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XVI.—Prophasis and Aitia

LIONEL PEARSON

STANFORD UNIVERSITY

These two words do not, as a rule, offer any special difficulty
to students of Greek, except when they try to decide what precisely
their meaning is when they are used by Thucydides and Polybius
in discussing the causes of a war.! Only then, perhaps, do they
realize the shortcomings of their Greek lexicon and begin to wonder
whether the Greek use of these words is logical and clear. Attempts
have been made to clear up the apparent difficulty in editions of
Thucydides and elsewhere, and I shall not take time to consider
the merits and shortcomings of earlier discussions,? except to point
out that they often fail to recognize the full range of meaning which
the first of these two words displays in Greek writers; we must be
prepared to admit that, if we try to confine ourselves to translations
like “‘excuse” ‘‘motive’”’ or ‘“‘cause’’ we are doomed to permanent
misunderstanding.?

Aitia, since it offers no difficulty at all, may be disposed of in
very few words. It has the active meaning of ‘‘accusation’’ ‘‘com-
plaint” ‘“‘grievance’” and the corresponding passive meaning ‘‘guilt”
“blame” “‘responsibility’’; and by logical development it also means
‘“‘that which is responsible’”” — the ‘“‘cause,” as in the opening sen-
tence of Herodotus, 8.’ iv alriny éroléunoar &ANjhowot.t There is often
some doubt whether a Greek writer is thinking in terms of ‘‘cause’’
or “‘accusation’ or ‘‘guilt,” an ambiguity which we find disconcert-

1 Especially Thuc. 1.23 and Polyb. 3.6-15. These passages will be discussed later
in this article.

2 This task has been largely rendered unnecessary for me thanks to the recent
article of Gordon M. Kirkwood, ‘‘Thucydides’ words for ‘Cause,””” AJP 73 (1952)
37-61. Though I shall have occasion to disagree with Kirkwood in detail, his article
has been most useful and helpful. Cf. also K. Deichgriber, “IIPOPAZIZ. Eine
terminologische Studie,”” Quellen und Studien zur Geschichte der Naturwissenschaften
und der Medizin, 3.4 (1933) 1-17.

3 In this respect the new Liddell and Scott is sadly at fault. Gomme’s note on
Thuc. 1.23.6 in his Commentary on Thucydides is far more illuminating.

4‘“Reason,’” not ‘‘grievance,’” must be the meaning, as Herodotus goes on Iepaéwy
pév vuv ol Néywor Polvikas airiovs pacl yevéglar Tis dradopsis. He clearly has in mind the
opening of the Iliad, and its attempt to establish the cause or origin of a quarrel —
the anger of Apollo, not the ‘‘grievance’ of Achilles.
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ing since modern English has differentiated ‘‘cause’” and ‘‘case”
and speaks of “‘cause for complaint’”’ where Greek might use simply
aitia.® But the adjective alrwos is always passive in meaning, denot-
ing the person or thing held responsible. Hence the neuter 76 airiov
is quite naturally used in the sense of ‘‘cause’” and is in fact less
ambiguous than airia.b

Prophasis, whether derived from wpogaivw or mpédnut,” means in
the most general terms something that you show or say, an explana-
tion that you offer for behaviour, giving the reason or the purpose.
Herodotus paraphrases it by wpéoxnua 700 Aoyov,® so that the mwpo-
element means ‘‘in front,” plain for everyone to see and also a
shield for your real actions or intentions. Your explanation may
be true or false, reasonable or unreasonable, convincing or worth-
less, creditable or discreditable.® It is frequently proper, however,
to use the translation ‘‘excuse’” or ‘‘pretext’’ because we most com-
monly offer explanations for our behaviour if it appears reprehen-
sible or if we wish to conceal our true intentions or motives.!°

Even when a man is clearly or definitely in the wrong, he will
usually offer some kind of prophasis, and an explanation, however
lame and unsatisfactory, is often expected by the injured party as
a symbol of ordinary good manners. Suppose, for example, a
pedestrian is knocked down by a car, he asks the driver why he

5 Cf. what Pontius Pilate says in John 18:38 é&yw oldeuiav alriav eVpigkw & adrd
(in Luke 23:4 we have odé¢v edpiokw airiov). In both passages the King James version
renders “‘I find no fault,”” but the Vulgate has nihil causae — ‘‘no case’’ as a modern
judge might say.

6 Kirkwood (see note 2 above) 58, recognized that airtov in Thucydides was less
ambiguous as a word for ‘‘cause,’”’ but failed to point out the reason. Cf. also Plato
Rep. 4.443B.

7 Either derivation is defensible linguistically. Hellenistic writers, like Polybius,
who were so fond of &wépasts, éxigpaats, and éupagis which they clearly regarded as
derived from ¢aivw, must have regarded mpégaagts as parallel with them. And Aristoph.
Nub. 55 makes a prophasis something that one can ‘‘show’’ rather than ‘say.” In
favour of the derivation from ¢nul is the Latin use of professio as an almost exact
translation of the word (cf. Tac. Agr. 3). And awmépaots in earlier writers is not
“demonstration’’ (as in Polybius) but ‘‘denial’’ and derived from ¢nui as clearly as
the old Greek word wapgaots.

86.133.1, cf. 7.157.1, and Thuc. 1.96.1; 3.82.4; 5.30.2.

9 gAnbhs, Yevdhs, Thuc. 1.23.6; 6.6.1; Dem. 18.225. «xaM9, ¢ably, Dem. 21.98;
Proem. 32.2. &iwkala, &dkos, Dem. 11.1; 18.284; 20.97; 21.98; 48.39. ebNovyos, Thuc.
3.82.4; 6.79.2. émewcss, Thuc. 3.9.2. &xpiBhs, Thuc. 4.47.2. ebmwpemns, Thuc. 6.8.4.
aromwos, Dem. 48.36.

10 Cf, the proverb quoted by Aristot. Rket. 1.1373A: mpophoews delTar uévov 1)
wovpla.
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did not stop, and the driver will reply “I did not see you' or “My
brakes didn’t work,” as though to show that he did not intend
any harm. Neither plea is a proper defence of his action; nor will
it save him from being fined in a police court, particularly if the
true explanation of his careless driving happens to be drunkenness.
This last would hardly be a dwaia kal edrpersys wpdpasis, but it is a
prophasis all the same. Demosthenes in his speech against Meidias
mentions a certain Charicles who, while taking part in a solemn
procession, suddenly attacked one of his personal enemies and
struck him with a whip; he was drunk admittedly, and apparently
expected his offence to be treated more leniently since he could offer
drunkenness as a prophasis. Demosthenes, however, approves the
verdict of the people, who decided that his assault was a deliberate
act of hybris — that his drunkenness was a pretext designed to hide
his real intention, not an excuse which explained his action.! In
English usage the two notions (excuse and pretext) are quite distinct
in meaning; but prophasis covers them both, the explanation offered
by way of apology and the pretence designed to conceal the reality.

Pindar calls prophasis ‘‘the daughter of After-thought’!? and
it is a brilliant description — the apology that we have to produce
after our offence, the pretence that we devise after deciding on our
action. But not every kind of prophasis is an after-thought. For
example, one man may dislike another for purely private reasons,
which public opinion will not respect; he will be unable to take
action against him openly until he has a prophasis; if the other man
is rude and insulting to him in public, he then has a 8waia mpépasts
for doing him harm, he can explain and justify taking action against

1 Dem. 21.180. The argument of Demosthenes may help us to understand
Agamemnon’s oath in Iliad 19.258-262, when he swears he has not laid a hand on
Briseis

obr’ ebvijs Tpbpaciy kexpnuévos obTe Tev ENNov,

“whether my prophasis was sexual desire or anything else.”” If Agamemnon had
slept with Briseis, he would of course have pleaded sexual desire as an excuse; but
Achilles might have argued that it was a mere pretext — that Agamemnon’s real
purpose was to spite Achilles. It is surely a mistake, therefore, to argue, like Deich-
griber (see note 2) pp. 1-3 and Kirkwood (see note 2) p. 48, that prophasis here means
*“true reason.”” The word is used in only one other passage in Homer, in Iliad 19.302,
where the women weep for their own private woes’’ but taking the death of Patroclus
as a prophasis.”” Leaf in his commentary thinks that *‘true reason’’ may be the mean-
ing in both passages, but he appears not to recognize the distinction between “‘excuse’
and ‘‘pretext.”’
12 Pyth. 5.28.
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him; but this prophasis is not the real reason for quarrelling, the
original ground for enmity. In this way we can distinguish some
ebmrpogaciotos airia — ‘‘a complaint that can well be used as a pro-
phasis” — from the fundamental cause of a quarrel.’

Herodotus gives several examples of this kind of prophasis in
describing quarrels between both individuals and states. Croesus
finds fault with Cambyses because he has been killing numerous
people without any proper grounds, and warns him that such be-
haviour will bring on a revolt; whereupon Cambyses seizes on this
ill-timed well-meant advice as a prophasis for punishing him. “You
dare to give me advice after all the bad advice you gave my father
Cyrus; but you shall not escape, since I have long been wanting a
prophasis to use against you.”’* The Argives, who have made up
their mind not to fight against Xerxes, insist that the Spartans
give them a share in the command va &l mpopdaios Novxiny dywar
(7.150.3). So also the Athenians, constantly at enmity with Aegina,
when they learn that the Aeginetans have given earth and water
to Darius, seize upon this prophasis to denounce their behaviour at
Sparta (6.49.2). Likewise Miltiades has a prophasis for his expedi-
tion to Paros — the trireme which they sent to fight on the Persian
side; but this is only a formal excuse, since he has an old personal
quarrel with the Parians (6.133.1).15

This prophasis of Miltiades is described by Herodotus as a
mpéoxnua 700 Aéyov, and we find both expressions used to describe
Darius’ formal pretext or reason for the expedition of Mardonius
and the Marathon expedition.!® Darius’ intention of conquering
the cities on the mainland of Greece is clearly regarded by Herodotus
as part of his general imperialist policy, so that his readers will not
require any particular explanation of it; but his formal reason is
the part played by the Athenians in the sack of Sardis, which causes
him to tell his servant to remind him to ‘‘remember the Athenians.”
He intends to use this prophasis to conquer the states in Greece
who did not give him earth and water. It is his formal justifica-

18 Cf. Thuc. 6.105.2.

14 .3.36.3. Cf. the similar usage in Plato Ep. 3.318c, 7.349D.

16 Other examples are in 6.13.2 and 8.3.2. Cf. also 6.137.2, where the Athenians
drive out the Pelasgians without offering any prophasis. Cleon in Thuc. 3.40.6
remarks that the aggressor who has no prophasis is the most dangerous enemy of all; )
because he knows that his victim need have no scruples about retaliation, he will try
to destroy him utterly.

16 6.44.1 and 94.1.
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tion for the expedition; but it is also a statement of his purpose; he
says he will humble Athens and Eretria, but really intends to conquer
all Greece; he is, therefore, misrepresenting not only the reason,
but also the purpose of his expedition. It is the same as with
Charicles, and the excuse and the pretext for his assault described
by Demosthenes, except that Darius’ prophasis is more dignified.

Prophasis does not always imply deceit in Herodotus. When
Croesus is afraid that, after the Lydians have revolted, Cyrus will
make slaves of them #v us dtbxpeor mpégacw mporeivy, he is not actu-
ally thinking of deceiving him (1.156.1). The precise meaning of
the word here is difficult to establish, because it is not quite clear
for whom Croesus wants to offer a prophasis — is it an excuse to
explain the rebellion of the Lydians, a pretext for leniency on the
part of Cyrus, or a mere explanation or objection!’ of his own so
as to restrain Cyrus? Herodotus does use the word several times
in the general sense of explanation or statement, without any im-
plied contrast with true cause or true facts.!® It is worth remember-
ing that aitia, in the sense of complaint, can be practically identical
in meaning with prophasis. Hence the impossibility of establishing
any constant relationship between the two words; they are often
contrasted, but sometimes almost synonymous. An explanation
is not necessarily false, just as an accusation is not necessarily true;
but when explanation is contrasted with reason, the explanation is
at least partly misleading and certainly inadequate.

Herodotus has a very remarkable use of prophasis in describing
the downfall of people who are “destined to come to a bad end.”
He introduces the detailed story by saying émeire 8¢ &ee of kaxds
yevéahas, Eyévero dwd wpopdaios Tofode (4.79.1, cf. 2.161.3). It is as
though the jealous gods, who have decided (for sufficient reasons)
to destroy a man, have to find some formal justification like mere
mortals.’® And indeed it is true that Greek tradition very rarely
represents the gods striking down a man without making his death

17 There are times when the translator will want to use the term ‘“‘objection’’ as
when Plutarch (Moralia 77B) speaks of the serious student of philosophy Siakbrrwy
Tas mwpopaces Hdamwep Sxhov éumodwv dvra (in contrast to the man who is put off by
obstacles).

187.229.2 and 230.1. The reason Solon gives for his journey (xara Bewplns
wpdpaow, 1.29.1) is not the whole truth.

19 Plato, Rep. 8.567A, describes how the tyrant tries to make the death of dis-
contented citizens appear natural dwws &v TolToUs uerd wpopboews dwoANly évdods Tols
woheulots. Cf. also Rep. 5.460A—B.
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look natural; they do not allow themselves miracles to convince
the unbeliever. The thunderbolt of Zeus is practically the only
exception to this rule, since the arrows of Apollo generally take
the form of sickness. We learn in the opening lines of the Ikad
that it was the will of Zeus that the souls of many brave Achaeans
be sent down to Hades; yet we are also told that it was the wrath
of Achilles which made this possible — it was, as it were, the
prophasis which Zeus employed, or in more conventional language,
the means whereby he accomplished his purpose.?’ ‘‘Occasion’ is
perhaps the word that a translator may be inclined to use for
prophasis in such circumstances as these; the incident which pro-
vides a prophasis is itself called a prophasis. It is exactly the same
as with aitia, which can mean the charge itself or the grounds for
the charge.

If war or violent death rarely happens without a prophasis, we
cannot be surprised that the same is true of disease. Thucydides
makes it clear that one of the terrible features of the plague at
Athens was that it attacked healthy people without any prophasis.
Many critics are content to explain what he means by referring to
the medical writers, who frequently use the word to describe what
may be called the ‘‘immediate cause” or ‘‘exciting cause” of a
disease, as contrasted with its ‘‘underlying cause.”? But we can-

20 Plutarch’s comment on these lines of Homer is worth quoting (Moralia 23D-E).
He says that when Homer gives the name ‘‘Zeus’’ to the aitia of the events of the Iliad
he really means ‘‘Destiny.”” He will not allow that the poet represents Zeus as ‘‘de-
vising evil for men,”’ but says that Homer is pointing to the inevitable necessity that
if men make mistakes they will cause their own destruction. Accordingly, like Plato
(Rep. 2.3804A), he objects strongly to the lines of Aeschylus:

Oeds uev airiav ¢plew Bporols
Srav kak@oar ddua Taumndny Oeny

(Moralia 178, Aesch. Fr. 156, Nauck).

21 Thuc. 2.49.2.

22 For the usage of the medical writers see Deichgriber (see note 2 above), who
shows that prophasis means for them the ‘‘external’”’ or ‘‘contributory’ cause of a
disease, sometimes contrasted with its underlying cause (aition) as in De Aer. (CMG
1, p. 158.17). Some modern critics, however, have argued that Thucydides borrowed
the word prophasis from the Ionian scientific and medical writers in the technical
sense of ‘‘scientific cause'’ (cf. E. Schwartz, Das Geschichtswerk des Thukydides, ed. 2
[Bonn 1929] 250, W. Jaeger, Paideia [Eng. trans.] 1.389-90). This cannot be right in
view of what Thucydides himself says about the ‘‘scientific causes’’ of the plague,
which he calls aitiai (2.48.3): Neyérw uév oby wepl abrod s éaoros yryvhokel kal tatpds kal
18ubrys, G’ Brov elkos fv yevésOar adrd, kal Tas alrias doTwas vouilel Tooadrns perafoliis
ikavas elvar dlvauw & TO peracTioal oxXely - &yd 8¢ oldy Te &ylyvero Néfw.
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not accept this semi-technical use of the word without trying to
decide how it came to be used in this way. There are two possi-
bilities. The prophasis can be simply the “explanation,” adequate
or not, as the case may be, which a patient feels disposed to give of
his ailment. For example, when someone goes to the doctor with
a stomach ache or a sore throat, he ‘“‘explains’”’ how it happened
(he ate too much lobster or caught cold sitting in a draughty room),
but he does not expect the doctor to be satisfied with his explana-
tion; in fact, the doctor may examine him for a stomach ulcer or
an infection of the throat and then announce what is the ‘‘scientific
cause’’ (not the prophasis) of his pain. The prophasis is of great
importance to the patient, because if he can see no “‘excuse’ for
his pain and misery, he is inclined to suspect very serious trouble,
some ‘constitutional weakness which predisposes him to indigestion
or catching cold.

Alternatively the prophasis may be looked upon from the point
of view of the disease — the ‘‘excuse’’ or ‘“‘occasion’’ which it needs
for attacking a person, as pneumonia or tuberculosis may take
advantage of a man’s weakened condition if he has overworked
himself; a doctor may say that overwork ‘‘brought on’’ the attack,
but he will not give it as the “‘scientific cause.” It would be equally
incorrect to say that lack of preparedness at Pearl Harbour was
the “cause’” of war with Japan. The parellel is pertinent because
the patient and the sickness are enemies; sickness, like war, is a
struggle between two parties, and if you do not know the excuses
and pretexts which your enemy or the disease will use, you are at
a disadvantage.

This leaves us, therefore, with a quite simple account of the
word as used by Herodotus: an explanation, whether true or not;
an explanation offered in one’s defence, an excuse; an explanation
of what one is going to do, a statement (frequently false) of inten-
tion or of motive, a pretext; and finally the occasion which offers
the excuse or pretext. The difference between excuse and pretext
might be put in this way. An excuse is defensive, most commonly
given only in reply to criticism;® a pretext is offensive and it pre-
cedes the action and hopes to anticipate criticism.

2 Sometimes the translator will want to use the term ‘‘defence,’”’ as in Plut.
Moralia 73E—-F. Be kindly in criticizing your friends’ conduct, Plutarch advises; you
should not cut them short when they try to defend themselves; on the contrary:
kal wpophoeis eboxNuovas auwoyérws guvexmopilew kal Tis xelpovos airias dpioTauévovs
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Before examining how Thucydides uses this word in describing
the beginnings of wars and quarrels, it is worth while to take a
glance at some later Greek writing to see how the usage of the word
has developed in the hands of orators and philosophers. Demos-
thenes is a particularly suitable author to consult, as he uses the
word with great freedom, but always in connection with some kind
of quarrel or dispute, whether in the law courts or in international
politics.

The so-called medical use of the word appears in the Second
Olynthiac. Demosthenes says that when a political organization is
based on good will and community of interests it can survive set-
backs and misfortunes; but when, like Philip, a political leader
owes his strength purely to lack of scruples and to greed, then he
can be thrown down by the first prophasis or a slight stumble.?
A slight stumble will be sufficient excuse (or occasion) to disable
him; no further prophasis will be needed, but the real cause of his
downfall of course lies in his constitution.

The usages familiar from Herodotus appear many times in
Demosthenes. The synonyms which he uses are interesting —
okmpes kal wpopaoes (19.100; cf. 21.41; 54.17); wpopboes kal Adyor
(22.19); dmévorar TAaoTal kal Tpodhaes ddwkor (48.39). It is interesting
to see how aitia is sometimes used as a synonym airias ok oboas
mhachuevos kal wpopaces adikovs (11.1), mpophoes TALTTwWY Kal Yevdels
airias ourrfels (25.28), but sometimes contrasted with prophasis as
the real cause.?® A prophasis is often indicated by a single word
dua Ppuhoviklay kal dua phdvoy kal O’ €xbBpav kal 8.’ d&A\\as wpophces (57.6),
éew mpdpaow Tovs dpkous (19.159), téva & wpégpaow (19.167). Here
the word denotes sometimes the excuse, sometimes the occasion.

abrols évdidovar perpuwrépay (and he compares how Hector, in Iliad 6.326, instead of
calling Paris a coward for avoiding battle, prefers to charge him with ‘‘storing up anger
in his soul”’). Prophasis as ‘‘defence’ is here clearly contrasted with aitie as “accusa-
tion’’; we should discard the more serious accusation and allow them a presentable
defence of their actions, even suggesting it to them (as the polite pedestrian, nearly
killed by a careless motorist, might say ‘I suppose you didn’t see me'’ instead of
charging him with attempted murder). Cf. Rhetorica ad Alexandrum 29 (Rhet. Graec.
12 ed. Spengel and Hammer) ras amoloylas kal Tas wpodagets, and Plut. Pericles 12.

2429 drav 8 & mwheovetlas kal wovnplas Tis dbomep odros loxbay, 1 wpdrn wpbpaots
kal wkpdy wralowe dmavr’ dvexalrige kal Suélvoev. The usage is imitated by the
author of 11.7. Cf. also Plato Rep. 8.556E.

2 Cf, 22.38, 58.39. The quotations have not been restricted to speeches which
are certainly authentic. For the purposes of the present argument another fourth
century orator or a conscientious imitator-is just as good a witness as Demosthenes
himself.
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There is a passage in the De Corona where the true prophasis
is contrasted with the false. Philip, says Demosthenes, concealed
the ‘“true explanation” (r4y a\n64 mpépacw) of his acts (his designs
against Greece, especially Thebes and Athens) and claimed falsely
to be carrying out the decisions of the Amphictyons; and it was
Aeschines who provided him with such a¢opuai kai Tpopboes.?® The
use of dpopun as a synonym is enlightening; it shows how well the
meaning of occasion or opportunity is established. This is clearly
the aggressive aspect of prophasis, as contrasted with the defensive
where ovyyvbun can be its synonym.?”

Sooner or later a translator will be tempted to use ‘“‘motive”
for prophasis. Demosthenes objects to the psephism of Aristocrates
on the ground that it does not respect a man’s prophasis, “‘which
determines whether an individual action is good or bad’’; whether
in striking someone he is the aggressor or acts in self-defence;
whether in reviling someone he speaks truth or lies; whether he
kills a man deliberately or against his will. ‘“And we shall find,”
says Demosthenes, ‘‘everywhere in the laws the prophasis establish-
ing the quality of the act. But you do not recognize this; you lay
it down simply ‘If a man kills Charidemus, let him be arrested,’
even though he kill unwillingly, with justification, in self-defence,
in circumstances where the laws permit it —no matter how."’28
“Motive” fits some of the distinctions which Demosthenes makes,
but not all of them; we have to think of the defence he may make
himself (if he pleads he is speaking the truth when charged with
slander), of the occasion and the excuse it gives him, as well as of
his intention. This is an admirable passage to illustrate the full
range of meaning of prophasis.

It is easy to see, therefore, that the meaning of the word has
not become narrower or more specialized in the course of the fourth
century; and, as with all words that offer a considerable range of
meaning, it cannot be rashly identified with another word that is,
on occasion, used as a synonym for it. The reader of Demosthenes
will notice that it is not used in speaking of oneself or one’s client.
Demosthenes never says that he or his client has a perfect prophasis
for prosecuting or the best possible prophasis in defence, or that
the Athenians have an excellent prophasis for war with Philip.

2 18.156 (cf. 158).
27°C£.745.67.
28'23.49-50,
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Take, for example, the opening of the First Philippic where he says
that he might fairly be pardoned for speaking first — #yoduar kai
Tp@TOs GvaoTds elkoTws v ovyyvwuns Tvyxavew. It would be quite
impossible to substitute prophasis for evyyviun here, though in
offering reasons why others have not spoken he can list the various
prophaseis.?® It can be used only in finding fault with the Athenians
or negatively when they are warned to avoid a prophasis or to
avoid offering others a prophasis for doing something undesirable.3°
He says in the First Olynthiac otdé vap Noyos ob6é orfyns &’ Huty T0d
un Ta Séovra woely ééNew Umoheimerar (1.6). He might have added
obdé Tis Swkaia wpégacis but in the previous sections where he is
insisting that they have the perfect opportunity for action (6 uév
Tapdy katpds povov obxl Néyer pwviy aguels), it would have been impos-
sible to urge them to seize the prophasis which the situation offered.

No one, in fact, is proud of having a prophasis or of offering it
to someone else, no more than we are proud of having ‘‘a magnificent
excuse for neglecting our duty’’; in fact, when we claim such an
excuse, we do not intend to make use of it, but to berate the person
who presented us with it. Hence the verb mpogacifesfar is never
used in a good sense; it means to make excuses instead of doing the
right thing or to give the false explanation instead of the true one.

A special use that should be mentioned is the prophasis of friend-
ship or alliance. If one wishes to deny that a man has any right
to call another his friend, it is possible to say that he has no reason-
able prophasis for calling him so. So Demosthenes denies that
Aeschines has any fair or just prophasis to be Philip’s friend —
he can only be his hireling (18.284). Here too, as generally, pro-
phasis would not be the word to describe the basis of a sound and
enduring friendship. On the other hand friendship may itself be
the prophasis for an act; it may be the pretext and one may pretend
to make concessions in friendship’s name, as when Demosthenes
says to Leptines u) Toivwv & uév %v dudprvpa, Tabr’ éwl T4 TOD SOV
wpophaer dud oob Oeddofw, v &' abrTds O Ofuos waprupias éoTnoey & ToOls
tepols drvaypayas kal Tavres awvicaow, Tabr dperégbar mapaiver (20.149).
A clearer example is in Thucydides. Leontini sent an embassy to

2913.18, 19.118.

3013.2, 6.32. An apparent exception is 20.97: kal wpépasis dikala rkara TRV
Tapakpovoauévwy 9 perd Tavr' adumodvrwy f SAws dvakiwv, 8 #Hv Sv &v UVulv dokj
kwhboer' éxew Ty Swpetdv. The answer here seems to be that Demosthenes is speaking
of a purely hypothetical case — if the proposal of Leptines becomes law. But see
also Plato Ep. 7.352a and Aristoph. Nub. 55.
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Athens asking help against Syracuse ‘“‘on the strength of their old
alliance and because they were Ionians’’ (not mpogdoer Evupaxias,
because it is an honourable and sincere claim that they are making);
the Athenians in reply sent ships to Sicily 7s uév olkeldrnTos Tpopdaet,
“but what they wanted was to prevent grain from the West being
imported into the Peloponnese and they were making a preliminary
experiment to see if it would be possible for them to gain control
of affairs in Sicily” (3.86.4). Indeed Thucydides makes it clear
that in all the expeditions sent by the Athenians to Sicily the pre-
text of helping an ally or a friend was really the cloak for more
ambitious schemes.

The Thucydidean usage of prophasis is for the most part quite
easy to follow after one has observed how Demosthenes uses the
word. He sometimes uses it in a neutral sense, meaning simply
“explanation.” Pausanias asks the suppliant at Taenarum to give
his prophasis for seeking refuge in the temple (1.133.1), and when
Nicias in his letter reports that mercenary troops are deserting he
says ér’ alromollas Tpophae amépxovrar (7.13.2). Pausanias asks and
is given the real reason for the suppliant’s presence, which consists
largely of a complaint,* and there is no pretence about the troops’
desertion (what Nicias means is that they are leaving without offer-
ing any other reason or pretext). The ordinary defensive mean-
ing of “excuse’” occurs several times, as when before the naval
battle of Naupactus the Peloponnesian commanders say otk évéwooner
wpbpacw olderl kakd yevégBar (2.87.9)%2 and the Mytilenians realize
that they cannot expect much sympathy unless they show a mpépasis
¢res for their revolt (3.9.2). Cowardice in battle and disloyalty
to an ally are generally to be blamed and so need an excuse (and
so most certainly does desertion in the field). Thucydides also uses
the word to denote the expressed intention, as opposed to the real
intention, as when Hermocrates warns his listeners that the Athen-
ians are coming wpédacw udv 'Evesraiwy Evuuaxie kal Aeovrivwy karoi-
kige,, 70 0¢ dAnfés Zikehias émlbuulq, malioTa 6¢ Ths Nuerépas ToONews ;s

3 kai Havoaviov ds adrov ENBovTos kal épwrdvros Ty wpdpaogw tis ikereias fobovro
TarTa gapds, alrwuéevov Tod &vlpdmov Ta Te wepl alTod YpadévTa kal TAAN' dmopaivovTos
kaf’ éagrov (1.133.1).

32 The verb é&éidévar can be used equally with mpégaais or kaipds (cf. Dem. 4.18).
For this military use of prophasis cf. Plato, Rep. 5.469c.

36.33.2. Cf. 6.76.2 iixovae yap & Ty ZikeNiav wpoddaer uév ) muvbavesbe, diavoiq
8¢ v wavres Umovooduev. Here the prophasis is simply the expressed purpose (cf.
Aristoph. Egq. 466); but in 33.2 it is divided into parts — the alliance (which is the
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when Nicias complains that the Athenians are aiming at the con-
quest of all Sicily mpopase. Bpaxeia kal ebmperel (with only the simple
honourable intention expressed, of helping the people of Segesta),
he calls their prophasis slight because it does not adequately repre-
sent their large purpose.* The fourth use of the word that was
noted in Herodotus is also to be found in Thucydides — to denote
the occasion which supplies the excuse or pretext; but the distinc-
tion from the more ordinary use of the word is not always clear and
Thucydides does not clarify his meaning by using synonyms, as
Demosthenes did in speaking of wpoghces kai dpopuai. When he
says éml mpopacer (as Herodotus says érl mpogaaios), he probably
means “relying on an excuse or pretext’’ rather than “taking ad-
vantage of an occasion.”® The distinction may seem a slight one,
but it is important because it involves the difference (so funda-
mental for Thucydides) between logos and ergon. An excuse is
something that one says; an occasion is provided by the circum-
stances.

The distinction can be seen clearly by comparing two instances
of the word which are only a few chapters apart. Thucydides
finishes his account of the Pentecontaetia by saying uera 8¢ radra
fi6n ylyverar od moAhols éreqwv UoTepov Ta Tpoepnuéva, T4 Te Keprupaika
kal Ta Iorederarika kal 8oa Tpdbpaois Todde Tob Toléuov karéory (1.118.1).
Here, since the events themselves are called a prophasis, we must
take the meaning to be “occasion’” — the incidents provided the
excuse or pretext for fighting; but Thucydides wrote mpépastis karéam
not wpépacw wapéoxer. Then, after the account of the Congress at
Sparta where the Peloponnesians decide on war, we read & robre 6¢
trpeafebovto 7@ xpévw wpds Tovs 'Afnvalovs &ykMfuara mowobuevol, Srws
odlow 81 peylorn wpdbpaais €ln Tod woléuov, v uf i éoakotwow (1.126.1).

excuse) and the restoration of Leontini (which is the supposed purpose). Hermocrates
uses the word again, for ‘“‘excuse,’”’ in 6.34.6.

3 6.8.4. The adjectives here (Bpaxelg kai ebmpemet) deserve attention. Like
Hermocrates in 6.33.2 Nicias is dividing the prophasis into two parts — the expressed
purpose is inadequate, but the excuse is honourable in appearance.

3 Cf. Hdt. 7.150.3 (see p. 208 above). In Thuc. 4.80.2 and 5.42.1 éwl wpodboer
seems to contain the idea of excuse, but Pericles’ words in 1.141.1 are more problem-
atical. He tells the Athenians that they must make up their minds either to give in
to the Spartans before they are hurt or, if they decide to go to war, they must be firm:
kal éwl peyd\p kal érl Bpaxelg dpolws wpophoer un eléovres. Here the prophasis might
be the demand to which they must not submit (the occasion) or their expressed reason
for going to war (which would be refusal to submit to a demand); the prophasis, in
any case, is ‘‘great’” or “slight’”’ according as the demand is large or small.
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Here the meaning of the word is the defensive one of ‘“‘excuse.”
The Peloponnesians are protecting themselves against the charge
that they are the aggressors. Their excuse will take the form of a
complaint,’ and they will want this to be substantial, so that their
excuse will not appear trivial.

The use of peyiorq wpopacis here prepares the way for the
trl ueyép kol éml Ppaxeig Opoiws wpogaser in Pericles’ speech
(1.141.1). Then Thucydides closes the book by writing airia: 6¢ adrac
kal Stagopal &yévovTo dudoTépos mpd TOU WONémov, dpfauevar edfvs amo TOV
& "Emidbuve kal Kepkbpa-  Emepelyvuvro 8¢ Suws &v abrals kal wap’ dANHAovs
EpolTwy bknpiKTwWS Uey, dvumdmTws 8¢ ob) « TwOVdDY Yap olryxvats Ta yiyvoueva
#v kal wpopagis Tov woheuety (1.146). Here the events are the pro-
phasis and the word clearly means ‘“‘occasion.” This prophasis is
the situation which results from the airiat kal diagopai, a situation
in which war is nearly, if not quite, inevitable. So also staying out
all night in a blizzard might lead to a situation in which pneumonia
was almost inevitable and the hybris of some of the tyrants in
Herodotus makes the vengeance of the gods seem not only just
but natural.

This still does not mean, however, that Thucydides regarded
these quarrels as the true cause of the war. We might consider
that the real cause of pneumonia was not the blizzard but a con-
stitutional weakness, and that the cause of a tyrant’s downfall lay
not in his acts but in his character; and we might reasonably
expect Thucydides to distinguish the immediate occasion which
precipitated the war from its underlying causes. He recognized
the distinction in speaking of the plague, when he refused to discuss
the aitia and remarked that it sometimes attacked a man without
a prophasis.®” It would not be surprising if he used the same terms
in making clear his view on the causes of the war.

Furthermore, these are the terms which Polybius uses in his
famous discussion on causes of wars in general and the Second
Punic War in particular. He complains of the foolish habit of
confusing the causes with the “opening incident’’ — the &px#.3¢ He

3 When their complaint is not recognized by the Athenians, they proceed to
make demands; and this, according to Pericles, produces an intolerable situation
(1.140.2).

37 2.48.3-49.2 (see notes 21 and 22 above).

38 3.6.1-3. He defines two of his terms clearly enough: é&yw 8¢ wavrds dpxas uev
elval ¢nui Tas wpdras EmBolas kal wpdtes TV #dn kekpiuévwy, airlas 8¢ Tas wpokalbnyov-
pévas TOv kploewy kal dradjfewr Neyw &' émwolas kal Siabéoeis kal Tods wepl Tabra
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has no quarrel with Thucydides and no doubt thinks he is borrowing
the term épx# from him, since Thucydides writes in 1.23.4 #pfavro
8¢ abrod 'Afnvaio kal Ilehomovvioior Nigavres Tds Tpiakovrobrers omovdas
. . . 867 & \voav Tds aitias mpotypaya kA. Polybius does not tell
us what were the aitiai of the Peloponnesian War as opposed to the
prophaseis, but he illustrates his meaning by reference to the expe-
dition of Alexander the Great and the war of the Romans with
Antiochus.?®* The aitias of Alexander’s war with the Persians, he
says, were the March of the Ten Thousand and the expedition of
Agesilaus, as result of which Philip saw the weakness of the Persian
empire and the rich prizes to be won by conquering it; and the
prophasis of the war was his eagerness to avenge the Persian inva-
sion of Greece. Evidently Polybius considers that causes should
sometimes be ex alfo repetitae, but why does he pick on Xenophon
and Agesilaus in particular? It must be because he regards the
end of the Peloponnesian War as marking an epoch and he picks
out the first significant event after that date. It makes one think
that, if he were asked for the causes of the Peloponnesian War he
would turn to Thucydides 1.89 and say — first, the withdrawal of
Leotychides from Asia, secondly, the rebuilding of the Athenian
walls, and continue with a summary of the history of the Pente-
contaetia. For the prophasis he gives the ‘‘professed purpose.”
It is the same with the Roman war against Antiochus; a simpler
“‘cause’’ is given (the anger of the Aetolians), and the liberation of
Greece is the prophasis. The prophasis here is not the ‘“‘occasion”
as it sometimes is in Thucydides.

When Polybius discusses the causes of the Second Punic War
he goes back to events immediately following the end of the First
War — the strong feeling of Hamilcar, the Roman annexation of
Sardinia, the success of the Carthaginian venture in Spain;* but
he uses the term prophasis only for the wild charges that Hannibal
makes against the Romans and Saguntines during the argument
over Saguntum,*! preferring the term agopun to denote occasion or

gUNNoyiouols kal 8’ Qv éml 10 Kkptval 7L kal mwpobéshar mwapaywodueda. (3.6.7). But
he does not define prophasis.

39 3.6.9-14.

40 3.9.6-10.6.

413,159 kabBblov 8’ Ay wh\Hons &loyias kal Guuod Bralov. &0 kal Tals uév &Anbwals
alriais obk éxpfiTo, katépevye &' els wpodaaels &Nbyous.
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valid excuse.®? Despite his air of dogmatism Polybius is not trying
to establish a technical diplomatic usage for prophasis, and he does
not help us at all to understand the terminology of Thucydides.

It is perhaps typical of the pragmatic manner of Polybius that
he should want to assign precise causes for a war, in the ‘“scientific”’
style,® as for an earthquake. Thucydides in writing about the
war, as about the plague, is really more concerned to tell how it
happened and what it was like; he is less dogmatic about causes
and much more detailed in describing prophasess.

A notable exception to this rule is in the Funeral Oration of
Pericles. Pericles proposes to discuss what makes Athens a great
nation and he scorns to describe to the people the stages of their
growth and the particular deeds that established the empire; he
expects these historical details to be familiar to his audience (as
they would be to a reader who had read Book 1), and he says:
4o 8¢ olas Te émurnieboews fNBouev ém’ abra kal ued’ olas mokirelas kal
TPOTwY & olwy ueyala éyévero, TadTa dnAwoas wpldTov elut kal émi TOV
Téwvde érawov (2.36.4). Polybius certainly has these words in mind
when he declares his intention of explaining what kind of constitu-
tion the Romans had which enabled them to found their empire and
amd molas mpobegews 7 Ouvauews Opunbeévrtes évexelpnoav Tols TowolTOLs Kal
TAwobTois €pyous (1.3.7).

It would have been quite impossible for Pericles to call the
Athenian tradition the prophasis of Athenian greatness. It is,
therefore, surprising to many readers that in his most dogmatic
assertion about the causes of the Peloponnesian War Thucydides
should write as follows: du67c &' &\veav (sc. Tas omovdas) tas airias
wpolypaya wpdrov kal Tas Oagopds, Tob uf Twa {nTHical wore & bTov
T0g0UTOs wONepos Tots "ENNnot katéarn. 7w uév yap dAnbesTarny wpdpaoiy,
bdpaveaTaTny 8¢ Noyw, Tols 'Afnvaious Nyoduar ueydMous yuyvouévous kal
PoBov wapexovTas Tols Aakedaiuovios draykaoar & TOV wONEuoy - al & & 1O
Pavepov Neyouevar altiar aid’ foav ékarépwy, b’ Gv Aoavres Tas omovdas
& 10V moNeuov katéatnoav (1.23.5-6).

Critics have been tempted to interpret this passage as though
Thucydides wrote é\nfecrarny airiav instead of wpégacw, thinking

42 3.14.10 Tabrys 8¢ Tis wohews (sc. Saguntum) émewpdro Kkard Sbvauw dméxesbar,
BouNbuevos undeuiav ddopuny Suoloyovuévny Sotvar Tob molémov ‘Pwualots, éws T&ANa
Tavra BeBaiws V¢’ adrdv Tohoairo.

4 Polybius is fond of reminding us that he is concerned with the how and the
when and the why (e.g. 3.1.3-4; 1.2.1).
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that he must offer them the ‘“‘true underlying cause” of the war and
that this isit. Jaeger lays great emphasis on the idea of compulsion
and thinks Thucydides means ‘‘the immanent necessity of the
events,” a view which appears to be shared by David Grene.4
Such a view, however, is made possible only by a misunderstanding
of the Greek text* — by maintaining that prophasis means ‘“‘scien-
tific cause’’ (Jaeger) or ‘‘underlying cause” (Grene). If Thucydides
had meant that, he could have written alriovs #yoduar rovs *Afyvaiovs
dvaykdoavras. He would then be bdlaming the Athenians, just as
Socrates in Plato’s Gorgias blames Chaerephon for delaying him:
TobTwy alrios Xawpépwy 8de, & &yopd vaykdoas fuds darpipart® He
does not blame the Athenians here, because he is not concerned with
praise or blame, like some later Greek historians, but with explain-
ing the Spartan point of view. He wants to give their prophasis
for going to war, their motive, excuse, or occasion, and, as he tells
us again later, this was really fear — the fear of a worse alternative
to war; when the Spartans finally decided to declare war, they did
so, according to Thucydides, ‘“not so much because they were
persuaded by the arguments of their allies as because they feared
the Athenians and the possible further extension of their power”
(1.88). There is compulsion upon them only in so far as they are
compelled to choose between two disagreeable alternatives, like
Gyges in the story as Herodotus tells it, who is ‘‘compelled” to kill
Candaules, when presented with the choice of killing his king or
perishing himself;*” he does not blame the wife of Candaules for
putting this compulsion on him; the blame really rests on Can-
daules himself, who was so foolish as to admit Gyges into his bed-
chamber and thus became the cause of his own destruction.
Whatever precisely one may think Thucydides means by pro-

“4W. Jaeger, Paideia (Eng. trans.) 1.389-394; D. Grene, Man in His Pride
(Chicago 1950) 56—61.

4% As Gomme points out in his comment on Thuc. 1.23.6. See also his review of
Grene’s book, CR 66 (1952) 74.

48 Plato, Gorg. 4474, cf. Rep. 6.509c. Cf. also the language of Thuc. 4.65.4, when
the Athenians fined Eurymedon and exiled Sophocles, thinking it impossible that they
could have withdrawn from Sicily unless they had been bribed: airia &' #v % wapa
Noyov TGy mhebvwy ebmpayla abrols dmorletoa toxlv Tis éNmidos.

47 Hdt. 1.11.3—4. One might also compare the language in which Thucydides
describes the revolt of Mytilene. They had intended to revolt before the war (3.2.1);
now, before their plans are complete, the Athenians, frightened of losing their fleet to
the other side (3.3.1), anticipate their move by demanding that they surrender their
ships and dismantle their walls; and this compels the Mytilenians to fight (3.3—4.2).
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phasis in this famous sentence, there is no doubt that he is telling
us what he considers the most important factor in the minds of
the Spartans (though they may not have spoken much about it).
He contrasts it with the adtia: that were in men’s mouths on both
sides; these are not the ‘‘causes’ of Polybius, but the charges made
by one side against the other, as is shown by the use of éarépwy
and the coupling of the word with diagopai. These complaints and
quarrels, as the subsequent narrative will show, lead in time to a
breach of the treaty and a prophasis of war; this is how Thucydides
- sums it up at the end of Book 1, in language that is clearly intended
to recall the words of this chapter.*8

Thucydides evidently means that although the recriminations
over Corcyra and Potidaea did indeed lead to a prophasis of war,
another prophasis which had nothing to do with these disputes
must not be forgotten — the fear of Athenian imperialism. Demos-
thenes has made us familiar with the notion of an &\nfis wpédaots,
the true reason (or purpose) of an action that a man would give if
compelled to tell the truth, as contrasted with the formal excuse
“or pretext that he offers or the occasion that gives him his excuse.
The parallel with the passage from the De Corona is almost perfect:
Philip concealed his true prophasis and pretended that he was
carrying out the decisions of the Amphictyons, making use of pro-
phaseis which. Aeschines provided for him.4®

Since it was the Peloponnesians who opened hostilities, it is
they, not the Athenians, who are on the defensive in the inquiry
that Thucydides is conducting. They were provided with pro-
phaseis by the episodes of Corcyra and Potidaea, just as Aeschines
provided Philip with ‘“pretexts and occasions.” But the true expla-
nation, fear (like the true explanation of Philip’s acts, which was
greed and lust for conquest), they preferred to keep to themselves,
as it did them little credit. No prophasis is offered for the Athen-.
ians, as they are not technically the aggressors and have no need
to defend themselves.

In this passage, then, as elsewhere, we have the contrast between
positive grievances or accusations (eiffaz) and explanations in de-
fence of one’s action (prophaseis). The, same antithesis can be
seen in the speech which the Mytilenians make at Olympia.5

48 1.146. The Greek is quoted on p. 217 above.
4 Dem. 18.156 (see p. 213 above).
50 3.9-14,
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They begin by admitting that there is a natural prejudice against
any seceding state which renounces an alliance in war time, if the
seceding state and the ally are equally matched in power and if
there is no reasonable prophasis for secession; ‘‘but such is not the
situation between us and the Athenians.” In the following three
chapters, therefore, they describe the situation. First, they say
what the Athenians have done — they have enslaved their allies
one by one, so that it became impossible to feel any confidence in
them as leaders of a confederacy, leaving the more powerful states
to the end and letting Lesbos enjoy a nominal sort of autonomy.
Then they describe and justify their own behaviour and their
relationship with Athens, which hardly deserves the name of
“friendship,” since it was fear, not good-will, that kept them
together.

The rhetorical division of the speech is clear; first their com-
plaint against the Athenians, then their defence of themselves.
Athens was waiting for an opportunity to make them tributary
subjects, while they were waiting for an opportunity to withdraw
from this so-called alliance. ‘“You cannot blame us,” they say,
“for seceding while they hesitated, instead of waiting to make sure
whether they would attack us; if the initiative rested with them, we
surely had the right to anticipate them by defensive action —
these are our prophaseis and aitiai’’: Towabras éxovres wpopdoels kal
aitias, & Aakedaruovior kal fbpumaxol, ameéoTnuer, cadels uév Tols axkolvovat
Yvavar @s elkoTws Edpdaauer, kavas 6¢ Nuas éxpoPiiocar kal wpos Gopaleldy
Twa Tp&par (3.13.1).

The prophaseis are their ‘‘excuses,” the reasons which justify
their secession; and they are ‘“‘plain enough to convince our hearers
that we acted fairly’’; and the aitias (the Athenian actions of which
they complain) are ‘“‘sufficient to frighten us and make us look for
safety.” The Mpytilenians in this sentence put their ‘‘excuses’”
first; but the ‘‘accusations’” have preceded them in chapters 10
and 11, as indeed they must; just as with the Peloponnesian War
itself, the airiac kal Siagopai precede because they provide the
wpodacts Tob AmwosTival.

Thus we may say that when Thucydides directly contrasts
prophasis with aitia he contrasts ‘“‘defence’” or “justification” with
“accusation’’ or ‘‘grievance.” And he was not the first Greek author
to do this; we find exactly the same contrast in the Old Oligarch,
when he describes the behaviour of a democratic government that
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does not wish to stand by an agreement: dooa 8’ av 6 dfjuos aivfyrar,
tteorwv alTd &l dvatBévte THY altiav 7 Neyovte Kkai TY EmwnpioavTi
dpvetofar Tols dAhows 87 O mapfjy obdé dpéoker Euorye, & ouykelpeva wuvfa-
vovTaL &y wANper TY Ofuw, kal e uj 86far elvar Talra, wpodaces uupias
EEnbpnke Tob un) wowely doa dv un BobAwrrar.®

8t [Xen.] Ath. Resp. 2.17. The language of Thuc. 3.82.4 (from the discussion
of stasis) is more difficult: 7é6Aua uév yap &Néyioros dvdpeia dpuléraipos évouiatn, uéNNnats
8¢ wpounbis dekla ebmpemns, 16 8¢ oddpov Tob &vévdpov wpboxmua, kal TO wpds dmwav
Evverdy &ml wav dpydy - 10 8 EumMikTws OE) &vdpds molpg mpogerédn, dogaleiq 8¢ TO
émiBovieboadfal dmorpomiis wpbdpaois ebhoyos. The reading dogaleig must certainly be
preferred to the nominative dogéhera, but the precise meaning of this closing remark
has puzzled commentators. One solution (cf. Deichgriber [note 2 above] p. 12) is to
take safety as the object of planning — “‘planning with a view to safety was regarded
as a specious excuse for declining action.”” This is admitted to be a repetition or
variation of what he has just said; we should expect Thucydides to add some new
thought, instead of merely repeating himself; and in difficult passages of this sort it is
always best to seek enlightenment in what follows, where we find that “planning’’ or
“plotting’’ is accepted as a respectable precaution — émwifovhebaas 6é Tis Tuxaw Evverods
kal Uwovofaas ér. deworepos. Evidently, then, though the caution of delay was derided,
the precaution of plotting or anticipating a plot was admired. I would propose to
take the dative dogalelg as governed by wpogeréfn (like avdpds poipe), to put a comma
after émBovieboacfar, and to take aworpowis in the meaning of ‘“‘defending oneself’’
(not ‘‘declining action’’) and as a defining genitive with wpé¢asts: ‘“‘An impulsive bold
act was attributed to manly courage, but plotting an attack was attributed to ‘pre-
caution’ — the excuse of ‘defending oneself’ was considered reasonable.”’

Postscript. This article was already in proof when my attention was drawn to
the discussion of prophasis by J. Lohmann, ‘““Das Verhiltnis des abendldndischen
Menschen zur Sprache,” Lexis 3 (1952) 5-49 (esp. 18-28, 33-34). He has anticipated _
me in some criticisms of current views; but I cannot agree with him that the later
Greek usage of the word is so greatly different from the earlier and I am not convinced
by his attempt to explain the so-called ‘‘objective’”” meaning of prophasis as prophai-
nomenon (‘‘Vorerscheinung’'), in the sense that the prophasis of war or disease is the
phenomenon which precedes it.
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