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INTRODUCTION


Ilsa: Can I tell you a story, Rick?

Rick: Has it got a wild finish?

Ilsa: I dont know the finish yet.

Rick: Go on, tell it. Maybe onell come to you as you go along.

Ilsa: Its about a girl who had just come to Paris from her home in Oslo 

(Ingrid Bergman and Humphrey Bogart, Casablanca)




they [Australian Aboriginal people] believe European culture is in a state of epistemological chaos. White people, they say, dont know what to remember and what to forget, what to let go of and what to preserve. They dont know how to link the past with the present  

(Deborah Bird Rose, Hidden Histories, 1992)1



What is history? asked E.H. Carr in his influential text of that name, first published in 1961, and reprinted endlessly since. Our question is more limited: is history fiction? Yet in asking if history is fiction, we are also seeking to explore Carrs question, what is history? Like him, we ask about problems of historical truth, the relationship between the historian and the past, and questions of fact, value, and interpretation. Yet we differ from Carr in our interest in historys literary aspects  constituted through language, narrative, metaphor, rhetoric, and allegory  and the connections we see between questions of literary form and the desire for historical truth.

We have been working on this project for some years now, and when people hear our title  Is History Fiction?  they have one of three responses. Of course it is, one group of respondents will say, historians create histories from the perspective of their own time and place, and histories of the same events are thus rewritten, over and over. They see the analyses and narratives produced by historians working in a broad Western historiographical tradition as clearly deriving from one particular way of seeing the world, from particular European notions of time and causal relationships. In these terms, works of history are felt to have no more, or less, truth-value than other ways of seeing, deriving from other worldviews. While such works of history claim to be detached, scientific and objective, they in fact seduce readers with the magic of narrative: Its about a girl, says Ingrid Bergman as Ilsa in Casablanca, who had just come to Paris from her home in Oslo .

A second group answers just as firmly that of course history is not fiction. History is history, and fiction fiction, and the two have nothing in common. On the basis of a notion of fiction as that which is the product purely of invention and imagination, that which makes knowledge insecure, these respondents (usually historians themselves) see history as fictions antithesis. Where writers of fiction are free to imagine and create characters, events, places, even whole countries, and to set their stories in imagined times, the future as much as the past, historians are not. Historians, they point out, are tied inescapably to their records, whether these are documents, images, objects, sound recordings, or buildings, a variety of textual, visual and material residues from the past. They search for and through these records minutely and meticulously, but if vital information is missing, they cannot fill the gaps, cannot construct an imagined past and call it history. If information is overabundant, they must select from it using strict rules of relevance and representativeness. Certainly, most historians will say, they rely on interpretation, but, they will stress, they are also obliged to attempt to reconstruct the past as best they can from the evidence available. Historians resent the painstaking and detailed research they pursue, often taking years, being airily referred to as fiction by those who are not practising historians.2

And then there is a third, and by far the largest group, who reply well, is it? When we say, well yes and no, they ask us not to sit on the fence, to speak up for historys truth, or historys literary qualities, or historys entrapment in the present. For us, the question is extremely complex, and it will take us a book to answer it.

I

So, can historians tell the truth about the past? Should history be written for the present or for its own sake? Is it possible to see the past in its own terms? Should we make moral judgements about people and actions in the past? Are histories shaped by narrative conventions, so that their meaning derives from their form rather than the past itself? These are hardly new questions; historians are not and have never been united about how history ought to be written, and how true their histories are. One of the aims of this book is to show how historians have always pondered the problem of historical truth, and have always markedly differed over how to achieve it. Such differences are evident in the great works of Herodotus and Thucydides, the joint founding figures of Western historical writing; their divided and complex inheritance, in The Histories and History of the Peloponnesian War, has been argued over ever since, from antiquity to the present. The play of differences and similarities between Herodotus and Thucydides has implications for the gendering of historical writing, and also for the problem of what should be the proper focus of historical enquiry. Should historical investigation focus on the sphere of the political, military and diplomatic, and the actions of states? Or should historical research cast its gaze much more widely, on processes that are everyday, that are social, cultural, religious, erotic, and extend over longer time periods than is usually encompassed by a focus on war and crisis?

In the modern era, a touchstone for such debates is Leopold von Rankes famous manifesto-like endlessly influential phrase coined in the 1820s: historians, he declared, must seek to show the past as it actually/essentially was  wie es eigentlich gewesen.3 Rankes views on how to write history, so formative for modern historical practice, we will consider in chapter 3, with, we think, surprising results.

The question is history fiction?, we have found, attracts considerable interest. One reason, perhaps, is that the increased public and legal scrutiny of history and historians has led to greater public interest in the old and fundamental question what happened? History has become a source of public debate and anxiety in many societies in recent years, as differences between historians about the past have become the site for major political contestation and discussion. Sometimes these are debates over alleged wartime atrocities, as in Japan (over the Nanjing massacre in China) and the United States (the Enola Gay and the bombing of Hiroshima). In other cases, it is the very foundation of the nation that is in question, as in Australias history wars over the degree of violence in the course of British settlement. In these debates, nationalist historians seek to justify and praise the nation through a particular version of its past, while revisionist historians aim to question national historical myths through what they see as an honest coming to terms with its darker aspects. These revisionists are then themselves challenged, or revised, with conservative historians fiercely critiquing historical narratives that suggest, for example, that European settler societies were founded in violence, dispossession, cruelty and trauma for the indigenous inhabitants. Public debates in postcolonial societies have been extremely varied, ranging from the examination of the experience of the apartheid years in the hearings of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa to the question of the relationship between Asian immigrants and past and ongoing dispossession of the indigenous people in Hawaii.4

These public debates over the national past place specific pressures on historians, and give added urgency to the question is history fiction?. Public audiences want what historians say to be true, and do not like it when historians disagree among themselves or suggest that a true answer may never be found. If the question is important, there must be a correct answer; to say there are many truths sounds like obfuscation, fence-sitting, and avoiding ones public responsibilities. Public (and student) expectations of absolute truth lead to a situation where the boundaries between interpretation, error, and fabrication become obscured. In the process of battling it out in the public sphere, historians learn, sometimes at considerable personal cost, that they are even more divided than they knew on issues fundamental to their discipline, such as whether documents can speak for themselves, the relationship between fact and interpretation, and the role of moral judgment in history. We explore these debates in more detail in chapter 11.

II

We should make it clear from the outset that we do indeed believe in truth and in the search for truth.

No one  including us  would do history, would pursue historical research, unless she and he thought they could arrive, however provisionally, at some kind of truth about the past. We think, however, that the temptation to declare that the historian can objectively establish the truth about the past is to be resisted. There always has to be a question mark hovering over any claim to have attained an objective, let alone scientific, status for ones findings. It is this paradox  the necessity for and difficulty of finding truth in history  that we explore in this book.

Poststructuralism and postmodernism have frequently been perceived as a major threat to the project of scientific objective writing and therefore a threat to the very survival of history as a discipline and profession, as the title of one book putting this case, The Killing of History, indicates.5 They seem to induce epistemological vertigo, shortness of intellectual breath, sense of convulsive death to the West. In their radical questioning of Western historical discourse, indeed of the ability of language itself to refer straightforwardly to a world external to it, poststructuralism and postmodernism have been taken to suggest in an absolute way  wrongly, we will suggest  that the past can never be recovered, that the historical project is impossible, and that history cannot but live by its own fictions, its quixotic belief in its own truth. Recognising this way of interpreting postmodernism as endangering historys continued existence and survival as a profession, many historians attack it as ahistorical, a fatal betrayal. If we cannot see a historical account as true, they ask, then why bother with the difficult and time-consuming processes of research at all? Can the document tell us nothing? Cant we find out anything?

Nevertheless, some cultural theorists discussions of history and fiction do indeed come perilously close to denying the value of the discipline of history altogether. We find, for example, the work of the postmodern historical thinker Keith Jenkins to be very problematic in this respect. In Re-Thinking History (1991), Jenkins ascribes an ideological importance to moral relativism and epistemological scepticism as the basis for social toleration and the positive recognition of differences. Yet Jenkins metaphors for the relationship between the historian in the present and whatever occurred in the past are disturbingly loose and even rather careless. Jenkins feels that the past and history float free of each other, they are ages and miles apart, and he replaces any language of facts with raw material and all that stuff. Jenkins appears to give absolute primacy to the present, as if a trifle contemptuous of the past, when he writes that historians invent all its descriptive categories and any meanings it can be said to have.6 In his later On What is History? (1995), in the context of arguing that the past can be seen as simply waiting for meanings and purposes to be ascribed to it, Jenkins writes that in this sense the past can be described as an utterly promiscuous past, a past which will, as it were, go with anybody; a sort of loose past which we can all have; the sort of past that is, arguably, not much use having in the first place.7 Here Jenkins is drawing on curiously traditional sexual metaphors of contempt and disdain for the past. Our approach rejects both this kind of extreme relativism, and historians who claim an absolute objectivity for their findings and interpretations.

In our view, the search for historical truth brings with it not a rejection but rather a greater awareness of the cultural specificity and the necessary limitations of historical practice. A self-conscious recognition of the fictive elements in historical writing, we argue, strengthens  not weakens  the search for truth. The historian, in being more open about his or her active role in representing the past, assists the reader to approach histories of all kinds (in books, film, video, television, museum exhibition, historic site) with appropriate suspicion. The historian does not assume or claim omniscient knowledge, or suggest that the historical sources can be read and presented as if the past is speaking in the present, unassisted, unmediated in extensive and complex ways. It is possible to respond to the challenge of cultural theory with a desire to explore the possibilities of kinds of historical writing that seek to relate multiple narratives, and to self-reflexively foreground our awareness of our own present relation to the past.

Further, and this point is very important for our book, such historical awareness and writing, we will suggest, is not a discovery of contemporary postmodern literary and philosophical theory, but is present at the very birth of Western historical writing itself, in the protean figure of Herodotus: a postmodern historian, we might say, avant la lettre.8

III

In debates on the question of history, the Holocaust is often referred to as proof of the dangerous absurdity of the ideas of those who see strong fictive elements in the historical enterprise. Poststructuralist and postmodernist historians are accused  wrongly, as we argue in chapter 10  of removing the grounds for opposing Holocaust denialism. Yet it seems to us that in the case of a historical event as profound as the Holocaust, it is particularly important to scrutinise the practices of historians, to notice the political and historical specificity of histories of the Holocaust.9

A methodological principle of Michel Foucault was to suggest that any notion or concept has its own history, its own context and conditions of coming into being. Peter Novicks The Holocaust and Collective Memory: The American Experience outlines a postwar history for the Holocaust as a concept, with a capital H. In particular, he suggests that in the late 1940s, 1950s, and early 1960s there was no developed concept of the Holocaust because of the cold war and an American desire to minimise criticism of postwar Germany, now an ally. The specific concept of the Holocaust as referring to the murder of six million European Jews developed during the 1960s and has become institutionalised in all sorts of ways in American life, including in the US Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington DC. Novick points to how much the concept of the Holocaust has been used by various political organisations and groups for their own specific ideological ends. He also refers to the angry critiques by Native American and African American writers protesting at what appears to them as an attempt to sequester the term holocaust so that it can only refer to a World War II catastrophe that occurred in Europe, rather than to catastrophes that occurred as well in North America, in its history as a settler-colony. Novick quotes James Baldwins sad caustic observations made in the latter 1960s on the gathering view that American Jews were somehow the quintessential victim community in the United States:


One does not wish  to be told by an American Jew that his suffering is as great as the American Negros suffering. It isnt, and one knows that it isnt from the very tone in which he assures you that it is It is not here, and not now, that the Jew is being slaughtered, and he is never despised, here, as the Negro is, because he is an American. The Jewish travail occurred across the sea and America rescued him from the house of bondage. But America is the house of bondage for the Negro, and no country can rescue him.



In this powerful passage, Baldwin suggests that white Americans are performing an act of displacement, that they cannot bear to confront the history of mass death and cruelty that occurred in the United States itself, the history that was and is the condition for the emergence of the white nation. White Americans cannot bear to confront the horror of what their forebears have done in their name, the originary horror by which they exist, build a society, prosper, and attempt to dominate the world. They cannot bear, that is, to possess  as Baldwin does  a tragic consciousness.

Novicks historiographical point is that the Holocaust as an idea in American life can never be a given, an agreed understanding, but itself has a history, shaped in part by the United States own riven traumatic history of colonialism, slavery, and race relations.10

If ever there was an event, or series of events, more likely to be open to a range of interpretations, historical representations, metaphoric and figurative understandings, surely the Holocaust is it.11

IV

The act of remembrance through history, the desire to impose form on formless time, lies deep in Western culture.12 In Western societies historical thinking is inescapable, we cannot think without or beyond distinctions between future, present, and past. This is not the case in all cultures, as Claude Lvi-Strauss remarked: historical thinking is not necessary thinking, is not essential to our humanity.13 The anthropologist Deborah Bird Rose tells us (see our second epigraph) that Australian Aboriginal people find Westerners sense of the past very odd. For many Aboriginal peoples, past and present are linked indissolubly through place and belonging; the idea of a past separate from the present, to be understood in terms other than those of the present, is strange indeed.

The Western-ness of history poses problems for writing the history of non-western peoples and societies. In his Provincializing Europe (2000), Dipesh Chakrabarty investigates the problem of trying to write the history of a country like India.14 Modern history, he argues, is a European discourse, for the very idea of historicising carries with it some peculiarly European assumptions about disenchanted space, secular time, and human sovereignty. Yet European historical approaches remain essential and inescapable if we wish to understand history on a more global scale. European thought, then, is both indispensable and inadequate in helping us to think through the various life practices that constitute the political and the historical in India.15 Chakrabarty helps us see the specificity of professional history as a practice. Yet, in pointing to historys inescapable Europeanness, he also oversimplifies it. His argument carries the danger of homogenising Western historical writing from Herodotus and Thucydides onwards, especially in seeing it as necessarily and consistently secularist, rationalist, and universalist. Talal Asad is more precise in his Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity (2003) when he links secularism and its rationalist and universalist assumptions to a specific phase in Western history, to modernity and especially liberalism.16

Historical thinking has been continuously influenced in profound ways by the Wests classical and Judeo-Christian heritage. In the classical heritage there is an unresolved tension between secular and sacred/mythic conceptions of history. Herodotus considered that the gods intervened in historical happenings (The Histories, 9.100). Thucydides in History of the Peloponnesian War wonders if the terrible plague that descended on the Athenians and the Athenians alone, not their enemies the Spartans, soon after the war began may have been a divine judgement (1.23, 2.54). Judaic narratives, as in the stories in Exodus of servitude in Egypt, flight through the desert and revelation on Mt Sinai, are conceived as historical; in Judaic thought more generally, history is unpredictable, the messianic, or catastrophic, may occur at any moment, unrelated to previous patterns of events. In Christianity, the stories of Christs suffering, crucifixion and resurrection are conceived as historical, the basis of Western calendrical time. Notions of the centurial, the fin de sicle, and the millennium recurrently intensify the salience of Western calendrical time, with an accompanying abundance of visions of utopia and dystopia, foreboding, dread, and hope.17

Modern scientific history may attempt to present history as secular, but European and Western historical writing both past and present has many religious, sacred, and mythic elements. In this book, we evoke in postsecularist fashion the Western experience and phenomenology of time as double, as secular yet also sacred and mythic. Secular time is as if a line, unbroken, continuous, homogeneous. But time is also as if a substance  sacred, mythic, messianic, prophetic, apocalyptic, millennial, miraculous, nostalgic.18

V

A note on our working method in this book. In the introduction to Orientalism, the late Edward W. Said wished to modify Foucaults approach to the history of ideas, which was to focus on a kind of impersonal discourse as if it contained no particular authors. To the contrary, Said would focus on the contribution to the making of ideas and discourses by particular intellectual personalities. This will be our approach. Names like Herodotus, Thucydides, Sir Walter Scott, Ranke, Lord Acton, J.B. Bury, Francis Cornford, George Macaulay Trevelyan, Benedetto Croce, Herbert Butterfield, Walter Benjamin, Raphal Lemkin, Hannah Arendt, Mary Beard, Carr, J.H. Hexter, Foucault, Gerda Lerner, Hayden White, Anna Davin, Sheila Rowbotham, Natalie Zemon Davis, Lois Banner, Joan Scott, Daqing Yang will be somewhat like characters in a historical novel, or figures in a tapestry. We might even think of them in the way that the philosophers Deleuze and Guattari in What is Philosophy? have considered important and enduring philosophers in history as conceptual personae or thought figures, or the ways Arendt in Men in Dark Times discussed thinkers in terms of biography, anecdote, vignette, and social genealogy.19 It is only in considering key books or essays by particular historians with particular intellectual personalities and sensibilities that the historian of ideas can reveal the ambivalences, contradictions, and quirkiness that grain intellectual history and make it so interesting. So we investigate what historians say they do, and what they do. We are interested in their commitments and obsessions, their passions, especially their frequent desire to play an important advisory role in the Western nation-state. We are interested in their bodies, even their dress, how they wish to appear to the world. We are interested in historians dreams and nightmares, their inevitable eccentricities and idiosyncrasies.

VI

The frequent opposition in modernity between history and literature has left many historians scarcely able to recognise historys inescapably literary qualities.

History cannot escape literature, as Hayden White, one of the writers who has most insisted on the fictive character of history, has famously suggested. History cannot escape literature because it cannot escape itself: history presents the results of its enquiries, its research, as narrative, and so necessarily enters into and partakes of the world of literary forms. We also agree with White that literary qualities and literary forms and genres are not something decorative or merely added to an account or analysis, but help explain what the historian in the present takes to be the meaning of past events and occurrences.

VII

Our general argument will be that the very doubleness of history  in the space between history as rigorous scrutiny of sources and history as part of the world of literary forms  gives it ample room for uncertainty, disagreement, and creativity.20 And perhaps this doubleness is the secret of historys cunning as a continuing practice, an inventive, self-transforming discipline. Herein lies our enjoyment of, our fascination with, our affection for, our love of, history.

We also recognise that historys doubleness, its divided character from its very beginning, means that it is also frequently at war with itself. It is a scene of differences and disputes, sometimes amiable and cooperative, sometimes angry and bitter. Given historys doubleness, such differences and disputes are inevitable, often dramatic, and always interesting: they, too, are part of historys very nature.








CHAPTER 1

HERODOTUS AND WORLD HISTORY


I went once to a certain place in Arabia  to make inquiries concerning the winged serpents  The story goes, that with the spring the winged snakes come flying from Arabia towards Egypt, but are met in this gorge by the birds called ibises, who forbid their entrance and destroy them all. The Arabians assert, and the Egyptians also admit, that it is on account of the service thus rendered that the Egyptians hold the ibis in so much reverence  The winged serpent is shaped like the water-snake. Its wings are not feathered, but resemble very closely those of the bat. And thus I conclude the subject of the sacred animals.

(Herodotus, 2.756)1




For myself, my duty is to report all that is said; but I am not obliged to believe it all alike  a remark which may be understood to apply to my whole History.

(Herodotus, 7.152)



In the fifth century BCE Herodotus, the historian of the wars between Persia and Greece, and Thucydides, the historian of the Peloponnesian war between Athens and Sparta later in the century, established Western historical writing. They are its undisputed foundational figures, recognised as such in the ancient world itself and for ever after. Yet the kind of history they inaugurated has always been in dispute.2 In his The Greek Historians (1997), T.J. Luce tells us that the Roman statesman Cicero cited Herodotus as the Father of History, but almost in the same breath referred to him as a purveyor of countless tall tales. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, Herodotus, especially in his stories of the wonders of Arabia, was accused of being the Father of Lies, and a reputation as the Great Liar has continued: not only was he a Great Liar in his frequent fantastical storytelling and apparent gullibility, but he was never the great traveller and first-hand observer of customs in many and diverse lands he claimed to be; he never went to places like Lower Egypt, Babylon, and the Black Sea.3 Thucydides has always been held to be a far more focussed and disciplined historian than Herodotus; yet the austere temper of his history too has frequently been discussed in terms of its possible relations to Greek tragedy, medical theories of diagnosis, and pre-Socratic philosophy.4

These varied readings indicate a foundational ambiguity in Herodotus and Thucydides themselves, in how they conceived the historical enterprise. In this and the following chapter we argue that Herodotus and Thucydides established the curious doubleness of history: history as a sustained inquiry into the past; history as literary, engaged in narrative, history as drama, engaged in the creation of scenes, characters, and speeches.5

I

We will begin with the earlier historian. In our view, Herodotus The Histories created for the continuing future of historical writing a cosmopolitan international mode of world history. Here we sharply diverge from conventional approaches that argue for the value of Herodotus because his stories can be seen as revealing ancient Greek historical consciousness. Franois Hartog, for example, introduces The Mirror of Herodotus (1988) by claiming that through Herodotus we can discover how the Greeks of the classical period saw non-Greeks, how Greece saw its others, for as Herodotus travelled the world and told of it, he set that world within the context of Greek knowledge and hence constructed for the Greeks a representation of their own recent past. For Hartog, there is interchangeability between the Greek world and the world created in Herodotus book.6

The Histories, we argue to the contrary, does not assume the centrality of Greek culture and history. The work is anti-nationalist and anti-ethnocentric, Herodotus announcing in his very opening sentence that he wishes to preserve from decay the great and wonderful actions of the Greeks and Barbarians; neither Greeks nor Persians are to lose their due meed of glory. The Histories reveals a sophisticated methodology that at once creates and disperses meanings and interpretations, a pluralising methodology that anticipates contemporary literary and cultural theory, especially if we think of three of modernitys greatest literary philosophers: Walter Benjamin, Mikhail Bakhtin, and Jacques Derrida. Since The Histories appeared near the beginning of the Greek prose tradition, we can say that the birth of history is in effect coincident with the birth of prose. Sometimes extended stories in The Histories read like novellas, and the effect of the whole, in terms of created characters, reading of dreams and omens and prophecies, exploring of dilemmas, dramatic speeches, reported actions, fantastical ethnography, is novelistic.

We see Herodotus as a kind of outsider figure in relation to any settled ethnic or national identity. He owed and professed in The Histories no fealty to any particular Greek nation-state, and in part was an outsider to Greekness itself, free to be as critical  or admiring  of any Greek society as of any other society in the worlds, far and near, that he knew or knew of. He was born in Halicarnassus (modern Bodrum, on the Aegean coast of Turkey), possibly in 484 BCE, and died soon after 430 BCE, probably in the panhellenic Greek city of Thurii in southern Italy. On his fathers side, it would appear that Herodotus was not Greek but Carian, the Carians being the native people in the hinterland of Halicarnassus, a city that in his earliest years was part of the Persian Empire. Halicarnassus was a city on the margins, of the Persian Empire, of Ionia, and of the non-Greek hinterland. Herodotus claimed to have spent most of his life travelling, with extended stays on the island of Samos, in Athens, and elsewhere in Greece as well as extensively in eastern and Mediterranean societies. In the Greece and wider world of his day, travel was frequent by itinerant philosophers and thinkers, and in this sense Herodotus can be considered a cosmopolitan intellectual-traveller-flneur in an internationally connected world that often valued the viewpoint and knowledge of the outsider, the stranger, who could arbitrate local differences and suggest alternatives. As we shall see, the enemy of such wisdom was always the hubris of rulers.7

In The Histories, Herodotus makes it clear that offering hospitality, haven, sustenance and kindness to travellers, supplicants, refugees and exiles was part of international law that stretched at least from Egypt and Persia to Greece (1.73; 2.115; 5.51; 6.70; 7.104; 9.76). Kindness to messengers and ambassadors was also part of international law. At one point in The Histories Herodotus refers to the outraging of such law by Athens and Sparta who had brutally killed messengers sent by the Persian king Darius (7.133). He relates the anger and contempt of the Persian king Xerxes who, recalling this former outrage, said with true greatness of soul to some heralds of the Lacedaemonians (Spartans) who had come to apologise, that he would not act like the Lacedaemonians, who, by killing the heralds, had broken the laws which all men hold in common (7.136). As it turned out, many years later the sons of the two Lacedaemonians, who had come as ambassadors to Xerxes on this mission of apology, were put to death by the Athenians. The narrator of The Histories suggests that manifest here in such retribution might be the hand of Heaven (7.137).

A signal aspect of The Histories is the number of stories and digressions (logoi) that are highly critical of the Greek city-states, not sparing even democratic Athens from stories of prejudice, ignorance, cruelty, treachery, and betrayal. Herodotus refers to the Greeks frequently telling many tales without due investigation, for example, that the Egyptians engaged in human sacrifices. Of a story that Heracles only just escaped being sacrificed in Egypt, Herodotus comments: Now it seems to me that such a story proves the Greeks to be utterly ignorant of the character and customs of the Egyptians (2.45). Herodotus tells the story of the escape from Sparta of Demaratus, a deposed king distinguished among the Lacedaemonians for many noble deeds (including winning at Olympia the prize in the four-horse chariot-race) and wise counsels; Demaratus, fleeing his countrymen who were pursuing him, made his way by sea to Asia, and presented himself before King Darius, who granted him exile and received him generously, giving him both lands and cities (6.70). Herodotus also suggests that the woes that befell the Greeks during the wars with the Persians were caused partly by internal contentions between the Greeks themselves, with some Greek states looking to rewards from the Persians and ready to betray their country (6.98, 100). The Greeks were not blameless victims. King Xerxes felt that it was necessary to wreak vengeance upon the Athenians for they had made unprovoked attacks upon the Persians (7.8). The Histories refers to a story where the Persians express astonishment at what they see as the almost incomprehensible levels of internecine violence and warfare among the Greeks. Mardonius, one of Xerxes chief military commanders, comments: these very Greeks are wont to wage wars against one another in the most foolish way, through sheer perversity and doltishness. Instead of interchanging heralds and messengers and making up their differences by any means rather than battle, the Greeks attempt to destroy each other, with the conquerors usually departing with great losses, while the conquered are destroyed altogether (7.9).

In the decisive sea battle won by the Greeks, the Athenian commanders like Themistocles were not above corruption and bribery (8.45), while some of the Ionian Greeks who fought on the Persians side saw with pleasure the attack on Greece, vying eagerly with each other which should be the first to make prize of an Athenian ship, and thereby to secure himself a rich reward from the king (8.10). Once the Greek fleet had won, and the Persians had fled the scene of battle and sped towards the Hellespont, the Greeks (in this case the Athenians) immediately laid siege to their fellow Greeks in the vicinity, demanding large sums from islanders like the Carystians and the Parians, who gave it to them out of fear. The inhabitants of the isle of Andros, however, resisted paying. To Themistocles declaration that the money must needs be paid, as the Athenians had brought with them two mighty gods, to wit, Persuasian and Necessity, the Andrians replied that they were wretchedly poor, stinted for land, and cursed with two unprofitable gods, who always dwelt with them and would never quit their island, namely Poverty and Helplessness (8.11112). Unheeding, the Athenians then laid siege to Andros, an action which perhaps prefigured the imperial arrogance in the Athenian empire that developed after the defeat of Persia. The episode anticipates the famous Melian Dialogue of Thucydides History of the Peloponnesian War.

Themistocles distinguished himself in these rapacious actions. Certainly he was clever. He had after all advised the Athenians how to interpret the crucial oracle before the war, that said Safe shall the wooden wall continue for thee and thy children and Holy Salamis, thou shalt destroy the offspring of women. Themistocles convinced his fellow citizens that these images meant that it was the Persians who would be destroyed by the Athenians wooden ships at Salamis (7.1413). And in war he was resourceful, cunning, and successful. But Themistocles was also a war profiteer, secretive (receiving money without telling the other captains), and willing to betray his fellow Greeks for his own safety and gain if the occasion required it (8.11112).

The Greeks could commit extraordinary cruelties. While Xerxes returned to Persia, his general Mardonius decided to attack the city of Athens again, but found it empty, the Athenians having withdrawn to their ships or to Salamis: he only gained possession of a deserted town. Mardonius despatched a Hellespontine Greek to the Athenians to offer them terms; when Lycidas, one of the Athenian councillors, gave his opinion that the Persian proposals be heard by the council and also be submitted to an assembly of the people, the Athenians became enraged and, surrounding Lycidas, stoned him to death; when the Athenian women heard about Lycidas, they flocked to Lycidas house, where they stoned to death his wife and children (9.35).

So critical on many occasions are the stories of The Histories against the Greeks that Plutarch in his On the Malice of Herodotus accused Herodotus of being philobarbaros, too fond of foreigners and the viewpoints of foreigners, malicious towards his fellow Greeks.8

Far from expressing or reflecting Greek consciousness, then, Herodotus remains detached, adopting in antiquity what we might refer to now  if we think of twentieth-century philosophers, literary critics, and jurists like Hannah Arendt, Jaspers, Bakhtin, Auerbach, Spitzer, Lemkin, Edward Said  as world thought, world culture, world literature, world history.9 Raphal Lemkin, the great Polish-Jewish jurist who formulated the notion of genocide in his 1944 Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, wrote in his autobiographical fragment Totally Unofficial Man that from his time as a refugee fleeing Poland in 1939 he wished his life to proceed by enlarging the concept of world-awareness, or rather the oneness of the world.10

Herodotus also anticipates the thought of Lemkin in not positing history as a delusory or comforting narrative of progress.11 As Herodotus wrote in The Histories, nothing is impossible in the long lapse of ages (5.9), and such could include the very worst as well as the very best of human possibilities; either could occur at any moment.

II

Herodotus pursues a double desire in The Histories: a desire to find truth if he can; and a desire to record stories even where truth is impossible to ascertain.

In terms of the first desire, Herodotus wishes his historia to be a disciplined enquiry, based on research, observation, scepticism about information, and the weighing and evaluating of different reports and viewpoints (5.86). He also believes that historical enquiry should observe protocols of research, for example, that as someone who had been initiated into the Mysteries by the Egyptian priests, he should not divulge secret knowledge: What they [the priests of Heliopolis] told me concerning their religion it is not my intention to repeat (2.3; also 2.467, 61, 65, 132, 160, 1701; also, apropos the holy orgies of the Epidaurians, 5.83). The historian has a responsibility to his informants; he must maintain a scrupulous research ethics. The historian desires, then, to find the truth of the past, especially if an event or happening or attitude can be corroborated (2.150), or he knew directly of it himself, or if he can decide that one account rather than another is to be believed as the truth of this matter (3.2; also 8.103).

Yet often, indeed very often, Herodotus will as part of his method admit that there is no way for him to decide between various stories or to verify this or that story by research or his own presence. In this case, he will record stories without deciding on the truth of the matter: Such as think the tales told by the Egyptians credible are free to accept them for history. For my own part, I propose to myself throughout my whole work faithfully to record the traditions of the several nations (2.123). In this spirit of reporting what he has heard, Herodotus tells stories of African societies and regions that are far beyond Egypt, tales often wondrous, marvellous, fantastical, yet possibly true: we can never, says Herodotus, know from our present researches. The Carthaginians report the existence of an island, Cyraunis, where there is a lake from which the young maidens of the country draw up gold-dust, by dipping into the mud birds feathers smeared with pitch. Herodotus continues: If this be true, I know not; I but write what is said (4.195; also 5.32, 45, 86).

Hoping for truth but unsure on so many occasions that he will with any certainty reach it (6.14, 82, 124; 8.8), Herodotus characteristic method in The Histories is to proceed by assembling more than one story, perhaps two or three or four, about an event. The narrative effect is profusion close to incoherence and chaos, with stories often differing because told by different groups in a conflict, creating contradictory viewpoints and complexity. Herodotus announces this method of recording multiple narratives in the wonderful opening pages of The Histories on the beginnings of the conflict between East and West. Here Herodotus refers to ancient stories that involve the capture of women, or, as he says, from another point of view, the choice of women to pursue a love that goes beyond the borders of peoples and groups. The consequences of such events reverberate through the generations, their meaning continuously disputed by Persians, Greeks, Phoenicians, Trojans (1.15).

In this opening section Herodotus himself explicitly declines to pronounce on the truth of any one account or interpretation or memory held by the various nations, for such, he feels, is not possible. Rather, the opening pages are a kind of allegory for the method of the rest of The Histories. The opening pages suggest that history, the history of any event, begins with logoi (myths, fables, opinions, traditions of interpretation, rumours, claims), logoi that are often incompatible, maintained by different people and peoples, about past acts of violence, cycles of revenge, bitterness, resentments, that live fatally on into the present. For Herodotus, then, the history of any event begins with a kind of surplus or excess of stories about that event. The remainder of The Histories, as it explores in terms of social history and ethnography Lydia, or Ionia, or the Massagetae, or Egypt, or Medea and Persia, or the Scythians and Amazons, or Libya and Africa, or the Thracians, or Athens or Sparta, sustains that opening richness of storytelling. Often the stories involve a party in a dispute, or people wanting to found a colony, or make war, sending envoys to Delphi (or another oracle somewhere else), who receive a riddling answer in verse (deploying metaphors always needing to be read) from the Pythia, which is taken back to the community, whose leading people then have to interpret  or, frequently, misinterpret  what they think it means. And if they misinterpret, through the hubris of wanting to believe that history will fulfill their dreams of greatness (as with kings and empires), then disaster and destruction will follow.

In Herodotus view, every act involves interpretation. The participants in history are always attempting to interpret oracles, sacrifices, omens, prophecies, prodigies, wonders, marvels, dreams, and the historian is always discussing their interpretations as they bear on this or that situation. What is methodologically interesting about The Histories is how explicit Herodotus is about these processes. In postmodern terms, we would say that he is highly self-reflexive in making clear to the reader at all times what he is doing.

In terms of such self-reflexivity, Herodotus frequently uses the I voice, intervening to tell the reader what his research protocols are, whether or not such and such a claim might be true, or the source of a story. Herodotus establishes the I voice at the beginning of Western history.

III

Why did Herodotus write The Histories in prose, in what was then a relatively new literary form? Why did he choose prose over poetry? Some of the stories of the opening section of The Histories involve the flight of Alexander, son of the Trojan king Priam with Helen the Lacedaemonian princess: from its very beginning The Histories throws out a challenge to the inherited authority of Homers Iliad in wishing to establish a rival mode of historical writing and memory.

Herodotus suggests that poetry brings with it a kind of iron determinism, it demands completion, in the case of epic poetry the completion of punishment. Where epic poetry like The Iliad will rigidly pursue narratives that might be highly improbable, prose is more flexible, more worldly; prose can entertain all sorts of possibilities and play stories one against the others  Herodotus characteristic method in The Histories.

Herodotus makes explicit his preference for prose over poetry as the medium of history in a discussion of key events in The Iliad in book 2 (sections 11320) of The Histories, the book devoted to exploring the ethnography and customs of pharaonic Egypt. In The Iliad there is never any doubt that Helen came with Alexander to Troy, where she takes up residence with his family, the ruling family of the city, and indeed makes a powerful and moving speech as catastrophe looms for the Trojans. Herodotus, however, asks the Egyptian priests what they know of a quite different story concerning Helen, that after her abduction Alexander came with Helen from Sparta to Egypt (they were taking refuge from a storm), where, contrary to what occurs in The Iliad, Helen is detained by the Egyptian ruler, later to be joined by her husband Menelaus, who was met with the utmost hospitality, received Helen back unharmed, and recovered all his treasures (2.119).

Herodotus in any case thinks it highly unlikely, even if Helen had reached Troy with Alexander, that Alexanders father King Priam would have allowed the war to go on for so long with their city facing disaster and Priams sons one after another being killed in battle. Priam and Alexanders older brother Hector and the Trojans would have given Helen up to the Greeks: For surely neither Priam, nor his family, could have been so infatuated as to endanger their own persons, their children, and their city, merely that Alexander might possess Helen (2.120). In this view, the Trojans had no Helen to deliver, and so they told the Greeks, but the Greeks would not believe what they said (2.120).

Herodotus says Homer knew the story of Helen not leaving Egypt with Alexander, but discounted it because he wished his epic to show the harsh divine retribution that necessarily follows when great wrongs are done (2.116). Herodotus, by contrast, chooses a procedure where he permits multiple stories to surround an event, so that the notion of historical necessity is always open to question.12 Where The Iliad is composed in a single tragic key, Herodotus constructs The Histories in terms of a free-wheeling multiplicity of genres, which, like the many stories he tells, play off against each other, sometimes tragic, ironic, comic. For Herodotus, it is prose and only prose that can give such freedom to historical writing. Herodotus, that is, challenges and overturns what he sees as the rigidity of poetry with a kind of carnivalesque gusto, a flood of genres and tones, from melancholy to wry humour to a relishing of storytelling itself; a relishing that goes very close to self-parody in telling stories that are frequently extreme or extravagant or wildly improbable.13

IV

In its interplay of multiple storytelling and adventures of interpretation, The Histories creates its true subject, world history itself,14 a history without any necessary progress for humanity. In The Histories, world history is the exploration of what might prove to be the salient, enduring, or permanent features of human history.

Lets take the power of women in history, for in The Histories world history is not androcentric, it does not assume that women recede from view, nor does it only foreground as the proper sphere of historical writing the actions of male rulers or male warriors or the state or interactions of states. Nor are women idealised nor held to be incapable of violence and cruelty. From its very beginning, Herodotus instates world history as gender-inflected.15

The Histories, we saw, begins with an explosion of stories that refer to the power of women in history, in terms of their choices, as perceived causes for outraged honour and ruthless war, as subjects of competing embittered interpretation, as performing sacred offices, as mythological beings. Throughout The Histories we see the power of the Pythia, the priestesses at Delphi and elsewhere who bring to supplicants the riddling advice of Apollo, the god of prophecy (e.g. 1.91 refers to how the foolish king Croesus misinterprets the gods oracle delivered by the Pythia, thus losing his empire to the Persian king Cyrus; also 2.547). In expansionist mood, the Scythians in one period of their history defeat the Medes and become masters of Asia; they decide to invade Egypt, but when they get to Palestine the Egyptians persuade them by gifts and prayers to advance no further. Returning through Ascalon in Syria, some of the Scythians pillage the temple of Celestial Aphrodite; the goddess punishes those who did the plundering by inflicting them with the female sickness, which still attaches to their posterity  travellers who visit Scythia can see what sort of a disease it is (1.1045). The Lycians, whose customs are partly Cretan, partly Carian, exhibit a singular custom in which they differ from every other nation in the world: they take the mothers and not the fathers name (1.173). There are two female sovereigns of Babylon, one of whom, Nitocris, leaves great monuments to her reign (1.1847).

In The Histories male hubris, the desire that one will be remembered in history for great deeds, usually military, otherwise ones society or empire might be regarded as sinking into mediocrity, is often met with female doubt and caution.16 In the case of Tomyris, queen of the Massagetae, a people living on a vast plain east of the Caspian Sea, resistance to the hubris of the Persian king Cyrus is both eloquent and violent. Cyrus, at this time king for twenty-five years, sends messengers to the queen desiring her hand in marriage, but Tomyris knows that he really wants her kingdom. Cyrus then makes preparations to invade. Tomyris sends a herald with the message that Cyrus should prefer peace and quietness to war and conquest: Be content to rule in peace thy own kingdom, and bear to see us reign over the countries that are ours to govern. Troubled by visions and dreams, which he misinterprets, not realising they foretell his death in the coming battle, Cyrus presses ahead, and manages by a stratagem to capture Tomyris son (who suicides in captivity). In the fierce fighting that follows, the Massagetae at last prevail, the greater part of the army of the Persians is destroyed, and Cyrus himself dies. Queen Tomyris has Cyrus body brought to her, which she desecrates, dipping his head into a skin full of human blood; mournfully she intones to the dead king, that while she has defeated him in battle, yet he has ruined her life in the death of her son. Tomyris makes comment, in this sad and tragic speech, on the hubris of male rulers in pursuing the misery of war, in wars of conquest that always put nations and peoples under threat of loss of liberty and death of loved ones (1.20414; also 2.102).

Herodotus observes of gender relations in Egypt that they exactly reverse the common practice of mankind: The women attend the markets and trade, while the men sit at home at the loom  the women likewise carry burthens upon their shoulders, while the men carry them upon their heads (2.35). Herodotus tells of powerful women in Egypt, for example the fearsome queen Nitocris, who avenges the death of her brother, the king, at the hands of his subjects by devising a cunning scheme to destroy a vast number of Egyptians (2.100). Anticipating by well over two millennia Flauberts observations in his journey through Egypt in 184950 when he encounters the dancer Kuchuk Hanem, Herodotus refers to famous Egyptian courtesans, including Rhodpis, originally a Thracian by birth and brought to Egypt as a slave; after obtaining her freedom, she remained in Egypt and, as she was very beautiful, amassed great wealth, for a person in her condition, becoming so celebrated that her name came to be familiar to all the Greeks, as did the name of another courtesan, Archidic (2.1345).17

In book 4, in part exploring stories about Scythia and its far-flung neighbours beyond the Black Sea, Herodotus tells us of reports he has heard concerning the Issedonians, who live near a mountain folk that have feet like goats and another people who sleep during one half of the year (though Herodotus says such stories are hardly worth considering as credible). Interestingly, in terms of gender, among the Issedonians their women have equal authority with the men (4.26). The Scythians refer in their stories told to the Greeks to soothsayers called the Enarees, or woman-like men, who say Aphrodite taught them their techniques of divination (4.67).

Here The Histories anticipates much later cultural histories of gender inversion and androgyny.18

Herodotus evokes the manner and customs of women who reject usual roles as women: the famous warrior women the Amazons. Some Amazon women had been captured by the Greeks and were imprisoned on ships. The Amazons rise up against the crews and massacre them to a man, and finally land the ships in Scythian territory, where they seize horses and start plundering the Scythian lands (4.110). Then follows a witty narration about the coming together of the Amazon women and young male warriors of the Scythians, who ask the Amazons to marry and stay with them in Scythia. The Amazons reply:


We could not live with your women  our customs are quite different from theirs. To draw the bow, to hurl the javelin, to bestride the horse, these are our arts  of womanly employments we know nothing. Your women, on the contrary, do none of these things; but stay at home in their waggons, engaged in womanish tasks, and never go out to hunt, or to do anything. (4.114)



The young Scythian men go to live with the Amazons in another land some six days north-east of where they are; there the women and men wear the same clothes, the Amazons hunting on horseback and taking the field in war (4.116).

Herodotus tells many other stories of the power and resourcefulness of women as exemplars, for good or ill, in world history. There are the Spartan wives who exchange clothes with their husbands to allow them to escape prison (4.146). There is the fierce ruler Pheretima, who nailed some enemies to crosses round the walls of her city, also cutting off the breasts of their wives (4.202). When Aristagoras attempts to persuade Cleomenes the Spartan king to cross into Asia to make war on behalf of the Ionians, Cleomenes daughter Gorgo, his only child, a girl of eight or nine years old, warns him not to trust Aristagoras, wise advice that the king accepts (5.501).19 There are still more stories. When only one Athenian warrior survives an expedition and returns to Athens, the women whose husbands have died surround and stab the man with the brooches by which their dresses are fastened (5.87). There is the all-powerful Persian queen, Atossa (7.3).20 Artemisia the Greek queen, wise and brave, who fights on the side of the Persians, tries, unsuccessfully, to warn Xerxes not to fight the Greeks at sea because of Greek superior seamanship and in any case the Persians had already conquered Athens (8.689). Artemisia distinguishes herself, to the kings admiration, in the sea battle even though it is lost by the Persians, and later she advises him to return home to Persia rather than stay for any more battles (8.878).

In the scenes involving Xerxes and Artemisia, the Persian king and Greek queen as well as Mardonius the Persian general are created like characters, with Artemisia in particular given powerful speeches, while Xerxes inner feelings and thoughts are explored (8.1003). This is history as great novelistic and dramatic writing.

V

The Histories do not see war, or hubris for conquest, or colonising and empire-building, as natural for humanity, as necessary and inevitable. War and hubris are certainly created as common in world history, bringing with them endless catastrophe. But Herodotus also reports stories of peoples who eschew war and violence, who are pacifists. Beyond the Scythians are the gentle Argippans, a people bald from birth, both men and women, with flat noses and very long chins: No one harms these people, for they are looked upon as sacred  they do not even possess any warlike weapons. When their neighbours fall out, they make up the quarrel; and when one flies to them for refuge, he is safe from all hurt (4.23).

Herodotus also hears reports from the Libyans of a remote people in Africa called the Garamantians, who avoid all society or intercourse with their fellow-men, have no weapon of war, and do not know how to defend themselves (4.174).

There are, then, in The Histories touches of utopia, of Gandhians long before Gandhi.

VI

The Histories 3.803 refers to an interesting discussion about different forms of government that might be appropriate for world history. It takes place in Persia. A Persian, Otanes, says he prefers democracy to oligarchy and monarchy, commenting of monarchy that the rule of one man over all is neither good nor pleasant, often leading to haughty tyranny, including setting aside the laws of the land, putting men to death without trial, and subjecting women to violence. Another Persian, Megabyzus, says the failing of democracy is that in calling the people to power it leads to domination by the unwieldly rabble, the rude unbridled mob, untaught, and with no natural sense of what is right and fit. Megabyzus advocates oligarchy, government composed of the worthiest citizens of the society. Finally, Darius comes forward, declaring that monarchy surpasses both democracy and oligarchy, for it permits government by the very best man in the whole state. Anticipating modern theories of elites, Darius says that in oligarchies fierce enmities arise between men, each wishing to be leader, with violent quarrels often the outcome. In democracy, he says, there will always be malpractices, with close friendships formed by those engaged in them, until a man stands forth as champion of the commonalty against the evil-doers, usually leading to the eclipse of democracy and rise of monarchy, a single leader. As it turned out, says Herodotus (3.889), it was Darius who became king.

In what we might call now an anti-Orientalist spirit, Herodotus tells us that the Persians were not necessarily anti-democratic. Herodotus reminds those Greeks who would not believe that Otanes advised that Persia become a democracy, that Mardonius the Persian general, when young and on an expedition for Darius, put down all the despots through Ionia, and in lieu of them established democracies (6.43).

In general Herodotus is not dismissive in an absolutist Orientalist way of the Persians. They are perceived as pursuing luxury, in sumptuous food and clothing (for example, in the discussion of Mardonius defeated army, 9.82). They and their kings are also praised as we have seen for many qualities: there is in The Histories no absolute distinction, familiar from Orientalism, between the Greeks as representing an essentialised democratic Europe and the Persians representing an essentialised autocratic Asia. Furthermore, the Greeks were far from unified in their values and modes of governance, the Spartans being ruled by kings, the Athenians making decisions through democratic assemblies. Many Greek states, particularly the Ionian, were ruled by tyrants who preferred Persian protection (4.137). Often, there were interactions, and Greeks taking themselves into exile are wont in The Histories to be warmly received in Persia. There could be values shared by Greeks, Persians, Egyptians and Scythians and other societies in the world explored by Herodotus, for example, looking down on citizens who practise trades (except in Corinth), while especially honouring those who are given wholly to war (2.1678).

VII

We will end this part of our chapter on Herodotus by entertaining a provocative thought in world history: the hubris of colonisers from agricultural societies in regarding themselves as settlers wherever they go, while the indigenous peoples they encounter, who yet dont live in homes and towns or practise agriculture but who stay firmly on their own lands, are regarded as nomads.

Australian Aboriginal spokespeople, as Ann Curthoys has pointed out, passionately resent being characterised as nomadic by their European colonisers, a characterisation they regard as a narrative reversal. The contemporary indigenous leader, Galarrwuy Yunupingu, has highlighted the irony of a situation in which Aboriginal people who remain on their own land as far as they are permitted become in white Australian mythology the wanderers, the nomads, while those inveterate wanderers, the European colonists and immigrants who have crossed oceans and strayed far from their homelands, and who continue restlessly to roam and wander within the continent, are named the settlers, those who stay at home, who always belong wherever they go, however distant. In world historical terms inspired by Herodotus, we can observe that the migratory nomadic societies of the Spanish and British empires, the white colonisers/migrants coming from afar, across the seas, from 1492 onwards, invaded the lands of sedentary indigenous groups in the Americas and Australia.21

In The Mirror of Herodotus Franois Hartog says that the Scythians, the nomads who lived beyond the Black Sea and existed without houses, towns, or ploughed fields, never ceased to astonish the Greeks; he then asserts that the nomad is Herodotus primary subject.22 We found no evidence from the text of The Histories that Herodotus singles out the supposed nomadic figure of the Scythian for particular attention or interest: Hartog is reading from an assumed central interest of the Greeks to an assumed central interest of The Histories. Herodotus creates an ancient world of the Mediterranean, Black Sea, Mesopotamia, Egypt, Africa, where agricultural societies like the Persian and Greek, once they feel powerful enough, restlessly roam, warring, conquering, establishing colonies, transferring populations into and out of conquered islands and lands, losing colonies, being conquered themselves or resisting being conquered, winning empires, losing empires, expanding, contracting. In The Histories agricultural societies are revealed to be precarious in their fabled stability: because of ever-present warfare and the hubris of conquest, the supposedly settled are always becoming unsettled; those alive at one moment can be transferred by war and battle into death, those free and high-born including women and children can at any instant move to slavery and servitude.23

Nor were the Scythians nomadic in the sense of having no defined territory: on the very contrary. Herodotus does refer to groups near the Scythians who are nomads, for example, the cannibalistic Androphagi, or the Budini, the aboriginal people of the country who eat lice (4.106, 109). But Herodotus himself says that the boundaries of Scythia extend on two sides to different seas, one upon the south, and the other towards the east, as is also the case with Attica, and that Scythia is square in shape (4.99, 101). That the Scythians did have a defined territory recognised by themselves and their neighbours becomes clear when the Scythians call an urgent conference of surrounding nations to discuss the imminent Persian invasion of Scythia led by King Darius. Some neighbouring nations pledge support for the Scythians, others refuse saying it is the Scythians own fault because they had once attacked the Persians (1.1035). In Herodotus telling, Darius, remarkably anticipating the invasion of Russia by Napoleon, enters Scythia with his vast host but the Scythians keep falling back and staying out of sight, though after a while the Scythians on horseback attacked the Persians at their mealtimes or at night. The Scythians remain watchful to see when the Persian supplies might fail. As it finally happens, Darius and his best troops, fearing disaster and impelled by terror, take desperate flight to the Ister to escape by sea back to Asia (4.8391, 11842).

Undeterred by this near-catastrophe, the Persians decide to undertake another great expedition, this time against Libya (4.145).

It is, then, part of the wisdom of The Histories to recognise that it is the supposedly settled agricultural and urbanised peoples like the Persians and the Greeks who are always on the move, more or less benignly, usually less, far less. Here, perhaps, is the greatest similarity between the Greeks and Persians, cutting across distinctions of West and East, Europe and Asia.

It is the supposedly settled and urbanised peoples who are the nomads of world history.

VIII

One more thing about the Scythians: they exhibit a quality, ethnocentrism, which earns disapproval throughout The Histories as something that always leads to prejudice and ignorance, believing ones own societys stories, refusing to credit the stories of other societies, narrowing ones life. The Scythians, says Herodotus, have an extreme hatred of all foreign customs, particularly of those in use among the Greeks (4.76). Herodotus instances the fate of one Anacharsis, a Scythian who had travelled over a great portion of the world, and displayed wherever he went many proofs of wisdom. On his return to Scythia, Anacharsis wishes to continue celebrating the Mother of Gods, which he tries to do in secret, in woodland, and at night; but he is espied in this activity and is killed by the Scythian king, in Herodotus view because of his Grecian travels and adoption of the customs of foreigners (4.76). Later, a similar fate befell a man called Scylas, whose mother was Istrian, not Scythian, Ister being a Greek colony. Becoming king of the Scythians, Scylas nevertheless liked, when he came to the Greek town of the Borysthenites, to exchange his Scythian dress for Grecian garments, even building a house there and taking a Grecian wife. When the Scythians happen to see Scylas engaged in a Greek Bacchanal rage, a custom of revelry and madness the Scythians dislike, Scylas life is placed in danger, and he is eventually beheaded by the leader of an army of his former subjects: Thus rigidly do the Scythians maintain their own customs, and thus severely do they punish such as adopt foreign usages (4.7880). In their dislike of Greek Bacchic madness (4.79), the Scythians appear curiously rationalist compared to the Greeks.24

Herodotus is also critical of the Egyptians for being ethnocentric, venerating their own purity above all other peoples: The Egyptians adhere to their own national customs, and adopt no foreign usages; the Egyptians are averse to adopt Greek customs, or, in a word, those of any other nation; they call by the name of barbarian all such as speak a language different from their own (2.41, 79, 91, 158).

It is difficult not to conclude, reading these stories of Anacharsis and Scylas the Scythians and such comments on Egypt, that The Histories prefers a mixing of and play with identities, a cosmopolitan ease with different cultures, to ethnocentrism and its violence; ethnocentrism it records as a universal characteristic of humanity (3.38), to which Herodotus whole history is yet opposed.

IX

Establishing historical writing as world history, as cosmopolitan, internationalist, and transnational, Herodotus The Histories we think is a truly remarkable and wonderful work.

What characterises The Histories as a project of historical writing, and so what launches Western historical writing, is its doubleness: the concern for history as a field, a discipline, an enquiry, with associated research protocols, combined with the interest in storytelling. The Histories provides an exemplar of expansiveness and inclusiveness for future Western historical writing that historical narrative can be written in any genre, or variety of genres. Herodotus does not confine history to any area or field or focus, rather establishing historical writing as freely economic, political, diplomatic, social, cultural, sexual, religious, military, naval.

In its recognition of doubleness, Herodotus The Histories anticipates contemporary literary and cultural theory in many ways. The frame story of The Histories is a history of how the Persian empire came into being, how it came to invade Greece in the early part of the fifth century, how its attacks were finally repulsed, followed by how the Athenians, victorious at Salamis, immediately set about creating an empire themselves. Yet The Histories also tells a proliferating number of stories that record the everyday, curious, fantastical, exotic, or marvellous, for example, famous courtesans in ancient Egypt or the evocation of how the Amazons join up with the Scythians. The effect is similar to what we can observe of the mode of storytelling in The Thousand and One Nights, where the frame story concerning the perilous relationship between King Shahriyar, who lived in the lands of India and China, and his new wife Shahrazad, is always in tension with the multiple stories that lead to more stories that lead to more stories that have only an indirect or indeed no apparent relation to the frame story involving Shahriyar and Shahrazad: the stories exceed the frame story and the frame story can never rein them in. In the Enlightenment, from early in the eighteenth century, the Nights influenced narrative towards a delight in decentredness and the mixing of heterogeneous genres, from the erotic to the cosmological. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the Nights influenced Dickens, Wilkie Collins, Conrad, Joyce, Borges.25

We can think of Herodotus The Histories in terms of the Nights as well as in relation to the fragment: another mode of narration important in early modernity and modernity in moral-philosophical writing from Montaignes Essays through Pascal, Shaftesbury and La Rochefoucauld to the literary-philosophical modes of the Athenaeum Fragments of Jena Romanticism, to Nietzsche and Walter Benjamin. In The Literary Absolute, Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy suggest a tension within the fragment, of combination and dissolution, totality and dispersal.26 Both the narrativity of the Nights and the fragment look forward to cultural features of modernity and postmodernity like pastiche and montage, polyphony and heteroglossia.

In its profusion of stories, The Histories anticipates later Menippean modes of writing in antiquity, dated to Menippus of Gedara in the third century BCE. Menippean writing incorporated looseness of structure, it would freely display digressions, report symposia, comment on life and morals, incorporate humour and fantasy, with a constant movement from the serious to the humorous; unlike other satirical writing which would criticise people and activities from a fixed standpoint, Menippean satire undermined any certainties of position and outlook. In his Problems of Dostoevsky, the great Russian literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin sees Menippean writing as a key part of the long history of the European polyphonic novel that for him culminates in Dostoevskys novels. Bakhtin prizes the Menippean novel for its extraordinary freedom of plot, its philosophical invention, its interest in the fantastic and marvellous, sometimes including dream journeys, utopias, nightmares, madness. For Bakhtin, the Menippean novel explores the adventures of a philosophical idea in scenes high and low.27 In Herodotus The Histories conceived as Menippean, that philosophical idea, that adventure, is history itself.

Herodotus establishes history as a mode of storytelling where the stories work emblematically as parables, as allegories, of world history, of what it is and ever will be. Here the doubleness of The Histories anticipates the notion of modern allegory in Walter Benjamins famous prologue to his The Origin of German Tragic Drama. Benjamin argues of the kind of allegory that developed in the sixteenth century in baroque art and theatre, that there is a constant tension between the apparent clarity of an idea or emblem, and the profusion of images, often almost chaotic, used to illustrate or personify the idea or emblem.28

Benjamin says that in The Origin of German Tragic Drama he is writing a kind of philosophical history. His method will be like constructing a mosaic, which represents a fragmentation into capricious particles, emphasising the distinct and separate. Philosophical history works always by digression, so that in the search for truth what might be most valuable to investigate, Benjamin suggests, is the most singular, eccentric, and extreme of examples, the most unusual and isolated; examples to be found in the merest fragment, the minutest detail.29 In these terms, The Histories in its digressive method establishes history from its beginning as philosophical history.








CHAPTER 2

THUCYDIDES


My work is not a piece of writing designed to meet the taste of an immediate public, but was done to last for ever.

(Thucydides, 1.22)1




I lived through the whole of it [the Peloponnesian war], being of an age to understand what was happening, and I put my mind to the subject so as to get an accurate view of it. It happened, too, that I was banished from my country for twenty years after my command at Amphipolis; I saw what was being done on both sides, particularly on the Peloponnesian side, because of my exile, and this leisure gave me rather exceptional facilities for looking into things.

(Thucydides, 5.26)



Thucydides (c.460400 BCE) was younger by a generation than Herodotus, and his great work the History of the Peloponnesian War focusses on a largely internecine conflict between the Hellenes themselves: the nearly thirty years war between democratic Athens and its empire, and monarchical Sparta and its league of allies, often with oligarchic governments. The Peloponnesian war broke out in 431 and was fought intermittently until 404, when Athens surrendered and lost its empire, the extensive empire of allies and subject states it had acquired especially to the east in Ionia after the defeat of the Persian invasion earlier in the fifth century, and which had provided it with wealth and prosperity and a conviction of historical greatness. Thucydides himself participated in the war. In 424 he was appointed general, but was banished for what was perceived in Athens to be a military failure; he remained away for twenty years, and not long after he returned to Athens he died. The History is the work of an exile.

In Herodotus and Thucydides, then, Western historical writing was inaugurated by two outsider figures. If in antiquity Herodotus was accused by Plutarch of being philobarbaros, Thucydides was reproved in similar spirit by Dionysius of Halicarnassus, who in his Letter to Pompeius writes that the attitude of Thucydides is severe and harsh and proves that he bears a grudge against his country because of his exile. Dionysius adds that Thucydides details Athens misdeeds with the utmost exactitude, but when things go right, either he does not mention them at all, or only like a man under compulsion: In his malice, he finds the overt causes of the war in the conduct of his own city.2

In this chapter we explore differences and similarities between Thucydides and Herodotus as the co-founders of history.

I

Thucydides approach to historical writing in many ways clearly contrasts with Herodotus approach. Thucydides History is fast moving, precise, directed, decisive, carefully structured, and highly analytic, deploying a strict chronological method where the recording of events can be organised year by year, season by season (5.26). In Thucydides view, the historian should focus on a great historical period, a period of war. At the beginning of his introductory book 1, Thucydides reflects that the times before his own were not great periods either in warfare or in anything else (1.1). The Peloponnesian war was, however, the greatest disturbance in the history of the Hellenes, affecting also a large part of the non-Hellenic world, and indeed, I might almost say, the whole of mankind (1.1). The greatest war in the past, Thucydides writes, was the Persian war, which yet was over quickly after two naval battles and two battles on land, while the Peloponnesian war not only lasted a long time, but brought with it unprecedented suffering for Hellas.


Never before had so many cities been captured and then devastated, whether by foreign armies or by the Hellenic powers themselves (some of these cities, after capture, were resettled with new inhabitants); never had there been so many exiles; never such loss of life  both in the actual warfare and in internal revolutions  and there was the plague which did more harm and destroyed more life than almost any other single factor. All these calamities fell together upon the Hellenes after the outbreak of war. (1.23)



Thucydides does not glorify war, indeed the very reverse, but much of his History is devoted to evoking in detail, often in wonderful writing, military and naval battles, preparations for battles, encouraging speeches by generals, effects when it is over for the participants, consequences for the state of the nations at war.

For Thucydides, then, the historians true subject is political and military history, not as in Herodotus the history of the everyday as well as of crisis; history in its oddities and eccentricities and remarkable surprising differences.3 Another contrast concerns the prominence or not of women in the narrative, frequently present in Herodotus as part of his social and cultural histories, but almost excluded from Thucydides focus on male politicians, orators, demagogues, battles, and warriors. Pericles, the famed Athenian statesman and orator who convinces Athens to proceed to war against Sparta (1.127), closes his remarkable Funeral Oration on those who had already died, by advising the newly widowed in the crowd on their duties. Your great glory, Pericles tells the women, is not to be inferior to what God has made you, and the greatest glory of a woman is to be least talked about by men, whether they are praising you or criticising you (2.46). There is little or nothing elsewhere in the History to suggest that Thucydides disagrees with Pericles here that the proper life for a woman is to pursue the negative virtues of being unnoticed and marginal to true historys concerns. When the Peloponnesians, led by the Spartan king Archidamus, besiege Plataea, an Athenian ally, we learn that while most residents had left the city for Athens, those remaining behind to stand the siege amounted to 400 men together with eighty Athenians and 110 women to do the cooking for the garrison (2.78). Eventually, Plataea surrendered, some 200 Plataeans and twenty-five Athenians were executed by the Spartans, and the women were made slaves: men of military age being put to death, and the enslaving of women and children, were the usual result when a city lost a siege (3.68; also 4.48, 5.32).

With war came turmoil across Hellas. When civil war broke out in Corcyra between the democratic and oligarchic parties, Thucydides reports, almost with surprise, that the pro-democracy women also joined in the fighting with great daring, hurling down tiles from the roof-tops and standing up to the din of battle with a courage beyond their sex (3.74). There is mention of the temple of Hera at Argos being burnt down through the negligence of the priestess Chrysis, another priestess, Phaeinis, then being appointed (4.133). When the democratic party in control of Argos, out of fear of Spartan attack, built long walls down to the coast, the whole of the Argive people, men, women, and slaves, joined in the work of building (5.82) Thats about it: such mentions of women are not only rare in Thucydides but occur incidentally.4

Another difference concerns the question of the feasibility of histories of the past. Herodotus chose to write about a past event, the Persian war. By contrast Thucydides famously held in his books opening paragraph that he found it impossible, because of its remoteness in time, to acquire a really precise knowledge of the distant past or even of the history preceding our own period (1.1). Thucydides doubts, then, that the historian can write a history even of the recent past. Thucydides stresses the advantage of a history of the present: either I was present myself at the events which I have described or else I heard of them from eye-witnesses whose reports I have checked with as much thoroughness as possible (1.22). For Thucydides, history is largely oral history, where facts are established by comparing reports from various informants, from contemporaries who were participants in and observers of the war (1.212). Indeed, it appears that such was Thucydides preference for and reliance on oral communication and eye-witness reports that he neglected documentary research, even when pertinent documents existed (though he does quote some documents).5

Here intrudes a major difference between the two historians, one that involves the question of the stance of the author-narrator to his material and his readership. While Thucydides stresses the care with which he compares and checks the views of his informants in order to decide on the truth of an episode or event, he does not see it as part of his method to tell his readers who his informants are. Where Herodotus specifies the source of a story, Thucydides informants remain largely unknown, and we only know their views and reports as assimilated and analytically reworked by the historian. The effect is that the History presents us with a magisterial and authoritative account, where the reader has no alternative but to accept the truth of the authors interpretation and analyses and narrative of events: in this aspect Thucydides History is monologic, whereas by contrast Herodotus in The Histories is polyphonic. The Histories frequently presents a number of stories and explanations for events, permitting readers more actively to become involved in the text, to consider what they think of the various narratives and interpretations.6

The terms monologic and polyphonic immediately reprise the literary theory of Mikhail Bakhtin. In Problems of Dostoevskys Poetics Bakhtin constructs a contrast between Tolstoy and Dostoevsky as two opposing kinds of author-narrators. In Tolstoys monologic fiction, Bakhtin feels, Tolstoy as author dominates his text; the author, all-knowing and all-controlling, constructs his characters, juxtaposes and contrasts them one to another, and then evaluates them; the author does not speak with but about them; the characters are not active subjects but become objects of his fixed authoritative gaze, his all-encompassing field of vision. The characters, that is, are denied anything like equal rights with their author. Standing above and outside the narrative, the author gives to his characters a definitive, final meaning. Here is Thucydides. By contrast, Bakhtin argues, Dostoevskys texts are polyphonic: the author acts as a kind of arranger, an organiser and participant in the dialogues, the clashes of conflicting positions and voices, but without retaining for himself the final word. His characters remain unfinalised and with strong rights as autonomous subjects in the narrative.7 Here is Herodotus.

Another difference concerns a famous aspect of Thucydides History, its great set speeches (1.22). There are remarkable speeches in Herodotus as part of the stories he relates, but in Thucydides the set-speeches are profoundly influenced by the Sophist philosophy of exploring divergent views and presenting each side as powerfully as possible, in an Athenian and wider Hellenic public sphere of superb oratory, of energetic argument and counter-argument, view and counter-view, opinion and counter-opinion.8

Hannah Arendt, in her essay The Concept of History in Between Past and Future (1954), relates the vigour and liveliness of the Athenian public sphere, the polis-life which to an incredibly large extent consisted of citizens talking with one another, to Thucydides and the Sophists:


In this incessant talk the Greeks discovered that the world we have in common is usually regarded from an infinite number of standpoints, to which correspond the most diverse points of view. In a sheer inexhaustible flow of arguments, as the Sophists presented them to the citizenry of Athens, the Greek learned to exchange his own viewpoint, his own opinion  the way the world appeared and opened up to him dokei moi [dokei moi], it appears to me, from which comes do9ja [doxa], or opinion  with those of his fellow citizens. Greeks learned to understand  not to understand one another as individual persons, but to look upon the same world from one anothers standpoint, to see the same in very different and frequently opposing aspects. The speeches in which Thucydides makes articulate the standpoints and interests of the warring parties are still a living testimony to the extraordinary degree of this objectivity.9



A superb example of set-speeches for and against a position arises during the early dispute over Corcyra. Attempting to be neutral, Corcyra had not enrolled itself either in the Spartan or Athenian league, and now found itself at war with Corinth. They decide to join the Athenian league, and send representatives to Athens to put their case. The Corinthians, hearing of this, also send representatives to Athens: An assembly was held and the arguments on both sides were put forward (1.31). The Corcyraean and Corinthian speakers discuss disputed issues of neutrality, statecraft, alliances, treaties, diplomacy, arbitration, what is due to the past, and international Hellenic law and custom. After the two speeches the Athenians discussed the matter at two assemblies and chose what to do (1.3244).

The speeches in the dispute over Corcyra are equally persuasive, as all the opposing set-speeches in the History tend to be, though, in Bakhtins terms, in keeping with a monologic text, it is clear that all the speeches are written by Thucydides, in an unvarying tone and style that is the historians brilliant own, not of the historical actors.10 Not all these set-speech contestations occur in Athens. There is the early debate at Sparta over whether or not to declare a general war against Athens, where a formidably argued speech by some Corinthian representatives is matched by an equally incisive speech by some Athenians who happened to be in Sparta at the time on other business (1.6278). There are also remarkable speeches made involving the fate of Mytilene, the chief city on the island of Lesbos, the Mytilenians choosing to revolt from Athens empire in 428. Some ambassadors from Mytilene explain to the Spartans and their allies at Olympia that Mytilene had long chafed under the domination of Athens (3.8). They relate that the alliance between Mytilene and Athens dated from the end of the Persian war:


But the object of the alliance was the liberation of the Hellenes from Persia, not the subjugation of the Hellenes to Athens. So long as the Athenians in their leadership respected our independence, we followed them with enthusiasm. But when we saw that they were becoming less and less antagonistic to Persia and more and more interested in enslaving their own allies, then we became frightened. (3.10)



The Mytilenians felt what they perceived as Athens imperial arrogance was becoming increasingly insufferable: as indeed did many in the empire, for revolts and attempts to secede became more and more common in the Ionian allied or subject states as the war went on.

The Mytilene revolt, however, disastrously failed. The Mytilenians, thinking that Athens was brought low by the plague that had broken out in the city and in its port Piraeus soon after the war began, underestimated Athens boldness and resourcefulness in situations of crisis (3.3). (A motif of the History is to feature Athens characteristic speed of decision and action, its innovativeness and adventurousness, compared with Spartas slowness and caution; e.g. 1.118.) After a siege the Mytilenians surrender to the Athenian forces, with Athens, ominously, having the right to act as she saw fit with regard to the people of Mytilene. The Athenian army enters the city, while the Mytilenians are permitted to send representatives to Athens to put their case (3.28). Back in Athens, the Athenians, angry that the Mytilenians had revolted and had also attempted to ally themselves with Sparta and the Peloponnesians, decided what to do about Mytilene and its population. They chose to enact what in modern terms would be called genocide. They decided to put to death not only those now in their hands but also the entire male population of Mytilene, and to make slaves of the women and children (3.36). Accordingly, they sent a trireme to Paches, the Athenian general now in control of Mytilene, with orders to put the Mytilenians to death immediately (3.36).

The next day, however, Thucydides tells us, there was a sudden change of feeling and the Athenians began to think how cruel and how unprecedented such a decision was  to destroy not only the guilty, but the entire population of a state. The representatives from Mytilene then suggest to the Athenians that they reopen the debate about what should happen to their people. A new assembly is called at once, with various opinions expressed on both sides. Pericles had died early in the war, so other leaders had come forward to be prominent speakers at assemblies, some of them dangerous and contemptible demagogues in Thucydides view. In Sophist fashion, Thucydides chooses to focus on two speeches for and against destruction of the Mytilenians. Now occurs the famous Mytilenian Debate, a key episode in the History.

The first featured speaker is the demagogue Cleon, who had been responsible for passing the original motion to put the Mytilenians to death. He was remarkable among the Athenians, Thucydides comments, for the violence of his character, and at this time he exercised far the greatest influence over the people (3.36). Cleon argues that compassion by the Athenians will only be read as a sign of weakness by the allies who compose the empire: What you do not realize is that your empire is a tyranny exercised over subjects who do not like it and who are always plotting against you  your leadership depends on superior strength and not on any goodwill of theirs. Cleon tells his fellow Athenians that to feel pity and to listen to the claims of decency are entirely against the interests of an imperial power. The rights and wrongs of the case are irrelevant, the primary thing is that Athens should continue to hold power: The only alternative is to surrender your empire. Cleon concludes that the Mytilenian revolt has to be punished by mass death as he had recommended before, as an example to the other allies who, in observing the inevitable consequences, will be warned never to revolt (3.3740).

The opposing set-speech is given by Diodotus, who in the previous assembly had vigorously opposed the motion to put the Mytilenians to death. He again argues that the Mytilenians should be spared. Yet, as Thucydides presents it, what Diodotus proposes to his fellow citizens is also an argument where, as with Cleon, imperial reason is put before concern for the Mytilenians themselves. What matters is how to manage the empire, not pity or compassion for the fate of subject peoples: Do not be swayed too much by pity or by ordinary decent emotions. I, no more than Cleon, wish you to be influenced by such emotions. Diodotus suggests that we shall see that the question is not so much whether they are guilty as whether we are making the right decision for ourselves. He brings forth the analogy of the death penalty for individuals, saying it should be opposed because it does not deter the breaking of laws. Similarly on a grander scale with rebels to the empire: if a city has revolted and knows that it will be destroyed if Cleons method is adopted, then it will hold out to the very end because it knows what the consequences of a revolt will invariably be. Such long sieges, Diodotus points out, are also very expensive for Athens and at the end the besieged city will be in ruins, so that we lose the future revenue from it. Diodotus warns of the folly of killing the democrats at Mytilene who had voluntarily given up the city to Athens; they can be persuaded now to support Athens and keep Mytilene within the empire. Diodotus advises that good administration of the empire should work by moderation, for then if a state does rebel, it will know that there is a possibility of repentance and the chance of atoning as quickly as they can for what they did. By such wise moderation will the empire be preserved, for those who make wise decisions are more formidable to their enemies than those who rush madly into strong action (3.418).

As it turns out, when Diodotus and Cleons motions are put forward, the show of hands at the assembly is nearly equal, with Diodotus motion just passing. A trireme is immediately sent out to try and catch up with the first ship, which, as Thucydides phrases it, was fortunately not hurrying on its distasteful mission. The second arrives just in time to prevent the massacre: So narrow had been the escape of Mytilene (3.49).

II

The Mytilenian Debate, with its focus on how an empire should be secured, managed, and sustained, is a kind of peripeteia, a turning point, a reversal, in the History as an unfolding drama. The debate, with its chilling revelation of the self-interested morality and imperatives of empire, is an inkling that Thucydides great work is shaped to a literary design, that of tragedy.11 In so doing, it anticipates the even more chilling Melian Dialogue of book 5, and the disastrous Athenian invasion of Sicily in books 6 and 7, as the History moves towards its conclusions of disillusionment for the author, and massive failure in the war for Athens.

Early in the History, Thucydides appears completely to support Athens reasons for war with Sparta, and such support can be witnessed in his featuring the set-speeches of Pericles. Before the war and in its early stages, there seems to be nothing in the narrative that is not admiring of Pericles arguments for war and his attitude to empire. We have quoted before Hannah Arendt admiring Thucydides for his objectivity in that he always deploys the Sophist method of speech and counter-speech, view and counter-view. Certainly, Pericles speeches are great in the Sophist tradition. However, it is a highly curious aspect of the History that Thucydides, whenever Pericles makes one of his outstanding speeches, provides no counter-speech: Thucydides, here dropping the Sophist method, protects Pericles from possible criticism and counter-opinion. As war loomed, Sparta delivered an ultimatum to Athens, and Thucydides says that many speakers came forward and opinions were expressed on both sides, some agreeing war was necessary, some urging peace (1.39). Thucydides, nevertheless, reports only Pericles set-speech, where he tells his fellow Athenians his reasons for thinking they should be confident of ultimate victory in the war: principally because, he notes, of Athens superior seamanship and because through their naval operations the Athenians also are experienced at land fighting (1.142). The other part of his strategy is that the Athenians in the countryside should abandon their land and houses and come to live within Athens itself (and the fortified Long Walls that lead down to Piraeus). Their naval superiority will win the war, and quite quickly (1.1434; also 2.65). The Athenians vote their agreement with Pericles (1.145; also 2.1314).

No speeches against the war, or views contrary to Pericles unyielding pro-war urgings and proposed military strategy and confidence in an easy Athenian victory, are given on this or other occasions when Pericles addresses the Athenians at assemblies. Thucydides reports the sadness and reluctance with which the Athenians elsewhere in Attica left their towns, homes, and temples, arriving in Athens to find there was not enough space for them in the city, with many having to crowd together between the Long Walls and in Piraeus itself (2.17): still no reported criticism of Pericles! During his Funeral Oration held for those men first to die in the war, Pericles delivers a paean to Athens greatness, built on the warlike deeds by which we acquired our power, especially the gaining of an empire. Athens, says Pericles, is a model to others in every way: in its democratic system of government where power is in the hands not of a minority but of the whole people; everyone is equal before the law; people can rise by ability alone; there is a relaxed freedom and tolerance in private life; and laws protect the oppressed. There is the beauty and good taste of Athenian homes, Athens excellent education system, and Athens as a city is open to the world. Furthermore, says Pericles, Athens shows its greatness by participating in its empire with a free liberality, doing kindness to others out of friendship and not out of calculations of profit and loss. Mighty indeed, Pericles proclaims, are the marks and monuments of our empire which we have left. Future ages will wonder at us, as the present age wonders at us now. And what distinguishes Athens especially from Sparta but from other Hellenic states as well is our adventurous spirit that has forced an entry into every sea and into every land (2.3542). For Pericles, Athens in its greatness is historys ideal society.

Yet the very next section of the History records the plague, the first cases being among the population of Piraeus, which then spread through Athens, and whose miseries Thucydides evokes with evident anguish: Words indeed fail one when one tries to give a general picture of this disease (2.50). He adds a personal note: I had the disease myself and saw others suffering from it (2.48). He describes people expiring in suffering and pain, people dying through nursing others with it, the doctors dying through proximity to patients, the gathering despair and hopelessness, failure to make laments for the dead, collapse of the law, desecration of ceremonial funeral practices, and breakdown in honourable and virtuous behaviour. Thucydides notes that in this catastrophe matters were made much worse because of the removal of people from the country into the city, particularly affecting the newcomers (2.4754).

Still Thucydides offers no criticism of Pericles even though it would appear that sickness and disease, even if not anything as calamitous as plague, could have been predicted as a consequence of Pericles strategy of crowding everyone into the city and between the Long Walls. The Athenian citizens themselves become angry at Pericles, blaming him, Thucydides reports, for persuading them to go to war (2.59). Pericles gives a speech in his own defence  he takes no blame for what has happened  and again Thucydides protects him from any counter-speech. During this speech, Pericles himself reveals what those opposed to Athens in the war, including Athens own allies and subject states, regard as Athenian imperial arrogance. Pericles urges his fellow Athenians to remember their superiority, the courage and intelligence that makes one able to look down on ones opponent (2.62). He reminds them that the imperial dignity of Athens is the result of its empire, which they must not lose, even though, he now admits, there is the hatred which we have incurred in administering it. Your empire, Pericles adds, is now like a tyranny: it may have been wrong to take it; it is certainly dangerous to let it go (2.63).

Thucydides notes that even after this speech there was still general ill-feeling against Pericles, and he was fined. Nevertheless, Thucydides does not report any anti-Pericles speeches associated with this persisting general ill-feeling, and he then goes on to record his own admiration for the wisdom, integrity and intelligence of Pericles and the rightness of his strategy. (Pericles died two and a half years after the outbreak of the war.) Thucydides says that in his view Athens eventually lost the war because Pericles strategy, especially of not adding to the empire during the course of the war, was not carried through by the demagogues who afterwards dominated the assemblies (2.65).

Yet in many ways, including in the juxtaposition of episodes, and especially the evocation of the plague just after Pericles extols the greatness of Athens and her empire, Thucydides History, the more it goes on, is a story of how disastrous was the war that Pericles did so much to bring about: indeed, in the History there is no one in Athens or Sparta who is as responsible for making the war occur as Pericles. When, later, in the Mytilenian Debate, the intelligent Diodotus argues that in the wise administration of its empire Athens should not consider its subject peoples with pity and compassion and that moderation is to be used for strategic purposes of empire management, he is surely echoing Pericles speech that what matters to Athens is its empire, whatever feelings of resentment and hatred might be present from those subject to the empire.

Thucydides gathering disappointment, the disillusion with the hubris of Athens and the morality of empire, is evident in his comments during the Mytilenian Debate, and dramatically present in the way he constructs the famous Melian Dialogue that occurred in the years 416415 BCE (5.84116). In this remarkable conversation, between the Melians, a colony of Sparta who had tried to remain neutral in the war, and an invading force of Athenians, the Athenian representatives say they will destroy Melos if the city does not surrender. The Athenians insist that in this situation the only morality to consider is one of force and power, and that is all on the Athenian side; justice is irrelevant, only self-interest matters. The Athenians tell the Melians that they now have to come within the empire (it is for the good of our own empire that we are here), and that they cannot any longer stay neutral as this will be taken by the empires subjects as a sign of weakness. It is, the Athenians warn, a general and necessary law of nature to rule whatever one can, and the Melians should not resist such rule because their nation is weak. After this conversation, the Melians tell the Athenians of their decision that they are not prepared to give up the liberty which their city has enjoyed from its foundation 700 years before. They invite the Athenians to make a treaty of friendship between Athens and Melos that will preserve their neutrality. For reply, the Athenians lay siege to Melos, until eventually the Melians surrender unconditionally. The Athenians then put to death all the men of military age whom they took, and sold the women and children as slaves. Melos itself they took over for themselves, sending out later a colony of 500 men (5.84116).

The shocking story of the Athenian destruction of Melos conforms to the definition of genocide by Raphal Lemkin, when he writes in his 1944 Axis Rule in Occupied Europe that genocide involves an attack by an incoming people on another people, the reduction of their population, and colonisation of the new territory.12 In the remainder of the History, Thucydides tells of the consequences of such morality of empire, merciless, cruel, genocidal, for the war and for Athens itself. The Melian Dialogue is immediately followed by books 6 and 7, when Athens, inspired by the demagogue Alcibiades, characterised as one of historys more remarkable schemers and intriguers whose only loyalty was to himself, sought to invade Sicily to the west, with the eventual hope of conquering not only Sicilys democratic cities like Syracuse, but also the Hellenes in Italy and then Carthage and its empire as well. Such widespread Mediterranean conquest was part of Alcibiades aim for the expedition (6.15, 90). As it turns out, the Sicilian venture, launched with such fanfare by the whole population of Athens, is a catastrophe for the Athenian navy and soldiers, its whole army there being almost wiped out or imprisoned in dreadful conditions and then sold into slavery (7.8587). The battles on land and water in Sicily were, says Thucydides, the greatest Hellenic action that took place during the Peloponnesian war, indeed, in my opinion, the greatest action that we know of in Hellenic history  to the victors the most brilliant of successes, to the vanquished the most calamitous of defeats (7.87).

A major reason for the Athenian defeat in Sicily, Thucydides suggests, is that the Syracusans, led by intelligent capable individuals like Hermocrates, were similar in temperament to the Athenians, audacious and adventurous. (Hermocrates was also a formidable orator, and makes a powerful set-speech when the Syracusans first debate the news of a possible Athenian invasion  6.3334.) With assistance from Sparta, the Syracusans overcome Athens naval strength with their own developing navy and naval skills (7.21), so that after the Sicilian expedition Athens was  a key reason, as Thucydides sees it, for their final defeat  faced with naval forces in the general war, including subsequently in Ionia, at least as strong if not superior to their own (7.556).

The hubris of the rulers of empire, leading invariably to disaster and catastrophe, was a leading motif of Herodotus The Histories. So it turned out in the Peloponnesian war for Athens as well, which was far more uncompromising and belligerent in wanting war and pursuing war, and far more reluctant to consider peace, than ever was cautious monarchical Sparta. In 425 BCE Sparta sent ambassadors to Athens, after an Athenian military success at Pylos (4.15, 18), saying that Athens and Sparta should now make a treaty to end the war and that Sparta offers Athens peace, alliance, and friendly and neighbourly relations. When the Athenians, flushed with this victory, refuse because they feel confident of more victories, the Spartans warn the Athenians that true wisdom lies in refusing such hubris conceived at a time of success, for the fortunes of war can quickly change (4.18). Democratic Athens actively seeks war throughout: in Thucydides History, there is no contradiction between being a democracy and aggressive desire for war with all its cruelties, misery, moral collapse, and loss of life.

Nor was democratic Athens reluctant to attack other democratic societies, like Syracuse in Sicily, when it perceived it to be in the possible interest of Athens greatness as an empire. It is the judgement of Athens enemies in the war that Athens had become as oppressive as the Persian empire before it, and such a view was certainly prominent among the Syracusans in their determined opposition to being made a subject people of Athens, Hermocrates pointing out that what Athens wanted was to substitute her own empire for that of Persia (6.76; also 6.77).

In the view of the History as a whole it was Athenian imperialism, the possession of empire and its attendant empire morality, that destroyed what was finest in Athens political culture. The ethical indifference and cold self-interestedness evident in Athens imperial management increasingly affected Athens itself, with the consequence that in 411 BCE there was an oligarchic coup and for a while loss of democratic freedoms for Athens citizens, including violence by the oligarchic partys supporters against anyone who dared dissent (8.66). Ominously, if we think of future Western history, especially twentieth-century totalitarian regimes in Europe, the oligarchy, known as the Four Hundred, were supported by 120 Hellenic youths whom they made use of when there was any rough work to be done (8.69). Empire, with its low ethical standards towards subject peoples, impairs and threatens the ethical values and standards of the home democracy itself: such is a theme also of modern political theory, as in Hannah Arendts suggestion in The Origins of Totalitarianism that imperialism from 1884 to 1914 was a formative influence in the twentieth century in the development within Europe of totalitarian phenomena with their attendant catastrophes.13

Thucydides History of the Peloponnesian War, in its juxtaposition of episodes and its aesthetic shape, is indeed a tragedy: a tragedy for the Hellenes as a whole and Athens as well, which not only lost the war and its empire, but, by its conduct in the war, lost, as the Melians predicted before they were genocidally attacked, much of its historical prestige. As the Melians said to the Athenians, Athens would eventually face the disgrace of history: your own fall, warn the Melians, will be visited by the most terrible vengeance and will be an example to the world (5.90). Pericles had said to his fellow Athenians that in the memory of man hatred, the hatred of the empires subject peoples, does not last for long; what will last forever is Athens brilliance which will become the glory of the future (2.64). But in the view of Thucydides History, what will also last for ever is the memory of the terrible consequences of Athens desire for war and of its imperial morality, or amorality.

III

The differences and similarities between Herodotus and Thucydides are important for the later development of history.14 They established possibilities and alternatives that are still with us.15

The key difference is that whereas Herodotus offers a plethora of histories, social, cultural, gendered, religious, political, military, Thucydides presents history far more narrowly as political, military, and diplomatic. Such a difference has consequences for how Western history is perceived. Gandhi, for example, charged in his 1909 essay Hind Swaraj, or Indian Home Rule that Western historical writing characteristically concerns itself with the doings of kings and emperors, and with crises like war; it is an unending record of the wars of the world. It is not interested in the everyday life of nations in history in times of peace, times that are frequent yet overlooked.16 Such a charge certainly does apply to Thucydides  but it does not apply to Herodotus. We cannot then assume that Western historical writing begins, in Herodotus and Thucydides, as a single kind of history: it is already divided, it already provides differential possibilities.

Nevertheless, there is also a basic similarity between Herodotus The Histories and Thucydides History of the Peloponnesian War: in both these foundational works there is a double character, each is a search for truth (the truth, as Thucydides says, 1.20), and at the same time each enters into the world of literary forms, in Herodotus case in terms of a profusion of stories and a delight in storytelling itself, in Thucydides case in terms of a single genre, tragedy. It is worth noticing that Thucydides stopped his History in 411 BCE, well before Athens final defeat. We would argue that Thucydides discontinued his narrative when he did because his artistic purpose had already been met; the tragic drama of the relationship between democracy and empire had been played out in the arrangement and design of the text.

While in search of truth, each allows for significant uncertainty in any historical interpretation. Such allowing for uncertainty is clear in Herodotus multiple and frequently contradictory stories, but it also evident even in the magisterial Thucydides. Thucydides refers to an interpretation of his as my theory (1.2). He can use a rhetoric of uncertainty with phrases like It appears and it seems to me (1.9), or I imagine (1.93), or Whatever the truth may be (2.5), or it would be impossible for me to give the exact numbers (5.68), or it was difficult to find out from either side exactly how things happened (7.44), or For these reasons or reasons very like them (7.86), or In my opinion (8.56; 8.64), or It is probable (8.88).17 Thucydides allows that even the history of the present cannot be one of certainty. Of his set-speeches he admits: I have found it difficult to remember the precise words used in the speeches which I have listened to myself and my various informants have experienced the same difficulty; my method, he says, is to make the speakers say what, in my opinion, was called for by each situation (1.22). When Thucydides does contemplate history before the present, he reveals a curious ambivalence about the value of Homer and poetry as historical evidence. We should, says Thucydides, be sceptical of the poets, poets like Homer exaggerate (1.10, 1.21). Yet he can appeal to the ancient poets and Homer as evidence, if carefully used, for past states of affairs (1.3, 9, 13, and 3.104).18

Herodotus and Thucydides leave as part of their legacy the not infrequent use of the I voice. The I voice is not an invention of modernity. It is foundationally there in historical writing in antiquity.

Neither Herodotus nor Thucydides establish Western historical writing as fully secular. Many things, Herodotus writes near the end of The Histories, prove to me that the gods take part in the affairs of man (9.100).19 But such is so as well  at least we think it to be so  of Thucydides, usually held to be severely sceptical and rational. How to explain the calamities that tumbled upon the Hellenes after the outbreak of war: not only the plague, but violent earthquakes, frequent eclipses of the sun, droughts followed by famine? Thucydides comments on such unusual happenings associated with the war: Old stories of past prodigies, which had not found much confirmation in recent experience, now became credible (1.23). It is not at all clear here that Thucydides himself does not find such prodigies to be credible. In particular, the sudden devastating appearance of the plague in Athens troubles Thucydides. He ponders a remarkable feature of the plague, that its full force was felt at Athens whereas it never affected the Peloponnese at all, or not ser-iously. He reports that when the Spartans had enquired of the god whether they should go to war, the reply they received was that if the Spartans fought with all their might, victory would be theirs, and the god himself would be on their side. Thucydides reflects that what was happening, the plague affecting the Athenians not their enemies, seemed to fit in well with the words of the oracle (2.54).

Finally, we can say that both Herodotus and Thucydides create history as world history, seeking to show in an internationalist, cosmopolitan, and anti-ethnocentric spirit what will be permanent or persisting or enduring through the ages.20

For ourselves, it has been a delight to write about the inaugurators of history: they left the most remarkable and rich legacy, a legacy that historians in modernity are still struggling to match and to learn from.
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