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Multifunctional καί as part of Thucydides’ discourse strategies

Thucydides’ Histories are so fascinating in content and in style that readers may wonder why an unimportant word like καί may deserve specific attention. The reason is the following: καί is overwhelmingly present in the Thucydidean diction (10,231 instances overall; 1 καί every 15 words, on average); yet, what Thucydides achieves by using καί is neither consolidated in literature nor always easy to grasp.


In general, commentators hardly remark on any καί in the Histories, and the rare notes on specific usages tend to reference Denniston 1954 without further explanations. Still, within the wider scope of particles studies we find intriguing observations concerning the diversity of usages of καί. For example, Humbert (1945) considers a second important meaning of καί beside the additive one, namely the expression of “better approximation”; Trenkner 1960—a study on the so-called ‘καί-style’ in Attic Greek—shows an unexpected range of semantic and syntactic values of καί in connection with genre-based stylistic purposes. 


The investigation here presented is based on the occurrences of καί in the first two books of Thucydides’ masterpiece (2680 items), and it draws from a larger project on the discourse functions of individual particles as well as collocations in Thucydides and in Herodotus. In order to frame the ‘force’ of the particle two methodological criteria are followed. First, no a priori distinction between the so-called ‘connective’ and ‘adverbial’ employment of καί is taken into account while examining the position and the scope of the instances (the latter may be over phrases, or clauses, or discourse units). Second, no role of καί is ever regarded as springing solely from the recurrence of the single lexical item, but rather as it results from the combination of the word with its (more and less contiguous) verbal surroundings. Furthermore, in order to make sense of the multifarious meanings implied by καί, I take advantage of some insights provided by contemporary studies on English and.

As an illustration of my analysis, I will submit to the audience an excerpt in which different functions of καί can be observed in situ. I will focus on the numerous καί included in an ordinary narrative chapter, that is, 2.17 (Athens becoming heavily inhabited on the war onset). I’ll start by recalling some relevant notes from commentaries such as Gomme (1956), Hornblower (1991) and, most of all, Rusten (1989). Then, in light of similar usages in and out of Thucydides, I will explore the following: the asymmetrical value of ὀικήσεις καὶ…καταφυγή, (where καί is often translated “or”), the illustration and accumulation effects of καί-lists, the specific function of καί after a relative pronoun (ὁ καί), the narrative function of the curious collocation καί τι καὶ (17.1); the continuity and discontinuity marked by καί μοι δοκεῖ (17.2); the “in particular”-nuance of καὶ τοῦ Πειραιῶς (17.3); and, finally, the resuming value of the καί-clause wrapping up the chapter and looking backward to the entire section on the Athenians (17.5). 


Lastly, I will point out one more discourse function of καί that is not included in the passage mentioned above, and yet it frequently recurs, namely καί signposting climactic points of episodes. This supports Allan’s findings (2007), according to which Peaks and Resolutions in Thucydides are often realized by means of sentences introduced by καί.  


Altogether, I hope to show that the historian employs καί quite often not only in obedience to the linguistic trends of his time (when καί definitely overcomes in use other particles), but also to achieve some narrative effects which καί is particularly suitable for, such as increasing, replacing by detailing, illustrating, zooming-in, reaching peaks, and bridging discourse discontinuities by underscoring coherence and continuity. In other words, καί can be regarded as part of the discourse strategies enabled in the Histories. I will conclude by suggesting that what we think of as the simplest task performed by καί, that is, its additive task, perhaps is not the base which specific meanings are built upon, but, rather, is just the bleached evidence of a richer and older potential.     
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