu-
pied Messana out of Sicily once and for all. He made a treaty with the
Carthaginians, and then decamped from Syracuse and marched on
Messana. He set up camp south of the city, by Mount Chalcidicus,
and so blocked this way out of the city too.

Claudius, the Roman consul, reached Messana by making a haz-
ardous, night-time crossing of the Strait. When he saw how solid the
enemy blockade was on all sides, and took into account the disgrace the
siege posed for him—and the danger, with the enemy masters of both
land and sea—his first move was to approach both the Carthaginians
and the Syracusans, with a view to extricating the Mamertines from
the war. This elicited no response, however, and in the end he was
compelled to risk a battle. He decided to attack the Syracusans first.
He led his men out of the city and deployed them, and the Syracusan
ruler readily assented to battle. After a long struggle, Claudius won
and drove the entire opposing army back to its camp. Pausing only
to strip the corpses of their valuables, Claudius then returned to
Messana. Filled with foreboding for the final outcome, Hieron beat a
rapid retreat back to Syracuse under cover of darkness.

[12] Next day Claudius heard about Hieron’s departure and, with
rising confidence, he decided to attack the Carthaginians straight away.
He ordered his men to be rested and ready in good time, and at first
light he made his sortie. In the battle that followed, he inflicted seri-
ous losses on the enemy and forced the survivors to flee headlong to
the nearby communities. These victories lifted the siege and enabled
him freely to scour and raid land belonging to the Syracusans or their
allies, without meeting any challengers for the open country. Finally,
he encamped right by Syracuse and set about besieging the city.

264



12 Book One

That was the first time an armed force of Romans left Italy by sea,
and I have explained why and when it happened. I began with this
event, having decided that it would make the best starting point for
my project, but I went back in time a bit" in order to make my causal
mode of exposition perfectly clear. I assumed, that is, that in order
to gain an adequate understanding of even an abbreviated account
of the Romans’ present supremacy, one needs to see how and when
they recovered from the defeat they suffered in their own homeland*
and began to make forward strides, and also when and how, after
their conquest of Italy, they set about foreign ventures. And so it
should also occasion no surprise if even in what follows I occasion-
ally rehearse some of the relevant past history of the most important
states. This will simply be a way of laying a foundation, to facilitate
understanding under what conditions and when and how the cur-
rent status quo came to exist in each of these states. Which is what I
have just done for the Roman state.

[13] Now let us turn to the main business, after a brief summary of
the events covered in the introduction,* in the order in which they
occur. We shall first cover the Sicilian War between the Romans and
Carthaginians, then the Libyan War, and then the exploits of the
Carthaginians in Iberia, under Hamilcar and then Hasdrubal. These
wars coincided in time with the first Roman expedition to Illyria
and eastern Europe, and they were all followed by the war on Italian
soil against the Celts, which coincided, in Greece, with the so-called
Cleomenean War, with which I have ended the introduction and the
second book.

A rigorously thorough account of these events is neither necessary
for my purpose nor useful for the reader. My aim is not to subject
them to historical investigation; what I propose to do is summarize
them, as a way of introducing the events that are going to make up
my history. By briefly covering the main events in their proper order,
I hope to link the end of the introduction with the start and opening
words of my own narrative in a way that avoids an abrupt transition.
The wisdom of my touching on matters that have already been inves-
tigated by other historians will become obvious, and this arrange-
ment will also make it simple and straightforward for my readers to
approach the matters I shall be covering.
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I intend, however, to give a somewhat less cursory account of the
first war between the Romans and the Carthaginians, the one they
fought for possession of Sicily. It would be hard to think of a war
that lasted longer, or for which the contestants were more thoroughly
prepared, or in which events followed one another in quicker succes-
sion, or which included more battles, or which involved more ter-
rible catastrophes for both sides. Corrupt ways had yet to mar the two
states at that time; they were no more than moderately prosperous,
and their armies were evenly matched. It follows that this war affords
a better point of comparison between the two states than any of those
that occurred later, if anyone wants to gain a good understanding of
their specific characters and their resources.

[14] Another, equally important factor that moved me to linger
over this war was the failure of Philinus and Quintus Fabius Pictor,*
who are widely held to be the best authorities on the war, to have pro-
vided us with a sufficiently accurate description of it. Their lives and
characters give me no reason to think that they deliberately falsified
their accounts, but I do think that they behaved rather like people
who are in love, in the sense that, because of their biases and their
overriding loyalties, Philinus always has the Carthaginians acting
sensibly, honourably, and courageously, and the Romans doing the
opposite, while Fabius does the same the other way round.

Now, although there is no reason to dispense with such partiality
in other areas of life—for instance, loyalty to friends and country are
good qualities, as is having the same enemies and friends as one’s
friends—when a man takes on the role of historian, he must put all
such considerations out of his mind: he often has to speak well of his
enemies, and even honour them with words of undiluted praise, when
their actions demand it; and he often has to challenge and censure
his closest friends unforgivingly, when their errors suggest that this
is appropriate. An animal is completely useless if it loses its eyesight,
and in the same way history without truth has as little educational
value as a yarn. That is why a historian should not hesitate either to
condemn his friends or praise his enemies, and should not worry
about praising and blaming the same people at different times. After
all, it is as impossible for men of action to always get things right as
it is unlikely that they will constantly go wrong. We have to stand
back from their actions and assign the appropriate judgements and
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opinions in our works of history. The validity of what I have been
saying is evident from the following example.

[15] Philinus starts his second book (which is where he begins
his account of events) with an account of how the Carthaginians and
Syracusans attacked Messana and besieged it. He says that no sooner
had the Romans sailed into the city than they made a sortie against
the Syracusans, but returned to Messana after being soundly beaten;
and that they next ventured out against the Carthaginians, and again
came off worst, with quite a few men taken prisoner. He then goes
on to say that immediately after the engagement Hieron, in a fit of
madness, ordered the burning of the palisade and tents of his camp,
and fled under cover of darkness back to Syracuse, abandoning all the
hill-forts he had established to watch over the hinterland of Messana,
and likewise that immediately after their battle the Carthaginians
left their camp and dispersed among the local communities, and no
longer dared to mount any defence of the countryside. This gives him
an explanation for why the Carthaginian high command decided not
to risk a decisive battle—because they could see that their troops were
demoralized. Meanwhile, the Romans followed them and not only
plundered Carthaginian and Syracusan territory, but also encamped
close to Syracuse itself and put it under siege.

This whole account, in my opinion, hardly makes any sense at all
and cannot stand up to close analysis. If he is right, the besiegers
of Messana, after winning their battles, turned tail, abandoned the
countryside, and ended up demoralized and under siege themselves,
and he has the besieged lose the battles, and yet set out after the vic-
tors, rapidly gain control of the countryside, and end up blockading
Syracuse. As is obvious, this is radically inconsistent. Either his basic
assumptions or his account of what happened must be at fault. But
his account of what happened is right: it is true that the Carthaginians
and Syracusans evacuated the countryside, and that the Romans
lost no time in taking the war to Syracuse, as he says, and that they
attacked Echetla too, which lay halfway between the Syracusan and
Carthaginian domains. The only remaining possibility is to admit that
his dominant assumptions are at fault, and that despite the fact that
the Romans actually won the engagements at Messana, this author
has reported that they lost.

The same flaw bedevils Philinus’ entire work, and almost the
same criticism can be made of Fabius too, as I shall show when the
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opportunity arises.* Anyway, this digression has gone on long enough.
I return now to historical events; I shall take them in their chronological
order and try to lead those who read this account of the war, however
brief it may be, to a true understanding of what happened.

[16] When news reached Rome from Sicily of the victories won
there by Claudius and his legions, they elected Manius Otacilius
Crassus and Manius Valerius Maximus consuls, gave them command
of their entire army, and sent them to Sicily. The Roman