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The Politics and Military Affairs of the Odrysian Kingdom in Thrace
in the Decade of 350 BCE, Focusing on Trends of King Cersobleptes
of the Eastern Kingdom

by

OGoU Hiroshi

The Thracian Odrysian Kingdom, a major power in the northern Aegean
coastal region, split into three kingdoms in 360/359 BCE with the death of
its King, Cotys. The western part was ruled by Berisades, the central part
by Amadocus, and the eastern part by Cersobleptes, son of Cotys.
Traditionally, the ancient Thracian world was perceived to be little more
than an illiterate, uncivilized world, being relatively isolated and having only
limited contact with the Greek world. In general, Greek sources
stereotypically portrayed the Thracians as a warlike people practicing
raiding as a livelihood. Because of this, the Odrysian kings were often
perceived to be warlike as well, despite influencing the Greek world to no
small amount. However, recent advances in the field of Thracian studies,
especially that of archaeology, have been great, revealing the close contact
that existed between the Thracian world and the Greek world. The Thracian
world is now being thoroughly reevaluated, and it is now considered an
important factor in the reevaluation of the ancient eastern Mediterranean
world’s development.

Within this context, the Odrysian kingdom, the only power to unify
southeastern Thrace from 5% to 4™ century BCE, occupies an extremely
important position in analyzing the relationship between Thrace and the
Greek world. However, some of the Odrysian kings are still seen as
aggressive invaders. This is especially true of King Cotys, preeminent in his
power during the 4™ century BCE, along with his son Cersobleptes. This is
due to their portrayals in Greek sources as being unlawful aggressors. The
Odrysian kingdom occupies an important position in the field of Thracian
studies, and a major reevaluation is now required. This paper especially
focuses on Cersobleptes’ political and military actions in the 350s BCE.

Greek sources from 350s BCE depicted Cersobleptes as an untrustworthy
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barbarian when appraising his character. Because of this, many historians
have hitherto regarded him as an aggressive and uncivilized king, who
attempted to reunify the Odrysian kingdom while shuttling between Philip
II of Macedon and Athens. One historian also asserted that while he never
destroyed his friendly relationship with Athens, he nonetheless pursued
aggressive policies in order to reunify the divided Odrysian kingdom. Such
traditional views portrayed Cersobleptes as an aggressive and wily king who
attempted to reunify the Odrysian kingdom in some form. In particular,
Cersobleptes allied himself with Phillip II of Macedon and attempted to seize
from Athens the Thracian Chersonesus peninsula, which was located in a
crucial area of the contemporary grain transport route from the Black Sea to
Athens. He also acted aggressively towards other Odrysian kings west of the
central area and neighboring Poleis such as Byzantion. Yet, in many cases,
Cersobleptes’ portrayal as an untrustworthy barbarian, alongside that of his
advisor the Greek mercenary captain Charidemus, was made in the political
orations of Demosthenes. So far, criticism of these sources has been
unsatisfactory, despite the fact they were politically motivated. By utilizing
various literary and archaeological sources, this paper argues that
Cersobleptes never attempted to reunify the Odrysian kingdom in 350s BCE.
Cersobleptes did attempt to oppose the eastward advance of Phillip II by
utilizing Athenian power, which desired stability in Thrace, but he did not
pursue any aggressive policy in particular. In a sense, he used Athens in
order to maintain his kingdom. The Odrysian kingdom had experienced civil
war during the reign of Cotys, followed by a protracted war between Cotys’
reunified kingdom and Athens. The split of the kingdom caused by Cotys’
assassination culminated in the confrontations among the three Odrysian
kings who attempted to rebuild their relations with Athens. Cersobleptes
had in fact placed a halt to unnecessary military actions at the time in order
to rebuild his exhausted and war-weary kingdom, while effectively utilizing
Athenian power to his own advantage.
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