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PREFACE 
 

This is the first English translation of the 

complete works of Polybius as far as they are now 

known. In attempting such a task I feel that I ought to 

state distinctly the limits which I have proposed to 

myself in carrying it out. I have desired to present to 

English readers a faithful copy of what Polybius wrote, 

which should at the same time be a readable English 

book. I have not been careful to follow the Greek 

idiom; and have not hesitated to break up and curtail or 

enlarge his sentences, when I thought that, by doing so, 

I could present his meaning in more idiomatic English. 

Polybius is not an author likely to be studied for the 

sake of his Greek, except by a few technical scholars; 

and the modern complexion of much of his thought 

makes such a plan of translation both possible and 



desirable. How far I have succeeded I must leave my 

readers to decide. Again, I have not undertaken to write 

a commentary on Polybius, nor to discuss at length the 

many questions of interest which arise from his text. 

Such an undertaking would have required much more 

space than I was able to give: and happily, while my 

translation was passing through the press, two books 

have appeared, which will supply English students with 

much that I might have felt bound to endeavour to 

give-the Achaean league by Mr. Capes, and the 

sumptuous Oxford edition of extracts by Mr. 

Strachan-Davidson. 

The translation is made from the text of Hultsch 

and follows his arrangement of the fragments. If this 

causes some inconvenience to those who use the older 

texts, I hope that such inconvenience will be minimised 

by the full index which I have placed at the end of the 

second volume. 

I have not, I repeat, undertaken to write a 

commentary. I propose rather to give the materials for 

commentary to those who, for various reasons, do not 

care to use the Greek of Polybius. I have therefore in 

the first five complete books left him to speak for 

himself, with the minimum of notes which seemed 

necessary for the understanding of his text. The case of 

the fragments was different. In giving a translation of 

them I have tried, when possible, to indicate the part of 

the history to which they belong, and to connect them 



by brief sketches of intermediate events, with full 

references to those authors who supply the missing 

links. 

Imperfect as the performance of such a task must, 

I fear, be, it has been one of no ordinary labour, and has 

occupied every hour that could be spared during several 

years of a not unlaborious life. And though I cannot 

hope to have escaped errors, either of ignorance or 

human infirmity, I trust that I may have produced what 

will be found of use to some historical students, in 

giving them a fairly faithful representation of the works 

of an historian who is, in fact, our sole authority for 

some most interesting portions of the world’s history. 

It remains to give a brief account of the gradual 

formation of the text of Polybius, as we now have it. 

The revival of interest in the study of Polybius 

was due to Pope Nicholas V (1447-1455), the founder 

of the Vatican Library. Soon after his election he seems 

to have urged Cardinal Perotti to undertake a Latin 

translation of the five books then known to exist. When 

Perotti sent him his translation of the first book, the 

Pope thus acknowledges it in a letter dated 28th August 

1452:-1 

“Primus Polybii liber, quem ad nos misisti, nuper 

a te de Graeca in Latinam translatus, gratissimus etiam 

                                                 
1 Vita Nicolai V. a Dominico Georgio, Rome, 1742, p. 206. 

 



fuit et jucundissimus: quippe in ea translatione nobis 

cumulatissime satisfacis. Tanta enim facilitate et 

eloquentia transfers, ut Historia ipsa nunquam Graeca, 

sed prorsus Latina semper fuisse videatur. Optimum 

igitur ingenium tuum valde commendamus atque 

probamus, teque hortamur ut velis pro laude et gloria 

tua, et pro voluptate nimia singulare opus inchoatum 

perficere, nec labori parcas. Nam et rem ingenio et 

doctrina tua dignam, et nobis omnium gratissimam 

efficies; qui laborum et studiorum tuorum aliquando 

memores erimus… Tu vero, si nobis rem gratam 

efficere cupis, nihil negligentiae committas in hoc 

opere traducendo. Nihil enim nobis gratius efficere 

poteris. Librum primum a vertice ad calcem legimus, in 

cujus translatione voluntati nostrae amplissime 

satisfactum est. ” 

On the 3d of January 1454 the Pope writes again 

to Perotti thanking him for the third book; and in a 

letter to Torelli, dated 13th November 1453, Perotti 

says that he had finished his translation of Polybius in 

the preceding September. This translation was first 

printed in 1473. The Greek text was not printed till 

1530, when an edition of the first five books in Greek, 

along with Perotti’s translation, was published at the 

Hague, opera Vincentii Obsopaei , dedicated to George, 

Marquess of Brandenburg. Perotti’s translation was 

again printed at Basle in 1549, accompanied by a Latin 

translation of the fragments of books 6 to 17 by 



Wolfgang Musculus, and reprinted at the Hague in 

1598. 

The chief fragments of Polybius fall into two 

classes; (1) those made by some unknown epitomator, 

who Casaubon even supposed might be Marcus Brutus, 

who, according to Plutarch, was engaged in this work 

in his tent the night before the battle of Pharsalus. The 

printing of these began with two insignificant 

fragments on the battle between the Rhodians and 

Attalus against Philip, Paris, 1536; and another de re 

navali , Basle, 1537. These fragments have continually 

accumulated by fresh discoveries. (2) The other class of 

fragments are those made by the order of Constantinus 

Porphyrogenitus (911-959), among similar ones from 

other historians, which were to be digested under 

fifty-three heads or tituli; one of which (the 27th) has 

come down to us, discovered in the sixteenth century, 

containing the selecta de legationibus ; and another (the 

50th) de virtute et vitio . The printing of the first of 

these begins with the edition of Fulvius Ursinus, 

published at Antwerp in 1582. This was supplemented 

in 1634 (Paris) by an edition by Valesius of excerpta ex 

collectaneis Constantini Augusti Porphyrogeneti . The 

first edition of something like a complete text of 

Polybius, containing the five entire books, the 

excerptae legationes , and fragments of the other books, 

was that of Isaac Casaubon, Paris, 1609, fo. It was 

accompanied by a new and very brilliant Latin 



translation, and a preface which has been famous 

among such works. It contains also a Latin translation 

of Aeneas Tacticus. Altogether it is a splendid book. 

Some additional annotationes  of Casaubon’s were 

published after his death in 1617, Paris.2 Other editions 

followed; that of Gronovius, Amsterdam, 1670: of 

Ernesti, Leipsic, 1764, containing Casaubon’s 

translation more or less emended, and additional 

fragments. But the next important step in the 

bibliography of Polybius was the publication of the 

great edition of Schweighaeuser, Leipsic, 1789-1795, in 

nine volumes, with a new Latin translation,-founded, 

however, to a great extent on Casaubon,-a new 

recension of the text, and still farther additions to the 

fragments; accompanied also by an excellent Lexicon 

and Onomasticon. This great work has been the 

foundation from which all modern commentaries on 

Polybius must spring. Considerable additions to the 

fragments, collected from MSS. in the Vatican by 

Cardinal Mai, were published in 1827 at Rome. The 

chief modern texts are those of Bekker, 1844; Duebner 

                                                 
2 Casaubon mentions in his preface several partial editions and 

translations which had appeared by Greeks, Spaniards, Italians, 

and Belgians. But he says all such translations were founded on 

the faulty Latin translation of Perotti; and none were of any value. 

The only fairly good one was a German translation. 

 



(with Latin translation), 1839 and 1865; Dindorf, 

1866-1868, 1882 (Teubner). A new recension of the 

five books and all the known fragments-founded on a 

collation of some twelve MSS. and all previous 

editions, as well as all the numerous works of 

importance on our Author that have appeared in 

Germany and elsewhere-was published by F. Hultsch, 

Berlin, 1867-1872, in four volumes. This must now be 

considered the standard text. A second edition of the 

first volume appeared in 1888, but after that part of my 

translation had passed through the press. 

Of English translations the earliest was by Ch. 

Watson, 1568, of the first five books. It is entitled The 

Hystories of the most famous Cronographer Polybios; 

Discoursing of the warres betwixt the Romanes and 

Carthaginenses, a rich and goodly work, conteining 

holsome counsels and wonderful devices against the 

inconstances of fickle Fortune. Englished by 

C[hristopher] W[atson] whereunto is annexed an 

Abstract, compendiously coarcted out of the life and 

worthy Acts perpetrate by oure puissant Prince King 

Henry the fift. London, Imprinted by Henry Byneman 

for Tho. Hacket, 1568 , 8vo. See Herbert’s Ames , p. 

895. Another translation of the five books was 

published by Edward Grimestone, London, 1634, of 

which a second and third edition appeared in 1648 and 

1673. A translation of the Mercenary War from the first 

book was made by Sir Walter Raleigh, and published 



after his death in 1647 (London, 4to). Next, a new 

translation of the five books was published in London, 

1693 (2 vols. 8vo), by Sir H[enry] S[hears], with a 

preface by Dryden. In 1741 (London, 4to) appeared “A 

fragment of the 6th book containing a dissertation on 

government, translated from the Greek of Polybius, 

with notes, etc., by A Gentleman.” This was followed 

by the first English translation, which contained any 

part of the fragments, as well as the five books, by the 

Rev. James Hampton, London, 4to, 1756-1761, which 

between that date and 1823 (2 vols., Oxford) went 

through at least seven editions. Lastly, a translation of 

Polybius’s account of Hannibal’s passage of the Alps is 

appended by Messrs. Church and Brodribb to their 

translation of Livy, 21-22. There is a German 

translation by A. Haakh and Kraz, Stuttgart, 

1858-1875. And a French translation by J. A. C. 

Buchon, Paris, 1842, Orléans, 1875. For the numerous 

German essays and dissertations on the text, and 

particular questions arising from the history, I must 

refer my readers to Engelmann’s Bibliotheca . In 

England such studies are rare. Mr. Strachan-Davidson 

published an essay on Polybius in Hellenica; and his 

edition of extracts of the text (Oxford, 1888) contains 

several dissertations of value. Mr. Capes (London, 

1888) has published an edition of extracts referring to 

the Achaean league, with an introductory essay on the 

author and his work. And a very admirable article on 



Polybius appears in the recent edition of the 

Encyclopædia Britannica  by Mr. H. F. Pelham. There 

is also a good paper on Polybius in the Quarterly 

Review  for 1879, No. 296. Criticisms on Polybius, and 

estimates of his value as an historian, will be found in 

Thirlwall’s History of Greece , vol. viii.; Arnold’s 

History of Rome ; Mommsen’s History of Rome , book 

iv. c. xiii.; Freeman’s History of Federal Government  

and Essays ; Bunbury’s Ancient Geography , vol. ii. p. 

16; Law’s Alps of Hannibal . For the Roman side of his 

history, besides the works mentioned by Mr. 

Strachan-Davidson, a good list of the literature on the 

2d Punic war is given by Mr. W. T. Arnold in his 

edition of Dr. Arnold’s history of that period [London, 

Macmillan, 1886]. 

Finally, I have to express my warm thanks to Dr. 

Warre, Head Master of Eton, for aiding me with his 

unique knowledge of ancient and modern tactics in 

clearing up many points very puzzling to a civilian. To 

Mr. W. Chawner, Fellow and Tutor of Emmanuel 

College, for reading part of the translation in proof, and 

making valuable corrections and suggestions. And to 

Professor Ridgway, of Queen’s College, Cork, for 

corrections in the geographical fragments of book 34. 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 



§ 1. POLYBIUS 

 

Fortune cast the life of Polybius in stirring times. 

His special claim to our admiration is that he 

understood the importance in the history of the world of 

the changes which were passing under his eyes, and 

exerted himself to trace the events which immediately 

preceded them, and from which they sprang, while it 

was yet possible to see and question surviving 

participators in them; to examine places, before they 

had lost all marks of the great events of which they had 

been the scene; and records or monuments before time 

had cast a doubt upon their meaning or authenticity. 

Nor is this ordinary praise. Men are apt to turn their 

eyes upon the past, as holding all that is worthy of 

contemplation, while they fail to take note of history 

“in the making,” or to grasp the importance of the 

transactions of their own day. But as every year has its 

decisive influence on the years which succeed it, the 

greatest benefactor of posterity is the man who 

understands and records events as they pass with care 

and sincerity. Laborious compilation, from the study 

and comparison of ancient records and monuments, has 

its value: it may often be all that it is possible to obtain; 

it may not unfrequently even serve to correct statements 

of contemporaries which have been deformed by 

carelessness or coloured by prejudice. But the best 

compilation is infinitely inferior in interest and 



instructiveness to the barest report of a contemporary. 

And when such a man is also an eye-witness of much 

that he relates; when he knew and conversed with many 

of the chief actors in the great events which he records; 

when again he tells us of transactions so remote in time, 

that all written documents have necessarily perished, 

and those in more durable bronze and stone all but 

followed in their train, then indeed the interest rises to 

the highest pitch. Like Herodotus and Thucydides, then, 

Polybius tells us of his own times, and of the 

generations immediately preceding them. It is true that 

the part of his work which has survived in a complete 

form deals with a period before his own day, just as the 

greater part of the history of Herodotus does, but in the 

larger part of the fragments he is writing with even 

more complete personal knowledge than Thucydides. 

He had, again, neither the faculty for story-telling 

possessed by Herodotus nor the literary and dramatic 

force of Thucydides. The language which he spoke and 

wrote had lost the magic of style; had lost the lucidity 

and grace of Sophocles, and the rugged vigour and 

terseness of Thucydides. Nor had he apparently 

acquired any of those artifices which, while they 

sometimes weary us in the later rhetoricians, yet 

generally serve to make their writings the easiest and 

pleasantest of reading. Equally remote again is his style 

from the elaborate and involved manner of Plutarch, 

with its huge compound words built up of intricate 



sentences, more like difficult German than Greek. 

Polybius had no tricks of this sort;3 but his style lacks 

logical order and clearness. It seems rather the language 

of a man of affairs, who had had neither leisure to study 

style, nor taste to read widely with a view to literature 

as such. But after all it is Greek, and Greek that still 

retained its marvellous adaptability to every purpose, to 

every shade of thought, and every form of literature. 

Nor is his style in the purely narrative parts of his work 

wanting in a certain force, derived from singleness and 

directness of purpose. He “speaks right on,” and turns 

neither to the right hand nor the left. It is when he 

reflects and argues and moralises, that his want of 

literary skill sometimes makes him difficult and 

involved; and though the thought is essentially just, and 

his point of view wonderfully modern, we continually 

                                                 
3 Unless the avoidance of the hiatus be counted one, which has 

been pointed out by Hultsch. I cannot forbear from quoting here 

the admirable words of Casaubon on the style of Polybius:-Non 

deest sed non eminet in Polybio facundia. Nihil vero est iniquius 

illis, qui nullam putant esse eloquentiam, nisi uti nihil est praeter 

eloquentiam. Semper mihi apprime placuit Diodori Siculi 

sententia, vehementius in historico eloquentiae studium 

improbantis. Verborum enim curam nimiam veri fere par sequitur 

incuria. Oratio vultus animi est: ut hic fuerit gravis aut solutus, ita 

etiam illa vel severa erit vel mollis. The nearest Greek to that of 

Polybius is II. Maccabees. 

 



feel the want of that nameless charm which the Greeks 

called χάρις. 

His bent for historical composition was 

fortunately encouraged by the circumstances of his life, 

which gave Polybius special opportunities of satisfying 

his curiosity and completing his knowledge. Not only 

was he the son of a man who had held the highest office 

in the league, and so must have heard the politics and 

history of Achaia discussed from his earliest youth; not 

only from early manhood was he himself in the thick of 

political business; but he knew the sovereigns of Egypt 

and Pergamus, of Macedonia and Syria, and the Roman 

generals who conquered the latter. He had visited a 

Roman camp and witnessed its practical arrangements 

and discipline. And his enforced residence of sixteen 

years in Italy and Rome was, by the good fortune of his 

introduction to Aemilius Paullus and his sons, turned 

into an opportunity of unrivalled advantage for 

studying the laws, military discipline, and character of 

the imperial people whose world conquest he 

chronicles. Unlike his fellow-exiles, he did not allow 

his depressing circumstances to numb his faculties, 

exasperate his temper, or deaden his curiosity. He won 

the confidence of the leading men at Rome; and seems, 

while pushing on his inquiries with untiring vigour, to 

have used his influence for the benefit of his 

countrymen, and of all Greek subjects of Rome. 

But, like so many of the writers of antiquity, he 



has had no one to perform for him the service he had 

done for others in rescuing their achievements and the 

particulars of their career from oblivion. Of the many 

testimonia  collected by Schweighaeuser and others 

from ancient writers, scarcely one gives us any details 

or anecdotes of the writer, whose work they briefly 

describe or praise. We are reduced as usual to pick out 

from his own writings the scattered allusions or 

statements which help us to picture his character and 

career. 

Polybius of Megalopolis was the son of Lycortas, 

the friend and partisan of Philopoemen, who had served 

the Achaean league in several capacities: as 

ambassador to Rome in B.C. 189, along with 

Diophanes, on the question of the war with Sparta,4 

and to Ptolemy Epiphanes in B.C. 186,5 and finally as 

Strategus in B.C. 184-183. Of the year of his birth we 

cannot be certain. He tells us that he was elected to go 

on embassy from the league to Ptolemy Epiphanes in 

the year of the death of that monarch (B.C. 181), 

although he was below the legal age.6 But we do not 

                                                 
4 Livy, 38, 30-34. 

 

5 Polyb. 22, 3, 10, 12. 

 

6 Polyb. 24, 6. 

 



know for certain what that age was; although it seems 

likely that it was thirty, that apparently being the age at 

which a member of the league exercised his full 

privileges.7 But assuming this, we do not know how 

much under that age he was. Two years previously 

(B.C. 183) he had carried the urn at Philopoemen’s 

funeral. This was an office usually performed by quite 

young men (νεανίσκοι) 8 , probably not much over 

twenty years old. As we know that he lived to write a 

history of the Numantine war, which ended B.C. 1339, 

and that he was eighty-two at the time of his death10, 

we shall not, I think, be probably far wrong if we place 

his birth in B.C. 203 and his death in B.C. 121 as 

Casaubon does, who notes that the latter is just sixteen 

years before the birth of Cicero. But though this is a 

good working hypothesis, it is very far from being a 

demonstrated fact. 

Between B.C. 181-168 he was closely allied with 

                                                 
7 Polyb. 29, 24. 

 

8 Plutarch, Timol. ch. 39; Plato, Laws, 947. 

 

9 Cicero, Ep. ad Fam. 5, 12 

 

10 Lucian, Macrobii, § 22. 

 



his father in politics; and if we wish to have any 

conception of what he was doing, it is necessary to 

form some idea of the state of parties in the 

Peloponnese at the time. 

The crowning achievement of Philopoemen’s 

career had been the uniting of Sparta to the Achaean 

league, after the murder of the tyrant Nabis by the 

Aetolians who had come to Sparta as his allies (B.C. 

192). In B.C. 191 the Achaeans were allowed to add 

Messene and Elis to their league, as a reward for their 

services to Rome in the war against Antiochus. The 

Aetolian league, the chief enemy and opponent of 

Achaia, was reduced to a state of humble dependence 

on Rome in B.C. 189, after the defeat of Antiochus at 

Thermopylae (B.C. 191) and the Aetolian war (B.C. 

191-189). From B.C. 190 then begins the time during 

which Polybius says that the “name of the Achaeans 

became the universal one for all the inhabitants of the 

Peloponnese” (2 , 42). But though Sparta was included 

in the league she was always a restive and dissatisfied 

member; and the people of Elis and Messene, who were 

not very willing members either, were told by 

Flamininus that if they had any reason to complain of 

the federal government they were to appeal to him.11 

Now, by a treaty of alliance with Rome, decreed at 

                                                 
11 Livy, 36, 31. 

 



Sikyon in B.C. 198, it was provided that Rome should 

receive no envoys from separate states of the league, 

but only from the league itself. 12  Flamininus, 

therefore, if he said what Livy reports him to have said, 

was violating this treaty. And this will be a good 

instance to illustrate the divisions of parties existing 

during the period of Polybius’s active political life 

(B.C. 181-169). We have seen that in B.C. 198 the 

Achaean league became an ally of Rome as a complete 

and independent state; that this state was consolidated 

by the addition of Sparta (192) and Elis and Messene 

(191) so as to embrace the whole of the Peloponnese; 

that its chief enemy in Greece, the Aetolian league, was 

rendered powerless in B.C. 189. The Macedonian 

influence in the Peloponnese had been abolished after 

the battle of Cynoscephalae (197) by the proclamation 

of Greek freedom by Flamininus (196). But all this 

seeming liberty and growth in power really depended 

upon the favour of Rome, and was continually 

endangered not only by the appeals to the Senate from 

separate states in the league, who conceived themselves 

wronged, but by treasonable representations of her own 

envoys, who preferred a party triumph to the welfare 

                                                 
12 Pausan. 7, 9, 4. 

 



and independence of their country 13 . In these 

circumstances, there were naturally differences of 

opinion as to the proper attitude for the league 

government to assume towards a state, which was 

nominally an equal ally, but really an absolute master. 

There was one party who were for submissively 

carrying out the will of the Roman officers who from 

time to time visited the Peloponnese; and for 

conciliating the Senate by displaying a perpetual 

readiness to carry out its wishes, without putting 

forward in any way the rights which the treaty of 198 

had secured to them. The leaders of this party, in the 

time of Philopoemen, were Aristaenos and Diophanes. 

The other party, headed till his death by Philopoemen, 

equally admitting that the Roman government could not 

be safely defied, were yet for aiming at preserving their 

country’s independence by strictly carrying out the 

terms of the Roman alliance, and respectfully but 

firmly resisting any encroachment upon those terms by 

the officers representing the Roman government. On 

Philopoemen’s death (B.C. 183) Lycortas, who had 

been his most devoted follower, took, along with 

Archon, the lead of the party which were for carrying 

out his policy; while Callicrates became the most 

prominent of the Romanising party. Lycortas was 

                                                 
13 As Callicrates in B.C. 179; Polyb. 36, 2. 

 



supported by his son Polybius when about B.C. 181 he 

began to take part in politics. Polybius seems always to 

have consistently maintained this policy. His view 

seems to have been that Rome, having crushed Philip 

and Antiochus, was necessarily the supreme power. 

The Greeks must recognise facts; must avoid offending 

Rome; but must do so by keeping to a position of strict 

legality, maintaining their rights, and neither flattering 

nor defying the victorious Commonwealth. He believed 

that the Romans meant fairly by Greece, and that Greek 

freedom was safe in their hands 14 . But the 

straightforward policy of the Senate, if it was ever 

sincere, was altered by the traitor Callicrates in B.C. 

179; who, being sent to Rome to oppose what the 

league thought the unconstitutional restitution of certain 

Spartan exiles, advised the Senate to use the 

Romanising party in each state to secure a direct 

control in Achaia15. Acting on this insidious advice, 

the Roman government began to view with suspicion 

                                                 
14 25, 9. 

 

15 26, 3. Callicrates at the same time secured a party in his 

favour, during his year of office B.C. 179, by restoring the Spartan 

and Messenian exiles; in return for which the former set up his 

statue at Olympia, the base of which is preserved. Hicks’s Greek 

Inscriptions, p. 330. 

 



the legal and independent attitude of the other party, 

and to believe or affect to believe that they were 

enemies of the Roman supremacy. Lycortas, Archon, 

and Polybius, finding themselves the objects of 

suspicion, not less dangerous because undeserved, to 

the Roman government, appear to have adopted an 

attitude of reserve, abstaining from taking an active or 

prominent part in the business of the assemblies. This, 

however, did not succeed in averting Roman jealousy; 

and the commissioners, Gaius Popilius and Gnaeus 

Octavius, who visited the Peloponnese in B.C. 169, 

gave out that those who held aloof were as displeasing 

to the Senate as those who openly opposed it. They 

were said to have resolved on formally impeaching the 

three statesmen before the Achaean assembly as being 

enemies of Rome; but when the assembly met at 

Aegium, they had failed to obtain any reasonable 

handle against them, and contented themselves with a 

speech of general exhortation.16 This was during the 

war with Perseus, when the Romans kept a vigilant eye 

on all parts of Greece, and closely inquired which 

politicians in the several states ventured to display the 

least sympathy with the Macedonian king, or were 

believed to secretly nourish any wish for his success. It 

speaks strongly both for the independent spirit still 

                                                 
16 28, 3. 

 



surviving in the league, as well as for the character of 

Archon and Polybius, that they were elected, apparently 

in the same assembly, the one Strategus and the other 

Hipparch for the year B.C. 169-168.17 In this office 

Polybius doubtless hoped to carry out the principles and 

discipline of Philopoemen, under whom he had 

probably served in the cavalry, and whose management 

of this branch of the service he had at any rate minutely 

studied.18 But there was little occasion for the use of 

the Achaean cavalry in his year. Being sent on a 

mission to Q. Marcius Philippus at Heracleia to offer 

the league’s assistance in the war with Perseus, when 

their help was declined, he remained behind after the 

other ambassadors had returned, to witness the 

campaign.19 After spending some time in the Roman 

camp, he was sent by Q. Marcius to prevent the 

Achaeans from consenting to supply five thousand men 

to Appius Claudius Cento in Epirus. This was a matter 

of considerable delicacy. He had to choose between 

offending one or the other powerful Roman. But he 

conducted the affair with prudence, and on the lines he 

                                                 
17 28, 6. 

 

18 See 11, 8. 

 

19 28, 12. 

 



had always laid down, those, namely, of strict legality. 

He found the Achaean assembly in session at Sicyon; 

and he carried his point by representing that the 

demand of Appius Claudius did not bear on the face of 

it the order of the Senate, without which they were 

prohibited from supplying the requisitions of Roman 

commanders.20  He thus did not betray that he was 

acting on the instigation of Quintus Marcius, and put 

himself and the league in an attitude of loyalty toward 

the Senate.21 In the same cautious spirit he avoided 

another complication. Certain complimentary statues or 

inscriptions had been put up in various cities of the 

league in honour of Eumenes, king of Pergamus, and 

on some offence arising had been taken down. This 

seems to have annoyed Eumenes exceedingly; and 

Polybius persuaded the people that it had been ordered 

by Sosigenes and Diopeithes, as judges, from feelings 

of personal spite, and without any act of Eumenes 

unfriendly to the league. He carried his point, and thus 

avoided offending a king who at that time was on very 
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friendly terms with Rome.22 But while thus minded to 

avoid unnecessary offence, Polybius and his party were 

in favour of strengthening the league by alliances which 

could be entered upon with safety. Egypt at this time 

was under the joint government of two Ptolemies, 

Philometor and Physcon, who were being threatened 

with an invasion by Antiochus Epiphanes. The 

friendship of the league with the kings of Egypt had 

been of long standing, as far back as the time of Aratus; 

and though that friendship had been afterwards 

interrupted by the Macedonian policy of Aratus, just 

before his death the father of these kings had presented 

the league with ten ships and a sum of money. The two 

kings now sent to beg for aid; and asked that Lycortas 

should come as commander-in-chief, and Polybius as 

hipparch. Lycortas and Polybius were in favour of 

supplying the assistance asked.23 But the measure was 

opposed by Callicrates and his partisans, on the 

specious ground that their whole efforts should be 

directed to aid the Romans against Perseus. Lycortas 

and Polybius replied that the Romans did not require 

their help; and that they were bound, by gratitude, as 

well as by treaty, to help the Ptolemies. They carried 

                                                 
22 28, 7. 

 

23 29, 23. 

 



with them the popular feeling: but Callicrates outwitted 

them by obtaining a dispatch from Q. Marcius, urging 

the league to join the senate in effecting a reconciliation 

between Antiochus and the kings of Egypt. Polybius 

gave in, and advised compliance. Ambassadors were 

appointed to aid in the pacification; and the envoys 

from Alexandria were obliged to depart without 

effecting their object. They contented themselves with 

handing in to the magistrates the Royal letters, in which 

Lycortas and Polybius were invited by name to come to 

Alexandria.24 

Careful, however, as he had ever been to avoid 

giving just offence to Rome, he and his party had long 

been marked by the Senate as opponents of that more 

complete interference in the details of Achaean politics 

which it wished to exercise. This was partly owing to 

the machinations of Callicrates; but it was also the 

result of the deliberate policy of the Senate: and it was 

doubtless helped by the report of every Roman officer 

who had found himself thwarted by the appeal to 

legality, under the influence of the party in the league 

with which Polybius was connected.25 Accordingly, 
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soon after the final defeat of Perseus by Aemilius 

Paulus in B.C. 168, and the consequent dismemberment 

of Macedonia, the Senate proceeded to execute its 

vengeance upon those citizens in every state in Greece 

who were believed to have been opposed to the Roman 

interests. The commissioners entrusted with the 

settlement and division of Macedonia were directed to 

hold an inquiry into this matter also. From every city 

the extreme partisans of Rome were summoned to 

assist them, men who were only too ready to sacrifice 

their political opponents to the vengeance of the power 

to which they had long been paying a servile and 

treacherous court. From Boeotia came Mnasippus; from 

Acarnania, Chremes; from Epirus, Charops and Nicias; 

from Aetolia, Lyciscus and Tisippus; and from Achaia, 

Callicrates, Agesias, and Philippus. 26  Instigated by 

these advisers, the commissioners ordered the supposed 

covert enemies of Rome in the several states to proceed 

                                                                                           
other Strategi to summon an assembly to meet a Roman officer 

unless he came duly authorised with a definite communication 

from the Senate. On this ground Quintus Caecilius was refused in 

B.C. 185 (Polyb. 23, 19) and also Titus Flamininus in B.C. 183 

(Polyb. 24, 5). See Freeman’s Federal Government, pp. 652-655. 

And no doubt other cases of a similar nature would occur, 
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to Italy to take their trial. To Achaia two 

commissioners, Gaius Claudius and Gnaeus Domitius, 

were sent. An Achaean assembly being summoned to 

meet them, they announced that there were certain men 

of influence in the league who had helped Perseus by 

money and other support. They required that a vote 

should be passed condemning them all to death; and 

said that, when that was done, they would publish the 

names. Such a monstrous perversion of justice was too 

much for the assembly, who refused to vote until they 

knew the names. The commissioners then said that all 

the Strategi who had been in office since the beginning 

of the war were involved. One of them, Xeno, came 

forward, declared his innocence, and asserted that he 

was ready to plead his cause before any tribunal, 

Achaean or Roman. Upon this the commissioners 

required that all the accused persons should go to 

Rome. A list of one thousand names was drawn up, 

under the guidance of Callicrates, of those who were at 

once to proceed to Italy27 (B.C. 167). The court of 

inquiry, before which they were to appear, was never 

held. They were not allowed even to stay in Rome, but 

were quartered in various cities of Italy, which were 

made responsible for their safe custody: and there they 

remained until B.C. 151, when such of them as were 
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still alive, numbering then somewhat less than three 

hundred, were contemptuously allowed to return. 28 

Among these detenus was Polybius. We do not hear 

that Lycortas was also one, from which it has been with 

some probability supposed that he was dead. More 

fortunate than the rest, Polybius was allowed to remain 

at Rome. He had made, it seems, the acquaintance of 

Aemilius Paulus and his two sons in Macedonia, and 

during the tour of Aemelius through Greece after the 

Macedonian war.29 And on their return to Italy he was 

allowed by their influence to remain in Rome; and, 

acting as tutor to the two boys, 30  became well 

acquainted with all the best society in the city. The 

charming account which he gives 31  of the mutual 

affection existing between him and the younger son of 

Aemilius (by adoption now called Publius Scipio 

Africanus Aemilianus) bears all the marks of sincerity, 

and is highly to the credit of both. To it we may add the 
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anecdote of Plutarch, that “Scipio, in observance of the 

precept of Polybius, endeavoured never to leave the 

forum without having made a close friend of some one 

he met there.” 

But much as he owed to the friendship of the sons 

of Aemilius, he owed it also to his own energy and 

cheerful vigour that these sixteen years of exile were 

not lost time in his life. He employed them, not in 

fruitless indulgence in homesickness, or in gloomy 

brooding over his wrongs, but in a careful and 

industrious study of the history and institutions of the 

people among whom he was compelled to reside32; in 

ingratiating himself with those members of the Senate 

who he thought might be useful to his countrymen; and 

in forming and maturing his judgment as to the course 

of policy they ought to pursue. Nor was he without 

means of gratifying lighter tastes. He was an active 

sportsman: and the boar-hunting in the district of 

Laurentum not only diverted his attention from the 

distressing circumstances of his exile, and kept his 

body in vigorous health, but obtained for him the 

acquaintance of many men of rank and influence. Thus 
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for instance his intimacy with the Syrian prince 

Demetrius, afterwards king Demetrius Soter, was made 

in the hunting-field33: and the value which this young 

man attached to his advice and support is some measure 

of the opinion entertained generally of his wisdom, 

moderation, and good judgment. We have no further 

details of his life in Rome; but we have what is 

better,-its fruits, in the luminous account of its polity, 

the constitution of its army, and the aims of its 

statesmen. 

At last the time came when he was once more 

free to visit his own country, or to extend his 

knowledge by visiting the countries which he wished to 

describe. After repeated applications to the Senate by 

embassies from Achaia, made without avail, in B.C. 

151 Polybius appeared in person to plead the cause 

before the Fathers. There was now, it was thought, no 

reason for retaining these unfortunate men. The original 

thousand had shrunk to less than three hundred; 

middle-aged men had become in sixteen years old and 

decrepit; they had lost connexions and influence in the 

Peloponnese; they had learnt by bitter experience the 

impossibility of resisting the power of Rome, and were 

no longer likely to venture on organising any 

opposition. Their longer detention could only be a 
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measure of vengeance, and useless vengeance. Still the 

debate in the Senate was long and doubtful, until it was 

brought to a conclusion by the contemptuous 

exclamation of Cato: “Are we to sit here all day 

discussing whether some old Greek dotards are to be 

buried by Italian or Achaean undertakers?” Polybius, 

elated by a concession thus ungraciously accorded, 

wished to enter the Senate once more with a further 

request for a restitution of their property in Achaia. But 

Cato bluntly bade him “remember Ulysses, who wanted 

to go back into the cave of the Cyclops to fetch his cap 

and belt.”34 

Polybius seems to have returned to the 

Peloponnese at once, and to have remained there until 

B.C. 149, when he was suddenly summoned to serve 

the government whose enforced guest he had been so 

long. It was the year in which the Senate had 

determined to commence their proceedings against 

Carthage, which were not to be stayed until she was 

levelled with the ground. In B.C. 150 the victory of 

Massanissa had restored the oligarchs, who had been 

superseded by the popular anti-Roman party in 

Carthage. These men hastened to make every possible 

offer of submission to Rome. The Senate had made up 

its mind for war; and yet did not at once say so. After 
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demanding that full satisfaction should be made to 

Massanissa, it next decreed that the Carthaginians must 

at once give three hundred of their noblest youths as 

hostages to the Roman consuls Manilius and 

Censorinus, who had sailed to Lilybaeum with secret 

orders to let no concession induce them to stop the war 

until Carthage was destroyed.35 There was naturally 

some hesitation in obeying this demand at Carthage; for 

the hostages were to be given to the Romans absolutely 

without any terms, and without any security. They felt 

that it was practically a surrender of their city. To 

overcome this hesitation Manilius sent for Polybius, 

perhaps because he had known and respected him at 

Rome, and believed that he could trust him; perhaps 

because his well-known opinion, as to the safety in 

trusting the Roman fides , might make him a useful 

agent. But also probably because he was known to 

many influential Carthaginians, and perhaps spoke their 

language. 36  He started for Lilybaeum at once. But 

when he reached Corcyra he was met with the news 

that the hostages had been given up to the consul: he 

thought, therefore, that the chance of war was at an end, 
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and he returned to the Peloponnese.37 

He must soon have learnt his mistake. The 

Consul, in accordance with his secret instructions,-first 

to secure the arms in Carthage, and then to insist on the 

destruction of the town,-gradually let the wretched 

people know the extent of the submission required of 

them. These outrageous demands resulted in the 

Carthaginians taking the desperate resolution of 

standing a siege. Censorinus and his colleague 

accordingly began operations; but they were not 

capable of so great an undertaking. The eyes of the 

whole army were turned upon Scipio Aemilianus, who 

was serving as a military tribune. The siege lingered 

through the summer of B.C. 148 without any result; and 

when in the autumn Scipio left for Rome, to stand for 

the Aedileship, he started amidst loud expressions of 

hope that he might return as Consul, though below the 

legal age.38 

The loss of so much of Polybius’s narrative at 

this point leaves us uncertain when he arrived in Africa: 

but as he met and conversed with Massanissa,39 who 
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died in B.C. 148, it seems likely that he did join the 

army after all in B.C. 149. At any rate he was in 

Scipio’s train in B.C. 147-146, when he was in chief 

command of the army, first as consul, and then as 

proconsul; advised him on sundry points in the 

formation of his siege works; stood by his side when 

Carthage was burning; and heard him, as he watched 

the dreadful sight, utter with tearful eyes the foreboding 

of what might one day befall Rome.40 Scipio is also 

said to have supplied him with ships for an exploring 

expedition round the coast of Africa;41 and it seems 

most likely that this was in his year of consulship (147), 

as after the fall of Carthage Polybius went home. 

The destruction of Carthage took place in the 

spring of B.C. 146. When Scipio went back to celebrate 

his triumph, Polybius seems to have returned to the 

Peloponnese, there to witness another act of vengeance 

on the part of Rome, and to do what he could to lighten 

the blow to his countrymen, and to preserve the 

fragments of their shattered liberties. 

Among the restored Achaean exiles were Diaeus, 

Damocritus, Alcamenes, Theodectes, and Archicrates. 

They had returned with feelings embittered by their 
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exile; and without any of the experience of active life, 

which might have taught them to subordinate their 

private thirst for revenge to the safety of their country. 

Callicrates died in B.C. 148, and Diaeus was Strategus 

in B.C. 149-148, 147-146. The appearance of the 

pseudo-Philip (Andriscus) in Macedonia, and the 

continued resistance of Carthage during his first year of 

office (148), encouraged him perhaps to venture on a 

course, and to recommend the people to adopt a policy, 

on which he would otherwise not have ventured. 

Troubles arising out of a disgraceful money transaction 

between the Spartan Menalchidas, Achaean Strategus, 

and the Oropians, who had bribed him to aid them 

against the Athenians, had led to a violent quarrel with 

Callicrates, who threatened to impeach him for treason 

to the league in the course of an embassy to Rome. To 

save himself he gave half the Oropian money to Diaeus, 

his successor as Strategus (B.C. 149-148). This led to a 

popular clamour against Diaeus: who, to save himself, 

falsely reported that the Senate had granted the 

Achaeans leave to try and condemn certain Spartans for 

the offence of occupying a disputed territory. Sparta 

was prepared to resist in arms, and a war seemed to be 

on the point of breaking out. Callicrates and Diaeus, 

however, were sent early in B.C. 148 to place the 

Achaean case before the Senate, while the Spartans sent 

Menalchidas. Callicrates died on the road. The Senate 

heard, therefore, the two sides from Diaeus and 



Menalchidas, and answered that they would send 

commissioners to inquire into the case. The 

commissioners, however, were slow in coming; so that 

both Diaeus and Menalchidas had time to misrepresent 

the Senate’s answer to their respective peoples. The 

Achaeans believed that they had full leave to proceed 

according to the league law against the Spartans; the 

Spartans believed that they had permission to break off 

from the league. Once more, therefore, war was on the 

point of breaking out.42 Just at this time Q. Caecilius 

Metellus was in Macedonia with an army to crush 

Andriscus. He was sending some commissioners to 

Asia, and ordered them to visit the Peloponnese on their 

way and give a friendly warning. It was neglected, and 

the Spartans sustained a defeat, which irritated them 

without crushing their revolt. When Diaeus succeeded 

Damocritus as Strategus in B.C. 147, he answered a 

second embassy from Metellus by a promise not to take 

any hostile steps until the Roman commissioners 

arrived. But he irritated the Spartans by putting 

garrisons into some forts which commanded Laconia; 

and they actually elected Menalchidas as a Strategus in 

opposition to Diaeus. But finding that he had no chance 
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of success Menalchidas poisoned himself.43 

Then followed the riot at Corinth. 44  Marcus 

Aurelius Orestes at the head of a commission arrived at 

last at Corinth, and there informed the magistrates in 

council that the league must give up Argos, Corinth, 

and Sparta. The magistrates hastily summoned an 

assembly and announced the message from the Senate; 

a furious riot followed, every man in Corinth suspected 

of being a Spartan was seized and thrown into prison; 

the very residence of the Roman commissioners was 

not able to afford such persons any protection, and even 

the persons of Orestes and his colleagues were in 

imminent danger. 

Some months afterwards a second commission 

arrived headed by Sextus Julius Caesar, and demanded, 

without any express menace, that the authors of the riot 

should be given up. The demand was evaded; and when 

Caesar returned to Rome with his report, war was at 

once declared. 

The new Strategus, elected in the autumn of B.C. 

147, was Critolaus. He was a bitter anti-Romanist like 

Diaeus: and these statesmen and their party fancied that 

the Romans, having already two wars on hand, at 
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Carthage and in Spain, would make any sacrifice to 

keep peace with Achaia. They had not indeed openly 

declined the demands of Sextus, but, to use Polybius’s 

expressive phrase, “they accepted with the left hand 

what the Romans offered with the right.” 45  While 

pretending to be preparing to submit their case to the 

Senate, they were collecting an army from the cities of 

the league. Inspired with an inexplicable infatuation, 

which does not deserve the name of courage, Critolaus 

even advanced northwards towards Thermopylae, as if 

he could with his petty force bar the road to the 

Romans and free Greece. He was encouraged, it was 

said, by a party at Thebes which had suffered from 

Rome for its Macedonising policy. But, rash as the 

march was, it was managed with at least equal 

imprudence. Instead of occupying Thermopylae, they 

stopped short of it to besiege Trachinian Heracleia, an 

old Spartan colony,46 which refused to join the league. 

While engaged in this, Critolaus heard that Metellus 

(who wished to anticipate his successor Mummius) was 

on the march from Macedonia. He beat a hasty retreat 
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to Scarpheia in Locris, 47  which was on the road 

leading to Elateia and the south; here he was overtaken 

and defeated with considerable slaughter. Critolaus 

appears not to have fallen on the field; but he was never 

seen again. He was either lost in some marshes over 

which he attempted to escape, as Pausanias suggests, or 

poisoned himself, as Livy says. Diaeus, as his 

predecessor, became Strategus, and was elected for the 

following year also. Diaeus exerted himself to collect 

troops for the defence of Corinth, nominally as being at 

war with Sparta. He succeeded in getting as many as 

fourteen thousand infantry and six hundred cavalry, 

consisting partly of citizens and partly of slaves; and 

sent four thousand picked men under Alcamenes to 

hold Megara, while he himself occupied Corinth. When 

Metellus approached, however, this outpost at Megara 

hastily retreated into Corinth. Metellus took up his 

position in the Isthmus, and offered the Achaeans the 

fairest terms. Diaeus, however, induced them to reject 

all offers; and Metellus was kept some time encamped 

before Corinth. 

It was now late in the spring of B.C. 146, and the 

new Consul, Lucius Mummius, arrived at the Roman 
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camp. He at once sent Metellus back to Macedonia, and 

quietly awaited the arrival of fresh troops, which he had 

sent for from Crete and Pergamum, as well as from 

Italy. 48  He eventually had an army of about thirty 

thousand men, nearly double of the Greek army in 

Corinth. Nothing apparently was done till the late 

summer, or autumn. But then the final catastrophe was 

rapid and complete. The Roman officers regarded the 

Achaean force with such contempt, that they did not 

take proper precautions, so that Diaeus won a slight 

advantage against one of the Roman outposts. Flushed 

with this success, he drew out for a pitched battle, in 

which he was totally defeated. He made his way to 

Megalopolis, where, after killing his wife, he poisoned 

himself. 

Thus by a series of imprudent measures, which 

Polybius denounces, but was not at home to oppose, the 

Achaean league had drifted into downright war with 

Rome; and, almost without a struggle, had fallen 

helplessly at her feet, forced to accept whatever her 

mercy or contempt might grant. Mercy, however, was 

to be preceded by stern punishment. Corinth was given 

up to plunder and to fire, and Polybius returned from 
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Africa in time to witness it. 49  The destruction or 

deportation of works of art, of pictures, statues, and 

costly furniture, he could not prevent; but he spoke a 

successful word to preserve the statues of Philopoemen 

in the various cities from destruction; and also begged 

successfully for the restoration of some of the 

Eponymous hero Achaeus, and of Philopoemen and 

Aratus, which had already been transported as far as 

Acarnania on their way to Italy.50 He also dissuaded 

his friends from rushing to take their share in the 

plunder by purchasing the confiscated goods of Diaeus, 

which were put to auction and could be bought at low 

rates; and he refused to accept any of them himself.51 

The settlement of the territories of the league was 

put into the hands of a commission of ten men who 

were sent out after the sack of Corinth; while 

Mummius, after seeing that such towns in the 

Peloponnese as had joined in the war were deprived of 
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their fortifications and arms, and after inflicting 

punishment upon other towns in Greece which had 

shown active sympathy with Perseus, especially Thebes 

and Chalcis, returned home to celebrate his triumph, 

which was adorned with marble and bronze statues and 

pictures from Corinth.52 The commissioners who had 

been sent out to make a final settlement of Greece, or 

Achaia, as it was henceforth to be called in official 

language, settled the general plan in conjunction with 

Mummius; but the commissioners continued their 

labours for six months, at the end of which time they 

departed, leaving Polybius to settle with each town the 

details of their local legislation. The general principles 

which the commissioners laid down were first, the 

entire abolition of all the leagues, and consequently of 

the league assemblies; each town, with its surrounding 

district, which had once formed a canton in the league, 

was to be separate and independent: its magistrates, 

secondly, were to be selected according to a fixed 

assessment of property, the old equality or democracy 

being abolished: thirdly, no member of one canton 

might own property in another: fourthly, the Boeotians 

were ordered to pay a heavy compensation to the 

Heracleots and Euboeans, and the Achaeans to the 

Spartans: lastly, a fixed tribute to Rome was imposed 
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on all states in Greece.53 Some of these measures were 

in a few years’ time relaxed, the fines were mitigated, 

the rule against inter-possession of property was 

abolished, and the league assemblies were again 

allowed for certain local purposes. But this was the end 

of the league as a free federation. It is often said that 

“Greece was now reduced to the form of a Roman 

province under the name of Achaia.” This is true in a 

sense, and yet is misleading. Achaia did not become a 

province like the other provinces, yearly allotted to a 

proconsul or propraetor or legatus, until the time of 

Augustus. Such direct interference from a Roman 

magistrate as was thought necessary was left to the 

governor of Macedonia. 54  Yet in a certain sense 

Achaia was treated as a separate entity, and had a 

“formula,” or constitution, founded on the separate 

local laws which the commissioners found existing, or 

imposed, with the help of Polybius, on the several 

states; it paid tribute like other provinces, and was in 

fact, though called free, subject to Rome. 
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Polybius performed his task of visiting the 

various towns in the Peloponnese, explaining when 

necessary the meaning of the new arrangements, and 

advising them, when they had to make others for 

themselves, so much to the satisfaction of every one, 

that there was a universal feeling that he had been a 

benefactor to his country, and had made the best of 

their situation that could be made. Statues of him are 

mentioned by Pausanias in several places in the 

Peloponnese: in Mantinea 55  and at Megalopolis, 56 

with an inscription in elegiacs to the effect that “he had 

travelled over every land and sea; was an ally of the 

Romans, and mitigated their wrath against Greece.” 

Another in the temple of Persephone, near 

Acacesium,57 under which was a legend stating that 

“Greece would not have erred at all if she had obeyed 

Polybius; and that when she did err, he alone proved of 

any help to her.” There were others also at 

Pallantium,58 Tegea,59 and Olympia.60 
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In these services to his country Polybius was 

occupied in B.C. 145. Of his life after that we have no 

detailed record. He is believed to have visited Scipio 

while engaged on the siege of Numantia (B.C. 

134-132), on which he wrote a separate treatise.61 We 

know also that he visited Alexandria in the reign of 

Ptolemy Physcon (B.C. 146-117), and expressed his 

contempt for the state of the people and their rulers.62 

These years must have been also much occupied with 

the extension of his history, which he originally 

intended should end with the fall of the Macedonian 

kingdom (B.C. 168), 63  but which was afterwards 

continued to the fall of Carthage and Greece (B.C. 
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60 The base of this has been discovered with its inscription- 

Ἡ πόλις τῶν Ἡλείων Πολύβιον 

Λυκόρτα Μεγαλοπολείτην. 

 

61 Cicero, Ep. ad Fam. 5, 12. For the Numantine war (B.C. 

134-132) the authorities are Appian, Hisp. 48-98; Eutrop. 4, 17; 

Cicero de Off. 1, 11, Strabo, 3, p. 162. 

 

62 34, 14. Strabo, p. 677. 

 

63 1, 1. 

 



146);64 for even if the history had been completed up 

to its originally intended limit, and the notice of 

extension afterwards inserted, there still was enough to 

do to occupy some years of a busy life; especially as he 

seems to have carried out his principle that an historian 

ought to be a traveller, visiting the localities of which 

he speaks, and testing by personal inspection the 

possibility of the military evolutions which he 

undertakes to describe. His travels appear certainly to 

have embraced the greater part of Gaul, and it even 

seems possible from one passage that he visited 

Britain.65 His explorations on the African coast were 

doubtless extensive, and he appears to have visited 

Phoenicia, Cilicia, and Asia Minor. We hear of him at 

Sardis, though we cannot fix the date of the visit.66 

Lastly, Lucian tells us that, “returning from the country, 

he had a fall from his horse, from the effects of which 

                                                 
64  3 4. It is clear that such passages, as for instance the 

beginning of 2, 42, must have been written before B.C. 146, and 

perhaps published, and therefore not altered. Cp. the answer of 

Zeno of Rhodes to corrections sent by Polybius, that he could not 

make alterations, as his work was already published (16, 20). 

 

65 3, 57, cp. 34, 5**. 

 

66 21, 38. 

 



he died at the age of eighty-two.” No place is given, 

and no clue which may help us to be certain of the 

date. 67  Polybius, besides the general history, had 

written a treatise on Tactics, 68  a panegyric on 

Philopoemen, 69  a history of the Numantine war, 70 

and perhaps a treatise on public speaking 

(δημηγορία).71 

 

§ 2.-THE SOURCES OF POLYBIUS’S HISTORY 

 

Polybius always maintains that the study of 

documents is only one, and not the most important, 

element in the equipment of an historian. The best is 

personal experience and personal inquiry. 

Of the sources of his own history, then, the first 

and best may be set down as knowledge acquired by 

being actually present at great events, such as the 

                                                 
67 Lucian, Macrobii, §22. 

 

68 9, 20. 

 

69 10, 21. 

 

70 Cicero, Epist. ad Fam. 5, 12. 

 

71 29, 10. 

 



destruction of Carthage and the sack of Corinth; visits 

to the Roman army in camp; assisting at actual debates 

in his own country; personal knowledge of and service 

under men of the first position in Achaia; personal 

visits to famous localities; voyages and tours 

undertaken for the definite object of inspection and 

inquiry; and, lastly, seeing and questioning the 

survivors of great battles, or the men who had played a 

leading part in conspicuous political transactions. 

From his earliest youth Polybius had enjoyed 

some special advantages in these respects. As he 

himself says, “the events in Greece fell within his own 

generation, or that immediately preceding his own,-and 

he therefore could relate what he had seen, or what he 

had heard from eye-witnesses” (4 , 2). And of the later 

period he “was not only an eye-witness, but in some 

cases an actor, and in others the chief actor” (3 , 4). 

When he was probably under twenty we hear of his 

being present at an important interview between 

Philopoemen and Archon; 72  and his election as 

hipparch in B.C. 169, soon after he reached the legal 

age, was in consequence of his having thrown himself 

with vigour into the practical working of the cavalry 

under Philopoemen. In regard to Roman history and 

polity, we have Cicero’s testimony that he was bonus 

                                                 
72 22, 14. 

 



auctor in primis ,73 and more particularly in regard to 

chronology, quo nemo fuit in exquirendis temporibus 

diligentius . 74  Nor is this praise undeserved, as is 

shown by his energy in pushing minute and personal 

inquiries. Thus he learnt the details of the Hannibalic 

war from some of the survivors of those actually 

engaged; visited the localities, and made the pass of the 

Alps used by Hannibal;75 studied and transcribed the 

stele or bronze tablet placed by Hannibal on the 

Lacinian promontory; 76  travelled through Libya, 

Spain, Gaul, and the seas which washed their shores 

(perhaps even as far as Britain), in order to give a true 

account of them.77 Conversed with Massanissa on the 

character of the Carthaginians, as well as with many of 

the Carthaginians themselves. 78  Carefully observed 

                                                 
73 Off. 3, 32. 

 

74 Republ. 2, 14, § 27. 

 

75 3, 48. 

 

76 3, 33. 

 

77 3, 59. 

 

78 9, 25. 



Carthagena.79 Inspected the records at Rhodes,80 and 

the Archives at Rome;81 and studied and transcribed 

the treaties preserved there. 82  Visited Sardis, 83 

Alexandria,84 and Locri Epizephyrii.85 To this, which 

is by no means an exhaustive account of his travels and 

inquiries, may be added the fact that his intimacy with 

the younger Africanus, grandson by adoption and 

nephew by marriage of the elder Scipio, must have 

placed at his disposal a considerable mass of 

information contained in the family archives of the 

Scipios, as to the Hannibalian war, and especially as to 

                                                                                           
 

79 10, 11. 

 

80 16, 15. 

 

81 Dionys. Halic. 1, 17. 

 

82 3, 22 sqq. 

 

83 31, 38. 

 

84 34, 14. 

 

85 12, 5. 

 



the campaigns in Spain.86 

Such were some of the means by which Polybius 

was enabled to obtain accurate and trustworthy 

information. 

It remains to inquire how far Polybius availed 

himself of the writings of others. He looks upon the 

study of books as an important part of an historian’s 

work, but, as we have seen, not the most important. His 

practice appears to have been conformable to his 

theory. The greater part of his information he gained 

from personal observation and personal inquiry. 

Nevertheless, some of his history must have been learnt 

from books, and very little of it could have been 

entirely independent of them. Still, as far as we have 

the means of judging from the fragments of his work 

that have come down to us, his obligations to his 

predecessors are not as extensive as that of most of 

those who wrote after him; nor is the number of those 

to whom he refers great.87 

                                                 
86 The elder Africanus died in B.C. 183. 

 

87 I append a list of all writers referred to by Polybius, the 

index will show the places where they are mentioned. Aeneas 

Tacticus, Alcaeus a grammarian, Antiphanes of Berga, Antisthenes 

of Rhodes, Aratus of Sicyon, Archedicus, Aristotle, Callisthenes, 

Demetrius of Phalerum, Demosthenes, Dicaearchus, Echecrates, 

Ephorus of Cumae, Epicharmus of Cos, Eratosthenes, Eudoxus, 



Of his preliminary sketch contained in books 1 

and 2, the first book, containing the account of the first 

Punic war and the Mercenary war, appears to have been 

derived mainly from the writings of Fabius Pictor (b. 

circ. B.C. 260), and Philinus of Agrigentum 

(contemporary and secretary of Hannibal). He 

complains that they were violent partisans, the one of 

Rome, the other of Carthage.88 But by comparing the 

two, and checking both by documents and inscriptions 

at Rome, he, no doubt, found sufficient material for his 

purpose. 

The second book contains an account of the 

origin of the war between Rome and Illyricum; of the 

Gallic or Celtic wars from the earliest times; and a 

sketch of Achaean history to the end of the Cleomenic 

war. The first two of these must have been compiled 

with great labour from various public documents and 

family records, as well as in part from Pictor. The 

sketch of Achaean history rested mainly, as far as it 

depends on books, on the Memoirs of Aratus; while he 

studied only to refute the writings of Phylarchus the 

                                                                                           
Euemerus, Euripides, Fabius Pictor, Hesiod, Homer, Philinus, 

Phylarchus, Pindar, Plato, Pytheas, Simonides of Ceos, Stasinus, 

Strabo, Theophrastus of Lesbos, Theopompus of Chios, 

Thucydides, Timaeus, Xenophon, Zaleucus, Zeno of Rhodes. 

 

88 1, 14, 15. 

 



panegyrist of Cleomenes. He complains of the partiality 

of Phylarchus: but in this part of the history it was 

perhaps inevitable that his own views should have been 

coloured by the prejudices and prepossessions of a 

politician, and one who had been closely connected 

from boyhood with the patriotic Achaean party, led by 

Philopoemen, which was ever at enmity with all that 

Cleomenes did his utmost to establish. 

For his account of Sicilian affairs he had studied 

the works of Timaeus of Tauromenium. Although he 

accuses him bitterly, and at excessive length,89 of all 

the faults of which an historian can be guilty, he yet 

confesses that he found in his books much that was of 

assistance to him90 in regard both to Magna Graecia 

and Sicily; for which he also consulted the writings of 

Aristotle, especially it appears the now lost works on 

Polities (πολιτείαι), and Founding of Cities (κτίσεις). 

The severity of his criticism of Timaeus is supported by 

later authors. He was nicknamed ἐπιτίμαιος, in allusion 

to the petulance of his criticism of others; 91  and 

Plutarch attacks him for his perversion of truth and his 

                                                 
89 See bk. 1. 

 

90 12, 15. 

 

91 Athenaeus, vi. 272 b. 

 



foolish and self-satisfied attempts to rival the best of 

the ancient writers, and to diminish the credit of the 

most famous philosophers.92 

As far as we possess his writings, we find little 

trace in Polybius of a reference to the earliest 

historians. Herodotus is not mentioned, though there 

may be some indications of acquaintance with his 

work;93 nor the Sicilian Philistus who flourished about 

B.C. 430. Thucydides is mentioned once, and 

Xenophon three times. Polybius was engaged in the 

history of a definite period, and had not much occasion 

to refer to earlier times; and perhaps the epitomator, in 

extracting what seemed of value, chose those parts 

especially where he was the sole or best authority. 

For the early history of Macedonia, he seems to 

have relied mostly on two pupils of Isocrates, Ephorus 

of Cumae and Theopompus of Chios; though the 

malignity of the latter deprived his authority of much 

weight. 94  He also studied the work of Alexander’s 

                                                 
92 Plutarch, Nicias, 1, Arat. 38. 

 

93 In the reference to the Seven Magi (5, 43), and to the story of 

Cleobis and Bito (22, 20). 

 

94  Cornelius Nepos, Alcib. 11. Plutarch, Lys. 30. Lucian, 

Quomodo hist. conscr. § 59. 

 



friend and victim, Callisthenes; and vehemently 

assailed his veracity, as others have done. More 

important to him perhaps were the writings of his own 

contemporaries, the Rhodians Antisthenes and Zeno; 

though he detects them in some inaccuracies, which in 

the case of Zeno he took the trouble to correct: and of 

Demetrius of Phalerum, whose writings he seems to 

have greatly admired. 

For the contemporary history of Egypt and Syria 

he seems to have trusted principally to personal inquiry. 

He expressly declines entering on the early history of 

Egypt on the ground of its having been fully done by 

others (referring, perhaps, to Herodotus, Manetho, and 

Ptolemy of Megalopolis). For the Seleucid dynasty of 

Syria he quotes no authorities. 

On no subject does Polybius seem to have read so 

widely as on geography: doubtless as preparing himself 

not only for writing, but for being able to travel with 

the knowledge and intelligence necessary to enable him 

to observe rightly. He had studied minutely and 

criticised freely the writings of Dicaearchus, Pytheas, 

Eudoxus, and Eratosthenes. He was quick to detect 

fallacies in these writers, and to reject their dogmatising 

on the possibilities of nature; yet he does not seem to 

have had in an eminent degree the topographical 

faculty, or the power of giving a graphic picture of a 

locality. Modern research has tended rather to 

strengthen than weaken our belief in the accuracy of his 



descriptions, as in the case of Carthagena and the site of 

the battle of Cannae; still it cannot be asserted that he is 

to be classed high in the list of topographers, whether 

scientific or picturesque. 

He appears to have been fairly well acquainted 

with the poets; but his occasions for quoting them, as 

far as we have his work, are not very frequent. He 

seems to have known his Homer, as every Greek was 

bound to do. He quotes the Cypria of Stasinus, who, 

according to tradition, was son-in-law of Homer; 

Hesiod, Simonides of Ceos, Pindar, Euripides, and 

Epicharmus of Cos. He quotes or refers to Plato, whom 

he appears chiefly to have studied for his political 

theories; and certain technical writers, such as Aeneas 

Tacticus, and Cleoxenos and Democlitus, inventors of a 

new system of telegraphy, if they wrote it rather than 

taught it practically. 

Even allowing for the loss of so great a part of his 

work, the list of authors is not a long one: and it 

suggests the remark, which his style as well as his own 

professions tend to confirm, that he was not primarily a 

man of letters, but a man of affairs and action, who 

loved the stir of political agitation, and unbent his mind 

by the excitement of travel and the chase. Nothing 

moves his contempt more than the idea of Timaeus 

living peaceably for fifty years at Athens, holding aloof 

from all active life, and poring over the books in the 

Athenian libraries as a preparation for writing history; 



which, according to him, can only be worth reading 

when it springs, not from rummaging Record offices, 

but from taking a personal share in the political strife of 

the day; studying military tactics in the camp and field; 

witnessing battles; questioning the actors in great 

events; and visiting the sites of battles, the cities and 

lands which are to be described. 

 

§ 3. THE ACHAEAN LEAGUE95 

 

To the student of politics the history of Greece is 

chiefly interesting as offering examples of numerous 

small states enjoying complete local autonomy, yet 

retaining a feeling of a larger nationality founded in a 

community of blood, language, and religion; a 

community, that is, in the sense that, fundamentally 

united in these three particulars, they yet acknowledged 

                                                 
95 The History of the Achaean league is given with unrivalled 

learning, clearness, and impartiality by Bishop Thirlwall in the 

eighth volume of his History of Greece. Its constitution has been 

discussed with great fulness by Professor E. A. Freeman in his 

History of Federal Government. Recently Mr. Capes has published 

an edition of the parts of Polybius referring to it which will be 

found useful; and Mr. Strachan-Davidson has an able essay upon it 

in his edition of Extracts from Polybius. Still some brief statement 

of the main features of this remarkable attempt to construct a 

durable Hellenic Federation could not be altogether omitted here. 

 



variations even in them, which distinguished without 

entirely separating them. From some points of view the 

experiment may be regarded as having been successful. 

From others it was a signal failure. Local jealousies and 

mutual provocations not only continually set city 

against city, clan against clan, but perpetually 

suggested invitations sent by one city, or even one party 

in a city, to foreign potentates or peoples to interfere in 

their behalf against another city or party, which they 

hated or feared, but were too weak to resist. Thus we 

find the Persians, Macedonians, Syrians, and Romans 

successively induced to interfere in Greek politics with 

the assurance that there were always some states, or 

some party in each state, who would welcome them. 

From time to time men of larger views had conceived 

the idea of creating a united Empire of Hellas, which 

might present an unbroken front to the foreigner. From 

time to time philosophers had preached the 

impossibility of combining complete local 

independence with the idea of a strong and vigorous 

nationality. But the true solution of the problem had 

never been successfully hit upon: and after various 

abortive attempts at combination, Greece was left, a 

helpless collection of disjointed fragments, to fall under 

the intrigues of Macedonia and Rome. 

The Achaean league was not the first attempt at 

such a formation; though it was the first that ever 

arrived at anything like a complete scheme of 



federalism (unless the Aetolian preceded it); and was in 

many respects a fresh departure in Hellenic policy, and 

the first experiment in federation which seemed to 

contain the elements of success. From the earliest times 

certain Greek states had combined more or less closely, 

or loosely, for certain specific purposes. Such were the 

various Amphictyonies, and especially the 

Amphictyonic league of Thermopylae and Delphi. The 

object of these was primarily religious: the worship of a 

particular deity, the care of a particular temple; the first 

condition of membership being therefore community of 

blood. But though this was the origin of their being, 

there were elements in their constitution which might 

have developed into some form of federalism, had it not 

been for the centrifugal forces that always tended to 

keep Greek states apart. Thus we can conceive the idea 

of the Pylagorae from the various states gradually 

giving rise to the notion of a central parliament of 

elected representatives; and the sphere of its activity 

gradually extending to matters purely political, 

beginning with those which were on the borderland of 

religion and politics. And, indeed, the action of the 

great Amphictyonic league at times seemed to be 

approaching this.96 

                                                 
96 Take for instance the oath of the Pylagorae (Aeschin. de Fal. 

L. 121): “We will destroy no city of the Amphictyony, nor cut off 

its streams in peace or war; if any shall do so, we will march 



But the forces tending to decentralisation were 

always the stronger: and though the league continued to 

exist for many centuries, it became less and less 

political, and less and less influential in Greece. So too 

with other combinations in Greece. The community (τὸ 

κοινὸν) of the Ionians, beginning with a common 

meeting for worship at the Panionium, on one 

memorable occasion at least seemed for a brief space to 

promise to develop into a federation for mutual succour 

and defence. In the Ionian revolt in B.C. 500, the 

deputies (πρόβουλοι) of the Ionian states met and 

determined to combine against the enemy; they even 

went so far as to appoint a common general or admiral. 

But the instinct of separation was too strong; at the first 

touch of difficulty and hardship the union was resolved 

into its elements.97 

The constitution of the Boeotian league was 

somewhat more regular and permanent. The Boeotarchs 

                                                                                           
against him and destroy his cities; should any pillage the property 

of the god, or be privy to or plan anything against what is in his 

temple, we will take vengeance on him with hand and foot and 

voice and all our might.” This is indeed the language rather of a 

Militant Church than a state; but it is easily conceivable that, had 

these principles been carried out (which they were not), something 

nearer a central and sovereign parliament might have arisen. 

 

97 Herodotus, vi. 7, 11-12. 

 



appear to have met at regular intervals, and now and 

again to have succeeded in mustering a national levy. 

There were also four regularly constituted “Senates” to 

control them, though we know nothing of their 

constitution.98 But the league had come to nothing; 

partly from the resistance of the towns to the 

overweening pretensions of Thebes, and later from the 

severity of the treatment experienced by it at the hands 

of Alexander and his successors. 

Thessaly, again, was a loose confederacy of 

towns or cantons, in which certain great families, such 

as the Aleuadae and Scopadae, held the direction of 

their local affairs; or some tyrannus, as Alexander of 

Pherae, obtained sovereign powers. Still, for certain 

purposes, a connexion was acknowledged, and a Tagus 

of Thessaly was appointed, with the power of 

summoning a general levy of men. For a short time 

prior to the Roman conquest these officers appear to 

have gained additional importance; but Thessaly never 

was united enough to be of importance, in spite of its 

famous cavalry, even among Greek nations, far less to 

be capable of presenting a firm front to the foreigner. 

One other early attempt at forming something like 

a Panhellenic union ought to be noticed. When the 

                                                 
98 See Herod. 9, 15; Thucyd. 2, 2; 4, 91; 5, 37; Xenophon 

Hellen. 3, 4, 4, Boeckh, C. I. G. vol. i. p. 726. 

 



Persian invasion of B.C. 480 was threatening, deputies 

(πρόβουλοι) met at the Isthmus, sat there in council for 

some months, and endeavoured to unite Greece against 

the foreigner.99 But the one expedition which was sent 

solely by their instigation proved a failure. 100  And 

when the danger was over, principally by the combined 

exertion of Athens and Sparta, this council seems to 

have died a natural death. Still for a time it acted as a 

supreme parliament of Greece, and assumed the power 

to punish with fine or death those Greeks who had 

medised.101 

Besides these rudimentary leagues, which might, 

but did not, issue in some form of Panhellenic 

government, there were periods in Greek history in 

which the Hegemone of one state did something 

towards presenting the appearance of union. Thus 

Polycrates of Samos seemed at one time to be likely to 

succeed in forming a great Ionian Empire. And in 

continental Greece, before the Persian wars, we find 
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100 Id. 7, 172-174. 

 

101 Herod. 9, 88; Polyb. 9, 39. Equally abortive proved another 

attempt at combination in B.C. 377, when the ξύνεδροι from the 

islands met for a time at Athens. Grote, vol. ix. p. 319. 

 



Sparta occupying the position of an acknowledged 

court of reference in international questions, 102 -a 

position in which she probably had been preceded by 

Argos. And after those wars, by means of the 

confederacy of Delos, formed at first for one specific 

purpose-that of keeping the Aegean free of the 

Persians-Athens gradually rose to the position of an 

imperial city, claiming active control over the external 

politics of a considerable portion of Greece and nearly 

all the islands (B.C. 478-404). But this proved after all 

but a passing episode in Greek history. Athens perhaps 

misused her power; and Sparta took up the task with 

great professions, but in a spirit even less acceptable to 

the Greek world than that of Athens; and by the peace 

of Antalcidas (B.C. 387) the issue of the hundred years’ 

struggle with Persia left one of the fairest portions of 

Hellas permanently separated from the main body. 

Asiatic Greece never became Hellenic again. The fall 

of the Persian empire before the invasion of Alexander 

for a while reunited it to a semi-Greek power; but 

Alexander’s death left it a prey to warring tyrants. It 

lost its prosperity and its commerce; and whatever else 

it became, it was never independent, or really Hellenic 

again. 

For a few years more Sparta and then Thebes 
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assumed to be head of Greece, but the Macedonian 

supremacy secured at Chaeronea (B.C. 338), still more 

fully after the abortive Lamian war (B.C. 323), left 

Greece only a nominal freedom, again and again 

assured to it by various Macedonian monarchs, but 

really held only on sufferance. The country seemed to 

settle down without farther struggle into political 

insignificance. The games and festivals went on, and 

there was still some high talk of Hellenic glories. But 

one after another of the towns submitted to receive 

Macedonian garrisons and governors; and Athens, once 

the brilliant leader in national aspirations, practically 

abandoned politics, and was content to enjoy a 

reputation partly founded on her past, and partly on the 

fame of the philosophers who still taught in her gardens 

and porches, and attracted young men from all parts of 

the world to listen to their discourses, and to sharpen 

their wits by the acute if not very useful discussions 

which they promoted.103 Sparta, far from retaining her 

old ascendency, had been losing with it her ancient 

constitution, which had been the foundation of her 

                                                 
103 Polybius (12, 26 c.) says that in his time the schools were 

generally in disrepute. But is not this generally the verdict of 

“practical” men on universities? The excitement at Rome at the 

visit of the philosophers (B.C. 155) seems to show that they still 

enjoyed a world-wide reputation. 

 



glory, as well perhaps as in some respects the source of 

her weakness; and for good or evil had ceased to count 

for much in Hellenic politics. 

In the midst of this general collapse two portions 

of the Hellenic race gradually formed or recovered 

some sort of united government, which enabled them to 

play a conspicuous part in the later history of Greece, 

and which was essentially different from any of the 

combinations of earlier times of which I have been 

speaking. These were the Aetolians and Achaeans. 

With regard to the former our information is 

exceedingly scanty. They were said to have been an 

emigration from Elis originally;104 but they were little 

known to the rest of Greece. Strange stories were told 

of them, of their savage mode of life, their scarcely 

intelligible language, their feeding on raw flesh, and 

their fierceness as soldiers. They were said to live in 

open villages, widely removed from each other, and 

without effective means of combination for mutual 

protection. Their piracies, which were chiefly directed 

to the coasts of Messenia, caused the Messenians to 

seize the opportunity of Demosthenes being in their 

neighbourhood in B.C. 426, with a considerable 

Athenian army, to persuade him to invade the 

Aetolians, who were always on the look-out to attack 
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Naupactus, a town which the Athenians had held since 

B.C. 455,105 and which was naturally an object of 

envy to them as commanding the entrance to the 

Corinthian gulf. But when Demosthenes attempted the 

invasion, he found to his cost that the Aetolians knew 

how to combine, and he had to retire beaten with severe 

loss. 106  The separate tribes in Aetolia seem soon 

afterwards to have had, if they had not already, some 

form of central government; for we find them 

negotiating with Agesilaus in B.C. 390, with the same 

object of obtaining Naupactus,107 when the Athenians 

had lost it, and it had fallen into the hands of the 

Locrians.108 The Aetolians appear to have gradually 

increased in importance: for we find Philip making 

terms with them and giving them the coveted 

Naupactus in B.C. 341, which had at some time 

previous come into the possession of the Achaeans.109 
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But their most conspicuous achievement, which caused 

them to take a position of importance in Greece, was 

their brilliant defeat of the invading Gauls at Delphi in 

B.C. 279.110 By this time their federal constitution 

must in some shape have been formed. The people 

elected a Strategus in a general meeting, usually held at 

Thermus, at the autumn equinox, to which apparently 

all Aetolians were at liberty to come, and at which 

questions of peace and war and external politics 

generally were brought forward; though meanwhile the 

Strategus appears to have had the right of declaring and 

carrying on war as he chose. There was also a hipparch 

and a secretary; and a senate called Apocleti; and a 

body called Synedri  (C. I. G.  2350), which seem to 

have been judicial, and another called Nomographi  

(C. I. G.  3046), who were apparently an occasional 

board for legislation. They produced some writers, but 

their works are lost. Accordingly, as Professor Mahaffy 

observes, “we know them entirely from their enemies.” 

Still the acknowledged principle on which they acted, 

ἄγειν λάφυρον ἀπὸ λαφύρου111 -that is, that where 

spoils were going, whether from friend or foe, they 

                                                                                           
 

110 Pausan. 1, 4, 4. 

 

111 18, 4 and 5. 

 



were justified in taking a part, speaks for itself, and is 

enough to stamp them as at least dangerous and 

unpleasant neighbours. 

The Achaeans have a different and more 

interesting history. 

The original Achaean league consisted of a 

federation of twelve cities and their respective territory 

(μέρος): Pellene, Aegira, Aegae, Bura, Helice, Aegium, 

Rhypes, Patrae, Pharae, Olenus, Dyme, Tritaea. 112 

This league was of great antiquity, but we know 

nothing of its history, or how it differed from other 

leagues, such as I have already mentioned, in adding 

political to religious unity. In B.C. 454 it submitted to 

Athens; but was restored to its original position in the 

same year on the signing of the thirty years’ truce 

between Sparta and Athens; 113  and though the 

Athenians demanded that their authority over it should 

be restored to them in B.C. 425, when they had caught 

the Spartan army at Sphacteria, no change appears to 

                                                 
112 Herod. 1, 145. Instead of Rhypes and Aegae, the first of 

which seems to have been burnt, and the other to have for some 

reason been deserted, Polybius (2, 41) mentions Leontium and 

Caryneia. 
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have been made. 114  Thucydides certainly seems to 

speak of it, not as entirely free, but as in some special 

manner subject to the supremacy of Sparta. Polybius, 

however, claims for them, at an early period, a peculiar 

and honourable place in Greek politics, as being 

distinguished for probity and honour. Thus they were 

chosen as arbitrators in the intestine of Magna Graecia 

(about B.C. 400-390); and again, after the battle of 

Leuctra (B.C. 371) to mediate between Sparta and 

Thebes. 115  They must therefore, between B.C. 

425-390, have obtained a virtual independence. They 

shared, however, in the universal decline of Hellenic 

activity during the Macedonian period (B.C. 359 to 

about B.C. 285), and Polybius complains that they were 

systematically depressed by the intrigues of Sparta and 

Macedonia; both which powers took care to prevent 

any Achaean of promising ability from attaining 

influence in the Peloponnese.116 The same influence 

was exerted to estrange the Achaean cities from each 

other. They were garrisoned by Macedonian troops, or 

fell under the power of tyrants; and to all appearance 
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the league had fared as other such combinations had 

fared before, and had been resolved into its original 

elements. 

But the tradition of the old union did not die out 

entirely. Eight of the old cities still existed in a state of 

more or less vigour. Olenus and Helice had long ago 

disappeared by encroachments of the sea (before B.C. 

371), and their places had not been filled up by others. 

Two other towns, Rhypes and Aegae, had from various 

causes ceased to be inhabited, and their places had been 

taken in the league (before the dissolution) by 

Leontium and Caryneia. There were therefore ten cities 

which had once known the advantages and 

disadvantages of some sort of federal union; as well as 

the misfortunes which attached to disunion, aggravated 

by constant interference from without. 

The first step in an attempt to resuscitate the 

league was taken in the 124th Olympiad (B.C. 

284-280). Macedonia was at the time weakened by the 

troubles of a disputed succession: Pyrrhus was 

absorbed in his futile Italian expedition: a change in the 

sovereign of Egypt opened a way to a possible change 

of policy at Alexandria: and the death of Lysimachus 

gave the monarchs something else to do than to trouble 

themselves about the Peloponnese. At this period four 

of the Achaean towns, Dyme, Patrae, Tritaea, and 

Pharae, formed a league for mutual help. This proving, 

after a trial of five years, to have some stability, it was 



joined by Aegium, from which the Macedonian 

garrison was expelled. At intervals, of which we are not 

informed, this was again joined by Bura and Caryneia. 

These seven cities continued to constitute the entire 

league for twenty-five years; the federal magistrates 

consisting of two Strategi, elected by each city in turns, 

and a secretary. As to the doings of the league during 

this period we are entirely in the dark. The next step 

that we hear of is the abolition of the dual presidency 

and the election of Margos of Caryneia as sole 

Strategus. We are not told the reasons of the change; 

but it is clear that a divided command might often give 

room for delay, when delay was fatal; and for the 

conflict of local interests, where the interests of the 

community should be the paramount consideration. At 

any rate the change was made: and Margos, who had 

been a loyal servant of the league, was the first sole 

Strategus. His immediate successors we do not know. 

The next fact in the history of the league was the 

adherence of Sicyon, a powerful town and the first of 

any, not in the number of the old Achaean federation, to 

join. This therefore was a great step in the direction of 

extending the federation over the Peloponnese; and it 

was the work of the man destined to do much in 

moulding the league into the shape in which it attained 

its greatest effectiveness, Aratus of Sicyon. He found it 

weak; its cities poor and insignificant; with no aid from 

rich soil or good harbourage to increase its wealth or 



property;117 he left it, not indeed free from serious 

dangers and difficulties,-in part the result of his own 

policy in calling in the aid of the Macedonians, in part 

created by the persistent hostility of Aetolia and 

Sparta,-but yet possessed of great vitality, and fast 

becoming the most powerful and influential of all the 

Greek governments; although at no time can it be 

spoken of as Panhellenic without very considerable 

exaggeration. Aratus had been brought up in exile at 

Argos, after the murder of his father Cleinias (B.C. 

271); and, when twenty years of age, by a gallant and 

romantic adventure, had driven out the tyrant Nicocles 

from Sicyon (B.C. 251). He became the chief 

magistrate of his native town, which he induced to join 

the Achaean league, thus causing, as I have said, the 

league to take its first step towards embracing all the 

Peloponnese. It seems that for five years Aratus 

remained chief magistrate of Sicyon, but a private 

citizen of the league. In B.C. 245 (though of the exact 

year we have no positive information), he appears to 

have been first elected Strategus of the league. But it 

was not until his second year of office, B.C. 243-242, 

that he began putting in practice the policy which he 

proposed to himself,-the expulsion of the Macedonian 

garrisons and the despots from the cities of the 
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Peloponnese, with the view of their joining the league. 

He began with the Acrocorinthus. Corinth, freed from 

the foreign garrison, joined the league, and was 

followed soon after by Megara118 (B.C. 240). From 

this time Aratus was Strategus of the league in alternate 

years to the time of his death, the federal law not 

allowing two consecutive years of office.119 

The death of Antigonus Gonatas (B.C. 239) led to 

a new departure. Hitherto the Aetolians had been in 

league with the Macedonians to vex and harry the 

Achaeans. The two leagues now made peace, and the 

Aetolians aided the Achaeans in their resistance to 

Gonatas’s successor, Demetrius (B.C. 239-229). Still 

the despots in many of the Peloponnesian towns held 

out, trusting to the support of Demetrius. When he died 

(B.C. 229) there was a general movement among them 

to abdicate and join their cities to the league. Lydiades 

of Megalopolis had done so during Demetrius’s 

lifetime; and now Aristomachus of Argos, Xeno of 

                                                 
118 Plutarch, Arat. ch. 22. 

 

119 Though this law was several times broken, certainly in the 

case of Philopoemen, and probably in that of Aratus also. It is very 

difficult to arrive at a satisfactory arrangement of Aratus’s 
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Hermione, and Cleonymus of Phlius did the same. The 

rapid extension of the Achaean league, however, could 

not fail to excite the jealousy of the Aetolians, to whose 

league belonged certain Arcadian cities such as 

Mantinea, Tegea, and Orchomenus. These they 

imagined to be threatened by the policy of Aratus, 

which was apt to proceed on the line that even a 

forcible attachment of a Peloponnesian town to the 

league was in reality a liberation of its people from a 

constraining power. The Spartan jealousy was aroused 

by the same fear. And then, as Polybius puts it, the 

Aetolians connived at the extension of Spartan power, 

even at the expense of cities in league with themselves, 

in order to strengthen Cleomenes in his attitude of 

opposition to the Achaeans. 120  Aratus, however, 

resolved to wait for some definite act of hostility before 

moving. This was supplied by Cleomenes building a 

fort (the Athenaeum) at Belbina, in the territory of 

Megalopolis, a league city. Upon this the league 

necessarily proclaimed war with Sparta. Thus does 

Polybius, a warm friend of the league, state the case in 

its behalf. The league, he argues, had been growing by 

the voluntary adherence of independent towns: it had 

shown no sign of an intention to attack Laconian 

territory, or towns in league with Aetolia: while 
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Cleomenes had committed an act of wanton aggression 

and provocation by building a hostile fort in its 

territory. But what the other side had to say may be 

gathered from Plutarch’s life of Cleomenes, founded 

principally on the work of Phylarchus the panegyrist of 

Cleomenes.121 Here the case is put very differently. 

Aratus, according to him, had made up his mind that a 

union of the Peloponnesus was the one thing necessary 

for the safety of the league. In a great measure he had 

been already successful; but the parts which still stood 

aloof were Elis, Laconia, and the cities of Arcadia 

which were under the influence of Sparta. 122  He 

therefore harassed these last by every means in his 

power; and the erection or fortification of the 

Athenaeum at Belbina by Cleomenes was in truth only 

a measure of necessary defence. Aratus, indeed, held 

that some of these Arcadian cities had been unfairly 

seized by Cleomenes, with the connivance of the 
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Spartans since the battle of Leuctra (B.C. 371). Epaminondas had 
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Aetolians;123 but to this Cleomenes might reply that, 

if the league claimed the right of extending its 

connexion with the assent, often extorted, of the various 

cities annexed, the same right could not justly be denied 

to himself. A series of military operations took place 

during the next five years, in which Cleomenes nearly 

always got the better of Aratus; who, able and 

courageous in plots and surprises, was timid and 

ineffective in the field. The one important blow struck 

by Aratus, that of seizing Mantinea, was afterwards 

nullified by a counter-occupation of it by the 

Lacedaemonians; and in spite of troubles at home, 

caused by his great scheme of reform, Cleomenes was 

by B.C. 224 in so superior a position that he could with 

dignity propose terms to the league. He asked to be 

elected Strategus, therefore. 124  At first sight this 

seemed a means of effecting the desired union of the 

Peloponnese; and as such the Achaeans were inclined 

to accept the proposal. Aratus, however, exerted all his 

influence to defeat the measure: and, in spite of all his 

failures, his services to the league enabled him to 

convince his countrymen that they should reject the 

offer; and he was himself elected Strategus for the 
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twelfth time in the spring of B.C. 223. Aratus has been 

loudly condemned for allowing a selfish jealousy to 

override his care for the true interests of his country, in 

thus refusing a prospect of a united Achaia, in which 

some one besides himself should be the leading 

man.125 But I think there is something to be said on 

the other side. What Aratus had been working for with 

a passionate eagerness was a union of free democratic 

states. Cleomenes, in spite of his liberal reforms at 

home, was a Spartan to the back bone. Aratus would 

have no manner of doubt that a league, with Sparta 

supreme in it, would inevitably become a Spartan 

kingdom. The forces of Sparta would be used to crush 

dissenting cities; and soon to put down the free 

institution which would always be disliked and feared 

by the Spartan government. Security from Macedonian 

influence, if it were really obtained,-and that was far 

from certain,-would be dearly purchased at the price of 

submission to Spartan tyranny, which would be more 

galling and oppressive in proportion as it was nearer 

and more unremitting. With these views Aratus began 

to turn his eyes to the Macedonian court, as the only 

possible means of resisting the encroaching policy of 

Cleomenes. The character of Antigonus Doson, who 

was then administering Macedonia, gave some 
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encouragement to hope for honest and honourable 

conduct on his part; and after some hesitation Aratus 

took the final step of asking for his aid.126 I do not 

expect to carry the assent of many readers when I 

express the opinion that he was right; and that the 

Greek policy towards Macedonia had been from the 

first a grievous error,-fostered originally by the patriotic 

eloquence of Demosthenes, and continued ever since by 

that ineradicable sentiment for local autonomy which 

makes Greek history so interesting, but inevitably 

tended to the political annihilation of Greece. Had some 

modus vivendi  been found with the series of very able 

sovereigns who ruled Macedonia, a strong Greek nation 

might have been the result, with a central government 

able to hold its own even in the face of the great “cloud 

in the West,” which was surely overshadowing Greek 

freedom. But this was not to be. The taste for local 

freedom was too strong; and showed itself by constant 

appeals to an outside power against neighbours, which 

yet the very men who appealed to it would not 

recognise or obey. The Greeks had to learn that nations 

cannot, any more than individuals, eat their cake and 

have it too. Local autonomy, and the complete liberty 

of every state to war with its neighbours as it chooses, 
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and of every one to speak and act as he pleases, have 

their charms; but they are not compatible with a united 

resistance to a great centralised and law-abiding power. 

And all the eloquence of all the Greek orators rolled 

into one could not make up for the lack of unity, or 

enable the distracted Greeks to raise an army which 

might stand before a volley of Roman pila or a charge 

of Roman legionaries. 

The help asked of Antigonus Doson was given 

with fatal readiness; but it had to be purchased by the 

admission of a Macedonian garrison into the 

Acrocorinthus, one of those “fetters of Greece,” the 

recovery of which had been among Aratus’s earliest 

and most glorious triumphs. The battle of Sellasia (B.C. 

221) settled the question of Spartan influence. 

Cleomenes fled to Alexandria and never returned. 

Sparta was not enslaved by Antigonus; who on the 

contrary professed to restore her ancient 

constitution,-probably meaning that the Ephoralty 

destroyed by Cleomenes was to be reconstituted, and 

the exiles banished by him recalled. Practically she was 

left a prey to a series of unscrupulous tyrants who one 

after the other managed to obtain absolute power, 

Lycurgus (B.C. 220-210), Machanidas, B.C. 210-207; 

Nabis, B.C. 207-192; who, though differing in their 

home administrations, all agreed in using the enmity of 

the Aetolians in order to harass and oppress the 

Achaeans in every possible way. 



Aratus died in B.C. 213. The last seven years of 

his life were embittered by much ill success in his 

struggles with the Aetolians; and by seeing Philip V., of 

whose presence in the Peloponnese he was the main 

cause, after rendering some brilliant services to the 

league, both in the Peloponnese and the invasion of 

Aetolia, develop some of the worst vices of the tyrant; 

and he believed himself, whether rightly or wrongly, to 

be poisoned by Philip’s order: “This is the reward,” he 

said to an attendant when he felt himself dying, “of my 

friendship for Philip.”127 

The history of the league after his death followed 

the same course for some years. The war with the 

Aetolians went on, sometimes slackly, sometimes 

vigorously, as Philip V. was or was not diverted by 

contests with his barbarian neighbours, or by schemes 

for joining the Carthaginian assaults upon the Roman 

power. 

The next phase of vigorous action on the part of 

the league is that which corresponds with the career of 

Philopoemen, who had already shown his energy and 

skill at the battle of Sellasia. He was elected Hipparch 

in B.C. 210, and Strategus in B.C. 209. In his first 

office he did much to reorganise the Achaean cavalry 
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and restore them to some discipline, 128  and he 

extended this as Strategus to the whole army.129 His 

life’s work, however, was the defeating and either 

killing or confining to their frontier the tyrants of 

Sparta. But while he was absent from the country after 

B.C. 200 a new element appeared in the Peloponnese. 

In 197 the battle of Cynoscephalae put an end for ever 

to Macedonian influence, and Flamininus proclaimed 

the liberty of all Greece in B.C. 195 at the Nemean 

festival. But Nabis was not deposed; he was secured in 

his power by a treaty with Rome; and when 

Philopoemen returned from Crete (B.C. 193), he found 

a fresh war on the point of breaking out owing to 

intrigues between that tyrant and the Aetolians. They 

suggested, and he eagerly undertook to make, an 

attempt to recover the maritime towns of which he had 

been deprived by the Roman settlement.130 Nabis at 

once attacked Gythium: and seemed on the point of 

taking it and the whole of the coast towns, which would 

thus have been lost to the league. Philopoemen, now 

again Strategus (B.C. 192), failed to relieve Gythium; 
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but by a skilful piece of generalship inflicted so severe 

a defeat on Nabis, as he was returning to Sparta, that he 

did not venture on further movements beyond Laconia; 

and shortly afterwards was assassinated by some 

Aetolians whom he had summoned to his aid. 

But the comparative peace in the Peloponnese 

was again broken in B.C. 189 by the Spartans seizing a 

maritime town called Las; the object being to relieve 

themselves of the restraint which shut them from the 

sea, and the possible attacks of the exiles who had been 

banished by Nabis, and who were always watching an 

opportunity to effect their return. Philopoemen 

(Strategus both 189 and 188 B.C.) led an army to the 

Laconian frontier in the spring of B.C. 188, and after 

the execution of eighty Spartans, who had been 

surrendered on account of the seizure of Las, and of the 

murder of thirty citizens who were supposed to have 

Achaean proclivities-Sparta submitted to his demand to 

raze the fortifications, dismiss the mercenaries, send 

away the new citizens enrolled by the tyrants, and 

abolish the Lycurgean laws, accepting the Achaean 

institutions instead. This was afterwards supplemented 

by a demand for the restoration of the exiles banished 

by the tyrants. Such of the new citizens (three 

thousand) as did not leave the country by the day 

named were seized and sold as slaves.131 
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Sparta was now part of the Achaean league, 

which at this time reached its highest point of power; 

and its alliance was solicited by the most powerful 

princes of the east. It is this period which Polybius 

seems to have in mind in his description of the league 

at its best, as embracing the whole of the 

Peloponnese. 132  was in this third period of the 

existence of the renewed league that his father Lycortas 

came to the front, and he himself at an early age began 

taking part in politics. 

But the terms imposed on Sparta were essentially 

violent and unjust, and, as it turned out, impolitic. 

Cowed into submission, she proved a thorn in the side 

of the league. The exiles continually appealed to Rome; 

and after Philopoemen’s death (B.C. 183) the affairs of 

the league began more and more to come before the 

Roman Senate. As usual, traitors were at hand ready to 

sell their country for the sake of the triumph of their 

party; and Callicrates, sent to Rome to plead the cause 

of the league,133 employed the opportunity to support 

himself and his party by advising the Senate to give 

support to “the Romanisers” in every state. This 
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Polybius regards as the beginning of the decline of the 

league. And the party of moderation, to which he and 

his father Lycortas belonged, and which wished to 

assert the dignity and legal rights of their country while 

offering no provocation to the Romans, were eventually 

included under the sweeping decree which caused 

them, to the number of a thousand, to be deported to 

Italy. We have already seen, in tracing the life of 

Polybius, how the poor remnants of these exiles 

returned in B.C. 151, embittered against Rome, and 

having learnt nothing and forgotten nothing. And how 

the old quarrels were renewed, until an armed 

interference of Rome was brought upon them; and how 

the victory of Mummius at Corinth (B.C. 146), and the 

consequent settlement of the commissioners, finally 

dissolved the league into separate cantons, nominally 

autonomous, but really entirely subject to Rome.134 

                                                 
134 The title of Achaean Strategus seems to have been revived 
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The constitution of the league presents many 

points of interest to the student of politics, and has been 

elaborately discussed by more than one English scholar. 

I shall content myself here with pointing out some of 

the main features as they are mentioned by 

Polybius.135 

The league was a federation of free towns, all 

retaining full local autonomy of some form or other of 

democracy, which for certain purposes were under 

federal laws and federal magistrates, elected in a 

federal assembly which all citizens of the league towns 

might if they chose attend. All towns of the league also 

used the same standards in coinage and weights and 

measures. The assembly of the league (σύνοδος) met 

for election of the chief magistrate in May of each year, 

at first always at Aegium, but later at the other towns of 

the league in turn; and a second time in the autumn.136 

And besides these annual meetings, the Strategus, 

acting with his council of magistrates, could summon a 

meeting at any time for three days (e.g.  at Sicyon); 

and on one occasion we find the assembly delegating 
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its powers to the armed levy of league troops, who for 

the nonce were to act as an assembly. Side by side with 

this general assembly was a council (βουλή), the 

functions and powers of which we cannot clearly 

ascertain. It seems to have acted as representing the 

general assembly in foreign affairs; and, being a 

working committee of the whole assembly, it 

sometimes happened that when an assembly was 

summoned on some subject which did not rouse 

popular interest, it practically was the assembly. Its 

numbers have been assumed to be one hundred and 

twenty, from the fact that Eumenes offered them a 

present of one hundred and twenty talents, the interest 

of which was to pay their expenses. But this, after all, is 

not a certain deduction. 

The officers of the league were: First, a President 

or Strategus who kept the seal of the league (4 , 7), 

ordered the levy of federal troops, and commanded it in 

the field. He also summoned the assemblies, and 

brought the business to be done before them, which was 

in the form of a proposal to be accepted or rejected, not 

amended. He was not chairman of the assembly, but 

like an English minister or a Roman consul brought on 

the proposals. He was assisted by a kind of cabinet of 

ten magistrates from the several towns, who were 

called Demiurgi (δημιουργοὶ 23 , 5).137 This was their 
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technical name: but Polybius also speaks of them under 

the more general appellation of οἱ ἄρχοντες (5 , 1), οἱ 

συνάρχοντες (23 , 16), αἱ ἀρχαὶ (22 , 13), αἱ συναρχίαι 

(27 , 2). Whether the number ten had reference to the 

ten old towns of the league or not, it was not increased 

with the number of the towns; and, though we are not 

informed how they were elected, it seems reasonable to 

suppose that they were freely selected without 

reference to the towns from which they came, as the 

Strategus himself was. There was also a vice-president, 

or hypo-strategus, whose position was, I think, wholly 

military. He did not rule in absence of the Strategus, or 

succeed him in case of death, that being reserved for 

the Strategus of the previous year; but he took a certain 

command in war next the Strategus (5 , 94; 4 , 59). 

Besides these we hear of a Hipparch to command the 

league cavalry (5 , 95; 7 , 10 , 22), an office which 

seems to have been regarded as stepping-stone to that 

of Strategus. This proved a bad arrangement, as its 

holder was tempted to seek popularity by winking at 

derelictions of duty among the cavalry who were 

voters.138 There was also a Navarch to command the 
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regular squadron of federal ships (5 , 94), who does not 

seem to have been so important a person. There are also 

mentioned certain judges (δίκασται) to administer the 

federal law. We hear of them, however, performing 

duties closely bordering on politics; for they decided 

whether certain honorary inscriptions, statues, or other 

marks of respect to king Eumenes should be allowed to 

remain in the Achaean cities (28 , 7). 

The Strategus, on the order of the assembly, 

raised the federal army (4 , 7). The number of men 

raised differed according to circumstances. A fairly full 

levy seems to have been five thousand infantry and five 

hundred cavalry (4 , 15). But the league also used 

mercenaries to a great extent. And we hear of one army 

which was to consist of eight thousand mercenary 

infantry, with five hundred mercenary cavalry; and in 

this case the Achaean levy was only to be three 

thousand infantry, with three hundred cavalry (5 , 91). 

The pay of the mercenaries and other league 

expenses were provided for by an εἰσφορά or 

contribution from all the states (5 , 31, 91). The 

contributing towns appear to have been able to recover 

their payments as an indemnification for damage which 

the federal forces had failed to avert (4 , 60). 

The regular federal squadron of ships for 

guarding the sea-coasts appears to have consisted of ten 

triremes (2 , 9; δεκαναία μακρῶν πλοίων 22 , 10). 

Such was the organisation of the Federal 



Government. It was in form purely democratic, all 

members of thirty years old being eligible for office, as 

well as possessing a vote in the assemblies. But a mass 

assembly where the members are widely scattered 

inevitably becomes oligarchic. Only the well-to-do and 

the energetic will be able or will care to come a long 

journey to attend. And as the votes in the assembly 

were given by towns, it must often have happened that 

the votes of many towns were decided by a very small 

number of their citizens who were there. No doubt, in 

times of great excitement, the attendance would be 

large and the vote a popular one. But the general policy 

of the league must have been directed by a small 

number of energetic men, who made politics their 

profession and could afford to do so. 
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BOOK I 
 

1.  Had the praise of History been passed over by 

former Chroniclers it would perhaps have been 

incumbent upon me to urge the choice and special 

study of records of this sort, as the readiest means men 

can have of correcting their knowledge of the past. But 

my predecessors have not been sparing in this respect. 

They have all begun and ended, so to speak, by 

enlarging on this theme: asserting again and again that 



the study of History is in the truest sense an education, 

and a training for political life; and that the most 

instructive, or rather the only, method of learning to 

bear with dignity the vicissitudes of fortune is to recall 

the catastrophes of others. It is evident, therefore, that 

no one need think it his duty to repeat what has been 

said by many, and said well. Least of all myself: for the 

surprising nature of the events which I have undertaken 

to relate is in itself sufficient to challenge and stimulate 

the attention of every one, old or young, to the study of 

my work. Can any one be so indifferent or idle as not to 

care to know by what means, and under what kind of 

polity, almost the whole inhabited world was conquered 

and brought under the dominion of the single city of 

Rome, and that too within a period of not quite 

fifty-three years? Or who again can be so completely 

absorbed in other subjects of contemplation or study, as 

to think any of them superior in importance to the 

accurate understanding of an event for which the past 

affords no precedent. 

2.  We shall best show how marvellous and vast 

our subject is by comparing the most famous Empires 

which preceded, and which have been the favourite 

themes of historians, and measuring them with the 

superior greatness of Rome. There are but three that 

deserve even to be so compared and measured: and 

they are these. The Persians for a certain length of time 

were possessed of a great empire and dominion. But 



every time they ventured beyond the limits of Asia, 

they found not only their empire, but their own 

existence also in danger. The Lacedaemonians, after 

contending for supremacy in Greece for many 

generations, when they did get it, held it without 

dispute for barely twelve years. The Macedonians 

obtained dominion in Europe from the lands bordering 

on the Adriatic to the Danube,-which after all is but a 

small fraction of this continent,-and, by the destruction 

of the Persian Empire, they afterwards added to that the 

dominion of Asia. And yet, though they had the credit 

of having made themselves masters of a larger number 

of countries and states than any people had ever done, 

they still left the greater half of the inhabited world in 

the hands of others. They never so much as thought of 

attempting Sicily, Sardinia, or Libya: and as to Europe, 

to speak the plain truth, they never even knew of the 

most warlike tribes of the West. The Roman conquest, 

on the other hand, was not partial. Nearly the whole 

inhabited world was reduced by them to obedience: and 

they left behind them an empire not to be paralleled in 

the past or rivalled in the future. Students will gain 

from my narrative a clearer view of the whole story, 

and of the numerous and important advantages which 

such exact record of events offers. 

3.  My History begins in the 140th Olympiad. 

The events from which it starts are these. In Greece, 

what is called the Social war: the first waged by Philip, 



son of Demetrius and father of Perseus, in league with 

the Achaeans against the Aetolians. In Asia, the war for 

the possession of Coele-Syria which Antiochus and 

Ptolemy Philopator carried on against each other. In 

Italy, Libya, and their neighbourhood, the conflict 

between Rome and Carthage, generally called the 

Hannibalian war. My work thus begins where that of 

Aratus of Sicyon leaves off. Now up to this time the 

world’s history had been, so to speak, a series of 

disconnected transactions, as widely separated in their 

origin and results as in their localities. But from this 

time forth History becomes a connected whole: the 

affairs of Italy and Libya are involved with those of 

Asia and Greece, and the tendency of all is to unity. 

This is why I have fixed upon this era as the 

starting-point of my work. For it was their victory over 

the Carthaginians in this war, and their conviction that 

thereby the most difficult and most essential step 

towards universal empire had been taken, which 

encouraged the Romans for the first time to stretch out 

their hands upon the rest, and to cross with an army into 

Greece and Asia. 

Now, had the states that were rivals for universal 

empire been familiarly known to us, no reference 

perhaps to their previous history would have been 

necessary, to show the purpose and the forces with 

which they approached an undertaking of this nature 

and magnitude. But the fact is that the majority of the 



Greeks have no knowledge of the previous constitution, 

power, or achievements either of Rome or Carthage. I 

therefore concluded that it was necessary to prefix this 

and the next book to my History. I was anxious that no 

one, when fairly embarked upon my actual narrative, 

should feel at a loss, and have to ask what were the 

designs entertained by the Romans, or the forces and 

means at their disposal, that they entered upon those 

undertakings, which did in fact lead to their becoming 

masters of land and sea everywhere in our part of the 

world. I wished, on the contrary, that these books of 

mine, and the prefatory sketch which they contained, 

might make it clear that the resources they started with 

justified their original idea, and sufficiently explained 

their final success in grasping universal empire and 

dominion. 

4.  There is this analogy between the plan of my 

History and the marvellous spirit of the age with which 

I have to deal. Just as Fortune made almost all the 

affairs of the world incline in one direction, and forced 

them to converge upon one and the same point; so it is 

my task as an historian to put before my readers a 

compendious view of the part played by Fortune in 

bringing about the general catastrophe. It was this 

peculiarity which originally challenged my attention, 

and determined me on undertaking this work. And 

combined with this was the fact that no writer of our 

time has undertaken a general history. Had any one 



done so my ambition in this direction would have been 

much diminished. But, in point of fact, I notice that by 

far the greater number of historians concern themselves 

with isolated wars and the incidents that accompany 

them: while as to a general and comprehensive scheme 

of events, their date, origin, and catastrophe, no one as 

far as I know has undertaken to examine it. I thought it, 

therefore, distinctly my duty neither to pass by myself, 

nor allow any one else to pass by, without full study, a 

characteristic specimen of the dealings of Fortune at 

once brilliant and instructive in the highest degree. For 

fruitful as Fortune is in change, and constantly as she is 

producing dramas in the life of men, yet never 

assuredly before this did she work such a marvel, or act 

such a drama, as that which we have witnessed. And of 

this we cannot obtain a comprehensive view from 

writers of mere episodes. It would be as absurd to 

expect to do so as for a man to imagine that he has 

learnt the shape of the whole world, its entire 

arrangement and order, because he has visited one after 

the other the most famous cities in it; or perhaps merely 

examined them in separate pictures. That would be 

indeed absurd: and it has always seemed to me that 

men, who are persuaded that they get a competent view 

of universal from episodical history, are very like 

persons who should see the limbs of some body, which 

had once been living and beautiful, scattered and 

remote; and should imagine that to be quite as good as 



actually beholding the activity and beauty of the living 

creature itself. But if some one could there and then 

reconstruct the animal once more, in the perfection of 

its beauty and the charm of its vitality, and could 

display it to the same people, they would beyond doubt 

confess that they had been far from conceiving the 

truth, and had been little better than dreamers. For 

indeed some idea of a whole may be got from a part, 

but an accurate knowledge and clear comprehension 

cannot. Wherefore we must conclude that episodical 

history contributes exceedingly little to the familiar 

knowledge and secure grasp of universal history. While 

it is only by the combination and comparison of the 

separate parts of the whole,-by observing their likeness 

and their difference,-that a man can attain his object: 

can obtain a view at once clear and complete; and thus 

secure both the profit and the delight of History. 

5.  I shall adopt as the starting-point of this book 

the first occasion on which the Romans crossed the sea 

from Italy. This is just where the History of Timaeus 

left off; and it falls in the 129th Olympiad. I shall 

accordingly have to describe what the state of their 

affairs in Italy was, how long that settlement had lasted, 

and on what resources they reckoned, when they 

resolved to invade Sicily. For this was the first place 

outside Italy in which they set foot. The precise cause 

of their thus crossing I must state without comment; for 

if I let one cause lead me back to another, my point of 



departure will always elude my grasp, and I shall never 

arrive at the view of my subject which I wish to 

present. As to dates, then, I must fix on some era agreed 

upon and recognised by all: and as to events, one that 

admits of distinctly separate treatment; even though I 

may be obliged to go back some short way in point of 

time, and take a summary review of the intermediate 

transactions. For if the facts with which one starts are 

unknown, or even open to controversy, all that comes 

after will fail of approval and belief. But opinion being 

once formed on that point, and a general assent 

obtained, all the succeeding narrative becomes 

intelligible. 

6.  It was in the nineteenth year after the 

sea-fight at Aegospotami, and the sixteenth before the 

battle at Leuctra; the year in which the Lacedaemonians 

made what is called the Peace of Antalcidas with the 

King of Persia; the year in which the elder Dionysius 

was besieging Rhegium after beating the Italian Greeks 

on the River Elleporus; and in which the Gauls took 

Rome itself by storm and were occupying the whole of 

it except the Capitol. With these Gauls the Romans 

made a treaty and settlement which they were content 

to accept: and having thus become beyond all 

expectation once more masters of their own country, 

they made a start in their career of expansion; and in 

the succeeding period engaged in various wars with 

their neighbours. First, by dint of valour, and the good 



fortune which attended them in the field, they mastered 

all the Latini; then they went to war with the Etruscans; 

then with the Celts; and next with the Samnites, who 

lived on the eastern and northern frontiers of Latium. 

Some time after this the Tarentines insulted the 

ambassadors of Rome, and, in fear of the consequences, 

invited and obtained the assistance of Pyrrhus. This 

happened in the year before the Gauls invaded Greece, 

some of whom perished near Delphi, while others 

crossed into Asia. Then it was that the Romans-having 

reduced the Etruscans and Samnites to obedience, and 

conquered the Italian Celts in many battles-attempted 

for the first time the reduction of the rest of Italy. The 

nations for whose possessions they were about to fight 

they affected to regard, not in the light of foreigners, 

but as already for the most part belonging and 

pertaining to themselves. The experience gained from 

their contests with the Samnites and the Celts had 

served as a genuine training in the art of war. 

Accordingly, they entered upon the war with spirit, 

drove Pyrrhus from Italy, and then undertook to fight 

with and subdue those who had taken part with him. 

They succeeded everywhere to a marvel, and reduced 

to obedience all the tribes inhabiting Italy except the 

Celts; after which they undertook to besiege some of 

their own citizens, who at that time were occupying 

Rhegium. 

7.  For misfortunes befell Messene and Rhegium, 



the cities built on either side of the Strait, peculiar in 

their nature and alike in their circumstances. 

Not long before the period we are now describing 

some Campanian mercenaries of Agathocles, having 

for some time cast greedy eyes upon Messene, owing to 

its beauty and wealth, no sooner got an opportunity 

than they made a treacherous attempt upon that city. 

They entered the town under guise of friendship, and, 

having once got possession of it, they drove out some 

of the citizens and put others to the sword. This done, 

they seized promiscuously the wives and children of the 

dispossessed citizens, each keeping those which fortune 

had assigned him at the very moment of the lawless 

deed. All other property and the land they took 

possession of by a subsequent division and retained. 

The speed with which they became masters of a 

fair territory and city found ready imitators of their 

conduct. The people of Rhegium, when Pyrrhus was 

crossing to Italy, felt a double anxiety. They were 

dismayed at the thought of his approach, and at the 

same time were afraid of the Carthaginians as being 

masters of the sea. They accordingly asked and 

obtained a force from Rome to guard and support them. 

The garrison, four thousand in number, under the 

command of a Campanian named Decius Jubellius, 

entered the city, and for a time preserved it, as well as 

their own faith. But at last, conceiving the idea of 

imitating the Mamertines, and having at the same time 



obtained their co-operation, they broke faith with the 

people of Rhegium, enamoured of the pleasant site of 

the town and the private wealth of the citizens, and 

seized the city after having, in imitation of the 

Mamertines, first driven out some of the people and put 

others to the sword. Now, though the Romans were 

much annoyed at this transaction, they could take no 

active steps, because they were deeply engaged in the 

wars I have mentioned above. But having got free from 

them they invested and besieged the troops. They 

presently took the place and killed the greater number 

in the assault,-for the men resisted desperately, 

knowing what must follow,-but took more than three 

hundred alive. These were sent to Rome, and there the 

Consuls brought them into the forum, where they were 

scourged and beheaded according to custom: for they 

wished as far as they could to vindicate their good faith 

in the eyes of the allies. The territory and town they at 

once handed over to the people of Rhegium. 

8.  But the Mamertines (for this was the name 

which the Campanians gave themselves after they 

became masters of Messene), as long as they enjoyed 

the alliance of the Roman captors of Rhegium, not only 

exercised absolute control over their own town and 

district undisturbed, but about the neighbouring 

territory also gave no little trouble to the Carthaginians 

and Syracusans, and levied tribute from many parts of 

Sicily. But when they were deprived of this support, the  
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