Multiple Motives in Herodotus and Thucydides

Thucydides famously attributes to historical actors motivations that he cannot have
known. These attributions have attracted much scholarly comment, especially because
Thucydides lays such stress on his careful method. Schneider convincingly argued that
Thucydides believed that motivations could frequently be inferred from actions (Schneider 37—
54). Scholars have debated both the reliability of the attributions and their significance for
Thucydidean method, often apologetically (see citations in Tamiolaki 2013). Motives in
Herodotus have received less attention, because he does not present himself with Thucydidean
rigor, although Lang showed similarities as well as contrasts in their use of participial motive
indicators, while Baragwanath’s excellent study has brought new sophistication to questions
about motives in Herodotus, suggesting that historical actors’ real motives are less noble than
those they themselves offer.

So far, however, scholarship has not used attribution theory within social psychology in
the analysis of attributions in the historians or systematically looked at the folk psychology that
lies behind them. This paper will look at some examples of multiple motivation cited in
Tamiolaki 2013, in the light of attribution theory as presented in Malle 2004, in an attempt to
show how the different reasons interact. One finding of social psychology is obviously relevant
throughout: people provide explanations for behavior that is surprising in some way. We rarely
ask why people follow familiar social scripts.

Herodotus gives three reasons why Croesus attacked Cyrus:



‘Ectpateteto 6& 6 Kpoicog éni v Kannadokinv t@voe giveka, kol yiic iLépm
Tpooktoactatl TPOC TNV £0VTOD poipav BOLAOUEVOS, Kol LAAIGTO T® ¥PNOTNPID
nicvvog €av Kai teicacHot OE Y vmep Actudyeog Khpov.
Herodotus presents three reasons without explicitly explaining how they relate to each other, but
they are obviously of different kinds. Trust in the oracle is what Malle calls an Enabling
Factor. Herodotus assumes that even if Croesus wanted to attack Cyrus, he would not do so
unless he thought that he would be successful. The other two motives are marked as desires
by BovAouevoc and 6élwv, but they, too, can easily be understood as functioning at different
levels: more territory is a motive of personal benefit, while revenge is a justification. This type of
reason is more often given by actors than by observers (Malle 2004, 141-2); Herodotus may
want his audience to see this as a rationalization, especially since Croesus is under no personal
obligation to avenge Astyages.
We may compare Thucydides’ account of the Athenian execution of Aristeus and those
with him without trial:
o1 dpuxopévov 8¢ adTdv deicovteg ol AOnvaiol Tov Apiotéo ury adoig oedg £t mAeim
KakovpYT] Stapuydv, 8Tt Kol Tpod tovTev T g [lotedaiog kol tdv €ni Opdxng mhvta
gpaiveto mpa&og, dxpitovg Kol BovAopévoug Eotv O eimelv avdnuepoOV AmékTevay
mévtog Kod 8¢ eaporyyo EcéParov, dikarodvteg Toig adToic dpvvesdot olomep Ko ol
Aoxkedopovior vipEav, ToLg EumodPovs 0dg Erafov ABnvaiov kai Tdv Evppdymy v
o0Akaot tepl [leAomdvvmoov mhéovtog anokteivavtes Kol £ eapayyas EPAAOVTEG.
névtag yap on Kat’ apyag tod morépov Aakedoapovior 6sovg Aafotev v i Barkdoon
¢ moAepiovg d€POepov, ToLg petd ABnvainv uumolepodvtog kol Tovg undE ped’

Etépov. (4.67.4)



Their reason is given with deicavteg, while the justification (here explicit), dikaiodvteg, is an
Enabling Factor.

When Thucydides gives multiple reasons, these often belong to different explanatory
categories. So at 4.108.7 he explains why the Lacedaemonians did not give Brasidas the support
he requested. Because Brasidas had been so successful, the reader could be surprised that his
request was rejected, so a motive is called for:

o1 0¢ Aakedopovior T PEV Kol POOVE AT T®V TPAOTMV AVOPGV 0VY LINPETNCAV

VT, Ta 0¢ Kai fovAdEVOL LAAAOV TOVG TE BvOpOS TOVG €K THS Vo0V Kopicacshot Kai

TOV TOAELOV KOTOADGOL.

The envy of the Spartan elite could be categorized as what Malle 2004, 90-92, calls a “Causal
History of Reason,” in this case a trait. Their envy would make them tend to deny any request
from Brasidas unless they had powerful reasons to grant it. It is an ongoing factor in the
background. The second reason is their preference for a different policy. BovAouevor here does
not indicate an irrational desire; they probably believe that this is the most advantageous move
for Sparta. Observers often join Causal Histories with a specific reason (Malle 104-5).

The multiple motives conform to common attribution practices.

Bibliography
Baragwanath, E.2008. Motivation and narrative in Herodotus. Oxford.
Lang, M. 1995. “Participial Motivation in Thucydides.” Mnemosyne 48. 4: 48-65.
Malle, B. 2004. How the mind explains behavior folk explanations, meaning, and social

interaction. Cambridge, Mass.



Schneider, C. 1974. Information und Absicht bei Thukydides : Untersuchung z. Motivation d.
Handelns. Hypomnemata Heft 41. Gottingen

Tamiolaki, M. 2013. “Ascribing Motivation in Thucydides. Between Historical Research and
Literary Representation.” In Tsakmakis, Antonis., and Tamiolaki, Mélina,

edd, Thucydides between History and Literature, 41-72. Berlin.



