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Introduction
OCR has produced this resource to support teachers in interpreting the assessment criteria for the new 
A Level Ancient History specification and to bridge the gap between new specification’s release and the 
availability of exemplar candidate work following first examination in summer 2019. 

The questions in this resource have been taken from the H407/11–13 specimen question papers, which are 
available on the OCR website.  The answers in this resource have been written by candidates in Year 12 and 
Year 13.  They are supported by an examiner commentary.  

Please note that this resource is provided for advice and guidance only and does not in any way constitute 
an indication of grade boundaries or endorsed answers.  Whilst a senior examiner has provided a possible 
mark for each response, when marking these answers in a live series the mark a response would get 
depends on the whole process of standardisation, which considers the big picture of the year’s scripts.  
Therefore the marks awarded here should be considered to be only an estimation of what would be 
awarded.  How levels and marks correspond to grade boundaries depends on the Awarding process that 
happens after all/most of the scripts are marked and depends on a number of factors, including candidate 
performance across the board. Details of this process can be found here:  
http://ocr.org.uk/Images/142042-marking-and-grading-assuring-ocr-s-accuracy.pdf

http://ocr.org.uk/Images/142042-marking-and-grading-assuring-ocr-s-accuracy.pdf
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Example 1 – Question 2

Between the years of 492 and 404 BC relations between Greek and non-Greek states faced major upheaval, and it 

wouldn’t be unfair to attribute this in large part to the leadership of said states.  That said it should be noted that this is 

not the only reason for such drastic change, as opposing systems of government, politics and opportunities for strategic 

and economic gain all played their part.

Leadership was an important, if not the most important, factor in regards to inter-state relations.  Herodotus tells us that 

if not for Xerxes being convinced by Mardonius to attack Greece, the Persian War would have ended after Marathon 

(490 BC).  The war was disastrous for Persia, and Xerxes pursuing it as bad leadership as a result of him being easily led.  

Herodotus also tells of how the death of Mardonius at the Battle of Plataea (479 BC) caused the Persians ranks to splinter, 

once again providing evidence for the value of strong leadership – though it should be noted that Herodotus displays a 

strong anti-Persian bias and could be attempting to paint them as weak.  Thucydides also tells us how Alcibiades’ actions 

in regards to Argos and Mantineia increased tensions with Sparta, and was a result in large of a personal vendetta, and 

that would not likely have happened without his leadership.  Thucydides is considered to be credible source adds to this 

and shows the importance of leadership.

Politics was another major influence on the relations between states.  Thucydides tells of how Sparta was reluctant to 

participate in the Peloponnesian War but were pushed to by their allies, showing that sometimes things weren’t in the 

hands of just one man.  This can further be seen in his account of the incident at Potidaea, wherein Athens acted in order 

to expel the influence of an enemy from an ally and thus strengthen their position.  Again Thucydides is known to be a 

Period study essay questions

1. ‘Fighting was the only way for states to solve conflicts.’  To what extent do the sources support this view 
of the relationships between Greek states and between Greek and non-Greek states in this period?

You must use and analyse the ancient sources you have studied as well as your own knowledge to 
support your answer.            [30]

OR

2. How far did the changes in relations between Greek and non-Greek states depend upon the strengths 
and abilities of the leaders of the states during this period?

You must use and analyse the ancient sources you have studied as well as your own knowledge to 
support your answer.            [30]
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largely reliable source, and this is added to my accounts of those such as Plutarch and things such as the Megarian decree, 

in which Athens had to be seen to regulate  and control their allies (though some attribute this to a personal grudge on 

Pericles’ part – again showing the value of leadership), showing that many decisions were simply down to politics.

Potential for strategic and economic gain are also important factors in regards to motivating states to change their 

relations.  Herodotus speaks of how one of Darius’ motives for invading Greece initially (490 BC) was that it served as 

a gateway to Europe and thus a key strategic location.  It would also help protect the coast of Ionia, which Herodotus 

also tells us had recently revolted with the help of Athens.  Another reason Herodotus references is Greece’s wealth 

and farmland, which are always attractive to nations and empires in particular.  This can further be seen in the Sicilian 

expedition, which heavily impacted relations between Athens and Sparta despite starting as an Athenian bid for more 

territory and power, with nothing to do with Sparta.  Once more, Thucydides’ general reliability is acknowledged and 

furthers the idea that strategic and economic opportunity were a big impact.

The opposition of different types of government also played its part.  Persia, for one, venerated it’s king (as is exemplified 

on the carvings on their tombs) where Athens took great pride in its democracy (referenced by both Herodotus and 

Thucydides).  This undeniably resulted in tension, distrust and alarm that can be further seen in Athenian and Spartan 

relations.  Spartan oligarchy and Athenian democracy were essentially at odds – Thucydides speaks of how Sparta briefly 

conspired with oligarchs in Athens, and Xenophon of an oligarchic coup in 411 BC, showing the far reaching impact.

Overall, it is clear leadership had a massive impact on the relations between States. However to call it the only factor 

would be a naive, one dimensional view.
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Example 2 – Question 1

In both theory and practice, states were able to solve conflict without fighting, however not only was this rare, but also 

often occurred when there was a common enemy to fight.  Despite this, there are rare examples of states revolting 

conflict without fighting.

On the one hand it was possible in theory for states to resolved conflict without fighting, as Herodotus records how the 

Persians sent ambassadors to receive earth and water from the Greek states.  Indeed those, who did were not attacked, 

showing that Greek and non-Greek states were able to resolve conflict without fighting in theory.  In addition to this, 

disagreement between Greek states could be resolved in theory without war, as Thucydides states that the peace of 

446 BC between Sparta and Athens ensured that “differences between us should be settled by arbitration.”  Therefore 

it was possible in theory in Greek states to resolve conflicts without war. Moreover it can be inferred from Thucydides’ 

account that the Peloponnesian League had a bicameral system.  Indeed in 440, when Samos revolted against Athens, 

a debate in the Peloponnesian League led to a vote against war with Athens by intervention in the Samian revolt.  

Moreover there is evidence that not all Greeks desired war, as the Spartan Archidamus advised against war in 431.  

Thucydides relates the debate between Archidamus and Sthenelaidas about whether to go to war, showing how there 

were hawks and doves in each city.

Non-Greek states and Greek states at times successfully concluded a disagreement without fighting.  Herodotus 

mentions that during the Greco-Persian wars, Macedon remained neutral, as they resolved their conflict with Persia by 

offering earth and water and even reportedly housed Xerxes on his journey down through Greece, but there is no record 

of them ever lending troops to Persian in the war.  Consequently they were able to resolve their conflict with both Persian 

and Greek states without fighting.  Conflict between Persian and Sparta in 413 over the Ionian Greeks was also resolved 

without war between the two.  As Thucydides records, the original terms of the alliance stated that “all cities held in the 

past by the king’s ancestors shall be the king’s.”  However this gifted control of not just Ionia to Persia, but also much of 

central Greece.  Consequently, after protracted negotiations, the Spartans persuaded the Persians to conclude another 

treaty, without this clause in it.  Therefore it was possible for Greeks and non-Greek sates to resolved conflicts.

There are also examples of Greek states concluding disagreements without fighting.  Herodotus states that “Athens and 

Aegina were at each other’s throat” for a considerable period of time, but the issue of Aeginetan piracy was resolved 

through the Hellenic League.  Indeed the names of both cities were inscribed upon the Serpent column and both nations 

were able to resolve their differences.  Moreover, a discussion over whether to fight at Salamis was similarly resolved.  

While the Corinthian Adeimantus (according to Herodotus) urged a withdrawal to the isthmus, Themistocles argued for 

giving battle at Salamis.  This dispute was resolved in favour of Athens leading to the Battle of Salamis.  However the 

veracity of the dispute is doubted, as Herodotus (believed to have been writing in the 440s) arguably displays an Athenian 

bias.  At the Battle of Thermopylae he states that 400 Thebans were kept as hostages when the majority of the Greek 

army retreated.  However, as Cawkwell suggests, this is unlikely as they could have escaped at any point during the battle, 

and therefore Herodotus is arguably displaying anti-Theban bias.  However Herodotus can perhaps be believed on many 

accounts due to his statement that “my business is to record what people say, but I am by no means bund by believe it”.

On the other hand Greek states and non-Greek states often resolved conflict by war.  Indeed Herodotus records how 

“Xerxes sent no demand for submission” to Sparta and Athens in 481, as with the last Persian ambassadors in 491 Athens 

had thrown them into a pit, while in Sparta they had been pushed down a well.  This refusal to submit failed to resolved 

conflict without war, as Corcyra and Epidamnus clashed in 435 due to Corcyra’s refusal to aid the democratic party in 

the city in their expulsion of the oligarchs.  Thucydides records how Corinth and Athens were then dragged into the war 
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leading to a defensive alliance between Corcyra and Athens.  Therefore both non-Greek states and smaller Greek states 

often solved conflict with war.

Thucydides records how Corinth “began to conceive such a bitter hatred for Athens” in 461 after Megara concluded an 

alliance with Athens.  This resulted from a border war between the two members of the Peloponnesian League and their 

inability to resolve led to the First Peloponnesian War.  This mentality of the “enemy of your neighbour is your friend” 

was prevalent in other Greek states, as those in Sicily displayed an aptitude for war.  Thucydides records how Athens sent 

an expedition to Sicily in 415 in response to a request for military aid from Segesta, as it was involved in a war against 

Selinus its neighbour and Syracuse.  Consequently it can be argued that Greek states in Sicily fought to solve conflicts, as 

did those in Greece.  However the provenance of Thucydides is arguably open to doubt, as he was an Athenian general, 

who was exiled in 424 BC for his failure to deter Brasidas from taking Amphipolis.  Living from 460-400 BC he was an 

eye-witness and also used second and third hand accounts when writing.  As he wrote from memory, there is doubt as 

to the veracity of his comments, while the second and third hand accounts may have been unreliable.  Despite this he 

states that he “made it a principle not to write down the first stories that came my way and not even to be guided by my 

own general impressions.”  Consequently much of what Thucydides states is arguably credible, through it should perhaps 

be treated with caution.  It is notable that even the Greek alliances were created for war, as Thucydides records how the 

Delian League was created by states to “compensate themselves for their losses by ravaging the territory of the king of 

Persia.”

In conclusion fighting was not the only way for conflicts to be solved; as in both theory and practice Greek and non-

Greek states proved themselves able to solve disputes without resorting to war.  However this was rare and often 

occurred when the states shared a common aim, as Athens and Aegina did in the Greco-Persian wars.
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Example 3 – Question 1

To say that fighting was the ‘only way’ for states to solve conflict in fifth century Greece is not supported by the sources 

available which record lots of examples of alternative methods of solving conflict, namely peace treaties and arbitration.  

However, there was a lot of conflict in this time period between Greek states and between Greek and non-Greek states 

so how successful the alternative means of solving conflict is questionable and the parties involved do seem to have 

resorted rather readily to armed conflict, possibly because military prowess was admired and revered, particularly in 

Sparta.

Fighting was certainly one way that conflict was resolved in the ancient world.  When the Ionians revolted against their 

Persian overlords in 499 BC the Persians responded by crushing the rebels using the full might of their army and navy.  

They then demanded ‘earth and water’ of the Greeks with many poleis choosing to medise rather than face the wrath of 

the Persian king.  Two cities, according to Herodotus, refused to submit to Persian rule, Sparta and Athens, who Herodotus 

tells us, threw the Persian messengers into a well and a pit respectively!  This defiance motivated the Persian King Darius 

to launch an invasion of Greece in 490 in which islands like Naxos were sacked and the famous battle of Thermopylae 

was fought.  At Marathon the Greeks, led by the Athenians, beat the Persians and Herodotus suggests that this made 

a lasting impression on the Greek states who were “the first who dared to look without flinching at Persian dress” and 

may have been more willing to go to war henceforth.  The Persians responded to their defeat by carefully preparing and 

then launching another invasion of Greece in 480 under Xerxes, suggesting that fighting was the only way to resolve 

differences between the Persians and the Greeks.  Once again the Persians were beaten at Salamis and Plataea and this 

time they appear to have decided reluctantly to accept the status quo, leaving Greece alone, not becoming directly 

involved in the Greek region again until the latter stages of the Peloponnesian War.

The Peloponnesian War is a good example of the Greeks choosing to solve conflict by fighting.  In 432 the Corinthians 

urged their Peloponnesian allies to petition Sparta to declare war on Athens.  In the Corinthian complaint, recorded by 

Thucydides, Sparta is accused of ineffectually standing up to Athenian expansion and urged to take action.  Thucydides 

also tells us that the situation was subsequently debated at Sparta where King Archidamus urged caution but was 

opposed by an ephor, Sthenselaidas, who persuaded the Spartan assembly to take immediate action.  Whether this is 

how the debate in the Spartan assembly went is hard to assess as Thucydides certainly was not present at the time and 

the Spartans have left no record of the speeches made in their assembly.  It is likely that Thucydides reproduced the 

gist of the speeches given in 432, perhaps based only on subsequent events.  This period of the fifth century appears to 

provide the most evidence of the Greeks resorting to fighting to resolve conflict as the Peloponnesian war was to go on 

for 27 years, with a short break in the middle, and result in the destruction of the Athenian empire.

There is evidence for other means of resolving conflict being attempted though.  A good example is the formation of 

the Hellenic League in c.481, an anti-Persian alliance of thirty or so Greek states.  At their first meeting Herodotus tells 

us that they decided to end all conflict between allied Greek states and try to recruit more Greek states to their cause.  

Thucydides corroborates this by recording that there was an undertaking to provide mutual defence against attacks 

from all enemies, not just the Persians.  The Serpent Column provides archaeological evidence about the cities which 

combined to fight the Persians and is remarkable because it was a common dedication to the gods in a place, Delphi, 

where the Greeks usually tried to outdo each other with their monuments.  The Hellenic League was exceptionally 

successful in that it achieved victory over the Persians at Marathon, Salamis, Plataea and Mycale, with various Greek states 

fighting together in a combined force at each of these battles.  However, once the Persian threat was removed the need 
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for unity became less urgent and some Greek states tried to withdraw from the successor to the Hellenic League, the 

Delian League.  This new cooperative body was led by Athens because Sparta had decided to withdraw from leadership 

of the Hellenic League leaving the way clear for the rise of Athens and ultimately the creation of the Athenian empire.  

Ironically it was the rise in Athenian power as a result of this role that led to new sources of conflict between Greek states.  

Thucydides tells us that the first Peloponnesian war between 460 and 446 involved a series of conflicts between Greek 

states with the Battle of Tanagra being fought in 457 between Sparta and Athens.  Existing alliances and treaties, e.g., 

the Hellenic League, were broken and fighting was used to resolve these arguments over control of territory, trade and 

regional hegemony.

The Greeks did try to resolve their conflicts by making peace treaties, including the Peace of Callias in 449 between Persia 

and the Delian League and the Peace of Nicias in 421 BC between Athens and Sparta.  The authenticity of the Peace of 

Callias is debatable as although Diodorus records the main terms of this treaty, which were very favourable to the Greeks, 

in the fourth century Theopompus of Chios denounced it as a forgery.  He claims that it was invented to exaggerate the 

achievements of the Athenians, who at the time were reduced in status.  It is odd that Thucydides does not mention 

the Peace of Callias although, as it was agreed in the 50 years leading up to the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War we 

only have the very brief Pentecontaetia to rely on and Thucydides was certainly selective in what he included in this 

section of his book.  Herodotus mentions a man named Callias having discussions with the Persians in c.461 but as this 

was some years before 449 the sources collectively are certainly not conclusive about the existence of this peace treaty. 

The evidence for the Peace of Nicias, agreed between Athens and Sparta in 421, is much stronger in the sources with 

Plutarch telling us that “People were ready to believe, in fact, that Nicias was the man responsible for the peace as Pericles 

had been for the war” and Thucydides listing the terms of the peace in Book 5.  Thucydides also tells us that Sparta was 

motivated to seek this treaty with Athens because her 30 Year Peace with Argos was about to expire.  Although extending 

this peaceful co-existence proved protracted, eventually, in the aftermath of Spartan victory in the Battle of Mantinea, a 

50 year peace was agreed between Argos and Sparta suggesting that fighting was not the only way to solve conflict.

Although the sources provide evidence that fighting was not the only way for states to solve conflict in this period they 

provide much more evidence on war being a strategy to resolve arguments between both Greek states and Greek 

states and non-Greek states.  In the case of Thucydides it is unsurprising that we are left with an overriding impression 

that fighting was the preferred method when faced with conflicting interests as his book’s topic is the causes, course 

and consequences of the Peloponnesian War.  Herodotus is also a source whose aim is to document the long-standing 

problem of Persia against Greece, so naturally there is a focus on conflict and its resolution.  Most of the monuments 

at Delphi are to commemorate victories, both battles and Olympic, and competition appears to have been ingrained 

in Greek culture, making conflict more likely to occur.  Finally Aristophanes, the famous Athenian playwright, was a 

proponent of peace but clearly many people in Athens were inclined to war, otherwise he would have had no one to 

lampoon.
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Examiner Commentary

Example 1

The response shows a consistent focus on the issue of leadership at the beginning, and shows understanding of the 

relative part played by leaders in determining the relationships between states.  It uses examples from Herodotus and 

Thucydides to show the role of leaders in making decisions that affect relationships.  There is some generalisation on 

the roles of Xerxes and Alcibiades, and a lack of development on the issue of change and leaders’ roles (e.g. Alcibiades’ 

personal vendetta?).

The response then moves onto other factors – politics explained as allies pushing Sparta into war for example.  The 

discussion of the value of Thucydides is not clear and a general assertion is made on his reliability.  The reference to 

Plutarch is unsupported, and seems to see Megara as an ally while the statement that the Megarian decree may be a 

personal grudge of Perikles rather undermines the view that it was ‘simply politics’.

The argument on strategic/economic motives is partly convincing but underdevelops the role of Darius and ignores 

the role of Athenian leaders over Sicily (which Thucydides emphasises); the differences in political systems is a relevant 

explanation (though lacking a precise use of tombs, Herodotus and Thucydides).  The reference to Xenophon is uncertain 

as is the event claimed in Thucydides.

The conclusion seems to suggest a slightly different question is being answered losing focus on the issue of leadership.

There are some examples of leaders with some supporting evidence, which is at times largely generalised and imprecise.  

There is good range of knowledge of the whole period and events, and some understanding of the changes is 

relationship but these are not always made explicit in the explanation. 

Level 3 = 17/30

Example 2

The response has a focus on the issue of ‘fighting as the only way’ in the question and has a clear knowledge of 

relevant sources regarding the Persian Wars and the relations of Athens and Sparta; the source evidence is precise in the 

information gained from them.  The examples are relevant, detailed and appropriate – Macedon, treaties between Sparta 

and Persia.  However, it is incorrect to say Macedonian troops were not used by Persia (Hdt 9.31); The discussions of Aegina 

and Athens, the Thebans at Thermopylae are relevant and detailed and supported by specific evidence.  The discussion 

of Herodotus’ reliability is equally considered and balanced as is the later assessment of Thucydides using their own 

statements as evidence.

There is balance to the argument with substantiated examples of fighting to resolve conflicts ranging from the Persian 

Wars to Sicily, including the 460s and the 430s along the way as well as the Delian League. 

Unfortunately, the conclusion does not make reference to ‘the sources’ as that was the focus of the question.  There 

is convincing assessment of authors throughout the response and a very good range of detailed examples but the 

response to “to what extent” is unclear

There are occasional unclear expressions (‘revolting conflict’? ‘concluded a disagreement’?).

Level 5 = 26/30
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Example 3

There is a focus on the question of ‘fighting as the only way’ with some narrative of evens in 490-480 BC (although there 

is an odd reference to Thermopylae and 490) and 432 BC.  There are references in general to Herodotus and Thucydides 

recording events with some assessment of Thucydides’ reliability but not developed in terms of the question (to what 

extent).  The account of the Hellenic League is relevant (Marathon, though, was not part of it) with some support (Serpent 

Column but not Herodotus and the account of states putting aside their differences).  There is narrative of the period 

479-446 with little reference to source material and little specific use.  There is detailed discussion of the evidence for 

the Peace of Callias and some of the evidence for the Peace of Nicias.  The focus is on the sources for the events and the 

conclusions/explanations are convincing and thorough at this point.

The conclusion assesses the sources in terms of the question, and makes convincing explanations about the focus of the 

authors on wars making the sources more likely to emphasise the ‘fighting’.  The note on Aristophanes needed more 

development for it to be relevant.  This discussion is somewhat isolated from the majority of the narrative which does not 

use specific material at times.  

There is very good range of information and understanding mostly accurate, though sometimes generalised.  The range 

of examples from sources is not fully appropriate nor fully developed and evaluated.

Level 4 = 24/30
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Example 1

J. M. Cook argues that the idea of a miraculous Greek victory in the Persian Wars is unrealistic.  He argues that the Xerxes 

prepared the campaign as best he could but struggled with the difficult terrain.  J. M. Cook gives the impression that the 

Greeks won due to their alliance in the form of the Hellenic League and their strong leadership.

Cook is right in arguing that the image of the miraculous Greek victory is unconvincing.  The main account of the Persian 

Wars, Herodotus’ Histories was written in the third quarter of the 5th century BC, at a time when stories of the battles and 

been passed down and become legend.  The Greek sources are likely to exaggerate the remarkable nature of the victory 

Interpretation question

It is easy to persuade ourselves that it was little short of a miracle that the allied 
Greeks emerged victorious.  But we know the story only from the Greek side.  The 
familiar picture that we in Europe have inherited, that of the King with half the East 
at heel repelled by a handful of resolute Greek patriots whom he expected to 
trample underfoot, is a heartening one for lovers of freedom.  It is not entirely 
realistic.  As regards sheer numbers, the fact that the population of the Persian 
Empire was many times that of Greece is balanced by the fact that there were far 
more Greeks in the world than Persians.  What is more to the point is that a 
campaign at so great a distance from home in an ill-explored and difficult terrain was 
a very audacious enterprise.  It involved risks that Xerxes did his best to insure 
against by such preparations as could be made in advance; and to that extent he 
deserved a moment of triumph when he sacked the city of those Athenians whom 
his father had long been at pains to punish.  The Delphic priests expected him to win.   
But on the allied side there were leaders who calculated that a Persian conquest of 
Greece might be averted if the Athenians and the Spartan alliance united in 
resistance.  The event proved them correct.  It was bound to be a struggle in which 
chance could make or mar and generalship prove decisive.  On the second count, if 
not also on the first, the allies were fortunate

J.M. Cook The Persian Empire
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3. How convincing do you find J. M. Cook’s interpretation of Xerxes’ expedition against the Greeks in 
480–79 BC?

You must use your knowledge of the historical period and the ancient sources you have studied to 
analyse and evaluate Gruen’s interpretation.        [20]
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and present the Greeks as a superior force because they were fighting for their freedom against the barbaric Persians.  

Cook argues against the idea that the Persians vastly outnumbered the Greeks, the impression given in Herodotus’ 

account and is correct in doing so, though it is hard to know the exact figures because the figures given in Herodotus of 

2.6 million Persian soldiers seems ridiculous.  Modern scholars estimate it would have been a force of between 60,000–

120,0000.  It is therefore not the case that the smaller force of Greeks won because they were fighting for freedom.

J. M. Cook’s interpretation that Xerxes did his best to prepare for any risks is less convincing.  While Xerxes did ensure 

there were adequate supply lines reaching Greece, it was perhaps the lack of Persian supplies that forced them to make 

decisions which ultimately led to their defeat.  Had the Persians wintered in southern Greece in the winter of 480/479 

rather than retreating to Thessaly, the pressure placed on the Athenians would likely have severely weakened them.  

Similarly, the Persian tactic of cavalry raids on the Greeks troops and supply bases before the Battle of Plataea in 479 was 

extremely effective at weakening the Greek forces.  However, rather than continuing this tactic, the Persians fought a 

full battle which they lost.  The historian Cawkwell argues that they were forced into this battle due to a lack of supplies.  

So while Xerxes may have made preparations, he was still not prepared enough but perhaps J. M. Cook’s interpretation 

that Xerxes “did his best” is convincing as supplying a large army far from the empire would have been difficult.  In 

Thucydides 1.69, however a Corinthian puts forward the view that “Xerxes’ failure was largely his own fault”; which 

shows there was a view in the Greek world that the Greeks did not win the wars because of their own strength but the 

weakness in the Persian campaign and this renders J. M. Cook’s argument less convincing. 

The comment that the terrain was difficult is a valid one as the mountainous terrain of Greece was not idea for the main 

Persian strength: cavalry.  Herodotus provides no reference to the cavalry being used at Marathon in Book 6 of his Histories 

perhaps because it took a long time to ready.  The Greeks cleverly neutralised the threat of the cavalry by choosing 

sites like Thermopylae, a mountain pass, for battles and this was effective in reducing the Persian strength.  J. M. Cook’s 

interpretation therefore that the Persians didn’t know the terrain and that it was difficult is convincing but the point 

should also be made that the Greeks employed the terrain against them.

J. M. Cook also argues the importance of the alliance of Greeks, the Hellenic League, in bringing about the Greek 

victory.  He comments that it was a “handful” which is correct as there were 31 states out of about 600, all listed on the 

Serpent Column, a victory offering at Delphi to give thanks for victory at Plataea.  The idea they were “resolute” is also 

convincing as they made an agreement to stop wars between them to unite against the Persian force.  J. M. Cook notes 

the significance of talented generals which is a convincing point; however he doesn’t mention the argument that the 

Greeks were superior fighters.  This is put forward by Herodotus 9.62 as he argues that the Persians were just as brave as 

the Greeks but deficient in skill and armour and this is a very significant reason as to why they lost.  The Persian leadership 

was also problematic as they fought in cavalry squadrons which relied on a strict formation so if the leader was killed, 

the squadron was much less effective and if a cavalryman fell from his horse, he wore no armour and was therefore 

very vulnerable to the Greek forces.  J. M. Cook’s interpretation that the Greeks won because of their alliance and strong 

leadership is therefore very convincing.

Overall, J. M. Cook’s interpretation is very convincing .  He argues against the myth of a remarkable victory and explains 

that in fact the Greeks won because the Persians had difficult terrain and the Greeks were made strong by their alliance 

and leadership and all these arguments have some merit and are therefore convincing, though would be strengthened 

by references to the shortage of supplies and superiority of the Greek soldiers.   
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Examiner Commentary

The response deals with some issues raised in the extract convincingly and with some well-supported details and well-

developed understanding; at other points the supporting material is less detailed and undeveloped, demonstrating 

reasonable knowledge of the examples chosen to illustrate the argument.  There are points when the analysis is thorough 

but this is not sustained throughout the response.  There are features which relate to the mark scheme (which is 

indicative), although others aspects are not covered.  These chosen features are not always covered fully or thoroughly.

There are some issues in the extract which are not considered fully, for example the issue of ‘chance’ (line 17), the specific 

unity of Athens and Sparta, seen as vital here (line 15), Greek generalship (lines 14 & 17), the range of risks for the Persians 

(line 9–10), the successes of the expedition (line 12).  While not every issue in an extract is essential for a thorough and 

fully substantiated response, the key points in the author’s interpretation need to be addressed fully especially those 

which relate directly the outcome.  It is also necessary that the points the candidate choses to highlight or analyse need 

to be well-supported with specific and detailed information and/or ancient sources as evidence for the argument/

analysis/evaluation to be substantiated.

The response deals effectively with the image presented to us by Greek sources in general terms not specific examples 

which would provide substantiated analysis, but does give some general evaluation of its limitations as evidence.  It 

addresses the issue of numbers with some reference to modern estimates, although detail limited in scope and not 

supported by evidence or argument. 

The discussion of Xerxes’ preparations assesses the Cook interpretation as unconvincing providing two examples of 

decision caused by lack of supplies although not developed fully with supporting evidence and not providing a fuller 

explanation of the context.  They are not perhaps the most relevant in terms of Persian mistakes nor the leaders who 

made them e.g. the decision to fight at Salamis.  The use of Thuc. 1.69 supports the argument against the Cook view 

but is not evaluated as evidence nor its context explained.  It needed to be clearly related to line of argument in the 

paragraph. 

The response supports Cook’s view concerning the terrain convincingly with a specific example of Thermopylae.  It does 

not address the extent of lack of knowledge in Cook’s ‘ill-explored’ nor the problem of ‘distance’ and how valid these 

difficulties were if the whole of Cook’s interpretation is to be convincing. 

There is some lack of clarity over the comments on ‘handful’ and ‘resolute’ appearing to suggest that Cook supports the 

view in the sentence when it is actually the ‘familiar picture’ which he suggests is not ‘realistic’.  The analysis therefore 

is not related to Cook’s interpretation in that sense.  There is some argument that these comments are convincing with 

support from the numbers in the Hellenic League and the unity of it, although Cook’s later point that it was that of 

Athens and Sparta which mattered is not addressed, thus missing an important point.  Equally there is limited discussion 

of ‘generals/leaders’ which needed specific examples for a substantiated analysis or reference to a specific individual.  The 

response does not address the idea of ‘luck’ or ‘fortunate’ as a factor in victory, although Cook clearly makes a point of this 

at the end.  The discussion of factors, which are not in the extract and which would make it more convincing, has some 

validity and support with Herodotus 9.62 and a reference to Persian leadership (although lacking detailed support). 

Overall the response focuses on the question consistently returning to the issue of ‘convincing’ a number of times.  It 

deals with a number of issues raised in the extract and presents analysis of these which at times is convincing and well-

supported but not consistently so.  The range of detailed knowledge is inconsistent also, and the understanding of the 

issues is sometimes well-developed.  The analysis needed to focus on the specific terms in Cook’s interpretation more 

closely in places, instead of sometimes generalising the issues.  There needed to be more factual and/or source support 

for the assertions made either in support or against the interpretation.

Level 4 = 14/20
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Depth study essays
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Example 1 – Question 5

The sources such as Plutarch’s Life of Lycurgus, Xenophon’s ‘Constitution of the Spartans’ show us that education was a key 

part in installing Spartan values in boys and girls.

For girls, this is less of the case than boys.  They had a more informal form of education that was mainly about having 

many children (a key Spartan value) and running a household.  Xenophon’s Constitution of the Spartans shows how 

Lycurgus felt it was necessary to toughen the girls physically so that they were more prepared for childbirth and 

pregnancy so would handle it well.  It also talks about how Lycurgus would keep the husband and wife apart so that they 

didn’t have sex too often and were more likely to have babies when they did see each other.  This part of their ‘education’ 

was key to developing Spartan values.  The women/girls were also key to instating Spartan values into boys.  Xenophon 

is a very useful source as he had access to first hand information and lived in an estate given to him by the Spartans for 

many years.  This makes his information more likely to be more accurate and reliable.

The boys education was very targeted at developing Spartan values and preparing the boys for campaign.  Xenophon’s 

Constitution of the Spartans provides key evidence for this.  Xenophon wrote that Lycurgus made the boys run barefoot 

and only eat the amount that would make them tall not fat.  Lycurgus created the agoge, which the boys entered into at 

the age of seven.  The boys slept on mats made by themselves and lived a very hard life to prepare them for the gruelling 

conditions of campaign.  The boys education continued well into their twenties and thirties.  Young men under thirty 

were not allowed to shop and either a lover or family member had to do that for them.  They had to spend most of their 

time exercising or at the syssitia (public mess) where they learnt form their elders or taught those younger than them.  

Xenophon’s sons are said to have gone through the agoge (by a biographical source) and so Xenophon would have had 

very good access to information about the agoge and the Spartan education system.  The whole system was created to 

install and emphasise Spartan values which is clearly shown by Xenophon in his Constitution of the Spartans.

H407/11 – Questions 5 and 6

5. How far did the education of boys and girls in Sparta help to develop Spartan values?

You must use and analyse the ancient sources you have studied as well as your own knowledge to 
support your answer.            [36] 

OR

6. To what extent were the kings able to control decision-making in Sparta during this period?

You must use and analyse the ancient sources you have studied as well as your own knowledge to 
support your answer.            [36]
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Finally, Plutarch’s ‘Life of Lycurgus’ also highlights how the education system developed Spartan values in boys and girls.  

Plutarch also talks about the agoge and eirens (or hebontes as Xenophon calls them) and the Artemis Orethia.  This was 

a ‘ritual’ of sorts that the boys took part in when they reached a certain age.  It involved two teams, one trying to get 

cheeses from an altar, the other had whips to protect the cheeses.  Sometimes a boy might die.  This shows how the 

Spartan values of honour and bravery were developed by the Spartan education system.  Evidence for the development 

of Spartan values in the girls is provided in Plutarch.  This in once again relating to how childbirth and producing many 

Spartan children was a key part in Spartan life and values.  Plutarch wrote AD 80 – 120 and used extensive library research 

preserving some sources now lost to us.  When Plutarch was writing it was much later and the Spartan mirage may have 

changed some information making it less accurate however, Plutarch still provides us with useful information on Spartan 

values.

In conclusion, the sources help to show us Spartan values through poetry and description and provide us with evidence 

as to how the Spartan education system helped to develop that in both boys and girls.
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Example 2 – Question 5

The Spartan education system was important in developing the Spartan values in girls and boys.  There was also other 

ways in which Spartan children could learn these same values.

Boys in Sparta were trained from the age of seven in the agoge.  This system taught the boys how to fight in a phalanx 

along with music and dancing, neglecting their skills such as reading and writing. As the main Spartan values focus on 

the physical traits of its people, the agoge succeeded in instilling the Spartan values.  One of the Spartan values is military 

prowess, this is taught throughout the agoge as the boys are trained with the sole purpose of joining the Spartan army.  

But, the other Spartan values can be taught elsewhere.

As the Agoge begins at the age of 7, the Spartan values must be taught to the children before they begin.  This is why the 

mothers are the people who teach the children about Spartan values so that they can begin training already in the mind 

set of a Spartan.

Xenophon tells us about what the Spartan boys went through while at the Agoge.  They were only given one cloak 

every year and weren’t given enough food.  The lack of food was intended to encourage the boys to steal food to avoid 

starvation.  Although they were punished if caught, the Spartan boys were praised if they stole without detection.  This 

shows that the Spartans did not view stealing as a good value to have, but they had no objection to children doing it.

Another important Spartan value is that all Spartans were seen to be the same.  The agoge tried to do this by showing 

the boys how to fight in a phalanx and that there were a unit, this is also shown as they enter a syssitia after completion 

of the Agoge.  An example of this value is Brasidas’ mother who refused to believe that her son was a better fighter than 

any other people at the battle.  But the boys were also encouraged to try to beat the others to be the best.  This is shown 

as the best fighter were chosen to join the krypteia.  This goes against the Spartan values as the boys were told to be 

humble and to not be proud of their achievements while at the same time they were encouraged to try and be better 

than others and were rewarded for it.

Girls were also taught to develop Spartan values as they were put through an education system too.  Girls were taught 

many of the same values as the boys as Spartan society relies on its population following the same values.  The girls were 

taught to feel humble and austere as they weren’t supposed to excel individually.  But they were also able to compete 

with each other in the Hyacinthia festival and chariot races were put on for women to participate in.  The girls were also 

encouraged to shout insults at the boys as they were training or fighting, to encourage them to work harder.  This also 

contrasts the Spartan values as they were supposed to see themselves as equal but was also taught to try to be above 

anyone else.

In conclusion, the sources help us to understand how Spartan values were instilled in boys and girls through their 

education system to an extent.  The sources also tell us that Spartan values were taught outside of the agoge as mothers 

were expected to teach their children and any father in Sparta could punish children for not following traditional Spartan 

values.  But the sources also suggest that Spartan values were challenged in the education system as the value of 

austerity was ignored, boys and girls were encouraged to compete with each other in events such as the Artemis Ortheia 

festival where boys had to get cheese, which goes against some Spartan values.
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Examiner Commentary

Example 1 – Question 5

Some detail and source with reference to girls’ education, with some understanding.  The reference to keeping men and 

women apart is not strictly relevant to education, but rather social custom.  The values are not explicit and the reference 

to girls instilling values in boys is not developed.

The attempt at evaluation of Xenophon is general, not specific to the material mentioned; the reference to his sons might 

have been developed more.  A brief addition is made to evaluate Plutarch at the end of the response which adds little.

The account of boys’ education is a paraphrase of Xenophon largely with some Plutarch with less detail, and mixes 

education with social customs again, including the syssitia which could be made more relevant if the response dealt 

with what was learnt and how.  It is not made clear how these are part of education and the instilling of values.  It is 

unclear what values.  There is some mention of honour and bravery over the Artemis Orthia (misspelling here) but clearly 

undeveloped.  There is a reference to the value of ‘producing many children’

There is mention of poetry but no specific reference.

There is a range of appropriate examples and some judgments and conclusions but does not analyse the values instilled 

nor evaluate the material in a developed manner; reasonable range of knowledge of the sources and information but is 

unbalance on girls.  There is more narrative than analysis.  While the source material is relevant and good and knowledge 

is of a good range, the analysis for the question of values is limited.

Level 4 = 20/36

Example 2 – Question 5

There is a focus on values from the beginning of the response, although the detail of the agoge is limited.  The reference 

to mothers is undeveloped and unclear what values are taught.  The interpretation of ‘stealing’ as a valued activity 

makes a partially valid point as does the reference to being ‘the same’, although not well expressed.  There is reference to 

values of humility and austerity but these are not clearly explained and analysed.  The syssitia role is mentioned but not 

explained as is the Krypteia.  There is a valid discussion of the idea of being ‘the best’ and more could be made of this. 

Girls’ education lacks detail but has a reference to involvement in the Hyacinthia festival.  The rather vague reference to 

sources in the conclusion is unhelpful.

There is a focus on analysis at the expense of the evidence and information in places.  The lack of specific examples from 

the sources places this response initially very low.  While AO2 and AO1 are Level 3 there is only a vague support from the 

evidence placing it in Level 1.  Using a best fit approach, a mark from the upper end of Level 2 has been suggested.

Level 2 = 10/36
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Example 3 – Question 6

Spartan kings the Agiads and the Euryopotids had a lot of power at the beginning.  An example being Plutarch telling us 

Theopompus and Polydorus supplemented the Rhora.  This took away from the power of the ekklesia to use a veto.  This 

quote did however come from Plutarch 46–120 AD who was born and writing long after the fall of Sparta so it isn’t a first 

hand account.

The kings had certain powers according to Xenophon and “no one marched in front of the kings” and that they had the 

“power to summon everyone”.  Xenophon is however a Laconophile and will praise the Spartans so his account could be 

bias.

Herodotus especially mentions the powers which the kings had.  He tells us they had control with deciding who would 

marry a woman if her father had died it is the king responsibility to deicide “who has the right to marry her”.  Herodotus 

also mentions further controls they had that “All duties with public roads were in the kings hands” and that anyone 

whishing to adopt must do so in the presence of the kings.  He also mentions the kings were responsible for the safe 

keeping of all oracles.  Herodotus also mentions that the king have the power to declare war.  This gives the impression 

that the kings would decide who they would go to war with and that the Lacodameonans had no say however, there 

is conflict in the sources as Thucydides claims that the kings didn’t have this kind of power and that they could decide 

whether to go to war or not.

In 432 the Gerousia have proposed that Athens have broken the 30 Year Peace treaty and have proposed war.  King 

Archamidas claims war is not likely to be anything on a small scale that they would be fighting far off and says “Our navy 

is inferior to theirs’.  He has to make a proposal not to go to war, he doesn’t just have the final say therefore he doesn’t 

have all the control.  Whereas, Sthenalidas the ephor for that year, as Thucydides tells us, actually challenges the king 

claiming “I don’t understand these long speeches which Athenians make” and yells therefore Spartans cast your votes 

for the glory of Spartan and for the honour of war!”  After this Thucydides claims that Sthenalidas “couldn’t decide on 

which side the acclamations were louder” and asks that those for war to stand on one side and those against to stand on 

another.  Spartans not wanting to appear as cowards stood on the side for war.  

This is a clear example of the king not having control in Sparta as King Archamidas doesn’t want to go to war but he 

didn’t get what he wanted. He didn’t have control over the situation.  So Herodotus claiming they could declare war on 

whom they choose isn’t reliable however Thucydides wouldn’t have been there at the time so the speech cannot be fully 

correct as it is only what he has be told which could have been supplemented.

It could even be argued that the ephors had more power than the king as Xenophon tells us they had so much power 

that they were only allowed to complete their one year in office.  He also tells us they had the power to “conflict 

punishment at will” and could “declare war on the helots” so a member of the krypteia murdering one was seen as an 

act of war not murder.  There is also Sthenalidas who changed the voting system to get the ekklesia to agree with his 

decision.

The Ekklesia was supposed to have the final descion however it was the kings and the Gerousia who drafted the policies.  

Though Xenophon mentions that “the authority to decide upon the latter, but foreword did belong to the people” that 

they saw oligarchie as one that was undiluted and dominate so the kings controls were limited in this way as they voted 

so the king could just decide he need the support of the homoioi to agree with him.

Even in the syssitia the kings had to attend.  Plutarch tells us about King Agis and when returning from war he wanted to 
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eat with his wife and they didn’t send his portions from the mess the next day he refused to carry out the sacrifice and 

they fined him.  So the kings didn’t have complete control, they still had to attend the mess like the other members of the 

homoioi.

Xenophon also mentions at the mess the kings are the first to sit down, which the sacrifice follows. Only they do the 

sacrifice, however if done badly the ephors put him on trial so they don’t have complete control with the sacrifice and 

have to be careful and the ephors here can even be shown to have power over the king as well as control.

In conclusion, Spartan kings did have a lot of power and control, however there power was limited due to the ekklesia 

(though it was easily corrupted) and the Gerousia.  They never could just decide and couldn’t always decide Spartas fate 

and the ephors could be seen to have more power over the king and more control in Sparta as they could only stay in 

office for one year.  So the kings could control to a certain extent however their powers were limited and actually had 

little control like deciding whether or not to go to war in 432 BC.  So the sources demonstrate the king did have control, 

sometimes but not always and it was limited and men such as the ephors had a lot of power and control too.
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Example 4 – Question 6

One of the sources that we could use to highlight the power of the kings would be Plutarch.  He tells us of multiple 

instances where the kings have had power in Sparta.  One example would be how the kings would have to be in the 

presence of the family if they were to adopt a child proving how the kings had control over proceedings in Sparta.  

Plutarch also tells us about how the kings would have the right to sacrifice while on campaign which can also be cross 

referenced with Xenophon which improves the reliability of the sources since we have two sources which agree with 

each other.  Plutarch is reliable since he had access to sources such as Herodotus and Xenophon meaning he wasn’t 

basing his information of unreliable evidence.  Plutarch was considered to write more biographical evidence however, but 

overall his information can be trusted.

One source that we could use to disprove the power of the kings would be Thucydides.  He tells us of the debate 

between Archidamus (king) and Sthenalaidas (ephor) about whether they should go to war.  Thucydides also tells us 

that Sthenelaidas was the debate which disproves the power of the kings.  Furthermore, Diodorus 11.50 tells us about 

Hetoemaridas who was a member of the Gerousia who stood up and convinced the assembly to oppose the view of 

the king which is further proof for how other groups kept checks on the power of the kings.  Diodorus supplies us with 

a succinct, but important source of information.  We can talk about the reliability of Diodorus in a sense that his source 

agrees with Thucydides source in a sense that the kings opinion was opposed and Sparta never went to war with Athens.

We can also talk about regent Pausanias who was placed on trial by the ephors as well as the king Demaratus who was 

also put on trial by the ephors / Gerousia.  This highlights how the kings weren’t able to take control of proceedings in 

Sparta because a group like the ephors could limit the power that they had.  We also know that the ephors could depose 

a magistrate, such as a king, from his office before he had completed his time also showing how the king couldn’t control 

what happened because they were limited by the ephors.

Plutarch tells us about how the Ecclesia could make decision and only the kings or the ephors could agree / disagree if the 

people were to make a crooked choice.  This highlights how the kings could control Sparta and the proceedings because 

Lycurgus had permitted only the kings and ephors to basically make decisions.  Plutarch helps us to evaluate the situation 

however because he mentions how the ephors could overturn the decisions to which acts as a flip side to the argument 

of the kings importance.  On one hand this was a major indication of power but the kings held it along side the ephors.  

The sources seem to indicate how the kings were powerful yet the ephors always kept a check on that power.  Plutarch’s 

evidence is reliable here because he correctly identifies how each of the groups within Rome would function so the 

reliability is tough to question.

Overall, when evaluating the evidence I would like to comment on how on the fact that I believe the kings to a small 

extent could run Spartan proceedings.  The majority of the sources (Plutarch, Herodotus, Diodorus) tell us of situations 

where kings have been overpowered by the decisions of the ephors and other groups such as the Gerousia.  There are 

many source references which highlight how the kings would have controlled Sparta, mainly Xenophon and Plutarch 

which, I would say are reliable sources of information since they can back up the political system correctly and provide 

us with information that can be crossed referenced.  Xenophon is incredibly useful in helping us with the kings because 

he fought for Sparta and worked under the supervision of the king so he would’ve become familiar with procedure.  To 

create a final judgement I would have to say that sources indicate that ephors kept a check on the kings which prevented 

them from having full control over Sparta.  Even though we have sources to help us understand the importance of the 

kings, sometimes I feel as though the mirage theory limits the evidence and the amount of sources that we do have 

access to is also limited so it can be tough to make a correct evaluation.
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Examiner Commentary

Example 3 – Question 6

There is a very good range of appropriate detailed examples from the source material identifying specific powers held by 

the kings – Plutarch, Xenophon, Herodotus, Thucydides including material which is compared or contrasted to indicate 

the problems with the issue.  The evidence is used to form reasoned conclusions which are convincing to some extent.

There is some evaluation but it is not fully developed.  Herodotus is said to be unreliable since it clashes with Thucydides’ 

account, but then Thucydides is said to be not fully correct, which all ignores the difference in period and context.

Other organs of government are considered – ephors, Assembly with appropriate evidence.  Restrictions on the kings are 

provided such as the syssitia, oversight of ephors – all supported by reference to source material. 

The conclusion makes some judgments but they are not entirely substantiated (‘the kings never could decide’ ‘little 

control’) taking no account of the earlier history of Spartan kings such as Cleomenes.  However, the response provides a 

convincing argument on the power of kings for the most part, with very good knowledge and mostly substantiated.  It 

does not specifically focus on decision-making and at times answers a slightly different question.  There are also some 

minor mis-spelling of names.

Level 5 = 27/36

Example 4 – Question 6

There is evaluation, mainly of Plutarch, which is not entirely convincing, for example the idea that since Xenophon 

and Plutarch agree the information must be accurate.  Sources are largely accurate if at times vague in reference; the 

Diodorus is slightly misused since there is no mention of a king in the account.  The following assessment is therefore 

not convincing.  There is some discussion of the ephors and kings (although Pausanias was a regent not a king).  Again 

the Great Rhetra is mentioned but refers to ephors and kings not gerousia and kings and additionally identifies this with 

Lycurgus, making the argument weaker and evaluation less valid.

The final section deals with evaluation in isolation to some extent; while making some valid points on the limitations/

mirage issue, the response does not deal with the contexts of the sources sufficiently and does not relate the argument 

specifically to the material used.

There is a good range of examples both of sources and information; there are some argument relevant to the question 

but are based at times on partially understood material and lack substantiated conclusions or developed judgments.  The 

response has some elements of Level 4 but the analysis and detail is sometimes Level 3.

Level 4 = 20/36
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Example 1 – Question 5

Socrates, a famous Athenian philosopher who lived from 469 to 399 BC, is described in many sources by authors such 

as Plato, as an individual who is against the Sophists.  This was because Socrates’ work was concerned with ethics and 

morality, which meant that Socrates’ was always attempting to find the truth, as compared to the Sophists, who would lie 

and deceive in order to make the weaker argument seemed like the stronger argument.  This is clear from Plato’s ‘Gorgias’, 

which appears to portray Socrates as different from the other Sophists.  In fact, it portrays Socrates as a completely 

anti-sophistic man.  In this source, Socrates is in conversation with Polus, a sophist.  It is clear that Socrates’ objective is to 

find the truth in what Polus is saying.  He does this by using the ‘Socratic Method’ (elenchus) to probe even deeper into a 

question until the truth is arrived at.  On the other hand, Polus is trying to convince Socrates that sophism is a great tool 

that can be used to gain power and other desires.  Socrates explains to Polus that sophism is immoral and that it should 

not be used in an unjust way.  He also describes how sophism is more of a _____ than a profession or skill and that is a 

destructive tool that is used by Sophists to gain power and a good public image.  Therefore, on the basis of this source 

and other sources that are written by Plato, Socrates definitely differed from the Sophists.

However, Aristophanes presents Socrates as a completely different character.  In Aristophanes ‘Clouds’, Socrates is 

portrayed as a Sophist himself, teaching his students the art of deceit to gain a positive outcome.  The way in which 

Aristophanes satirises Socrates would have created a negative image towards Socrates.  The works that were written by 

Aristophanes would have grouped Socrates with the Sophists, which may have given the public the impression that he 

was like his enemies – full of lies and lacking moral standards.

Another point to consider is that the sophists were paid to teach, whereas Socrates took no payment for his work.  This is 

another difference between Socrates and the sophists.  It is clear from the sources that Socrates prefers to live in poverty, 

unlike the sophists who desired wealth and fame.

H407/12 – Questions 5 and 6

5. To what extent do the sources enable us to assess whether Socrates differed from the Sophists?

You must use and analyse the ancient sources you have studied as well as your own knowledge to 
support your answer.            [36] 

OR

6. To what extent was the Athenian building programme a political statement?

You must use and analyse the ancient sources you have studied as well as your own knowledge to 
support your answer.            [36]
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Although the sources which portray Socrates may be slightly biased, they are all we have to read, as Socrates never wrote 

anything down himself.  Therefore, based on Plato’s and other representations of Socrates, it would be fair to suggest 

that Socrates differed from the sophists to a great extent, as he does not display the same qualities as they do.  Socrates 

worked to uncover the truth whereas the Sophists worked to hide the truth by using their rhetoric to win any argument, 

even if that argument was immoral.  Even though Aristophanes portrays Socrates as a sophist in his sources, there are 

many more sources that presents Socrates as an anti-sophistic individual.



A Level Ancient History Candidate style answers

26 © OCR 2019

Example 2 – Question 5

There are many sources indicating Socrates was not a Sophist and differed from them in various ways.  Firstly, there is 

Xenophon’s ‘Memoirs of Socrates’, where he is discussing the extent to which Socrates death is justified.  He says how 

Socrates was convicted and executed for corruption of the youth and denying the Gods, both charges being tied with 

the works of Sophists which Xenophon highly disbelieved in.  Firstly he tries to explain how Socrates never said anything 

irreverent or disregarding of the Gods, in fact he was known for regular sacrifices and praying.  He believed Gods knew 

absolutely everything about anything, such as future events and the god and bad in people.  This is clear proof, in 

Xenophons eyes, that he did indeed believe in the Gods and never denied them.  He also mentions how the divine would 

consult to Socrates and he would openly tell people about it, and that these who listened to him would “benefit”, whilst 

those who ignored his advice would “soon be sorry for it”, so he was obviously well respected.  Xenophon highlights how 

if he was not contacted by the divine, he would not say anything out of fear of looking stupid so he must be telling the 

truth. Xenophon felt that the reason people were bitter and confused about his view of the Gods was because it differed 

from theirs; people would ask the Gods everyday questions that Socrates felt were not appropriate and infact insulted 

the Gods, as they gave people intelligence to answer these questions themselves.  People of Athens did not like this as it 

contradicted traditional values and instead of accepting the sense in Socrates argument.

The second charge of corrupting the youth is also argued in the Memoirs of Socrates, where Xenophon claims Socrates 

only taught good, virtue, piety and how to live with self control.  He taught the youth to try not to be too wise as that is 

the least cleverest thing you can do, and that people who are bad are simply ignorant of the good so we must not blame 

them.  Xenophon said that when the youth were in Socrates presence they adopted good will and logical thinking. 

Socrates accusers used the example of Critias and Alcibiades as examples of Socrates corruptions.  Xenophon justifies 

Socrates and explains why the two men ended up corrupted.  Alciabides and Critias were both eager to be involved in 

politics and needed the art of rhetoric to achieve high positions.  For this reason they went to be taught by Socrates.  

Xenophon claims that while Socrates was teaching them, they left their greed and selfish goals behind and became good 

men, but when they left him they became corrupt again when they sought for power.  Critias caused so much chaos 

that he was exiled where he met barbaric people and was eventually killed.  Alciabides, however, became very successful 

and indulged in regular symposiums and was sought after by many women , and, as Xenophon put it like a successful 

athlete who wins his games, he began to neglect himself.  Socrates was actually completely against Alcibiades lifestyle.  

Xenophon said Socrates disagreed with lovers of luxury or to interfere with beautiful attractive women as you soon 

lose self control and your senses.  On one occasion he compared Alcibiades need and wanting of a particular woman a 

“pigs itch” and that he wanted to rub himself up against this woman like a pig with an itch.  Xenophon concluded all this 

action by comparing git with a situation of a music teacher.  He said if a flute teacher taught a child how to play superbly, 

but then the child got another teacher who made them worse, is the first teacher to blames?  This was Xenophon’s 

justification of how Socrates did not corrupt the youth like the Sophists.

Xenophon also expresses how Socrates, unlike the Sophists, did not accept payment of his services as he did not 

believe it was a form of a correct way to live.  He felt it showed greed and called those who charged “self-enslavers” and 

corrupters.  This is a big way Socrates differed from the youth.

Xenophon is a useful source in that he was contemporary and knew Socrates, however there are much more 

disadvantages to him.  Firstly he was actually not a philosopher or a student of Socrates so we could argue he did not 

really understand Socrates works.  Secondly, he admired Socrates so would not write foul of him; he was keen defending 

Socrates. His representation of Socrates also differed from Platos as he shows Socrates as a self disciplined, serious 

intellect who seeked souly to achieve the truth.  Xenophon also was unlikely to have been at any of Socrates speeches 

so is unlikely to be accurate.  Lastly, Xenophon was suspected to put a lot of his own views and interests (e.g. religion) in 
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Socrates speeches so his reliability is very questionable.

Plato wrote many dialogues of Socrates and from these we can get a good picture of Socrates general nature and 

behaviour.  The main dialogue is between Socrates and Euthyphro when Socrates was using the Socratic method, also 

known as elenchus, to seek answers from Euphyphro on what “holiness” really is.  Elenchus was actually used by Sophists 

in teacher as a method to ask a number of questions to reach a conclusive answer.  This actually suggests in a way that 

Socrates was actually quite similar to Sophists even if Plato is trying to defend Socrates.  In the speech, however, he is 

depicted as a firm believer in the Gods, unlike the Sophists, but simply tried to express they are not a harmonic body 

of thought; they all have their own opinions so it is generally impossible to define what is holy and what is considered 

“piety”.  Another one of Platos speeches is between Socrates and Protogoras.  Here Protogaras is explaining how many 

Sophists hid their teachings by naming them as forms of art, for example poetry, music, dance and gymnastics.  Socrates 

does not hide his teaching under any names, simply expresses it as teaching good, virtue, piety and self control.  In this 

sense we could argue he was not a Sophist at all.  Another dialogue Plato wrote was between Hippias and Socrates where 

Hippias, a Sophistic, was gloating about how much money he had made from his teachings.  Socrates visibly disapproved 

and felt to live a greedy life is to be ignorant and dishonest.  This, you could say, proves he wasn’t a Sophist.

Plato is useful in that he was contemporary and a student of Socrates, so he knew him personally and understood his 

teachings.  The problem with this, however, is that it creates a bias view of Socrates in that they are friends.  Also his 

depiction of Socrates is very different to Xenophon as he shows him as humerous, so it is smart to be careful of both 

sides.  Plato also made up a lot of his speeches as he was unlikely there, and enjoyed to be dramatic to captivate the 

audience.

There are, however, some sources to suggest Socrates was indeed a Sophist.  The main source is the plays ‘Clouds’ by 

Aristophanes.  In this play Socrates is depicted as a corrupting teacher who denied the Gods and spoke nonsense.  His 

school is referred to as the “Thinkery” a sarcastic name to suggested useless teaching.  Phiedipides, the son of the main 

character Strepsiades, expressed how if you wanted your child to be corrupted, that would be the best place to send 

them.  Phidippides himself went there and was corrupted as he beat up his father as Socrates taught him “bad reason”.  

The methods of Socrates and the Sophists are widely ridiculed as he is depicted as speaking nonsense (for example 

talking about flatuence) and referred to as the “logic of hair splitting”.  Socrates is shown as a disbeliever in Gods as he 

does not accept the Gods as “legal tender” and on several occasions denies the existence of Zeus to Strepsaides the main 

character.  He is shown as above he Gods in a basket, suggesting he was superior to all Athenians and divinity.  It could 

be argued that this shows he is very similar to Sophists and that Aristophanes was showing a mutual view of Socrates, 

however Socrates was a substantial figure in Rome so was an easy target for ridicule.  Also ‘Clouds’ is a play written 

for the Dionysus festival.  Its aim was to win prizes so the more exaggerated the plays, the more chances of winning.  

Aristophanes was eager to win the first place.  Also these plays were 8 hours long so it was important to ensure they 

were very entertaining so likely to be exaggerated and inaccurate.  Another source in favour of Socrates being a Sophist is 

actually from Plutarch, but instead of being negative, Sophists are shown in a positive light, they are shown as intellectuals 

and reasonable people and if you could afford to be taught rhetoric and elenchus, you were likely to be successful and 

go far in life.  The problem with this is that he does not exclusively mention Socrates in this section (Moralia), though he 

does in others.  Plutarch could be considered unreliable because he is uncontemporary, however this could be viewed 

as an advantage as he could cross-reference different sources of the time, which he did, and was not subject to the days 

influences.

Overall and in conclusion, the only main source in favour of him being a Sophist is extremely inaccurate as its main aim 

was for entertainment to win prizes.  There are several sources to suggest he was simply misunderstood and possessed 

no properties of a Sophist so this view of argument is the most accurate though we must be mindful of reliability.
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Example 3 – Question 5

Sophists were well known, and controversial people during the 5th century Athens.  A sophist was known as a wise man, 

with a particular skill, especially skills in public rhetoric speaking.  There are many sources that talk about Socrates, mainly 

Plato, that shed light on the differences and similarities of him and the sophists.

Socrates never wrote any of his works down on paper, so the sources we have available are not the accounts written 

by himself, but by others who knew of the man, mostly Plato.  Plato’s writings talk about Socrates in a positive way.  In 

‘Gorgias’, Plato writes that Socrates was a man who was concerned with the truth only.  His socratic dialogue was a form 

of argument to help find the truth of a matter, and Socrates would use this dialect against many men, especially young 

men, in the agora, and could pick out the flaws in a man’s argument very well.  Plato also claimed that Socrates never took 

any payment for works, and also chose to live in poverty.  It is also believed Socrates never wore shoes, and was a man 

who was not interesting material goods or wealth.  His only concerned was his philosophy, and how people should live 

their lives, and that they should live good lives.

On the other hand, Sophists are portrayed in a very different matter.  Sophists did not care about the truth of an 

argument, and used skills and clever words to sway large crowds into changing their minds.  They could turn the wrong 

argument into the right one, something Socrates was strongly against. 

Sophists were very successful people during 5th century Athens, and they were paid very handsomely for their skills.  

People would pay large amounts of money for sophists to defend them in law courts, and sophists would not care 

whether the defendant was guilty or not, but only about their pay.  They were very good at manipulating people into 

thinking how they wanted them to think, again, something that Socrates was against doing. 

Plato, and also Xenophon have both written about Socrates in a positive manner, however the reliability of these sources 

could be questioned as both men were admirers of Socrates.  Plato was also a pupil of Socrates, so his accounts could 

maybe be seen as biased, however they are still nonetheless firsthand accounts of him.

Plato was an aristocrat, and from a wealthy family.  He dislikes sophists, and this perhaps is why he tried distancing 

Socrates from them in his writings.  Plato not like how easy the ‘mob’ could be swayed in the assembly and believed they 

lacked the intelligence to make a decision for themselves. 

Another source we have about Socrates is Aristophanes.  Aristophanes disagrees with Socrates dialect of constantly 

questioning authority.  Many of the public at the time shared the same view, for example, a father would expect respect 

from his sons and wife, and would want authority over them.  However Socrates dialect led to many young people 

questioning authority, and many fathers did not appreciate having their decisions and authority questioned by their sons, 

whether they were right or wrong. 

Socrates believed the right argument was that of the people doing the questioning and trying to find the truth.  However 

Aristophanes disagreed.  In one of his plays, Aristophanes portrays the right argument, an elder, who is portrayed as calm 

and respectful.  On the other hand, he portrayed the wrong argument as a young man questioning the other man.  The 

wrong argument is seen with tongue attached to his clothes, suggesting he has told previous lies.  Socrates thought the 

complete opposite of this, and was only concerned with the truth.

Aristophanes, like many of the public at the time, saw Socrates as a sophist.  Many people did not know him personally, 

and thought he was a corruptive, but did not realise he is only concerned with a truth.  In another one of Aristophanes’ 

plays, he portrays Socrates as an actual sophists, and he is seen in a negative, comedic manner. Aristophanes used satire 
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in his plays to display people he disliked in a negative manner

Eventually Socrates was charged with being a sophist, and for “corrupting the youth”.  Many of the public believe he was 

a dangerous character, turning the youth of Athens against their elders.  Socrates was a proud Athenian, and only wanted 

good for Athens.  When he lost his trial, he chose execution over exile, as he did not want to live outside Athens, bringing 

his philosophical beliefs with him to his death.  Plato believed Socrates death was unjustified, and thought the crowds of 

people were not capable of making their own decisions on a matter.

In conclusion, the sources we have available to us, offer different views on Socrates, however the most reliable would 

most likely be Plato.  Although it may be seen as biased as Plato was an admirer of Socrates, it is still a first-hand account 

from a man who knew Socrates personally, unlike Aristophanes.  It appears Socrates was misunderstood, as much of the 

public, and people who did not know him, believed he was a sophist, however writers like Plato and Xenophon were 

adamant that he was not.  Socrates shared and possessed the same amount of skill as a sophist, however he used his skills 

for what he believed to be the greater good, much different to sophists who only cared for themselves and personal gain.  

Therefore, it would be safe to say that despite sharing some similarities, Socrates was very different to the self-obsessed 

sophists. 
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Examiner Commentary

Example 1

The responses provides a basic contrast between Socrates and Sophists, referencing the ‘Gorgias’ in a general manner 

with general statements of what is said.  It refers to ‘sophism’ (not rhetoric), and while there is general understanding 

of the focus of the dialogue, it fails to note the ‘Gorgias’ is about the power of persuasion amongst other things.  The 

response does mention ‘Elenchus’ but makes little of it.  The use of Clouds is general and a basic summary, although the 

point is made that many may have seen Socrates as a Sophist.  The reference to pay is unsubstantiated and lacks detail.  

The view of Socrates is based on limited detailed source material, and a very basic idea of Sophists and their teachings.  

There are some appropriate examples lacking detail and lacking an accurate understanding of the contexts.  There is very 

little factual information on the Sophists and Socrates as shown in a range of sources not used here.  There is an attempt 

to focus on the issue of sources.  There is limited evaluation.

Level 2 = 12/36

Example 2

The response has accurate and detailed knowledge of the works of Xenophon which are relevant and uses detailed 

material from the source.  There a very good range of detail and understanding of the portrait of Socrates in the Memoirs 

covering the charge of denying the gods, corrupting the youth and payment for teaching.  There is accurate knowledge 

of Critias and Alcibades.  The evaluation of Xenophon contains some minor errors and general statements which affect 

the value of the view taken and the understanding.  The discussion of Plato’s representation include the Euthyphro and a 

reference to Elenchus which is claimed was used generally by Sophists.  The reference to Protagoras is accurate, although 

the judgment from it is not so convincing, as undeveloped.  Similarly with Hippias the argument is undeveloped.  Clouds 

is detailed and accurate (apart from placing Socrates in Rome! and suggesting the plays are 8 hours long).  The response 

does not provide a context for the source although there is some evaluation of it as comedy.  The reference to Plutarch is 

unclear

The conclusion is reasoned and substantiated if some what under developed; there is some tendency towards narrating 

the details of sources.  The omission of Apology does not help the explanation and makes it less thorough.  The response 

shows a command of the material chosen and very good detail.  

There are some unclear expressions at times.

Level 5 = 28/36
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Example 3

The response has a clear definition of Sophists and teaching of rhetoric. It states the issue of a lack of Socrates’ own 

writings and his approach to questioning (dialect?) mentioning Gorgias briefly.  There is some narrative of Socrates’ 

behaviour without clear support from the sources nor precise references; this is repeated with the Sophists giving an 

accurate if general statement without support or a specific individual.  (Sophists did not defend Athenians in court).  

The evaluation is generalised as Plato and Xenophon are described as admirers and/or pupils but as first-hand accounts 

(unsupported).  General statements on Plato’s own background and views are unsubstantiated.  The same is the case 

when discussing the effect Socrates is said to have had on the young – questioning authority – after a brief reference to 

Aristophanes (no play named) and an account of the Right/Wrong argument scene.  At another point the response seems 

to suggest there were two plays on Socrates not one where he is presented as a Sophist.  There are unsubstantiated 

claims on how the general public saw Socrates which may be valid but are assertions not arguments.  Socrates is said to 

have been charged as a Sophist.  Plato is said to be more reliable than Aristophanes because he knew Socrates personally 

whereas Aristophanes did not – the response displays some limited understanding of contexts and source material which 

affects the explanation and analysis and makes it less convincing.  There is a range of examples lacking detail largely; 

there is some knowledge of sources, Socrates, Plato and Sophists with occasional detail.

Level 3 = 15/36
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