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Introduction

CHRISTOPHER ROWE

The purpose of this volume is to provide a fresh, critical account of Greek
and Roman political thought from its beginnings to the pointat which The
Cambridge History of Medieval Political Thought takes up the story, i.e. . AD
350. The choice of this date is obviously to some extent arbitrary: there is
no implication that ‘Greek and Roman’ political thinking then suddenly
stops short, to be replaced by some entirely new way of thinking about
political issues (the ‘medieval®). The latter sections of the volume, and the
Epilogue, make clear the continuities, as well as the discontinuities, in
political thought between the ‘ancient’and the ‘medieval’ periods. Indeed,
as the readers of the present History may discover, it is a moot question
whether the discontinuities here are more significant than, for example,
those between Greck and Roman ‘periods’, or better! the “Classical’ and
the “Hellenistic’ (beginning with the death of Alexander in the last quarter
of the fourth century Bc). The political triumph of Christianity over the
Greco-Roman world - when for the first time an official, monotheistic,
religion came to occupy centre-stage — was certainly momentous. But the
changes in the political environment after the fourth century Bc were
themselves massive. What is striking in both cases is the extent to which
political theorizing, if not political thought in the wider sense, remains
comparatively, and remarkably, conservative, working as much by selec-
tion,adaptation and modification as by downrightinnovation.

The distinction between ‘political thought’ and “political theory’ is an
important one. ‘Political thought’, the broader of the two categories,
forms the subject of this volume. ‘Political theory’ represents direct,
systematic reflection on things political; but it is of course possible to
think politically - to reflect on political actions, or institutions - without
doing so systematically or philosophically,2 and such thinking may be

1 See below.
2 philosophical thinking about politics is likely to include, among other things, some second-
order reflection about what it is to think politically, and about the nature and possibility of

political knowledge; it will also tend to work at a more general level than practical thinking that
responds to actual situations and events.

(1]
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2 INTRODUCTION

expressed, as it was in the Greco-Roman context, in literature of all sorts.
The writing of political theory is, in that context, an invention of the fifth
century BC (in its fully-fledged form, an invention of Plato’s), but such
writing did not exist in a vacuum; it emerged against the background of
the evolution of complex systems of organization - beginning with that
highly distinctive form of community, the Greek polis - which to a greater
or lesser extent institutionalized debate as a means of managing political
conflict. The question,then, which isaddressed in the essays that follow is
how Greeks and Romans (prior to oD 350)3 thought,and theorized,about
politics. Other cultures and civilizations are considered only insofar as
they may have contributed to, or - as in the case of parts of the Jewish
intellectual tradition - insofar as they may have become enmeshed with,
the Greek and the Roman, in an intellectual context that becomes so cos-
mopolitan as to render demarcations by national, cultural or linguistic
grouping for the most part unhelpful. Itaccords with this latter point that
the main division in the volume is not between Greek and Roman at all,
but rather between ‘Archaic and Classical’ and ‘Hellenistic and Roman’; if
‘Archaic and Classical’ means primarily Greek, to separate out the specifi-
cally Roman in “Hellenistic and Roman’, at least at the level of theory, is in
part a matter of unravelling a complex web of appropriation and modifi-
cation which was itself sometimes carried out by Greeks within a Roman
context.

The volume adopts a predominantly author-based (rather than a topic-
based) approach, for various reasons. We may of course talk loosely of
what ‘the Greeks’ or ‘the Romans’ thought on this or that subject at this
or that time, and there is perhaps no harm in our talking in this fashion, as
a way of picking out certain (apparently) widely-shared ideas or patterns
of thinking. Both ‘thought’ and ‘theory’, however, require individuals to
do the thinking. At the level of theory, our concern must inevitably be
with the specific theses and arguments advanced by particular individu-
als, which are in principle as likely to cut across as to support contempo-
rary thought and practice; and the reflections of other writers - poets,
historians and others - whom we may class as ‘non-philosophical®
(though the boundaries between categories here are notoriously perme-
able) are often themselves highly distinctive and individual. Again,
different genres may offer different opportunities for, and invite different
modes of, reflection: the thought of a poet like Hesiod, or Sophocles, is
quite different in quality and feel from that of a Herodotus or a

3 ‘Greek and Roman’ thus corresponds to what writers in English have commonly, and parochi-
ally, called “ancient’ (as opposed to ‘medieval’ and ‘modern’).
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INTRODUCTION 3

Thucydides. In order to bring out the individuality of such diverse writ-
ers, the editors have encouraged contributors where possible to include
direct quotation from the original texts.

Atan early stage of the project, many of the contributors met to discuss
both initial drafts of individual chapters and general issues of policy. One
of the benefits of the discussion was to initiate conversations between the
contributors which continued until the submission of final versions of the
chapters, and this process has ensured (so the editors believe) a degree of
coherence in the volume as a whole which might otherwise have been
lacking. From the beginning, however, there have inevitably been points
of mild disagreement, or difference of emphasis, between editors and con-
tributors, and between the contributors themselves. The editors have not
sought to impose any final resolution of such disagreements, since any
resulting tensions accurately reflect real, and defensible, differences of
approach to a highly complex subject-matter. One such tension that may
be apparent is between those contributors who prefer a more historical
approach, and those whose interests are primarily philosophical, and who
write with closer attention to the connections of the ancient material with
modern (or perennial) concerns.* Clearly different sorts of material may
require different handling; but there must also often be room for discus-
sion of the same material not only in its original context - within a partic-
ular text, within the oeuvre of the author, or within the framework of the
society and culture in which that author was writing3 - but also in the
larger context of political philosophy as a whole, whether thatis seen as an
attempt at the impartial resolution of relatively distinct issues, undeter-
mined (unless perhaps accidentally) by any history, or indeed as itself an
outcome of historical processes. The productive interaction between his-
torical and philosophical approaches, of whatever sort, is probably one of
the chief distinguishing features of current work on Greek and Roman
thought in general.

In principle, then, the volume aims to be catholic and comprehensive in
its coverage, including differing types of treatment of political thought in

4The volume nevertheless avoids affiliation to any specific critical agenda among those on offer
(whether Marxist, ‘Straussian’, communitarian, or any other); if such a stance is itself held to
involve an agenda of a kind, however labelled, the editors will not mind. That certain methodo-
logical assumptions are in play is not in doubt: see e.g. the following note.

5 Implied here will be some version of the ‘contextualist’ thesis associated particularly with
Quentin Skinner, which claims - among other things - that the understanding of texts ‘presup-
poses the grasp both of what they were intended to mean, and how this meaning was intended
to be taken’ (Skinner 1969: 48). No one will deny the particular difficulty of establishing the
intentions (in Skinner’s sense) of ancient authors or texts; but most will accept both the pro-
priety and the necessity of the task.
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4 INTRODUCTION

the widest sense. It must be acknowledged, however, that once Plato (and
Socrates) and Aristotle have made their appearance in the volume, it is
political theory which is privileged over other sorts of political thinking.
Plato and Aristotle themselves receive a treatment which is necessarily®
both broader and deeper than that accorded to any other thinker; and
much of the “Hellenistic and Roman’ section follows the fate of Platonic
and/or Aristotelian ideas” in later thinkers, who are either philosophers,
or writers drawing on philosophical sources. It is here, as it were, that the
main action is taken to be situated. A consequence, however, given the
limits on available space, is that other authors (i.e., broadly, those writing
in non-theoretical mode) in the later periods are handled rather more
selectively than in the earlier. In this sense, the volume may appear some-
what lopsided (why, for example, should the Roman poets be less deserv-
ing of mention than the Greek?), but - in the view of the editors - not
disturbingly so.

Differences of approach between contributors, of the sort described,
inevitably lead to variations in the degree of historical information sup-
plied by individual essays. However, suitable use of the index and bibliog-
raphies provided at the end of the volume should be sufficient for the basic
repair of gaps in any reader’s knowledge of the periods covered. This
History is not intended in any case as an encyclopaedia or dictionary. The
contributors are all actively working in the areas on which they have writ-
ten. Their brief was to address their particular topic or theme in a way
appropriate for any intelligent reader, reflecting what seemed to them the
best available scholarship, while at the same time offering new thoughts
and suggesting future lines of investigation. Where there is controversy,
this is marked, at least by means of references to rival views; the aim is to
advance discussion, not to close it off. The bibliography includes those
items which contributors regard as essential for anyone wishing to pursue
an individual topic in greater detail.

Probably the most important subject of discussion at the preliminary
meeting of contributors,and subsequently, was the meaning of ‘the polit-
ical’. Just what is to count as ‘political’ thought? In Greece down to
the Hellenistic period, the answer to the question is simple enough: ‘the
political’ covers any and every aspect of the polis, the ‘city-state’, or the
‘citizen-state’, as the fundamental unit into which society is organized.?
When we apply the term ‘political’® here, it functions essentially as the

6 Necessarily, that is, because of the extent, complexity and importance (both historical and
philosophical) of their political writing. 7 See below.
8 To give any precise date in Greek history for the emergence of the polis as a distinct form of

organization is probably in principle impossible, but its origins surely lie in the Archaic period.
Cf. Raaflaub in Ch. 2 below.
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equivalent of the Greek politikos (“‘appertaining to the polis”); when Plato
talks of politike (techne), ‘the art/science of politics’, he has in mind a body
of expertise that at least includes® something resembling our ‘political
theory’, except that the theory in this case is restricted to the polis. That
other forms of “political’ organization exist is recognized, but they are
not treated as viable alternatives. This way of thinking is encapsulated in
Aristotle’s formula, according to which human beings are by nacture
‘political animals’, i.e. creatures designed - as it were - for life in a polis.
But in that case ‘things political’ (ta politika) will not only include, but
actually turn on, the central ethical question about the best life for human
beings, insofar as that life must not only be lived in the polis, but will be
shaped by it. How is the community, and how are individuals who consti-
tute that community, to live justly and happily, and in general to achieve
their proper goals? Ethics is thus a part of “politics’, the whole being con-
ceived of as ‘the philosophy of things human’ (Aristotle, Nicomachean
Ethics 1181b15).

Given all of this, the decline of the polis from the later fourth century
BC onwards, together with the rise of the Hellenistic monarchies, might
have been expected to lead to a sea-change in the conception and function
of political theory;and just such a change mightbe seen as signalled by the
apparent reversal of the Aristotelian perspective by the Hellenistic
schools, for whom politics was a part of ethical philosophy. On the other
hand, from a wider perspective, this is no more than a minor, and essen-
tially technical, shift of emphasis.’® In the Greco-Roman period as a
whole, political and ethical philosophy are for the most part irrevocably
intertwined, and differences in the size and nature of the units into which
society happens to be, or might be, organized simply add to the complex-
ity of the demands on the study of political theory. ‘Classical’, Platonic
and Aristotelian, politiké and its Hellenistic counterpart now turn out to
be no more than (partly) different applications of the same type of reflec-
tive activity, and the difference between the latter and the former no more
than ‘an enlargement of the pool of concepts in which political thinking
can be done’1t

There will, then, clearly be ways in which, to a greater or lesser
degree, the conception of ‘the political’ reflected in large parts of this
volume is likely to seem, and actually is, foreign. The modern concep-
tion refers to the institutional (and economic) management of society
without restriction to any particular form of communal organization,

2 The qualification is necessary because, for Plato, the expertise is to be acquired primarily to be
exercised. 10 Foraslightly different, but overlapping, analysis see Griffin 1996.
11 Griffin 1996: 282.
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6 INTRODUCTION

and tends to banish ethical concerns to the sphere of the private.!2 The
overlap, however, between this and the ancient notion or notions is so
great that, so long as the differences are borne in mind, it is possible to
move between them with lictle sense of strain; and indeed if it were not,
the very project of a history of Greek and Roman ‘political thought’
would make little sense.

It might be claimed, in fact, that the tight ancient connection between
politics and ethics is itself largely the invention of the philosophers.
Insofar as we can construct an ancient Greek, or Roman, notion of the
political independently of philosophical theorizing,'3 it seems to have
rather little to do with what we should call the moral aspects of the citi-
zens’ life that so preoccupy a Plato, an Aristotle, or a Cicero, and much
more to do with what are to us more recognizably political issues such as
equality, autonomy, the distribution of power, and the obligations of the
citizen as citizen. Thus when Plato claims, in the Gorgias, that Socrates -
someone who on Plato’saccount took no part in practical politics - was in
fact the only true politikos (‘politician® or ‘statesman’), because he was the
only person who did what a statesman should (tell the straight truth on
ethical questions), that would have been as paradoxical'# to a contempo-
rary Athenian as to us,and for similar if not quite identical reasons. For us,
Plato’s Socrates is simply non-political, to the extent that he eschews
political institutions to achieve his ends; to the Athenians, not only could
he not be a politician (who is someone who speaks in the assembly), but he
might even be thought to be failing in his role as citizen or polites, just by
virtue of his preferring not to participate in the institution of communal
debate. The distance between theory and practical reality illustrated by
this (extreme) example may lessen in succeeding centuries, but never dis-
appears; it is itself one of the most striking features of Greco-Roman
political thinking.15

12 For the contrast with modern notions of politics and the political, and for a more detailed and
subtle account of ancient ones, see Cartledge in Ch. 1 below.

13 That is, by way of reference to what politicians, or historians, would refer to as ‘public affairs*:
ta politika in Thucydides’ sense, or res civiles in Tacitus”.

14 1t is, of course, intended as a paradox; the underlying claim is that politikoi should use their
power to do what Socrates tries to do (change people’s attitudes and behaviour) by non-institu-
tional means.

15 Cf. the exchange between Julian and Themistius, discussed in section 1 of the ‘Epilogue’ below.
The issues there partly relate to the choice between the philosophical and the political life:
Socrates” commitment to practice, Julian insists, had nothing to do with politics, and every-
thing to do with philosophy. It is philosophy, and philosophers, that have the power to trans-
form us; by comparison the benefits conferred by those who wield political power pale into
insignificance. Socrates would have applauded the general sentiment. But as Julian recognizes,
and must (since he has just entered a position of power second only to that of emperor), the
practical problems of day-to-day politics will not simply go away.
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Greek political thought: the
historical context

PAUL CARTLEDGE

1 Terminology

Much of our political terminology is Greek in etymology: aristocracy,
democracy, monarchy, oligarchy, plutocracy, tyranny, to take just the
most obvious examples, besides politics itself and its derivatives. Most of
the remainder - citizen, constitution, dictatorship, people, republic and
state — have an alternative ancient derivation, from the Latin. It is the
ancient Greeks, though, who more typically function as ‘our’ ancestors in
the political sphere, ideologically, mythologically and symbolically. It is
they, above all, who are soberly credited with having ‘discovered’ or
‘invented’ not only city-republican forms but also politics in the strong
sense: that is,communal decision-making effected in public after substan-
tive discussion by or before voters deemed relevantly equal, and on issues
of principle as well as purely technical, operational matrers.!

Yet whether it was in fact the Greeks - rather than the Phoenicians, say,
or Etruscans? - who first discovered or invented politics in this sense, it is
unarguable that their politics and ours differ sharply from each other,
both theoretically and practically. This is partly, but not only nor primar-
ily, because they mainly operated within the framework of the polis, with
a radically different conception of the nature of the citizen, and on a very
much smaller and more intimately personal scale (the average polis of the
Classical period is thought to have numbered no more than 500 to 2,000
adule male citizens; fifth-century Athens’ figure of 40,000 or more was
hugely exceptional).3 The chief source of difference, however, is that for
both practical and theoretical reasons they enriched or supplemented pol-
itics with practical ethics (as we might put it).

For the Greeks, moreover, the “civic space’ of the political was located

1 Meier 1980 (1990), Finley 1983, Farrar 1988; cf. Ampolo 1981. For Rome see Part 11, especially

Ch. 20. 2 Raaflaub 1993; see also Ch. 2 below.

3 Nixon and Price 1990. Gawantka 1985, an attempt to dismiss the polis as largely a nineteenth-
century invention, has not found critical favour. A variety of perspectives: Hansen 1993b.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



12 GREEK POLITICAL THOUGHT: THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

centrally. Public affairs were placed es meson or en mesgi (‘towards’ or ‘in
the middle’), both literally and metaphorically at the heart of the commu-
nity, as a prize to be contested. The community in turn was construed
concretely as a strongly inclusive political corporation of actively partici-
pating and competing citizens.* By comparison, or contrast, the “politics’
studied by modern western political theory, to say nothing of modern
political science, is an utterly different animal. It is characteristically seen
as a merely instrumental affair, to be evaluated in terms of more funda-
mental ideas and values. Popular usage often reduces it to amoral manipu-
lation of power, or confines it to the force exercised on a national scale by
agencies of the state.3

2 The ‘political’

The point of opening with this comparison and contrast is to emphasize
the gulf between ancient Greek and modern (western) politics and politi-
cal thought. Scholars differ considerably, though, over how precisely to
identify ‘the political’ in ancient Greece, a difference of opinion that is
itself political. One school of thought holds to the formalist, almost
Platonic view, that it should be defined strictly as the non-utilitarian.®
Others, more realistically and accurately, deny any absolute separation of
politics and economics and see the relationship between them rather in
terms of primacy or priority. For the Greeks, to paraphrase and invert
Brecht’s dictum, politics (including die Moral) came first; then and only
then came the ‘guzzling’ (das Fressen).” Further enlightenment on the par-
ticular nature of the political in Greece may be derived from considering
the semantics of the public/private distinction.

First, compare, or rather contrast, Greece and Rome. The Romans set
the res publica, literally ‘the People’s matter’ hence the republic, in opposi-
tion to res privata. However, the Greek equivalent of res publica was not to
demosion (the sphere of the Demos, the People’s or public sphere), but ta
pragmata, literally ‘things’ or ‘deeds’ hence (public or common) “affairs’,
‘business’. It was for control of ta pragmata that revolutionaries in ancient

4 Vernant 1985: 238-60; cf. Lévéque and Vidal-Naquet 1964 (1983): 13-24, Nenci 1979.

5 Ancient politico-moral philosophy: Loizou and Lesser 1990, Euben, Watlach and Ober 1994,
Gill 1995: esp. ch. 4. Modern political philosophy/science: Waldron 1989, Goodin and Pettit
1993. However, Richter 1980and Held 1991 are premised on wider and more apt conceptions;
see also Dunn 1992, 1993, 1996. Political culture: Pye 1993.

6 Arendt 1958, Meier 1980/19g0.

7 Rahe 1992, Schmitt-Pantel 1990; cf. Heller 1991. Note also Springborg 1990, a critique of
Rahe.
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Greece struggled, and the Greek equivalent of ‘revolution® was nedtera
pragmata, literally ‘newer affairs’.8 Moreover, for the antithesis of to idion
(their equivalent of res privata, but susceptible also of a pejorative con-
strual), the Greeks as readily used to koinon (‘the commonwealth’) as to
démosion.? In short, the private/public distinction occupied overlapping
but markedly different semantic spaces in Greece and Rome. The
Romans’ construction of the distinction was closer to ours, but in Greece
there could be no straightforward opposition of the public = the political
to the private = the personal or domestic.1©

Hence, whereas for us “The personal is the political’ is a counter-cul-
tural, radical, even revolutionary slogan, for the Greeks it would have
been just a banal statement of the obvious, for two main reasons. First,
lacking the State (ina sense to be specified in the next section), they lacked
also our notions of bureaucratic impersonality and facelessness, and
therefore required individual citizens to place their persons on the line
both officially and unofficially in the cause of the public good. Secondly,
society, not the individual, was for them the primary point of political ref-
erence, and individualism did not constitute a serious, let alone a normal,
alternative pole of attraction. In fact, there was no ancient Greek word for
‘individual’ in our anti-social, indeed antipolitical, sense.**

Gender introduces a further dimension of comparison and contrast.12
In no Greek city were women of the citizen estate - that is, the mothers,
wives and daughters of (adult male) citizens - accorded full public politi-
cal status equal to that of the citizens themselves, and the societies of
Classical Greece were both largely sex-segregated and fundamentally gen-
dered. War, for example, one of the most basic Greek political activities,
was considered a uniquely masculine prerogative, and the peculiar virtue
of pugnacious courage that it was deemed to require was tellingly labelled
andreia, ‘manliness’ (the Greek equivalent of Roman virtus).?3 From a
mainly economic and cultural point of view, the private domain of the
oikos (household) might perhaps be represented as more a feminine than a
masculine space, and understood as opposed to the polis, rather than sim-
ply its basic component. Yet for most important political purposes oikos

8 Vernant, “The class struggle’ (1965) in Vernant 1980: 1-18; Godelier, ‘Politics as a relation of
production. Dialoguewith Edouard Will’ in Godelier 1986: 208-24.
9 These and other Greek/Roman contrasts: Steinmetz 1969, Nicolet 1975, Miiller 1987.

10 Humphreys 1993c, Sourvinou-Inwood 1995.

11 Strasburger 1954 (1976). The semantic passage from Greek ididtZs, a citizen viewed in an
unofficial capacity, to English ‘idiot’ begins with the Greeks’ privileging of the public space:
Rubinstein 1998. See furcther however Goldhill in Ch. 3, pp. 13-16.

12 Comparatively: Scott 1986, 1991; cf. Okin 1991.

13 War: Havelock 1972. Andreia: Cartledge 1993a: 70-1.
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14 GREEK POLITICAL THOUGHT: THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

and polis are better viewed as inextricably interwoven and complemen-
tary.1* Two illustrations must suffice.

Firstly, the Greek city’s ability to flourish depended crucially on mor-
tals maintaining the right relationships with the divine, and that was
thought to require the public religious participation of women, even as
high priests, no less than of the male citizens; the religious calendar of all
Greek cities included the festival of the Thesmophoria in honour of
Demeter, and that was strictly women-only.15 Secondly, marriage was in
itself'a purely private arrangement between two oikoi, or rather their male
heads, and its rituals and ceremonies, however publicly visible, were
legally speaking quite unofficial. Yet on the issue of marriages between
citizen households depended the propagation and continuity of the citi-
zen estate. So the law stepped in to prescribe and help police the boundar-
ies of legitimacy of both offspring and inheritance. The Periclean
citizenship law of 451/0 in democratic Athens, reimposed in 403 and vig-
orously enforced thereafter, is but the best-known example of this general
Greek rule. Among other consequences, it effectively outlawed the inter-
state marriages that had been a traditional strategy for elite Athenians.16

Both the above illustrations of the essential political interconnected-
ness of polis and eikos involve religion. Here is a further major difference
between ancient and modern (western) politics. The Greek city was a city
of gods as well as a city of humankind; to an ancient Greek, as Thales is
said to have remarked, everything was ‘full of gods’7 Greek religion,
moreover, like Roman, was a system ideologically committed to the pub-
lic, not the private, sphere.18 Spatially, the civic agora, the human ‘place of
gathering’, and che akropolis, the ‘high city’ where the gods typically had
their abode, were the twin, symbiotic nodes of ancient Greek political
networking. Nicole Loraux’s study of Athens’ patron goddess Athenaand
the Athenian acropolis in the context of the Athenian ‘civic imaginary’ is
thus an exemplary demonstration of the necessary imbrication of religion
and the political in an ancient Greek polis.'?

The polis, however, was no theocracy. Worshipping the gods was for
the Greeks nomizein tous theous, recognizing them duly by thought, word
and deed in fulfilment of nomos ~ convention, custom and practice. Yet
it was men who chose which gods to worship, and where, when and

14 Humphreys 1993b; cf. Musti 1985, Swanson 1992. 15 Bruit 1992.

16 Harrison 1968, Just 1989, Bruit and Schmict Pantel 1992: 67-72, Oakley and Sinos 1993.
17 Bruit and Schmitt Pantel 1992.

18 Fustel de Coulanges 1864, Burkert 1985; cf. Beard 1994: 732. 19 Loraux 1984 (1993).
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how, availing themselves of the fantastic variety of options on offer under
asystem of almost limitless polytheism; and they did so without benefit of
clergy, dogma or sacred scripture. In its other main sense, which corrobo-
rates the significantly man-made character of Greek religious belief and
practice, nomos meant law, as exemplified by the positive Athenian law
against impiety of which Socrates fell foul for ‘not duly recognizing the
gods which the city recognizes’2°

In all the explicit Greek political thought or theory we possess, and in a
good deal of other informal political literature besides, the rule of the
nomoi or of plain Nomos in the abstract was a given within the framework
of the polis. After positive laws began to be written down in imperishable
or lasting media (stone, bronze) in the seventh century Bc, a distinction
came to be drawn between the unchangeable and universal “‘unwritten’
laws - chiefly religious in import, and all the more binding for not being
written down - and the laws that were ‘written’, that is, locally variable
and open to alteration. Yet although it was men or rather citizens who
made the positive, written laws, they too were in principle considered
somehow above and beyond the reach of their quotidian interpreters.2!

The etymological root of nomos would seem to be a verb meaning ‘to
distribute’. What was on offer for distribution within the civic space of
the polis was time, status, prestige or honour, both abstractly in the form
of the entitlement and encouragement to participate, and concretely in
the form of political offices (timai). Differing social backgrounds and
experiences, and different innate abilities, meant that in practice timé and
timai were of course distributed among the citizens unequally - almost by
definition so under a regime of aristocracy or oligarchy. But even in for-
mally as well as substantively inegalitarian regimes there is perceptible an
underlying, almost subconscious assumption of equality in some, not in
every, respect. The polis in this sense may fairly be described as an inher-
ently egalitarian political community. By 500 Bc this broadly egalitarian
ideal had engendered the concept of isonomia: an exactly, mathematically
equal distribution of timé for those deemed relevantly equal (isoz), a pre-
cise equality of treatment for all citizens under the current positive laws
(nomoi). The earliest known appearance of the term is in an elite social con-
text, whereas its characteristic appropriation after 500 was democratic.

20 Socrates® trial in religio-political context: Garland 1992: 136-51, Vlastos 1994.

21 Nomos: Ostwald 1969. A polis’s nomoi might be ascribed en bloc to the initiative of one super-
wise ‘lawgiver’ (nomothet?s), appeal to whose supposed intentions could serve as a conservative
force: Holtkeskamp 1992b [1995]; cf. Ch. 2 below.
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This is a measure of the essentially contested nature of the concept of
equality in the polis, a feature by no means peculiar to ancient Greece, but
given extra force by the Greeks® agonistic mentality and competitive
social and political systems.??

Scarcely less fundamental to the Greeks’ idea of the political than gen-
der, household, religion and nomos was the value of freedom. Freedom and
equality, indeed, were the prime political sentiments or slogans of the
ancient Greeks, as they are our own.23 But ancient Greek political free-
dom was arguably a value of a very different kind, embedded as it was in
societies whose political, social and economic arrangements were irredu-
cibly alien to modern western ones.2# Aristotle, for example, advocated a
strong form of political freedom for citizens, but simultaneously made a
doctrine of natural slavery central to his entire sociopolitical project of
description, analysis and amelioration. Although the doctrine may have
been peculiarly Aristotelian in crucial respects, a wide range of texts, liter-
ary, historical and medical as well as philosophical, makes it perfectly clear
that the Greeks’ very notion of freedom depended essentially on the
antinomy of slavery. For a Greek, being free meant precisely not being,
and not behaving in the allegedly typical manner of, a slave. It was prob-
ably the accessibility and availability of oriental ‘barbarians’, living under
what the Greeks could easily construe as despotic, anti-political regimes,
that most decisively influenced the particular ethnocentric construction
and emphasis they placed on their own essentially politicized liberty.25

The peculiarity of Greek liberty may also be grasped comparatively,
through following the lead given by Benjamin Constant, a pioneer liberal
thinker and activist, in a famous speech (‘The Liberty of the Ancients
compared with that of the Moderns’, 1819). If the Greeks did indeed ‘dis-
cover’ liberty, the liberty they discovered was for Constant a peculiarly
ancient form - political and civic, public, subjecting the individual com-
pletely to the authority of the community, and anyhow available only for
male full citizens. The liberty of the moderns, Constant insisted, was
incommensurably different. It was social racher than political, for women
as well as men, and involved private rights (including those of free speech,
choice of occupation, and property-disposal) more importantly than pub-
lic duties. In short, it was little more than freedom from politics as the
Greeks understood it.26

22 Equality, ancient: Cartledge 1996a; cf. Vlastos, below, n. 35. Equality, modern: Beitz 1991. Con-
test-system: below, n. 39. 2% Raaflaub 1983, 1985, 1990-1, Patterson 1991, Davis 1995.

24 Garlan 1988; cf. Patterson 1982. 25 Cartledge 19932: 118-51,1993b.

26 Constant 1819 (1988); cf. Thom 1995: 89-118.
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3 The polis

The typical ancient polis was a republic, not a monarchy, nor a fortiori an
extra- or anti-constitutional tyranny or dictatorship. Republicanism
almost definitionally aims to promote what it is pleased to call the public
good, but that can mean very different things and may be promoted in
very different ways.2? For example, the paradoxical claim that today
‘Most governments try to suppress politics. . . 28 exemplifies a peculiarly
modern phenomenon, equally applicable to all modern varieties of repub-
lican states. An ancient Greek republican would have been puzzled or
appalled by this seeming contradiction between theory and practice. The
short explanation of this disjunction is that modern governments are part
and parcel of the State (capital S), whereas the polis may for all important
purposes be classified as a more or less fully stateless political commu-
nity.29

The differences between the politics (including political culture no less
than formal political institutions) of the polis and that of modern State-
based and State-centred polities may be considered in both positive and
negative terms. Positively, and substantively, the chief difference is the
direct, unmediated, participatory character of political action in Greece.
The citizens were the polis; and there was no distinction or opposition
between ‘Us’, the ordinary citizens, and “Them’, the government or
official bureaucracy. Indeed, for Aristotle - whose preferred, actively par-
ticipatory definition of the citizen was (as he confessed) more aptly suited
to the citizen of a democracy than of an oligarchy - the essential difference
between the polis and pre-polis or non-polis societies was that the polis
was a strong community of adult male citizens with defined honours and
obligations. Correspondingly, the category of those who were counted as
citizens, and thereby entitled so to participate, was restricted narrowly to
free adult males of a certain defined parentage. Their wives and other
female relatives were, at best, second-class citizens. Resident foreigners,
even if Greek, might qualify at most for inferior metic status. The unfree
were by definition deprived of all political and almost all social honour.3°

Negatively, the (relative) statelessness of the polis reveals itself by
a series of absences striking by comparison with the condition of the

27 Nippel 1994; cf. 1988, Rahe 1992. 28 Crick 1992: 168.

29 <Srare’, comparatively: Hall 1986, Skinner 198g. Greek polis as ‘stateless’: esp. Berent 1994; but
not ‘acephalous’: Rhodes 1995. Ehrenberg 1969 did not address the issue.

30 Aristotle’s citizen: Pol. 1274b31-1278bs, esp. 1275b19-20; cf. Cartledge 1993a: 107-11; further
section 4, below.
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modern, especially the modern liberal, state-community. There was in
Greece no Hegelian civil society distinct from a government and its
agents; and no formally instituted separation of powers: whoever ruled in
a Greek polis (whether one, some or all) did so legislatively and judicially
as well as executively.?! Sovereignty, on the other hand, despite modern
legalistic attempts to identify a notion of the ‘sovereignty’ of Law (or the
laws) that would supply the motive force for civil obedience, remained
blurred, in so far indeed as it was an issue.3? There were no political par-
ties in the modern sense, and so no concept of a loyal opposition, no legit-
imacy of opposition for its own sake. There was no properly constituted
police force to maintain public order, or at most a very limited one, as in
the case of the publicly owned Scythian slave archers at Athens. Self-help
was therefore a necessity, not merely desirable.33 There was no concept of
official public toleration of civil dissent and so (as the trial of Socrates
most famously illustrates) no conscientious objectors to appeal to such a
concept. Finally, there were no individual, natural rights to life and liberty
(as in the French eighteenth-century Rights of Man and Citizen), not even
as a metaphor, let alone in the sense of legally entrenched prerogatives (as
in the United States Bill of Rights).3* At most, there might exist an
implied assumption of or implicit claim to political entitlement, as in the
concept of isonomia or equality of status and privilege under the citizen-
made laws.35

None of these differences between republics ancient and modern was
purely a function of unavoidable material or technological factors.
Rather, that Greek political theory laid such conspicuous stress on the
imperative of self-control was a matter largely of ethical choice. Provided
that citizens could control themselves, they were enabled and entitled to
rule others (their own wives and children and other disfranchised resi-
dents, no less than outsiders in a physical sense). Failure of self-control, on
the other hand, would lead to transgression of the communally defined
limits of appropriate behaviour, a deviation that when accompanied by
violence was informally castigated and formally punished as hubris - the
ultimate civic crime.36

It was from the statelessness of the Greek polis, too, that there
stemmed in important measure the material prevalence of and theoretical

31 Rule/participation: Eder 1991. Hansen 1983 offers an alleged but unpersuasive exception.

32 Ostwald 1986.

33 Legitimacy: Finley 1982; cf. MacIntyre 1973-4. Policing: Hunter 1994; cf. Nippel 1995. Self-
help: Lintott 1982: 15-17,21-4, 26 -8, Finley 1983: 107and n. g.

34 Ostwald 1969: 113 n. 1; cited by Raaflaub 1983: 539 n. 24. See also Schofield 1995-6.

35 Vlastos 1953, 1964. 36 Fisher 1992; cf. 1990.
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preoccupation with the phenomenon known as stasis: civil discord, or
outright civil war.37 Stasis had several other contributory sources and
causes. A major one was the contradiction between the notional egalitar-
ianism of the citizen estate, expressed by the term isonomia, and the exis-
tence of exceptionally charismatic individuals denied (so they believed)
their due portion of status and honour (time).38 Politics in the sense of
political infighting was typically construed by the Greeks as a zero-sum
game of agonistic competition with as its goal the maximization of per-
sonal honour. Democratic Athens was quite exceptional in successfully
suppressing, or channelling in socially fruitful directions, the public
struggle among the elite for political honour over an extended period.3°

A second and yet more major cause of stasis, economic stratification,
operated at the deeper level of social structure. The poor were always with
the Greeks, whose normative definition of poverty was noticeably broad.
Everyone was deemed to be ‘poor’, except the seriously rich at one end of
the scale and the destitute at the other. The criterion of distinction
between the rich and the rest was leisure: what counted was whether or
not one was obliged to work at all for one’s living. Characteristically, the
relationship of rich to poor citizens was conceived, by thinkers and acti-
vists alike, as one of permanent antagonism, prone to assume an actively
political form as “class struggle on the political plane’.4° Logically, how-
ever, stasis was but the most extreme expression of the division that
potentially threatened any Greek citizen body when it came together to
make decisions competitively es meson.

Here indeed lay the paradox of stasis, a phenomenon both execrable
and yet, given the framework of the Greek city, somehow inevitable and
even supportable.#! It was because of this inherent danger of the division
of a split vote turning into the division of civil war that the governing
political ideal on both main sides of the political divide was always homo-
noia: not merely consensus, or passive acquiescence in the will or power of
the minority or majority, but literally ‘same-mindedness’, absolute una-
nimity among the publicly active and politically decisive citizenry.
Alternatively, and more theoretically, if not wishfully, Greek political
thinkers from at least Thucydides (vii1.97.2) onwards proclaimed the

37 Lintott 1982, Fuks 1984, Gehrke 1985, Berger 1992, Molyneux 1993.

38 Isonomia: above, n. 35. Charismatic individuals: Finley “Leaders and followers’, in Finley 1985:
3-37.

39 Zero-sum game: Gouldner 1965; cf. Cartledge 1990. Honour as political goal: Arist. EN
1095b19-31; cf. Ste. Croix 1981: 80, 531 n.30. Athens as exception: Cartiedge, Millett and von
Reden 1998. 40 Ste. Croix 1981: 278-326; cf. 69-80. Also Fuks 1984, Ober 1989.

41 Loraux 1987, 1991.
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merits of a ‘mixed’ constitution, one that would ideally offer something
substantial to all the contending groups and personalities.*? If, however,
homonoia and the mixed constitution proved unachievable, the Greek citi-
zen was expected, and might even be legally required, to fight it out liter-
ally to the death with his fellow-citizens.*3

The contradiction between ancient Greek and early modern (and sub-
sequent) western political thinking on the question of faction is reveal-
ingly sharp. From Hobbes to Madison, faction was construed wholly
negatively, in line with the general early modern abhorrence of direct
popular participation in politics, as a horrible antique bogey to be exor-
cized utterly from modern, ‘progressive’ political life. During the nine-
teenth century, with the rise of an organized working class to political
prominence in the industrialized countries, that hostile tradition could
not but be honed and polished - or rebutted in the name of revolutionary
politics of different sorts. Conversely, the peculiarly modern ideals of plu-
ralism and liberalism, usually represented now under the guise of liberal
democracy but increasingly challenged by varieties of communitarianism,
presuppose or require the existence of the strong, centralizing and struc-
turally differentiated state.44

4 Political theory

The modern political theorist would surely find it odd that the discussion
of strictly constitutional questions has been so long delayed. But Greek
political theory was never in any case solely about constitutional power.
The ancient Greek word that we translate constitution, politeia, was used
to mean citizenship as well; and it had besides a wider, moral frame of ref-
erence than either our ‘citizenship’ or ‘constitution’. Conversely, not
some abstraction but men - citizen men - were the polis. Politeia thus
came to denote both actively participatory citizenship, not just the pas-
sive possession of the formal ‘rights’ of a citizen, and the polis’s very life
and soul (both metaphors were applied in antiquity).4> Congruently,
whereas modern political theory characteristically employs the imagery
of machinery or building-construction, ancient political theory typically
thought in organic terms, preferring to speak of sharing (methexis) and
rule (arché) rather than sovereignty or power (bia, kratos, ananké).*¢

42 Von Fritz 1954, Nippel 1980, 1994. Post-ancient idealization: cf. Blythe 1992.

43 Raaflaub 1992: 41 and n. 9g.

44 Rawls 1992. This is just one of the reasons why Havelock 1957 is misguided: Brunt 1993:
389-94; 50 too Hansen 1989. 45 Ppoliteia: Bordes 1982.

46 Meier 1980 (1990); cf., comparatively, Nippel 1993.
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All ancient Greek culture was inherently performative and competi-
tive, and Greek intellectuals reflected the competitiveness of politics in
both the manner and the matter of their own internal disputes.#”
Although there is still plenty of room for modern controversy over how
long it took for political theory proper to replace mere political thinking,
the discovery of constitutional political theory was made in Greece at
least a century before Aristotle sat as a pupil of Plato’s Academy; it is first
unambiguously visible in Herodotus® ‘Persian Debate’ (111.80-2). By
then, some Greek or Greeks had had the stunningly simple intuition that
all constitutionally ordered polities must be species subsumable in princi-
ple under one of just three genera: rule by one, rule by some, or rule by all.
This is a beautiful hypothesis distinguished by its combination of scope
and economy, but moving qualitatively beyond the level of political
debate visible in Homer in terms of both abstraction and sophistication.
In Herodotus, too, we find already the germ of a more complex classifica-
tion of ‘rule’, whereby each genus has both a ‘good’ specification and its
corresponding corrupt deviation. Thus rule by one might be the legiti-
mate, hereditary constitutional monarchy of a wise pastor - or the illegit-
imate despotism of a wicked tyrant; and likewise with the other two
genera and their species.*$

Of the two great fourth-century political theorists, however, Plato
seems to have had little interest in the comparative sociological taxonomy
of political formations. That was a major preoccupation of his pupil
Aristotle’s Politics,a study based on research into more than 150 of the over
1,000 separate and jealously independent Greek polities situated ‘like
frogs or ants round a pond’ (Plato, Phaedo 109b) on the Black Sea and
along much of the Mediterranean coastline.#? In Aristotle’s day, the third
quarter of the fourth century,democracy and oligarchy were the two most
widespread forms of constitution among the Greeks.5° But before about
soo B¢ there had been no democracy, anywhere (not only not in the Greek
world); and conceivably it was the invention of democracy at Athens that
gave the necessary context and impetus for the discovery of political the-
ory - as opposed to mere thinking about politics, which can be traced back
in extant Greek literature as far as the second book of Homer’s Iliad.51

Political theory of any sort, properly so called, would have been
impossible without politics in the strong sense defined at the start of this

47 Lloyd 1987: ch. 2.

48 Among many treatments of the Debate, see €.g. Lloyd 1979: 244~5. 49 Huxley 1979.

50 pol. 1269a22-3; Aristotle typically claimed to have identified four species of each (oligarchy:
1292240-1292b; democracy: 1291b31-1292a39).

51 Finley 1986: 115, Brock 1991; cf. Euben 1986, Raaflaub 1989.
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chapter, and there would have been no such politics without the polis. It
is generally agreed that this institution, not certainly unique to Greece
but certainly given a peculiarly Greek spin, emerged in the course of the
eighth century Bc. Almost everyone would also accept that there is an
unbridgeable divide, politically, between the world of the Bronze Age
Mycenaean palace (c.1500-1100 Bc) and the world of the historic Greek
polis. Butthere is no such general agreement as to how and why, precisely,
the polis emerged when and where it did, although the principal causal
variables were probably land-ownership, warfare and religion.52

Contemporary sources for this momentous development are mainly
archaeological; the literary sources are largely confined to the poetry of
Homer and Hesiod. Controversy over the use of Homer for political
reconstruction has centred on whether the epics presuppose, imply or at
any rate betray the existence of the polis.>3 The significance of Hesiod’s
testimony is rather that his is the first extended articulation of the idea of
the just city.5# It took rather longer for the Greek polis to become also,
ideally, a city of reason.>5 One crucial step was the dispersal of political
power downwards, through the tempering of the might of Hesiod’s aris-
tocrats by the empowerment of a hoplite ‘middle class’, who could afford
heavy infantry equipment and had the necessary leisure to make profit-
able use of it in defence both of their polis and of their own new status
within it. They were the backbone of the republican Greece that in the
Persian Wars triumphantly repulsed the threat of oriental despotism, and
the chief weapon with which radical political change and its accompany-
ing revolution in political theory could be effected.>¢

A contemporary of those Wars, the praise-poet Simonides, observed
unselfconsciously and accurately that ‘the polis teaches a man’ - how, that
is, to be a citizen.57 The dominant tradition of ancient Greek political the-
ory, as opposed to mere political thinking or thought, that took its rise
round about the same time was dedicated to the proposition that the
Simonidean formula was a necessary but not a sufficient condition of
political virtue and excellence.>8

52 Runciman 1982, Whitley 1991, Funke 1993.

53 Scully 1990, e.g., is confident that the polis exists in Homer, whereas what seems to me most
signally lacking is the concept of citizenship and so of the ‘citizen-state’ (Runciman 1990).

54 Snodgrass 1980: ch. 3. 55 Murray 1990a, 1991a.

56 Cartledge 1977 (1986): esp. 23-4, Hanson 1995.

57 Simonides ap. Plu. An seni sit gerenda res. 1 = eleg. 15, ed. D. A. Campbell (Greek Lyric 111, Loeb
Classical Library, Cambridge, MA 1991).

58 [ am indebted to Giulio Einaudi editore s.p.a., and particularly Signor Paolo Stefenelli, for gra-
ciously allowing me to draw upon the English originals of my two chapters in the multi-volume
work I Greci (Turin), ed. S. Settis: Cartledge 1996a and 1996b.
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Poets, lawgivers, and the
beginnings of political reflection
in Archaic Greece

KURT A. RAAFLAUB

ToAIs &vdpa S18doke
“The polis teaches 2 man’
(SIMONIDES 90 (WEST))

1 Polis and political thinking

A few statements, from Simonides back to Homer, will illuminate the
social and political setting that was crucial for the development of Greek
political thinking.? Simonides (556-468) declares: A man who is not evil
‘nor too reckless suffices for me, one who has a sound mind and knows the
justice that is useful to the polis® (542.33-6P). Xenophanes of Colophon
(570-475) polemicizes against the custom of honouring victorious ath-
letes at public expense; for the athlete’s skill, unlike the poet’s good
expertise (sophi¢), does not contribute to putting the polis in good order
(eunomie) nor ‘enrich the polis’s treasury’ (2W). Phocylides of Miletus
(sixth century) thinks, ‘A small polis on a high cliff that is well run is better
than foolish Nineveh’ (4GP). Earlier in the sixth century, Theognis of
Megara and Solon of Athens, seeing the injustice committed by morally
depraved aristocrats, worry about impending social conflicts and tyranny:

Kyrnos, this polis is pregnant, and I fear that it will give birth to a man
who will be a straightener of our base Aubris . . . (Theognis 39-40, cf.
41-52, tr. Nagy)

Our polis will never perish by decree of Zeus

orwhim of the immortals.. . .

But by thoughtless devotion to money, the citizens are willing
to destroy our great polis .. . . (Solon 4.1-6W, tr. Mulroy)

1 All dates are Bc, all biographical dates approximate. Editions cited: DK: Diels and Kranz
1951-2; GP: Gentili and Prato 1988; KRS: Kirk, Raven and Schofield 1983; ML: Meiggs and
Lewis 1988; P: Page 1962; W: West 1989/92. Translations used (often modified): Athanassakis
1983, Fagles 1990, Frinkel 1973, Freeman 1948, Lattimore 1951, 1960, 1965, Mulroy 1992,
Nagy 1985. Due to space restrictions I refer, wherever possible, to recent publications with
good bibliographies.

[23)
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Like Xenophanes, in mid seventh-century Sparta Tyrtaeus rejects com-
monly praised individual qualities in favour of those that benefit the polis:
fierce courage in the thick of battle is

mankind’s finest possession, that is

the noblest prize thata young man can endeavor to win,

and it is a good thing his polis and all the people share with him . . .
(12.13-15W, tr. Lattimore)

Another half-century earlier, Hesiod links individual justice and commu-
nal well-being;:

Those who give straight verdicts and follow justice. ..

live in a polis that blossoms, a polis that prospers. . . [But]
many times one man’s wickedness ruins a whole polis,

if such a man breaks the law and turns his mind to recklessness.
(Works and Days 225-7,240-1, tr. Athanassakis)

In the Iliad (x11.243) Hector says simply, ‘One bird-omen is best, to fight
defending the fatherland.2

With varying empbhasis, all these testimonia, spanning three centuries
and many parts of Archaic Greece, illustrate the centrality of the polis in
the thoughts and concerns of Archaic poets. Briefly, the polis was a com-
munity of persons or citizens, of place or territory, of cults, customs and
laws, and a community that, whether independent or not, was able to
administer itself (fully or partly). Usually translated as ‘city-state’, it
should properly be labelled “citizen-state’. In the Classical period the polis
normally had an urban centre. But if we use the term “city’ to describe that
centre, we should not conflate city with polis. The city as urban centre
presupposed the polis and was part of it, on equal terms with the sur-
rounding countryside. Although large parts of the Greek world were
organized not in poleis but ‘tribal states’ (ethné), during the Archaic and
Classical periods the polis was politically and culturally the leading form
of state.3

Already the “‘Homeric world’ is a world of poleis.* These communities,
though reflecting an early, far from fully developed and integrated form of

2 That is, Troy, conceptualized as a polis: below at nn 4-6.

3 ¢Citizen-state’: Runciman 1990: 348, Hansen 1993a. Polis: Ehrenberg 1969: 88-102, Finley
1982a: 3-23, Sakellariou 1989: pt 1, Hansen 1998; for the definition presented here, see
Raaflaub 1993: 43-4. Ethnos: Snodgrass 1980: 42-7, Morgan 1991, Funke 1993. For hesitations
about the applicability of the conceprt of “state’ to the polis, see Ch. 1 above.

4 ‘Homer’ stands for the poet(s) who composed the extant monumental epics, most probably in
the second half of the eighth century: Janko 1982: 188-200, 228-31, Kirk 1985: 1-4, Latacz
1996: 56-9; contra (early seventh century): West 1995; see also Raaflaub 1998: 187-8 with more
bibliography.
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the polis, show all its essential characteristics.5 In the poet’s imagination
the Trojan War - despite its epic, Panhellenic and trans-Aegean dimen-
sions - resembles a war between two poleis on opposite sides of a large
plain. Throughout Greek history, such neighbourhood rivalries often
caused long and bitter wars; they are attested for the first time precisely in
Homer’s time.6

More importantly, the poet consciously conceptualizes the polis.
Odysseus, approaching the land of the Cyclopes, sets foot on an uninhab-
ited island. A contemporary of the first widespread Greek ‘colonization’,
that is establishment of new settlements throughout the Mediterranean
world (section 7 below), the poet notes the island’s potential for a polis: it
has fertile land for crops and fruits, well-watered meadows, and an easy
harbour with a good spring (Odyssey 1x.131-41). The Cyclopes, however,
have not taken advantage of this opportunity. They live in golden age
abundance and “all grows for them without seed planting, without culti-
vation’ (107-11, tr. Lattimore); they have no ships and do not visit the cit-
ies of other people (125-9). Although blessed by the gods, they are
outrageous and lawless (106) and despise the gods (273-8); they

have no shared laws (themistes), no meetings for counsels (bouléphoroi ago-
rai);

rather they make their habitations in caverns hollowed

among the peaks of the high mountains, and each one sets the law

for his own wives and children, and cares nothing about the others.
(112-15)

The Cyclops society thus does not know the polis and its essential struc-
tures; it consists of completely autonomous households (oikoi); in every
respect it is the extreme opposite of normal human society.

In stark contrast, the Phaeacians, who originally lived near the
Cyclopes but were harassed by them until they emigrated and founded
their new city on Scheria (Od. v1.4-10), represent an ideal polis: they
respect the gods, are hospitable and generous to strangers, and have mas-
tered the art of sailing beyond imagination.” The contrast is deliberate:
there the self-centred monsters who lack a community and violate every
norm, here a people who do everything right and fully share their commu-
nal experience. In the epics, the polis represents civilization, communica-

5 Raaflaub 1991: 239-47; 1993: 46-59; cf. Morris 1987: ch. 10, Scully 1990, van Wees 1992: ch. 2.
Contra: Finley 1977: 33-4, 155-6, Ehrenberg 1937: 155 = 1965: 93, Starr 1986: 35-6, Cartledge in
Ch. 1 above. 6 Raaflaub 1991:222-5, 1997a: 51-2.

7 0d. Bks. vi-vi1, xi11.1-95; cf. Raaflaub 1993: 48-9.
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tion, community and justice; not to live in a polis means primitiveness,
isolation, lack of community and lawlessness.3

2 Archaic poetry and political thinking

Politics and the political sphere were not conceptualized explicitly before
the late fifth and fourth centuries; political treatises and specialized polit-
ical thinkers appeared only then. Yet in an informal sense, as the preced-
ing section has shown, political reflection, focusing on the polis and
relationships within it, existed much earlier. In tracing such thinking, we
should consider not only specifically political ideas but a much broader
range of aspects. For in Greek self-perception, the polis was more than a
political unit. It was a social entity in a very comprehensive sense: its well-
being depended on many factors, not only on political institutions or
decisions.

At first sight, the nature of the extant sources seems to pose great
difficulties to using them as evidence for carly political thinking. In par-
ticular, because the Homeric epics stand in a long tradition of oral poetry,
scholars often dismiss the society they depict as an artificial amalgam of
many periods and traditions and of poetic imagination.® Hesiod’s didac-
tic poems, focusing on the divine and private spheres, appear apolitical,
while ‘lyric poetry’ usually is interpreted as individualistic and local.
Why, then, should we expect such poetry to offer reliable insight into the
political concerns and thoughts of the poets’ contemporaries?

Upon closer inspection, things look differently. To oral epic, the inter-
action between singer and audience was essential; fantasy and archaisms
were balanced by the listeners® need to identify with the human drama
and ethical dilemmas described by the singer. In each performance, the
poet combined heroically elevated actions by extraordinary individuals
with material reflecting social, economic and political conditions, values
and relationships that were familiar to the audience. M. 1. Finley and oth-
ers have found a high degree of consistency in numerous aspects of
‘Homeric society’. For various reasons, this society probably was near-
contemporary rather than fully contemporary with the poet’s own. Since
epic poetry enjoyed Panhellenic acceptance, it must have been widely
atrractive and meaningful, despite local differences. The ‘Homeric world’
thus should be assumed to reflect conditions, relationships and concerns

8 Scully 1981: 5-9.
9 E.g., Long 1970, Snodgrass 1974, Kirk 1975: 820-50. Contra: Adkins 1971, Quiller 1981: esp.
114, Morris 1986: esp. 102-20, and the bibliography in n.10.
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existing in wide parts of Hellas in roughly the late ninth and eighth centu-
ries.10

Most post-Homeric poets seem firmly anchored in one place, and pre-
sent themselves as individuals with a distinct personality and biography.
For example, Hesiod, a small farmer in a Boeotian village, was involved in
an inheritance struggle with his brother and suffered from unjust deci-
sions by corrupt aristocratic judges. Archilochus was a mercenary from
Paros who fought with the colonists of Abdera against Thracian natives,
enjoyed life, despised traditional values, and hated the aristocracy.
Although such biographical details, usually taken literally, may be histori-
cally authentic, it is also possible that they are elements of an artfully cre-
ated persona attributed to the (real or fictitious) ‘founding hero’ of a
poetic genre by the ‘guild’ of singers performing in that genre. In this
view, Hesiod is the archerypal didactic poet performing in dactylic
hexameters, Archilochus that of iambic blame poetry. Content and mean-
ing of such poetry, in whatever genre, certainly transcend locality or
region, have the same Panhellenic appeal as heroic epic, and thus must
reflect concerns shared by the poets’ contemporaries in many parts of
Hellas.1?

In ancient Greece, a poet was entertainer, artist, craftsman - and much
more: a teacher and educator of his people (see n. 25 below). Poleis usually
were small, face-to-face societies, intensely alive and full of conflicts, in
which individual actions, especially by powerful leaders, easily affected
the community as a whole. Those who were used to expressing their
thoughts publicly, not least the poets and singers, could not but think,
speak, or sing also about public issues. Hence we are justified in expecting
that even non-political poetry often deals with political issues; but, being
poetry, it does not necessarily do so openly and directly. The audiences of
such poetry, of course, must have been used to picking up political allu-
sions and ‘messages’ woven into mythological and other narrative; hence
what we perceive is likely to be only part of the whole.

3 Homer

The Bronze Age civilization of second millennium Greece was based on
state formations centred in large palaces (e.g. Cnossos, Mycenae, Pylos)

10 Consistency: Finley 1977 and e.g., Adkins 1971, Donlan 1981/2: 172, Herman 1987: xi. Home-
ric society: recently, Morris 1986, Ulf 1990, Patzek 1992, van Wees 1992, Raaflaub 1997b, 1998
with more bibliography.

1 Nagy 1979 (Homer, Archilochus); 1982 (Hesiod); 1985 (Theognis); generally: 19g0a: ch. 3,
1990b: chs.2-3.
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that had its closest analogues in Mesopotamia. In the late twelfth century,
these palaces and the economic, social, and political structures connected
with them were destroyed.1? By the mid-eleventh century most traces of
the ‘Mycenaean’ civilization had disappeared and Greece was left in much
diminished circumstances (the ‘Dark Ages’). With few exceptions, a mas-
sively reduced population lived in simple conditions and relative isolation
in small and scattered villages surrounded by farms and pastures.
Although the question of continuity and rupture is intensely debated, in
many essential respects the ‘Protogeometric Period’ (1050-900) repre-
sents a new beginning. In the ‘Geometric Period’ (9oo~750), conditions
gradually improved, the population increased, contacts with other people
broadened, and the economy was transformed. In the eighth century a
period of rapid changeand developmentsetin.13 In the course of this pro-
cess poleis emerged in many areas and land became precious, provoking
conflicts both within each polis and between poleis. New forms of com-
munal military and political organization thus became necessary, eventu-
ally resulting in a citizen army of heavily armed infantry (the ‘hoplite
phalanx’), a differentiated apparatus of offices and government, and regu-
lated procedures of decision making, lawgiving, resolution of conflicts
and jurisdiction.14

Hence, whatever the Greeks of this period may have inherited from
their Mycenaean ancestors or learned from their Near Eastern and
Egyptian neighbours (section ), the polis and its culture have their deter-
minant roots in the ‘Dark Ages’. The communal structures typical of the
polis emerged from smallest beginnings under the influence of factors
that were specific to the Aegean world - although comparable develop-
ments occurred elsewhere.15 The beginnings of political reflection, too,
just like the development of political institutions, concepts, and terminol-
ogy, must have been closely connected with the evolution, experiences,
and concerns of the early polis and its society.

Inscriptions and other evidence illustrate these developments from
about the mid-seventh century. For an earlier stage, Homer and Hesiod

12 Vermeule 1964, Chadwick 1976, Finley 1982a: ch. 12, Dickinson 1994. Destruction: Desbor-
ough 1975, Musti 1991, Deger-Jalkotzy 1991, Ward and Joukowsky 1992, Patzek 1992: pt.2,
Drews 1993.

13 Dark Ages: Snodgrass 1971, 1987: ch. 6, Donlan 1985, 1989, Morris 1997, forthcoming. Geo-
metric and Archaic Greece: Coldstream 1977, Snodgrass 1980, Patzek 1992: 104-35, Morris
1998.

14 polis: Snodgrass 1993a, Raaflaub 1993, de Polignac 1995, and the bibliography cited in n.s.
Army: n.17. Offices, lawgiving: section 7.

15 $0 oo €.g., Murray 1993: 8; contra: S. Morris 1992: 124. A detailed comparison, especially with
‘city-states’ in Italy and Phoenicia, remains a desideratum; see Davies 1997.
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are our only guides. Socially and economically, the Homeric polis is dom-
inated by a group of noble families among whose heads (basileis) the para-
mount leader (also called basileus) holds a precarious position of
pre-eminence (Od. viii.390-1). These leaders meet in council, debate
issues of communal importance in the assembly, lead their followers and
fellow citizens in battle, serve as judges and, through guest friendships
(xenia) and embassies, maintain contacts with other communities.
Nurturing a highly competitive ideology of excellence (‘always to be the
best and to excel above the others,’ II. v1.208), this elite projects an image
of high status, great refinement, wealth and complete control in the com-
munity - an impression that is enhanced further by the epics’ focus on a
small group of leaders elevated to superhuman (‘heroic’) status. The
masses of non-elite men receive little attention and seem negligible.*¢

Closer examination reveals, however, that these men, presumably inde-
pendent farmers, play a significant and communally indispensable role.
The battles are fought and decided by mass armies. Although lacking
initiative and vote, the assembly witnesses and legitimizes decisions and
actions that are important to the community and shares the responsibility
for them. Leaders who ignore the assembly’s opinion do so at their own
risk; failure may jeopardize their position.'? Both in military and political
organization, direct lines of development lead from the structures
described in Homer to those attested later in Archaic Greek poleis. The
poetic and ‘ideological’ distortion presented by the epics therefore needs
to be corrected. The polis was built from the beginning on a foundation of
considerable equality: the farmers who fought in the communal army to
defend the polis also sat in the assembly to participate in communal deci-
sions.!

The status of Homeric basileis is determined by their accomplishments
and the power they can muster through their oikos, but the community
acknowledges and legitimizes such status only if their deeds and power
serve the interests of the community. As one leader says to his companion,

Why is it you and I are honoured before others

with pride of place, the choice meats and the filled wine cups.. ..
and all men look on us as if we were immortals,

and we are appointed a great piece of land . ..

16 Overall on ‘“Homeric society’: Finley 1977, UIf 1990, van Wees 1992, Murray 1993: ch. 3,
Raaflaub 1997b, and other chapters in Morris and Powell 1997.

17 As Agamemnon’s example demonstrates. Assembly: Havelock 1978: ch. 7, Gschnitzer 1991,
Holkeskamp 1997, Raaflaub 1997¢. Army: Snodgrass 1993b,van Wees 1994. Cartledge 1996¢
offers a different view. 18 Raaflaub 1996a, 1997a; Morrtis 1996; also Starr 1977: ch. 6.
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good land, orchard and vineyard, and ploughland for the planting of wheat?
Therefore it is our duty in the forefront. ..
to take our stand, and bear our part of the blazing of battle.

(11. x11.310-16, tr. Lattimore)

The leaders are bound by a ‘code’ which obliges them, in exchange for
honours and privileges, to devote all their efforts to the safety of the com-
munity. The tension, built into this value system, between individual
aspirations and communal obligations inevitably results in conflicts.1®

This tension appears already in the proem of the Iliad (1.1-7), where the
singer promises a song on the wrath of Achilles and his quarrel with
Agamemnon - the cause of countless deaths for the Achaeans. In the
poet’s conception, the Achaean camp represents a makeshift polis, the
army the community of citizens; the political concerns the poet formu-
lates thus are those of a polis.2® The conflict between the two leaders
erupts (1.1-303) because Achilles reveals as the cause of a plague sent by
Apollo a selfish action by Agamemnon, the overall leader, who has failed
to respect the god’s priest. Forced to give up his most prestigious war
booty, the priest’s daughter, Agamemnon directs his frustration at his
rival, whom he accuses of conspiracy. He compensates for his loss by tak-
ing away Achilles’ favourite slave woman, ‘that you may learn well how
much greater I am than you, and another man may shrink back from lik-
ening himself to me and contending against me® (1.185-7, cf. 287-91).
Violence is barely avoided, and Achilles withdraws from the fighting.

Achilles is the greatest warrior and the son of a goddess but has to sub-
ordinate himself to Agamemnon who is more powerful because he com-
mands the greater number of men: a difficult situation that requires tact
and mutual respect, qualities both men are lacking. Achilles is justified in
criticizing the leader, but his criticism is unbearable to Agamemnon who
feels threatened by the rival and tries desperately to save face. This is a
realistic scene, probably familiar to many of the poet’s audiences. Its
political significance lies in the fact that any quarrel between two leaders
of'such stature will inevitably affect the entire community. Achilles knows
this:

Some day longing for Achilles will come to the sons of the Achaeans. . .
when in their numbers before man-slaughtering Hector

they drop and die. And then you will eat out the heart within you

in sorrow, that you did no honor to the best of the Achaeans. (1.240-4)

19 Redfield 1975: esp. ch. 3. See also the Meleager story (/. 1x.527-99).
20 Raaflaub 1993: 47-8.
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Yet the primary fault lies with Agamemnon. He knows the ‘code’: ‘I
myself desire that my people be safe, not perish’ (1.117). By dishonouring
his most important ally, he has freed Achilles to withdraw from his obliga-
tion and, by thus exposing the Achaeans to mortal danger, he has violated
his duty toward the community.

Accordingly, Agamemnon bears the brunt of popular dissatisfaction, as
itis described vividly in an assembly scene in Book 11 (83-398). Accepting
his ‘invitation’ to return home, meant as a test of their morale, the masses
rush to the ships, leaving no doubt that they have lost confidence in his
leadership. Odysseus finally succeeds in re-establishing order, but one
Thersites keeps complaining. He has no authority and power, but what he
says echoes Achilles’ words and clearly expresses the sentiments of the
entire army: ‘It is not right for you, their leader, to lead in sorrow the sons
of the Achaeans! (11.233-4). Thersites’ appeal to the assembly to desert
Agamemnon (236-38) is unsuccessful, but that the words are spoken at all
and Odysseus needs to refute ‘leadership by many’ (203-4) reveals the
depth of the crisis Agamemnon has caused.??

The leader’s responsibility for the common welfare is emphasized on
the Trojan side as well. Hector, whose name means “holder’ or ‘protector’,
is respected by his people because his efforts are single-mindedly focused
on saving his city.22 His son, Skamandrios, they call Astyanax (‘lord of the
city®) ‘because Hector alone saved Ilion’ (vi.402-3). Most of the time, he
meets his responsibility admirably, but he too provokes defeat and even-
tually his own demise by notlistening to the voice of reason (his prophetic
brother, Poulydamas), and ignoring the opinions of his soldiers
(x11.210-50; XV111.243-313). In the end, he confronts Achilles and refuses
to withdraw behind the city walls precisely because he fears that the peo-
ple will blame him for having caused the Trojan defeat (xx11.99-110).

Hector’s brother, Paris, fares much worse. Having abducted Helen, the
wife of the Spartan basileus, and stolen many valuables from his house, he
is responsible for the miseries the war has brought upon the Trojans. He is
not alone, though: long before the war, the Achaeans sent an embassy to
reclaim queen and goods. The ambassadors spoke in an assembly which,
persuaded by a man who was bribed by Paris, rejected their request
(111.205-24; X1.123~-5, 138-42). All Trojans thus share the responsibility
for Paris’ deed and for the consequences of the war. That their cause is
unjust becomes even more evident when Pandarus violates a sworn truce,

21 On the Thersites scene: Gschnitzer 1976, Rose 1988; on Thersites: Kirk 1985: 138-9.
22 Nagy 1979: 146.
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wounding Menelaus with an arrow shot - and the Trojan assembly again
fails to support a motion to return the contested woman and treasures
(1v.69-182; vi1.344-411). As Diomedes puts it, even a fool can now see
that ‘the terms of death hang over the Trojans’ (vi1.399-402). No wonder
this war is unpopular among them, despite their assembly’s involvement,
and Paris is ‘hated among them all as dark death is hated’ (111.454, cf.
vi1.390). Hector, too, bitterly chastises his brother: “The Trojans are cow-
ards in truth, else long before this you would have been stoned to death
for the wrong you did us’ (111.56-7).

Without a determined leader the people lack power and no member of
the elite is ready to revolt openly against the paramount basileus. Hence
on neither side is dissatisfaction with the leaders followed by action, and
the masses appear easy to control. Yet these men who fight in the war and
sitin the assembly representatleasta potential power factor. Otherwise it
would be futile for Achilles, Hector, and Thersites to decry the people’s
passiveness. This tension is brought out even more sharply in the Odyssey.

Odysseus’ son, Telemachus, whose property is being ravaged by the
unruly suitors of his mother, Penelope, tries to put pressure on them by
winning the support of the assembly. Problems of an oikos, even the
leader’s, are matters of private, not public concern and thus no business of
the assembly (Od. 11.25-45). Accordingly, Telemachus emphasizes the
damage done to the community’s reputation by the suitors® misbehavi-
our, and the danger of divine retribution which will equally hurt the
entire community (62-7). He thus appeals to the solidarity of the people
and stresses ethical and religious concerns. The people, though overcome
by compassion, keep silent (81-3) and, despite an omen and the seer’s pre-
diction of impending disaster (161-g), the suitors refuse to drop their
competition for queen and kingship.

Wise Mentor then uses a different approach. Odysseus was a good and
just basileus (230-4, cf. v.8-12). The community thus is obliged to him
and his family. By ignoring such obligations, it violates traditional norms
and sets a negative example: in the future, since there is no incentive or
reward for good leadership, no basileus will want to put the interests of
the community above his own. While the suitors cannot really be blamed
for their violent actions because by injuring the house of Odysseus they
risk their own lives (11.235-8, cf. 281-4: a remarkable assessment of exces-
sive aristocratic competition for power and rank), ‘It is the rest of you I
am indignant with, to see how you all sit dumbly there instead of rebuk-
ing them and restraining them; you are many; the suitors are few’
(239-41, tr. Shewring). Criticism of the people’s inactivity is here turned
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into a direct appeal and voiced by a respected member of the community:
the people themselves are responsible for the common welfare. But
Mentor holds no power of his own and, as in the l/iad, popular sentiment
fails to express itselfin action. Yet the people’s reactions are watched care-
fully: in the right circumscances they might suddenly play a much more
significant role. Indeed, later in the epic, having failed in an attempt to
ambush Telemachus, the suitors fear that he may now be able to rouse the
people against them (xv1.361-82).

In contrast to Telemachus, Mentor argues strictly on the political level:
what appears to be a private affair is in fact important to the entire com-
munity because itaffects its safety and influences future relations between
leader and community and hence the wellbeing of all. To take a stand is
therefore indispensable. The noble leader’s obligation to care for the well-
being of the community, which is rewarded by high status and honours,
requires as a corollary the people’s willingness to get involved.

One of the scenes on the magnificently decorated shield of Achilles
depicts a trial (Il. xvir1.497-508) held on the meeting place (agora), in
front of seated noble judges and a large crowd. This scene is important for
our understanding of the evolution of jurisdiction.?3 Its procedural
details are much debated but two aspects should be stressed. First, the
basileis who address the public, in whatever capacity, hold a staff or scep-
tre (/. 1.86, 279; Od. 11.37-8). The history of Agamemnon’s staff is
recounted in detail: Hephaestus made it for Zeus; Agamemnon eventually
inherited it from his ancestors (II. 11.100-8). ‘Now the sons of the
Achaeans carry it in their hands, the judges, when they administer the
norms from Zeus’ (1.237-9). The staff, the leader’s charisma, and the func-
tion as judge: all that comes from Zeus; the words and actions of the
speaker who holds the staff claim to be legitimized by Zeus. Unlike in the
ancient Near East, however, the leader is neither identified with the high-
est god nor seen as his human agent (section 9). Hence the basileus himself
is subject to the norms he administers; these norms provide a platform
from which his performance can be assessed, criticized and, eventually,
controlled. Second, communal events or actions - such as trials, distribu-
tion of booty and political decisions - take place in an assembly. Typically,
each phase of the quarrel between Agamemnon and Achilles is placed in
an assembly: from its outbreak (1.11-32, 54-305) to the formal reconcilia-
tion of the leaders (x1x.54-276). By repairing the damage he has done,
properly and generously, Agamemnon acquires higher prestige and

23 Gagarin 1986: 26-33, Edwards 1991: 213-18, Westbrook 1992.
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becomes ‘more just’, ‘for there is no fault when even one who is a basileus
appeases a man, when the basileus was the first one to be angry’
(x1x.181-3). Nobody is safe from making errors (83-144); hence it is cru-
cial to pave the way for insight, reparation and reconciliation. The com-
munity that depends on the power of its leaders but is threatened by their
quarrels develops effective mechanisms to overcome such rifts and reward
conciliatory behaviour.

Finally, the Odyssey also emphasizes the relations between unequals:
upper and lower classes, rich and poor, powerful and weak. Much atten-
tion is paid to the misery of the socially underprivileged. Their plight is
connected with the vicissitudes of human fate that can turn a basileus into
a beggar, refugee or slave: Odysseus and Eumaeus are obvious cases (Od.
x111.429fF.; x1v.191f. xv.404fF.). Such outsiders are protected by the high-
estgod,Zeus. They are treated in an exemplary way by the Phaeacians and
the members of Odysseus’® oikos, whereas the suitors, the elite of noble
youth, consciously violate the norms of socially acceptable behaviour.
Their disaster therefore represents deserved punishment brought about
by the gods and just men.24

The epics thus attribute remarkable prominence to basic problems of
life and relationships in a community. The poet uses traditional mythical
narrative to reflect upon and dramatize ethical and political problems that
are important to the audience. By creating positive and negative models
of social behaviour, by illuminating the causes and consequences of cer-
tain actions and relating these to the wellbeing of the community, he
raises the level of awareness among his listeners, he forces them to think,
he educates them.25

4 Hesiod

Hesiod, usually dated in the early seventh century, also sees the wellbeing
of the community threatened by irresponsible actions of its basileis. He
concentrates not on the power struggles among the nobles and the mili-
tary side of their leadership but on their role as judges (Theogony 80-93;
Works and Days 27-39, 219-64).26 Observing their corruption and ten-

24 Havelock 1978: ch. g.

25 Herington 1985: 67-71; more bibliography on the poet as educator in Raaflaub 1991: 249-50
n.144. On political thinking in Homer, see also the bibliography cited in Raaflaub 1988: 266,
1989: 8 n.12; Nicolai 1993, Spahn 1993; Hammer 1998, and forthcoming.

26 Different assessments of the ‘autobiographical® background (section 2) in Gagarin 1974, Erler
1987, Nagy 1982, 1990a: ch. 3. Further: Spahn 1980, Millett 1984. More bibliography in
Raaflaub 1993: 59-64.
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dency to pass ‘crooked sentences’, Hesiod reflects on the relationship
between justice and prosperity of individual and community. In a series of
powerful images and myths, he describes the all-important function of
Zeus, the protector of justice, who blesses the just and punishes the
unjust: Dike, the goddess of Justice and daughter of Zeus,

howls when she is dragged about by bribe-devouring men
whose verdicts are crooked when they sit in judgment. ..
She rushes to sit at the feet of Zeus Kronion
and she denounces the designs of men who are not just,
so that the people pay for the reckless deeds and evil plans
of basileis whose slanted words twist her straight path.
(WD 220-1,259-62; tr. Athanassakis)

One man’s corruption and injustice causes evil for the entire polis, which
suffers from famine, plague, infertility of fields, animals and women, and
the ravages of war (238-47, cf. Il. xv1.384-92). Conversely, ‘when men
issue straight decisions . . . and do not step at all off the road of rightness,
their city flourishes’ (235-7, cf. Od. x1x.109-14). As the myth of
Prometheus, the champion of humankind, explains, man himself is
responsible for the origin and predominance of evil in this world (Th.
§21-616; WD 47-106), and by continuing to commit injustice, he contin-
ues to harm himself, his community and his descendants. Logically, then,
the human race itself is responsible also for improving the miserable con-
ditions on earth by understanding their causes and consequences and act-
ing accordingly.

Here lies the primary obligation of the basileis. But the lowly and weak
members of the community, although unable to change the distribution
of power (WD 202-12), share this responsibility. They can draw the
appropriate consequences for their own lives, be just, work hard, and real-
ize a ‘good order’ in their own small world. They can share the truth they
have recognized (10) with all those who have chosen the path of injustice
(27-36, 106-7,213-18, 274~-97, 298fF) or suffer under it. Most of all, they
can instruct those in power and appeal to them to act justly and respon-
sibly (202-19, 219-69).

This Hesiod does with great insistence. The first part of his Works and
Days is an “instruction to princes’, devoted to promoting the notion of
communal responsibility through justice and proper procedures.2” While
this poem depicts an imperfect world full of injustice and failures on the
part of high and low alike, the Theagony presents the emergence of an ideal

27 West 1978: 3-30, Martin 1984; doubts: Heath 1985; also Havelock 1978: ch. 11.
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world among the gods and of the just leadership of Zeus, the model for
any basileus. Combining cosmogony and theogony, the poem explains the
long and complex evolution of the divine and spiritual world of the pre-
sent. Within this framework, Hesiod uses genealogy and personification
to conceptualize, connect, and organize important social and political
factors and values. If, for example, one of Zeus’s wives, Themis, gives
birth to three daughters, Eunomia, Dike and Eirene (Th. go1-3), we are to
understand that themis, respect for traditional norms of justice, is a major
characteristic of Zeus’s regime, which promotes good order (eunomia),
justice (dike), and peace (eirené).

The Theogony’s political component is visible from the proem, a hymn
to the Muses, the poet’s sponsors. Their song is dedicated especially to
praising Zeus who ‘surpasses the other gods in rank and might’ (49), and
has ‘made a fair settlement for the gods and given each his domain’ (73-4).
Hence especially the basileus stands under his and the Muses’ protection,
when ‘with straight justice he gives his verdictand with unerring firmness
and wisdom brings some great strife to a swift end’, rights wrong with
gentle persunasion, and therefore is revered like a god by the people
(81-93). Zeus’s rule among the gods, too, is generally respected because it
is based not only on military prowess, might and success (629-716,
820-68), but on a series of wise and politically exemplary measures. He
corrects injuries committed by his predecessors and proves a generous
leader whose friendliness generates loyalty (65163, 390-400). He secures
the support of the gods for his rule by distributing privileges justly
(881-5). And he builds his regime on a broad base of positive values, repre-
sented by his wives and offspring (886 -917, see above). A political reading
of the Theggony thus reveals a rich picture, embedded traditionally in
actions, myths, and genealogies, but amounting to a full conceptualiza-
tion of the values and behaviour patterns that are essential for the wellbe-
ing of the community.?8

Interestingly, Hesiod does not utilize the other approach illustrated by
Homer: the direct appeal to the assembly. This is in part because he dis-
trusts the city and the agora with its quarrels and politics (27-32), and
partly because the small farmer has to work hard to avoid debt and misery
(WD 298-316, 3614, 393-413), and cannot afford to get involved in com-
munal politics. In fact, Hesiod advises his fellow citizens to stay away
even from the blacksmith’s shop where the lazy crowds gather in cold
winter (493~4); rather, he encourages them to focus on their work, family,

238 Solmsen 1949: 3-75, Brown 1953: 7-50, Raaflaub 1988: 216-20 (218 on the difference berween
Zeus’s rule and that of his ancestors).
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farm,and good relations with their neighbours (243~51). This recommen-
dation, urging withdrawal from the public sphere, was soon to be rejected
by Solon (section 6).

5 Tyrtaeus to Theognis

Most songs of the Archaic poets are preserved only in small fragments.
Even these show that the poets were intensely aware of the social and
political issues that troubled their communities, thus allowing us to per-
ceive trends and tensions that influenced the development of early politi-
cal thinking.

Around 650 Sparta faced a revolt of the enslaved Messenians. In this
critical situation Tyrtaeus wrote a series of elegies, intending to bolster
the morale of the Spartan army. Whatever the circumstances of their per-
formance, these poems document impressively the ideals of polis solidar-
ity and of the citizen-soldier who proves his excellence (aret€) in helping
to save his polis. ‘It is a beautiful thing when a good man falls and dies
fighting for his country’ (10.1~2Wj cf. 12W (section 1)). The explicit
extension of such civic aretz to all citizens, including the commoners, goes
far beyond the implicit acknowledgment of their contribution in the
Hiad; it underscores the nature of the polis as an essentially egalitarian
‘citizen-state’ (section 3). Under the exceptional conditions prevailing in
Sparta, this fact was publicly recognized and had institutional conse-
quences earlier than elsewhere (section 7). Tyrtaeus® appeal to all citizens
to assume responsibility for the wellbeing of the polis was naturally con-
fined to their military function in the phalanx (11.31-4W).2? Solon soon
tried to enhance such solidarity also in the socio-political sphere (section
6).

The stance of Archilochus, who also dates to the mid-seventh century,
is emphatically individualistic, contemptuous of traditional values, and
critical of the elite. The Homeric warrior ideal valued death in honourable
fight over shameful flight and a long life, and the Spartan mother encour-
aged her son to come back ‘with the shield or on the shield’; Archilochus
cheerfully admits that he threw his shield away to run faster: ‘but I
escaped, so what does it matter? Let the shield go; I can buy another one
equally good’ (sW, tr. Lattimore). The Homeric hero was supposed to be
tall, handsome and elegant; centuries later, these qualities still mattered
greatly to the elite (Xenophanes 3W); not to Archilochus:

29 Bowra 1938: 37-70, Jaeger 1960: 315-37 = 1966: 103-42, Podlecki 1984: 92-105. On the perfor-
mance context: West 1974: 9-18, Bowie 1986, 1990, Murray 1991b.
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I don’tlike the towering captain with the spraddly length of leg,

one who swaggers in his lovelocks and cleanshaves beneath the chin.
Give me a man short and squarely set upon his legs, a man

full of heart, not to be shaken from the place he plants his feet. (114W)

To the elite, wealth and power were indispensable; Archilochus again dis-
agrees (19W). Rather, projecting the persona of a mercenary (section 2),
the poet relies only on his own resources: ‘By spear is kneaded the bread I
eat, by spear my Ismaric wine is won, which 1 drink, leaning on my spear’
(2W; cf. Hybrias, Scol. anon. 9gogP).30 Such independence was essential for
the emancipation of political thinking from prevailing traditions and
social constraints.

The late seventh and sixth centuries were a period of crisis and rapid
change. In many poleis social tensions and intense rivalries among the
elite resulted in the usurpation of sole power by ‘tyrants’ (an ‘umbrella
term’ covering many forms of sole rule).3! Elite abuses of power met with
resistance. Successful non-elite members of the community demanded a
share in government. The aristocracy lost much of their solidarity, power
and authority. Under such pressure, they were forced to reconsider their
values and defend what they had taken for granted before. Gradually,
there emerged a system of aristocratic ethics.3? The struggles and debates
surrounding these issues are reflected in the Theognidea, a collection of
short elegies of various authorship and date, the core of which, located in
Megara and addressed to young Kyrnos, dates to the sixth century.33

Theognis realized that the aristocracy were doomed unless they
avoided attitudes and actions that were likely to prompt civil strife (stasis)
and tyranny (39~52). Social mobility posed another threat: non-elite
upstarts made their influence felc (drastically formulated in 53-8), and
impoverished elite families were unable to play their traditional public
role (173-8, 667~70). To Theognis’ horror, some of the latter tried to
salvage themselves through marriage alliances with wealthy non-elite
families (183-96, 1109-14). All this explains Theognis’ insistence on aris-
tocratic exclusiveness and a superiority which was based on centuries of

30 Rankin 1977, Burnett 1983: 15-104, Podlecki 1984: 30-52. Shield: Schwertfeger 1982. Also
Nagy 1976, 1979: 243-52.

31 Berve 1967, Pleket 1969, Kinzl 1979, Stahl 1987, McGlew 1993, Stein-Holkeskamp 1996; also
Rosler 1980.

32 Arnheim 1977, Donlan 1980: chs.2-3, Stein-Holkeskamp 1989, Nagy 1996; also Greenhalgh
1972, Donlan 1973.

33 Oost 1973, Legon 1981: 106-19. But see section 2 on the Panhellenic validity and appeal of such
poetry: Nagy 1985 and, generally, Figueira and Nagy 1985, Donlan 1980: ch. 3, Stein-
Hélkeskamp 1989: ch. 3.2. Similar aristocratic values are emphasized in the poetry of Pindar
(first half fifth century): Bowra 1964, Donlan 1980: ch. 3, Kurke 1991.
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accomplishment and leadership and on the claim that the corresponding
qualities were inborn, transmitted by nature (p/usis), and therefore could
not be acquired or learned: ‘It is easier to beget and raise a person than to
give him a noble mind. Nobody has yet found out how to make a fool wise
and a good man out of a bad . . . By teaching one will never make the bad
man good’ (429-38, tr. Frinkel). In the old and primarily social distinc-
tion between noble (agathos/esthlos) and non-noble (kakos), moral conno-
tations (good/bad) now became predominant. A typology was developed
thac attributed all positive qualities to the aristocracy (e.g., 145-50,
315-22, 611-14, 635-6), who thus claimed to be alone capable of govern-
ing the polis, and all negative qualities to the kakoi, who were thus a priori
supposed to be disqualified from leadership: where they assumed power,
disaster was inevitable (667-80). This terminology and the prejudices
underlying it had a long-lasting impact on political and constitutional
thinking.34

Not surprisingly, therefore, Theognis’ instructions to Kyrnos begin as
follows:

Reason well: do not encompass achievements (aretai), honour or riches
through an unworthy act, or by infringement of right. This then comes
first; but next: never mingle with bad men (kakoi); banish them far from
your side, staying with good men (agathoi) alone. Always eatand drink in
their company: sit with them always; make it your task to please those
who have might (dynamis) in the land. You will learn good from the good;
but once you mingle with bad men, even the wits that you had speedily
vanish away. (29-36)

Attempts to establish the aristocracy as a strictly separated ‘caste’ were
unsuccessful. But relationships based on friendship (philia) and mutual
obligations within the elite were strengthened and institutionally fixed:
aristocratic ‘clubs’ (hetaireiai), the symposium, and pederasty, though
long existent, assumed increased social, cultural and political signifi-
cance.3>

6 Solon

Solon the Athenian is well known as lawgiver and one of the ‘Seven Sages’
(section 7). The Athens of his time was hit especially hard by economic
and social crisis and stood on the brink of violent civil strife. Apparently,

34 £ g, Hdt. 11.81; Ps. Xen. Ath. Pol. 1.3-9; Donlan 1980: ch. 4.
35 philia: Konstan 1997: ch. 1. Hetaireiai: Calhoun 1913, Sartori 1957, Résler 1980. Symposium:
Murray 1990c, Slater 1991, Schmite Pantel 1992. Pederasty: Dover 1978.
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two main ‘factions’ were opposed to each other: the wealthy and powerful
and the demos (Sol. §W.1-4; 37W.1-5). Solon was elected chief official
(archon) in 594 and given full power to resolve the conflict. As it turned
out, both sides eventually were dissatisfied with his measures; in particu-
lar, some of the ‘démos-party’ had hoped that, once in power, he would
distribute much of the land of the rich to the poor (34W; 37W.7-10; cf.
36W.20-7).36

One of Solon’s programmatic statements survives (4W).37 It begins by
emphasizing human responsibility for human affairs: the gods do not
want to harm the polis - quite the contrary; rather, ‘the citizens them-
selves in their ruthlessness are bent on destruction of their great city’
(1-6; cf. Od. 1.28-43). Most of all, the blame falls on the injustice, greed
and hubris of the aristocracy (7-14), whom Solon criticizes much more
harshly than earlier authors (cf. 4a/cW; Theogn. 39-52). Accordingly, he
draws more radical and specific consequences than they did: Dike, the
goddess of Justice, whose ‘solemn commitments’ have been ignored (14),

knows well, though silent, what happens and what has been happening,
and in her time she certainly (pantds) returns to extract her revenge;

for it comes upon the entire polis as a wound that cannot be avoided . . .
(15-17, tr. Frinkel)

As a result, the polis will be worn out by slavery, domestic strife and tyr-
anny (19-25).

In Hesiod, Dike is the daughter of Zeus who complains to her father
when she is (quite literally) mistreated by the corrupt judges (WD 259-60,
section 4). Here she stands on her own as divine Justice, and her punish-
ment comes with certainty (pantos, 16, 28; cf. 13.8, 28, 31). The misery
caused by her retribution is ‘inescapable’ and hits the entire community
and every community (pasa polis). Hesiod has to rely on his trustin Zeus’s
justice (‘I do not believe yet that Zeus’s wisdom will allow this; WD 273).
Why does Solon know where Hesiod believed? Because his thinking is
empirical and political. Hesiod’s typological picture of the polis that
suffers the consequences of one man’s wickedness is entirely informed by
epic and Near Eastern traditions and, despite an allusion to war, focuses
on physical, not political aspects.3® For Solon such consequences are

36 Sources: Arist. Ath.Pol. 5-13 with comments by Rhodes 1981 and Chambers 1990; Plu. Solon
with Manfredini and Piccirilli 1977. Generally, Andrewes 1982, Manville 1990: ch. 6, Welwei
1992: 150-206, Murray 1993: ch. 11, Raaflaub 1996b with bibliography.

37 Jaeger 1960: 315-37 = 1966: 75-99, Vlastos 1946, Stahl 1992; in a wider context: Meier 1990:
40-52. 38 Walcot 1966: esp. 72-3, West 1978: 213, Erler 1987: 14-21.
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entirely social and political: they were experienced by many poleis in and
before his time, and alarmingly were becoming part of Athens’ experience
as well. An empirically proven and generally known chain of cause and
effect thus links sociopolitical abuse on the part of the citizens with socio-
political harm suffered by the community. Solon illustrates the certainty
and predictability of this link as follows: ‘Out of the cloud comes the
heavy snow and the hailstorm; hard on the lightning’s flash follows the
thunder’s report. So through great men is a polis destroyed, and through
their foolishness the people are enslaved by a sole ruler. He whom one lifts
too high is not pulled down again lightly’ (W). The perception of such
political laws, comparable to laws of nature, gives Solon the confidence, in
assessing social and political causality, to substitute certainty for belief:
pantos.
The programmatic poem continues:

Thus the public ruin invades the house of each citizen,

and the courtyard doors no longer have strength to keep it away,
but it overleaps the lofty wall, and though a man runs in

and tries to hide in chamber or closet, it ferrets him out. (4W.26-9)

Every citizen is affected. Hence Hesiod’s recommendation to focus on the
private sphere, hard work, and good relations with neighbours is not
viable: the public crisis requires every citizen to be involved in public life.
Moreover, Solon’s empirical political analysis proves that the aristocracy,
despite their resources and power, can no longer afford to act unjustly,
because the consequences of their evil acts will destroy them as well.
Hence Solon’s ‘teaching’ (30) presents the citizens with a clear alterna-
tive: the ‘bad order’ (dusnomia), source of much evil for the polis, the
causes of which they know and under which they suffer, or eunomia, the
‘good order’ which they can restore if they all assume responsibility for
the common good (30-9 (section 7)).

Unlike Hesiod, Solon had the power to introduce measures that would
help realize his ideas. In a later poem he boasts two major accomplish-
ments. One is the ‘liberation of the earth’ from the markers indicating an
encumbrance of the land, and the liberation of the debt bondsmen
(36.1-15W), connected with the general abolition of debt bondage (Arist.
Ath.Pol. 6; Plu. Solon 15): “these things I accomplished by the power of my
office, fitting together force and law in true harmony, and I carried out my
promise’ (15-17). Henceforth personal freedom was an inalienable right
of the Athenian citizen. The other accomplishment is his laws: ‘I wrote
laws for the lowborn and noble alike, fitting out straight justice for each
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person’ (18-20). This legislation was comprehensive in all areas of con-
cern to the early lawgivers. By enacting these laws and reforms, the polis
under Solon’s leadership brought about deep changes in traditional social
and economic structures and relations. The polis forged its own instru-
ments to redress a crisis and assumed an unprecedented amount of power
over its citizens (section 7).39

Solon’s political reforms included the introduction (or refinement) of
property classes which determined the level of political participation
available to the citizens and replaced birth by wealth as criterion for polit-
ical power (Arist. Ath.Pol. 7.3-4; Plu. Solon 18.1-2). The creation of a new
council, elected and with limited tenure, which prepared and deliberated
the assembly’s agenda (A¢4.Pol. 8.4; Plu. Solon 19.1-2), if authentic, must
have increased the latter’s authority and balanced the power of the tradi-
tional aristocratic ‘Areopagus Council’; hence it is likely that Solon also
formalized, at least minimally, the meetings and powers of the assem-
bly.4% The citizens® communal responsibility was enhanced by the law
that anyone who wished (4o boulomenos) could take action on behalf of a
person who had been wronged (Ath.Pol. 9.1; Plu. Solon 18.6-7),and by the
creation of a new court of appeal (héliaia, Ath.Pol. 9.1; Plu. Solon 18.2-3).
Allin all, Solon’s policy,demonstrating deep insight into the nature of the
problems he faced, was integrative, trying to strike a delicate balance: he
recognized the need ro give the d2mos a share in power and responsibility
without impairing aristocratic leadership (fr. 5~6W).41

7 Archaic lawgivers

In other poleis, too, citizens chose to resolve their conflicts by entrusting
their polis to the wisdom of a lawgiver with unlimited power (e.g., Hdt.
v.28-30.1; Arist. Pol. 111.1285a30-b3). This approach presupposes confi-
dence in the possibility of fair mediation, and the availability both of per-
sons with experience and authority and of political or institutional
instruments suitable to change existing conditions. This in turn presup-
poses that politics and institutions were sufficientiy developed and that
the ‘constitution’ of a polis (in the widest sense of the word) was seen, not
as ordained by divine sanction or fixed by tradition, but as changeable by
human insight and decision.

39 Collection of the fragments: Ruschenbusch 1966. See Vlastos 1946, Havelock 1978: ch. 14, Eder
1986, Gagarin 1986: ch. 3.

40 Cf. ML 8, Fornara 1983: no.19, on the bolz demosiz of Chios. Areopagus: Wallace 1989.

41 See the works cited in n. 36 ad locc.; more bibliography in Raaflaub 1996b: 1062-7. Wallace
1997 offers a more democratic assessment.
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We can only speculate about why the Greeks adopted this method of
conflict resolution through political mediation. The role of prophets and
lawgivers, and the possibility of written legislation, were probably known
to them from Near Eastern sources (section g). The coexistence of a multi-
tude of poleis, each with its own history, traditions, customs and rules,
made it easy to see that polis constitutions and institutions could vary
almost infinitely, though within certain limits, and to observe what
worked and what did not. Furthermore, in the ‘age of colonization® many
new poleis were founded around the Mediterranean and Black Seas.
Although these tended to imitate the institutions of their metropolis,
adjustments and innovations must have been frequent, especially since
the colonizers often came from several places. Apollo was the divine spon-
sor of colonizing ventures; his oracle in Delphi was consulted regularly
before the settlers departed. It is possible, therefore, though not univer-
sally agreed, that the oracle also served as a kind of depository, clearing
house, and advisory centre for political issues.*2

Not surprisingly, therefore, later tradition knew of many strong per-
sonalities who had served as lawgivers and reformers. Several of them
were counted among the “Seven Sages’ (a late and fictitious grouping that
variously combined more than seven eminent persons) whom tradition
connected with Delphi. They stood above the conflicts of the period,
occupying, as C. Meier puts it, a ‘third position’, and became an influen-
tial intelleccual and political force.#3 For example, according to
Herodotus (1.170), Thales of Miletus (section 8) advised the Ionians, who
in the mid-sixth century were threatened by the Persian empire, ‘to set up
a common centre of government and administration (bouleutérion) on
Teos [north of Ephesus], because it occupied a central position in Ionia;
the other cities, though continuing no less to be inhabited, would be con-
sidered comparable to demes [districts]’. This proposal would have trans-
formed Ionia into one unified and centralized polis.

Fourth-century political theory believed that ‘codification of law’ was
widespread in Archaic Greece, and modern historians have mostly
accepted this view. As K.-J. Holkeskamp now demonstrates, however,
large-scale codification of law was exceptional, documented only in
Athens and Gortyn; in most cases legislation was limited to single laws or
clusters of laws, dealing with a specific set of problems that had seriously
threatened domestic peace. Even so, the enactment of written legislation
as a means to resolve potentially harmful conflicts was an important step:

42 Barker 1918: 3-6, 48-9, Forrest 1957, Kiechle 1958, Malkin 1987: ch. 1, 1989, Meier 1990:
40-52. 43 Meier 1990: 42, 44. Seven Sages: Snell 1938, Girtner 1975, Fehling 1985.
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it reduced the officials’ freedom of decision and, by implication, the
power of the leading families from among whom these officials were cho-
sen; it also restricted self-help and extended the power of the polis over
the citizens’ freedom of action. By creating a common obligation to the
polis and offering shared protection by the polis, such laws enhanced the
emerging concepts of citizenship and community. The increasing cer-
tainty of law and elimination of arbitrariness on the part of judges and
officials both improved the situation of the non-elite citizens and served
the interests of the elite, because it reduced the potential of conflict and
thus lowered the risk of their collective loss of power to a tyrant.44

The homicide law of Draco the Athenian offers a good example. It was
probably enacted in 622 in reaction to the repercussions of the ‘Cylonian
affair’ in 636 (a failed attempt at tyranny, ending in a massacre, despite
guarantees of safety). The event left deep scars on the community: the
prominent Alcmeonid family was held responsible and forced into exile;
there may have been a series of vendettas among the elite; and a religious
authority, Epimenides of Crete, was engaged to purify the city.#5 The law
on homicide therefore introduced procedures for settling conflicts that
were particularly sensitive and potentially harmful to the polis. It distin-
guished between premeditated and involuntary killing, made self-help
(the traditional means of redress) dependent on a court decision, insti-
tuted a special jury (the ephetai) for this purpose, and, in the case of invol-
untary murder, granted safe exile to the killer and facilitated his
reconciliation with the victim’s family.*¢

As Solon’s example shows (section 6), on the political side, too, legisla-
tion and institutional innovation served to resolve problems and stabilize
the community. An early law from Dreros on Crete (650-600) declares:
“This has been decided by the polis: when a man has been kosmos, the same
man shall not be kosmos again for ten years. If he does act as kosmos, what-
ever judgments he gives, he shall owe double,and he shall lose his rights to
office, as long as he lives, and whatever he does as kosmos shall be nothing.’
The kosmoi were the chief magistrates. The prohibition of repeated tenure
of this office at short intervals must have been prompted by negative expe-
riences; presumably, the intention was to break the holder’s immunity

44 Codification: Bonner and Smith 1930: ch. 3, Gagarin 1986: chs.3-4, Camassa 1988, 1996.
(Another example is the Roman Twelve Tables.) Contra: Holkeskamp 1992a, 1992b, and 1999.
Significance: Ruschenbusch 1960: 149~52, 1983, Eder 1986, Gehrke 1993, Sealey 1994: ch. 2.
Citizenship: Manville 1990: 79-82, Walter 1993: 190-2.

45 Lang 1967, Welwei 1992: 133-7.

46 IG 13 104, ML 86, Fornara 1983b: no.15. Ruschenbusch 1960, Stroud 1968, Gagarin 1981,
Humphreys 1991, Welwei 1992: 138-46.
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and to prevent him from accumulating excessive power for himself and
his family.#? Each regulation of this kind offers limited insight, but their
sum gives a good impression of the range of possibilities and the amount
of thought that lies behind Archaic legislation.*#

In a few cases we know more about the range and circumstances of
political legislation. For example, in the eighth century, the Spartans con-
cluded the conquest of Laconia, appropriated the best land for them-
selves, established a system of dependent poleis (called perioikoi), and
enslaved Messenia. Half a century later, a defeat by Argos and a revolt of
the Messenian slaves (helots) prompted a serious crisis and the demand for
redistribution of land. As a consequence, the Spartan citizens (Spartiates)
transformed themselves into an elite of professional warriors whose com-
munity-oriented lifestyle was supported by the products of their state-
assigned farms and the labour of the helots. Social and economic
differences were not eliminated, but in their public function as citizens
and soldiers the Spartiates saw themselves increasingly as peers or ‘simi-
lars® (homoioi). Although the peculiar Spartan social and educational sys-
tem evolved slowly and essential components were introduced much
later, ideology eventually attributed it all to a legendary early lawgiver,
Lycurgus. Modern scholarship has demythologized this tradition, but at
least three elements can plausibly be dated to the seventh century: the
professionalization of the citizen soldiers and their economic support sys-
tem; the definition of a concept of citizenship resulting from the sharp
distinction between helots, perioikoi, and Spartiates, and the latter’s privi-
leges and obligations; and the formalization of political institutions by
law (the ‘Great Rhetra®).#?

Cited by Plutarch (Lycurgus 6), the Rhetra is also reflected in Tyrtaeus
4 W, which ties it to the ‘Messenian Revolt® (c. 650). Itincluded a new divi-
sion of the community into territorial units and a reorganization of the
institutions. The council (gerousia) comprised thirty life-time members
(over sixty years old, hence gerontes), certainly fewer than the number of
elite families; membership was therefore no longer an automatic preroga-
tive of all these families. The two basileis were part of the gerousia; while
preserving hereditary succession and other privileges, they were now fully
integrated into the collective leadership of the polis. The assembly was to

47 ML 2 with tr.,comm. and bibl., Fornara 1983b: no.11, Ehrenberg 1943.

48 See now the collections of Koerner 1993, van Effenterre and Ruzé 1994, Hélkeskamp 1999.

49 Oliva 1971, Cartledge 1979, 1980, Mossé 1983, Hodkinson 1983, 1997 (among many articles);
Christ 1986 (with a survey of scholarship (1~72) and bibliography (471-503)); Murray 1993:
ch. 10, Kennell 1995, Thommen 1996.
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meet regularly in connection with the festival of Apollo at a designated
place. The assembled damos had the power to decide. But this power was
restricted by the right of basileis and gerontes to introduce proposals, con-
trol the discussion, and perhaps even refuse to accept ‘crooked choices’.5°
Although the damos was endowed with supreme power (kratos), the sys-
tem thus was remarkably balanced. Compared to an earlier, more informal
one which is reflected in the Homeric epics (section 3), it represents a deci-
sive advance: leadership, council, and assembly are minimally but
effectively formalized, their relationship and powers defined. A big step
has been made toward establishing in the polis a ‘political sphere’, concep-
tualizing the polis as a civic community, and enhancing the citizens’ par-
ticipation in it and responsibility for it.

Correspondingly, Tyrtaeus insists on the quality of the polis as a shared
community that supersedes the claims of the individual (section 5). One of
his elegies, later called ‘Eunomia’ and perhaps mentioning this term,
included a summary of the Rhetra, which thus was identified with the
ideal of eunomia and presented as a solution to the crisis described in the
same poem (4W). The same ideal is emphasized by other authors: Solon’s
poem (4W) offers a striking analogy (section 6); Hesiod introduces
Eunomia as daughter of Zeus and Themis and sister of Dike and Eirene
(section 4); Alcman, another Spartan poet, praises her as sister of
Persuasion (Peitho) and daughter of Foresight (Promathea, 64P). Spartan
tradition maintained that an early state of stasis and disorder (kakonomia)
had been transformed into one of eunomia which secured lasting stability
(Hdt. 1.65-6; Thuc. 1.18). The ideal of eunomia thus stands not only for a
good social order, but for the political resolution of crisis and stasis and for
the integration of the polis; it represents the aim of the Archaic lawgivers
and encapsulates the main concern of early Greek political thinking.5?

Solon emphasized the contrast between eunomia and dusnomia, in
which this ‘good order’ was disturbed and bad order prevailed (4W.
30-9). The absence of good order could also be described as anomia or kak-
onomia, and later eunomia was modified by equality (isonomia, below).
Archaic constitutional terminology was thus based on a traditional ideal,
eunomia, and built on the notion of ‘order’.>2 Variations were described by
comparing them with the ‘good order’ par excellence, the aristocratically
governed traditional community.

50 Oliva 1971: 71-102, Cartledge 1979: 131-5, Murray 1993: 165-71, Ruzé 1991.

51 On eunomia: Andrewes 1938, Ehrenberg 1965: 139-58, Meier 1970: 15-25. Through the classical
period it remained a powerful concept that encapsulated the essence of the traditional aristo-
craticorder: e.g., Ps. Xen. Ath. Pol. 1.8-9. 32 Ostwald 1969: esp. 62-95, Meier 1970: 15-25.
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The combination of ‘equality’ with this traditional concept was
momentous. In their struggle against tyrants the aristocrats discovered
the political value of something they previously had taken for granted:
their share in power and government, their political equality (isonomia,
sometimes modified as isggoria, “‘equality of speech?). In principle, isono-
mia could mean both ‘equality before the law’ and ‘equality by law, equal
shares, equal participation’, especially in politics. The physician Alcmaeon
of Croton (probably late sixth or early fifth century) illustrates a practical
use of this concept: “The bond of health is the “equal rights” (isonomia) of
the powers (dunameis), moist and dry, cold and hot, bitter and sweet, and
the rest, while the monarchia of one of them is the cause of disease; for the
monarchy of either is destructive . . . Health is the proportionate admix-
ture of the qualities’ (DK 24 B4, tr. KRS no. 310). Applying isonomia to med-
icine, Alcmaeon confirms that the meaning of ‘equal shares’ and “political
equality> was prevalent. The probable allusion to isonomia in
Anaximander’s sole fragment (section 8) makes it likely that the term
existed by the middle of the sixth century.53

Now equality is a flexible notion, defined by the size and composition
of the group to which it is applied. Isonomia, the ‘order of political equal-
ity’, though initially confined to the aristocracy, was later expanded to
include all those citizens - mostly non-aristocratic farmers - who qual-
ified for service in the hoplite phalanx. In Sparta the political rights of
these citizen-soldiers were enhanced and formalized by the Rhetra, in
Athens at the end of the sixth century by the reforms of another visionary
leader, Cleisthenes. Reflecting important differences, the Spartan citizens
eventually became homoioi, the Athenians isoi (‘equals’).54

Cleisthenes’ system was also intended to resolve a serious crisis. Several
decades after Solon’s reforms, continuing rivalries among leading families
enabled Peisistratus to establish a tyranny. His regime was quite popular,
succeeded in pacifying and further integrating the community, and
improved economic conditions. The rule of his sons, however, soon
turned oppressive.>5 The tyrant family was expelled in 510, but the liber-
ated aristocracy immediately resumed their traditional infighting. This
led to stasis and foreign intervention until the Athenian démos rose up in
arms, expelled one of the faction leaders and his foreign supporters, and

53 Isonomia: Vlastos 1953, 1964, Ostwald 1969: 96-160, Pleket 1972, Raaflaub 198s: 113-17.
Alcmaeon: Vlastos 1953: 344-7, 363~5, Guthrie 1962: 341-59, Triebel-Schubert 1984.

54 Cleisthenes and isonomia: Raaflaub 1995: 49-51. Spartan homoioi: Cartledge 1996a. Eventually,
in full democracy, equality was extended to all citizens; hence isonomia could be almost equiva-
lent to demokratia (e.g. Hdt. 111.80.6).

55 Berve 1967: 1.41-77, Andrewes 1982b, Lewis 1988, Eder 1992.
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enabled Cleisthenes to realize a set of far-reaching reforms which he had
proposed earlier and which evidently were widely acceptable (508/7). The
large territory of Attica was divided into more than one hundred ‘demes’
(“districts’, consisting mostly of villages and parts of towns) which were
assigned important functions in cult and self~administration; these were
combined into ‘thirds’ (trittues) and “tribes’ (phulai) so that each tribe
united citizens from various areas. Members of the same tribe served in
important communal functions (especially in the polis army, in cults and
festivals, and in the new Council of Five Hundred, into which every deme
delegated elected members according to its population). The system of
representation devised for this purpose was highly sophisticated. Its pur-
pose apparently was to encourage familiarity and collaboration among
the citizens, to connect the outlying demes with the political centre
where council and assembly met to make communal decisions, to get the
citizens involved in communal responsibility on the local and polis levels,
and to create a thoroughly integrated community. In this, Cleisthenes was
successful: Athens’ rise to ‘world power’ and the evolution of full democ-
racy in the first half of the fifth century were rooted in and unthinkable
without the political and mental changes brought about by these
reforms.5¢

8 Early philosophers

Most of the eminent thinkers of the sixth century came from Ionia. Until
the disastrous end of their revolt against Persia (494), Miletus and other
Ionian poleis were among the most prominent in the Hellenic world, con-
nected by colonization and trade with the western Mediterranean, the
Black Sea region, the Levant and Egypt. Anaximander and Hecataeus
who drew the first world maps were Milesians. Herodotus, the explorer
and historian of both east and west, was born in Doric Halicarnassus.
Hence in this area knowledge and influences came together from many
parts of the world, not least, via Anatolia and the Levant, from
Mesopotamia (section 9). The conditions for scientific and speculative
thought thus were especially favourable there, although we do not know
what caused the qualitative leap from empirical observation and practical
science to pure speculation and philosophy. Thales of Miletus, for exam-
ple, was interested in macthematics and astronomy (Hdt. 1.74), and
famous for resolving difficult practical problems (75) and giving good

56 Ostwald 1988, Meier 1990: 53-81, Ober 1993, Raaflaub 1995 (with bibliography); Loraux
1996, and the chapters by Ober and Raaflaub in Morris and Raaflaub 1997.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



EARLY PHILOSOPHERS 49

political advice (170, section 7), but none of this explains why he began to
search for the first principle of all things and defined it as water.5”

Little is reliably known about the lives of these early thinkers, and their
works are preserved only in scattered citations by later authors. They
were primarily interested not in human society and political phenomena,
but in the world and nature (phusis) as a whole. Physics, ethics, politics,
and religion were not yet separated into special disciplines. Man was part
of nature, subject to its laws; conversely, natural processes could be
understood and explained by applying relations and rules observed in
human society. Alcmaeon of Croton (section 7) offers one example,
Anaximander of Miletus (610-540) another. One sentence of his work on
phusis is preserved: . . . some other apeiron nature, from which come into
being all the heavens and the worlds in them. And the source of coming-
to-be for existing things is that into which destruction, too, happens,
“according to necessity; for they pay penalty (dike) and retribution (tisis)
to each other for their injustice (adikia) according to the assessment of
Time*’ (DK 12 B1, tr. KRS no.110). The cosmos is here conceptualized as
a system that is subject to the laws and relations of justice. In the unlim-
ited apeiron all potential being exists in a perfect mixture and dynamic bal-
ance. The things that exist emerge from it in a balance of opposites. Such
balance represents justice, the domination of one over the other(s) injus-
tice which must be compensated for in the course of time. This view of the
cosmos presupposes an analogous concept of social and political order: it
functions only on the basis of justice and the balance of power among
equals (that is, isonomia, section 7).58

Xenophanes of Colophon (570-475) was cited above (section 1) for his
emphasis on the good of the polis and his critical stance toward the elite;
otherwise, he is remarkable for his criticism of Homer’s and Hesiod’s
anthropomorphic concept of the gods (DK 21 B11-16), and for his radical
and abstract concept of monotheism (B23-6).5° Pythagoras of Samos
(570/60-480) emigrated to southern Italy around 530, supposedly to
escape the tyranny of Polycrates, and founded in Croton a religious and
politically active ‘order’. Already Xenophanes (fr. 7W) attests to his belief
in reincarnation; later members of his ‘school’ were influential teachers
and provoked strong reactions, for example, on the part of Plato, but he
left no written statements and his own career and teaching soon became

57 KRS 76-99, Guthrie 1962: 45-72, Barnes 1979: 5-16. Generally: Emlyn-Jones 1980, Hussey
1995.

58 KRS 100-42, Guthrie 1962: 72-115, Barnes 1979: 19-37, Vlastos 1947, Vernant 1g65: 185~206.

59 KRS 163-80, Guthrie 1962: 360-402, Barnes 1979: 82~99, Lesher 1992, Schifer 1996.
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so completely enveloped in legend that we have no possibility of retriev-
ing his political thinking.5°

Heraclitus of Ephesus (550-480) is the most puzzling of the early phi-
losophers. What remains of his book on phusis are brief and disconnected
aphorisms that can be combined in many ways without indicating any
coherent whole. His ‘theory of nature’ was based on fire as the principle of
all things, on the dialectical unity of opposites (‘they would not know the
name of dike if these things [i.e. injustice] did not exist’, DK 22 B23, tr.
Freeman), and on the idea of constant change (‘In the same river, we both
step and do not step, we are and we are not’, B49a; hence the statement
actributed to Heraclitus, ‘all is in flux’, panta rhei). Like Anaximander, he
postulated a correspondence between the structures and relationships in
nature or cosmos and human societies.®! In both spheres, justice, balance
and retaliation were the essential factors; hence great importance was
attributed to the middle (meson) and ‘right measure® (metrion): even ‘the
sun will not transgress his measures; otherwise the Furies, ministers of
Justice, will find him out’ (Bg4). Trade (890) and war (B53) served as other
metaphors to understand relations in nature: ‘One should know that war is
togetherness (xunon) and diké is strife, and everything comes about by way
of strife and necessity’ (880). In his political statements, Heraclitus urged
respect for law and the common good: ‘If we speak with intelligence (xun
ndi), we must base our strength on that which is common (xunon) to all, as
the city on the law (nomos), and even more strongly. For all human laws are
nourished by one, which is divine’ (8114, cf. B2); ‘the people should fight
for the nomos as if for their city-wall’ (B44). But Heraclitus’ elitist perspec-
tive and contempt for the démos are obvious throughout (829, 104, 121),
and Plato must have approved of his willingness to submit to the authority
of one man, ‘ifhe is the best’ (849, cf. 833). In this thinker, who attacked all
social powers in existence (tyrants, demos, customs, religion, popular
views, poets, philosophers, and his own city), intellectual independence
and critical distance from traditional values reached an early climax.62

9 Near Eastern antecedents and influences

In recent years the question of Near Eastern (Mesopotamian, Hittite,
Phoenician) and Egyptian influences on Archaic Greek culture has

60 KRS 214-38, Guthrie 1962: ch. 4, Barnes 1979: 100-20, von Fritz 1940, Burkert 1962, Zhmud
1997; see also Centrone, in Ch. 27 below.

61 Kosmos was used in Doric poleis also for “state’ and ‘government’; Plato later added to these
dimensions of macrocosm and kosmos a third one, governed by the same principles, the micro-
cosm of the human body and soul.

62 KRS 181-212, Guthrie 1962: 402-92, Barnes 1979: 57-81, 127-35; Kahn 1979.
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been discussed with renewed intensity, resulting in much improved
understanding - notwithstanding occasional exaggerated claims and
conclusions, based in part on questionable evidence and dubious metho-
dologies.63 For the purposes of this chapter, the question has great
importance. After all, Hesiod and, to a lesser degree, Homer integrated
into their poems many ideas that originated in Near Eastern myths,
theogonies, cosmogonies and wisdom literature. The beginnings of
Greek science (especially mathematics and astronomy) and philosophy
were stimulated decisively by Mesopotamian antecedents. In a much
broader context, eastern influences helped shape the development of
Greek religion, crafts, art and architecture, technology (both civil and
military), coinage, and writing. Although more debated, such influences
are visible also in social, legal, and political phenomena, such as tyranny,
the enactment of written law, and the symposium.64

Two facts seem undeniable. One is a remarkable openness among
Archaic Greeks toward the Near Eastern and Egyptian civilizations,
which they admired for their age and accomplishments and from which
they were eager to learn. The Greeks were aware of many differences, but
their tendency to define their own identity through a negative compari-
son with the ‘barbarians’ is a later phenomenon that was fully developed
only by the mid-fifth century as a consequence of their political conflicts
with the Persian empire in the late sixth and fifth centuries.® The other
fact is the coincidence, in the ‘Geometric’ and especially ‘Orientalizing’
Periods (eighth/seventh centuries), between the evolution of Greek polis
society and a phase of comprehensive cultural interchange between the
Greeks and their eastern and southern neighbours which made a deep and
lasting impact on many facets of Greek society. What still needs to be
explored and understood much better - and on both sides - is not the fact
or even range of such cultural interchange and influence, but their pre-
conditions and limits and the exact modalities of transmission and effect.
One of the decisive questions is how such foreign impulses were inte-
grated into Greek - or, for that matter, Etruscan and Roman - culture.

63 For the latter, Bernal 1987, 1991, 1993; see Levine and Peradotto 1989, Lefkowitz 1996,
Lefkowitz and Rogers 1996, Burstein 1996a.

64 Hesiod: Walcot 1966, West 1966: 1-31, 1978: 3-30, Penglasc 1994. Homer: Burkert 1991,
Rollinger 1996; see also Duchemin 1995, West 1997. Science, philosophy: Neugebauer 1957,
Dicks 1970, Lloyd 1991b, Pichot 1991, Zhmud 1997: 179-93, 261-70, Haider 1988, 1996,
Burkert 1992. On the other issues mentioned, see the bibliography cited in Raaflaub and
Miiller-Luckner 1993: xviii n.40; in addition: S. Morris 1992, Matthius 1993. Generally: Dun-
babin 1957, Helck 1979, Haider 1988, 1996, Burkert 1992, Kopcke and Tokumaru 1992,
Burstein 1996b.

65 Schwabl 1962, Diller 1962, Walser 1984: ch. 1, Hall 1989, Georges 1994; sec also Reverdin and
Grange 1990, Dihle 1994, Bichler 1996, Weiler 1996.
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(For example, so far those who postulate that the Greek polis grew out of
Phoenician roots have not explained under what conditions, how exactly,
and to what extent such ‘roots® might have been “transplanted’ into Greek
soil and flourished there.®6) Another challenge consists of distinguishing
carefully between various spheres or types of influence: the diffusion of
objects of art and material culture, of myths and cults, political and social
structures, and finally political concepts and ideas probably followed
markedly different partterns.6?

Nevertheless, at first sight the search for such influences in the sphere
of early political thought seems promising. Egypt was the site of the earli-
est large-scale state formation in human history. The organization and
maintenance of this state and the legitimation of power and rule of its
king required forms of thinking that by the very nature of their purpose
must have been ‘political’. City-state systems and territorial empires soon
developed in Mesopotamia and Anatolia, then in the Levant as well, suc-
ceeding each other in a constant process of rising and falling dynasties and
powers, and interacting with each other through diplomacy, alliances and
wars. Both within these states and in their forms of interaction we should
expect to find reflections of political thinking. Unfortunately, however,
this field of inquiry is complex and still insufficiently developed, due in
part to the nature of the evidence, in part to the specialists’ reluctance to
attempt synthesis and generalization.6® Hence a few general remarks
must suffice here, focusing on one major idea that pervades all societies
concerned: justice.

As H. W. F. Saggs emphasizes, ‘Everywhere in the ancient Near East,
the giving of justice was an essential function of the ruler, whether king or
tribal leader. Social injustice was an offence against the gods.” According
to Egyptian thought, human society was by nature incapable of maintain-
ing a viable and lasting social order; left to itself] it tended to be chaotic,
unequal, and unjust, divided into poor and rich, weak and strong,
oppressed and oppressors. Such inequality was understood as an expres-
sion of disorder, injustice and untruth (isfet), as opposed to order, justice
and truth (ma’at). Ma’at was not equality but an order in which oppression
was avoided, the strong protected the weak, and the weak, in a system of
muctual obligation, supported the strong through obedience and loyalty.
Jan Assmann calls this the principle of “vertical solidarity’. Accordingly,

66 Drews 1979, Gschnitzer 1988: esp. 300-2, Bernal 1993; see the discussion in Raaflaub and
Miiller-Luckner 1993: 394-7.

67 Raaflaub and Miiller-Luckner 1993: xxi, Humphreys 1993d.

68 Frankfortetal. 1946 is an exception. See also Voegelin 1956, Weber-Schifer 1976, Vernant 1982,
Raaflaub and Miiller-Luckner 1993. On the following section also Halpern and Hobson 1993,
Irani and Silver 1995.
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the Egyptian ideology of kingship emphasized the pharaoh’s protective
function and his responsibility for justice and order. The supreme god had
established the king ‘to dispense justice among his people, to placate the
gods, to realize ma’at, and to destroy isfet’. Hence, too, the state, rooted in
divine order, was seen as indispensable for protecting humans from each
other and providing a strong framework for justice and order. It was the
individual’s obligation to fit himself by word and deed into this system of
good order.5°

Similar concepts of divinely sanctioned justice are found in
Mesopotamia and Iran.”° In Mesopotamia, too, the human world order
was supposed to reflect the order of the divine cosmos. It was the individ-
ual’s duty to meet his obligations at his place in this order. The highest
god was represented at the head of the state by the king who was ruler and
supreme judge. As Thorkild Jacobsen puts it, “The national kingship was
the guarantee of “the ways of Sumer® (that is, the ways of civilized
Mesopotamia), the orderly, lawful pattern of life. Its function in the world
was to give protection against enemies external and internal, to insure the
reign of justice and righteousness in human affairs.’ Despite these princi-
ples, justice was long seen as a favour that could not be claimed but
obtained only through the right connections on the divine and human
levels. In the second millennium, however, the perspective gradually
shifted and the idea of justice as a right began to prevail. This, not surpris-
ingly, was the period of Hammurabi and his great collection and publica-
tion of laws. In the prologue, Hammurabi claims to have been appointed
by the gods ‘to make justice appear in the land, to destroy the evil and
wicked so that the strong might not oppress the weak’.7! Whatever their
exact nature and function, collections of laws like Hammurabi’s stand at
the beginning of a long development in the sphere of the enactment of
written law which produced the early Greek and Roman law collections,
eventually resulted in the massive late antique codifications of
Theodosius and Justinian, and shaped western law, legal procedure and
legal thought into our own century.”? A similarly influential tradition

69 Saggs 1989: ch. 8 (156 for passage quoted), Assmann 1990 (201-12 on the text cited), 1993 (22
on ‘vertical solidarity’); Wilson 1946, Baines 1995, Morschauser 1995, Lorton 1995. Bibliogra-
phy in O’Connor and Silverman 1995: 301-38.

70 On Old-Persian arta: Briant 1995: 523, 1996: 138-9 and ch. 6.

71 Greengus 1995: 471. Similarly, in the inscription on his tomb in Nag3-i Rustam, the Persian
King Darius declares: ‘By the will of Ahura-Mazda, I am such that [ am favourable to the just
and unfavourable to the unjust: I do not want the weak to submit to the will of the strong, nor
do I want the strong to experience wrong on the part of the weak?” (Briant 1996: 224; cf. 1995:
522).

72 Jacobsen 1946 (197 for passage quoted), Wilcke 1993, Westbrook 1995, Foster 1995, Greengus
1995: 471-2, Berlin 1996. On the laws of Hammurabi: Westbrook 1989, Bottéro 1992: ch. 10.
Influence on western codes: Westbrook 1988, Sealey 1994: ch. 2.
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originated in thoughts about social justice among the ancient Hebrews -
thoughts, furthermore, that were presented to rulers and people alike by
charismatic prophets who were unique both in claiming direct inspira-
tion by the one and only God and in denouncing ‘particular cases of social
evils, holding up any individual, however powerful, to public condemna-
tion’.73

A general concern for justice and good order sanctioned by the supreme
gods, the king as supreme leader in charge of maintaining and dispensing
justice, the enactment of written law as a means to enhance justice, and a
concept of social justice that protects the weaker members of society from
abuse of power by the stronger (including the possibility, attested in
Mesopotamia, among the Hurrians, and in Israel, of cancelling debts to
offer relief to the impoverished7#): these are phenomena that find obvious
parallels in Archaic Greece. It is especially striking that Hesiod, who
strongly insists on the importance of justice to the wellbeing of human
society, draws broadly on Near Eastern traditions. Solon also emphasizes
the need to uphold divinely supported justice and, like the Near Eastern
king, steps between the rich and the poor, the strong and the weak, to
protect both from each other; he urges the restoration of a traditional
form of ‘good order’ (eunomia) that shows remarkable similarities to the
Egyptian concept of ma’at, introduces measures of debt reliefand thereby
realizes a central concern of Near Eastern social justice, and is the author
of perhaps the most comprehensive collection of laws enacted in Archaic
Greece.”> Given such correspondences, it is tempting to assume that the
political thinking of these two men was also directly influenced by Near
Eastern precedents.”¢

This is probably true to some extent - but things are more complex.
There exist, for example, interesting similarities between Hesiod and his
near-contemporary, the Hebrew prophet Amos, and recently the sugges-
tion was made that, rather than searching for individual traces of direct
influences, we should consider as the source of such analogies an intellec-
tual koiné in the Eastern Mediterranean of the first part of the first millen-
nium.?”” Moreover, the Greeks’ own views of Near Eastern antecedents

73 Saggs 1989: 15-16. See Irwin 1946, Voegelin 1956, Silver 1983, 1995, Seybold and Ungern-
Sternberg 1993, Avalos 1995.

74 Westbrook 1995; V. Haas in Raaflaub and Miiller-Luckner 1993: 378.

75 Hesiod: section 4 and n.64. Solon: section 6; Fadinger 1996. His position in the middle: fr.
36.20-7;37; sW.

76 In the case of Solon, a strong ancient tradition suggests that as well; but see Szegedy-Maszak
1978, Lefkowitz 1981: 44-5.

77 Seybold and Ungern-Sternberg 1993 with bibliography. Cf. Yamauchi 1980 for a comparison
between Solon and Nehemiah.
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are often naive and questionable. For example, their admiration of ancient
civilizations and their obsession with the principle of the “first discoverer’
(protos heuretes), and with analogizing similar phenomena in different cul-
tures, induced them to assume that the later must depend on the earlier
and to construct historical circumstances that explained such apparent
influences; hence they often failed to perceive differences behind superfi-
cial similarities and to recognize the possibility of growth or discovery in
more than one historical or cultural context.”8

For all these reasons, we should appreciate real analogies without over-
looking obvious and important differences. In Near Eastern societies, leg-
islation and jurisdiction are the responsibility of the king and his
appointees. Although he may react to, or anticipate, popular complaints,
he alone decides whether and how to act, and when he acts it is usually to
uphold divinely sanctioned order. For example, the measure of debt can-
cellation is introduced at the Mesopotamian king’s assumption of power
and atirregular intervals during his reign; it is designed to give temporary,
not permanent relief, to demonstrate the king’s care for his people,and to
increase his popularity. Irregularity and unpredictability insure the mea-
sure’s success; even when it is institutionalized to take place at regular
intervals — as in Israel, at the initiative of priestly circles opposed to the
kings - it is legitimized directly by the highest divine authority.”? In
Greece, as we have seen, the principle of upholding justice is voiced as a
demand by the powerless (Hesiod) and realized programmatically, upon
massive popular pressure, by an elected mediator (Solon). Protest and
reform are prompted by the elite’s failure to live up to their obligation.
This obligation is founded not in divine law outside or above society but
in communal values and norms. Jurisdiction is the responsibility of all
members of the aristocracy and handled, individually or collectively, in a
public setting. Written law is enacted, upon communal approval, by law-
givers whose mandate rests on a decision by the entire community. The
cancellation of debt in Athens is only the prelude to much more incisive
measures: the permanentabolition of debt bondage and the fixation of the
free citizens’ political rights and responsibilities.8° In all these respects,
we might conclude, Near Eastern influence is partial, limited to giving
impulses and suggesting means and procedures (such as the cancellation
of debt, the inscribing of law on stone); the scope, purpose, realization,

78 Hence the frequent traditions about travels of Greek thinkers to Egypt where they supposedly
were inspired by ancient wisdom: Lloyd 1975: 49-60, 147-9; Zhmud 1997: 57-60.

79 Westbrook 1995; cf. Finley 1982: ch. 9, esp. 162-3. Role of the people: Dandamayev 1981;
Robinson 1997: 16~22 with bibliography. 80 Raaflaub 1985: 54-65.
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and social-political significance of such measures in the Greek context are
determined by the structure and needs of polis and society and, since
these differ greatly from Near Eastern societies, turn out to be substan-
tially different, too.

In fact, as two examples will illustrate, the differences are fundamental.
First, the relations of the Near Eastern kings and the Archaic basileis to
their supreme gods differ strongly. Accordingly, political and religious
structures and thinking are much more intertwined in the Near East than
in Greece. The early Greek poets certainly attribute to the gods (particu-
larly Zeus) an important role as promoters and enforcers of justice, but
the problems their political thinking is concerned with fit into an entirely
human framework of cause and effect. The gods are thought to punish
evildoers and their communities and, through seers, poets, or leaders
blessed by them, to offer advice about salutary measures to be taken in a
crisis, but they neither cause nor resolve such a crisis. Rather, the crisis is
caused by specific human mistakes or irresponsible acts within a given
society, and it must be resolved by that society itself. It is man’s respon-
sibility for the wellbeing of his community, therefore, upon which politi-
cal reflection focuses from the very beginning. This is obvious already in
Homer and Hesiod, and Solon makes it explicit.®! In other words, in
Greece political thinking does not originate in a setting of comprehensive
and absolute divine order and justice, whose maintenance is recognized as
the supreme duty of the divinely authorized and legitimized king; it does
not, as in Egypt, stand in the horizon of ma’at or, as in Mesopotamia, in
that of a comprehensive conception of the cosmos as a state, nor again, as
in Israel, in that of the laws of Yahweh.

The second example concerns precisely the Mesopotamian idea of the
cosmos as a hierarchically structured state that is ruled, with absolute
authority, by the gods under the leadership of the sky god, Anu. The prin-
ciple of authority, ‘the power which produces automatic acceptance and
obedience, is a basic constituent in all organized human society. Were it
not for unquestioning obedience to customs, to laws, and those “in
authority,” society would dissolve in anarchy and chaos.’ The human
world structurally corresponds to the cosmos; in cosmic hierarchy, man’s
position corresponds to that of slaves in human society. It is the function
of humans and state to serve the gods and to perpetuate the cosmic order.

81 Esp. Od. 1.32-44; Solon 4W. The different concepts of the origins of evil are illustrative: in Hes-
iod humankind receives the evils as punishment for the wrongs committed by its champion,
Prometheus (section 4); the analogy with the suffering of the polis for the injustice of ‘one
man’ (WD 238-47) is evident. In Sumerian myth the evils were created at the whim of some
gods who momentarily forgot their responsibility (Jacobsen 1946: 165).
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The individual, whether high or low, is tied into a strict hierarchy that
determines the system of values and norms. ‘In a civilization which sees
the whole universe as a state, obedience must necessarily stand out as a
prime virtue. For a state is built on obedience, on the unquestioned accep-
tance of authority. It can cause no wonder, therefore, to find that in
Mesopotamia the “good life” was the “obedient life82 It is difficult to
think of a starker contrast to Greek society.83 Clearly, in such a system
thought and action of the individual were severely restricted.
Independence of mind and thought were not valued; political thinking
almost by definition was restricted to the ruling circles and focused on
legitimizing the existing order and distribution of power in order to
secure their stability and permanence. The king’s responsibility to main-
tain social justice equally served the primary purpose of anticipating dis-
satisfaction and stabilizing the system.

These conclusions are not intended to imply any kind of value judg-
ment. Near Eastern political thinking served the needs of societies, com-
munities and states that differed massively from their early Greek
counterparts; accordingly, it was radically different in nature, function
and expression. Hence its influence on early Greek political thinking,
although by no means negligible, was perhaps more limited than the
broad range of cultural influences noted at the beginning of this section
might initially lead one to believe.

10 Conclusion: the beginnings of political
thinking in Archaic Greece

Archaic thinking, as reflected in the early poets and philosophers, often
focused on values and relationships, justice and good order in the polis,
that is, on political problems that were of great importance for the wellbe-
ing of the communirty. If we assume, as seems plausible, that such early
political thinking developed together with the polis, the polis itself must
be one of the factors that were decisive for its emergence (sections 1, 3).
But the question of what causes and preconditions made such thinking
possible or necessary requires a broader answer. More research is required
here but, tentatively, the following aspects might be emphasized.84
Comparison helps to define some negative conditions: unlike most
Near Eastern societies, Archaic Greek society was not dominated by a
sacred kingship; obedience and subordination were not the principal

82 yacobsen 1946: 1389, 202. 83 Vernant 1982.
84 Seealso Vocgelin 1957, Vernant 1982, Meier 1989, 19g0: 29-52.
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virtues. Authority was not unassailable; criticism and independence were
not discouraged (section g).

After the turmoils of the Dark Ages, the polis gradually became the pre-
dominant form of community in Hellas (section 3). No large and central-
ized territorial states emerged because, it seems, the formation of such
states was necessitated neither by major external threats nor by economic
needs. For centuries the Aegean world was left to itself; it developed out-
side the power sphere of major empires. From about the mid-seventh cen-
tury, wars, mostly in the form of conflicts between neighbouring poleis,
usually did not threaten the existence of the community. The leadership
in these poleis was weak: the overall leader was a primus inter pares whose
position was based on his personal resources and qualities. The members
of the “proto-aristocratic’ leading class depicted in the epics of Homerand
Hesiod enjoyed basic equality, despite differences in wealth, power and
authority. In their intensive competition, the paramount basileus was vul-
nerable to criticism like everyone else.

Although the aristocracy that gradually emerged were ambitious, their
efforts to set up barriers against the other members of the community
failed because, despite their glorious self-presentation, only a relatively
small gap separated them from the broad class of independent farmers.
These ‘masses’ played an indispensable role in the communal army and
assembly; hence polis society contained a strong egalitarian component.
The elite therefore depended on the farmers, had to recognize and respect
their sentiments and were in turn open to criticism, and the poleis as small
and open communities provided fertile ground for criticism and conflict.
Furthermore, because of the lack of massive external pressure and the lim-
ited role of war, there was no need for a strong, disciplined, and cohesive
elite. Typically, the aristocracy sought to prove their excellence in an
alternative arena, that of athletic competition, which assumed great
importance in the Archaic age.85

All this happened in a period of rapid social change. The polis devel-
oped into a tight unit in which the communal element was strengthened
at the expense of the individual oikos, and power and political procedures
were formalized and somewhat depersonalized. Colonization, seafaring
and trade offered many opportunities for success and economic gain.
Social and political mobility and hence the pressure on the aristocracy
increased. This complex development was compounded by social and eco-
nomic crisis and often violent confrontations between the wealthy land-

85 The comparison with Rome is useful here: Raaflaub 1984: 552-66.
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owners and large parts of the smaller landholders who were tied to the
former through various forms of dependence (sections 5-6). In such crises
it became necessary to find new ways of resolving conflicts. Often those
involved agreed upon a process of mediation and legislation by a person or
group of persons who stood above the parties. Institutions and customs
varied greatly among poleis: comparison was easy and must have stimu-
lated reflection. The colonizing movement provided many opportunities
for experimentation with new solutions that in turn influenced develop-
ments in Greece as well. In short, there developed in the Greek world an
increasingly widespread, highly developed, and highly respected culture
of political thinking which found its expression in remarkably complex,
radical, and innovative solutions (sections 6-7).

These factors, some of which existed already in the late eighth century
when the Homeric epics were composed, became more pronounced and
significant over the next two hundred years. They explain why political
reflection became possible and necessary and why it was broadly based,
not limited to ruling circles. Within this framework we might identify
one more factor which perhaps provided the immediate cause that pro-
voked the earliest manifestations of political thinking and remained one
of its most cogent stimuli. This is the dissatisfaction with the shortcom-
ings of elite leadership and the discrepancy between the interests of com-
munity and individual which form the core of Homer’s, Hesiod’s, and
Solon’s political concerns. By observing, criticizing and even rejecting
some of the values, norms, and attitudes of the aristocracy, the early think-
ers were provoked to analyse the essential problems of the community, to
conceptualize its needs, and to propagate its values.36

86 On conditions favouring the development of political thought in early Greece, see Vernant
1982, Meier 1989, 1990: especially chs.2 and 3; Cartledge 1998, forthcoming. Some sections of
this chapter are based on Raaflaub 1989. I thank Pierre Briant, Andrea Gnirs and the editors for
helpful advice.
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Greek drama and political theory

SIMON GOLDHILL

Tragedy compromises political theory. From the very beginnings of phi-
losophy as a discipline, there has been an uneasy and often conflictual rela-
tion between the way that philosophy defines its theoretical project, and
the questions that drama allows. Plato, the first policeman of political
thought, invents — and founds - a history of struggle between poetry and
philosophy and, notoriously, banned drama from his Republic for ethical,
psychological and epistemological reasons.* Yet the ambivalence of his
evidentattraction to the poetry he dismisses at such length also leads to an
anecdotal tradition that before he embarked on philosophy, even Plato
wrote tragic verse. Aristotle attempted to save drama for pedagogy: he
allowed theatre a role in the education of the philosophically trained man
at least. Yet Aristotle, for all that he set himself critically against his
teacher Plato’s arguments, also contributed vo the devaluation and exclu-
sion of drama both by his development of philosophy as a privileged and
formal system of argumentation, and by his recognition of a peculiar
pleasure in tragedy: ‘tragic pleasure’ has often since been utilized to
impugn the seriousness of theatre’s teaching.? Many modern philoso-
phers have followed Plato’s lead, and mention drama or other literature
solely to dismiss the play of narrative and character from the rigorous field
of theory. Nietzsche, from his oblique perspective on the discipline of
philosophy, formulates a particularly influential and striking view of this
rejection of drama when he argues that “Socratism’® destroyed tragedy:
rationalistargument, embodied in the figure of Socrates, brings about the
- tragic - death of the Dionysiac spirit of tragedy.# For Hegel, however, no
less influentially engaged with the ‘tragic spirit’ than Nietzsche, tragedy
continues to offer a particular and crucial exploration of the questions of a
citizen’s life - how life in the polis should be lived - in a way which shows
up the deficiencies of particularly a Kantian perspective on ethics. Thus,
more recently, Bernard Williams, writing within the tradition of this

1 Ferrari 1989, Nehamas 1982, Gould 1990 (with further bibliography).
2 Halliwell 1986, Rorty 1992 (with good further bibliography), Else 1986.
3 Barish 1981. 4 Silk and Stern 1981.

[60]
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debate and turning back towards ancient tragedy, can assert that it is a
requirement of philosophy to utilize what dramatic texts can provide:
‘Philosophy . . . has to make demands on literature’.>

This long and not yet finished tradition of contest between philosophy
and tragedy, which is nothing less than the question of the boundaries and
limits of political theory, finds its most telling case in the classical polis of
Athens, where tragedy and philosophy have their founding moments. The
history of political thought in the polis will always need to articulate its
position on (or against) tragedy. Although comedy has often been con-
strued as a threat to political order — which has resulted in some modern
theoretical discussion, particularly after Bakhtin® - and although Plato
himself also worries about comedy’s effect on the citizen (Laws
vi1.816d-817a; cf. Laws 11 passim), it is with tragedy that political thought
has been fundamentally concerned (see below, section 4). Critical dis-
agreement is particularly fraught here. Paradigmatic of one pole of the
debate is the following: “there is a clear distinction between the tragedi-
ans’ mode of engagement with political themes and the more rigorous
analytic approach that developed around the middle of the fifth century.
The emergence of the latter marks the beginning of Greek political theory
as such.’” In contrast with that claim of a distinct and clear rupture
between tragedy and political theory stands this, the other pole of the
debate: ‘tragedy was as close as one could come to a theoretical institution
... Inits form, content and context of performance, tragedy provided, by
example and by precept, a critical consideration of public life . . . Drama
was a theoretical act.’® So, if, as one well-known political scientist has
declared, ‘political philosophy constitutes a form of “seeing™’® what
place in it is there for the theatron, the “place for seeing’? In this chapter,
the question to be faced, as the uneasy boundaries between theatre and
philosophy are negotiated, is not just ‘was tragic thought political?’, but
rather, “at what levels and in what ways does tragedy contribute to the his-
tory of political thought and theory? Or even: ‘what does it mean when
political theory tries to proceed without tragedy?’

1 The institution of the theatre

Political theory’s appropriation or refusal of ancient drama will depend in
parton its description of the institution of theatre as political. It isa com-

5 Williams 1993: 13.

6 Bakhtin 1968, Stallybrass and White 1986, Hirschkop and Shepherd 1989 (with good further
bibliography). 7 Wintonand Garnsey 1981: 38. 8 Euben 1986: 29.

9 Wolin 1960: 17.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



62 GREEK DRAMA AND POLITICAL THEORY

monplace that ‘the political’ as a translation of the Greek ta politika,
‘things to do with the polis’, includes all aspects of a citizen’s life, and thus
theatre is in this sense evidently ‘political’. But there are more precise and
compelling ways that the production of ancient Athenian drama can be
called ‘political’. The institution of theatre is analogous to the two other
great Athenian democratic institutions for the staging of speeches, the
law-court and the assembly. Each congregates a body of citizens, consti-
tuted in a privileged way as the collective of the polis, and requires the
hearing and judging of arguments in a competitive context. Let us look
first briefly at this constitution of an audience of citizens. For in the per-
formance culture of democracy, with its central commitment to public
debate and collective decision-making, to be in an audience is not just part
of the social fabric of life. It is a fundamental and defining political act.
Within the ideology of the shared duties of participatory citizenship, to
be in an audience is to play the role of the democratic citizen.

The festival of the Great Dionysia, the major occasion for tragedy and
comedy in the polis, was the largest formal collection of citizens in the cal-
endar. The standard figures estimate a total of between 14,000 and
17,000 (compared to around 6,000 for the Assembly and up to 6,000 for
the law-court - though usually considerably fewer). The vast majority of
those present were citizens - adult, enfranchised males. As we will see,
foreign ambassadors were required to be in the theatre,and an increasing
number of foreign visitors, attracted to tragedy in particular as a cultural
event, attended, as did metics (alien residents of Athens). It is unlikely -
although the evidence is far from certain — that women attended (espe-
cially citizens® wives and daughters), or slaves, except for the public
servants of the Council (Boulg). More important than the precise
demography of the audience, however, is the way that the theatre seating
constructed a political map of the city. There were special seats reserved
for the members of the Boule , the five hundred strong executive of govern-
ment, together with their official slave staff of eight. There were special
seats for the foreign ambassadors of the states of the empire at the front,
along with certain priests and other state dignitaries. There was a special
section for ephebes, young men on the point of adoprting full citizen obli-
gations. There is also some evidence that each wedge of seating (kerkis)
was reserved for a particular tribe, the major sociopolitical division of the
democratic order since Cleisthenes. Certainly tickets were issued on a tri-
bal basis. A further kerkis was reserved, it is reasonably assumed, for
foreigners and metics. By marking in such striking spatial terms the age-
classes and socio-political categories of the polis, the theatre thus puts the
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city on display. The audience as collective articulates the sociopolitical
organization of the polis. It constitutes - performs - what can be called
‘the civic gaze® - the scene of collective, political viewing and judging
which forms the public space for citizens’ action.1©

This sense of the city on display is strongly emphasized by the rituals
which opened the Great Dionysia. There were four major ceremonials
performed in the theatre in front of the assembled citizens before the
plays began, each closely aimed at the expression of civic ideals.!* In
the first, the ten generals, the leading military and political figures of the
state, poured a libation for the opening sacrifice. Only very rarely indeed
in the calendar did these most important elected officials act as a group
together in such a ricual fashion - and with regularity only here in the
theatre. This emphasizes the power and organization of the polis under
whose aegis the festival is mounted, and the political importance of the
occasion itself. Second, there was an announcement by a herald of the
names of citizens who had benefited the state in particular ways and been
awarded a crown for their services. This expressly praised and supported
the democratic tenet of an individual’s duty to serve the state, and the
obligation between individual and the community. Again, the political
frame of the polis is clearly highlighted. Third, there was a procession
which displayed all the silver paid in tribute by the states of the Athenian
empire - a ceremony that glorifies Athens as a military and political
power. It was for this - to watch their own tribute paraded - that the for-
eign ambassadors were required to attend the theatre. Fourth, there was a
parade of ephebes whose fathers had been killed fighting for the state.
These orphans were brought up and educated at state expense, and when
they reached the age of manhood, they were presented in the theatre, in
full military panoply, again provided by the state, and they took an oath
promising to fight and die for the state as their fathers had before them.
The military obligation of the citizen towards the state is ceremonially
and graphically displayed.

Each of these ceremonials promotes and projects an idea and ideal of
citizen participation in the state, and an image of the power and glory of
the polis of Athens. It uses the civic occasion to glorify the polis. This
elaborate ceremonial space before such a vast collection of citizens conse-
quently could become a highly charged scene in the political life - in its
most narrowly defined sense - of the citizens. Aeschines mocks

10 gor discussion, see Goldhill 1995 and 1997. Evidence is collected in Pickard-Cambridge 1968
and the texts in Csapo and Slater 1995.
11 For discussion and the evidence, see Goldhill 1990.
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Demosthenes for fawning before the most important foreign ambassa-
dors. Demosthenes prosecutes Meidias for punching him whilst assem-
bled in the theatre. This speech shows well how much personal honour
was staked before the citizen body in the theatre. “Those of you who were
spectators at the Great Dionysia’, declares the orator, ‘hissed and booed
him as he entered the theatre, and you did everything that showed loath-
ing . .. (Dem. 21. 226). Demosthenes’ description of the scene is full of
theatrical language, as the social drama of Meidias in the theatre becomes
the subject of debate on the stage of the law-court.!2 The theatre was a
space in which all the citizens were actors - as the city itselfand its leading
citizens were put on display.

Each aspect of this festival’s organization embodied a strong sense of a
specifically democratic polis ideology. The playwrights were chosen by
the Eponymous Archon and funded by the state. This was termed ‘to be
granted a chorus® The chorus itself (like the actors, always and only citi-
zens) was funded by the licurgy system - a rich individual was selected by
state officials to finance each production; and the competition between
these elite chorégoi was a contest for status and honour in the public
realm.3 The judges of the dramatic competition were chosen by lot from
panels which enforced representation from each of the tribes. Ten judges
were chosen, but only five votes - again chosen randomly - counted in the
decision. There was also a special fund called the Theoric Fund which paid
cach citizen to attend the theatre. This was organized at deme level (a
deme is a spatially constituted subsection of a tribe), and clearly corre-
sponds to jury pay (and, eventually, assembly pay), each of which was seen
by conservative writers as one of the most scandalous elements of demo-
cratic practice, not least because it enabled - encouraged - poorer citizens
to do their civic duty. The Theoric Fund was legally protected in an
extreme way (which says something of its perceived importance): it was
against the law even to propose changing the law of its establishment.
After the festival, in accordance with democratic accountability proce-
dures, a special Assembly was held (in the theatre) to review the running
of the festival. It is not merely that the Great Dionysia required extensive
state involvement: it is rather that at each point a specifically democratic
construction of financial and judgmental principles is at work in the insti-
tution of theatre.

The institution of the Great Dionysia, for which tragedy and comedy
form a centrepiece, is thus in the fullest sense a political occasion - an occa-

12 See Wilson 1992. 13 gee Wilson (forthcoming) for discussion of chorégia.
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sion to say something about the polis, for the politai (citizens) to compete
and to play the role of citizen, in a showpiece for democracy. It is a major
event in (and not just commentary on) the political life of the city. Above
all, it constitutes the democratic citizen as a theates, a “spectator’ perform-
ing an evaluative and participatory role within a collective. The mot juste
for this spectating is theoria, which means not merely ‘viewing’ but also
specifically ‘official viewing by participation in a formal ceremonial
event’.14 What is more, there can be little doubt that ancient writers con-
ceived of theatre as an educative experience: the poets are “the teachers of
the people’. It is in part because of poetry’s, and, in particular, tragedy’s
privileged role in the didactic discourse of the polis that Plato bans it from
his city - as he attempts to establish his own discipline of philosophy as
the one true didactic medium. Tragic theatre, then, is a political institu-
tion conceived to teach the citizen. Theatre is a fundamental factor in the
politicization of the Athenian citizen, in putting political reflection in the
public domain.

2 Political themes of tragic writing

Theatre, then, is in the strongest possible sense a political event. So, in
what ways can the texts of tragedy and comedy be said to contribute to a
history of political theory or political thought? Where is theory to be
located in the theoria of the theatron? To answer these questions, I will look
first in general terms at how tragedy has been read by modern critics as
political writing for the fifth century, and, second, I shall outline some
particularly significant general thematic concerns of the genre of tragedy
which bear on the political discourse of the city.

It is important to recall from the outset, however, that these modern
attempts to place tragedy’s contribution to political thought take place
within a highly significant context of much broader and more widely
shared intellectual concerns about Greece, history and the political.
Indeed, it is impossible to discuss the way critics have treated tragedy’s
political engagement without an awareness of how an idealized image of
‘the glory that was Greece® has informed particularly nineteenth- and
twentieth-century thought.15 It is Hegel who paradigmatically instan-
tiates how for many modern writers tragedy plays a fully integral and for-
mative role in a theory of history and politics, and many contemporary

14 Here it is worth noting that thedria is the word from which English ‘theory” is derived.
15 Butler 1935, Jenkyns 1980, Detienne 1981, Silk and Stern 1981, Turner 1981, Clarke 1989.
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discussions of tragedy are articulated against Hegel’s massive influence.16
His reading of Sophocles’ Antigone (and Greek tragedy in general) per-
fectly exemplifies the complex and comprehensive intertwining of a view
of tragedy with the broadest conceptualization of politics and history.
For, although lines from the Antigone occur on occasion in the
Phenomenology as mottos or literary glosses for particular points, Hegel’s
interpretation of the Antigone - as a dramatization of a clash between indi-
vidual and State as a clash of Rightand Right - is wholly implicated in his
political and historical thinking” (for all that it may seem to some to have
‘rather slender ties to Sophocles’ drama’'8). Indeed, it is not only as a
model of political or ethical action that Antigone is significant for Hegel.
For on the one hand, tragedy’s ‘higher language’ has a specific force in
Hegel’s argument, which is developed in parallel to the writings of his
friends Holderlin and Schelling about language, and which is deeply
influential in a specifically German tradition in which Nietzsche and
Heidegger also have exemplary positions. Tragedy’s special language con-
stitutes a privileged expressiveness, a privileged access to things.
Tragedy’s sublimity changes the possibilities of understanding the world;
it grants what Nietzsche calls ‘metaphysical consolation . . . from another
world’.1? On the other hand, ancient Greece (‘that paradise of the human
spirit>2%) and in particular the polis as a society, provides a fundamental
model for Hegel’s sense of history and of ethical action. An idealized
Greece grounds Hegel’s conceptualization of change and progress.2! In
Hegel’s writing Antigone is thus fully part of an argument about history,
about politics, about thought. Indeed, it would be hard to write a history
of German political thought that did not recognize ‘the tyranny of
Greece’ over German intellectual practice. Antigone is in this sense a text
of nineteenth-century political thought. Tragedy is, for Hegel et al., good
to think (politically) with.

The twentieth century has continued this engagement. Luce Irigaray,
for example, is one particularly influential figure in a series of feminist
writers who have used the Antigone in its Hegelian guise as a way of think-
ing about the family and the state, and about female subjectivity and
ethical action.2? Irigaray focuses on Hegel’s denial of Antigone’s self-con-
sciousness: she can act ethically, but she cannot know what she is doing or,

16 Hegel’s texts on tragedy are conveniently collected in Paolucci and Paolucci 1962. For discus-
sion, see Steiner 1984. 17 Steiner 1984, Silk and Stern 1981: 312~26.

18 pritchard 1992: 87. 19 Nietzsche 1872: ch. 17. 20 Hegel 1948: 325.

21 ghklar 1971.

22 Irigaray 1985: 214-26; further discussions in 1989: 81-100. Scattered other comments listed by
Chanter 1995: 285 n.s.
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better, why it is right. Irigaray stresses against Hegel how the marginality
of Antigone to the categories of gender can be seen as a challenge to the
polarizations of gender - an argument which exemplifies Irigaray’s desire
to ‘question again the foundations of our symbolic order in mythology
and in tragedy, because they deal with a landscape which installs itself in
the imagination and then, all of a sudden, becomes law>23 Because
Antigone is part of political thought, it must be re-read. So contemporary
commentaries of varying lengths and sophistication, and classicists draw-
ing on such material, continue to make Antigone (and Antigone) part of
contemporary feminist thinking on the family and the State.2+ Although
Irigaray rather startlingly claims (in a way which looks back through Kate
Millett to Engels and Bachofen) that ‘the work of Sophocles . . . marks the
historical bridge between matriarchy and patriarchy’25 (my emphasis), it is
primarily as a text in the history of cultural imagination (or, in Irigaray’s
more technical psychoanalytic perspective, as a stay of the Symbolic) that
Antigone enters these arguments. Re-telling - reanalysing - the Antigone is
part of political theory’s commitment to changing thinking.

Even from such brief examples, it can be seen that tragedy - its narra-
tives and language - has been a significant element in modern political
theorizing, particularly in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, a way
of exploring the political thinking of the present by a turn to the forma-
tive past. These discussions form an essential context for contemporary
understanding of tragedy’s political thought, and constantly influence
the discussions of particular plays and themes. With that much back-
ground, let us now begin, then, to investigate how modern critics have
understood drama, and in particular tragedy, as contributing to the polit-
ical discourse of fifth-century Athens. For ease of exposition, I will distin-
guish three strategies or traditions of criticism (which in practice can -
and do - combine in many different ways).

The first strategy is to locate a narrowly defined and specific political
message in a play. In general, tragedy, which is located in the past, and
which involves figures other than Achenian citizens, and which is nor-
mally set in cities other than Athens, avoids any direct contemporary ref-
erence, particularly reference to the cut and thrust of policy making in the
city. Consequently, in the case of tragedy (unlike comedy (see below, sec-
tion 4)) the pursuit of political significance in this first sense requires a

23 Baruch and Serrano 1988: 159.

24 A selection: Elshtain 1982, Dietz 1985, Mills 1987, Zerilli 1991, Pritchard 1992, Chanter 1995,
Saxonhouse 1992, Lane and Lane 1986, Sourvinou-Inwood 1989, Foley 1996.

25 Irigaray 1985: 217. For the tradition of Millet, Engels and Bachofen see Goldhill 1986: 51-4.
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strategy of applying tragedy’s examples - the drama of the other - directly
to the contemporary political scene. In its least compelling guise, this has
often led critics to allegorize freely - suggesting, for example, that the
Oedipus Tyrannus of Sophocles is ‘about® Pericles, or that Aeschylus’
Persians is a defence of Themistocles (who is not even named in the play’s
account of the Greek victory over the Persians).2¢ In a more general way,
however, tragedy can be seen to be speaking to particular aspects of state
policy - to have a political agenda. Euripides’ plays that centre on the dis-
asters of the Trojan War have often been seen as criticizing Athenian
imperial policy and its losses — and thus criticizing the politicians who
proposed or supported such military policy. It is a striking fact, at least
with historical hindsight, that the Trojan Women, with its tortured sense of
suffering and ironic reversal, was produced the year after the Athenians
voted to destroy Melos and in the year that the Sicilian expedition - des-
tined to be so crushing a disaster for the Athenians ~ was being debated
and prepared. But the play’s very generalizing, as well as suitable caution
about such hindsight, makes it hard to limit its message to any particular
policy or group of politicians, for all that it may seem specifically relevant
to a historical circumstance.2?

One particularly important exception to this avoidance of direct
engagement with contemporary policy is Aeschylus® Oresteia, which I
shall discuss in some detail below (section 3). The Eumenides, the third
play of the trilogy, does end in Athens with the foundation of the
Areopagus,a court whose constitution had been recently - and violently -
reformed; and it also includes references to a recently concluded military
treaty with the state of Argos. This has led critics, as we will see, to try to
reconstruct Aeschylus’ political views and the political message of the tril-
ogy. Even with this exceptional case, however, one of the advances pro-
duced by thinking more broadly about the Great Dionysia as an event (as
outlined in the second section of this chapter) has been that the complex-
ity of the public exchange which is the production of meaning in the thea-
tre has been articulated in a more developed and nuanced way.28 The
engagement of a multiform audience in the interpretative process; the lit-
erary, ritual and ideological framing of the plays; and the dynamics of ago-
nistic political performance in the theatre: all make it much harder
to defend the simple claim that the playwright has a direct and specific
political message, which an audience receives, and which is recovered by a

26 Seee.g., Podlecki 1966, Knox 1957, Zuntz 1955.

27 For discussion and bibliography see Croally 1995.

28 Dodds 1960, Dover 1957; superseded by Macleod 1982, Goldhill 1986, Rose 1992, Meier 1993,
Griffith 1995, Seaford 1995.
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critic. Indeed, although comedy’s innumerable contemporary political
gibes still receive considerable atrention as a constitutive part of the pub-
lic discourse of the polis, there are fewer and fewer critics who find
tragedy’s political force in such narrowly conceived commentary either
on the policies of the state or on individual political figures.

The second major tradition of political reading has concentrated on
how tragedy contributes to the understanding of the political process
itself. Tragedy’s educative function can be located in the retelling of the
myths of the past for the democratic polis. The Oresteia with its massive
tale of the genesis of law, the social control of violence, and its conclusion
in the city of Athens itself; is a particularly good example for this model of
tragedy educating the citizen into citizenship. Thus Christian Meier, set-
ting himselfagainst the first tradition I have outlined, writes paradigmat-
ically: “What Aeschylus thought of [the Areopagus] reforms is not only a
moot point, but one with little bearing on our interpretation of the tril-
ogy.’?? It is rather the condition of citizenship — what it means to live as a
free adult male in the community of the polis - which is explored in trag-
edy;and itis in this way that tragedy concributes to a discourse of politics.
So Jean-Pierre Vernant, in one of the most influential twentieth-century
studies of tragedy, has attempted to define what he calls ‘the tragic
moment’, the socio-historical conditions of possibility for the genre and
its conflicts.3® He contrasts the mythic and heroic tradition, on the one
hand, embodied in Homer and distinguished by its expression of divine
causation, with the civic world of law, on the other, embodied in the insti-
tutions of the democratic city and distinguished by its demand of human
agency and human responsibility. Tragedy is a sign and symptom of the
clash between these two systems, ‘an expression of torn consciousness’ -
and thus what tragedy repeatedly sets at stake is precisely the notion of
agency and responsibility central to any understanding of democracy and
the citizen’s role in the political process. In this way, tragedy’s investiga-
tions of power, control, violence, authority (and so forth) constitute a
public discussion of the citizen as political subject.

A third tradition, which is very closely related to the second, focuses
more specifically on the deployment of mythic narrative, and, often, on
how this intersects with issues of gender. Tragedy’s plots are drawn from
the great sequences of myth and epic poetry, and not only is each play a
dramatic recomposition of such earlier stories, but also each play refers
(particularly through its choral odes) to a host of related mythic narratives
by way of framing, qualifying, commenting on the staged action. At the

29Meier 1993: 115. See also the works cited inn. 28. 3% Vernant and Vidal-Naquet 1981.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



70 GREEK DRAMA AND POLITICAL THEORY

same time, not only do many plays stage ritual actions, but also the lan-
guage of tragedy is replete with ritual expressions which constantly artic-
ulate the action in terms of a religious understanding of transgression and
order. In this way, tragedy is not just rewriting mythic and epic narrative
for the new political frame of the democratic polis, but also offering and
exploring interconnections between myths, projecting, promoting and
developing the mythic and ritual patterns which inform civic idea(l)s of
political order. Thus the Oresteia (also) retells a story of matriarchy over-
thrown, and deploys the history of the Amazons to explain the history of
the Areopagus, and envisages violence as a corrupt sacrifice - as part of its
normative projection of the order of the city.3! Similarly, Euripides’ Ion,
through its tale of the early royal family of Athens, traces, displays, and
questions the founding Athenian myth of autochthony - being born from
the soil itself - which is central to Athenian self-representation as a pol-
ity.32 On this reading, tragedy’ s political thrust lies also in the way it con-
structs and scrutinizes normative mythic and ritual models that inform a
sense of political order fundamental to the citizen as political subject.

So there has been and there continues to be a marked range of response
to the question of how tragedy contributes to the political discourse of
the polis - from seeing tragedy as offering a specific commentary on par-
ticular policies or individuals, through a more general engagement with
major political issues of the day, to an education of the citizen into citizen-
ship, both by the interrogation of the categories of participation and by
the construction of the citizens’ imaginary and symbolic world. The more
broadly that the Great Dionysia has been viewed as a political event, the
more critics have moved from focusing on localized and specific political
agendas to finding in tragedy an interrogation of the categories of citizen-
ship.

For the second and final part of this section, I wish to move on tolook at
how this interrogacion of the categories of citizenship works. By way of
introducing the political thematics of tragedy, I shall begin by consider-
ing three general thematic interests, common to many plays of the genre,
which bear directly on democracy and on the political thought of democ-
racy.

The first concerns that fundamental question of democracy, how to
conceptualize and institutionalize the relationship of the individual to
the collective. We have already seen how the institution of theatre itself
articulates a set of dynamics between outstanding individuals and the col-

31 gee Zeitlin 1978, 1965, Bowie 1993, Vernant and Vidal-Naquet 1981: 150-74.
32 Zeitlin 1989, Loraux 1984/1993a: 184-236.
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lectivity of democracy, from the formation of the collective in an audience
from whom the elite chorégoi are distinguished, to the collective chorus on
stage from whom the individual actors are to be distinguished. The plays
themselves are fundamentally concerned with this political issue. Now,
Homer’s epics, the Iliad and the Odyssey (also performed before the city, in
the Great Panathenaea) certainly raise the question of how a hero relates
to his wider community. In the Iliad, Achilles, insulted, withdraws from
his community, refuses all blandishments and appeals to return, and prays
for his own side’s destruction. Achilles is dangerous precisely because of
what happens to the bonds of philia - mutual and reciprocal ties of duty
and obligation, the very making of community - around him. Achilles, the
supreme hero, in his very extremeness is transgressive as he is transcen-
dent. The Iliad, in short, makes Achilles a problem of integration.33 The
Odyssey, in turn, is the narrative of how the trickster Odysseus can be rein-
corporated into the society of Ithaca, as he atctempts through murder and
trickery to reassert his rightful place. A tale of reintegration in which sig-
nificantly Odysseus is never seen in place as king - only travelling to and
from his proper place on his property. In Homeric epic, the boundaries of
the group are set ac stake by its heroes.

Tragedy rearticulates such concerns within the changed context of
the fifth-century polis. Indeed, rewriting the stories of the past for
the contemporary city is a fundamental part of tragedy’s work, redis-
covering the political in the inherited resource of valorized narratives.
Paradigmatically, the Oresteia’s move from the royal family in Argos in the
Agamemnon to the law-court in Athens in the Eumenides redefines the
Odyssey’s familial solution to conflict as one which requires the institu-
tional frame of the polis. The houschold cannot be a sufficient locus of
order (dik¢) any more. So, the extant corpus of Sophocles returns obses-
sively to the figure of the hero - Ajax, Oedipus, Philoctetes, Heracles -
and, as has been much discussed by modern critics, to the dangerous and
attractive commitment to self over and against community which each
hero differently represents.34 In Philoctetes, Philoctetes has been left on a
desert island for ten years and the play revolves precisely around the ques-
tion of how he can be reincorporated into the military collective at Troy.
So commitred is he to hating his enemies - as a self-definition - that he
would rather die in agony alone than act in any way which could be seen
to help his enemies. In Ajax, the humiliated Ajax attempts and fails to kill
his commanders. He too can conceive of no act that might not benefit one

33 See Redfield 1975, Schein 1984.
34 Sec especially Knox 1964, Winnington-Ingram 1980, Segal 1981, Whitlock-Blundell 1989.
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of his enemies, and consequently resorts to suicide. After this drama of
failed community, the remainder of the play is taken up with a debate
about how Ajax is to be viewed by the community and its leaders. The
hero is a central figure in Sophoclean drama not just because of connec-
tions with a significant literary tradition or with religious institutions of
the polis, but most importantly because this is the figure through which
the basic political issue of a relation between an individual and a commu-
nity can be most strikingly broached. Commitment to self, commitment
to family, commitment to polis, are seen as conflicting obligations, as trag-
edy again and again depicts the tensions within the normative construc-
tion of the citizen’s political role in society.

How to conceive of the collective and its obligations, and how to con-
ceive of the individual’s role within the collective, are questions central to
the political scope of tragedy. This leads, however, to my second point.
Tragedy also scrutinizes the construction of the autonomous judging
individual as a democratic ideal. For Aristotle, the staging of the process
of practical reasoning - the reasoned response to the archetypal tragic
question, oimoi, ti drdsa: ‘Alas, what should I do?’ - is the essential justifica-
tion for the educative role of tragedy for the citizen (a position opposed to
his teacher, Plato). For Aristotle, the subject, like a good philosophically
trained citizen, evaluates a situation, judges and acts. Yet tragedy critically
explores the potential of such autonomy. The gods repeatedly undercut
the surety and self-confidence of the strong individual. For Oedipus, to
flee because of an oracle will be to fulfil the oracle. For Ajax, a decision to
kill the Atreids is deflected by Athena’s imposition of blind insanity.
Pentheus is led to his death, dressed as a woman, by a disguised god he
fails to recognize. If the legal and political institutions of the fifth-century
democratic polis presuppose the possibility of a responsible, judging,
autonomous individual, tragedy constantly depicts the barriers, dangers
and lures of such a construction. Creon’s final words to Oedipus in the
Oedipus Tyrannus make a suitable sentence for many a tragic figure (OT
1522-3): ‘do not seek for control in all things: for what you did have con-
trol over, did not follow you in life’. Tragedy shows humans locked into
narratives over which they have no control, with partial, doubtful knowl-
edge of events or misplaced confidence, aiding and abetting their own
misfortune in violence. Tragedy’s causal narratives threaten the security
of the responsible democratic (or Aristotelian) subject.35

This is nowhere clearer — and this is my third point - than in the sphere

35Goldhill 1990b.
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of communication. The democratic polis depends on the public exchange
of language. The law-court and the assembly are routes to power for the
citizen as well as the major policy making institutions of the state, the
place where the ideals of the polis as well as the status of individuals are
contested and promoted. In both institutions, the citizen judges oppos-
ing arguments and makes a decision. How language works in the city
becomes a pressing intellectual concern of the fifth-century enlighten-
ment - and of tragedy especially. Tragic language - integral to Hegel’s
political thought, it will be recalled - has become in recent years a defin-
ing element in a view of tragedy as a historical event.3¢ For Vernant, there
is “a multiplicity of different levels® in tragic discourse, which ‘allows the
same word to belong to a number of different semantic fields>. Different
characters ‘employ the same words in their debates but these words take
on opposed meanings depending on who utters them’. (He cites here
Antigone’s and Creon’s uses of nomos and philia.) Thus, he concludes, ‘the
function of words used on stage is not so much to establish communica--
tion between the various characters as to indicate the blockages and bar-
riers between them . . . to locate the points of conflict> ‘The tragic
message . . . is precisely that there are zones of opacity and incommuni-
cability in the words men exchange.’3”

Tragedy indeed displays language’s failures and violences. The Oresteia,
a trilogy whose plotting turns on the activity of persuasion and deceit,
fragments and contests the language of diké throughout. Claims to dike
reverberate with puns, etymologies, and double senses, as the pattern of
violent revenge (dik¢) turns towards the order (dike) of the city.38 The
reintegration of Philoctetes in Sophocles® Philoctetes is negotiated
through scenes of verbal deception, doubt and violent cursing, which
explore the relation between word and deed, authority and trust in com-
munication.3? Euripidean characters repeatedly turn to debate the dou-
ble senses of words, as enmeshed in the ambiguities of language, they
forward tragedy through silent withdrawal, violent trickery, or failed
belief. As Phaedra programmatically expresses it in the Hippolytus (395),
‘with the tongue, there is nothing to be trusted’#° Tragedy indeed puts
language itself in the public domain to be contested, on display and at risk
in the glare of democratic scrutiny.

These three thematic nexuses of tragic writing - the relation of individ-
ual and community, the autonomy of the subject, and the dangers of lan-

36 See Vernant and Vidal-Naquet 1981: 6-28, Goldhill 1986: 1~78, Segal 1981.
37 Vernant and Vidal-Naquet 1981: 17-18. 38 See especially Goldhill 1986: 1-56.
39 Secespecially Segal 1981.  #© See Knox 1952, Segal 1972, Goldhill 1986: 107-37, Goff 1990.
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guage - go to the very heart of the democratic polis. They show how trag-
edy finds its political force not only in issues of social obligation and moral
doubt, but also in the very principles of democratic conceptualization. In
the same way that the institutional structure of ancient theatre can be
seen to be political in a full and compelling sense, so too its writing is fully
and intricately political from the specific reference to contemporary mat-
ters, to the broadest abstractions of democratic thought. The institution
of tragedy thus represents the remarkable process of the developing city
putting its developing structures of thought at risk and under scrutiny in
the public arena of a civic festival. It is in this that we can locate the role of
tragedy in ‘the politicization of the citizen’.

3 The Oresteia

It is time now to look at two exemplary works to see in more detail where
and how political argument, political thought, and political theory can be
located. There are several plays which have become mainstays of writing
on political thought because of their express content. Euripides’ Suppliant
Maidens stages democratic arguments about the benefits and horrors of
monarchical rule;*' Aeschylus® Persians offers a range of political and
theological reasons for the Greek victory over the Persians;*? Euripides’
Phoenician Women has its characters discuss exile and the causes for atrack-
ing one’s own country.*3 Individual plays also have been subject to close
reading in terms of their political vocabulary, to see how specific images,
debates and representations draw on the expectations and tropes of fifth-
century discourse: the Prometheus Bound, for example, stands as one of the
most developed expositions of the discourse of tyranny from the demo-
cratic polis.** Butin the space available here, I will look only at two of the
most commonly discussed works, Aeschylus® Oresteia and Sophocles’
Antigone, both of which have long held centre stage in the discussion of
tragedy and political theory.

The Oresteia has already been mentioned several times in this chapter. It
is not only the dramatic work which most influences later Greek tragedy,
but also the text which has most often proved central to the debate on
tragedy’s political power, both because of its thematic focuses and
because of its engagement with contemporary politics. It is also the work
which has most polarized scholars. From one perspective, ‘it would be

41 See Croally 1995: 208-15 with further bibliography.
42 See Hall 1989 with further bibliography. 43 See Rawson 1970 with further bibliography.
44 See Cerri 1975, Lanza 1977.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



THE ORESTEIA 75

absurd to characterise Aeschylus’® Oresteia trilogy . . . as a work of political
theory. Aeschylus is not concerned to offer an argued analysis of the con-
cept of justice of the kind presented in Plato’s Republic.*5 Even if there is
clearly a focus on ‘political themes’, and even if there is ‘reflection that
reaches the most abstract level’, ‘the rigorous analytic approach®*¢ of
Plato must be distinguished sharply from ‘Aeschylus’ exploration of polit-
ical questions and possible answers’, which are ‘figurative, indirect and
allusive: they constitute neither an analysis nor an argument’.47 From the
counter-perspective, ‘the transition to democracy in Attica was never per-
ceived as clearly as it was by Aeschylus’: the Oresteia was a ‘turning point
of the history of political thought’.#8 “The real political content of tragedy
.. . belonged to an area of political thought that transcended temporary
factional groupings’:*? the “dramatist was a political educator’,3® who
‘does not so much solve problems as deepen our understanding of
them’5* The question here is not so much whether the Oresteia (and by
extension, Greek tragedy in general) is concerned with political matters,
as the degree to which anything ‘theoretical’, any coherent “political
thought’, should be predicated ofit.

The trilogy’s narrative - one of the most complex of all Greek drama -
retells Homer’s paradigmatic story of Orestes in a new and problematic
way. Where Orestes in Homer can return in glory, kill the usurper of his
father’s throne, and provide the example of heroic behaviour for the
young prince Telemachus, in Aeschylus Orestes is faced - centre stage, in
the central scene of the central play - with the grim double bind of being
forced to kill his mother to take revenge for his father and regain his right-
ful place. It is this turning of a lauded example into a tortured problem of
competing obligations that gives the work its specifically tragic power. It
is the search for the solution to the questions of this tragic crisis that
structures the work’s political narrative. For the trilogy’s action is domi-
nated by a series of violent killings, perpetrated in the name of rightful
revenge, and the final play establishes the law-court in Athens as a means
of avoiding the continuation of this reciprocal violence. The move from
the household, wracked by internal strife, to the city’s sense of social
order redefines the conditions of possibility for closure: where for Homer
the proper order of the household defines social normativity, for
Aeschylus there is now the necessary frame of the polis and its institu-
tions. Aeschylus has, precisely, politicized Orestes’ story.

45 Winton and Garnsey 1981: 38. 46 Winton and Garnsey 1981: 38.
47 Farrar 1988: 37. 48 Meier 1990: 137. 49 Meier 1990: 89. 50 Euben 1990: 67.
51 Euben 1990: 94.
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It is the foundation of the court of the Areopagus to which I wish to
turn first to explore this sense of closure and order in the polis. Let us look
first at the political terms in which the court is established. Orestes, pur-
sued by the Furies after the matricide, goes first to Delphi, where he is rit-
ually purified by Apollo, and then to Athens where he takes sanctuary at
the altar of Athena. (Religious ritual is necessary but insufficient for
Orestes’ return to society. The political solution is required.) The goddess
herself establishes a court, the Areopagus, to judge his case on the
grounds first that ‘the issue is too great for some one human to judge’
(Eumenides 470-1). The city’s patron deity here appeals to the democratic
ideal of collective judgment, as she founds the institution central to dem-
ocratic process. Law is not for a king or a judge to declare, but for the col-
lective, instantiated in the jury, publicly to perform. So, as the jurors are
about to vote on Orestes’ case, Athena delivers a long speech of founda-
tion for the court in highly significant political terms (681~710). First, it is
to be a permanent institution (681-5) (and not a temporary or specific
solution). Second, the name of the court is given and etymologized as the
hill (pagos) of Ares, in remembrance of a sacrifice to Ares, made before
Theseus fought the invading Amazons (685-90). By this reference, the
court is placed within an ideological history of the city. Not only is
Theseus the founder of the polis as a polis (and an important figure in the
city’s self-representation), but also the Amazons, whom he fights and
destroys, stand against the polis’s order at every level: as wild, Eastern
women, who make war, pillage, ride, and have no male control, they
embody transgression, and they are consequently often depicted on state-
funded temple architecture (such as the Parthenon) in the process of
being defeated by the city’s founding father.52 The court, via its very
name, is thus set within the nexus of normative ideals and authoritative
narratives that make upa city’s history.

Third, Athena describes the court in (glowing) political terminology
(690-9):

In it, citizen respect
And inborn fear will restrain
Wrongdoing, day and nightalike,
If the citizens do not revolutionize the laws.
You will never discover good drinking, if you pollute
Shining water with foul influxes and mud.
I counsel the citizens to uphold and respect
Neither anarchy nor tyranny;

52 See Merck 1978, Tyrrell 1984, du Bois 1984.
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And not to cast dread from the city wholly.
For who among mortals is just who fears nothing?

The repetition of the word ‘citizen’ and ‘city’ constructs the broad (polit-
ical) frame. The court is to institutionalize a political principle of ‘respect’
and “fear’, a principle of hierarchical obligation and ties that restrains
wrongdoing, and keeps the people between the despotism of tyranny and
the chaos of anarchy. Tyranny, the rule associated with the East, is the
constantly deprecated Other of democracy; anarchy is the accusation lev-
elled at democracy by oligarchic apologists. Athena’s injunction to the
citizens fully implicates the law-court within the political ideology of
democracy.

The injunction not to revolutionize laws, and not to pollute drinking
water with foul influxes and mud, is perhaps the most politically charged
sentence in the speech (for all its evident generalizing). For in 462 8c, four
years before the Oresteia was produced, the Areopagus had been exten-
sively reformed by Ephialtes, who had engineered the transfer of most of
its statutory business to the citizen courts (the Areopagus was manned by
ex-archons only and hence maintained an image of exclusivity). This
increased democratization of the courts had major implications for the
highly agonistic political life of the elite in the polis, and was highly con-
tentious: Ephialtes, indeed, was assassinated shortly after the reform,and
Cimon, a leading conservative opponent, was exiled. It may seem at first
sight, then, that Aeschylus’ Athena is opposing such drastic legal reform
("do not revolutionize the laws’), and some critics have been keen to
appropriate Aeschylus to a conservative agenda.53 The reformers them-
selves, however, had acted under a slogan of a return vo the court’s origi-
nal function and the removal of accretions (‘foul influxes®), and first
degree murder was one of the areas of jurisdiction the Areopagus retained
after the reforms. Consequently, other critics have seen Aeschylus (or
Athena) as a partisan supporter of the democratic reforms by having the
court established to judge murder with a warning against adding new
laws to this original foundation.5¢ The very generalizations of Athena’s
speech, however, and the metaphoric, proverbial language of their expres-
sion make it hard to assume that Aeschylus® Athena is promoting an
explicit, clear and partisan position of this type.55 Rather, it seems best to
conclude that while the speech alludes to a highly contentious issue (and
thus is inevitably open to partisan reading), it works to frame the estab-

53 See e.g., Sidgwick 1887: 25. This has not been much followed in the twentieth century.

54 As far back as Drake 1853. Most critics suggest Aeschylus supports the reforms but in a moder-
ate or qualified way: Dover 1957, Dodds 1960, Podlecki 1966, Macleod 1982.

55 See Meier 1990, Sommerstein 1989: 215-18 (an excellent summary).
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lishment of the court with a privileged vocabulary of positive political
evaluation: the courtis necessary for ‘respect’, ‘fear’, order and wellbeing:
the court is to be (704-6) ‘untouched by gain, full of reverence, sharp of
spirit, a vigilant guard of the land on behalf of the sleeping citizens’. It is
the fundamental contribution of the court to the city’s order as part of
democratic process that is emphasized - an emphasis that rehearses the
central place of law and its institutions in democratic ideology. As the play
will end with a procession which instantiates the collective ideal of the
polis, so the court is depicted as a bulwark of the city as a whole.

The Areopagus is thus established in specifically democratic and ideal-
ized political terms. How then does this democratic institution function
in the narrative as a response to the tragic crisis? At one level, the court
allows not merely Orestes’ acquittal, but also, more generally, an escape
from the cycle of reciprocal violence that has repeatedly threatened social
order. As the Furies are persuaded to accept the decision of the court (and
not turn in aggressive hate against Athens itself), the exchange of lan-
guage replaces the exchange of violent action, and the city’s order
emerges as the condition of possibility both of containing violent trans-
gression and of the good, civilized life that such containment brings.
Hence the trilogy ends with the chorus and Athena celebrating the society
of the city of Athens in a procession that recalls the Panathenaic festival, a
celebration of the whole city as a city. In this sense, the Oresteia offers a
charter for the polis: itarticulates an aetiological account of how the polis
and its institutions can deal with the potential for violence and transgres-
sion. The solution to the tragic crisis is to be found in the institutions of
the polis and is thus necessarily and fully a political solution.

At a further level, each act of reciprocal violence in the trilogy’s narra-
tive has been strongly marked as a conflict between male and female. In
each case, the male has had to reject a tie of the household or blood-family
in order to assert his wider social and political position: Agamemnon sac-
rifices his daughter for the Panhellenic expedition against Troy; Orestes
kills his mother to reclaim his patrimony and social status as Argive leader.
The narrative in this way displays how violence is (tragically) produced by
competing and conflicting obligations. It is significant that not only does
Athena vote for Orestes’ acquittal for reasons specifically tied to gender
roles (734-43, ‘I favour the male in all things . . ), butalso her consequent
argument with the Furies is the first conflict of the trilogy not to rehearse
a stark polarization of male and female. What is at stake in the trilogy’s
movement towards the city as the site of legal justice is thus also the wid-
est sense of the city’s social order — male and female, city and household -
and it is here that the implications of the work’s ending have been most
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strongly debated. For one tradition of criticism - which can be broadly
characterized as liberal-humanist - the conclusion of the play joins male
and female, after conflict, in a balance necessary for social cohesion, and
the conflicting obligations of city and household come together in the
final image of the city as a collective unit escorting the Furies to their new
home on the acropolis. Against this progressivist reading, another tradi-
tion of criticism ~ which can broadly be characterized as Marxist and fem-
inist - sees the conclusion of the work as a founding text of patriarchy’s
suppression of women and the family in the interests of the state.>¢ Far
from linking male and female, family and state, in harmonious progress,
the Oresteia demonstrates that ‘maternal authority and rights are dead,
destroyed by the audacious revolt of the male>.57

Now, other readings of the end of the Oresteia can certainly be
recorded, as can criticisms of and differences within both of the traditions
sketched above. The point I wish to emphasize here, however, is that by
staging the scene of judgment as an issue that involves gender roles and
the order of the city, the Oresteia’s conclusion becomes a story which
requires a political reading, which can only be read from a political per-
spective, and be used to express a political perspective. To read the
Oresteia is to engage with the question Socrates raises in Book 11 of Plato’s
Republic: what is the justice of a city? Both the repeated return to and
rewriting of the Oresteia by dramatists from Sophocles onwards, and the
history of criticism of the Oresteia, demonstrate tellingly how such an
engagement with political thought via this trilogy has not yet been ended.
The Oresteia politicizes its audience.

Central to the Oresteia’s concern with the justice of the city is the /an-
guage of dike. As I have already indicated, the Oresteia’s thematic concern
with how language and persuasion in particular function is in part
focused on the term dike (and its cognates). Dike has a wide range of senses
from the abstract ideas of ‘right’, or ‘justice’, through ‘retribution’,
‘revenge’, to the particular legal senses of “law-court’, ‘law-case’. Itis a fun-
damental term for the expression of social order — and political theory - in
that it both indicates the proper organization of society as a whole, and
delineates rightaction for individuals, and the institutions through which
such order is maintained. The Oresteia returns obsessively to this term:
each act of killing is expressed by its perpetrator as an act of diké, and
explored by the chorus as such. Let me offer just two examples.38 When
Electra in the Choephoroi discusses with the chorus how to pray at the

56 See for further discussion and bibliography, Goldhill 1986: 33-56.
57 De Beauvoir 1972: 111 n.9. 58 Lengthier discussions in Goldhill 1986: 33-56.
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grave of her father, they instruct her to summon a saviour. She asks (120) if
they mean ‘a juror or someone who brings retribution’; a dikastés or a
dikephoros. The chorus retort ‘Say simply, someone who will kill in
return.” Electra’s distinction looks forward to the Eumenides where the
Furies’ pursuit of diké, retribution, leads to a trial (dikai) before jurors
(dikastai) who evaluate the justice (dike) of the case. Her question, espe-
cially in comparison with the chorus’ claim of the simplicity of ‘killing in
return’, lays bare a disjunction, a tension, in the language of ‘right’: it
articulates the complexity of reciprocal action within a familial and civic
frame.

So, my second example, when Agamemnon returns from Troy, he
enters with the following words (Agamemnon 810-16):

To Argos first and the gods of the land

Itis right (dike) 1 give due greeting; they have worked with me

To bring me home. They have helped me with the vengeance (diké)
I have wrought on Priam’s city. Not from the tongues of men

The gods heard justice (dik-), but in one unhesitating cast

They laid their votes within the urn of blood.

The triple repetition of dike and dikaios (the adjective from dike) in three
consecutive lines is strongly marked. In the first instance, dik& seems to
imply a general standard of correct behaviour for the king with regard to
the gods. In the second case, it seems to imply the retribution of blood for
blood. But in the third case, dike (in the plural) implies ‘cases’, ‘pleas’, as
indeed the gods’ voting procedure suggests a legal process and looks for-
ward to the Eumenides. Even the phrase for ‘unhesitatingly’, ou dichorrho-
pos, punningly echoes the repetition of dik- in the previous lines. Aristotle
derives the word diké precisely from this term’s root (dicha: “separately’,
‘in two parts®). Even as the returning king appropriates the claims of right
to his cause, the language of dike fragments and reveals its tensions and
disjunctions.

In this way - and many such examples could be cited here - tragedy
explores how normal, political, evaluative language is used within social
conflict, and becomes a source of social conflict. Yet as tragedy dramatizes
the blockages and barriers of humans trying to communicate with this
evaluative language, an audience of the play is put in a remarkable posi-
tion. From one perspective, an audience can see how words take on
different meanings, depending on who uses them and in what circum-
stances. From another perspective, an audience can appreciate the widest
range of meaning, even as it can see a particular character using a termina
specific way. This notonly produces a particular depth and semantic rich-

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



ANTIGONE 81

ness in tragic language, but also works to uncover the tensions and ambi-
guities within the evaluative vocabulary of the polis. This is nowhere
more strongly articulated than in the Oresteia where the language of dike -
socio-political order, right - is fragmented and split under Aeschylus’
tragic scrutiny. The foundation of the court constructs the aetiology of
civic order and a solution for Orestes® position, but the dissemination of
the language of dike (along with the trilogy’s recognition of conflicting
obligations) continues to raise a question for such order, continues to
expose the potential for fissure in the very language and ties of social
structure.

The Oresteia’s complexity and length make it particularly difficult vo
treat briefly, but three points have emerged from my discussion that are
important to my overall argument. First, the narrative of the Oresteia
redrafts a central Homeric tale as a tragic story of conflicting obligations,
and relocates its normative import within the institutional structure of
the democratic polis.5® The politicized narrative becomes a resource for
conceptualizing the city as locus of justice and the citizen as agent of
diké. Second, the play displays and articulates tensions and conflict
within the language of dike in which the city’s order is formulated. It
dramatizes both the dangers of the powers of language, and the slippage
and disjunction in the language of power. It opens to scrutiny the com-
plex interrelations of political order and the language of political order
in the democratic polis. Third, the Oresteia requires political engagement
and negotiation by its audience (as the history of its criticism shows). By
ending in Athens with the foundation of a central political institution of
the democratic city, and by making the order of the city itself the play’s
concluding celebration, the Oresteia more than any other tragedy makes
its story of the past inform the political present of its audience. The
Oresteia is thus both a contribution and a provocation to political
thought.

4 Antigone

The second work I wish to look at is Sophocles’ Antigone. 1 have already
discussed how it is a central text in modern political philosophy’s appro-
priation of ancient tragedy, particularly in response to the way the play
dramatizes competing obligations of state and family. Here I want to dis-
cuss one particular scene which has not been adequately treated in such
debates, but which will lead to a most important set of points about how

59 For further discussion of the rewriting of Homer see Goldhill 1986 147-54.
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the ‘and’ of “tragedy and political theory’ is to be conceived. The scene in
question is the argument between Creon and Haemon, his son, after
Creon has condemned Antigone to death. Haemon is betrothed to
Antigone, it will be remembered, and comes to try to persuade his father
to reconsider Antigone’s punishment.

Creon essays a long argument that constructs an analogy between the
family and the state based on the necessity of obedience and discipline in
both. “Yes, this should be your heart’s fixed law”, he begins (639-40), ‘in
all things to obey your facher’s will>. This patriarchal principle is extended
to a traditional picture of the propriety and happiness of the harmonious
family, where the authority of the father and the obedience of the son
unite the household in common duties and against common enemies.
(The many tales of intergenerational conflict establish and frame this
ideal.) Typically for the fifth century, however, this description of the
idealized houschold turns to the defining arena of the polis (661-73):

He who does his duty in his own household, will be found righteous in
the city also. But if anyone transgresses and does violence to the laws, or
thinks to dictate to his rulers, such a one can win no praise from me. No,
whomsoever the city may appoint, that man must be obeyed, in little
things and in great, in just things and unjust; and I feel sure that one who
thus obeys would be a good ruler no less than a good subject, and in the
storm of spears would stand his ground where he was set, loyal and
dauntless at his comrade’s side. But disobedience is the worst of evils.
This it is that ruins cities; this makes houses desolate.

I have quoted this speech at length to emphasize the clarity of its political
position, its evident theoretical stance. Creon, in a manner which can be
paralleled from other genres of writing, and especially in Plato, argues for
the necessity of obedience to the laws, even when a citizen disagrees, even
when the law seems unjust, even in small matters.69 (There is scarcely any
tradition and no valorization of civic disobedience in the classical polis.6*)
What is more, the citizen committed to obedience will be good at ruling
(archein) as well as being a good subject (archesthai) - a remark more
pointed in a society where positions of authority are regularly distributed
by lot, thus circulating the positions of ‘ruler’ and ‘subject’ - whereas dis-
obedience (anarchia - the breakdown of authority) destroys cities as it dis-
rupts households. In the polarized world of political argument, what is
not obedience is an absence of all forms of control. The military gloss on
this is an inevitable turn of democratic rhetoric. One who knows how to

60 See Woozley 1979, Kraut1984. ! Daube 1972.
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obey, in battle would “stand his ground, where he was set, loyal and daunt-
less at his comrade’s side’. The ephebe, who played such a marked role in
the pre-play ceremonials, took a formal oath when he became a citizen
and a soldier precisely to stand firm by his comrade wherever he was set in
the line. Creon’s manipulation of such a binding obligation of Athenian
citizenship, together with his traditional normative picture both of the
household and of the value of obedience, invests his speech with consider-
able force as a statement of political principle.

Haemon’s reply offers a counter-image. After stressing the political
awkwardness of putting Antigone to death (683-704), he argues that a
man, like a tree in a winter’s flood, should be prepared to bend or break.
Otherwise, like a man who will not furl his sails in a storm, he will sink.
The éthos (705) of a ruler is what is at stake here: as Creon had puticearlier,
the character of a ruler can be tested only in the practice of rule (175-7).

The dialogue which follows, however, forces both figures into different
rhetorical stances. ‘Is the city to prescribe to me how I am to rule?, asks
Creon, ‘Am I to rule by any other judgment than my own?’,and ‘Is not the
city held to be its ruler’s? - as his assertion of the necessity of obedience to
authority slips towards the asseverations of a (stage) tyrant, a figure
dependent solely on his own judgment, who cannot be bound, as all dem-
ocratic authority is, by the will of the people; who regards the city as his
own. (Paradigmatically, it will be recalled, Athena’s reason in the Oresteia
for establishing the court is precisely that the issue is too great to be
decided by a single human (Eumenides 471-2).) In the agonistic exchange,
Creon’s democratic argumentation becomes distorted to the extreme of
anti-democratic political purpose. Yet Haemon, who argued for flexibil-
ity, ends up threatening his father and running from the scene to the site
of Antigone’s death, where he will kill himself. The appeal to flexibility of
character becomes the extreme commitment of self-destruction.

There are two conclusions I wish to stress from this analysis of a fam-
ily’s men arguing political principle over a particular case. The first is this:
the expression of political theory in tragedy is always part of a scene of
persuasion. Tragedy’s dialogue stages language as performative.
Language in and as action. Creon’s exposition of such a strongly tradi-
tional political understanding of authority is formulated to guarantee his
son’s obedience to a particular decision. Tragedy shows the arguments of
political theory to be part of a political power play between characters.
Political theory is (for Creon) an act of self-justification for (his) political
action, and part of his political performance in itself. This leads to my sec-
ond point, however. For Creon’s self-justificatory arguments are part of a
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narrative, a tragic narrative leading Creon to grim collapse. The figures’
arguments are not the play’s argument - and it is in the relation between
the two that critical reading takes place: to what degree do Creon’s argu-
ments contribute to the tragic outcome of the narrative? How is the move
from the espousal of 2 normative democratic position on authority to a
self-serving claim of personal authority to tragic destruction to be evalu-
ated? How is the clash between Creon’s self-justification and Antigone’s
and Haemon’s arguments to be judged? Critical readings have repeatedly
explored - and declared on - such questions.52 The exposition of the
theoretical position is framed by the irony, reversal and inexorable teleol-
ogy endemic to tragic narrative. Tragedy’s enunciation of political theory
investigates how theory plays a role in citizens’ tragic narratives.

The Antigone is in this way ‘a play about practical reason and the waysin
which practical reason orders and sees the world>¢3 It does not merely
offer a challenge to the ‘ruthless simplification of the world of values
which effectively eliminates conflicting obligations’,®4 but also it poses a
question of the relation of theory to practice in political reasoning.
Winton and Garnsey - to return to the opening statements of this chapter
- distinguish tragedy’s political thematics from political theory on the
grounds that although there is in tragedy ‘reflection that reaches the most
abstract level’, nonetheless ‘the focus of such reflection remains the par-
ticular issues and individuals in each case’65 (as if the relation between
abstraction and exemplarity could be so easily formulated). Even if it were
true that tragedy’s reflection did not reach towards the most general case
of the human condition itself (the concluding lines of the Antigone are
about ‘practical thought’ itself and ‘happiness’), their argument damag-
ingly represses the way that theory’s interface with practice must depend
precisely on ‘cases’ or ‘particular’ issues - and that tragedy shows again
and again how problematic that interface can be. The exemplary case of
Creon indeed encapsulates the tragic misprision and misuse of theoretical
positions in politics.

5 Comedy

Philosophical and pedagogical tradition from Plato onwards is preoccu-
pied with tragedy. This is how it has come to play an integral role in the
history of political thought. Comedy, which was also produced at the

62 See Segal 1981: 152-206, Winnington-Ingram 1980: 117-49, Knox 1964: 62-117, Goldhill
1986: 88-106, each with further bibliography. 63 Nussbaum 1986: 51.
64 Nussbaum 1986: 63. 55 Winton and Garnsey 1981: 38.
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Great Dionysia and at the secondary drama festival of the Lenaia (though
it was introduced as a formal competition much later than tragedy), has
not enjoyed such a fate. Plato in his final work allows a citizen to watch
comedy so that he can find out what to phortikon, ‘the vulgar and base’, is -
but prohibits the citizen from learning comedy (Laws vi1. 816d-817a).
Plutarch, although he finds literature an excellent preparation for philos-
ophy, when properly used, advises against having Aristophanes ever read
at symposia even, since everyone would need a tutor to explain its obscur-
ities and since it is too rude for a proper citizen’s sociality (Table Talk
v11.8.7122). From Plato to Hegel to Nussbaum, comedy finds little place
in the history of political theory.6¢ Consequently, so far, this chapter too
has focused on tragedy.

Yet modern and ancient readers of Aristophanes have extensively
debated the “political thought’ of individual plays and, indeed, of comedy
asa genre. For comedy, unlike tragedy, is almost always set in the contem-
porary polis, involves contemporary characters or types, and has an evi-
dent political agenda. The Acharnians, for example, begins in the assembly
of Athens, where Athenian ambassadors are denounced by the play’s hero,
an Athenian citizen called Dikaiopolis (‘Just City’). He goes on to make
speeches about the causes of the Peloponnesian War (with arguments that
echo Herodotus® History), and to enact his desire for peace by making a
private treaty with the Spartans, that leads to him and his family enjoying
the benefits of peace apart from the city. Finally, he prepares a great feast
as the general Lamachus (almost certainly in the audience) is depicted pre-
paring for war. It is not hard to see how the duties of a citizen towards the
community and family, the citizen’s military and social obligations, the
religious and political frames of action - all of which we have seen to be
central to tragedy’s political thematics - are also fundamental to this
play’s plotting. What is more, the Acharnians, like most old comedy,
includes a parabasis, that is, a scene in which the chorus directly addresses
the audience about a marter of contemporary political interest (in this
case, the benefit for the polis to have an insulting comic poet rather than a
flattering politician, and the dangers of modern rhecoric humiliating the
old). In this way, comedy is clearly involved in an integral way with the
political discourse of the polis.67

In a similar way, Aristophanes dramatizes the perils and obsessions of

66 For a discussion of how philosophers see humour as a problem for the good citizen, however,
see Goldhill 1995b: 14-20,2nd Halliwell 1991.

67 On Acharnians and its politics, see for bibliography and discussion Goldhill 1991: 167-201, esp.
188 n.74.
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the law-courts (Wasps), the violence and stupidity of the political process
and of the behaviour of politicians (Knights), the fantasy of political
Utopias (Birds, Ecclesiazusae), the pretensions and politics of education
(Clouds). In short, comedy presents a carnivalized repertoire of the city’s
political operations. Aristophanes even - notoriously - insults members
of the polis by name, depicts himself getring into political fights with
major political leaders, and writes whole plays attacking particular citi-
zens of fame or disrepute (such as Socrates in the Clouds, Cleon in the
Knights).

For all this evident political engagement, modern and ancient critics
have strongly disagreed about the political thrust of the performance of
comedy. Some have believed the play’s (self-)representation of the poet as
a fearless democrat speaking out to the city against modern excesses, the
foolishness of war and the corruption of politics. Such critics emphasize
the consistently conservative slant of Aristophanes’ attacks, his repeated
invective against the deprivations of war, the vitriolic attacks on Cleon,
the populist leader, and, above all, the institution of the parabasis, where
the poet as sophos, authoritative figure of wisdom, speaks out to the polis
on matters of concern, like an orator in the assembly.68 In such a vein, an
ancient commentator tells us that the Frogs was uniquely voted a second
performance ‘because of its parabasis’, and the pertinence of its advice.
Other critics, however, have pointed to the carnivalesque fantasy of com-
edy, which allows the hero fulfilment of any kind, outwitting even the
gods; to the special licence comedy has; to the playful, outrageous and
scatological humour which underlies every Aristophanic proposition -
and concluded that it is precisely the humour of comedy which prevents
there being a serious (political) point to it.6? Still others - the majority -
have attempted to find a middle position, often allowing a measure of
‘serious comment’ to the parabasis or the appeal for peace or the attack on
Cleon - but seeing the primary aim of the playwright to be making the
audience laugh and thus winning the comic competition.

Perhaps it is best to emphasize first that the striking similarity of the-
matic focus and range of questions between comedy, tragedy and, say,
Plato’s dialogues or Thucydides and Herodotus (for all the differences of
treatment), indicates a significant continuity in the political discourse or
civic ideology of Athens. Comedy certainly is one relevant strand in the
polyphony of democratic political language, and as such will necessarily
be of interest to political historians. Second, comedy, like tragedy, pre-

68 Different versions of this in e.g.,de Ste. Croix 1972, appendix xxix; Henderson 1980, Konstan
1995. 69 Different versions of this in e.g., Dover 1972, Reckford 1987, Heath 1987.
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sents a transgressive view of the polis: if tragedy approaches political
questions through the depiction of other places and other times and
through the violent disruptions of tragic dissolution, comedy approaches
its politics through images of the city made other by parody, exaggera-
tion, inversion, and fantasy, and through the violent upsets of comic dis-
ruption. Throughout the drama festival - a political occasion, as we have
seen - political thought is approached obliquely, via detours. It is this in
part which makes comedy (and tragedy) such difficult material for the
political historian to handle. Third, comedy’s claims to make serious
political points cannot be determined - either now from such a distance
or in any contemporary setting - without paying due attention to the role
of the audience - severally and collectively - in negotiating its position
with regard to comedy’s transgressions. Political, intellectual, social
differences (not to mention the fragilities of mood and comprehension)
will inevitably and profoundly affect comedy’s impact, how a joke is (not)
taken. (The same is true for tragedy.) Who you laugh with and at, defines
you; links you with and separates you from others. With comedy, even to
ask the more nuanced question ‘How funny? How serious?’ will inevitably
provoke the question ‘For whom? Under what circumstances?’. This is not
merely to subsume the question of comedy’s political force to an all-sub-
suming ambiguity of literature. Rather, it is to mark how comedy in the
polis is a space in which citizens negotiate the boundaries of the accept-
able and the proper, police the limits and licence of (political) discourse.
Comedy is the formal institution where lines are drawn - and crossed -
between invective and acceptable licence, between principle and utopian
fantasy, between the release of joking and the humiliation of degradation.
Not just ‘recognizing the vulgar’, as Plato puts it, but exploring ~ and
exploding - what counts in the serious business of citizenship. ‘Laughter’,
as Nicole Loraux writes, “maker of its own space, producer of distances,
allows a better negotiation of the real ’7% As such, it is as telling for the cul-
tural historian as it is an important performance within the political cul-
ture of the state.

6 Conclusion

This chapter has shown first how the festival of the Great Dionysia is a
major political event in the Athenian calendar, which proclaims its roots
in the democratic polis at all levels of its organization and practice.

70 Loraux 1984/1993a: 237.
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Through ritual, seating, ceremony, finances, judging, this politically
charged occasion promotes and projects the ideals of the democratic
polis. The plays performed at this festival also have a strong political
focus. Yet tragedy’s willingness to recognize and explore the violent civic
dissolution created by conflicting obligations, by the misunderstandings
of language, by the failure of human control, produces the remarkable
image of the developing city prepared to put its own principles to public
critical scrutiny. It is here that the force of tragedy as a “politicization of
the citizenry”’ is to be located - in the staged anatomy of the tensions
within political ideology and in the problematic interface between politi-
cal theory and practice.

A definition of political theory that requires of it abstract and general
argumentation of a self-consciously analytic nature - a subset of the disci-
pline of philosophy, as it were - will inevitably exclude tragedy as an insti-
tution and as texts from its field. Itis an ‘obvious fact’ that ‘these texts are
not philosophy.7! Yet not only have the texts of tragedy repeatedly been
made an integral part of political philosophy, but also tragedy’s exem-
plary, didactic narratives of conflict and tension both reflect on central
principles of democratic thought, and dramatize how political theory
itself becomes part of political discourse and political practice. Tragedy
provokes the question of what happens to political theory when its seclu-
sion as theory is compromised by the narrative dramas of practice, exam-
ple and conflict. It continues (thus) to prove good for thinking
(politically) with.

71 Williams 1993: 14.
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Herodotus, Thucydides and
the sophists

RICHARD WINTON

1 The sophists

Let us begin by considering three Athenian texts of the fifth and fourth
centuries BC.

The first, short enough to quote in full, is a fragment of what was prob-
ably a satyr (i.e. serio-comic) play.* Controversy continues as to whether
the author of these forty-odd lines of verse was the tragedian Euripides (c.
485-c. 406), or Critias, uncle of Plato, versifier, political pamphleteer, and
leading member of the oligarchic junta that overthrew Athenian democ-
racy in 404 following Athens’ defeat by Sparta, who was killed in the
course of its suppression the following year. The speaker is Sisyphus,
archetype of villainy and cunning — whose never-ending punishment was
and remains legendary:

There was a time when human life had no order, but like that of animals
was ruled by force; when there was no reward for the good, nor any pun-
ishment for the wicked. And then, I think, men enacted laws (nomoi) for
punishment, so thatjustice (dik¢) would be ruler (furannos) . . . and hubris?
its slave,and whoever did wrong would be punished. Next, since the laws
prevented people only from resorting to violence openly, but they con-
tinued to do so in secret, then I think for the first time some shrewd and
clever (sophos) individual invented fear of the gods for mortals, so that the
wicked would have something to fear even if their deeds or words or
thoughts were secret. In this way, therefore, he introduced the idea of the
divine, saying that there is a divinity, strong with eternal life, who in his
mind hears, sees, thinks and attends to everything with his divine nature
(phusis). He will hear everything mortals say and can see everything they
do;and if you silently plot evil, this is not hidden from the gods, for our
thoughts are known to them. With such stories as these he introduced
the most pleasant of lessons, concealing the truth with a false account.
And he claimed that the gods dwelt in that place which would particu-
larly verrify men; for he knew that from there mortals have fears and also

1 DK 88 B 25; text, translation, and commentary in Davies 1989.
2 On this recently much debated term see Cairns 1996.
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benefits for their wretched lives - from the revolving sky above, where he
saw there was lightning, the fearful din of thunder and the starry radiance
of heaven, the fine embroidery of Time, the skilful (sophos) craftsman.
Thence too comes the bright mass of a star, and damp showers are sent
down to earth. With fears like these he surrounded men, and using them
in his story he settled the divinity in a fitting place,and quenched lawless-
ness (anomia) by means of laws (nomoi) . . . Thus, I think, someone first
persuaded mortals to believe (nomizein) there was a race of gods.

The element of this text I want to focus on here is the role of the sophos,
which in crucial respects reverses that of the skilful orator as convention-
ally depicted by fifth- and fourth-century critics.? Sisyphus’ sophos does
indeed exercise his powers of persuasion to get his audience to accept as
true an ingenious idea he knows to be false; and he does this by playing on
their emotions, and giving them pleasure (contrast Thucydides, who
acknowledges that his History, while having the merit of recording facts,
may be found unpleasing because of its failure to tell stories (to me
muthodes, 1.22)). Unlike the conventional orator, however, our sophos, far
from covertly pursuing his own illegitimate self-interest, seeks to prevent
the covert pursuit of illegimarte self-interest by others; he achieves, not
personal aggrandizement, but the common good, bringing into being a
moral Utopia in which even the thought of wrongdoing is suppressed.

Our second text also comes from drama: Aristophanes® comedy The
Clouds, produced in 423 but extant in an incompletely revised version dat-
ing from a few years later (designed, it seems, for reading rather than per-
formance).* Here rhetoric goes hand-in-hand with disbelief in traditional
divinities and contempt for the law: Socrates figures as the head of an ivory-
tower educational establishment which, however, teaches the very down-
to-earth skill of gaining victory in court even when one is in the wrong.
The issue between this novel type of education (paideusis) and the tradi-
tional upbringing of Athenian youth is personified in the characters Right
and Wrong, who argue their rival cases before a prospective pupil.
Wrong, who emerges the victor, rejects observance of the nomoi of men in
favour of indulging the compelling forces (anankai) of nature (phusis) - a
policy that the rhetorical skills he imparts make it possible to pursue scot-
free. Wrong offers a Utopia of unrestrained immorality: shameless, ruth-
less and successful pursuit of self-interest and self-indulgence.

A young man’s choice between good and evil is also the theme of our
final text, a summary written in the first half of the fourth century of a
fifth-century prose work that has not itself survived. Xenophon’s

3 Onattitudes to rhetoric see Ober 1989.  # Dover 1968, Sommerstein 1982.
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Memorabilia is the longest and most important of his Socratic writings;3
the section that concerns us (11.1) presents Socrates in discussion with
Aristippus, a hedonist who rejects the cares of political office in favour of
the pursuit of personal satisfaction. In response to Aristippus Socrates
deploys inter alia the gist of a celebrated composition concerning Heracles
which its author, Prodicus ‘the wise’ (sophos), has ‘declaimed before multi-
tudes’. “When Heracles. . . was just becoming an adult - at that time when
young men are becoming independent and are beginning to show
whether they will direct their lives down the path of virtue (arete) or that
of vice (kakia) - he went off and sat down in a peaceful spot, uncertain
which path to choose’ (11.1.21). As he was sitting there, he saw two women
approaching: one natural and unaffected, the other dressed so as to dis-
play charms artifice had enhanced. Eager to get in first, the latter ran up to
Heracles, offering him a life of pleasure and ease. Heracles asked her name:
‘My friends call me Happiness® (Eudaimonia), she replied; ‘my detractors,
Vice’ (Kakia). At this point her rival (whose name, fittingly, goes unmen-
tioned by any of the speakers), states what she has to offer Heracles: the
arduous pursuit of honour through service to others. Vice, she goes on to
argue, in factinvolves not ease and pleasure but going to immense pains to
procure pleasures that are unreal because unnacural (‘You force yourself
to have sex before you want it, with all sorts of devices, and using men as
women ... My friends enjoy their food and drink without trouble, for they
wait until they truly desire them’ (11.1.30, 33)). Heracles’ choice is
straightforward: “Thus’, concludes Socrates, “does Prodicus trace the edu-
cation (paideusis) of Heracles by Virtue.

Rhetoric; education; morality: the themes interwoven in each of the texts
we have been looking at take us to the heart of what, for all the difficulties
of evidence and interpretation it presents, was clearly a major new force in
Greek society of the second half of the fifth century: the sophistic move-
ment. Amid much thatis controversial, there is general agreement that the
sophists were professional teachers of rhetoric, study of which, they
argued, best prepared young men for the challenges and opportunities of
citizen-life - especially life as a citizen of democraticand imperial Athens.6

The sophists cannot speak for themselves: they were indeed prolific
authors, but only a handful of their works survive in other than brief and

5 On Xenophon see further Gray, in Ch. 7 below.

6 Guthrie 1969 is basic. Texts, in the original, in DK; Sprague 1972 translates these, following
their numbering, except for Antiphon; see also Gagarin and Woodruff 1995 (whose translations
are used here, with slight alterations). Other recent studies: Classen 1976, Kerferd 1981a and
1981b, de Romilly 1988 (1992). Rhetoric: Kennedy 1963, Cole 1991. The term rhtorike, it may
be noted, is not itself found until the early fourth century Bc.
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fragmentary form. Not only that; our prime source of information on all
aspects of the sophists, Plato - who of course figures very prominently in
his own right later in this volume - is at once hostile and elusive.

Plato presents the sophists as a group of itinerant and rival individuals,
mainly from poleis other than Athens, where, however, they make their
greatest impact. The most notable among them are Protagoras, from
Abdera on the northern coast of the Aegean, the eldest and the first to
charge fees;” Gorgias, from Leontini in Sicily; Hippias, from Elis in the
north-western Peloponnese; and Prodicus, whom we have already
encountered, from the Aegean island of Ceos. For Plato, the sophists
essentially belong rather to the history of publicity than to that of ideas, a
judgment articulated by the antithesis between the sophists and Socrates
that pervades Plato’s writings. Socrates is not only not a sophist; he is an
anti-sophist, a philosopher, committed not to rhetoric but argument, dis-
interested inquiry rather than professional rivalry, reason not emotion,
the give and take of conversation as opposed to the dogmatism and
unclarity of books.8

Plato honoured Socrates’ rejection of the written word by writing, not
treatises in his own name, but dialogues in which he himself never partic-
ipates.? The sophists, by contrast, figure very prominently, and many
ideas and arguments are put into their mouths or attributed to them;
two passages particularly noteworthy here are the ‘Great Speech’ of
Protagoras in the dialogue that bears his name (320c-328d), an analysis of
the origins and nature of human society, of particular interest as offering
one of the few systematic rationales of democracy to be found in ancient
Greek texts, and Thrasymachus® account of justice in Book I of the
Republic (338c ff.). To what extent are such passages reliable evidence for
the actual views of the individuals concerned? When, as occasionally hap-
pens, Plato purports to be quoting more or less verbatim from published
writings (which is not the case in either of the examples just cited), it is
reasonable to suppose that he is indeed doing so; for the most part, how-
ever, there are grounds for scepticism. There is no question but that to
some (much-debated) extent Plato attributes to Socrates ideas and argu-
ments not in fact deployed by the historical Socrates; how much less reli-
able, then, one might think, is Plato likely to be in his handling of
individuals to whom he was profoundly antipathetic?1©

7 Schiappa 1991.
8 Thomas 1992 sets Plato’s critique of the written word in historical context.
2 The problems thus generated are considered by Lane, in Ch. 8 below.
10 Eor a modern parallel, one might chink of the writings of F. R. Leavis considered as a source of
information on the Bloomsbury Group.
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Most of Plato’s dialogues are prima _facie realistic reports of conversa-
tions set in Athens in the lifetime of Socrates, but attempts to establish
precise ‘dramatic dates’ (where these are not determined by reference to
Socrates’ trial and execution in 399) have certainly proved inconclusive
and, insofar as they suppose Plato himself to have been concerned with
chronological precision and consistency in detil, seem fundamentally
misconceived. It has indeed been attractively suggested that Plato’s
vagueness as to chronology is itself to be understood in terms of his rejec-
tion in principle of the public life of Athens: precise dates would in the
ordinary way be given by naming the eponymous archon of the year in
question.1

The debate on this issue - the accuracy and fairness of Plato’s presenta-
tion of the sophists!? - involves a number of wider questions. It is clear
that the sophists both spoke and wrote on very diverse topics; how far,
however, was this a matter of serious intellectual inquiry rather than of
professional showmanship and exemplification of the novel techniques
and forms of analysis, exposition and argument that made up the core of
their teaching?'3 And, whatever the answer given to that question, to
what extent were the sophists, at any rate in areas other than rhetoric,
original thinkers? Finally, what effect did they have, at Athens and else-
where, and how significant was it? There is little agreement as to how
these questions are to be answered; nor is agreement likely, given the inad-
equacies of our evidence. New evidence may however be expected to con-
tinue to emerge, above all from papyri;'4 meanwhile, it must be said that
in two central respects discussion has not always been altogether free
from confusion. First, what sense is being given to the term ‘sophist’? Are
sophists to be identified by their role as professional teachers of rhetoric?
By their espousal of certain doctrines, above all such as involve rejection of
traditional morality and tradicional religious beliefs? By their being iden-
tified as sophists by Plato, or their having identified themselves as sophists,
as we may be sure Protagoras did - and Socrates did not? (Modern unclar-
ity here, it should be noted, ultimately derives from contemporary con-
troversies: the term sophistes (plural sophistai), not found earlier than the
fifth century but certainly not invented by Protagoras, had by the end
of the century come to have an exclusively negative connotation.!%)

11 yidal-Naquet 1990: 127f. The chronological vagaries of Plato’s dialogues were noted in antiqu-
ity: Athenacus, 217¢ ff.

12 A debate still dominated by Grote 1888: ch. 67; cf. Turner 1981.

13 For the former view, see e.g., Kerferd 1981a; for the lacter, Striker 1996.

14 A scrap of papyrus has recently transformed our understanding of Antiphon (below).

15 Guthrie 1969: 27-34.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



94 HERODOTUS, THUCYDIDES AND THE SOPHISTS

Secondly, when an idea in, for example, a play by Euripides or a speech in
Thucydides is characterized as ‘sophistic’, is one being told that this is
an idea we can also attribute to one or other of the sophists, or sophists
generally (however identified); or are we dealing with the much stronger
thesis that what we find in the play or speech is there as a result of
the influence of some particular sophist, or sophists generally (however
identified)?

What matters for our purposes is that the period that saw the efflores-
cence of sophistic education also saw the emergence of systematic reflec-
tion and argument on broad political issues, conducted in purely human
terms. The sophistic movement constitutes an obviously plausible
matrix for this development; on the other hand, speculative and critical
inquiry of the sort that had arisen in sixth-century Ionia was by the sec-
ond half of the fifcth century well-established in the Greek world as a
whole, ¢ and there seems little reason to suppose that only sophists or
their pupils were capable of intellectual response to the twin revolution
in Greek politics effected by Athens during the decades between the
Persian and Peloponnesian Wars: radical democracy at home, imperial-
ism abroad.17 It is noteworthy here that in his critique of previous work
in Book II of the Politics Aristotle has nothing to say of the sophists; he
does though discuss at length (1267b-1269a) the views of their contem-
porary, the town-planner Hippodamus of Miletus, ‘the first individual
not himself engaged in politics to speak on the nature of the best consti-
tution’ (politeia). 8

The considerations set out above suggest a sadly negative conclusion: a
history of the intellectual developments we are concerned with is an
impossibility. Attempts to produce general intellectual histories of the
period,'? to establish the authorship of anonymous texts such as the
pseudo-Xenophontic Athenaion Politeia (Constitution of the Athenians)
(below), and the Dissoi Logoi (Contrary Arguments),*° or to identify who
originated a particular type of inquiry?! - enterprises such as these,
rewarding in detail as they often are, in the last analysis cannot but fail as
historical inquiries. At the same time it is worth observing first that this is

16 Hussey 1972; texts, with commentary and translation: Kirk, Raven, Schofield 1983.

17 On the Athenian empire see Meiggs 1972. 18 On whom see Burns 1976.

19 Such as Havelock 1957 and Ostwald 1986.

20 DK g0: a short work dating from the very late fifth or carly fourth century, of no great intellec-
tual penetration but immense historical interest, that marshals contrary arguments on a num-
ber of for the most part moral issues; text, translation and commentary in Robinson 1984.

21 E g., Cole 1967.
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surely a matter for regret;?2 secondly, that it is surely important not to
beg the question as to what constitutes worthwhile evidence.23

There exist good general accounts of the sophists, and the relevant
ancient material is readily accessible.2* What it may be useful to offer here
is a sketch of some central themes of political reflection and controversy
to be found in that material.

The traditional polis, in one sense a community of equals, comprised in
broader perspective two essentially unequal elements: citizens and
gods.2> In the fifth century the polis becomes problematic in respect both
ofits human and its divine dimensions.

The first two of our opening texts strikingly exemplify the fifth-cen-
tury challenge to traditional religious belief. To be sure, Greek criticism
of Greek religion antedates the fifth century, a century traditional religion
largely survives; itdoes however seem to be the case that this century sees
traditional beliefs contested in unprecedentedly radical ways and on an
unprecedentedly wide scale. It is no longer merely a matter of scepticism
as to some particular episode concerning the gods, or of criticism of divine
immorality as portrayed in the classic accounts of Homer and Hesiod;
the fifth century invents the category of myth, establishes a range of
intellectual disciplines that marginalize or exclude supernacural factors
in explaining the macerial they address, and - as we have already seen -
expresses doubt and disbelief as to the gods® very existence.?¢ “‘Con-
cerning the gods’, Protagoras wrote, ‘I am not able to know either that
they exist or that they do not, nor can I know what they look like; much
impedes our knowing, the obscurity of the matter and the brevity of
human life’ (DK 8o B 4). Prodicus is reported (in post-classical and in
some cases fragmentary texts) to have explained the traditional gods as
deified fruits of nature and human benefactors of early mankind.2” Both,

22 Contrast the view that the question as to whether or not Antiphon the Athenian oligarch,
highly praised by Thucydides at vi11.68, and ‘Antiphon the sophist’ of Xenophon, Memorabilia
11.6 are the same person ‘is of minor interest for the history of philosophy’ (Guthrie 1969: 286).
Cf. n. 41 below.

23 As happens in one recent discussion of our opening text, Davies 1989: 29 arguing that if (as
seems likely) the fragment comes from a satyr play, this “must entail a modification of the likeli-
hood that we are dealing with a serious document’, ‘constituting an important sub-section of a
chapter in the history of ideas’. Contrast Dover 1988: 150: our text is ‘one of the intellectual
monuments of the fifth century’. 24 See n.6 above.

25 Burkert 1985, Easterling and Muir 1985, Bruit Zaidman and Schmitt Pantel 1992, Bremmer
1994, Parker 1996.

26 Nestle 1942, Guthrie 1969: ch. g, Richardson 1975 (allegorical interpretation), Detienne 1981
(1986), Muir 1985, Lloyd 1987,1990. 27 DK 84 B 5; Heinrichs 1984.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



96 HERODOTUS, THUCYDIDES AND THE SOPHISTS

together with other contemporary figures, are said to have faced prosecu-
tion at Athens on grounds of religious unorthodoxy - as Socrates indubi-
tably did. However, the reliability of our evidence for these prosecutions
remains a matter of dispute;28 it is certainly difficult to reconcile prosecu-
tion of Protagoras with Plato’s reference (Meno 91¢) to the high reputa-
tion he enjoyed throughout his forty-year career, and more generally
neither Protagoras nor Prodicus, one would suppose, could have had any
interest in outraging public opinion at Athens or elsewhere. On the other
hand, the impact of the ‘Affair of the Mysteries’ in 415 and Socrates trial
and execution in 399 suggest that by the later fifth century many
Athenians believed that disrespect for, if not disbelief in, the traditional
religion of the city was both widespread and dangerous.2?

Prodicus’ theory as to the origin of the gods obviously recalls our
Sisyphus fragment, which is one of a number of fifth- and fourth-century
texts concerned with the emergence and early development of civiliza-
tion.3° Greek myth had much to say of relevance to this theme, Hesiod
offering a particularly noteworthy account of the human condition that
links the origins of mankind with both the Heroic Age of the Trojan War
and Theban saga and the bleak realities of his own day - the myth of the
five races of men, four of metal (gold, silver, bronze and iron), the latter
two separated by the race of heroes.3! This story is preceded by an alterna-
tive explanation of the present ills of mankind, the story of Prometheus
and Pandora; both present man’s original state in idyllic terms. The fifth
century reverses Hesiod’s analysis: mankind is rescued from the brutish32
condition in which it originally found itself by acquiring the various ele-
ments of civilization. A key term here is techne, “craft’ or “art’, denoting the
application of mind to the mastering of some particular field of activity of
practical benefit to mankind as a whole.33 Such a view of human develop-
ment was not in principle incompatible with traditional religious belief,
as for example the mid-fifth-century if questionably Aeschylean
Prometheus Bound shows; it is however clear that certain versions of this
theory presented the rise of civilization in terms of purely human activity,
an approach our opening text (conceivably as a reductio ad absurdum) takes
to its ultimate extreme.

One such version is to be found in Protagoras’ ‘Great Speech’, where, to
be sure, it is first stated in avowedly mythical form. Mankind, we are told,

28 pover1988:ch.13. 29 Murray 1990b, Parker 1996: ch. 10.

30 Guthrie 1957, Cole 1967, Guthrie 1969: 79-84 (texts in translation), Dodds 1973.
31 Works and Days, 106-201. Commentary: West 1978. 32 O’Brien 1985.

33 Heinimann 1961.
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emerged upon the earth equipped by Prometheus with fire, stolen from
Athena and Hephaestus, and thus with the technical crafts, but, lacking
politike techne, was unable vo establish cities, and therefore incapable of
fighting off hostile animals (the art of war, polemiké techne, forming part of
politiké techne3#) — until Zeus, to save mankind from the threat of extinc-
tion, sent down Hermes with the gift of politike techné, comprising justice
(dike) and respect for others (aidds),3> to be distributed not, as are the
technical crafts, to some and not to others, but to all; for the polis cannot
endure unless all its members possess at least basic competence in politike
techne. In demythologized terms, as the latter part of the ‘Great Speech’
makes clear, Protagoras is offering a rationale of nomos viewed as a human
institution: men must live in the polis, and the polis demands a certain
level of morality of all its members. Arete, ‘virtue’, identified by Protagoras
with politike techne, is inculcated from one’s earliest years; and the law
punishes wrongdoers as a lesson in areté to themselves and others.36

Protagoras gives a positive account of nomos; a negative counterpart is
reported in Book II of Plato’s Republic (358¢ ff.). Many people, it is stated,
see justice (dikaiosuné) as a purely human institution, designed to serve
the interests of the weak mass of men, who are at once reluctant to suffer
wrong themselves and unable to wrong their fellow-men with impunicy.
On this view, someone in a position to do wrong and get away with it
(whether by virtue of superior strength, or the ability - such as that
Gyges’ring gave him - to go undetected) could have no reason to obey the
law. An analysis of nomos very much along these lines is presented in the
opening section of a substantial fragment of a work by Antiphon entitled
Truth.

Justice (dikaiosun€) therefore, is not violating the rules (nomima) of the
city in which one is a citizen. Thus a person would best observe justice to
his own advantage if he paid heed to the laws (nomoi) when in the pres-
ence of witnesses, but to the demands of nature (phusis) when not in the
presence of witnesses. For the demands of the law are adventitious, those
of nature inescapable . . . Thus someone who violates the laws avoids
shame and punishment if those who have joined in agreement do not
observe him, but not if they do. But if someone tries to violate one of the
inherent demands of nature, which is impossible, the harm he suffers is

34 This remark brilliantly encapsulates the Greek understanding of the relationship between
hoplite and citizen: Vernant 1968. 35 On the term aidds, see Cairns 1993.

36 On the “Great Speech’ as a whole, Farrar 1988: ch. 3. Authenticity: Cairns 1993: 355 n. 37. Greek
views on punishment: Saunders 1991: Part 1. See also Penner, in Ch. 9 section 4, and Rowe, in
Ch. 11 section 2, below.
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no less if he is seen by no one,and no greater ifall see him. (CPF1.1.192-4
(= DK 87 B 44 4))

The contrast between nomos and phusis here highlighted, a contrast to be
discerned in all three of our opening texts, as in the above passages of the
Protagoras and Republic, constitutes the single most fertile and most
influential idea to emerge in fifth-century Greece.37 It served to focus and
articulate an array of interrelated antitheses: between nature and culcure;
between nature and convention; between nature and nurture; between
nature and art; between the natural and the artificial; between reason and
instinct; between appearance and reality; between the parochial and the
universal; between the transient and the eternal; between fact and value;
between choice and necessity. The commitment its adoption regularly
signals, to revealing what lies concealed beneath the surface of things,
links it with both theory (Presocratic and Socratic philosophy, medicine,
history) and practice (the rhetorical enterprise of ‘making the weaker the
stronger argument’;38 political opposition unir =255 private interest,
whether ambition, envy, or greed; the sycophant’s public-spirited deter-
mination to expose injustice by prosecuting wrongdoers);>® and its
deployment in political discussion effectively marks the beginning of
Western political theory.

As we have seen, analysis in terms of the nomos/phusis distinction often
challenges received opinion. An earlier fragment of the Truth uses it to
question Greek assumptions about non-Greeks: 40

. . . [the laws? of nearby communities] we know and respect, but those of
communities far away we neither know nor respect.*! We have thereby
become barbarous toward each other, when by nature we are at birth in
all respects equally capable of being either barbaroi or Greeks. We can
examine those attributes of nature that are necessarily presentin all men

37 Heinimann 1945, Guthrie 1969: chs.4-5, Kahn 1981.

38 The definition is Protagoras’ (DK 8o 4 21); the ne plus ultra of such an enterprise is one of Gor-
gias® few extant works, the Encomium of Helen, ‘the most notorious woman in Greek mythology’
(MacDowell 1982: 12; MacDowell gives text, translation, and commentary) - avowedly tongue-
in-cheek but important for rhetorical theory.

39 Envy: Walcot 1978; greed: Harvey 1985; sycophants: Osborne 1990, Harvey 1990.

40 Baldry 1965, Hall 1989.

41 prior to the publication of the papyrus referred to above, the papyrus text of this sentence was
restored to mean ‘those with distinguished fathers we revere and respect, while those not from
a distinguished household we do not respect or revere’, a prima facie egalitarian observation
some saw as incompatible with the oligarchic principles of the Antiphon of Thucydides,
vi11.68, who could thus not be the author of the Truth. The new fragment has removed this argu-
ment, but has not ended the debate (which is further complicated by a third Antiphon,
Antiphon the poet). For a brief introduction to the problem, Guthrie 1969: 292-4; full discus-
sion: Narcy 1989.
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and are provided to the same degree, and in these respects none of us is
singled ouct as barbaros or Greek. For we all breathe the air through our
mouth and through our nostrils, and we laugh when we are pleased in
our mind or we weep when we are pained, and we take in sounds with
our hearing, and we see by the light of our sight, and we work with our
hands and we walk with our feet . .. (CPF 1.1.184-6 (= DK 87 B 44 B))

Elsewhere in the same work Antiphon argues that the polis, far from
embodying justice, in fact institutionalizes injustice:

... to testify truthfully for one another is generally thought to be just and
to no lesser extent useful in human affairs. And yet one who does this will
not be just if indeed it is just not to injure anyone if one is not injured
oneself; for even if he tells the truth, someone who testifies must neces-
sarily injure another somehow, and will then be injured himself, since he
will be hated when the testimony he gives leads to the conviction of the
person against whom he testifies, who then loses his property or his life
because of this man whom he has notinjured at all. In this way he wrongs
the person against whom he testifies, because he injures someone who is
not injuring him; and he in turn is injured by the one against whom he
testified in that he is hated by him despite having told the truch . . . Now,
these are clearly no small wrongs, neither those he suffers nor those he
inflicts. For it is impossible that these things are just and that the rule not
to injure anyone nor to be injured oneself is also just; on the contrary, it
is necessary either that only one of these is just or that they are both
unjust. Further, it is clear that, whatever the result, the judicial process,
verdicts, and arbitration proceedings are not just, since helping some
people hurts others. (CPF 1.1.215-17 (= DK 87 B 44.353-5))

Thrasymachus in Book I of the Republic (338¢ ff.) and Callicles in the
Gorgias (482¢ ff)) pursue a similar strategy: the former arguing thatjustice,
supposedly committed to the principle of equality, in fact represents the
interest of the stronger - the nomoi justice enforces being determined by
the controlling element of the polis; Callicles, that the democratic polis is
unjust in that it enforces equality between strong and weak.42

To offer political insight was not necessarily to subvert the polis.
Protagoras’ “Great Speech’, rebutting oligarchic dismissal of democracy as
government by the incompetent, explains that on a true understanding of
the matter all members of the polis cannot but be competent practitioners
of the relevant techné ~ even if for the most part they are not particularly
outstanding ones; and the anonymous author of the pseudo-Xenophontic

42 Harvey 1965, Guthrie 1969: ch. 6.
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Constitution of the Athenians,*3 a pamphlet written probably in the 430s or
early 420s by an oligarchically-minded Athenian (conventionally known
as the “Old Oligarch’) for a non-Athenian audience of similar outlook,
undertakes to demonstrate that the features of Athenian demokratia that
‘the other Greeks’ criticize are in fact precisely what ensure its stability
and success. No democrat, he sees democratic equality in Thrasymachean
terms but justifies it — at Athens - on Calliclean grounds:

My first point is this: it is just for the poor and the démos there to have
more than the well-born and wealthy because it is the common people
who man the ships and confer power on the city - helmsmen, signalmen,
captains, look-out men, and shipwrights - these are the ones who confer
power on the city much more than the hoplites, the well-born and the
better class of people. Since this is so, it seems just to allow everyone
access to political office, whether assigned by lot** or election, and to
permit any citizen who wishes to do so to speak in the assembly. (1.2)

In a later passage the Old Oligarch condemns those Athenians who are
democrats by choice rather than phusis:

I pardon the démos itself for its démokratia, for everyone is to be excused
for pursuing his own interests; but he who though not a member of the
démos chooses to live in a democratic polis rather than in an oligarchic
one isa man preparing to do wrong (adikein), a man who has grasped that
the wrongdoer (kakos) is more likely to escape notice in a democratic
polis than in an oligarchic one. (2.20)

The Old Oligarch turns Protagoras upside down: areté is an impediment
to success in democratic Athens,*5 a polis where wrongdoing constitutes
not the exception but the norm. He it seems lives abroad in self-imposed
exile; other Athenians who share his distaste for democracy remain at
Athens but retreat into private worlds of their own - an agent no longer of
civilization but unreason, the polis disintegrates. In opposition to the
democratic principle of political engagement - in Pericles’ positive for-
mulation, ‘we alone regard the man who takes no part in politics not as
someone who minds hisown business but as someone who has nothing to
contribute’ (Thucydides, 11.40) — there develops an ideology of tranquil
devotion to purely private pursuitsy*® an ideology that finds classic

43 Translation and commentary: Moore 1975: 19-61.

44 On this central element of Athenian democracy see Headlam 1933 (a work far wider in scope
than its title might suggest).

45 This paradox provides the theme of Aristophanes® comedy the Knights, awarded first prize in
424.

46 Connor 1971, Carter 1986. Several of Aristophanes’ comedies engage with this theme on the
level of fantasy, above all the Acharnians,awarded first prize in 425.
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expression in the contrast between politician and philosopher in Plato’s
Theaetetus (172c-177¢). In this passage Socrates reverses Prodicus’® analysis
in his account of the choice of Heracles: it is involvement in the public
realm that corrupts, not Aristippus’ commitment to minding his own
business.4” Theory and practice here go together: while the historical
Socrates held aloof from politics (a position aptly symbolized by the ivory
tower of Aristophanes® Clouds), Prodicus regularly represented his city on
diplomatic missions, as did Gorgias and Hippias theirs.*8

For the Old Oligarch, and other critics, Athens is a polis with too much
politics; our period sees the beginnings of idealization of Athens’ rival,
Sparta, as a polis that transcends politics, a polis the perfection of whose
institutions obviates the possibility of conflict and the need for change.4?
Whether or not Critias was the author of our Sisyphus fragment, he was
certainly one of those who contributed to the opening chapter in the long
history of Sparta as political myth.50

The Old Oligarch sees Athenian democracy as one of three components
of a unified power-system, of which the other two are the Athenian navy
and the Athenian empire. His analysis integrates themes that in the next
century bifurcate into two quite distinct intellectual disciplines: fourth-
century political theory focuses on political institutions abstracted from
the realities of power politics, the dominant if not exclusive concern of
fourth-century historiography.5! In this respect the Old Oligarch’s
approach resembles that of a more or less contemporary and far greater
writer: Herodotus, whose single, massive work combines historical narra-
tive and descriptive ethnography - and, what is of particular interest here,
includes the earliest set-piece presentation we have of arguments for and
against the three basic types of government recognized by fifth-century
and later Greeks: monarchy, oligarchy, and democracy.

2 Herodotus

Herodotus, and his successor Thucydides, the founders of Greek
historiography,>? took as their main theme the two great crises of fifth-
century Greek history: the Persian War of 480~479,53 in which a Spartan-

47 Burnyeat 1990: 31-9. ‘Minding one’s own business® (¢t heautou prattein), it may be noted, is the
Republic’s definition of justice.

48 protagoras, according to a late fourth-century source cited by Diogenes Laertius (1x.50), was
lawgiver at Thurii, a colony in the instep of Italy established by Athens in the late 440s.

49 Tigerstedt 1965-78, Rawson 1969, Finley 1975¢. 50 DK 888 6-9,32-7.

51 Momigliano 1966b.

52 Both of whom go unmentioned by Plato. Context: Finley 1975b, Fornara 1983a, Momigliano
1990. 53 Boardman 1988: chs.10-11.
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led coalition of Greek states repulsed the far larger forces of the invader
Xerxes, testament above all, in Herodotus’ view (v11.139), to Athenian val-
our;and the Peloponnesian War of 431-404,34 in which Sparta eventually
gained victory over Athens and her empire, but only with the help of
Persia. Herodotus and Thucydides belong in a history of political thought
above all because, whether as norm or problem, the polis is itself centrally
atissue in their works.

How, and in what circumstances, Herodotus’ History came into being
escapes us more or less completely, and little is known of his life and career
beyond what is to be found therein.55 Born, reportedly and plausibly in
the mid-480s, at Halicarnassus (modern Bodrum) on the Aegean coast of
Asia Minor, he is said to have moved to Samos to escape a tyrant’s rule,
and later to have become a citizen of Thurii.5¢ According to some not par-
ticularly impressive evidence, Herodotus was voted a very large sum of
money after he had given a public reading from his work at Athens,
shortly before the foundation of Thurii; a similar performance at Olympia
is said to have moved a youthful Thucydides to tears of envy. It is at any
rate certain that Herodotus was still working on his History in the early
420s, and most scholars would date its publication to c. 425, on the basis
of parody of its opening section by Aristophanes in his comedy the
Acharnians (5241F.), produced in that year.

Herodotus wrote his History in order, as he states in his opening sen-
tence, to ensure that what men have wrought is not obliterated by time,
and to prevent the outstanding deeds of men, both Greeks and barbar-
ians, from losing their renown; that, and to explain why they fought one
another. His work takes the form of a basically chronological narrative,
comprising two main sections. Books 1-1v trace the emergence of Persia,
under Cyrus the Greatand his successors, as the ruling power in the Near
East in the course of the second half of the sixth century, a process that
involved the subjection of the Greeks of Asia Minor and the Aegean
islands, and brought Persia into contact with the mainland Greeks;
Herodotus however devotes the greater portion of this part of his work
to accounts of non-Greek peoples affected by Persian expansionism. The
longest by far of these accounts is that concerning Egypt (Books 11-111),
conquered with little difficulty by Cyrus’ son and successor Cambyses in
the mid-520s; the Scythians, who successfully defied invasion by Darius
some years later, are treated at very considerable length in Book 1v. In
Books v-1x the narrative becomes increasingly fuller and more unified;

54 Lewis 1992: chs.g-11. 55 The basic discussion remains Jacoby 1913: cols.205-47.
56 See n.48 above, and Strasburger 1982c.
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Athenian involvement in the botched attempt of the eastern Greeks to
free themselves from Persian control (the ‘Tonian Revolt® of 499-494)
leads first to the Persian expedition against Athens that met with defeat
at Marathon in 490, and on to Xerxes’ invasion of Greece ten years later,
when Greek defeat on land at Thermopylae is retrieved by naval victory
at Salamis, followed in 479 by victory in the land-battle of Plataea in cen-
tral Greece and the successful uprising of the Ionian and other eastern
Greeks after the Persian defeat at Mycale. Herodotus® account of the
decisive battle of Salamis (vir.40ff.), focused on its Athenian architect,
the wily and insubordinate Themistocles, constitutes the climax of the
entire work.

This was, so far as we can tell, an entirely novel kind of inquiry: the crit-
ical investigation, on a large scale, of not the distant - the legendary ~ but
the recent past.57 To be sure, Herodotus’ prose epic recalls the founda-
tion-texts of Greek literature, the Iliad and Odyssey of Homer, by his com-
bination of their respective themes of warfare and outlandish peoples and
places, his pervasive and extensive use of direct speech, and his recogni-
tion of divine intervention in human affairs. But, for Herodotus, such
intervention is ~ at any rate typically - indirect, mediated by oracles,
omens, and dreams; and Herodotus bases his narrative on solely human
authority: to some extent the evidence of his own eyes, but for the most
part oral information obtained by him from others - information of very
varying quality.58 ‘My duty is to report the things reported, he writes of
one episode (v11.152), ‘it is not to believe them ali alike - a remark that may
be understood to apply throughout my work.’

A similar attitude, at once inquiring and critical, characterizes
Herodotus’ portrayal of different types of society. Herodotus presents the
Persian War as a confrontation between two opposed political systems:
on the one hand, the Greek polis, a small-scale community of in principle
free and politically equal politai, who are subject to the rule of law, nomos,
and who determine policy in public debate; and, on the other, the Persian
empire, a vast structure subject to the despotic and arbitrary rule of a sin-
gle individual, the hereditary Persian king. There can be no doubt as to
where Herodotus® sympathies fundamentally lie; but Herodotus is no

57 The most recent complete commentary remains How and Wells 1912; Legrand 1954 isan inval-
uable guide. Gould 1989 (itself outstanding) briefly (150-5) surveys work since Jacoby 1913, the
fundamental modern discussion; fuller bibliography in Marg 1965: 759~81. Note in particular
Momigliano 1966¢, Immerwahr 1966, von Fritz 1967, Boedeker 1987. Herodotus is quoted in
Rawlinson’s translation, with some alterations (G. Rawlinson, Herodotus, 3rd. edn, 4 vols.
(London, 1875).

58 On the question of Herodotus’ credibility see the contrasting discussions of Fehling 1989 and
Pritchett 1993.
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chauvinist. Commenting in Book 111 on Cambyses’ sacrilegious conduct
in Egypt, he writes as follows:

It appears certain to me, by a great variety of proofs, that Cambyses was
raving mad; otherwise he would not have set himself to make a mock of
holy rites and long-established usages (romaia). For if one were to invite
men to choose out ofall the customs (nomoi) in the world such as seemed
to them the best, they would, after examining them all, end by prefer-
ring their own; so convinced are they that their own usages are the best.
Unless, therefore, a man was mad, it is not likely that he would make a
sport of such macters. That people have this feeling about their customs
may be seen by very many proofs: among others, by the following.
Darius, after he had got the kingdom, called into his presence certain
Greeks who were at hand, and asked what he should have to pay them to
eat the bodies of their dead fathers; to which they replied, that there was
no sum that would tempt them to do such a thing. He then sent for cer-
tain Indians, of the race called Callatians, men who eat their fathers, and
asked them, while the Greeks stood by, and understood by means of an
interpreter all that was said, what he should have to give them to burn
the bodies of their fathers at their decease. The Indians exclaimed aloud,
and bade him forbear such language. Such is men’s wont herein; and
Pindar was right, in my judgment, when he said: ‘Nomos is king (basileus)
ofall’ (111.38)

Herodotus’ concluding observation applies universally, and there is no
suggestion that Greck custom is superior (though to be sure the story’s
perspective is Greek, in that it is the Greeks who hear, and are provided
with a translation of, what the Indians say, and not vice versa). The
nomos/physis antithesis is clearly implicit, but the diversity of nomoi is in
no way taken to subvert the authority of nomos: it is rather, for Herodotus,
a significant but unproblematic fact. Two further points to note are that
the story involves not merely differences but opposites; and that Herodotus’
quotation from an author of the preceding generation, the Theban poet
Pindar, provides our earliest evidence for a text that, diversely inter-
preted, figures in many later discussions of nomos - its most notable subse-
quent appearance occurring in Plato’s Gorgias (484b), where it is quoted
by Callicles in support of his radical critique of conventional morality as
an infringement of the rights of the strong over the weak (above).>?

The theme of this passage recurs in a more complex story that
Herodotus tells in Book vii. Herodotus reports that when prior to his

59 Gigante 1993. Our opening Sisyphus fragment appears to allude to this text of Pindar’s: “men
enacted laws (nomoi) for punishment, so thatjustice (dik€) would be ruler (turannos)’.
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invasion Xerxes sent heralds to the Greek states demanding their surren-
der he ignored Athens and Sparta, these having put to death the heralds
sent for that purpose by Darius a decade or so earlier. Subsequently mat-
ters did not go well for the Spartans, who eventually sought volunteers to
offer themselves to Xerxes in atonement for the heralds killed at Sparta.
Two Spartans came forward, and set out for the Persian capital. In the
course of their journey they received hospitality from the Persian gover-
nor Hydarnes, who at dinner urged them to submit to Xerxes: ‘You have
only vo look at me and my position to see that the king knows well how to
honour merit. In like manner you yourselves, were you to make your sub-
mission to him, would receive at his hands, seeing that he will deem you
men of merit, some position of authority in Greece.’ “Hydarnes’, the
Spartans replied, “you are a one-sided counsellor: you have experience of
half the matter, but the other halfis beyond your knowledge. A slave’s life
you understand; but, never having tasted liberty, you cannot tell whether
it be sweet or no. Did you but understand what freedom is, you would bid
us fight for it, not with the spear only, but with the battle-axe.”’ On reach-
ing Susa and entering the royal presence they absolutely refused to per-
form obeisance, protesting that prostration before men was not one of
their customs, and (luckier than the Private of the Buffs) went on to
announce the purpose of their journey. ‘Xerxes answered with true great-
ness of soul that he would notact like the Lacedaemonians, who by killing
the heralds had contravened the rules (nomima) accepted by all mankind;
nor did he wish, by putting the two men to death, to free the
Lacedaemonians from their guilt.’ The two Spartans thus returned home
safely; the sequel however is for Herodotus “a case wherein the hand of
Heaven was most plainly manifest’: precisely these men’s sons, sent as
envoys to Persia during the Peloponnesian War, were betrayed by the
Thracian king Sitalces, made prisoner on the European shore of the
Hellespont, taken to Athens, and there executed (vi1.133-7).

In addition to the issue of opposed nomoi (here roo found in association
with fathers and sons), this story deploys other major themes of
Herodotus’ History: the contrast between Greek freedom and Asian servi-
tude; recognition both of human limits and of a divine dimension to
human affairs; above all the notion of reciprocity or balance, the essence of
Herodotus’ understanding of the mutability of human life, the fragility of
happiness, the folly of excess.© This set of ideas, fundamental through-
out the History, emerges in the first major element of the work, the story

60 Gould 1991;cf. North 1966.
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of Croesus, king of Lydia in Asia Minor - ‘the person who first within my
own knowledge inflicted injury on the Greeks’ (1.5) - who appreciates the
validity of the ideal advocated by the visiting Athenian lawgiver Solon -
the life, and the death, of the good polités - only when facing an inglorious
death after losing his kingdom to Cyrus in a war he had embarked on arro-
gantly confident that he would chereby vastly increase his power.5!
Croesus survives, himself taking on the role of Solon in relation to Cyrus
and Cambyses, under both of whom Persia prospers — within her proper
boundaries; the setbacks encountered by Darius on the European side of
the Bosporus (Scythia, Marathon) do not deter his successor Xerxes from
embarking on an even more ambitious campaign of aggrandizement in
Europe.

Xerxes® invasion of Greece encounters defeat: Persia succumbs to the
polis, the overweening ambition of a despot - Xerxes seeks to conquer the
world (v11.8), to enslave the sea (vi1.35) - is checked by the forces of self-
disciplined freedom united in a coalition under the leadership of the
archetypically well-ordered polis, Sparta. “Though the Spartans are free
men’, their exiled king Demaratus explains to a Xerxes incredulous at the
notion of their standing firm against him (vii.104), ‘they are not alto-
gether free: law (nomos) is for them a master (despotés) whom they fear far
more than your subjects do you® - a further allusion to Pindar’s nomos
basileus. In accounting for the Greeks’ victory over Persia, as in seeking to
make sense of his world more generally, Herodotus assumes the polis as a
norm, an ideal of moderation opposed to the excesses of both barbarians
abroad and tyrants in the Greek world. The latter are individual citizens
who seek to privatize what properly belongs to the community that com-
prises all citizens; all male citizens, that is to say, for the polis establishes
boundaries between the domains of men and women that other societies
challenge or transgress - with consequences grimly illustrated by epi-
sodes close to the beginning and the end of the work.62 The fundamental
opposition between Greek and barbarian, chiefly embodied in the conflict
between Greece and Persia, is supplemented by other contrasts, notably
that between Egypt and Scythia, countries at the south and north of
Herodotus’ world each antithetical to the other as well as to Greece.53 In
recounting the failure of Xerxes’ over-confident bid for world-empire,
Herodotus establishes a cognitive dominion of his own, successfully mas-
tering the entire span of human space and time through the independent
exercise of critical inquiry alert to its own limitations.

61 Gould 1989: 154 (bibliography). 62 Wolff 1964; cf. Pembroke 1967.
63 Redfield 1985, Hartog 1991 (1988), Romm 1992.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



HERODOTUS 107

It has been argued that Herodotus does not merely reveal political pre-
conceptions and prejudices;®* he intends his History to be understood in
terms of the overriding political issue of his own day. For Persia read
Athens and /er empire of the second half of the fifth century; and even, on
one version of this interpretation, for Xerxes’ unsuccessful invasion of
Greece read Athens’ disastrous Sicilian Expedition of 415-413. Pro-
Athenian statements at vi1.139 and elsewhere constitute no insuperable
objection to this reading of the work; the issue is rather how plausible one
finds the obliqueness thus attributed to Herodotus - a matter on which
opinion is likely to remain divided.5>

Whether or not Herodotus’ work as a whole is to be construed as a
veiled critique of Athenian imperialism, it certainly contains elements
that explicitly engage with more abstract political issues. Two passages
stand out in this respect, both of which deploy contemporary Greek
themes within the context of episodes in the earlier history of Asia.6¢ The
first occurs in Herodotus® account in Book 1 of how the peoples of Asia,
having freed themselves from Assyrian rule, became once again subject to
tyranny. Among the Medes, the first people to revolt, was a sophos individ-
ual named Deioces who lusted for tyrannical power. The Medes lived in
villages, and in his village Deioces, already a man of consequence, made a
practice of just dealing (dikaiosuné 67) at a time when lawlessness prevailed
throughout the country. As a result his fellow-villagers chose him as adju-
dicator of their disputes, and, his fame spreading, so too did the inhabi-
tants of other villages. Eventually Deioces announced that because acting
as judge for others was preventing him from pursuing his own interests he
would do so no longer. Lawlessness thus grew worse than ever, until the
Medes assembled together and, after discussion - guided, in Herodotus’
opinion, by Deioces’ associates — decided to establish a king who would
impose law and order and allow them to devote themselves to their pri-
vate concerns. As to their choice of king, they agreed upon Deioces, who
required them to grant him a troop of bodyguards and to constructalarge
and strongly-fortified palace, to form the centre of a new urban settle-
ment intended largely to supplant the Medes’ current places of residence
- though all except Deioces were required to dwell outside the elaborate
fortifications (the outermost circuit of which was similar in extent to that
of Athens). Within his citadel Deioces rigorously secreted himself from

64 The subject of one of Plutarch’s works: text, translation, and commentary in Bowen 1992.
Herodotus is notably contemptuous of the Ionians, e.g., 1.143,v.69: see Alty 1982.

65 Fornara 1971, Smart 1988 (Sicily), Moles 1996. Contrast Gould 1989: 116 -20.

66 An approach classically exemplified in Xenophon’s Cyropaideia (on which see Gray, in Ch. 7
below). 67 On this term see Havelock 1978: ch. 17.
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public view, all business being transacted through messengers; it was,
moreover, prohibited either to laugh or to spit in the royal presence.
Deioces, the first to establish such court ceremonial, did so in order that
those who were in fact his peers should come to regard him as differentin
kind from themselves and so refrain from plotting against him.

Having thus established himself as tyrant by exploiting his fellow-
countrymen’s need for justice, Deioces imposed strict observance of jus-
tice on those who were now his subjects. To those who sought it he
dispensed justice no longer face to face but on the basis of written submis-
sions; he himself had agents who observed and listened throughout the
land, and anyone guilty of an act of Aubris was sent for to receive fitting
punishment (1.96-100). Deioces recalls both the sophos of our Sisyphus
fragment and the gods whom the sophos invents: Deioces invents himself,
as absolute ruler of an anti-polis, a capital fortified against his subjects at
the heart of which is not an agora, a public meeting-place, but a palace
from which his subjects are excluded - physical expression of the fact that
the Medes pursue only private interests and in that pursuit obey, not the
law, but a monarch (the term nomos occurring nowhere in Herodotus’
account).68

The assembled Medes deliberately renounce the freedom they have
only recently regained; a similar choice is made, this time by Persians, in
an episode in Book 111, the section referred to above that presents the ear-
liest example of comparative constitutional analysis (though the term
politeia does not itself occur in the passage).6? At the time of Cambyses’
death the Persian throne had been usurped by two brothers, one of them
pretending to be Cambyses’ brother, whom, in fact, Cambyses himself
had had killed; once the truth is revealed, a conspiracy is organized and
the brothers are overthrown. When shortly afterwards the seven conspi-
ravors meet to discuss the situation, three of them put forward divergent
views as to future political arrangements.

The first to speak, Otanes, who had initiated the conspiracy against the
usurpers, argues for the abandonment of monarchy. Cambyses reign and
the usurpation that followed have shown what monarchy involves; inevi-
tably, for no man, however virtuous, can escape the corrupting effect of
absolute power. The advantages a monarch enjoys engender hubris, and,
being human, a monarch cannot help envying the advantages others have
- a combination that leads him to perpetrate evil of all kinds. He delights
in the most worthless, and resents the best, of his fellow-citizens; above

68 On these themes sce Lévéque and Vidal-Naquet 1964.
69 Apffel 1957, Bieicken 1979; politeia: Bordes 1982.
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all, he subverts established usages (nomaia . . . patria), violates women, and
executes men without trial. By contrast, rule by the majority (pléthos),
which enjoys the fairest of names, isonomia, ‘equality of political rights’7°
appoints its officials by lot, holds them to account, and formulates policy
in public debate.

Megabyzus endorses Otanes’ criticisms of monarchy, but argues that it
would be intolerable to escape from the Aubris of a tyrant only to suffer
that of the unbridled démos. The tyrant, whatever he does, at least knows
what he is doing; the démos, knowing nothing - inevitably, lacking as it is
in both instruction and native wit - rushes into action mindlessly, like a
torrent in winter spate. What Persia needs is rule by the best (aristoi) -
who will include the present company.

The final speaker, Darius - the last to join the conspiracy - argues in
favour of monarchy against both majority-rule and (as he terms it) oligar-
chy. There could in principle be no regime superior to rule by the single
best individual; and there is in fact no alternative to monarchy. On the one
hand, oligarchy involves several individuals cultivating areté in the public
arena, each seeking to outdo his rivals; this produces faction, faction mur-
der, murder monarchy. Democracy, on the other hand, inevitably involves
wrongdoing, and wrongdoing in the public realm involves, not enmities,
but cabals; these are eventually suppressed by a champion of the démos,
whom the adulation of the démos establishes as de facto monarch. Darius
goes on to trump Otanes’ appeal to Persian history: it was a single individ-
ual, not the démos or an oligarchy, who freed the Persians from subjection
to the Medes (a reference to Cyrus, founder of the Persian Empire);
besides which, Darius observes in conclusion, it is better not to tamper
with established laws (patrious nomous) that are functioning well.

The four other conspirators support Darius, who himself gains the
throne thus re-established - a success he owes to the opportune neighing
of his horse engineered by the wiles of his sophos groom (who, it is to be
supposed, belonged to the démos), following Darius’ appeal to him in pri-
vate after the conspirators have dispersed.

The two most immediately striking features of this ‘Constitutional
Debate’ are the total absence of any appeal to religion, and its all but
entirely abstract character - the only atany rate explicit Persian references
occurring at the beginning and end. Herodotus insists, in introducing the

70 Vlastos 1964; cf. Ostwald 1969. The term d#mokratia does not figure in Herodotus® account of
the debate (though he uses the cognate verb in a later reference to the debate (v1.43, quoted n.71
below), a passage where the noun also occurs); Otanes himself avoids the term dZmos, as does
Megabyzus the term oligarchia and Darius the term ¢urannos. Cf. Connor 1971: Appendix 1.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



110 HERODOTUS, THUCYDIDES AND THE SOPHISTS

debate, that notwithstanding the incredulity expressed by certain Greeks
it did indeed take place, a point to which he returns in a passage of Book
v1.71 In neither passage does Herodotus indicate the grounds of his cer-
tainty on the matter; it is at any rate generally agreed that the debate is in
fact far more likely to derive from political discussion in fifth-century
Greece rather than sixth-century Persia. The nomos/phusis antithesis at
once underlies and subverts the entire discussion: each speaker maintains
that in reality the Persians have no choice as to their type of government.
All three speakers appeal to the criterion of stability: while Otanes and
Megabyzus discern instability in the character of the ruler or rulers they
reject, Darius presents an institutional analysis of how monarchy is inevi-
tably produced by oligarchy and democracy alike. Political instability was
a pervasive and often pressing concern of the Archaic and Classical
polis;”? in fourth-century and later political theory it was regularly
sought from and attributed to the mixing of the three types of constitu-
tion,”3 a notion foreshadowed by the restrictions upon the revived mon-
archy agreed by the conspirators once Darius has won his case (111.83-4).
First, Otanes, critic of monarchy and enthusiast for majority-rule,
announces that while the throne is certain to be obtained by one of those
present, he himself will not contend for it, since he desires neither to rule
nor to be ruled. His fellow-conspirators accept his terms for standing
aside, undertaking that none of them should exercise authority over
Otanes or his descendants; Otanes’ family thus remains the only Persian
house to enjoy freedom, submitting - within the law - only to such rule as
it chooses. If Otanes’ family represents the democratic principle of free-
dom in the Persian polity, the conspirators as a whole constitute its aristo-
cratic element: they are to enjoy privileged access to the royal presence,
and the king is to marry only within their families.

Attempts to identify a precise source for the ‘Constitutional Debate’
among Herodotus® contemporaries are unconvincing. Whatever the
provenance of its ideas, the debate is embedded in a long and complex
account of Darius’ acquisition of the Persian throne, a development cen-
tral to Herodotus’ narrative as a whole.”# Its presence highlights the fact
that, presented with an opportunity to adopt an alternative form of
government, the Persians choose to retain monarchyj; in contrast to the

71 Following the suppression of the Ionian Revolt, the Persian commander Mardonius replaced
the Ionian tyrants with democracies, “a very great marvel to those Greeks who cannot believe
that Otanes advised the seven Persian conspirators to make Persia 2 democracy’ (vi.43).

72 Ryffel 1949, Gehrke 1985. 73 Nippel 1980.

74 Two subsequent debates also mark crucial moments in Herodotus® narrative: the debate at
Xerxes® court as to whether or not to invade Greece (v11.8-18), and the debate at Salamis as to
where the Greeks should make their stand against the Persian fleet (vii1.49, 56-63).
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Athenians, who in a similar situation some years later opt for an entirely
novel system of government - democracy - under which they achieve
unprecedented power within Greece and victory over Persia (v.66-78;
v1.131). The theme of stability and change that dominates the debate per-
vades the entire work, and brings it to its conclusion. The last episode of
the Persian War that Herodotus reports is the Greek siege and capture of
Sestos on the Gallipoli peninsula in the winter of 479/8, and the ensuing
fate of its Persian commander, a man guilcy of systematic sacrilege against
the shrine of Protesilaus - the first Greek to fall in the Trojan War
(1x.114-20). This man’s grandfather, Herodotus goes on to record in the
final chapter of his work,

suggested a proposal to the Persians which they readily embraced, and
urged upon Cyrus: ‘Since’, they said, “Zeus has . . . given rule to the
Persians, and to you, Cyrus, especially of men, come now, let us quit this
land wherein we dwell - for it is a scant land, and rugged - and choose for
ourselves some better country. Many such lie around us, some nearer,
some farther off; if we take one of these, men will ad mire us far more than
they do now. Who that had the power would not so act? And when shall
we have a better opportunity than now, when we are lords of so many
nations, and rule all Asia?” Then Cyrus, who did not greatly esteem the
idea, told them they might do so, if they liked - but he warned them not to
expect in that case to continue to be rulers, but to prepare to be ruled by
others; soft countries gave birth to soft men - there was no region which
produced magnificent fruitand at the same time men of warlike spirit. So
the Persians departed with altered minds, confessing that Cyrus was
wiser than they; and chose rather to dwell in a miserable land, and exer-
cise lordship, than to cultivate plains,and be the slaves of others. (1x.122)

3 Thucydides

There are no dreams in Thucydides;”> nor do two other elements
that figure prominently in Herodotus - gods and women - engage
Thucydides’ attention to any significant degree.”® The shadow-world of

75 Commentaries: Gomme, Andrewes and Dover 1945-81, Hornblower 1991, 1996. Luschnat
1970 provides a detailed survey; other general studies: von Fritz 1967, Connor 1984 (Book by
Book treatment); Hornblower 1987 (thematic). Note also Grene 1950, de Romilly 1951 (1963),
Stahl 1966, Herter 1968, Strasburger 1982b, Farrar 1988: ch. 5. On Thucydides® own political
opinions see Andrewes in Gomme, Andrewes and Dover 1945-81 vol.v: 335-8. Thucydides is
quorted in Jowett’s translation, with slight alterations (B. Jowett, Thucydides, 2 vols. (Oxford,
1881)).

76 Gods: Hornblower 1992; women: Wiedemann 1996. Thucydides attributes to Pericles in his
Funeral Speech a classic statement of the Greek, or at any rate Athenian view of female pro-
priety: ‘If I am to speak of womanly virtues to those of you who will henceforth be widows, let
me sum them up in one short admonition: to a woman not to show more weakness than is natu-
ral to her sex is a great glory, and not to be talked about for good or evil among men’ (11.45).
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dreams, powers that transcend the human realm, a sex confined by nature
to domestic activities - these can find no at any rate central place in
Thucydides® world of power politics. In a contemptuous comment noted
earlier, doubtless directed against Herodotus as well as others,
Thucydides acknowledges that the absence of ‘stories’ in his work may
preclude its being, in our terms, a good read; he goes on to say that he will
be satisfied if his work is judged usefil by those who wish to study to
saphes, “the truth’: it is designed not to win the applause of the moment
but as ‘a possession for all time’ (ktema es aiei: 1.22).

Thucydides bases his superb confidence in the permanent value of his
work most obviously on the claim that it provides a reliable and unparti-
san account of what he believes to be the greatest event in Greek history
- an event in which he himself participated. But in speaking of the use-
fulness of his work Thucydides asserts that ‘the truth’ to be found
therein somehow relates also to _future events, which kata to anthropinon,
‘given the human condition’ or ‘in the nature of human affairs’ are
likely to show similarities with events of the past. Whatever his exact
meaning in this passage,”” his account of the Peloponnesian War patently
does transcend the limited concerns of the historian of fifth-century
Greece; indeed, a recent magisterial treatment of the war opens with the
remark: ‘It is not an unreasonable attitude to be interested in the
Peloponnesian War for what Thucydides made of it and not for its own
sake.’”®8 How does Thucydides’ account of a particular war achieve uni-
versal significance?

First and foremost, those engaged in the war are themselves presented
as understanding individual events in universal terms. The most striking
example occurs in an episode structurally and thematically at the heart of
the work, the accountat the end of Book v of Athens’ expedition in 416/5
against the Aegean island of Melos (v.84-116).79 Melos, a Spartan colony,
had so far remained neutral in the war, having successfully defied a previ-
ous Athenian expedition a decade or so earlier. On this occasion the
Athenian generals try diplomacy before resorting to force. Their envoys
are received within the city, but are not allowed to address the full citizen-
body, being required to negotiate with the Melian authorities in private.
Accepting this condition, which they see as designed to prevent the
assembly being misled by their rhetorical skills, the Athenians propose
that even in this narrower forum both sides dispense with full-length

77 de Ste. Croix 1972: 28-33 sets out, with minimal use of Greek, the difficulties of translation and
interpretation it presents. 78 Lewis 1992: 370.

79 See Andrewes in Gomme, Andrewes and Dover 1945-81 vol.iv: 182-8, Macleod 1983b,
Bosworth 1993.
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speeches; rather, let the Melians challenge any point they wish to in the
Athenian position as occasion arises; the Melians agree. The Athenians
begin by excluding from the discussion the rights and wrongs of the situ-
ation; the one issue that can usefully be considered is the balance of power
obtaining between the two parties, which is such that, if it is to avoid dis-
aster, Melos has no choice but to submit.

The Melians first try to persuade the Athenians that Athens’ interests
would be beteer served by allowing Melos to remain neutral; then, when
the Athenians, rejecting this argument, adduce the hopeless odds Melos
will face in the event of hostilities, they suggest that Melos may not unrea-
sonably hope that material support will be forthcoming from their
mother-city, Sparta, and that fortune, which is in divine hands, will favour
piety against injustice. These, the Athenians respond, are vain hopes. To
rely on Sparta is to show oneself naive; as for the fortunes of war:

So far as the favour of gods is concerned, we think we have as much right
to that as you have. Our aims and actions are perfectly consistent with
the beliefs men hold about the gods and with the principles which gov-
ern their own conduct. For of the gods we believe, and of men we
observe, that where they can rule nature (phusis) constrains them to do
so. This law (nomos) was not made by us, and we are not the first who
have acted upon ity we did but inherit it,and shall bequeath it to all time,
knowing that you and all other men, had you the power we have, would
doaswedo. (v.105)

After some further discussion, concerned in particular with the issue of
honour, the Athenians withdraw, to learn, on their return, that the Melian
position remains unchanged: no surrender. The Athenian generals atonce
commence hostilities; after a lengthy and eventually close siege, and
treachery within, ‘the Melians surrendered unconditionally to the
Athenians, who put to death all who were of military age, and sold the
children and women as slaves. They then colonized the island, sending
out five hundred settlers of their own’ (v.116).

The Athenians’ analysis of their empire in terms of the necessities of
nature, a matter of observation on the human level, of conjecture on the
divine, has obviousconnections with the themes considered in the opening
section of this chapter; in particular, the Athenians’ position recalls that of
Callicles in the Gorgias (Callicles quotes Pindar’s lines on nomos basileus; the
Athenians seem to have them in mind, and to share his understanding of
them). If the cosmic perspective of the Melian Dialogue is unique in
Thucydides,2° interpretation - explicit or implicit - of particular events

80 Asis its form, which is that of a dramatic script.
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and situations in terms of universal fuman nature is a characteristic feature
of the work asawhole.

This comprises two formally quite distinct elements: narrative and
direct speech, the latter constituting between one-fifth and a quarter of
the whole and in general making much the more powerful immediate
impact. With the exception of Book 1, largely concerned with the origins
of the war, the narrative is rigidly annalistic, each year being numbered
and divided into summer and winter. Thucydides rarely lifts his gaze from
the particular episode at hand, and even more rarely offers explicit autho-
rial commentor judgment, or indicates the source of hisaccount or doubt
as to its reliability. The effect is of systematic self-effacement on
Thucydides’ part: nothing seems to interpose between the reader and the
events themselves.3 The speeches, by contrast (which occur more or less
evenly throughout the work, with the exception of the obviously unfin-
ished Book v1i1), present analysis and argument focused on the immediate
issue but unlimited in their range of reference. Thucydides does not him-
self appear as a speaker (he figures, as an Athenian general, in one crucial
episode of the narrative, Athens loss in the winter of 424/3 of her strate-
gic colony of Amphipolis in northern Greece (1v.104-7));%2 he is thus
clearly not in principle committed to any statement or position advanced
in any of the speeches in his History, and where, as happens on several
occasions (e.g., 111.37-48; Vv1.76-87), he presents two antithetical
speeches, he cannot be in agreement with the main thrust of both.

Controversy persists as to precisely what Thucydides says about the
historicity of the speeches in his History in his methodological remarks at
1.22; it is however generally agreed that he does here acknowledge that,
given the limitations of his own and his informants’ memory, the
speeches, necessarily less accurate a record of what was actually said than
the narrative is of events, to some extent embody Thucydides’ view of
what in each case needed to be said.33 Such an admission comes oddly
from one so insistent - in this very section of his work - on the need for
accuracy in historical writing; to try to understand Thucydides’ willing-
ness to compromise this principle we need to consider the function of the
speeches in his work.

Thucydides® world - the world he depicts in his narrative, the world
addressed by his speakers - is a world of poleis and their predicaments. In

81 On the reality, Schneider 1974.

82 Thucydides elsewhere (v.26) notes his ensuing exile, which lasted until the end of the war.

83 ge Ste. Croix 1972: 7-12 provides a clear statement of the issues, with minimal use of Greek; cf.
also Gomme 1937, Dover 1973: ch. 6. On the speeches themselves, Stadter 1973; on speeches in
Greek historians generally, Walbank 1985.
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his analysis of Greek history from its earliest beginnings down to the
era of the Peloponnesian War, designed to justify his thesis as to the
unprecedented stature of that war (1.1-19), Thucydidgs sets out his under-
standing of how this world came into being, highlighting the factors that
in his view stimulated and impeded the emergence and development of
settled communities, and of relations of power and subordination within
and more particularly between them.84 The poleis that constitute
Thucydides’ world determine policy by means of formal debate in council
and assembly. From the viewpoint of the decision-making body, it matters
very much - given that its vital interests may well be at stake - that debate
be as well informed, and policy as well judged, as possible; from the view-
point of those addressing such bodies, it matters very much - given the
requirement of majority consent - that they articulate and present their
proposals as persuasively as possible. Political debate is thus a matter at
once of enlightenment and obfuscation, of candour and humbug; in seek-
ing to identify and (a crucial need) distinguish these, the inhabitants of
Thucydides® world regularly have recourse to the notions of probability
and self-interest. If one has an understanding of human nature in general,
and of the characteristics of specific groups or communities, it is often
possible to explain and predict men’s actions and reactions with reason-
able confidence; in particular, self-interest is taken to be a constant and
authentic mainspring of human conduct (as opposed to such commonly
alleged motives as concern for justice). In the dangerous arena of relations
between poleis political argument and analysis must typically and above
all be a matter of perplexed and apprehensive men, subject to the con-
straints of circumstance, ignorance, passion, and wishful thinking, striv-
ing to make sound decisions as to where their and others’ interest truly
lies, on the basis of usually partisan speeches by orators whose sincerity is
often very much open to question. Political debate is thus at the same time
indispensable and problematic; it is this predicament that Thucydides’
combination of speech and narrative enables him both to instantiate and
transcend.85

All Thucydides’ speakers necessarily purport to tell the truth as they see
it, and to have their audience’s interests at heart ~ a commitment mani-
fested, when occasion demands, by strikingly outspoken criticism, such
as that addressed to the Athenian assembly by both Cleon and Diodotus
in the Mytilene debate (111.36-49).86¢ On that occasion the Athenians
agreed to overturn the previous day’s decision, instigated by Cleon, to

84 de Romilly 1956: ch. 4, Parry 1989c. 85 de Romilly 1956, Macleod 1983a.
86 Macleod 1983d.
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punish Athens’ ally Mytilene for its revolt (428/7) by executing all adult
males and enslaving the children and women. In some cases Thucydides
explicitly indicates whether in his view these pretensions to truthfulness
and sincerity are justified: so, for example, he expresses (11.65) unqualified
admiration for Pericles’ oratory prior to and during the Peloponnesian
War; endorses (1v.55; viL28; viirg6) the contrast drawn by the
Corinthians, in a speech addressed to the Spartans, between the Spartan
and Athenian characters,a contrast entirely in the latter’s favour (1.70: the
Spartans torpid, hesitant, and unadventurous, the Athenians hyperactive,
bold to a fault, innovatory); and unmasks long in advance (vi.1) the
Athenian envoy’s protestations at Camarina (vi.82-7) that Athens has no
intention of subjugating Sicily, as - he frankly acknowledges - she has
done her allies in the Aegean. For the most part, however, Thucydides’
judgment upon the speeches in his History remains implicit in his narra-
tive; a narrative that realizes between author and reader an ideal relation
all too rare between Thucydidean orator and audience. Thucydides’ nar-
rative is truthfuls it is free of bias;37 it is useful. Just as the Athenians were
right to place their trust in Pericles’ unique insight and integrity, so
Thucydides invites his readers to have confidence in his narrative, embod-
ying as this does the results of laborious and critical inquiry (1.22), and
insights such as the distinction between the avowed and the ‘truest’
causes of the war (1.23; 88)3% and recognition of the events of the period
431-404 as elements of a single war (v.26).

Thucydides lived to see the end of the Peloponnesian War, but not to
complete his account of it: his narrative breaks off abruptly in 411.89
Athens’ ultimate defeat constitutes, however, the central focus of the
work as a whole. For Thucydides, the Peloponnesian War was lost by
Athens, not won by Sparta; Athens, as Pericles feared before the war
began,?© proved her own worst enemy. Moreover, Athens is destroyed by
the very qualities that made her great - the qualities Pericles celebrates in
the Funeral Speech hedelivered in the first winter of the war (11.35-46):°1
energy; boldness; versatility - Athens failing to produce another Pericles

87 Unlike the reports of his informants, 1.22; v.26, his exile enabled him to follow events from
bothsides. 8% Momigliano 1966b, de Ste. Croix 1972.

89 On when Thucydides wrote what we have, and how far tensions, if not contradictions, are dis-
cernible therein - long-standing issues on which opinion remains divided - see Gomme,
Andrewes and Dover 1945-81 vol.v, Appendix 1, ‘Indications of Incompleteness’, and Appen-
dix 2, ‘Strata of Composition’. Andrewes comments that between ‘those critics for whom
Thucydides is a secure observer with fixed opinions’ and ‘those for whom the History gives an
impression of tension and internal struggle, the difference is perhaps too subjective for fruicful
argument’ (Gomme, Andrewes and Dover 1945-81 vol.1v: 186).

90 <] am more afraid of our own mistakes than I am of the plans of our enemies’ (1.144).

91 Loraux 1981 (1986).
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after his death in 429. Under Pericles’ stewardship, Thucydides writesina
rare passage of extended analysis (11.65), Athens was ‘in name a democ-
racy, in fact it was a matter of rule by the leading man’; Pericles’ successors
in the Athenian political elite, all much of a muchness, vied with one
another for the favour of the people,®? and thus eventuaily brought ruin
on the city - though even after the Sicilian catastrophe Athens held out for
an astonishing length of time against a Sparta now financed by Persia,
finally submitting only when undermined by faction, stasis - that political
cancer inherent in human nature burt appallingly aggravated by the ‘vio-
lent teacher® war, as Thucydides expounds in a later analytic passage
(111.82-3), following on from his account of its first manifestation during
the Peloponnesian War (at Corcyra (Corfu)), that portrays the phenome-
non in terms which subvert current notions of progress.?3 The key figure
in Thucydides’ account of post-Periclean Athens is the flawed genius
Alcibiades, a Pericles without principle or judgment.?# He it is who urges
the Athenians to embark on the Sicilian Expedition, an enterprise utterly
at odds with Pericles’ policy of not seeking to expand the empire until the
war was won; far from restraining the people’s dangerous enthusiasm for
the venture, Alcibiades stimulates it with a speech (v1.16-18)°5 on which
the Sicilian narrative of Books v1 and vi1 as a whole constitutes a devastat-
ing commentary.

The Melian episode immediately precedes the account of the Sicilian
Expedition. Thucydides makes no explicit connection between the two
campaigns; collocation and thematic linkage speak for themselves.?6 As
with Melos, Athens had been baulked in an earlier attempt to gain control
of Sicily, a failure she took the harder because it came at a time when unex-
pected success at Pylos (1v.65)°7 had gone to her head; in embarking upon
the renewed attempt in 415 she herself signally fails to act upon the coldly
prudential principles the Athenian envoys urge the Melians to follow. In
the Meclian Dialogue the Athenians deploy the very latest moral ideas in
seeking to spare Melos the horrors of war; in Sicily the Athenian com-
mander, addressing his men on the verge of the decisive battle, a bactle the
Athenians’ desperate situation has forced upon them, ‘spoke to them of

92 The tensions thus generated are not only exemplified but articulated at length in the Mytilene
debate (111.36-49), the first post-Periclean meeting of the assembly that Thucydides presents
using direct speech.

93 Macleod 1983¢, Gehrke 1985. (111.84 is generally agreed not to be genuine.)

94 Westlake 1968: ch. 12. 95 Macleod 1983c.

96 On this aspect of Thucydides’ technique see de Romilly 1956, Kitto 1966: ch. 6.

97 Iv.1-41: in 425, bad weather forced an Athenian fleet bound for Sicily to shelter at Pylos on the
south-western coast of the Peloponnese; the Athenians fortified the headland, and the upshot
of the ensuing campaign was their capture of some 120 Spartans, who, they announced, would
be executed should Sparta invade Attica again.
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their wives and children and ancestral gods, as men will at such a time; for
then they do not care whether their commonplace phrases seem to be out
of date or not, but loudly reiterate them in the belief that they will be of
some service in the dread of the moment’ (vi1.69g). At Melos the Athenians
experience diplomatic failure followed by military success; in Sicily diplo-
matic failure (the Athenian speaker in the debate at Camarina (v1.75-88)
fails to persuade the city to support Athens against Syracuse) precedes
military disaster on a scale unprecedented in Greek history.?8 Melos, a
Spartan colony of seven hundred years standing (v.112), is re-settled by
Athenians (v.116) - a reversal foreshadowed at Amphipolis, where the
Spartan Brasidas posthumously ousts the Athenian Hagnon as founder
(v.11); after their final naval defeat in the Great Harbour at Syracuse, a
defeat that reverses Salamis, the Athenians, ‘sailors become landsmen,
depending on hoplite rather than naval power’ (vi1.75),%° shunted this
way and that by enemy pressure in the course of their retreat, find them-
selves in a situation similar to that of the vagrant inhabitants of Greece
prior to the emergence of settled life in the polis. To be sure, those
Athenians who survive the retreat are indeed finally sectled - as captives in
the Syracusan stone-quarries, which the Syracusans ‘thought would be
the most secure place in which to keep them’ (vi1.86): primitive quarters
indeed for citizens of the Athens celebrated by Pericles in his Funeral
Speech.

The antithesis between Melos and Sicily recalls the collocation in Book
11 of the idealized Athens of the Funeral Speech and the account of the
Plague at Athens (11.47-54),1°¢ an account in which description of the dis-
case itself, based on personal experience and revealing close acquaintance
with contemporary medicine, is followed by analysis of the moral disinte-
gration it engendered among the Athenians, the apocalyptic tone of
which is matched only by the analysis of stasis in Book 111 (above) and the
latter stages of the narrative in Book v11 of the catastrophe suffered by the
Athenians in Sicily. The Plague coincided with the second Peloponnesian
invasion of Attica, and their combined effect was to reverse support for
Pericles’ policy of steadfast resistance to Sparta; the Athenians were now

98 <Of ali the Hellenic actions which took place in this war, or indeed of all Hellenic actions which
are on record, this was the greatest - the most glorious to the victors, the most ruinous to the
vanquished; for they were utterly and at all points defeated, and their sufferings were prodig-
ious. Fleet and army perished from the face of the earth; nothing was saved, and of the many
who went forth few returned home. Thus ended the Sicilian Expedition’ (v11.87). Cf. Cornford
1907, Stahl 1966, Macleod 1983f.

99 Cf. 1.18: in the face of Xerxes® advance in 480 ‘the Athenians resolved to evacuate their city,
broke up their homes and, taking to their ships, became sailors’.

100 parry 1989b, Rechenauer 1991.
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eager to make peace, even going so far as to seek to open negotiations with
the enemy - only to be rebuffed by the Spartans (11.59). The citizen-body
was united in criticism of Pericles, to which he responds in his third and
last speech (11.60~4). Here, as in his two previous speeches, Pericles exer-
cises true leadership by articulating, for the benefit of his fellow-citizens,
insights that would otherwise elude them. In his speech urging rejection
of the Spartan ultimatum in 432 (1.140-4), he argues that to regard the
rescinding of the Megarian Decree!©! as a slight matter, not worth a war,
would be a superficial view, and that Athens could reasonably hope for
victory if she followed the strategy he proposed (abandonment to the
enemy of Attica outside the Athens-Piracus fortification-system; firm
control of the empire, but no attempt to expand it). In the Funeral
Speech, eschewing an otiose catalogue of Athenian military achievement
(11.36), Pericles offers instead an analysis of the principles that underlie
Athens’ greatness. Now, in his final speech - which succeeds (11.65) in its
aim of restoring the Athenians’ morale - Pericles discloses an entirely
novel perspective on Athens’ empire. The empire, he explains, is not sim-
ply a matter of rule over the allies; Athens’ domain extends over the entire
expanse of one of the two spheres of human activity: Athens’ fleets can sail
unchallenged any seas they choose. If only the Athenians can grasp what
this means, they will realize how parochial a matter is the loss of their
properties in Attica. Pericles puts the Athenians’ current difficulties into
perspective: Athens

has the greatest power of any up to this day,and the memory of her glory
will always survive. Even if we should be compelled at last to abate some-
what of our greatness (for all things have their times of growth and
decay), yet will the recollection live, that, of all Hellenes, we ruled over
the greatest number of Hellenic subjects . . . To be hated has always been
at the time the lot of those who have aspired to empire; but he judges
well who accepts unpopularity in a great cause. Hatred does not last
long, and, beside the immediate splendour of great deeds, the renown of
them endures for ever in the memory of men. (11.64)

The Athenian empire did indeed decay; and, for Thucydides, respon-
sibility lay with Achens herself. Her two crucial mistakes Thucydides saw
as first the decision to embark on the Sicilian Expedition, and secondly
the failure to make proper use of Alcibiades® military genius (11.65; v1.15).
Just before the Sicilian Expedition set out there occurred the mutilation

101 4 decree excluding Megarians from all ports in the Athenian Empire and from Athens® own
market (1.67), revocation of which, the final Spartan embassy to Athens stated (1.139), would
secure peace. Cf. Lewis 1992: 371, 376-8.
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of the Hermae (v1.27ff.),102 an episode to Thucydides’ mind of little sig-
nificance in itself which, however, Alcibiades’ political enemies success-
fully exploited by playing on the Athenians’ fear of tyranny. Condemned
to death, Alcibiades defected to Sparta; the vortex of suspicion and indeed
panic generated less by the Hermae affair itself than by the official investi-
gation into it threatened to destroy the Athenian political elite. The loss
of Alcibiades proved disastrous to the Athenian cause in Sicily; at home,
the Hermae episode ‘opened up a fatal breach of mistrust in Athenian
political life, between the démos and its traditional aristocratic leaders’. 103
Pericles had succeeded in restoring both confidence in himself and unity
of purpose against Sparta in the wake of the profound trauma of the
Plague and renewed Peloponnesian ravaging of Attica; his epigoni, at a
time of at any rate formal peace with Sparta, exploit an essentially trivial
matter (which, however, like the Plague, baffled all attempts to get to the
bottom of it (v1.60; cf. 11.48)), and the apprehensions of the demos, in order
to destroy a political rival - in whom lay Athens’ only hope of success in
Sicily.

In Thucydides® account of the Hermae affair in Book v1 Alcibiades’
opponents remain anonymous (as do Pericles’ critics in Book 11); one of
them, Androcles, a man particularly influential with the démos who ‘was
not least responsible for the banishment of Alcibiades’, is later (vii1.65)
named by Thucydides as having been assassinated by the oligarchs in the
course of their overthrow of Athenian democracy in 411 - an event whose
roots lay in the Hermae affair and the disaster in Sicily. In Book viin
Thucydides gives a detailed account of the course of this oligarchic move-
ment, both at Athens and on the island of Samos, the Athenians’ naval
base in the campaign to retrieve the situation in the Aegean, where many
of their subject-allies had revolted in the mistaken expectation of a rapid
Athenian collapse. Thucydides recognizes the achievement of the conspi-
rators (vi11.68): “an easy thing it certainly was not, one hundred years after
the fall of the tyrants, to destroy the liberties of the Athenian démos, who
not only were a free, but during more than one half of this time had been
an imperial people’. This success they owed, Thucydides believed, above
all o the outstanding ability of their leaders, in particular Antiphon (who
may or may not have been Antiphon the sophist (above)), for whom
Thucydides expresses his admiration in striking terms. His overall judg-
ment of the oligarchic revolution is however unreservedly hostile:104 the
conspirators’ motives, methods, and policies all appear in a negative light

102 pover in Gomme, Andrewes and Dover 1945-81 vol.1v: 264-288, Murray 1990b.
103 Murray 19g0b: 149. 194 Westlake 198.
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(a far more emollient account of these events is provided by the
Aristotelian Constitution of the Athenians'©5). As always, the focus of
Thucydides’ interest is the war: the successful overthrow of democracy at
Athens set the city against the fleet at Samos, where the oligarchs failed to
establish themselves — and where Alcibiades, no longer in favour with the
Spartans, succeeded in regaining the confidence of the Athenians
(vi11.81). It is in this situation of immense peril for Athens that Alcibiades
at last does his polis, rather than merely himself, some service - a service
only he could have done: he succeeds in persuading the Athenians at
Samos not to sail against Athens, a move that would have involved the
abandonment of the Aegean to the enemy, with disastrous consequences
(v111.86). At Athens, by contrast, dissension rapidly emerges among the
oligarchs as to whether prosecution of the war or entrenchment of oligar-
chy should be their first priority; with civil war on the point of breaking
out between the rival factions the devastating loss of the island of Euboea
leads to the non-violent removal of the extreme oligarchs and the estab-
lishment of a more broadly-based regime, the ‘Constitution of the Five
Thousand’. Thucydides’ approval of this development (v111.97) is explicit
but ambiguous: disagreement persists as to whether he is saying that the
new regime was the best constitution Athens enjoyed in his lifetime, or
that never in his lifetime did the Athenians conduct their political affairs
better than at this juncture.1©¢ The basis of Thucydides’ approval, at any
rate, is clear: the establishment of the Five Thousand obviated the risk of
civil war, stasis of the kind and on the scale that, as described in Book 111
(above), spread throughout the Greek world in the course of the war.
While extremism triumphed elsewhere, at Athens there occurred a ‘mod-
erate mixing-together (xunkrasis) in respect of the few and the many”,1°7
which ‘raised the city from the parlous state of affairs into which it had
fallen’. Alcibiades was formally recalled from exile; city and fleet reunited
in vigorous prosecution of the war; in 410 a major naval victory led to the
restoration of full democracy at Athens - events!©8 that take us beyond
the point where Thucydides’ narrative breaks off.

105 The relevant section of this work (chs.29-33), together with other evidence, is treated in detail
by Andrewes in Gomme, Andrewes and Dover 1945-81 vol.v: 184-256.

106 Donini 1969; Andrewes in Gomme, Andrewes and Dover 1945-81 vol.v: 331-g.

107 Thucydides may, but need not, here have in mind the notion of a ‘mixed constitution’,on which
see the discussion of Herodotus’ ‘Constitutional Debate’ above. At vi.18 Alcibiades deploys the
language of ‘mixture’ in speaking of the relationship between young and old in the body politic;
on this passage see de Romilly 1976. 198 On which see Lewis et al. 1992: 481fF.
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Democritus

C. C. W, TAYLOR

Discussion of the ethical and political views of Democritus of Abdera
(born c. 460 BC) cannot avoid preliminary consideration of our evidence
for that area of his thought. In all other areas except ethics and epistemol-
ogy we are virtually wholly dependent on doxographical evidence. When
we come to ethics, by contrast, the doxography is meagre (see DK 68 a
166-70), but on the other hand we possess over two hundred purported
quotations from Democritus on ethical topics. Yet far from giving us
greater confidence in our judgments in this area, the problematic charac-
ter of these quotations has the opposite effect. This is because the great
majority of those quotations are contained in two collections, those of
Stobaeus and the so-called ‘Sayings of Democrates’ (sic), where they are
presented in isolation from any context and without attribution to any
specific work.! It is therefore necessary to undertake a brief consideration
of the authenticity of this material before proceeding to discuss the con-
tent of Democritus’ ethical and political views.

Scepticism about the authenticity of the ethical fragments is grounded
in two primary considerations, first the silence of Aristotle and
Theophrastus on Democritus’ ethical writings and secondly the fact that
our sources for the bulk of the fragments, the collections of Stobaeus and
‘Democrates’, cannot plausibly be thought to have been compiled from
direct access to texts of Democritus. Stobaeus’ anthology is clearly based
on earlier collections which included, besides excerpts from extant texts
of authors such as Plato and the tragedians, anecdotes and maxims attrib-
uted to such famous figures as Pythagoras and Socrates, which cannot
have had their origin in works written by their supposed authors. Since
Stobaeus never cites any Democritean title, but merely ascribes citations
to Democritus by name, it is virtually certain thac he found his material in
a collection of such maxims. This is confirmed by the fact that thirty max-

1 The texts discussed in this chapter are printed in DK and Luria 1970. They are cited by their
DK numbering. The sayings in the ‘Democrates’ collection appear as 68 B 35-115. The main
scholarly studies of Democritus’ ethics are listed below, n.12.

[122]
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ims are common to the ‘Democrates’ collection and to Stobaeus. This is
clearly an unpromising basis for claims to preserve the actual words of
Democritus, and were we wholly dependent on the material preserved in
these collections we should be forced to acknowledge that we could have
no good grounds for confidence in the authenticity of any of the so-called
fragments.

The situation is, not, however, quite as bad as that; we have some evi-
dence external to the collections of maxims regarding the existence and
content of the ethical works of Democritus, and some confirmation from
other sources of the wording of a few of Stobaeus’ quotations. The evi-
dence of the existence of the ethical works serves to rebut the argument
against the authenticity of the fragments from the silence of Aristotle and
Theophrastus. Diogenes Laertius® list of works (1x.46) establishes the
existence in the time of Thrasyllus (first century ap) of texts of a number
of writings of Democritus on ethics, including a work On Cheerfulness
which Seneca appears to have read (Trang. An. 11.3). Cicero is familiar with
Democritus® doctrine of the supreme good and with the terminology in
which it was expressed (Fin. v.23; 87) though it is unclear whether he had
read the original texts. The silence of Aristotle and Theophrastus must
therefore have some other explanation than that Democritus did not
write on ethics. As far as Aristotle is concerned, three points should be
made. First, his ethical treatises mention the views of earlier writers,
except Plato, very sparsely. Second, the extant works in which he dis-
cusses the atomists at length (principally Phys., GC, Cael.,de An.) deal with
other subjects. Third, he is reported to have written two works on
Democritus, both lost (with the exception of a single passage preserved by
Simplicius (DK 68 a 37)). For all we know, these works may have included
some discussion of Democritus’ ethics. As regards Theophrastus,
Plutarch preserves evidence (Fragm. de Libid. et Aegr. 2) of his having
responded to an ethical thesis of Democritus’, indicating that he did not
in fact pass over the lacter’s ethics in total silence. How systematic his dis-
cussion was we have no means of knowing.

A few of Stobaeus’ maxims are also attributed to Democritus by earlier
writers. DK 68 8 170-1 occur in Stobaeus’ lengthy excerpt from the history
of ethics by the first-century Ap writer Arius Didymus (11.7); B 33 and 188
are cited by Clement, B 3 by Plutarch and B 119 by Dionysius of Alexandria
(quoted by Eusebius). We can, then, be reasonably certain that copies of