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Summary

I'his thesis exa m in es  the discourse o f  political freedom in ancient Greek  

historical texts. In Chapter O n e , I ex am in e  e v id en ce  for 'freedom' from the Near Hast and  

G reece before the outbreak o f  the Persian Wars. A lthough most scholars agree that 

political 'freedom' and 'slavery' did not exist  in the Hast, and that it did not em erg e  in 

G reece until the fifth centur) , in this chapter I conc lude  that the Cyrus C ylinder  and poem  

36 o f  So lon  provide ev id en ce  demonstrating that the language o f  'freedom' and 'slavery' 

had been used in a political context  before the Persian Wars.

Chapters T w o  and I'hree focu s  on Herodotus' H is to r ie s ,  and how  the historian  

w as able to bring the past into d ia logue w ith contemporar} fifth-century polit ics  through  

the language o f  'freedom' and 'autonomy'. T h is  chapter exam in es  h ow  Herodotus  

considers the relevancy o f  'freedom' from a Persian perspective in order to d e liver  a 

warning to the Persians at the end the H is to r ie s .  For Herodotus, 'freedom' cou ld  onl> be 

understood by exam in in g  it within the context  o f  a society's v 6 |iOi.

Chapter Four exam in es  h ow  I'huc>dides created a metanarrative on language  

through his statement regarding the m eaning o f  words at .3.82.4. W ords, or rather the 

nam es/labels  (6 vo|a,u) w hich people  ass igned  to their actions, w ere not in accord with 

rea l i t ) . B} using the word 6 v o ^ u  (nam e/label)  to signal to the reader that the action being  

described did ntn correspond to reality, T h u cyd id es  reveals to the reader how  language  

itself  and arbitration — the on e  m eans o f  as o id in g  conlTict — in fact precipitated it. An  

analys is  o f  the relationship betw een o v o | i u  (nam e/label)  and 'freedom' in the text 

indicates that the concept o f ' freed om ' w as exp lo ited  b) politicians in order to gain 

support for cam p aign s w hich more often resulted in the en sla \  em ent o f  people  and states 

than in their freedom . Through his metanarrative on language, Thucydides sh o w ed  not 

only  that 'freedom' ser\ ed as a justif iable  pretext for war, but that language itself  w as a 

cataly st for armed conflict .

In Chapter F i \ e ,  the My tilenean debates and the confl ict  between Plataea, I'hebes 

and Sparta are exam in ed . A n  analys is  o f  the sp eech es  in these ep isod es  reveals that 

Thucydides is  engaged  in a philosophical exam ination  o f  the limits o f  autonom y in a 

world w here the stronger are able to manipulate just ice  or disregard it altogether.  

Thucydides has described Plataea and M ) ti lene as 'autonomous' in order to en g ag e  in a 

philosophica l exerc ise  w hich explored the relationship between v 6 | ioq  and (})VOiq, and 

the role it played in determ ining the actions o f  men and states at war.

Chapter Six is an analys is  o f  Sophocles '  singular use o f 'au to n om y ' in light o f  the 

debate betw een  v 6 | iog  and ({>{'019 in the A n tigo n e .  The tragedy o f  the play is underpinned  

by the language  o f  v 6 | i0 5  and ({)i'oig: both A n tigo n e  and Creon believed  that their actions 

w ere just becau se  they w ere in accordance w ith v o n o g .  Sophocles ' description o f  

A n tigo n e  as



'autonom ous' creates a parallel betw een the character o f A ntigone and the allies of Athens 

in Thucydides' history, who, like Plataea, were described as 'autonom ous' but ultimately 

suffer the consequences o f acting in accordance with what they deem  'rig h t'ju s t as 

A ntigone does.

C hapters Seven and Eight exam ine the relationship betw een X enophon's 

philosophical and historical works with regard to the language o f 'freedom '. An 

exam ination o f  how X enophon reconstructed 'freedom ' in order to make it relevant for 

aristocrats, whom  he called kaloi kagathoi, reveals how Xenophon aim ed to tackle the 

problem  o f m oral am biguity by carving a niche for aristocrats in society. A lthough 

X enophon's intentions may have been well p laced, in deconstructing m orality, Xenophon 

has essentially reconstructed the reality w hich allowed states to subvert 'justice'. The way 

in w hich X enophon has used the language o f 'freedom ' to fram e historical events suggests 

that X enophon believed that 'freedom ' was a divisive word which could only be used for 

the 'good' o f G reece in Panhellenic crusades against the barbarian.

A lthough historians provide valuable inform ation about the past, an exam ination 

o f how the language o f 'freedom ' was used by historians to fram e historical events reveals 

that these historians' treatm ent o f 'freedom ' was inform ed as much by the past as it was by 

the historians' present intellectual and political environm ents. W hile previous attem pts 

have been m ade by scholars to define 'freedom ' using H erodotus', Thucydides' and 

X enophon's histories as evidence for historical 'freedom ', my analysis reveals that 

passages in these histories where 'freedom ' played an historical role were often influenced 

by the historians' political and intellectual m ilieu. U nderstanding how contem porary 

politics and intellectual trends have influenced these historians' representations of 

'freedom ' allow s the modern historian to draw m eaning from  specific passages w hich 

have previously been overlooked, and w hich contribute to the overall m eaning garnered 

from  the structure o f the work.
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The D iscourse o f  Political Freedom  in A n cien t H istoriography, Introduction

Introduction

Does freedom mean the same thing to everyone? This is undoubtedly a 

pertinent question for the current political climate, consumed as it is by rhetoric 

extolling personal freedom and by international campaigns which claim to be 

'freeing' nations suffering from tyrannical rule.' Every generation witnesses a new 

field of thinkers, scholars, academics, writers, and now bloggers, who are 

compelled by the circumstances of their own times to question not only what it 

means to be free, but to what extent we, as individuals and as citizens of a state or 

nation, are free. Because every state, both ancient and modern, conceptualises 

'freedom' within the framework of its individual culture, the individuality of these 

cultures and their various constitutions engender a plurality of 'freedoms'. We may 

all speak about 'freedom', but we do not all mean the same thing by it. Moses 

Finley notes that 'freedom' itself cannot be defined: not only can freedom only be 

understood in terms of what it means to be unfree, but the rights and privileges 

that constitute freedom are too vast and vary too much between societies for them 

to be limited to a single, all-encompassing definition.^

Political theorists from the time of Machiavelli have been inspired by 

Greek and Roman texts and have sought ancient precedents for their particular 

conceptualisations of 'freedom'. From the time of the Renaissance. Roman libertas 

has played a pivotal role in shaping how political theorists understand the freedom 

of the state, and the role that individuals play in shaping and securing this 

freedom. However, there is a difference between examining Greek eleutheria and 

Roman libertas to better understand the role played by freedom in the Greek and 

Roman world, and seeking to understand ancient conceptualisations of freedom in 

order to use them to strengthen one's own political theories. In the case of the 

latter, one's contemporary political situations often leads to misinterpretations of 

ancient conceptualisations of freedom. The importance of the former was first 

recognised by Benjamin Constant, who noted that the 'excesses of the [French] 

revolution and the institution of terror by the Jacobins was the result of the 

misconceived wish to restore in modem conditions an ancient form of liberty'.^

' Lakoff (2006:133-225) discusses various ways in which 'freedom' is used by politicians with 
regard to the freedom o f the individual, religious freedom, econom ic freedom and foreign policy. 
-F in ley  (1981: 77).
 ̂ V lassopoulos (2010: 40); Liddel (2007: 4-5).
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The D iscou rse  o f  P olitical Freedom  in A n cien t H istoriography, Introduction

Constant felt that during the French Revolution the ideas o f Rousseau had been 

distorted to justify the right o f society to impose liberties on others for their own 

benefit.'* Drawing out the fundam ental differences between ancient and modern 

ideas o f liberty, Constant dem onstrated that the differences between ancient and 

m odem  societies have led to diverse conceptualisations o f liberty.^

Since his speech in 1819, those discussing the concept of freedom  have 

recognised the dangers o f conflating ancient and modern freedom. Although 

Constant's warning has been recognised, especially among m odem  academ ics 

who seek to understand the role o f freedom  in antiquity independent o f any 

greater theorising, modern political theorists, such as Quentin Skinner, continue to 

create theories of 'liberty' based on notions of freedom  from disparate times and 

places.'’ Such theorists have appropriated the past without considering the 

discursive qualities o f 'freedom' portrayed in the works o f ancient historians. A 

brief exam ination of the role o f ancient freedom —both eleutheria  and libertas— 

in political theory, and modern scholarship on 'freedom' in ancient Greece will 

dem onstrate the methodology o f this thesis, which aims to explore how the 

concept of freedom , specifically s^^euOeg- in its various form s, was used by 

ancient historians in fifth-century Grecce as a narrative tool, and how Herodotus, 

Thucydides and Xenophon do not simply describe how historical protagonists talk 

about freedom , but subject the concept of 'freedom' to fram eworks, antitheses and 

discourses as a means of understanding the past. Consequently, when historians 

write about 'freedom ', they are not only presenting a characterisation o f the role 

played by 'freedom' in reality, but they are often considering more generally what 

it means to be 'free' within the context of the narrative they have created by 

subjecting the past to interpretive frameworks.

Past Appropriations of Greek and Roman Freedom

Although the focus of this thesis is Greek 'freedom ', an exam ination of 

Roman republicanism  during the Renaissance and its role in the English Civil 

W ar dem onstrates how ancient conceptualisations of 'freedom' enjoyed a long 

history o f appropriation by political theorists, who sought to bolster their own

'‘ Murray (1995: 40).
 ̂For a more com plete discussion o f these differences, see pages 8-11,  27 n. 103. 
 ̂See below  for a more complete discussion of Skinner.
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The D iscourse o f  P olitical Freedom  in A ncient H istoriography, Introduction

positions through ancient precedent. Such appropriation, however, did not begin 

until the Middle Ages in Italy. In the intervening years the discourse of 'freedom' 

was not as important for intellectuals and theologians who were more concerned 

with the 'good life' and virtue.’ Machiavelli's interest in empire lay in republican 

Rome, where the structure of the state allowed for an expansion of power. The 

struggle of the Greeks against consolidation of power is a testament to their 

commitment to the polis, but it did not provide a coherent theory of empire for 

Machiavelli. The imperium of Rome was an established institution, which meant 

that there was also an established understanding of state sovereignty. For 

Machiavelli, a free state must be independent of external control and ruled by the 

citizen body, both of which were Roman republican ideals.* Machiavelli's revival 

of Roman republicanism is preserved in the Discorsi, a commentary on Livy's 

first ten books, which he hoped would reveal how Rome successfully created a 

'perfect republic'. Drawing from Polybius' distinction between the Spartans, who 

sought to preserve power, and the Romans, who sought to expand, Machiavelli 

argued that the pursuit of power was the best way to ensure that an organised 

society not be enslaved. The example of Rome had shown that a state which 

aimed to preserve its power was ultimately forced by defensive measures to 

expand. Machiavelli believed that a free state was one which, as Livy noted, is 

able 'to stand upright by means of one's own strength without depending on the 

will of another' (35.32.11).®

Machiavelli's investigations into Roman history led him to believe that 

Rome's success lay in the conflict of orders, which eventually led to the protection 

of the individual from the power of the magistrates, an essential component of 

Roman libertas: through provocatio, the right of the citizen to appeal to the 

Roman people, and auxilium, the right of the tribune to intervene on behalf of a 

citizen against whom a magistrate might use his power, the freedom of the lower 

classes was secu red .D raw in g  from the Roman example of the power of the 

tribunes, Machiavelli believed that freedom lay in the protection of the masses 

from their rulers. He preferred citizen militias to mercenary armies, as paid armies

’’ M orrow (1998; 74-75);  V lassopou los  (2010: 51-52);  M cCle lland (1996:  130-47) .  
"Skinner (1978: 157-58).
’ Skinner (1998: 46).
'“ Rubinstein (1991: 48 -49) .
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ultimately paved the way for the fall o f the Roman R epub lic ." But M achiavelli's 

interest in the freedom  of the masses did not stem from any underlying interest in 

the rights of the individual. Athens and Rome had demonstrated to M achiavelli 

that for an empire to be successful in war, its citizens m ust be free, as the masses 

were necessary to create an army. Since states preserve their capacity to act 

according to their will by expanding, free citizens were a necessary prerequisite of 

a free state. As Vlassopoulos notes '[f]reedom , in giving every citizen an incentive 

for caring for his comm unity and its preservation, made free com m unities 

invincible in war and offered them the opportunity to rule over others'.'^ 

M achiavellian freedom  depended on the participation o f the m asses, for, without 

them , they would fall prey to 'aggressive neighbours and power-hungry domestic 

elites'.'^ Thus the best way to preserve the liberty of the state was to pursue power 

through expansion in order to prevent the comm unity from  becom ing dependent 

on the will of a more powerful governing body.

W hereas classical political philosophy was more concerned with 'the role 

o f justice in the state, the nature o f law, and the limits o f political obligation', 

M achiavelli was more interested in the 'institutions {ordini) of republics and of 

kingdom s, the preservations of the political regim es, military organisation and 

judicial adm inistration, and territorial agg rand isem en t'.M ach iave lli's  adoption of 

ancient forms of freedom  served as a means o f controlling the m asses, who 

provided a fighting machine to act in the interests of the state. For M achiavelli, 

libertas was not an ideal to be emulated for its own sake or because he felt that 

individuals were entitled to live without fear o f those endowed with pow er, but 

because the success o f an em pire depended on the cooperation o f the m asses who 

would fight. Thus M achiavelli was not so much interested in what the ancients 

believed about freedom , but felt that it would be beneficial 'to im itate those who 

had been the rulers o f the w o r ld '.A lth o u g h  Skinner regards M achiavelli as one 

o f the forerunners o f the neo-rom an m ovem ent, Sullivan argues that M achiavelli 

has been inappropriately deemed a classical republican. M achiavelli was not so

" Vlassopoulos (2010: 52-54).
Vlassopoulos (2010: 50).

’’ Maddox (2002: 188).
Rubinstein (1991; 47).
Rubinstein (1991: 43).
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much concerned with republican virtue as he was with how the model of 

republican Rome was conducive for creating an empire.'*

Machiavelli's ideas concerning the relationship between liberty and the 

state continued to influence political theorists and those opposed to the 

consolidation of power from the fifteenth through the eighteenth century.'^ 

Machiavelli's understanding of ancient freedom provided those who resisted the 

monarchical movement of the sixteenth century with a language of opposition. 

Foremost among those whose writings were appropriated by the supporters of the 

monarchy during the English Civil War was Hobbes, who proposed a different 

conceptualisation of freedom. He argued that opponents of monarchy were 

wrongly led to believe by the writers of antiquity that liberty and monarchy were 

incompatible.'* Hobbes' position on the relationship between law and liberty is 

summarised by Skinner:

One of the prime duties of the state is to prevent you from invading the 

rights of action of your fellow-citizens, a duty it discharges by imposing 

the coercive force of law on everyone equally. Provided that you are 

neither physically nor coercively constrained from acting or forbearing 

from acting by the requirements of law, you remain capable of exercising 

your powers at will and to that degree remain in possession of your civil 

liberty.'^

In Leviathan, Hobbes explains that his position on liberty stems from his belief 

that freedom was the condition of all men by nature: in his natural state man was 

free to use his power for his own preservation {Leviathan 1.16). The right to self- 

preservation was a natural 'liberty'. This meant that men were equal, and that no 

one was superior. Man is naturally disposed to competition for honour, he takes 

interest in his own affairs over those of the collective, and he is inclined to show 

off his superiority. Consequently there was perpetual war. In order to safeguard

Skinner (1990: 121-41); Sullivan (2004: 58-64).
For a more com plete discussion see Skinner (1998: 10-16); V lassopoulos (2010: 54-55). 
V lassopoulos (2010: 55-56). As Oswyn Murray has noted, there is no difference in English  

between 'freedom' and 'liberty' (1995: 36). Both words are used as translations o f the ancient 
Greek concept o f  e}^etj9eQ(a.

Skinner (1998: 5).
5
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man's right to self-preservation, all men surrendered their freedom to a sovereign, 

thereby creating an obligation to obey this authority. The sovereign is endowed 

with power by those who have surrendered their freedom to him. It is the 

sovereign's duty to protect men through the force of law, which requires that men 

abandon their natural state. Since men have given power to the sovereign, they 

may not, even if the desire for reform is unanimous, alter the form of 

government.^” Hobbes' thoughts on the natural state of man were undoubtedly 

influenced by Thucydides' history —a work which Hobbes himself translated—for 

whom it was the nature of the stronger to rule the weaker, and that it was the 

purview of the stronger to disregard justice or establish standards of justice that 

rendered actions which were in the interest of the stronger just. Although one 

might argue that man has ceded to the sovereign his right to act freely, Hobbes 

explained that the law did not limit an individual's will, but rather induced 

deliberation so that one might see that it was one's will to obey the law.^' Thus a 

monarchy might offer its subjects more freedom than a democracy So long as 

one's will was not forced to conform to law, one was in possession of liberty. 

Furthermore, subjects were free to act in situations where no law restricted action.

The parliamentary response to such theories drew heavily from 

Machiavelli's Discorsi, which gave 'renewed prominence to what is perhaps best 

described as the neo-roman element in early-modern political t h o u g h t ' L i v y  

provided theorists with a working definition of what it meant to be 'free': a self- 

governing community was one in which 'the imperium of the laws is greater than 

that of any man' (2.1.1). Those who opposed the monarchy resurrected the 

classical understanding of liberty, which had been best preserved by Machiavelli, 

who, Harrington and Neville both note, played an essential role in ensuring that 

the Roman republican understanding of freedom not be lost."'* Political theorists of 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries such as Marchamont Nedham, Algernon 

Sidney, James Harrington, and Henry Neville looked to republican Rome to 

understand under what constitution the civil liberties of the individual may best be 

protected. They were mainly concerned with civil rights such as the equal

McClelland (1996: 193-96); Morrow (1998: 258-63).
Skinner (1998: 8); Hobbes (1996; 120); Malcom (1991: 531).  
Vlassopoulos (2010: 57).

“  Skinner (1998: 10-11).
Harrington (1992: 1 0 ,2 0 ,3 0 ) ;  Neville (1969: 8 1 ,9 7 ,  126).

6



The D iscou rse  o f  P olitica l Freedom  in A n cien t H istoriography, Introduction

enjoyment of life, liberty, and estate, even though neither the Romans nor the neo

roman theorists of the Renaissance had mentioned the enjoyment of civil rights as 

a component of liberty.

These theorists, influenced by Roman republicanism, developed intricate 

ideas based on Roman writers concerning what constituted the 'freedom' and 

'enslavement' of the state. Skinner traces the neo-roman theorists' ideas back to the 

writers of ancient Rome.^^ According to Justin's Digest, slaves and children were 

in potestate domini, or under the jurisdiction not of themselves, but of another 

Thus even if one was a slave to a benevolent master, such as Tranio in Plautus' 

Mostellaria (78-79) —even if he did not consider himself oppressed—he was still 

a slave by virtue of the fact that he was dependent on the will of another, or 

obnoxius, liable to harm or punishment at the will of another.^’ Whether or not a 

state was 'free' was understood by these theorists through the analogy of the body 

politic: a free state was one which, like a freeman as opposed to a slave, acted 

according to its will without influence or coercion. The will of the state was 

represented by the will of the people which was determined by the majority.

The inclusive nature of the 'will' may have made it optimal, however the 

neo-roman theorists recognised that it was flawed; if all were to participate in the 

process of determining the 'will', then the opinions of the masses who were unable 

to properly partake in self-govemance must also be considered. Consequently 

they considered the best form of government to be an assembly chosen by the 

people to legislate on their behalf. So long as the body politic was able to exert its 

will, even if the will was represented by a few elected officials, then the 

community, and thus the state, was free. While all agreed that some form of a 

mixed constitution was best—an aristocratic senate combined with a democratic 

assembly—Neville believed that the body politic could not function without a 

head; for Neville, monarchy and liberty were compatible. As Neville notes, so 

long as the king is subject to the laws agreed upon by the body, a state governed

“  Skinner (1998: 38-46). Skinner exam ines Justin's D igest  and the works o f L ivy, Plautus, Sallust 
and Seneca to better understand the theories o f  the British activists he discusses, even though he 
does not mention which — if  any—o f the passages from the ancient authors were cited by writers 
during the English Civil War. V ickie B. Sullivan questions whether these writers, Harrington in 
particular, were in fact republicans, given that their theories seem  more influenced by the 
liberalism o f Hobbes (2004: 128-143).

See also Livy 5.20.3; 8.19.12.
Skinner (1998: 43-44) notes that Sallust, Tacitus and Seneca use obnoxius  to describe the 

'condition o f  dependence suffered by those who forfeit their liberty.
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by a king may be 'free'.^* This is a departure from Roman conceptions of libertas, 

which was founded, according to Livy's introduction to Book Two, on the 

expulsion of the Tarquins. Neville's thoughts on liberty and monarchy have led 

some, such as Sullivan, to argue that he was more influenced by Hobbesian 

liberalism than republican Rome."'’

A state which was free by virtue of its ability to act in accordance with the 

will of the body politic can be enslaved in two ways. First, a state can be enslaved 

if the body politic, like a natural body, is not able to act according to its will. A 

state may be prevented from acting according to its will if anyone or anything 

other than the body politic determines the will of the people. Thus even a single 

ruler who acts in accordance with the laws would render the state enslaved since 

the state must act according to his will rather than the collective will. 

Furthermore, a state which has been subjugated through colonisation or conquest 

is deemed enslaved, since, like the American colonies in the eighteenth century, 

its interests are not represented in the will of the people. As Richard Price notes, 

any country 'that is subject to the legislature of another country in which it has no 

voice, and over which it has no control, cannot be said to be governed by its will. 

Such a country, therefore, is in a state of slavery'.“

The second way a state may lose its freedom is significant for those 

writers who, unlike their Roman republican predecessors, believe that a state may 

be free under the rule of a king, so long as the king acts in accordance with the 

will of the people represented in a parliament. As Machiavelli argued in the 

Discori, a community can be ruled by a republic or by a prince while being self- 

governing at the same time.^' However, if the king, or single 'head' of state, is 

endowed with veto power, then the people are effectively enslaved by the threat 

of veto power. Not all neo-roman theorists believed that monarchy and freedom 

were compatible. For John Hall and Francis Osborne, monarchy was slavery; a 

free state must be governed by a republic.^’

N eville (1969: 174-75).
See note above.
Price (1991; 30), as cited by Skinner (1998: 50).
M achiavelli Discorsi, 1.2.
For a more com plete discussion o f  neo-roman theorists see Skinner (1998: 1-57). M y brief 

analysis has been taken from these pages.
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The English Civil War is just one example of how ancient 

conceptualisations of freedom were used to justify each party's beliefs either for 

or against the monarchy. The conflicts caused by misappropriations of the past, 

and, more specifically ancient conceptualisations of 'freedom', were noted by 

Constant, whose speech emphasised the importance of recognising the differences 

between ancient and modern notions of 'freedom'. For Constant, ancient 'freedom' 

was firmly rooted in the idea of civic liberty: 'as a citizen, he decided on peace 

and war; as a private individual, he was constrained, watched, and repressed in all 

his movements'.”  Constant argues that, with the exception of Athens, the concept 

of liberty was limited to the freedom of the individual to take part in and influence 

the constitution of the state. '̂* Modern liberty, on the other hand, was relatively 

unparalleled in the ancient w o rld .M o d ern  freedom was manifest in several 

forms; freedom of expression, vocation, property, movement, association, 

religion, the right 'to be neither arrested, detained, put to death or maltreated in 

any way by the arbitrary will of one or more individuals'.^® Furthermore, it is 

everyone's right to exert some influence on the administration of one's 

government. As Constant notes, in antiquity '[t]he laws regulated customs, and as 

customs touch on every'thing, there was hardly anything that the laws did not 

regulate'.”

In his History as the Story o f Liberty, Benedetto Croce accepted Constant's 

argument that there were fundamental differences between ancient and modem 

liberty, but he argued that Constant's thesis, which equated ancient liberty with 

political liberty and modern liberty with civic liberty, was too strict.^* In 1958 

Isaiah Berlin, in his essay 'Two Concepts of Liberty', assessed 'freedom' by 

breaking it down not into 'ancient' and 'modem' conceptualisations, but 'positive' 

and 'negative'. Negative freedom, what John Locke called 'natural liberty', was 

defined as the right to live without being interfered with or coerced by others. 

Positive freedom, or in Locke's terms 'the liberty of man in society', or 'civil

”  Constant (1988: 311).
Constant (1988: 312).
See page 10 and page 27 n. 103 for further discussion on Constant's treatment o f  modem and 

ancient liberty. See pages 13-15 for an assessm ent o f  more m odem  research concem ing the 
parallels between ancient and modern conceptions o f  freedom.

Constant (1988: 309-310).
Constant (1998: 311).
Croce (1941: 245-46); Liddel (2007: 9).
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liberty', was the right of men to participate in government and influence it. Berlin 

argues that a man may become 'unfree' if he does not have the resources necessary 

to act, or he may be rendered 'unfree' by his own 'inner conflicts or enslaving 

desires'.^®

Gray notes that Berlin's theory of positive and negative freedom is more 

nuanced: freedom may be limited by intrapersonal relationships which would 

impinge on one's negative freedom, or by intrapersonal factors such as neuroses 

and prejudices which would limit one's ability to positively act.'*” Skinner has 

shown that an individual's ability to act depends on the individual being free from 

constraint. Consequently there seems to be little difference between positive and 

negative freedom. However, Skinner notes that Berlin made a more convincing 

argument regarding the relationship between self-mastery and positive freedom, 

which he argues hearkened back to the work of Bernard Bosanquet and T. H. 

Green: positive freedom can only be achieved through the process not so much of 

self-mastery, but self-realisation; 'whatever is the true goal of man...must be 

identical with his f r e e d o m ' I n  this sense Berlin's conceptualisation of positive 

freedom, with its emphasis on self-mastery is different than Constant's ancient 

freedom, in which the individual is free to exert his influence in government.'*^

But Berlin's notion of 'freedom' as self-mastery is not entirely without precedent, 

as both Plato and Xenophon considered 'freedom' to be a quality possessed by the 

individual similar to self-discipline or control Berlin's emphasis on inaction and 

self-enslavement is foreshadowed in Xenophon's own appropriation of the 

political concept of 'freedom' to the inner 'freedom' of the individual.'*'*

Constant's argument concerning the differences between ancient and 

modem freedom focused primarily on ancient freedom as the right of man to take 

part in politics, and modern freedom as the right of man to enjoy civil liberties. 

There is, however, one conceptualisation of freedom shared by both ancient and 

modem societies, as evidenced from the works of ancient historians: the freedom

”  Gray (1984: 5).
““ Gray (1984: 5).

Skinner (2002: 16-18). Berlin is quoted by Skinner.
V lassopoulos (2010; 42).

“̂ Stalley (1998: 145-58).
See Chapter Eight, page 289, for a greater discussion o f positive and negative 'freedom' in 

Xenophon's works.
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of the community to govern itself without external interference. This sort of 

freedom was recognised as the absence of influence or coercion, or, to put it in 

Berlin's language, 'negative freedom'. Herodotus has both the Persians and the 

Athenians fight for 'freedom' from a more powerful state, where the right of the 

community to govern itself and determine its own foreign policy is threatened by 

assimilation by a more powerful governing body. Likewise, Thucydides' Spartans 

fight for the Greek city-states whose right to act without influence or coercion has 

been violated by Athens.

Despite Constant's warning of the dangers inherent in appropriating 

ancient conceptualisations of freedom, modem theorists continue to build 

arguments in favour of particular forms of liberty by appealing to ancient 

precedent. More recently, Skinner's historical forays into neo-roman theory have 

led him to consider how republicanism, with its emphasis on active participation, 

might be useful for a modern state. Skinner has criticised traditional conceptions 

of negative liberty by promoting a republican alternative. Negative liberty is the 

absence of interference, and as Hobbes noted, the 'greatest liberty of subjects, 

dependeth on the silence of the law'."*̂  For Hobbes, individual freedom was 'the 

zone of action in which the individual is left alone by the state.' Positive freedom, 

on the other hand, was championed by Rousseau and Hegel as the ability to 

achieve potential through action.''*’ Since Rousseau the main criticism of positive 

liberty has been that creating social institutions to ensure that people reach their 

potential is an infringement of negative liberty: government, given the power to 

demonstrate to those less educated or unaware that a better life exists, can hinder 

one's freedom to be left alone.'*’

According to Skinner, liberty which exists in spite of the law rather than 

existing under the protection of the law could easily become slavery. If freedom is 

not protected by the law, then an individual's freedom is as secure as a slave's, 

who, under the control of benevolent master enjoys some freedom, but constantly 

lives in fear of becoming a slave to a more overbearing master.'** Skinner's theory 

of liberalism includes social institutions that allow for active self-government of

Hobbes Leviathan  II, 21, 143.
‘"’ Taylor (1979: 179).
"M urray (1995: 37-38); Maddox (2002: 188). 
“'*Kukathas(1993; 543).
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which citizens may be forced to partake. He argues that Hberty is threatened by 

contemporary liberalism, and more specifically those in the libertarian movement, 

who are mainly concerned with self-interest and individual rights, which are 

themselves obstacles to rights and liberties. The best liberty, therefore, is the 

liberty which exists under the protection of the laws, a form of liberty at odds with 

Berlin's conception of negative liberty. By living 'a relatively strenuous life of 

republican involvement' one may enjoy what Berlin defined as 'negative' freedom. 

As West notes, Berlin's conceptualisation of the measures necessary for protecting 

negative liberty requires that the individual partake of practices and obligations 

similar to those necessary in Skinner's model. Furthermore, the political activism 

which Skinner describes is similar to that which Rousseau endorsed, even though 

Skinner seldom mentions Rousseau

Greek and Roman Freedom

While in the past theorists' interest in 'freedom' was driven by a desire to 

seek ancient precedents for political agendas, modern scholars, whose interests 

were and are undoubtedly piqued by the contemporary language of politics, seek 

to examine ancient 'freedom' on its own terms. The prominence of democracy and 

the language of 'freedom' in politics has led to a renewed interest in ancient 

conceptualisations of 'freedom'. Mogens Herman Hansen has argued that the same 

models of liberty, equality and democracy can be seen in ancient and modern 

societies, but that the architects of modem democracy were not influenced by 

Athenian precedents. Furthermore, he argues that individual liberty is evidenced 

from the fact the Athenians lived as they wished.^® Orlando Patterson has argued 

that both personal and civic freedom existed in the ancient w orld .P a tte rso n  

posits a third type of freedom—'sovereignal freedom '— which he defines as the 

power to do as one pleases regardless of the wishes of o th e rsH o w e v e r , as 

Murray points out, Patterson has conflated freedom with power.

Mulgan has shown that there were several ways that the eleuther- root 

could be used. 'Free' was used to denote the social status of the individual. A slave

'•’ W est (1993: 84-85).
Murray (1995: 42); Hansen (1992; 14-30). 
Murray (1995: 42); Patterson (1991).

”  Patterson (1991: 3); Murray (1995: 42-43).
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was one who did not have control over his own person; one could be a slave 

compared to a master, who had power over the slave, or to a freeman, who, unlike 

a slave, controlled himself. By analogy it was applied to the state to describe a 

polis which was not under the control of another state or a despot who treated his 

citizens like slaves. It was used by democrats to describe the control they 

exercised over their own affairs. Lastly, the concept of 'freedom' was used by 

philosophers to describe a state of being in which one was free from the passions 

and motivations which would enslave one.”  As Kostas Vlassopoulos has noted, 

the polarity of 'free' and 'slave' typically only refers to the social status of the 

individual; unlike most historical societies, Greece was one of the few to transfer 

a social condition to a political status.

The study of 'freedom' in antiquity is often paired with democracy, as in 

the fifth century the language of 'freedom' came to be associated with political 

institutions. Aristotle notes that those who defend democracy argue that 'freedom' 

can only be found in a democracy, since 'freedom' is the foundation of its 

constitution. Aristotle writes in the Politics that there are two types of liberty 

enjoyed by those living in a democracy (1317a40-bl7). The first is the right to 

rule and be ruled in turn, as it allows all men to have an equal share. The second is 

to live as one likes. In the funeral oration Pericles states that the Athenians are 

'free and tolerant in their private lives'; they live as they like, and if a neighbour 

enjoys himself in his own way, they do not give him looks which might hurt his 

feelings (2.37).^^ In this sense the Athenians enjoy the sort of freedom which is 

described by Constant as modern, individual freedom.^® Aristotle notes that even 

better than ruling and being ruled would be to not be governed at all, or, in other 

words, anarchy {Pol. 6.2.1317a40-bl7).^^ Although Hansen uses this passage 

concerning Athens to argue that there are few differences between ancient and 

modem forms of liberality, Murray rightly notes that the Athenians' individual 

rights were not protected from interference by the community, as the institution of 

ostracism and the trial of Socrates have demonstrated.^* The rights which the

Mulgan (1984: 7-26); V lassopoulos (2010: 42-44). 
V lasoloulos (2010: 42).
Andrews (2004: 539-61).
V lassopoulos (2010: 45).
Murray (1995: 47); V lassopoulos (2010: 45-46). 
Hansen (1989: 8).
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Athenians enjoyed did not form  the basis o f any fundam ental theory o f personal 

rights, and the Athenians' own personal freedom was less important than the 

institutions o f the city which protected their political rights

Constant's claim that individual freedom in antiquity was curtailed to suit 

the interests o f the state continues to be reassessed. According to Constant, the 

ancients, while in possession o f freedom  to exert influence over governm ent, were 

lim ited in terms o f individual f re e d o m C o n d o rc e t  argued that the Greeks had no 

conception of individual rights,^’ however M ulgan asserts that this claim  is 

extreme. Individuals had rights within the fram ework o f their social status. For 

exam ple, a m aster may exert his rights over his slaves. On the whole, the rights of 

the individual were not grounded in a comm itm ent to personal freedom , but in the 

welfare of the comm unity. Thus an individual may exert his right to honour the 

dead or to own property, so long as his claims did not interfere with the interests 

o f the community.®’ O stracism , which required no charge, nor provided the 

accused with the right o f defence or appeal, was the ultimate right o f the 

comm unity over the individual.

Playwrights in antiquity were far more limited in terms of the severity of 

attacks made against the state than against the individual; '[i]ndividuals were fair 

game, but not the community'.*^ Aristophanes, in the Acharnians recounts how he 

was prosecuted for dam aging the reputation of Athens in the presence of 

foreigners (377-82, 502-3). Unlike modern notions o f liberality. Constant argued, 

the ancients placed little value on individual freedom; the individual in antiquity 

was subjected to the authority of the com m unity, a circumstance faced by 

Sophocles' Antigone, whose right to bury her brother—a freedom  of religion — 

was denied by Creon on the grounds that it was not in the interest o f the 

comm unity. M ulgan argues that '[i]t was recognised that the state, in exercising 

power, might transgress the wishes o f the gods, and the citizens therefore do 

wrong in obeying the s ta te 'A l th o u g h  M ulgan asserts that individuals enjoyed 

less freedom  when it came to attacks against the comm unity, M urray argues that

Murray (1995: 48).
“ Constant (1998: 236).

Williams (2004: 45-68).
“ M ulgan (1984: 17).
“ M ulgan (1984: 14-15).
'’“ Mulgan (1984: 16).
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this control was far less restricted in Ancient Greece than it is today. Rather than 

seeing Antigone as an example of an individual's actions being limited by the 

interests of the state, Murray argues that the fact that such a play was performed 

reveals the Athenians' tolerance for debate regarding conflict between civil and 

higher l a w s A s  I shall examine in Chapter Six, the story of Antigone's struggles 

becomes a platform for examining what happens when the interests of the 

community are at odds with those of the city-state. In this light, Antigone's 

struggle provides evidence not only of the limits of personal liberty, but of the 

conflict between the interests of the stronger, which prevailed in accordance with 

(j)Xj0L5, and the v6 |ioi of the community.

While modem liberalism aims to limit the control exerted by the 

government on the lives of individuals, in antiquity the rights of the individual did 

not exist independent of an individual's membership and participation in a 

community.^* In other words, whereas modem liberalism seeks to protect 

individuals from government, the liberty of the individual in antiquity was 

secured through the constitution. Although, as Murray notes, positive freedom 

may best be enjoyed under the guidance of philosopher kings or priests, and 

negative freedom through anarchy, it was widely recognised in antiquity that 

some form of govemment was necessary in order to 'civilise man'. As the chorus 

in Sophocles' Antigone notes, one of the developmental stages in the 'civilising' of 

man included the acquisition of daxuv6 |X O L , the customs necessary for man to 

come together to live as a community. Similarly, though much later, social 

contract theorists believed that individuals could not enjoy freedom on their own, 

but at one point in the distant past it was the general will of the people to come 

together to enjoy a more limited form of freedom. This too can become a form of 

control, as the 'general will' is used as an argument to justify the subjugation of 

the minority, or the will of the community. Rousseau reconciled this flaw by 

advocating for direct democracy, whereby the will of each individual would be 

heard, as opposed to a representative democracy.*^

“ Murray (1995:45-46).
“  Vlassopoulos (2010: 46). 
""Murray (1995: 39).
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A Different Approach to 'Freedom'

Past approaches and interests in ancient conceptualisations o f 'freedom' 

have been dom inated by those seeking to support their political theories and 

agendas, the danger o f which was recognised by Rousseau, and by those seeking 

to understand the ancient precedents for modern democracy. W hile, as noted 

above, m odem  scholarship seeks to understand the freedom of the individual and 

the state within the context o f antiquity, such research does not take into account 

that the process o f recording 'what happened' is an intellectual process that entails 

synthesis, and, quite often, theorising or subjecting interpretations of the past to 

theoretical fram eworks. Consequently when historians use the language of 

'freedom ', their decision to include such language may reflect an historical reality 

in which 'freedom' (£}i8U0 eQLa) and 'autonom y' (aijxcvoiiLa) played a role, but it 

may also be the case that they are considering more generally what it means to be 

'free' or 'autonom ous' by examining 'freedom' and 'autonomy' through theoretical 

fram ew orks, such as relativism  or the v6 |X0 5 -(})X)aL5 debate. Any candid reader of 

Herodotus and Thucydides is able to detect the importance of freedom  as an 

ideological tool during the fifth century. A TLG search for 8>̂8D6 eQ- reveals that 

it is used 80 tim es by Herodotus, 101 by Thucydides, but only 38 times in 

Xenophon's Anabasis and Hellenica, and 29 times in the M emorabilia. A search 

for b o v \ -  (slavery) reveals the following: Herodotus 96, Thucydides 78, 

Xenophon's historical works 25, M em orabilia  32. ai)xovo|j,- (autonomy): 

Herodotus 2, Thucydides 48, Xenophon's historical works 40. W hile there are 

many variables at play that can affect the results, such as the length o f the history, 

the fact that autonom y occurs only twice in Herodotus, but 48 times in 

Thucydides, is significant: 'autonomy' was a term which arose from the 

circum stances o f the interaction between m em bers of the Delian League. It was 

not a term  which was relevant for the Persian W ars and therefore appears only 

twice in Herodotus' history, but, as I discuss in Chapter Three, its presence 

intensifies the ironic tone of the passages in which it is used. Xenophon is much 

more reserved in his use of 'freedom' and 'slavery' in his historical narratives than 

in the M em orabilia. This is due to his philosophical reconceptualisation of 

'freedom ', which he proposes as a solution to the problem  of moral ambiguity. 

Xenophon has been omitted from my discussion o f 'autonomy' due to the fact that 

he does not engage with the term philosophically. 'Autonomy' is entirely absent
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from his philosophical works, and his application of 'autonomy' in the historical 

works indicates that he uses the term solely as a political term.

This thesis will examine how Herodotus, Thucydides and Xenophon 

engage the language of 'freedom' and 'autonomy' in ways that are more 

philosophical than historical. This, I argue, is due to the fact these historians did 

not simply relay what happened, but rather use the past to consider not only how 

the customs and conventions of a society inform one's understanding of 'freedom', 

but also how culturally embedded ideologies, such as 'freedom' can be abused 

when a society's v6|i,oi are either subverted or ignored by the interests of the 

stronger, a circumstance arising from unbridled nature. While Herodotus uses the 

language of 'freedom' to deliver a subtle warning to the Athenians of his own 

time, Thucydides exposes how language itself, and specifically the language of 

freedom, had become a tool of war. For Thucydides, 'autonomy' was powerless to 

defend the weaker from the interests of the stronger in a world in which men 

behave in accordance with cj)X)aL5 instead of v 6 |x g l.  Herodotus and Thucydides 

use the language of 'freedom' as a narrative tool to create meaning in their texts 

precisely because 'freedom' was a value-laden concept that was intrinsic to the 

voiioi of the Greeks und essential for preserving their right to live in accordance 

with these v6|j.oi. Xenophon, on the other hand, rejects traditional 

conceptualisations of 'freedom' and instead considers how one who is 'free' in the 

sense of self-control might be useful politically. This new conceptualisaion of 

'freedom' is essential for understanding Xenophon's position concerning the 

relevancy of 'freedom' in the political arena. As I shall demonstrate, freedom and 

autonomy are as much subjected to the interpretive lens through which the 

historian intellectualises the past as the past itself is.

Examinations of Greek 'freedom' have been limited to either 

understanding what 'freedom' and 'autonomy' meant in an historical context or in a 

philosophical context. Kurt Raaflaub has conducted the most comprehensive 

analysis of freedom in the Greek world, but his focus is primarily political, nor 

does he consider the philosophical theorising which shaped both Herodotus' and 

Thucydides' engagement with freedom.^ Pohlenz examines the history of freedom 

as an ideal with regard to the individual, and while he does include Herodotus' and

“  Raaflaub (2004).
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Thucydides' histories in his evaluation, their texts are regarded as historical, while 

his philosophical interests are lim ited to Socrates.^^ Ehrenberg, who likewise 

exam ines freedom  as an ideal, is m ore concerned with freedom in a contemporary 

context than with understanding freedom  in either a Greek or Roman context.™ As 

discussed above, scholarship on political freedom  from an historical perspective 

abounds, yet none of these assessments include a discussion o f how an historian's 

representation o f 'freedom' is shaped by the frameworks used by the historian to 

process and present the p a s t / ’

Finley notes that '[c]hanges in the matrix of rights that prevail in any 

society normally begin in a struggle over specific issues, not over abstract 

concepts or slogans. The rhetoric and the abstractions come later, and then are 

reified'.’  ̂A lthough ancient writers such as Thucydides and Aristotle both warned 

against the dangers o f stasis, Finley suggests that those who read these authors 

failed to heed their warnings on account of their desire for kerdos, or profit, and 

time, honour; stasis was just one o f the means of achieving kerdos and timeJ^ 

Finley notes that conflicts in Greek history were the result of tensions regarding 

specific issues, rather than 'abstract theories about rights or f r e e d o m ' W h i l e  the 

language of 'freedom' may have played a role in the historical reality narrated by 

the historians, often 8X,ei)08Q- and diJxovo |i- appear in situations where such 

language is in dialogue with intellectual/philosophical frameworks and debates 

underpinning the historians' narrations. As I shall demonstrate, historians engage 

the concept of 'freedom' to create m eaning in the text precisely because of the 

value accorded the word for what it represented in terms of identity and history. 

By subjecting 'freedom' and 'autonomy' to interpretive frameworks such as 

relativism , the antithesis between vofiog and 4)1)015, and the destabilisation of 

language caused by (j)'uoi5, historians are able to not only consider the role played 

by 'freedom' in facilitating conflict, but they are also able to send subtle messages 

to the reader and warnings concerning the dangers of rhetoric.

P oh len z  (1 9 6 6 ).
™ Ehrenberg (1 9 7 4 ).

M ore sp ec ific  and lim ited  studies on freedom  w h ich  are either historical or ph ilosophical in their 
approach w ill be d iscu ssed  throughout this thesis w here relevant.

F in ley  (1981: 80).
”  F in ley  (1981: 80).

F in ley  (1981: 84).
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The complexity of the role played by 'freedom' in ancient politics is 

exemplified in a speech reported by Thucydides given by the Spartan general 

Brasidas to the Acanthians. Here Brasidas persuades the Acanthians that an 

alliance with Sparta is in their interest:

If, now that I have made my position plain, you are going to say that you 

are unable to help, but have friendly feelings and so ought not to be made 

to suffer for rejecting me; that you regard freedom  (ti]V eXeuOEQiav) as a 

risky thing to have, that it is right to offer it only to those capable of 

receiving it and not to force it on anyone against his will, then I shall call 

upon the gods and heroes o f your country to witness that I came here to 

help you and could not m ake you understand it. I shall lay waste your land 

and try to bring you over by force...W e Spartans are only justified in 

freeing (e?i8D0£QG'uv) people against their own will, because we are acting 

for the good of all alike. W e have no imperialistic ambitions; our whole 

effort is to put an end to im perialism , and we should be doing wrong to the 

m ajority, if we were to put up with your opposition to the autonomy 

(a\3TOVOiXLav) which we are offering to all (Thuc. 4.87).^^

The Acanthians would certainly have argued that the use o f force limited their 

'freedom' to make decisions in their own interest. The Spartans justified the use of 

force through the rhetoric o f 'freedom '. The threat o f force used by the Spartans to 

persuade the Acanthians that an alliance would benefit them might even constitute 

'enslavement' from the Acanthians' perspective. How ever, em bedded within 

Thucydides' ostensible claim  to be writing an account of the conflict between 

Athens and Sparta is his desire that his work be useful for those seeking to avoid 

sim ilar conflicts in the future.’  ̂In describing the process through which he wrote 

his history, Thucydides explains that he has relied on both his own memories as 

well as those of others, whose accounts were difficult to reconcile on account of 

partiality or forgetfulness. W ith regard to speeches, Thucydides states that 'some 

were delivered before the war began, others while it was going on; some I heard

Translation Warner (1972a).
See Chapter Four, pages 125-29, for a more com plete discussion o f Thucydides' speeches.
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myself, others I got from various quarters; it was in all cases difficult to carry 

them word for word in one's memory, so my habit has been to make the speakers 

say what was in my opinion demanded of them by the various occasions, of 

course adhering as closely as possible to the general sense of what they really 

said' (1.22.1)7^ Thucydides claims to have reproduced as true an account of the 

speeches as possible, but the act of listening and processing what one has heard 

entails interpretation. While his intent may have been to recreate speeches that 

reflect what was actually said, it cannot be denied that one's memory is subject to 

the interpretative framework through which the past is judged in hindsight. 

Consequently I regard the speeches, as well as the use of value laden language in 

narrative portions of the historian's text, as a reflection of the historian's 

processing of the past. Such language, more specifically the language of 

'freedom', was used by historians as a narrative tool precisely because it was 

ascribed value. However, it is my position that historians are not so much relaying 

how the language of 'freedom' was actually used in politics—even though 

undoubtedly there are occasions where historical narratives accurately reflect the 

role played by the language of 'freedom'—but that they are using the language of 

'freedom' as narrative tool. The prevalence of 'freedom' in the works of Herodotus, 

Thucydides and Xenophon may, therefore, accurately reflect the role of freedom 

in an historical reality, but just as it was used by political agents to manipulate 

individuals, so too was it used by historians to expose the danger of employing 

emotive language such as freedom in rhetoric.

By 'political freedom' I do not mean the 'freedoms' afforded by an 

oligarchic or democratic constitution, but rather how historians narrate political 

events and wars through the language of 'freedom'. The aim of this thesis is to 

examine how and why 'freedom' was meaningful in the context in which it was 

used, rather than to identify concrete definitions of oligarchic or democratic 

'freedomi'. Modern scholars have sought to understand the circumstances which 

paved the way for 'freedom's' emergence from an historical rather than 

historiographical perspective. Kurt Raaflaub argues that by the collapse of Athens 

in 404, freedom was a definable status which was readily used by advocates and 

politicians alike. For this reason Raaflaub terminates his case study in 404,

T ranslation C raw ley , Strassler edition (1 9 9 6 ).
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primarily focusing on the development of ideology rather than its 

implementation.’* He does not consider that Thucydides may be implementing a 

concept which had already developed into an ideology. Martin Ostwald, in 

seeking to define 'autonomy', investigates the role this political concept played in 

history.’  ̂Bosworth has argued, in much the same vein as Raaflaub, that it is 

possible to identify different meanings for 'autonomy' from different 

perspectives.*® While it may be possible to identify such perspectives, none have 

considered that the historian, like the politician, may be using the language of 

'autonomy' and 'freedom' because of its rhetorical power. It is the prerogative of 

the historian as much as the politician to give the public his own perspective of 

past events.

Even if the historian believes that his method is 'objective', the very 

process of selecting which events to chronicle requires an interpretive framework. 

Recent scholarship has shown that the historicity of ancient historical narratives 

only becomes clear once these works are freed from the constraints of modem 

expectations.*' In his work on Herodotus' sources, Fehling does not consider the 

intellectual and political climate which influenced Herodotus' reproduction of the 

past. As a consequence, Fehling is critical of Herodotus as an historian and 

contributes to the corpus of scholarship which sees Herodotus as the father of 

lies.*^ Thomas notes that Fehling's work shows 'little attempt...to ask what might 

have been acceptable or "true" to fifth-century Greeks, and comparisons are made 

with ancient literature of a much later date and later stage of cultural 

development'.*^ Passages which deviate from chronology or which are proven 

incorrect by either the physical evidence or by other historians are regarded as 

eiTors. In the past such 'errors' have invalidated the work of the historian. 

Likewise, passages in which 'freedom' and 'autonomy' are used anachronistically 

have been attributed to carelessness on the part of the historian. Rather than 

discredit the historian, one should ask why the historian has chosen to tell the

Raaflaub (2004: 18).
™ Ostwald (1982).

Bosworth (1992: 122-23).
Thompson (1996: 61-68); Rood (1998: 14-18); Thomas (2000: 8-9). 
Fehling (1989: 152).

“ Thomas (2000: 8).
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Story in this way, and why he has chosen to use the language of 'freedom' and 

'autonomy' even though the appHcation of these concepts was anachronistic.

Recent studies on the narrative structure of ancient histories have shown 

the benefits of employing literary theory. The theoretical frameworks set forth by 

Gerard Genette in Narrative Discourse as well as Mieke Bal's Narratology: 

Introduction to the Theory o f  Narrative provide the tools necessary for conducting 

this assessment. By applying literary theory to Thucydides' history, Tim Rood, in 

Narrative and Explanation, has shown that literary methods, which had 

successfully been used by de Jong in her work on Homer, Narrators and 

Focalizers, could be used in analyses of historical works.*'' Although I have not 

explicitly employed the language of narratology in my thesis, the results of Rood's 

research, which demonstrate the benefits of reading historical works as literature, 

have informed my thesis throughout.*^ Reading historians as literature rather than 

'history' distances the modern reader from prejudices regarding what makes a 

good history. Read in this way, what are historical inaccuracies by modem 

standards are the tools for understanding the structure of the history.** When these 

inaccuracies are examined within the overall structure of the narrative, histories 

which were previously considered unreliable become valuable commentaries on 

the process of conceptualising and interpreting the past. Elizabeth Irwin and 

Emily Greenwood's collection of essays on Book Five of Herodotus' Histories has 

demonstrated the value of reading Herodotean logoi in context. The significance 

of particular stories can only be truly understood when these passages are read in 

relationship to the larger text.*’ As Caroline Dewald notes, 'the structure of a 

historical narrative...is not...by definition a sign of its separation from the truth of 

the past, but is rather one of the most important vehicles by which the working 

historian both understands the past and tries to convey something of its particular 

realities to others'.**

For Rood's analysis o f  Genette's and Bal's respective theories on focalization, see Rood (1998; 
9 -1 4 ,2 0 -2 1 ,2 9 4 -9 6 ) .

M y decision not to include focalisation was a conscious one. A s Rood him self has noted, 
focalisation, which is effective in literature, is less so when dealing with historical texts (Rood  
1998: 294-96). Instead my reading o f  the historical texts is informed by contemporary literature 
and by the theories which are drawn from the structure and language o f the texts them selves. 
“ Rood (1999: 15-16).

Irwin and Greenwood (2007: 9-19).
** D ewald (2005: 14).
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Since Near Eastern states, and more specifically Persia, figure prominently 

in Herodotus' Histories, the role which the concept of 'freeing' and 'slavery' played 

in Near Eastern states will be examined in the first chapter. In addition to 

Herodotus' Histories, Thucydides' and Xenophon's historical works will be 

examined. Since Xenophon was the last of the extant Greek historians to write 

before Roman conceptualisations of 'freedom' began to influence Greek 

perceptions of 'freedom', my analysis ends with Xenophon and does not include 

Polybius. Historical assessments of political freedom are often based on passages 

in which the language of 'freedom' or 'autonomy' is being employed as a literary 

device. In analysing the function of 'freedom' and 'autonomy' I have taken a 

literary, as well as an historical, approach. In recording the past, historians are 

influenced by the political and social circumstances of their own times. Both 

Raaflaub and Ostwald have noted examples where Herodotus and Thucydides 

used the language of 'freedom' and 'autonomy' to frame their narrations of events 

that happened before these concepts were coined. Rather than dismiss these 

passages on anachronistic grounds, or argue that the concepts were used simply 

because they were apt, I examine why the author has chosen to use these terms, 

and how such anachronisms made the passage meaningful lo a contemporary 

audience.

While the influence of philosophical and intellectual trends on the genre of 

history has received recognition in recent years, the seminal scholarship on 

'freedom' and 'autonomy' in historical works has largely ignored the relationship 

between these two genres. Darien Shanske, in Thucydides and the Philosophical 

Origins o f History, dismisses Herodotus as a philosophical historian on the 

grounds that his work was 'original', but not 'foundational'. Herodotus is useful 

because the remarkable nature of Thucydides' history can only be understood 

when his text is compared to that of Herodotus'; unlike Herodotus' themes, which 

are more traditional, the themes which frame Thucydides' history were entirely 

new. I suggest that Herodotus' engagement with intellectual frameworks such as 

relativism and v6|ioc:-(t)ijaLg shaped the way that he engaged with 'freedom' and 

'slavery' in his history. Thus Herodotus, who is the earliest and most prolific 

writer to employ the language of 'freedom', may have been thinking 

philosophically about 'freedom' when he used it in political contexts. Rosalind 

Thomas has demonstrated that Herodotus frequently alludes to novel ideas in his
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histories, most notably those of the lonians, and ideas of relativism.**® Herodotus' 

engagement with the philosophical debate between v6 |xog and c()ijoLg indicates 

that his Histories was not a 'less radical break from the oral tradition',’” but was in 

fact something altogether unprecedented. Written history, as opposed to oral 

history, allowed the historian to engage with an interpretative framework which 

was informed by popular intellectual trends.

Frequently Herodotus refers to his methods through a metanarrative in 

which he speaks about his own techniques as an historian. As Munson notes 

'[w]ith the metanarrative, however, the author of the narrative emerges from the 

text. As an explicit mediator between reality and the audience, he communicates 

to the audience about his record of reality and its reason for b e i n g ' F o r  the 

purposes of this thesis, Chatman's distinction between story and discourse will be 

useful: story forms the content of a narrative which an author transmits through 

mimesis; discourse refers not to the content of a narrative but how the narrative is 

transmitted.’  ̂The relevance of discourse analysis rests on the coherence of the 

work and on the assumption that an author has made use of some sort of structural 

framework in the organisation of the work. As Henry Immerwahr, Charles 

Fornara and, most recently, Elizabeth Irwin and Emily Greenwood have shown, 

understanding the structure and organisation of Herodotus' logoi provides insight 

into Herodotus' views on history.’  ̂As I shall examine, one of the structural 

frameworks used by both Herodotus and Thucydides to make sense not only of 

the present but also the past is the antithesis between vofiX)  ̂and (j)'uaL5. Rather 

than simply relay the role played by 'freedom' in an historical reality, historians 

examine the possibility that there are diverse conceptualisations of 'freedom', 

since 'freedom' itself existed in accordance with v6 |i,oi. Furthermore, they 

examine how the rhetoric of 'freedom' no longer reflected reality, as culturally 

embedded values which existed in accordance with v6 |ioi had been destabilised 

by 4)1)015, thereby allowing men to deem acts of enslavement 'just' and to argue 

that such acts were carried out in the name of 'freedom'.

Thomas (2006: 60-74).
■'“ Shanske (2007: 11).

Muson (2001: 16-17). Luraghi (2006: 76-89).
’^Chatman (1978: 19).

D ewlad and Marincola (2006: 3); Immerwahr (1966); Fornara (1971); Irwin and Greenwood 
(2007).
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Thucydides' metanarrative is implicit and therefore more difficult to 

extract. Tim Rood has demonstrated the benefits of employing narratology to 

demonstrate the structural coherence of Thucydides' narrative, which often seems 

disjointed, rife with omissions, and incomplete. Drawing upon this recent 

scholarship which seeks to understand the works of these historians without 

imposing our own expectations, I focus on how the lens through which Herodotus, 

Thucydides and Xenophon shaped their respective histories was influenced by 

their contemporary political and intellectual environments. By metadiscourse I 

mean the commentary provided by an historian concerning the role of language in 

politics. Herodotus frequently alludes to his historical methods, but a separate 

narrative on the value-laden concept of freedom is created through anachronisms 

in order to provide a critique of contemporary Athenian behaviour. Commenting 

on what they deem to be Genette's incorrect application of 'meta', Bal and Tavor 

note that this type of metanarrative must be distinguished from metadiscourse, 

which is a discourse on d isc o u rse W h ile  Herodotus uses the language of 

'freedom' to demonstrate how his narrative of the conflict between Persia and 

Greece provides a second narrative, or metanarrative, on contemporary Athenian 

behaviour, Thucydides uses the language of 'freedom' to create a discourse on the 

language of freedom itself. This discourse takes the shape of a commentary on the 

meanings of words and the abuse of value-laden concepts such as 'freedom' which 

are employed at decisive moments to demonstrate the failure of language to 

provide an alternative to armed conflict. Xenophon's appropriation of the 

language of 'freedom' in a non-political context is itself a sign that he, and perhaps 

others, were questioning what it meant to be free, but this only becomes apparent 

when his philosophical works are read alongside his historical ones.

Herodotus', Thucydides', and Xenophon's use of the language of 'freedom' 

in their historical narratives may reflect an historical reality in which politicians 

spoke of 'freedom'. Unfortunately the independent evidence necessary for 

verifying this claim does not exist. However, the prevalence of the language of 

'freedom' in the works of the playwrights and the logographers suggests that those 

living in the fifth century were often exposed to this language, and that these 

historians are reflecting a pervasive ideology in their narratives. By identifying

Bal and T avor (1981: 41-42); G enette (1972: 239).
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signposts in the texts o f these historians —such as anachronism s, key words, and 

independent philosophical treatm ents o f key themes —it becomes clear how these 

historians use the language o f freedom  to com m ent on the concept of freedom 

itself and the role it plays in their respective political spheres, and for 

understanding the themes which shaped their histories

W hile I am not suggesting that these historians would benefit from the sort 

o f m etahistorical analysis posited by Hayden White,®® I am suggesting that 

Herodotus' and Thucydides' contem porary intellectual environm ents and past 

literary and oral traditions provide a fram ew ork for interpretation.®’ W hile much 

research has been done on the influence o f Hom er on Herodotus and the 

relationship between Sophocles' plays and Herodotus' and Thucydides' histories, 

these investigations do not explain how the historians' intellectual environm ent 

shaped the presentation o f 'freedom' in their respective texts.®* Thucydides was so 

interested in human nature and principles underlying or motivating the behaviour 

or actions of men that at times it seems that history was the vehicle through which 

he engaged with these ideas;®® recording the past almost seems secondary. Darien 

Shanske's examination of Thucydides as an historian is philosophical in approach, 

but his treatm ent of the historian is based on the following premise: 'The Greeks 

thought about logos, about ordering the world, not language, and their supposedly 

naive conflation may instead reflect a profound insight into the connectedness of 

notions that we moderns have tom  a s u n d e r '.P la to 's  dialogues, the fragments of 

the sophists, and the works o f Gorgias are a testam ent to the precise treatment 

given words by those living in the latter half o f the fifth and the early fourth 

century. In the Phaedrus, Plato addresses the ambiguity o f words, such as 'just', 

'good' and 'love', which allow one to deceive more easily (Phdr. 259e-263e).'°' In 

Thucydides' history, it is possible to identify moments where the historian

Inherent within my interpretative framework is the dilemma o f  using only historical sources — 
independent o f material evidence — as representative o f  discourse rather than o f  an historical 
reality. When the works o f  these historians are reduced to discourse, that discourse becom es 
m eaningless as it no longer has a comparative control grounded in an historical reality. H owever, 
the act o f reporting in itself results in a discourse w hich, despite its claims to accurately represent 
reality, can never fully convey 'what happened'.

W hite (1973: 1-42).
’"Dew ald (2005: 13-15).

D ewald and Kitzinger (2006: 122-27); Greenwood (2006: 98-107); Marincola (2006: 13-24).
Cogan (1981a: 233-54).

'“ Shanske (2007: 10).
For a more complete discussion o f this passage see Chapter Seven, pages 247-48.
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interacts with the problems posed by the ambiguity not just o f arguments (Xoyoi), 

but of words (6v6|xaxa). This distinction indicates that Thucydides was conscious 

of the power o f words, and not just arguments, as Shanske asserts.'®^ Moments in 

Thucydides' history where the language o f 'freedom' figures prominently suggest 

that Thucydides may have framed his history and political speeches through this 

language not because 'freedom' was in fact used or even 'apt', but because he was 

making a statement concerning the role o f 'freedom' in rhetoric.

Historians, and more specifically Herodotus, Thucydides, and Xenophon, 

the historians which will be the focus of this thesis, frame the past through the 

language of 'freedom'. The following thesis questions the underlying assumption 

that Greeks believed that 'freedom' was 'good' and 'slavery' was 'bad', or that an 

analysis o f how these historians use o f the language o f 'freedom' will lead to 

concrete definitions o f it. Modern scholars have defined 'freedom' from the 

perspective of the Spartans or the Athenians, but they do not consider that the 

historian was employing 'freedom' not because the Spartans or Athenians used it 

this way, but because it fits within his own interpretative framework.'®^ Herodotus' 

use of the language o f 'freedom' and 'autonomy' allows the reader to compare the 

Athenians' glorious past with their present atrocities. Attempts to identify whether 

Thucydides was pro-Athenian or pro-Spartan result in little consensus, primarily 

because Thucydides used language to show that language itself could be 

subverted. Inconsistencies between speech and narrative in Xenophon's HeUenica

Shanske (2007: 10).
The d ifferences betw een Spartan and A thenian conceptualisations o f 'freedom ' have been 

recognised since the tim e o f C onstan t, w ho noted that ancient notions o f liberty  cen te red  on the 
individual's right to take part in governm ent. The ancients w ere not as concerned w ith the notion 
o f  personal liberty , w ith the exception o f the A then ians ', w hose com m ercial success allow ed them 
to be less dependent on governm ent for m eeting their needs (M urray 1995: 41; L iddel 2007; 6-7). 
M ore recently  R aaflaub has argued that the institu tions o f A thenian dem ocracy  could  only be 
preserved by protecting their pow er thereby ensuring the freedom  o f  A thenian  citizens. Spartan 
'freedom ' w as not so m uch defined by its role in internal politics as it w as by its role in providing 
the Spartans w ith a justification  fo r intervention in the relations betw een A thens and her allies. 
T his type o f  freedom  was based on the sovereignty o f  city-states in in terstate affairs (R aaflaub 
2004: 166-202). H ow ever, M ulgan argues that equality  rather than freedom  w as the im portan t 
political principle for the A thenians. He bases this argum ent on the fact that A thenian rights such 
as isegoria  and isonom ia  contain w ithin them  the notion o f  equality , and that the concept o f 
'freedom  o f s p t t M , parrhesia , is not e tym ologically  related to the notion o f  'freedom ' (M ulgan 
1984: 12-13). M urray notes that w hereas the Spartans w ere concerned w ith eunom ia, the 
A thenians w ere concerned w ith isonom ia  (M urray 1995; 36). The dem ocratic ideal — an ideal not 
shared by the S partans—o f living as one likes w as unique to the A thenians and w as often  m et with 
criticism , by A ristotle in particu lar, w ho argues that the desire to live as one likes is tan tam ount to 
anarchy (H ansen 2010: 6, 13-18; M uray 1995: 47-48; H dt. 3 .83.3, T huc. 2 .37 .2 , 7 .69 .2 , PI. Resp. 
557B.1SOC. 7.20, 12.131, A rist. P o /. 1310a32-34, 1316b24, 1 3 1 7 b ll-1 7 , 1318b39-41, 1319b30).
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reveal how the language o f 'freedom' and 'slavery' become the domain o f those 

trying to deceive the listener, while his use of the language o f 'freedom' in the 

Anabasis shows how this language could be appropriately used in historical 

exempla. Xenophon's own speeches and those of Cyrus in the Anabasis include 

allusions to past events m eant to encourage the Ten Thousand {An. 1.7.3, 3.2.13). 

Likewise, Plato, in the M enexenus, parodies contem porary logographers who 

abuse the past in order to achieve goals which may or may not be in the intended 

audience's interest (PI. M n. 234a-236d).'°'‘

Throughout this thesis, knowledge of the historians' time will be accessed 

through the com edies, tragedies, poetry, philosophy and inscriptions of the period 

in which the historian wrote. My prim ary methodological approach is to treat the 

historian within the context o f his intellectual and political environment: an 

historian's conceptualisation o f 'freedom ' will be exam ined in light of the 

intellectual and literary discourse popular during his own time. Inscriptions will 

also be exam ined where relevant in order to gain a better perspective o f the 

historian's political climate. My analysis of'freedom ' will begin with an 

exam ination o f the M ycenaean and N ear Eastern evidence for 'freedom ', followed 

by an analysis, in Chapters Tw o and Three, of Herodotus' use of 'freedom' and 

'autonomy' within the context o f Persian history and fifth-century politics. Chapter 

Four will examine how Thucydides establishes a m etanarrative on language and 

the im plications o f this narrative on his approach to 'freedom'. Chapter Five 

focuses on Thucydides' conceptualisation of 'autonomy' as a political concept, and 

as a philosophical term which is engaged in the debate between vo|iX)5  and (|)'uai5 . 

In Chapter Six I exam ine how Sophocles' singular use of 'autonomous' can also be 

viewed within the context o f v6 |a,oc; and 4)1)015 , and how Thucydides' and 

Sophocles' interactions with this concept can be viewed as complementary. 

Chapter Seven is an analysis o f Xenophon's solution for the flaws of rhetoric by 

establishing that the one who persuades the state regarding what is best m ust be a 

kalos kagathos, a title typically reserved for aristocrats in the fifth century but 

used by Xenophon to refer to an individual in possession o f particular qualities

For a more complete discussion o f  the Menexenus see Chapter Eight, section 4. 
'“ Roscalla (2004; 115).
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that allow one to do good towards one's family and state.'”® Xenophon's 

appropriation of 'freedom' as a quality which the kalos kagathos must possess in 

order to do what is best and to the advantage of the state suggests that Xenophon 

was influenced by the rhetoric of 'freedom' in his reconceptualisation o f the 

concept. Chapter Eight will be an examination of the role of 'freedom' in historical 

exempla and the relationship between the emergence of exempla and Xenophon's 

panhellenic ideology.

R eferring to an individual as a kalos kagathos  is a convention am ong m odem  academ ics. 
X enophon does not use the adjectival form , bu t p refers to speak o f  individuals as exh ib iting  the 
character o f  x a X o x d y a S ta . Because X enophon speaks o f  individuals attaining the qua lities o f 
those belonging to the order o f the v.akonayaQia, those w riting  on this topic speak o f  these 
individuals using the adjectival form kalos kaga thos  (W aterfield  2004; 79-114; R osca lla  2004; 
115-124).
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Chapter 1: Pre-Persian War 'Freedom'

The follow ing chapter w ill consist o f  an introduction to the concept o f  

'freedom', £X.8iJ0SQLa. There are several w ays in which the language o f  'freedom' 

appears in the historical works. It can be used to describe the right o f  a state to 

govern itself unimpeded by a foreign power, the right o f  the individual to act 

politically without constraint, and it can refer to the physical status o f the 

individual. Kurt Raaflaub has shown that the notion o f  political freedom is a fifth- 

century developm ent in Greek thought stem m ing from notions o f  personal 

freedom.' Before the Persian Wars 'free' and 'slave' were adjectives referring to 

the personal status o f the individual. Conflicts between city-states consisted o f  

border conflicts and did not involve m issions o f  conquest; what was feared was 

not the subjugation o f  the state, but the enslavem ent o f  the individual. A sixth- 

century statement o f Heraclitus makes this all too clear: 'War is the father o f all 

and the king o f  all, and som e he shows as gods, others as men; som e he makes 

slaves, others free' (ji6Xe|a.oc Jtdvxcov |i£v jtaxi'iQ 80t l ,  Jtdvxcov 6e paoiXeijg, x a i  

Toijg |i8v Becu^ eSei^e xoijg 8e dvBQWjtoug, xoijg |X£v ejtoirioE xoijg

8e e>teD0£Qou5)'.̂

The aim o f  this chapter is to show that before the Persian Wars the concept 

o f 'being free' w as used solely in reference to an individual's status in society, and 

that when the concept o f  'freedom' was used in reference to war, it was used to 

describe the physical 'enslavement' or 'freedom' o f  an individual resulting from  

either a win or loss in battle. Persian and Greek evidence for the existence o f these 

concepts will be exam ined in order to determine what role, if  any, Persia's history 

played in shaping how the Greeks spoke about political freedom. This analysis 

will be based on the Persian evidence. Lim ited though it may be, physical 

rem ains, such as the Cyrus Cylinder, suggest that the Persians exploited a 

platform o f 'freeing' or 'loosening' a people from oppression in order to gain 

power by attributing the physical status of'slavery' or 'being free from physical 

oppression' to a group o f  individuals. The metaphorical application o f  a physical 

state o f  being to a group demonstrates that the concept o f  'being loosened from 

slavery' was used metaphorically as a rhetorical tool in the campaigns o f the 

Persians. If the idea o f  'loosening' or 'freeing' had already been used by the

‘ Raaflaub (2004; 14-17).
 ̂Raaflaub (2004: 24); Heraclitus DK B 53, tr. Kirk. For further discussion o f  this fragment, see 

Chapter Three, section 2.
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Persians, as the Cyrus CyUnder demonstrates, then Herodotus could have easily 

adopted and adapted this ideology, also common among the Greeks, from a 

Persian perspective in a way which was, at the same time, both believable and 

consequently more powerful by virtue of the fact that it was not a fabrication. The 

examination of the evidence for 'freedom' in both Greece and the East, and 

'autonomy' in Greece, will provide a context for my analysis of these terms in 

Herodotus' Histories in Chapters Two and Three.

1.1 Pre-Persian War eXeu0E0ia: Personal Freedom vs. Freedom of the 

State

A discussion of the Homeric works and lyric poetry is necessary in order 

to understand the transition of freedom from a literal to metaphorical state. 

Although forms of eXeuBEQog and SotiXog appear on Linear B tablets from the 

Bronze Age, such references are essentially left out of Raaflaub's discussion of 

'freedom' as a political concept, since Mycenaean society was so similar to Near 

Eastern power structures, where, according to Raaflaub, 'freedom' did not exist.^ 

While this may be the case, by creating an 'other' which the Greeks rejected, the 

Persians played an implicit role in shaping how the Greeks perceived 'freedom'. In 

order to understand Greek attitudes towards 'freedom' and why Herodotus framed 

Near Eastern history through the language of 'freedom', not only must the Persian 

evidence for 'freedom' be examined, but also how Near Eastern 'freedom' is 

similar to Mycenaean era 'freedom'.

Although slaves served a fundamental role in the structure of Mycenaean 

society, the only time that the language of 'freedom' appears in the Linear B 

tablets from Knossos and Pylos is in an economic context and not a political one."* 

In the tablets, linen which was not turned over to the palace was deemed erentero 

or 'free' from palace control. Thus ereutero describes the status of produce or men 

who were not subject to palace control. However, there were few in Mycenaean 

society who were 'free' from the palace structure, in which nonslaves were 

subjects. As Garlon notes '[t]he whole mass of nonslaves thus appears to be 

normally situated in a state of dependency vis-a-vis the palace, a position which, 

from a modem point of view (or from that of the classical polis), would appear to

^Raaflaub (2004: 17). 
“ Palmer (1963: 307).
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lie somewhere in between slavery and liberty'.^ The tablets from Knossos and 

Pylos suggest that there was a hierarchy within the social category of 'slave' 

{doero/doera) in which those who were slaves of a deity were more privileged 

than others, while some slaves who were blacksmiths, weavers, and artisans could 

own property. Records for slaves typically identify the slave's profession and 

place of origin, indicating that many became slaves after being conquered and 

subsequently brought back to the palace. Not all slaves were bound by the same 

customs. Some are recorded as having contributed to the revenue of their master's 

estate, and for this reason it is thought that 'slave' in this context would be equal to 

a serf

The next extant evidence of 'freedom' and 'slavery' occurs in the Iliad and 

the Odyssey J  While the overall lack of sources from the Mycenaean period to the 

writing down of the Homeric works makes it difficult to identify trends in thought 

which would have contributed to an ideology of 'freedom', several observations 

may be drawn from the contrast between Mycenaean evidence for 'freedom' and 

the period in which Homer wrote. The blend of Mycenaean, Dark Age, and 

Classical era motifs—with respect to institutions such as funerary practices, 

weaponry, battle strategies, and dialect—makes the dating of the Homeric works a 

difficult task. Based on his analysis of the oral tradition, the emergence of writing, 

and the content and language of the Iliad, Kirk suggests the epic was produced in 

the eighth century. Despite the overall lack of evidence for the Dark Ages, Kirk 

notes that the Homeric works offer a link between the Mycenaean past and the 

poet's own present.* One of those elements from the Mycenaean era preserved in 

the Homeric works is the use of the language of 'free' and 'slave'.^ A comparison 

between the language of 'free' and 'slave' in the Mycenaean tablets to this language 

in the Homeric works demonstrates that by the production of the Homeric works 

the freedom or slavery of the individual could be described through metaphor by 

referring to nouns such as 'day' or 'bowl' as 'free' or 'slave'.’” Previously, in the 

Mycenaean tablets, linen described as 'free' was exempt from palace control, and

^Garlon (1988: 29).
* Palmer (1963: 95 , 127-128), Ventris and Chadwick (1973: 123-24); Garlon (1988: 28-29).
 ̂ eXeD08Q- does not appear in the works o f  Hesiod.

*Kirk (1985: 1-16).
’ Kirk (1990: 221).

Regardless o f  whether or not the description o f  objects as 'free' or 'slave' —a description which 
served as a metaphor for the individual's free or slave status—emerged during the eighth century 
or earlier, the fact remains that this particular usage o f  'free' and 'slave' represents a deviation from 
how these adjectives were used in the Linear B tablets.
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the description of linen as 'free' did not stand in as a metaphor for the freedom or 

slavery of the individual who produced the linen. While slaves captured in war are 

referred to as 8|jx0f)/6[xd)5 in the Homeric works, 6QriaTriQ and 6Qf)aTeiQa 

describe workmen and workwomen. In both Mycenaean society and in Homeric 

society, some came into slavery after being conquered in war, and in Homeric 

society, as in Mycenaean society, nonslaves were still not considered 'free', since 

both slaves and nonslaves were subject to the more powerful nobility.” For the 

Homeric heroes slavery was a natural consequence of losing a war. Depending on 

the outcome of the battle, one will enjoy either a 'day of freedom' or be forced to 

endure the 'day of slavery'. Hector describes his fears for Andromache's fate 

through the language of 'freedom' and 'slavery':

But it is not so much the pain of the Trojans 

that troubles me, not even of Priam the king nor Hekabe, 

nor the thought of my brothers who in their numbers and valour 

shall drop in the dust under the hands of men who hate them, 

as troubles me the thought of you, when some bronze-armoured 

Achaian leads you off, taking away your day of freedom, 

in tears; and in Argos you must work at the loom of another 

and carry water from the spring Messis or Hypereia, 

all unwilling, but strong will be the necessity upon you; 

and some day seeing you shedding tears a man will say of you; 

'This is the wife of Hektor, who was ever the bravest fighter 

of the Trojans, breakers of horses, in the days when they fought 

about Ilion.'

So will one speak of you; and for you it will be yet a fresh grief, 

to be widowed of such a man who could fight off the day of your 

slavery.'"

a X V  oiJ |X0L Tgoboov xooaov iieXsi aXyoc, omooo), 

o i)t’ aiJTfig 'Exd|3i]g oi)T£ nQ id|ioio avaxxog 

oijTe xaoiYvfiTcov, ol x s v  J10A.8S5 xe x a l ea0Xol 

ev xovLi'ioi jreaotev ijjt’ dvbgdoi  8DO)i£V£eoaiv,

" Garlon (1988; 2 6 -2 7 ,3 1 ,3 7 ) .  
Translation Lattimore (1951).
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oooov o£i), 0X8 XEv TLc; Axaid)v xotXxoxLxcbvoav 

SaxQUOEOoav dyrixaL eXeijOeQov fi|aaQ djcoiiQag- 

xa i  XEV 8v ’Aqyel eoijoa JiQOg dX.Xr|g Loxov i)(j)aLvoLg, 

x a i X8V ijScjoq ([iOQeoig MeaoTi'feog i] ‘Yji8Q8irig

d8xa^0|j£VT], xQaxegf] 6 ’ emxeioex’ dvdyxi]- 

xai JTOxe XLg eLJOiaiv I8 d)v xaxd 6 dxg\j x^ovoav- 

"ExTOQog f}de y'uvi'i og dQLOxe'U8ax8 |xdx8a0ai 

Tqwcov ujtjro8d|xcov 0x8 "IXiov d|ixj)8|idxovxo. 

tog J10X8 xig 8Q881- aol 8 ’ au  veov 8ao8xaL akyog  

Xfixei xoiot)6 ’ dvSgog dixuveLV SouXlov i]|xaQ 

(Horn. II. 6.450-63).

Hector describes Andromache's inevitable enslavement as a loss of a 'free day'. 

The consequences of this loss is forced labour, which can only be brought to an 

end by warding off the 'slave day'. As Kirk notes, 8X.ei)08QOV f||xaQ is a formulaic 

phrase that appears in two other passages of the Iliad (16.831, 20.193).'^ In both 

of these passages the phrase is used to describe women being led off as captives of 

war. A reference to the 'wine bowl of liberty' confirms that the Greeks viewed 

'freedom' and 'slavery' in terms of the status of the individual rather than the status 

of the state. Shortly after Hector's speech, at 6.528 Hector exclaims that they will 

set up 'the wine bowl of liberty/ after we have driven out of Troy the strong- 

greaved Achaeans'.'"* While the Trojan city will be 'free' of the threat posed by the 

Greeks, the 'freedom' which Hector is referring to is the 'freedom' of the individual 

who has skirted death and escaped enslavement at the hands of the Achaeans.

Although incorporation into either the Trojan or Greek society was never a 

threat for either side during the war, what was to be feared was a loss of individual 

rights in the form of physical enslavement. Homer's account of the Trojan War 

makes it clear that the slavery or freedom of the individual is at stake. While the 

physical preservation of the city is also in danger, the 'freedom' of the city itself is

Kirk (1990: 221). Hector chooses to focus on the demeaning domestic labour that Trojan women 
would have been forced to endure, rather than the fact that they would also have been forced to 
sleep with their Greek captors (//. 2.355).
“* Translation Lattimore (1951). aXK' ion£v- id  8 ’ 6m a0ev d0eoo6|j£0’, ai!xe jto0 i Zeiig / Smi] 
eJiouQavLOLOi Bsolg aleiYeveTTjoi/ XQiiTfiQa OTf)oao0ai e>^8{)0eQcv ev p£Y“ 0oiaiv / ex Tgotrig 
iXaaavxac, eijxvfi|j,i8a 5 AxaioiJg. Like the Trojans, the Greek also set up mixing bowls on 
celebratory occasions (//. 9.202). Kirk notes that the 'mixing bowl of freedom' is a unique 
figurative phrase (1990: 228), while Bassett suggests that these phrases were characteristic of 
Hector (1938: 78).
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not spoken of in the Homeric works. Although the adjective is used to describe a 

'day', the day is described as 'free' because this day marks the day on which those 

who are being led away will no longer be 'free' but slaves. Similarly 'slave' is used 

to modify 'day' because it is the day on which one becomes a 'slave'. The day 

itself, rather than the individual, is 'slavish' or 'free'. The use of the adjectival form 

in these examples, rather than the more common genitive form which is used to 

closely connect two nouns, suggests that the idea of being 'free' had not yet 

become an abstraction to be fought for. As Raaflaub notes, 'given the outlook 

typical of the epic, which focuses on the part, the individual, or the moment 

instead of the whole, the collective or the enduring, we should not interpret 

eleutheron emar simply as the equivalent of a permanent state of freedom and 

hence as a paraphrase of the noun eleutheria, which did not yet e x is t '.T h e  

language of 'freedom' appears in the Homeric works and in the Linear B tablets, 

but conceptually the idea of being 'free' or 'enslaved' was limited to adjectival 

forms which could be used to describe the status of a person, a day, or a mixing 

bowl. The concept of 'freedom', limited as it was to adjectival forms, had not yet 

acquired the prescriptive power necessary for a concept to become an ideology.

In the poems of Solon the quality of being 'free' or 'enslaved' was 

attributed to the state for the first time, when debt bondage was associated with 

the end of slavery. Until quite recently Solon's poems have been regarded as 

authentic —written by Solon him self—and as fitting within the historical 

framework set forth in the Athenaion Politeia. However, with greater 

understanding of the oral tradition, some have begun to question the authenticity 

of Solon's work.'” While in the past it was generally accepted that these poems 

were written to be performed at symposia, the discord between the historical 

Solon and his first person persona in the poems have caused some to question 

Solon's audience and the tone of his poems, and even to question whether the 

poems themselves should be attributed to Solon, or whether these poems are the 

product of the demands of social memory in the fourth c e n tu ry H o w e v e r, those

Raaflaub (2004: 23-24). Although Raaflaub does not believe that Mycenaean 'freedom' played a 
role in the em ergence o f  political freedom , he does include a brief examination o f  the pre- 
Herodotean evidence for words with the e>.eu08Q- root.

B lock and Lardinois (2006: 2-3).
For the role o f social memory in shaping the persona o f  Solon see Eva Stehle (2006: 102-111). 

For the transgressive qualities o f  Solon's poetry see Irwin (2006: 36-75) who discusses the tension 
between Solon's role as one who wards o ff  tyranny w hile at the same time takes up the goad  
associated with it. This tension was recognised in the Athenaion Politeia  as w ell (6 .3 , 8.4).
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who believe that Solon's poems were not composed by the historical Solon are in 

the minority. While it may be the case that the various personae surrounding the 

historical Solon were a later fabrication resulting from the demands of social 

memory, as Stehle argues, Maria Noussia-Fantuzzi, in her review of Solon's 

fragments, notes that there is 'no evidence to suppose large-scale misattribution, 

since the poems preserved under Solon's name are not vexed by the same 

problems of origin we find in the case of the corpus of 'Theognis".'* Consequently 

I regard the poems of Solon as offering evidence for the emergence of 'freedom' 

as a rhetorical tool in politics. In poem 36, those who had been sold abroad, 

forced to roam in far away places, and speak a foreign tongue are called back to 

Athens through the seisachtheia. The occurrences of 'freedom' and 'slavery' as 

concepts in Solon's poem are more abstract than earlier uses of this language.

I brought the people together for these reasons.

How did I stop before I accomplished them?

In the court of Time these things will be witnessed 

by the testimony of the great mother of the Olympian 

gods, the Black Earth, from whom I drew 

up the boundary stones stuck in everywhere; 

earlier she was enslaved, now she is free.

Many men I brought up to their divinely-founded 

fatherland, men sold, one illegally, 

another legally, and others fleeing

by forcible necessity, no longer speaking an Attic-tongue,

as men wandering everywhere;

and others holding a shameful slavery,

now trembling before their masters,

I set them free.”

eyd) 8e xd)v |i£v oijvexa ^DvfiYotyo'^

8 f ||1 0 V , TL XCUTOOV JtQlv TDXELV £JiaDOd|J,1]V; 

au|^|xaQTDQOiTi xaiJT’ a v  sv  8ixr|L X qovod  

[lilxi'IQ fiEYLoxi] 6aL|aovcov ’OA,u|iJtLcov

Stehle (2006: 109); Noussia-Fantuzzi (2010: 48).
Translation John Lewis (http://www.classicalideals.com /Solon% 20Poetry.htm ).
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aQLOxa, Ff] lisA-aiva, xfig eyw Jtote 

OQOvc, avelXov Jio)iX.axfii JiejTTiYOxas, 

jtQOoGev 8e 8oijX,8i)oijaa, vijv eXeuGeQi] 

jToX.X.O'ug 8 ’ A0f|vas jratQiS’ eg Beoxxlxov 

dvfiYaYOV jtQaBevxag, aXkov exSmcog, 

aXkov Sixaioag, xoxjg 8 ’ dvay>taLr|g i)jt6 

XQSLOi)g (J)DY6vxag, yXwaaav oijxex’ Axxlxi]v 

levxag, dbg 8i'i jroXXaxf|i jtA,ava)|i£voug- 

xoxjg 8 ’ £v0d8’ axjioij 8odA.u'|v deixea 

e/ovxag, f|0ri 8eojrox8(i)v xQ0 |i£0 |a£V0 ajg, 

e>i8D08QoiJg 80iixa  (36.1-15).^°

In this passage the 'earth' is enslaved, but 'free' once the boundary stones have 

been removed. In another fragment (3 G. -P.  ̂= 4 W.^), Solon describes the 

citizens' hubristic behaviour as leading to an 'inescapable wound' that results in 

'slavery' for the entire city (lines 17-18). Noussia-Fantuzzi notes that the reference 

to 'slavery' in this fragment may refer to either the slavery o f the city and 

individuals ruled by a tyrant, to debt bondage, or to the 'aristocracy's political 

subjection of the m asses—subjection which likely fueled the social revolt'."' 

However, as Kurt Raaflaub has argued, 'freedom' only became the antithesis of 

tyranny after the Persian Wars, even though, as this fragment attests, tyranny itself 

was considered 'slavery'." Solon's use o f the language of 'slavery' may be 

metaphorical if it is referring to enslavement under a tyrant, but it does not offer 

evidence that the language of 'freedom' was being used in a metaphorical sense 

for political purposes.

What is remarkable about poem 36 is that the language o f 'slavery' is used 

rhetorically as a political metaphor. Elizabeth Irwin notes that in this poem, Solon 

36, Solon has appropriated the language o f 'slavery' in order to gain support for 

his measures."^ In this passage the imagery o f the 'enslaved' members o f the

“  c .f . X en . H G  4 .4 .6  w h e re  a  s ta te  is ab o lish ed  as a se p a ra te  e n tity  on ce  the  b o u n d a ry  m ark e rs  
have  b een  re m o v e d .

N o u ssia -F an tu z z i (2010 : 2 4 7 ).
R aaflau b  (2 0 0 4 : 29 , 9 6 -1 0 2 ). S ee  a lso  12 G . - P .^ = 9  W .M in es 1-4 an d  1 5 G .- P .^  =  11 W . l  

N o u ss ia -F an tu z z i su g g ests  th a t 's lav ery ' in these  p a ssa g es  re fe rs  e ith e r  to  the  in ab ility  o f  th e  
A th e n ia n s  to  g o v e rn  th em se lv es  u n d e r a  ty ran t, o r  to  th e  lo ss  o f  in d ep e n d en c e  su ffe re d  b y  o n e  no t 
w illin g  to su b m it to  a  ai|xiL)X, 0 5  dv i^p  (2010 : 333).
“ Irw in  (20 0 5 : 9 6 -1 0 0 ).
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demos is similar to that of slaves of war. The members of the demos wander in

foreign lands, speaking a foreign tongue. They tremble before masters.

Comparing this image to that of Tyrtaeus 10, Irwin notes that Solon's description 

of 'slavery' evokes the image of captives of war being sold as slaves. She notes 

that Solon 'uses the concept of slavery in civic contexts, applying it both to the 

state of the land before his measures and also to the citizen'.^'* Solon's description 

of the land and the people being 'enslaved' through political measures is the first 

time that the concept of 'slavery' is used in the metaphorical sense rather than the 

literal for political purposes. Once the language of 'slavery' is used not to refer to 

actual 'enslavement', but to political conditions which are, by analogy, similar to 

physical enslavement, a literal state becomes a metaphor which is exploited for its 

persuasive power. For Tyrtaeus, leaving one's land and wandering is worse than 

being killed in war (Tyr.lO).^^ Through the metaphor of slavery Solon is able to 

equate a condition deemed by the community to be worse than death with the 

measures he has overturned. Although Solon does not argue that he is fighting for 

'freedom' in an abstract sense, his attribution of a physical state to the earth and to 

those in debt bondage is the first step towards the emergence of an ideology of 

'freedom' and 'slavery'.

According to Raaflaub, 'the mainland Greeks rarely witnessed the 

destruction of a city or extinction of a polis and the enslavement or expulsion of 

its population. All this justifies the conclusion that the contemporaries of the 

Persian Wars were not accustomed to associating war among Greek poleis with 

political freedom or servitude'.^® The Greeks may have rarely experienced a threat 

on the scale of that offered by Persia, but Solon's poem suggests that the language 

of 'free' and 'slave' being used in a political context was not unprecedented. In his 

conclusions regarding the emergence of 'freedom', Raaflaub argues that the 

Greeks only conceptualised their struggle with the Persians as one for freedom 

after the fact, when they realised that their usual methods of understanding and 

explaining wars fought between neighboring poleis would no longer suffice. 

Raaflaub's conclusion is called into question by Irwin's assessment of Solon 36.^’ 

According to Irwin, 'Solon uses war itself and its poetic depictions as the means of

Irwin (2005: 99).
Irwin (2005: 103).
Raaflaub (2004: 74).

”  Raaflaub (2004: 86).
38



The Discourse o f Political Freedom in A ncient Historiography, Chapter One 

prioritising what he considers the more significant threats to the city, stasis';^** 

according to Raaflaub, if too many members of the community become enslaved 

through debt bondage, then 'a predictable chain of escalating factors can lead to 

civil strife (stasis), tyranny, and thus to servitude to all'.̂ ® Included among those 

poetic depictions that Solon appeals to is the language of 'freedom' and 'slavery', 

which had previously been used in the Homeric epics to describe the 

consequences of war. Although Raaflaub notes that there is no evidence to suggest 

that Solon's reforms raised the political awareness of 'freedom',^® they do indicate 

that the language of 'freedom' was being used metaphorically in a rhetorical sense. 

Solon 36 indicates that there was a precedent for conceptualising domestic 

conflicts through the language of 'freedom' and 'slavery'. Raaflaub does not regard 

Solon 36 as evidence for 'political freedom' because there was no evidence that 

the Greeks used this language as an ideology to support their causes in internecine 

conflicts. Although the conflict which Solon frames through the language of 

'freedom' and 'slavery' concerns factions within the city rather than a conflict 

between cities, the rhetorical use of such language before the Persian Wars was 

not unprecedented.

After the Persian Wars Greek authors begin to speak of the subjection and 

freedom of the state. In Aeschylus' play the Persians, first performed in 472, 

Aeschylus recounts the invasion of Greece by Persia.^' This play provides the 

earliest evidence that the Greeks conceptualised their struggle against Persia as 

one for 'freedom'. This play is unique in that it is a tragedy about contemporary 

events rather than mythological ones. Although Herodotus is the main source for 

the Persian Wars, he himself was not present. Aeschylus, on the other hand, 

fought at both Salamis and Marathon. 'Freedom' is invoked on two occasions in 

this play. At lines 402-405 it is used as an exhortation to the Greeks: 'O Greek / 

Sons advance! Free your fathers' land, / Free your sons, your wives, the

Irwin (2005: 104).
Raaflaub (2004: 56); see West (1992) fr. 4 for evidence that Solon is addressing the Athenians 

who live in 'our city'. According to Raaflaub, Solon's reforms, which include the language o f  
freedom, are significant because it was the first time that the free status o f  citizens was recognised  
as a 'precondition for the polis's well-being'. W hile this is significant, what concerns my argument 
even more is that the language o f 'free' and 'slavery' is attributed to the earth and to a group o f  
individuals in order to gamer support for Solon's political agenda.

Raaflaub (2004: 53).
Many o f  the events about which Herodotus wrote occurred w ell before the 420s when he was 

writing. Consequently Herodotus' H istories w ill be discussed after Aeschylus' works, even though 
Herodotus writes about historical events which happened before many o f  the stories told by 
A eschylus.
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sanctuaries / Of paternal gods, of sepulchers / Of ancestors (w JiatSeg 'EXbivcov, 

LX8 8X,eTj08Qot)TE JiaxQiS’, 8XeD08Qo{)xe 68 Tcaibaq yvvainag  Beoov X8 

JtaxQwicov Biixag X8 JiQoyovcov).^^ The Greeks are urged to free their 

fatherland, their wives, the temples of their ancestral gods, and the graves of their 

ancestors. This is certainly a metaphorical application of the concept of 'freedom', 

since only one grouping in the above list, their wives, would endure servitude if 

the Greeks should be defeated. Like Solon, who freed the earth and those enslaved 

through debt, the language of 'freedom' and 'slavery' is invoked not because the 

state or temples or graves would be enslaved, but because the Greeks themselves 

would be subject to Persia just as a slave would be subject to a master. 

Furthermore, those institutions which bind Greeks living in disparate communities 

and those living within the same community —the temples of their gods and the 

graves of their ancestors —would become subject to Persia; the right of the Greeks 

to recognise and pay homage to these elements would be subject to Persia's 

consent.

The threat posed by Persia to the Greek gods and their common way of 

life is echoed by Herodotus at 8.144. Here the Athenians explain that they would 

never accept Xerxes' offer for a treaty on the grounds that they are bound by a 

heritage shared among the Greeks not to make peace with Xerxes and to avenge 

the burning of statues and of the homes of the gods.^^ In both the Persians and in 

the Athenians' response to the Spartans, the bonds that unite Greeks are given as 

justification for fighting for freedom, or for fighting against one who would 

threaten these bonds, a threat that is framed in the language of slavery by 

Herodotus. At lines 591-594 the Chorus describes the state of affairs in Persia 

following the Persian retreat abstractly in terms of'freedom': 'Nay, no longer is 

the tongue / Imprisoned kept, but loose are men / When loose the yoke of power's 

bound / To bawl their liberty (o t j 8 ’ exi yXwoaa PQOxoiaLv / ev (j)ij?iaxaL5- 

XeXuxai Y«0 / 1.0.60, 8>̂8u6 8 0 a  pd^8iv, / d)g eXijBr) ^uyov dXxotg). '̂* At lines 

402-405 of the Persians the verb 'to free' appears in Greek literature for the first 

time, signifying the transition of 'freedom' as a quality of an individual or land, to 

something for which one fights.

Translation Bemardete (1991).
”  For more on this passage see Chapter Three, section 1. 

Translation Bemardete (1991).
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The birth of freedom as an ideology in the ancient world is a progressive 

development mirroring the social history of the ancient Greeks. Before the Persian 

Wars, battles between Greek city-states were confined largely to conflicts between 

neighbours. Moshe Berent has suggested that the polis functioned as a stateless 

community Gerner, following Max Weber, defines the state as 'that institution 

or set of institutions specifically concerned with the enforcement of order 

(whatever else they may also be concerned with). The state exists where 

specialized order-enforcing agencies, such as police forces and courts, have 

separated out from the rest of social life. They are the s ta te '. I n  Athens, the 

power to rule was not undertaken by a few who exploited a population for the 

purposes of production, nor was ability to use force consolidated and controlled 

by a bureaucracy. Individuals were responsible for 'policing' themselves through a 

self-help policy, offices were chosen by lot, and policy making decisions were 

made not by individuals backed by state institutions, but by charismatic 

individuals. Consequently, as Berent notes, it would be incorrect to consider the 

ancient polis —with the rare exception —a state by modern standards.”  Through 

war egalitarian stateless communities 'maintain their cohesion'.^*

After the Persian Wars, there was a new consequence to be feared: subject 

status within a greater empire. Although Greek city-states would not have been 

completely destroyed, incorporation into Persia would have resulted in a loss of 

administrative control. Towards the end of the Persian Wars the Greeks lament the 

outcome of peace with Persia: 'it is quite clear that we shall become the King's 

allies, and we shall join him in marching against any land to which the Persians 

direct us' (Hdt. 9.11).^’ For the Greeks, freedom of movement—the ability of the 

community to determine against whom and with whom one would march —was 

paramount. As Raaflaub has argued, freedom was associated with the Persian 

Wars, since rule by Persia reminded the Greeks of rule by a tyrant, an institution 

which closely resembled slavery.''® The highly efficient administration of the 

Persians required that subject states not be razed and destroyed, for the success of 

the Persian government lay in exacting tribute from subject states. As Finley

Berent (2000: 257-89).
G ellner(1991: 4).
Berent (2000; 257-68).
Berent (2000: 258).
Translation Purvis, Strassler edition (2007). 

“"Raaflaub (2004: 101-102).
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notes, state sanctioned coercion was not com m on in the ancient polis; standing 

militias were only enforced by tyrants."" Thus the Greeks would have perceived an 

institutionalised coercive force such as the Persian military apparatus, or the 

taxation system —also a tradem ark of tyrannies'*^—as a threat to their 'stateless' 

way of life. The Greeks were faced with a war which, if  lost, would result in a 

retribution far different than anything they had known before, one which would 

result not in com plete annihilation or assim ilation, but in incorporation into a 

stratified society, 'where the means o f coercion are centralized or monopolized by 

a ruling class'."*  ̂The Greeks would not have comprised this ruling class. Once the 

Greeks were presented with circum stances which made incorporation and a loss of 

political control a reality, freedom  as a political concept became important for 

understanding the m agnitude o f the struggle which they had overcom e, as 

incorporation would have m eant that the Greeks would be forced to obey the 

edicts o f the Persian adm inistration in much the same way that a slave obeys a 

master.

The Linear B tablets indicate that the concept o f 'free' and 'slave' were used 

to describe the status of individuals; they were not used by politicians on account 

o f their rhetorical power. A lthough Kirk notes that eXeijBeQog and 6o'uXiog, as 

they appear in the Iliad, are M ycenaean terms restricted to technical usages,'*'^ the 

application o f these adjectives to 'day' and 'cup' suggest that these words were 

beginning to be conceptualised as abstractions. The emergence o f the language of 

'free' and 'enslaved' as political m etaphors taken advantage of by politicians for 

their persuasive power is evidenced by the poems of Solon. The transition of the 

adjectival form 'free' to the verbal form  'to free' to the noun form 'freedom' can be 

observed in the works of H om er, Solon, and Aeschylus. The gradual emergence of 

political 'freedom' as a concept which was used m etaphorically to describe the 

condition of a com m unity that possessed the ability to defend itself against threats 

can be seen in the increased use o f non-adjectival forms of 'freedom'. This 

indicates that the Greeks had begun to think about 'freedom' as something which 

could be fought for rather than a state o f being.

Finley (1983: 18-20).
Austin and Vidal-Naquet (1977; 121).
Berent (2000: 258).

■“*Kirk (1990: 221).
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Raaflaub has argued in his study on 'freedom' that its emergence may be 

attributed to the aboHtion of tyranny among the Greek states and the threat of 

foreign tyranny."*  ̂But events are just events until they are thought about, debated, 

and conceptualised. As Max Weber has noted '[e]vents are not just there and 

happen, but they have a meaning and happen because of that meaning’ In other 

words 'an event is not just a happening in the world; it is a relation between a 

certain happening and a given symbolic system. And although as a happening an 

event has its own "objective" properties and reasons stemming from other worlds 

(systems), it is not these properties as such that give it effect but their significance 

as projected from some cultural scheme. The event is a happening interpreted— 

and interpretations vary'.'*’ The historical events which Raaflaub cites as evidence 

for the conditions which facilitated the emergence of 'political freedom' may have 

led people to apply, by metaphorical extension, the physical enslavement and 

freedom of the individual to the state. The statuses of 'free' and 'slave' were 

already, by the time of the Persian Wars, being used metaphorically in political 

contexts. According to the extant sources, the major threats to a community and 

its members were enslavement through debt and enslavement through war. It 

would follow that the status of 'free' and 'enslaved' would become a structural 

schema that would inform the Greeks’ interpretations of happenings, thereby 

rendering them events. However, Raaflaub argues that initially the Persian Wars 

were not viewed as a struggle for 'freedom'. Because the magnitude of the wars 

fought against the Persians was so far beyond the scope of anything previously 

suffered, new ways of defining the war had to be concocted; for the first time, 

wars were memorialised as freedom wars.'** The Persian Wars constitute a crisis 

that precipitated a new paradigm for thinking about conflict: 'Crises —the sparks 

that ignite a scientific revolution—occur when attributions of meaning based on 

the established and familiar paradigm are no longer perceived as reliable. As the 

revolution takes its course, these meanings change, and "...the scientist with a new 

paradigm sees differently from the way he had seen before'".''®

The crisis of the Persian Wars necessitated a new scheme for thinking 

about the conflict, and the language of 'freedom' and 'slavery' filled this void. But

Raaflaub (2004: 58-89).
‘‘̂ As quoted by Sahiins (1985: 153).
'‘’ Sah lins(I985: 153).

Raaflaub (2004: 65).
Nathanson (2009) paragraph 2 .2 , citing Kuhn (1970: 115).
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Herodotus did not confine tliis new paradigm solely to the events of Greek 

history. Instead, through the frameworks of relativism and the conflict between 

v6 |ios and 4>ijaL5 Herodotus considers the relevancy of this paradigm for different 

societies and whether or not people were free by nature, or whether freedom itself 

was a social construction. Herodotus' own interest in this new paradigm mirrors 

the popularity of this language in society, and, to a certain extent, helped codify its 

place, a place and prominence that is criticised by Thucydides. This 

phenomenon—that the interpretation of a happening renders a happening an 

event—can affect the course of history itself as much as what really happened.

Raaflaub’s conclusion that 'freedom' was only associated with the Persian 

Wars after the wars had ended is based on the fact that there is no evidence from 

the period of the Persian Wars to suggest that such language was used as an 

ideology. It may be the case that Solon, in 594 BC, framed his policies as a 

'freeing' of the 'enslaved' in order to make them more appealing. This 

demonstrates how deeply rooted slavery, and all of its associations—'enslaved', 

'slave' —were as a negative concept or status. However, it is unclear to what extent 

the language of 'freedom' figured in the rhetorical campaign of the Greeks during 

the Persian Wars. By Solon's time the language of 'freedom' had been 

appropriated by politicians. Regardless of whether or not 'freedom' was part of the 

ideological platform of the Greeks during the war, the war itself was the 

impetus—the crisis —which led to the emergence of a new historical paradigm. As 

I briefly mentioned above, the process of historicising may be oral, and it may be 

as simple as a general narrating a battle from the previous week. Due to the lack 

of evidence, it is impossible to know for sure whether the language of 'freedom' 

figured into the rhetorical campaigns and exhortations of generals during the 

Persian Wars. Whether or not 'political freedom' played a role depends on at what 

point the Greeks understood the magnitude of the crisis and created new 

paradigms for conceptualising it. What can be said is that based on the evidence it 

is likely that by Herodotus' time the paradigm of 'free' and 'slave' were used 

commonly enough that Herodotus was able to construct, order and interpret past 

and present conflicts through the language of 'freedom' in ways which are 

meaningful because, as I shall investigate in Chapters Two and Three, the reader 

recognised the function or role attributed to the struggle for 'freedom' during the 

Persian Wars.
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The role which the Persians played in providing an 'other' to Greek 

'freedom' should not be underestimated. Only by comparison to the Persians, 

whose obeisance to a king reminded them of tyranny, could the Greeks understand 

what it meant to be 'free' politically. Despite the fact that the Persians represented 

'slavery' for the Greeks, Herodotus frequently attributes the language of 'freedom' 

to Persia. Before examining key passages where Persian history is contextualised 

through this language, it is necessary to examine the evidence which may have led 

Herodotus to consider the relevancy of 'freedom' from a Persian perspective. This 

analysis will be based on Persian sources and evidence.

1.2 Persian Administration and Ideology

The following section explores the Persian or Eastern evidence for the 

'freeing' or 'loosening' of a people from oppression, and the practice of integrating 

subject groups into the empire. Both of these aspects of Persian history and 

imperial institutions are portrayed as characteristics of Persia. Unfortunately, little 

can be said with any certainty regarding the Persian empire when one attempts to 

construct Persian history using only Persian sources. Unlike the Assyrians, the 

Persian kings left behind no annals of great deeds, and before the reign of Cyrus, 

the Greek sources are relatively silent about the activities of the Persians.^” Both 

modem academics and ancient commentators have noted that Herodotus' 

treatment of the 'barbarian' does not conform to contemporary 'vilifying' trends. 

Flower notes that 'Herodotus did not write what we might call "triumphalist" 

history, nor are the Persians depicted as weak and despicable rulers of an evil 

empire, who got their just deserts at the hands of morally and physically superior 

Greeks'.^' Plutarch criticizes Herodotus in his essay On the Maliciousness o f  

Herodotus for praising the barbarian and criticizing Greeks (12-14).^^

Herodotus' portrayal of Persia itself is problematic. He states that Cyrus' 

mother was the daughter of the king of the Medes, while his father, Cambyses, 

was a Persian from a non-royal family (1.107).^^ However, the Babylonian and 

Persian documents indicate that Cambyses was the king of Ashan, a territory that

“̂ Briant (2002: 5-6).
Flower (2006: 275).

“ Munson (2001: 7).
”  Munson suggests that Herodotus' portrayal o f Cyrus as the son o f  a non-royal Persian is based  
on the Persian tradition that focuses on Cyrus as one o f  the Persians' own rather than a noble 
(2009: 462).
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survived the collapse of Elam. Rather than focusing on Cyrus' 'Persian' past, 

Herodotus focuses on his relationship to the Medes, who were far more 

imperialistic, according to tradition, than the Persians. For this reason, when the 

Greeks speak of the Persians as a powerful threat, they refer to them as Medes 

This, too, is problematic, since it is doubtful that the Medes existed as a unified 

state.^^ However, Briant and Munson both note that Herodotus most likely based 

his depiction of the Medes on his knowledge of Persia.^® Even if this is the case, as 

Flower, in his analysis of Herodotus' presentation of Persia suggests, 'Herodotus' 

literary portrait is based, to judge from Persian inscriptions, on their own self

projection as an imperial people'.^’ Rather than depicting the Persians as 'servile 

and effeminate' as they are in Aeschylus' Persians, Herodotus' narrative questions 

these assumptions, thereby reminding the Greeks that the Persian threat still 

loomed.^*

Not only has Herodotus' use of Near Eastern evidence been the subject of 

much scrutiny, but the extant to which he allowed his depiction of Persia to be 

influenced by Greek perceptions has also been fervently debated. Historians such 

as Maria Brosius and Amelie Kuhrt lament the necessity of using Greek historians 

to reconstruct Persian history, while Heleen Sancisi-Weerdenburg has argued that 

Herodotus’ presentation of Persia is not authentically P e r s i a n H o w e v e r ,  Rosaria 

Munson suggests that Herodotus’ Persian history was based on Iranian oral 

sources, and preserves authentic Persian d i s c o u r s e I a n  Moyer has demonstrated 

that Herodotus presents valid and well-supported information concerning other 

societies, rather than using these societies as mirrors of identity.®’ Herodotus 

presents neither an entirely objective portrait of Persia, nor does he create an 

image of Persia which served simply as a mirror. The portrait of Persian freedom 

painted by Herodotus is carefully couched in Persian ideology, but presented in 

such a way that the Athenians' present behaviour and ideology are reflected in 

Herodotus' presentation of Persia. Although Herodotus seems to impose a Greek 

perspective of 'freedom' in his analysis of Persian history, an examination of

■̂’ Munson (2009: 458-60).
”  Sancisi-W eerdenberg (1988: 205); Helm (1981: 85-88).
^"Briant (2002: 26).
”  Flower (2006: 278).

Flower (2006: 274-287).
”  Brosius (2000: 2-3 , 76-78); Kuhrt (1995: 647-48); Sancisi-Weerdenburg (2002: 579-90). 
“  Munson (2009: 457-470).

M oyer (2002: 70-90).
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Persian ideologies regarding nobility and royalty suggest that Herodotus' 

application of the concept of 'freedom' reflects Persian society as much as Greek 

society. By understanding the relationship between Herodotus' Persians and the 

Persian evidence, grounds will be established for evaluating Herodotus' 

presentation of Persian ideology with regard to 'freedom'.

The Old Persian word for 'free' or 'noble', *azdta, is derived from  zMa- 

m eaning 'to give birth to'. The Persian word literally means 'born in' or

'bom  into'.“  This word is reconstructed from an Aramaic docum ent found in 

Elaphantine in 427 BCE. Hesychius, in the fifth century CE, lists d^axT] as 

8A,£u6eQLa, and d^fjxaL as the 'intimates of the (Persian) king' (Hsch. 1442). 

According to Briant, the status of being 'noble' was determined through two 

hierarchies: the clan hierarchy and the royal hierarchy. Status in Persian society 

was determined by ethnicity, family name, and clan or tribe. One's status in the 

royal hierarchy depended on the Persian king's estimation: the more highly one is 

esteemed by the king, the more noble one is.*  ̂This royal hierarchy form ed the 

basis of Hesychius' definition of dJ^f)xaL as the 'intimates o f the (Persian) king' 

(Hsch. 1442). One's place in the clan hierarchy was established through birth. This 

m anner of determining nobility can be seen in the etymology of *dzata. Francois 

de Blois has argued that defining *azdta as 'noble' does not preclude the 

possibility that *dzdta also meant 'free' as opposed to ' s l a v e ' I f  a concept of 

'free' existed in Persia, it would have been defined according to the slave-free 

social model, in which one's place was determined by either a royal or clan 

hierarchy.

Although Briant relies heavily on later sources for evidence of the two 

hierarchies, he does provide some Persian evidence for his c l a i m s B r i a n t  offers 

an inscription from Naqs-e Rustam , located six kilom eters north o f Persepolis, as 

evidence o f a 'rich/poor' power structure. This inscription, written in Elam ite, 

Babylonian and Old Persian, was found inside a structure which housed the tombs 

o f Darius I, Xerxes, Artaxerxes I and Darius II. Only the tomb o f Darius I has

“  B lo is  (1985: 5); Benveniste  (1973: 2 6 2 ,  267).
“ Briant (2002: 331-32) .
"“ B lo is  (1985: 5-7).

Later sources used by Briant for this argument include: Hdt. 1.206, 1.133, 3 .3 0 ,  3 .68 ,  3 .1 2 7 ,  
3 . 1 4 4 , 5 . 3 2 , 4 . 1 6 7 , 7 . 8 , 7 . 4 1 , 7 . 5 3 , 7 . 6 2 , 7 . 1 1 7 , 8 . 1 2 6 , 9 . 1 5 , 9 . 1 6 , 9 . 2 4 , 9 . 4 1 ;  Curt. 10 .1 .22-23;  Str. 
15.3.19; A t h .7 .5 I 4 c ;  A e l . ,N A .  12.21.
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inscriptions.^*’ Briant describes Darius as a mediator between the weak and the 

powerful, which he argues is comparable to 'rich' and 'poor'.^’ It may be the case 

that 'weak' and 'strong' are synonymous with 'rich' and 'poor', but the wording of 

the inscription suggests that Darius is referring to his role as a judge in ensuring 

that those with less power, whether this be financial power, nobility, or strength, 

are not unjustly treated by the 'strong' and vice versa; 'By the favour of Ahura 

Mazda I am of such a kind that I am a friend of the Right, and not a friend of the 

Wrong; it is not my desire that the weak man should suffer injustice at the hands 

of the strong, it is not my desire that the strong man should suffer injustice from 

the weak' (103.2).** Later Darius states 'what a man says against a man, does not 

convince me, until I hear testimony of both.' Twice Darius speaks of his 

'understanding and judgement' (103.7, 8). This inscription provides valuable 

evidence of Darius' image as a protector of 'justice' and the Persian ideology of 

'justice', but to assert that the language of the inscription provides evidence of a 

'rich' and 'poor' dichotomy is untenable. There is no reason that the references to 

'weak' and 'strong' should preclude those who are nobles according to the clan 

hierarchy by assuming that 'weak' and 'strong' are comparable to 'rich' and 'poor'.

The Greeks believed that the Persians were 'slavish' on account of their 

unyielding loyalty to one man. The more loyal or 'noble' a Persian was, the more 

'slavish' he was from a Greek perspective. Evidence for the language of 'trust' and 

'faithfulness' is preserved in the Behistun inscription and may explain how the 

idea of 'nobility' came to be interpreted as 'slavery' by the Greeks. This inscription 

was carved on a cliff at Behistun on the road from Babylon to Ecbatana. Carved in 

three languages. Old Persian, Elamite and Akkadian, the inscription provides 

justification for Darius' usurpation of the throne. It is likely that the inscription 

was circulated around the empire on papyri in Aramaic, and that Herodotus may 

have used one of these copies for the story of Darius' rise to p o w e r O n e  who 

exhibited the qualities of 'faithfulness' and 'trust' could achieve the status of 

nobility, or *azdta, through the royal hierarchy, but all persons, regardless of 

class, were deemed bandaka if they were loyal subjects. Persons who sent aid 

against rebels of the Persian empire were called bandaka as well. This word is

Brosius (2000; 42).
" B rian t (2002; 331).

D Nb 103, Brosius (2000; 64).
’̂ M ieroop (2004; 290).
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used to describe those who were highly esteemed by the Persian king, and would 

have included *azata, nobles or 'freemen' within the Persian empire. The Greek 

word which best describes bandaka is maxoxaxos, since the quality of being 

'trustworthy' was one of most essential traits a loyal subject must have. This is the 

word used by many Greek writers to describe loyal subjects of the Persian empire: 

Herodotus (3.30), Xenophon {An. 1.8.28, 1.9.30,1.6.3; Cyr. 8.5.8; Oec.A.6), 

Diodorus (17.59.1), Aelian {VH 6.14), and Aeschylus {Pers. 2).™ The Akkadian 

version of this word in the Behistun inscription, qallu, comes from the vocabulary 

of slavery or dependence. Briant suggests that the subtle discrepancies between 

bandaka and qallu may explain why the Greek word ScuXog is used as a 

translation for bandaka in a letter sent to the satrap of an Ionian province by 

Darius. This letter was preserved as an inscription dating to the Roman imperial 

period, but the letter, which is stylistically similar to letters from the Achaemenid 

period, was originally written during the time of Darius.’' In the letter, which is a 

translation of the original letter written in Old Persian, Gadatas is described as a 

'slave'.

King of Kings,

Darius the son of Hystaspes

says the following to his slave Gadatas.

PaaiXeiJg [(3a]oLX8- 

cov, AaQelo5 6 'Yo- 

xdajt£(x) ra S d x a i 

bovX(X)i xabe XeY£[i'] (12.1-4).’^

It is believed that the letter is derived from a Greek translation of a letter from 

Darius, in which Gadatas would have been referred to as bandaka, a word 

corresponding more or less to the Greek notion of moxig.”  Unable to find the

™ B riant (2002: 324).
”  B riant (2002: 491). T his letter prov ides the only evidence o f Persian activ ity  in A sia  M inor 
betw een O tanes' conquest o f  Sam os (520-519) and D arius' stop at Sardis on his w ay to G reece. 
C onsequently  it has been the subject o f  m uch debate (B riant 2002: 491). A lthough attem pts have 
been m ade to discredit the letter, those w ho defend it argue that the gram m atical errors support the 
fact that it w as not orig inally  w ritten in G reek (M eiggs and Lew is 1969: 21).

A ccording to M eiggs and Lew is (1969: 20), the language w hich is rem in iscen t o f  the 
A chaem enid w riting style are the phrases P a o d e u g  (3aoL>te(0v and td S s  "khiei.

In the letter G adatas is praised for cultivating  the fruit trees in Syria, bu t is reprim anded  for 
taxing the gardeners o f A pollo and ordering  them  to till sacred soil.
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Greek word for bandaka the translator had recourse to the Akkadian translation of 

the word, qallu, which led him to So'DA.og in Greek.’'* This letter was inscribed 

during the Roman period on a wall found at Deirmendjik, on the road from 

Magnesia on the Maeander to Tralles in Asia Minor7̂  During the Roman 

conquest in the first century BC cities and temples had to prove that they were 

eligible for certain privileges based on the prior existence of such treatment. It is 

likely that this inscription comes from this period.’® Therefore the translation of 

bandaka as 8o'0?:O5 is evidence that the Greeks in Asia Minor in the first century 

BCE felt that one loyal to the king was a slave, but it cannot be used as evidence 

for such beliefs in the fifth century, even though the original letter dates from this 

period. What it does signify is that Herodotus resisted translating bandaka as 

So'OA.og even though popular criticism of the Persian empire led many of his 

contemporaries to denigrate loyal Persians by calling them 80'U?i0l.’’ Despite this, 

Herodotus is consistent in his depiction of the Persian ideology of 'trust'.

Herodotus was keenly aware of the differences between what constituted 

'free' and 'slave' from a Persian and Greek perspective. The relationship between 

'trust' or 'loyalty' to the king and 'slavery' is exemplified by the Scythian reaction 

to the failure of the Ionian revolt.

They [Scythians] judged the lonians as free men to be the most worthless 

and cowardly of the whole human race; but as slaves, to be the most fond 

of servility and the least likely to flee from their masters.’®

xal TO'Oxo |j£v, dbg eovxag ’Icovag eXeijBeQoi'g, xaxLOxcDg xe xal 

dvavSQoxdxoDg xqlvouoi eivai djidvxcov dvBgoajtcov, xotjxo 8e, wg 

ScuXcov 'Icbvcov xov X,6yov Jioiet)|X8voL, avbQaiKiba (t)LXo680Jtoxd 

4>aaL eivat xai a.bQ'\]oxa |ixiX,iaxa (Hdt. 4.142).

The Scythians represent a third-party perspective of the interplay between Persian 

'nobility' and Greek 'freedom'. Hartog's monumental work on Herodotus' 

presentation of 'barbarian' or 'foreign' practices has become the fundamental 

framework for understanding how Herodotus' foreign ethnographies were filtered

M eiggs and L ew is (1969: 12); Briant (2002: 324-325).
M eiggs and Lewis (1969: 20).
Briant (2002: 491).

’̂ M issiou (1993: 377-391).
Translation Purvis, Strassler edition (2007).
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through a Greek lens and are, therefore, key to understanding the Greek 

conceptualisation of self. This 'mirror' emerges when the Greeks encounter the 

Persians, or even when the Persians encounter the Scythians, a scenario resulting 

in the Persians seeming more 'Greek' compared to the Scythians' 'otherness'.’’

Both Pelling and Cartledge note that there is also an 'internal Greek other', a part 

often played by the Spartans, a dichotomy that, in Pelling's words, is 'firmly on the 

path to Thucydides, where the important national polarity is Athenian/Spartan 

rather than Greek/Persian'.“  Pelling notes that frequently the Scythians appear 

'normal' compared to the 'otherness’ of the Amazons, even though the Scythians 

themselves seem 'other' when compared to the Persians.*’ In the passage above, 

the Scythians appear as defenders of 'freedom', urging the lonians to free their 

land of the Persians by helping them. While Miltiades encourages the lonians to 

help the Scythians, Histiaios argues that the Ionian tyrants owed their own 

positions of power to Darius, and that if they were to oppose Darius, their own 

power would be diminished (4.138). The lonians, therefore, pretend to help the 

Scythians, but in reality side with the Persians. Thus the Scythians observe that 

the lonians are the 'most worthless and cowardly' of free men, but as slaves, the 

'most fond of servility and the least likely to flee from their masters'. It would 

seem, then, that whether or not the lonians are to be considered the worst and 

most cowardly or the best slaves depends on whether the lonians are categorised 

according to the 'slave/free' Greek construct, or according to the 'slave/noble' 

construct of the Persians in which the most loyal servants of the king are 

rewarded. Herodotus demonstrates at 4.142 that he has faithfully presented the 

Persian ideology of 'trust': the lonians have remained faithful to the Persians, but 

in doing so they have lied to the Scythians. The Scythians'—or even Herodotus' — 

recognition that one's estimation of the lonians would differ based on which 

construction was used in evaluating them suggests that the lonians themselves 

were caught between two vying frameworks or ways of ordering the world—one 

Persian, the other Greek—neither of which existed by nature, but rather by 

convention.

Unlike the Greeks of mainland Greece, the Greeks of Asia Minor occupied 

a unique place: although they shared a common language, religion and customs

Hartog (1988: 4 9 -5 7 , 173-92); P ellin g  (1997: 5 1 -5 2 ). 
P ellin g  (1997: 54); Cartledge (1993: 5 1 -7 7 ).
P elling (1997: 5 1 -5 5 ).
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with the Greeks, their proximity to the Persians would have brought them into 

closer and more frequent contact with the Persians, thereby rendering them more 

liable to Persian aggression, and more likely to side with or adopt Persian 

customs. At 1.134 those people living closest to the Persians are held in the 

highest esteem, while those living farther are less honoured by them; 'the reason 

for this is that they regard themselves as by far the best people in the world in all 

respects, and others as gradually decreasing in goodness, so that those living 

farthest away from them are the worst people in the world'. Kuhrt notes that 

Herodotus' ordering of the world according to the Persians is accurate: the lists of 

subject peoples in royal inscriptions always begin with those nearest the seat of 

the empire, which 'makes for a ripple effect, with Persia as the perfect, still 

centre'.*^ The fact that the Persians refer to the Greeks as lonians, and that the 

lonians are divided into Greeks often indistinguishable from Carians and Lydians, 

suggests the relatively minor place occupied by the Greeks in the Persian imperial 

scheme.*^ In fact, sometimes the lonians/Greeks are entirely omitted in lists of 

territories forming the compass points of the Persian Empire.*'' Although the 

Persians figured prominently in Greek perceptions of ‘s e l f , the Greeks played a 

less significant role in the Persian ideology of empire.

Herodotus' characterisation of the Persians and Scythians, as examined 

above, and the Scythians' evaluation of Ionian Greeks through the lens of Persian 

and Greek conceptions of slavery suggests that Herodotus is not simply relaying 

'what happened' or 'what was said', but is instead examining how people's 

judgements are informed by their culture, or their v6|xoi. Herodotus does not 

describe the nobles of the Persian empire as slaves, even though, from a Greek 

perspective, obedience to one ruler not checked by the laws or vofxoi of a society 

was tantamount to slavery. Although the Scythians' statement regarding the 

lonians is more traditionally Greek in that those loyal to the Persians are deemed 

the best 'slaves', Herodotus does not use the language of 'slavery' to speak about 

the Persian nobles in his narrative, but instead portrays the Persians as having 

their own notion of what it means to be 'free' in accordance with their v6|xol.*̂

The Scythians engage in a 'relativistic' assessment of the lonians from a Greek

Kuhrt (2002; 20); Root (1979: 63-65).
Kuhrt (2002; 9 ,2 1 );  Rollinger (1999; 167-72).
Kuhrt (2002; 22); DPh2 DH2.
For a more complete discussion o f Herodotus' relativism see Chapter Three, section 2.
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perspective: as 'free' men they were the most cowardly, but as 'slaves' they were 

the most loving of their masters. From a Persian perspective the lonians would be 

praised for being the most loyal subjects, while, from a Greek perspective, the 

Persians would be looked down upon for being not worthy of 'freedom'.

Rosalind Thomas notes that Herodotus engages with relativism and vo^iog 

and (j)i)aL5, and that 'he gathered and described his material with such sophistic 

ideas at least partly in the background'.*® Although sophists such as Protagoras, 

Prodicus, Gorgias, Hippias, Antiphon, Thrasymachus and Critias have been 

traditionally categorised as sophists who must be distinguished from more 

reputable philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle, Kerferd notes the 'sophists', 

when examined in their own right rather than against the more traditional 

philosophical schools of Plato and Aristotle, made significant contributions to the 

world of thought and discourse.®’ Part of the difficulty in assessing the sophists' 

contributions is that not all sophists subscribed to a particular doctrine or even the 

same doctrines, though they were, for the most part, concerned with man as a 

social being and his place in society rather than the natural world or objective 

truths.*** As Guthrie notes 'they shared the general philosophical outlook...of 

empiricism, and with this went a common skepticism about the possibility of 

certain knowledge, on the grounds both of the inadequacy and fallibility of our 

faculties and of the absence of a stable reality to be known’.*® The sophists were 

attacked for their emphasis on empiricism which their attackers argued resulted in 

knowledge based on subjectivity rather than objective truths. What they did have 

in common was the manner in which they presented themselves; they were 

travelling 'educators' who prepared men for the world of politics, and more 

specifically rhetoric, after young men had completed their formal education.

One of the main obstacles in trying to understand the sophists is that so 

little of their actual writings remain. Modem reconstructions of the sophists rely 

heavily on the works of Plato, whose depiction of them is often hostile, as the 

sophists themselves are attacked for being more concerned with the phenomenal 

world.’® Kerferd asks '[b]ut what if the sophists were the equivalent of modem

Thomas (2006: 70).
Kerferd (1981: 1-3).

** In the extant literature the only 'sophist' to ever call h im self a sophist was Protagoras (Plat. 
Protag.  317b).

Guthrie (1969: 47-48).
’"Kerferd (1981: 4-23).
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journalists or publicists at their worst —not interested in transcendent reality to be 

sure, but equally not interested in empirical truths either, but concerned simply 

with what can be given through appearance of truth to persuade or deceive an 

audience?'^' By recognising the unique qualities and diverse—and often 

opposing—doctrines of the sophists, Kerferd hopes to restore the image of the 

sophists as philosophers in their own right, and, in some sense, as ancient 

sociologists. The sophists 'taught and discussed grammar, linguistic theory, moral 

and political doctrines, doctrines about gods and the nature and origin of man, 

literary analysis and criticism, mathematics, and at least in some cases the 

elements of physical theory about the universe'.®^ Thus, even though they were not 

concerned with ‘objective truth’, they played an essential role in the emergence of 

the philosophical principles of Plato, asking questions which previously had not 

been asked. Susan Jarratt, drawing from Guthrie’s assessment of how the Greeks 

used the concept of 'sophist' prior to Plato's and Xenophon’s condemnation of the 

concept, analyses the role of the sophists in the transition from mythic to logical 

culture by comparing the function of the poet and sophist as educator

Wallace notes that the confidence and resources that Athens acquired after 

the Persian Wars, coupled with the need for acute speaking skills for success in 

the assembly, drew many teachers of these teachers of rhetoric to Athens. 

Furthermore the democratic ideologies of personal freedom and freedom of 

speech made Athens even more welcoming to those who professed to teach the art 

of rhetoric and p e rs u a s io n T h e  convergence of all of these elements in Athens 

and its influence on the shaping of historiography has not gone unnoticed. 

Elizabeth Irwin’s examination of Herodotus and Thucydides’ treatment of Minos 

leads her to suggest that the historians may have been working closely at Athens, 

and that, consequently, the emergence of historiography itself was influenced by 

the culture that emerged from Athenian imperialism.®^ Furthermore, Herodotus’ 

reference to logopoioi (2.134,143) and a comparison of the historian’s work to 

that of medical treatises and the sophists suggests that his ‘history was primarily 

an intellectual endeavor, part of an increasingly critical interrogation of the

Kerferd (1981: 175).
Kerferd (1981: 174).

”  Guthrie (1969: 27-34); Jarratt (1991: 31-62).
W allace (1998: 204-205).

”  Irwin (2007b: 188-223).
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natural world and what men said about it’ Those who were considered sophists 

used frameworks such as the debate between vo|xo5 and ({>1)015 relativism in 

order to bolster their arguments. Callicles in Plato's Gorgias explains how vojiog 

and 4)1)OLS may be useful:

And these, nature and law, are for the most part opposed to each other, so 

if a person is ashamed and doesn't dare to say what he thinks, he's forced 

to contradict himself. This is in fact the clever trick you've thought of, with 

which you work mischief in your discussions: if a person makes a 

statement in terms of law, you slyly question him in terms of nature; if he 

makes it in terms of nature, you question him in terms of law.®’

dbg xa jioA.)ia 6e xaijTa evavxi’ dX.Xi'iXoig eoxiv, q xs <̂ 1)019 x a l 6 

vofiog- edv o vv  xig alaxiJvqxaL x a l fif] xoX|xa Xeyeiv cuteg voei, 

dvayxd^exai Evavxta XeysLv. 6 6q x a l oi) xo'uxo x6 ao(j)6v 

xaxav8voqx(bg xaxoijgY^^S Xoyotg, edv |0£v xig x ax d  v6|lIOv

Xeyri, xaxd  (j)i)aiv ibjceQcoxwv, edv 8e xd xq^ (1)1)06005, to'C’ v 6 |x o d  

(482e-483a).

Guthrie notes that even though the sophists could not be considered a 'school', 'all 

alike believed in the antithesis between nature and convention. They might differ 

in their estimate of the relative value of each, but none of them would hold that 

human laws, customs and religious beliefs were unshakable because rooted in an 

unchanging natural order'.®* The Scythians while being essential players in the 

field of action in Herodotus' narrative, also serve as objective observers of the 

conflict between vying frameworks. What constituted 'slavery' from a Greek 

perspective was a prerequisite for inclusion in the 'nobility' or *azdta, but from a 

Greek perspective to be a Persian 'noble' was to be a 'slave'. While from a Greek 

perspective the Persians were 'slavish', they were not slavish because they were so 

by 'nature', but rather because the Persians' conceptualisation of 'freedom' 

constituted 'enslavement' from the perspective of the Greeks, whose understanding 

of what it meant to be 'free' was shaped by their own rejection of tyranny. Of the

’'’Osborne (2007: 18). 
Translation Zeyl (1997). 
Guthrie (1969: 48).
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fourteen times that the concept of 'freedom' appears in discussions of Athenian 

history, seven of those times concerns the expulsion and possible reinstatement of 

Hippias.®^ As Raaflaub has noted, the concept of 'political freedom' for the Greeks 

was deeply rooted in the overthrow of tyranny, and, for this reason, the struggle 

against the Persians came to be conceptualised as a struggle for 'freedom'. 

Herodotus, however, does not simply narrate the Persian Wars as a struggle for 

'freedom', but he reconsiders the relevancy of 'freedom' not only to events 

predating the emergence of 'freedom' as an ideology, but also to societies and 

people who do not share this ideology. One of the ways he is able to accomplish 

this is by thinking about 'freedom' as a relative term, and one which existed in 

accordance with voixog. For Herodotus, the Persians were not 'slavish' by nature 

or 4>ijaL5, but 'slavish' from the perspective of the vonoi of the Greeks.

In conceptualising 'freedom' from a Persian perspective Herodotus 

considers how royal ideologies may inform Persian 'freedom'. The relationship 

between 'faith' or 'trust' in the king and 'slavery' was a common motif among the 

empires of the Near East, which shared ideologies manifested by the Persian 

empire. The similarities between Persia and other Near Eastern empires means 

that a short digression on these motifs in Near Eastern empires will be beneficial. 

The Near Eastern ideology of 'trust' and 'slavery' is exemplified in the account of 

Gyges, the Lydian king, and his son's dealings with the Assyrian king, 

Assurbanipal. This account was recorded in the royal annals of Assurbanipal on 

two t a b l e t s . Ha v i n g  been sent a dream by the Assyrian god, Assur, Gyges sent a 

message to Assurbanipal relating his dream. In his dream Gyges was told to lay 

hold of the feet of Assurbanipal and conquer his enemies by invoking the name of 

the king. From that day forward Gyges was able to defeat the Cimmerians, a 

troublesome troop that had been plaguing the Lydians. The Assyrian king is 

repaid by the delivery of two Cimmerian chieftains shackled with fetters of iron 

along with rich gifts. But the Lydian king's faith in Assubanipal did not last. 

Eventually he ceased heeding the words of Assur, and instead Gyges 'trusted in 

his own strength, and hardened his heart'. Soon after, Gyges sent aid to 

Tushamilki, the king of Egypt, who had thrown off the yoke of Assyrian 

sovereignty. The Cimmerians, by calling upon the name of Assurbanipal, were

Hdt. 5 .55, 5.62 (tw ice), 5.63, 5 .64, 5.91 (twice). 
'"“ Raaflaub (2004; 58-59).

Luckenbill (1989: 784).
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able to invade Lydia. Having become cognisant of his error, Gyges' son, 

presumably Ardys, paid a visit to the Assyrian king and proclaimed the following: 

'Thou art the king whom the god favored. Thou didst curse my father and evil was 

visited upon him. I am (thy) slave, who fears thee, be gracious unto me and I will 

bear thy yoke'.'“

Two different forms of slavery are preserved in this passage. The first is 

that of a prisoner of war, shackled with fetters and treated as an object, a gift to 

the king. Such gifts would have increased the estimation of the giver in the eyes of 

the king. The second form of slavery is more metaphorical in nature and clearly 

distinguishable from the first: that of a slave to the empire, one whose faith in the 

king and the king's god Assur is precipitated by fear, and who bears the yoke of 

his rule. The Persian evidence, like the Assyrian evidence, suggests that the king 

was chosen by god, as the Behistun Inscription and inscriptions at Naqs-e Rustam 

which describe Darius' kingship as divinely ordained by Ahura Mazda indicate. 

Such evidence may have been the impetus for Herodotus’ description of Cyrus’ 

kingship (Hdt. 1.122, 126). The presence of both types of slavery among Near 

Eastern empires and Persia suggests that slavery itself was used rhetorically to 

instill 'fear' among subjects whose faithfulness was questionable. The rhetorical 

yoke of the king's rule could easily become a reality, as those who were not loyal 

to the king were forced to endure the yoke of servitude in the form of forced 

labour. Persian society was arranged according to 'noble/slave' model which was 

perpetuated by an ideology of 'trust' and the 'truth'.

Persian and Near Eastern motifs of servitude would have provided 

Herodotus with ample reasons to present the Persians as 'slavish', but, for the most 

part, he does not. At times he even uses the language of 'freedom' to frame Persian 

history. Given how entrenched 'freedom' was in the Greek identity, Herodotus' 

attribution of 'freedom' may seem inaccurate. But Persian evidence suggests that 

the language of 'freeing' or 'loosening' a people was employed in their rhetorical 

campaigns. The Cyrus Cylinder, an inscription commemorating the capture of 

Babylon by the Persian king, Cyrus, in 539 BC offers evidence of such rhetoric. 

This rhetoric allowed the Persians easily to incorporate the population and local 

officials into their empire. The inscription describes the welcoming of Cyrus by 

the Babylonian god Marduk, who had been threatened with extinction by the

K 2675, K 228; Luckenbill (1989: 784-785).
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previous ruler, Nabonidus. According to the inscription 'without battle and 

fighting he [Marduk] let him [Cyrus] enter his city Babylon. He [Cyrus] saved 

Babylon from its oppression'. Having been destroyed by an unending yoke, a 

common metaphor throughout antiquity for servitude, the inhabitants of Babylon 

are described as rejoicing in Cyrus' kingship which ended the era of servitude. 

Cyrus, in the first person, claims to have entered Babylon peacefully, and to have 

daily cared for the worship of Marduk. 'My numerous troops marched peacefully 

through Babylon, their servitude I loosened'. Amelie Kuhrt points out that the 

proclamation made by Cyrus in the Cyrus Cylinder, which vilifies the previous 

king, Nabonidus, should not be seen as a declaration of liberation or a reversal of 

existing policies. Such declarations were 'part of the traditional rhetoric of 

Babylonian conquerors after triumph'.’”̂

The Cyrus Cylinder is not the only evidence for praise of Cyrus during this 

period. A poem, written in Akkadian and distributed for public reading, 

disparages the former king of Babylon and praises Cyrus for having liberated the 

people of Babylon from p r i s o n . F r o m  the Persian perspective such 

proclamations may not have held importance for the words contained therein, but 

for that which they stood, that is, a justification for Persian presence. For the 

citizens of Babylon, who may in fact have been oppressed by their previous 

leader, the proclamation was a testament to their having been freed from political 

and religious servitude. Even this must be questioned, as some scholars have 

argued that Cyrus' intervention was carefully planned in collaboration with the 

priests of Babylon, who were being neglected by Nabonidus.'”̂  This, combined 

with the fact that such evidence was written after the fall of Babylon and most 

likely at the command of the new king or his followers, casts some doubt on how 

accurate the depiction is. This being said, unlike his Babylonian and Assyrian 

predecessors, he did not deport citizens from the city. The Persian king displayed 

reverence for the Babylonian religion by giving offerings to Marduk, and by 

rebuilding the temples which had been ruined in Babylonia, Elam, and Assyria. In 

addition, he ordered the reconstruction of the temple of Jerusalem, as well as the 

return of foreigners who had been forced to settle in Babylonia.'®* Although the

Kuhrt (1995; 649).
Dandamaev (1989: 51).
Dandamaev (1989: 53).
Dandamaev (1989: 54).
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Cyrus Cylinder presents evidence for the existence of a 'freedom' rhetoric, there is 

a notable difference between the act of freeing a people from oppression, and 

offering them absolute freedom to govern and manage themselves; just because a 

people are freed from the oppression of a overbearing ruler does not mean that 

they are free from the influence of their liberators. The Cyrus Cylinder offers 

testimony for the former, but certainly not the latter, as Babylon became a 

province of the Persian empire, and even revolted unsuccessfully from Persia 

shortly after Darius ascended the throne in 522 BC (Hdt. 3.150-160).

The account of Cyrus' invasion of Babylon found in the Cyrus Cylinder is 

at odds with the accounts of the Babylonian Chronicle, a prose narration of events 

written in chronological order in the third p e r s o n .T h e  discrepancies between 

these accounts indicates that the language preserved in the cylinder was meant to 

be rhetorically persuasive, and even deceptive. According to the Babylonian 

Chronicle the capture of Babylon was marked by a battle between the 

Babylonians and the Persians, and was followed by the destruction of Opis, the 

scene of the battle, after which Cyrus 'carried off the plunder (and) slaughtered the 

people'.'”* This is a departure from the account in the Cyrus Cylinder, which states 

that Cyrus marched into the city peacefully.

Herodotus' account also deviates from the peaceful intervention of Cyrus 

described in the Cylinder. Herodotus' description of the siege at the end of Book 

One and the capture of Babylon resembles a city exchanging religious oppression 

for that of an imperial nation: 'besides paying a fixed tribute', the city was required 

'to supply food to the great king and his army during different portions of the year' 

(Hdt. 1.192). In addition to such demands, Persian satrapies, or provinces, lost all 

independence in foreign p o lic y .A c c o rd in g  to general practices of Near Eastern 

kings during this period, treaties with subject nations required that such nations 

harmonise their foreign policy with that of the empire, as well as refrain from 

communication and alliances with enemies of the empire."® Although Cyrus could 

claim to be liberating, freeing, or loosening the city of Babylon from a previous 

ruler who had oppressed a portion of the community, one would be pressed to 

argue that he was fighting for the absolute freedom of the city. What was offered

Grayson (1975: IX)
Grayson (1975: 109); Kuhrt (1995: 659). 
Dandamaev (1989: 56).

"“ Westbrook (2003: 1058).
59



The Discourse o f Political Freedom in Ancient Historiography, Chapter One

to Babylon was freedom from one form of oppression in excliange for a different

type of oppression.

Persian evidence suggests that the notion of 'freeing' or 'loosening' the 

people from 'servitude' provided the Persians with a rhetorical platform to win 

over the people with words, even though their invasion was hostile. The 

inhabitants of Babylon were not physically 'enslaved' by the previous king, but 

were oppressed. Like Solon, Cyrus has appropriated the language of 'slavery' in 

order to liken his political measures to one who has released the citizens from 

physical enslavement. But unlike Solon's reforms, which paved the way for social 

reform on a mass scale, Cyrus' intervention resulted in an exchange of power, but 

did not alter the status quo: conquered states continued to be ruled by 

Mesopotamian theocracies. Social reform on a grand scale rarely, if ever, 

happened in the Near East.'"  'Freedom' or the language of 'loosening from 

oppression' provided the means for gaining power, but was not itself the end. By 

'loosening' the oppressed faction of the city which they were invading, the 

Persians already had a group in place which would support their rule. A loyal 

ruling party within a newly conquered territory was essential, since the success of 

the Persian empire depended on faithful subjects who supported and maintained 

the empire.

The Cyrus Cylinder is not proof that the Persians popularised the notion of 

'political freedom', but is instead evidence that it was not beyond the imagination 

for Herodotus to attribute some notion of 'freedom' to the Persians. The Old 

Persian word for 'nobility', *azdta, was used in reference to the status of the 

individual and not the state, in much the same way that 'free' described the 

individual before the Persian Wars in Greece. Furthermore, the manner in which 

the Persians implemented a metaphorical conceptualisation of 'slavery' indicates 

that the language of 'loosening from servitude' was used to gain goodwill, in much 

the same way that Solon appropriated this language to compare his reforms to the 

overthrow of tyranny. Raaflaub has argued that the social and political structures 

of Mycenaean civilization 'seem closely related to those of the Near Eastern states 

of the second millennium in which, apparently, freedom was of no significant 

v a l u e ' . W h i l e  the lack of rhetoric from the East concerning positive notions of

The only exception to this is the case o f  the Israelites whose struggle for social reform and 
'freedom' has been examined by Daniel Snell (2001: 117-136).

Raaflaub (2004: 17).
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what it means to be politically 'free' from monarchical or tyrannical rule validates 

this hypothesis, the Cyrus Cylinder demonstrates that liberating or loosening a 

people from oppression and slavery was used as a justification for intervention 

and subversive subjugation. Evidence such as this may have led Herodotus to 

frame his narrative of Persian history in terms of 'freedom' and to consider how 

the Persian v 6 |x o l  might give shape to an ideology of 'freedom'.
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Chapter 2: Athens, Liberator or Enslaver?

The previous chapter examined the evidence for 'freedom' as a rhetorical 

tool in the Greek world prior to the Persian Wars, as well as the Persian sources 

for a rhetoric of 'freeing' and 'slavery' in military campaigns. Cyrus and Solon 

framed their actions in terms of 'loosening' or 'freeing' from servitude in a 

metaphorical sense. Solon did not actually 'free' the earth from 'slavery'. Nor did 

Cyrus literally 'loosen' the people of Babylon from 'slavery'. Both the Greeks and 

the Persians exploited the language of 'slavery' in order to gain support for 

political measures. Since no evidence exists from the time of the Persian Wars to 

suggest that the Greeks used the language of 'freedom' as a rhetorical tool during 

the conflict with Persia, Raaflaub argues that it was not until 480 that the Greeks 

began to see the war with Persia as a struggle for freedom.' Although Herodotus is 

the main source for the period of history which led to the emergence of 'freedom' 

as an ideology, Herodotus' treatment of the language of 'freedom' suggests that he 

did not simply use the language of 'freedom' in contexts where it would have been 

relevant historically, but instead the manner in which he employs the language of 

'freedom' has been shaped by the strife he witnessed in his own time.

The Athenian role as leader in a league meant to preserve the 'freedom' of 

Greece from Persia after the Persian retreat might lead one to expect that a history 

of the Persian Wars would be laden with references to the Athenians' role in 

securing the 'freedom' of the Greeks.^ Or one might expect that this uniquely 

Greek concept would be applied solely to the Greeks. But this is not the case. Of 

the eighty references to eX8D08Q- in its various forms in Herodotus' Histories, 

only fourteen of these references are uttered from the mouth of an Athenian. Out 

of those fourteen instances five occur in the narrative of the expulsion of tyrants 

from Athens, for which Sparta is responsible, and has, effectively, freed Athens 

from tyranny (5.55, 5.62 (twice), 5.63, 5.64). Three occur in the debate between 

the Spartans and the Corinthians about whether or not Hippias should be 

reinstated as tyrant of Athens (5.91, twice), and two occur in a speech given to the 

polemarch of Aphidnae, Callimachus, by Miltiades, the Athenian dissident who 

persuades the Athenians to take up arms against the Persians at Marathon (6.109). 

In his speech Miltiades remarks that Athens can either be free or enslaved, but that

' Raaflaub (2004: 65).
 ̂For evidence that the Persian Wars were conceptualised as a struggle for 'freedom' independent 

o f Herodotus' Histories,  see pages 39-40.
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if Athens chooses to rise up against the Medes the city will become the first city in 

Greece. Two occur in a statement made by Herodotus where he argues that the 

Alcmaeonids are responsible for freeing Athens from tyranny, since they may 

have bribed the Pythia to persuade the Spartans to free Athens (6.123).

With the exception of Miltiades' speech, that leaves one example in which 

the Athenians, as a citizen body, state that they will fight for their own freedom 

and that of the Greeks from Persia (8.142). It is the only instance where the 

Athenians are portrayed as being actively engaged in securing their own freedom, 

a decision that, according to Herodotus, effectively delivered the Greeks from the 

threat of Persian enslavement. But Herodotus cautiously expresses this opinion.

At this point I feel impelled to express an opinion which I am not going to 

keep to myself, despite the fact that it will offend a great many people, 

because I believe it to be true. If the Athenians had taken fright at the 

danger that was bearing down on them and had abandoned their country, 

or if they had stayed put where they were but had surrendered to Xerxes, 

no one would have tried to resist Xerxes...Once they had decided that their 

preference was for Greece to remain free, it was they who aroused the 

whole of the rest of Greece...and, with the help of the gods, repelled the 

king's advance (Hdt. 7.139).^

According to Herodotus, the Athenians had two opportunities to side with Persia, 

but they rejected the Persians' offer both times (8.140-44,9.4-5). Thucydides' 

Athenians make similar claims when they argue that they have come about their 

power rightly on account of their efforts in the Persian Wars, and that, if they had 

not abandoned Attica and fled to their ships, or if they had sided with Persia from 

the beginning, 'there would be no point then in your [Spartans] attempting a sea- 

battle with your inadequate navy, and Xerxes would have gone on to achieve his 

object at leisure' (Thuc. 1 . 7 4 ) The abandonment of Attica for ships and the 

ensuing battle is one which is described by Aeschylus in the Persians as a fight 

for 'freedom'.^ Thus by the time of Herodotus the story of the Athenians' struggle

 ̂Translation Waterfield (1998). 
“ Translation Hammond (2009). 
 ̂ See pages 39-40.
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for the 'freedom' of the Greeks and the debt owed by the rest of the Greeks to the

Athenians was already a common theme.

The discomfort Herodotus expresses at 7.139 was due to the growing 

resentment many Greeks felt towards the Athenians, who, as Hermocrates notes in 

Thucydides' history, have substituted their own empire for that of the Persians 

(Thuc. 6.76.4).'’ Regardless of whether or not Thucydides actually quotes 

Hermocrates, this statement reflects sentiments that were likely shared by many, 

as the Athenian imperial apparatus, as I shall show, bore some similarities to that 

of Persia's. The following section will be an examination of Thucydides' 

Athenians, the allies responses to them, as well as independent epigraphic and 

literary evidence. While I am not suggesting that there is grounds for 

intertextuality between Herodotus and Thucydides, I argue that the discontent 

expressed by the allies in Thucydides' history reflects a general response to the 

emergence of Athenian arche in the fifth century. There is evidence to suggest 

that Athens' allies may have felt that their treatment at the hands of the Athenians 

differed little from that of the Persians, and that, for this reason, the language of 

'slavery' was used to describe Athenian actions in Thucydides. The language of 

slavery and 'ruling' that came to be associated with Athens may have led 

Herodotus to consider the similarities between Athens and Persia, and that, if the 

Athenians could claim to offer 'freedom' to their own citizens while 'enslaving' 

their allies, then perhaps the Persians too had their own conceptualisation of 

'freedom'.

2.1 On Reading Herodotus

The first written work in Greek literature which provides an historical 

narrative of a struggle for 'freedom' —not just the physical 'freedom' of the 

individual, but the 'freedom' of individuals collectively to make decisions in their 

interest and align themselves as they choose^—occurs in Herodotus' Histories, a 

narration of the Persian invasion of Greece, the factors which contributed to the 

cultural conflict between East and West, and the events leading up to the what are 

now referred to as the Persian Wars, a struggle which began when the Athenians

* For a more complete discussion o f this passage in the context o f the Peloponnesian War, see 
pages 69-70.
’ At 9.11 the Athenian envoys threaten to make peace with Persia, which w ill result in having to 
march wherever the king orders them to march. The fear expressed in this passage is that allies o f  
the king are forced to have the same friends and enem ies as the king.

64



The Discourse o f Political Freedom in Ancient Historiography, Chapter Two

burned the Persian city of Sardis in 499 and ended with the Persian retreat in 479. 

In order to understand how Herodotus used the concept of 'freedom', one must 

have a clear picture of the text in context. Having written in the mid-fifth 

century —some even posit a date as late as 414—Herodotus and his audience 

would have witnessed the internal strife that enveloped the Greek world: after the 

Persian retreat the Athenians assumed leadership of a league created to secure the 

freedom of the Greeks from the threat looming in the East.® What was once a 

defensive alliance became an empire, with Athens at its head, and members which 

formerly enjoyed a status of equality found themselves coerced into complying 

with Athenian demands; by the 430s there were no longer any meetings of 

member states.^ The Athenians claimed that they had borne the burden of 

liberating Greece from Persia, thereby justifying what the allies referred to as their 

'enslavement'. No one would argue that initially the decision to continue the 

league after the Persian retreat was unwarranted: the Persians had retreated, but 

the Greeks feared that the return of Persian forces was imminent (Thuc. 1.90).

The context having been set, is there evidence that fifth-century affairs 

shaped Herodotus' narration and interpretation of the Persian Wars? And even if 

authorial intent cannot be shown, how would a person, living during the fifth 

century and witnessing the Peloponnesian W ars, have interpreted Herodotus' 

presentation of 'freedom'? According to tradition, Herodotus was 'an itinerant 

lecturer, an Ionized Dorian, possibly half Carian, born of a distinguished family 

but perhaps not an aristocrat, politically active, but not a military man'.'° Studies 

which aim to understand the relationship between Herodotus' narration and the 

historian's own political and cultural milieu are becoming increasingly popular. 

Elizabeth Irwin, in her examination of Thracian history and ethnography in Book 

Five, noting the similarities between his description of the Paeonians and the 

Athenians, argues that Herodotus' narration of the Athenians exhibits 

characteristics typical of late fifth-century discourse on Thrace." Irwin's 

examination of Herodotus' treatment of Samos reveals that Herodotus' interest in 

the island may have had as much to do with contemporary Periclean politics as 

with his own personal experiences.'^ Irwin has even suggested that Herodotus and

* For Herodotus' dates see Hom biower (1996, vol. 2: 29); Munn (2000: 363 n. 78, 315-23). 
Ryder (1965: 21); Hom biower (1991: 145 -46 ,395 ).
Munson (2001; 267); Brown (1988: 4-8); Evans (1982; 2-6).

“ Irwin (2007b: 41-87).
Irwin (2009: 395-416).
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Thucydides were working side by side.'^ However, Shanske asserts that 'more of 

the features of his [Herodotus] text point backwards rather than forwards'.''* 

Shanske's conclusion that Thucydides was looking for a 'cure' precludes the 

possibility that Thucydides' history engages with a Herodotean past just as much 

as Herodotus' history engages with Thucydides' own present. In making such 

claims Shanske has overlooked Tim Rood's assessment of the Sicilian 

Expedition.'^

Such intertextuality assumes that Thucydides had access to a published, or 

nearly published manuscript, of Herodotus' Histories. Even if one is not 

convinced that the historians were working together, one would be hard pressed to 

deny the parallels between the texts. Whether such parallels were intentional or 

whether they were the result of two historians working in similar political and 

intellectual worlds, the fact that Herodotus engages with the present as much as 

the past means that the influence of the present on his selection and presentation 

of his enquires is becoming an increasingly popular phenomenon. According to 

Munn, Herodotus' work was published between 425-415 BC, while Thucydides' 

work would have been published 396-95 BC.'* Even if Herodotus and Thucydides 

were not working 'side by side', it is possible that Thucydides may have had 

access to Herodotus' work. Munson notes that recent scholarship that aims to 

understand Herodotus' relationship to the present demonstrates a recognition of 

the complexity of reading his work, and how his logoi and the overall text as a 

coherent whole become more meaningful with regard to both the multiplicity of 

meanings and their relationship to fifth-century politics.

Despite Herodotus' reputation for being a weak political thinker, Kurt 

Raaflaub has demonstrated that Thucydidean echoes in Herodotus are a testimony 

to the opposite.'* Herodotus' immediate audience, those living during the fifth 

century, would have understood and read (or heard) his presentation of 

imperialism and freedom within the context of their own culture and politics. 

Since Charles Fomana's Herodotus: An Interpretative Essay, there has been 

growing interest in how the conflict between Athens, Sparta, and their allies

Irwin (2007a: 188-223).
Shanske (2007: 11).
Rood (1999: 141-68).
Munn (2000: 363 n. 78, 315-23).
For summaries on the implications o f reading Herodotus in light o f  fifth-century politics see 

Irwin (2007b: 86-87; 2009: 416).
Raaflaub (1987: 221-48).
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influenced the composition of the Histories}'^ Fornara suggests that Herodotus' 

silence on the present creates an irony within the text. John Moles notes that 

Herodotus is writing with an eye towards present politics as much as past history. 

In this sense, he argues, the Histories serve as a warning to the Athenians.“  More 

recently Moles has suggested that Herodotus himself speaks through Socles in his 

speech concerning the dangers of tyranny, in this case the imposition of tyranny 

on Athens by the Spartans. Moles suggests that Socles' speech is meant to 'jolt 

contemporary listeners and readers into reflection on their own situations and on 

the connections between those situations and the historical period down to 479'.^’ 

Moles considers the speech a 'meta'-speech for the Histories as a whole 

Similarly, John Henderson draws parallels between Herodotean history 

commencing at 5.67 and the events of the Peloponnesian War, though without the 

moralizing tendency of Moles' interpretation of Socles' speech.

As the results of Herodotus' investigations demonstrate, he was as much 

concerned with the present as he was the past. A reading which aims to interpret 

Herodotus' Histories within the context of the historian's contemporary culture 

will shed light on the reader's response to the text, since Herodotus and his 

audience would have shared a similar cultural and political environment. This 

type of analysis hinges on a comparison between statement (i.e. Herodotus' 

narration) and the knowledge shared between the historian and his audience."'* As 

Iser and Dewald have both noted, for modem readers to be able to understand the 

structure of a text, such as Herodotus' Histories, it is necessary to read the text 

multiple times. The process of rereading allows one to garner meaning from the 

text that one living closer to Herodotus' time would have been able to achieve 

with more ease."^ Because the knowledge shared between the author and the 

reader is internal to the text, historians must examine literature external to the text 

to understand what knowledge Herodotus may have expected his audience to 

have. Consequently, this chapter examines responses to Athenian arche during 

the time when Herodotus was writing in order to better understand how the

Fornara (1971: 56, 81).
“  M oles (1996: 259-84).

M oles (2007: 265).
M oles (2007: 266).
Henderson (2007: 289-310). 

""Hartog (1988: 7-8).
Iser (1989: 10); Dewald (1997: 69).
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political turmoil of this time shaped the way he uses the language of 'freedom' in

his Histories.

2.2 A Fifth-Century Perspective on Athens

Although Herodotus' Histories concerns events which happened at least 

sixty or seventy years before he was writing, there are brief moments in the text 

where the historian steps away from his narration and offers a commentary on the 

current political climate. At 8.142 the Spartans remind the Athenians of their role 

as l ib e ra to r s A s  I shall argue in Chapter Three, this is a role which would only 

make sense to the post-Persian War reader who would have been aware of the 

Athenians' role in forcing a Persian retreat. As noted above, at 7.139 Herodotus 

states that the Athenians were responsible for freeing the Greeks from Persia, a 

statement which he prefaces by admitting that it will not be pleasing to his reader. 

This is a statement meant for a reader who knew that the Athenians were losing 

popularity as they began to act more like an empire than a Greek city-state. In 

each of these passages Herodotus does not directly make reference to events in his 

own time, but in a subtle way adds a second narrative, or metanarrative, to the 

text, which invites the reader to compare the previous actions of Greek city-states 

to their current ones.

References to fifth-century politics in the Histories are, on occasion, more 

explicit. At 8.3 Herodotus states that there was talk of entrusting the sea command 

to the Athenians, but that the Athenians knew there were many who did not 

support this plan and so abandoned it.

But when the allies protested, the Athenians gave way, because what was 

important to them was the survival of Greece and they knew that if they 

made leadership a point of dispute, Greece was lost. And they were right, 

because internal dissension is worse than a united war effort to the same 

degree that war is worse than peace. So it was appreciation of this fact that 

made the Athenians give way without making a fuss—but, as they later 

demonstrated, only for as long as they badly needed the rest of the Greeks. 

Once Xerxes' invasion had been repulsed and they were fighting for his 

territory rather than their own, they deprived the Lacedaemonians of the

This passage w ill be discussed in Chapter Three.
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leadership, using Pausanias' arrogant behaviour as a pretext. But all this 

happened later (Hdt. 8.3).^’

In this passage Herodotus explicitly compares Athenian actions during the Persian 

War with those after.’® By doing so, Herodotus asks the reader to consider the 

differences between the united Greek front during the Persian invasion and the 

fragmented nature of Greek politics in his own day. More generally Herodotus is 

asking the reader to read about the past with eye on the present.

Passages from Thucydides' history suggest that some felt that a 

comparison between Athens and Persia was warranted. At the debate at Camarina, 

Hermocrates, the Syracusan statesman, urges the Sicilians to take immediate 

action against the Athenians, whose fleet has landed in Sicily and who have sent 

their own embassy to Camarina to persuade the people of Camarina to side with 

them. According to Hermocrates the Athenians have established a trend of 

fighting on behalf of weaker city-states as a means of gaining power. This is 

exactly what they have done in coming to the aid of Leontini. Similarly, in the 

Persian Wars, they claimed to be fighting on behalf of the lonians:

This front against the Persians was not, then, the Athenians fighting for 

Greek freedom, nor the Greeks fighting for their own: the Athenians were 

looking to replace Persian enslavement with theirs, and the Greeks to 

make a change of slave-master—to one just as clever, but clever for the
29worse.

x a l  Ol) JIEQL xf)g  8>i£U08QLag O.Qa OIJXE OlJTGl td )V  'E>i}tflVCOV oij0' OL 

"EXXtiveg xfis eauTWV x(p Mf)6(p dvxeoxi'iaav, jteqI be o l |i£v o(|)loiv  

aXka |iri exsivcp xaTabov'k&)0 £(X)g, oL 8' em Seojtoxoxj |X8xa(3o}iTi c u x  

ct^uvExoaxeQOtJ, xaxo^uvexcoxeQOD be (Thuc. 6.76.4).

”  Translation Waterfield (1998); dvxipdvxcjv be xd)v ouji|xdxwv eixov oi ABiivaLOi, neyo 
JT:oiei)|j£voi jiegielvai xfiv 'EA.X,d8a xal yvovxeg, el oxaoidaouot Jiegl xf|5 I'lyenovLTig, (bg 
d.TO>teexaL f) 'E t̂Xdg, ogBd voeuvxeg- oxdoig ydp en4>^^05 Jio>i,e|iou 6|xo4)0oveovxo5 
xoooiL)xcp xdxiov eaxi 6ocp jro>tE|Jog elQTivT]g- emoxd|i£voi cbv aiixo xoijxo o vx  dvxexeivov 
akX' 8LXOV, oooij xdgxa eSeovxo ai)xd)v, cbg SiiSe^av- wg y a g  8io)ad)i£voi xov 
riE0oi]v TC01 xf]5 EXELvou f|8i] XOV dyojva  ejtoieijvxo, JT̂ 6 (f)aaiv xip  naDoaviEO) ijpgiv 
jT0OLOx6|ievoi dji£lX,ovxo xfjv fiY£|iovir|v xoug AaxeSaijiOvlo'ug. AXXd xaiixa ijoxegov
EyEVEXO .

Moles (2002: 33-52); Forsdyke (2005: 224-41).
Translation Hammond (2009).
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In the above passage the Athenians are compared to the Persians; according to 

Hermocrates, the Athenians were not fighting for freedom, but using freedom as a 

pretext for imperial endeavours.

Comparisons between Athens and Persia in the narrative passages of 

Thucydides are often not as explicit as those which occur in the speeches, but are 

powerful on account of their subtlety. Such passages offer evidence that there was 

dialogue concerning the similarities between Athens and Persia during the time 

that Herodotus was writing. In the following passage, Thucydides analyses the 

evolution of warfare in Greece before the Persian Wars by comparing past tactics 

to the tactics of empires.

Wars by land there were none, none at least by which power was acquired; 

we have the usual border contests, but of distant expeditions with conquest 

the object we hear nothing among the Hellenes. There was no union of 

subject cities round a great state, no spontaneous combination of equals for 

confederate expeditions; what fighting there was consisted merely of local 

warfare between rival neighbours.^”

x a x d  Y"nv 8 e jtoX eixo^, 6 9 s v  t ig  x a l  S u v a fx ig  jraQ E Y evexo, o ijS e lg  

^ijveoTr|- jrdvT85  6 e f |a a v ,  5aoi x a l  eyevovTO, jiQog 6|x6Qoug xo-ug 

0 (J)eTEQGiJg E x d o T o ig , x t t l  8x 8 fi|u ou g  O T Q axeiag jtoXij d jro  x f |g  eau xob v  

8Jt' dXXcov x a x a a x 0 O(j)fi g t jx  E^fioav oL ''EA,?:r|V8g. oi) yag  

|iJ V 8 LOxifix8a a v  j ig o g  x d g  fifyL O xag JtoXeig ijjTr]xooL, c u S ' aiJ a i j x c l  d ito  

xf)g loiig xoL vd g  oxQax8iag sjroL .oi)vxo, xax' dA.Xi'i^iOug 8 s  |xd?iXov cog 

e x a o x o i  oL d oxD Y 8 Lxov8g ejtoX 8 |xoDV (Thuc. 1.15.2).

The contrast drawn is decisive: relations between city-states and warfare had 

drastically changed. The method of presentation in this passage further elicits a 

contrast with Persia. Rather than stating positively how Greece had changed, 

Thucydides has illustrated pre-Persian Wars Greece by stating what it was not, all 

of which are elements present in Greece during the Peloponnesian Wars: with the 

Sicilian Expedition, Athens sent fleets far from home, the purpose of which was

“  T ranslation C raw ley , Strassler edition  (1 9 9 6 ).
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land acquisition, with tlie hope of moving onto Carthage and Italy (Thuc. 6.15.2, 

90.2). The alliance of small states under the leadership of a great power was the 

original dynamic of the Delian League (Thuc. 1.97; 3.10.3-4); the references to 

leagues formed by smaller states on the basis of equality echoes what the Greeks 

originally set out to do in response to the Persian invasion (Hdt. 7.145, Thuc. 

1.91.6).

The description of Greece through negative rather than positive illustration 

serves another purpose; that which Greece was formerly not is exactly what Persia 

is and what Athens became. Rood notes that Thucydides often uses the 'negative' 

as a 'forceful contradiction of characters' expectations'.^' Just as the Athenians 

went abroad in order to conquer, so too did X e r x e s , a n d  it is the imperial nature 

of such expeditions by eastern powers which is described by Herodotus as 

impinging on a city-state's freedom (Hdt. 1.6). During the Persian Wars the fear 

among Greeks that an alliance with Persia would force them to march wherever 

the king chose (Hdt. 9.11) indicated that the alliance offered to Greece by Persia 

was not one of equality among members (Hdt. 8.140).

Thucydides' history demonstrates that there is ample evidence for a 

dialogue which compared Athens and Persia circulating during the latter half of 

the fifth century. Explicit comparisons, such as that of Hermocrates, invited the 

reader to consider Athenian policy in light of Persian history. Tim Rood has 

demonstrated that Thucydides' portrayal of the Sicilian expedition mirrors 

Herodotus' narration of Xerxes' expedition to Greece, thereby eliciting a reading 

of Thucydides which renders the Athenians an imperial power like the Persians, 

moving west beyond the boundaries of their empire to enslave the conquered 

Even if such similarities were not intentional, the parallelism between Xerxes' and 

the Athenians' expansionist efforts would have led some to consider the 

similarities between these two imperial powers. Although arguments proposing 

Persian influence on the Athenian imperial model are tenuous at best, evidence 

may be found from sources besides Herodotus and Thucydides which may have 

led some to associate Athenian imperialism with Persian despotism.

Rood (1998: 19-20).
For an intertextual analysis o f  Thucydides' description o f the Sicilian expedition and Herodotus' 

portrayal o f  Xerxes' expedition see Rood (1999: 141-68).
“ Rood (1999: 141-68).
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There are several similarities between the Persian and Athenian imperial 

model. The Persian institution of the 'eye and ear of the king' was similar enough 

to Athenian emoxojiOL to warrant comparison. Herodotus tells of the story of 

young Cyrus who, while playing a pretend game with his playmates, appointed 

one of his friends to be his Eye (Hdt. 1.144). In Aeschylus' Persians, the king's 

eye is described as 'trustworthy in all things' (tov  oov juoxov Jtdvt' 

6(j)0aX|i,6v),^‘' while Aristophanes includes the Eye Pseudartaban among his cast 

of characters in the Acharnians?^ The distinction between the faithful Eye and the 

false Eye in Greek literature, and in the Acliarnians in particular, is an accurate 

reflection of the importance of the truth versus the lie in Persian ideology as 

exhibited by the Behistun Inscription and by Herodotus (1.136).^* Jack Martin 

Balcer argues that the Athenians adopted the Persian imperial model, but his 

argument lacks the necessary evidence to support this claim It is more likely 

that that whatever institutions the empires shared were the result of a cultural 

koine rather than direct borrowing.^* According to Balcer 'the King's Eyes 

conducted political and administrative surveillance of the satrapal regions, and 

communicated that information to the King'.^^

Although the evidence for the institution of the King's Eye is primarily 

Greek, it does not matter whether such an institution actually existed, since, if the 

Greeks believed that it did, this belief would have led them to draw comparison to 

Athenian em axojrai.''” Sometime after the subjugation of Naxos in 468 states 

began to rebel from Athens and a means of 'keeping an eye' on the allies became 

necessary. Included among the duties of an em axojiog was the selection of the 

local PouXeuTaL to supervise the examination of new counselors. If anyone failed 

to meet the criteria for running for this office such persons could be prosecuted by 

the em axojiog and the ({)QOi)Qa0XOS- The emaxoJcoL were responsible for 

overseeing the collection of tribute to ensure that there was no malpractice in the 

collection process.'*' While the em axojtoi could not try or convict persons

A esch. P er. 979.
Balcer (1977: 257).

^^Brosius (2000: 29-41); Sancisi-W eerdenberg (1993: 23-31).
Balcer (1977: 252).
I have adopted the phrase 'cultural koine' from Kurt Raaflaub (2000a).

”  Balcer (1977: 260).
B esides the A charnians, the King's Eye is also described by Xenophon in the C yropaedia  8.2.10. 
ML 40, 12-16. Although this fragment is almost entirely reconstructed, an independent 

inscription (/G  1̂  14) suggests that em a zo jto i were sent to Erythrae. For a more complete
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themselves, they did have the power to summon and bring allies to trial at 

Athens."^ Citing the Constitution o f the Athenians (1.14, 16), Forsdyke notes that 

it was a 'generalized principle of Athenian imperial rule' to remove 'power over 

the decision of death, exile, disenfranchisement, and the confiscation of property 

from the allied cities'."*  ̂However, there is much debate concerning the official 

judicial decree stipulating Athens' policies regarding the summoning and indicting 

of individuals from allied city-states. While Balcer argues that there was a judicial 

decree for the entire Athenian empire dating as far back as 450, de Ste. Croix only 

suggests that such a decree existed towards the end of the Athenian empire 

Forsdyke places the judicial decree in the 440s around the time of the Chalcis 

decree on the grounds that this was a period of time in which there were several 

revolts against Athens. Furthermore, Forsdyke, like Figueira who has argued that 

the decree forcing the allies to use Athenian coinage was not as overbearing as 

some have suggested, argues that the judicial decree was not meant to be a means 

of asserting control, but was instead meant to reassure allies that the highest 

penalties would only be enforced through proper judicial proceedings."*^ Even if it 

is the case that measures such as the adoption of Athenian coinage and the judicial 

decree were not meant to be oppressive, the fact remains that the allies on whom 

such measures were imposed may have regarded them as oppressive.

The presence of the Athenian representatives, whether em oxojtoi or other, 

in the allied states would have served as a constant reminder of Athenian power. 

The referral of court cases to Athens under the supervision of the em oxcjtog was 

just one of the many laws passed by the Athenians which limited the cultural 

sovereignty and administrative control of Greek city-states. Such legislation 

included: decrees protecting Athenian citizens and honorary consuls or

discussion concerning the relationship between ML 40 and IG  1^14 see M eiggs and Lewis (1969: 
92-93) and Walbank (2008: 64).
"^Balcer (1977: 252-5).

Forsdyke (2005:225).
Balcer (1978: 119-42); de Ste. Croix (1961: 270-71). See M eiggs (1972: 225) for an argument in 

favour o f a later late for the judicial decree. M eiggs argues that a judicial decree was only in 
existence by 424, which is his date for the Constitution o f  the Athenians, and he warns against 
taking the Chalcis decree as representative o f  greater decree imposed on all allies. For problems 
dating such a decree see M eiggs (2008, reprint o f 1943: 65-66). For the decree concerning Chalcis 
see ML 52. This decree may have applied to Eretria (Forsdyke 2005: 225 n. 71). Raaflaub (2004: 
327 n. 127) notes that Chalcis and Eretria, if  ML applies to Eretria, were forced to pay tribute not 
to the league, but the Athenian demos.

For the decree enforcing Athenian coinage see ML 45; Figueira (1998: 15); Forsdyke (2005: 
225-26).
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the decree prohibiting the Megarians from access to Athenian ports''^ 

standardisation o f the assessment and collection o f tribute'̂ *; imposition of 

Athenian standards of measurements, weights, and currency'*®; obligatory 

contributions to the Panathenaea^“; the institution of religious cults in allied states 

and participation in religious festivals.^' M eiggs notes that after 'the end of  

fighting against Persia removed the common cause which had bound the allies 

together under Athenian leadership, positive steps had to be taken to prevent the 

disintegration of the L e a g u e ' B y  imposing a common identity, the Athenians 

were able to create a sense o f unity. However, such efforts were not always well 

received. As Rhodes argues, 'by prescribing a form o f constitution, transferring 

major lawsuits from local courts to Athenian courts, and forbidding cities to issue 

their own silver coins and to use their own weights and measures, Athens had 

imposed forms o f submission to which states which aspired to be independent had 

not previously been s ubj e c t e d ' The  exaction o f tribute, mandatory military 

support, and the office o f the overseer were common, or believed to be common, 

to both the Persian and Athenian imperial models.

Just how oppressed the allies really were has been questioned by Osborne, 

who has examined the archaeological evidence for building activity in the fifth 

century. He interprets the lack of such activity in Ionia and in the Athenian empire 

in general as indicative of 'Athenian popularity rather than Athenian oppression' 

Holscher suggests that political monuments erected in Athens and abroad were

Meiggs (1972: 171-72); 7G^28a; 7Cii" 38; Ar. Peace 164-72. 
d eS te . Croix (1972)

î  34; ML 46; ATL  2.D7; Meiggs (1972: 165-67); Fornara and Samons (1991; 180-81).
"’ /G i^ 1453; A 7L2.D 14; ML 45; Meiggs (1972: 167-71);
^  ML 40, 69; Meiggs (1972; 292-95). ML 40 deals solely with Erythrae after the city had revolted. 
This inscription has been dated to the 450s, suggesting that initially only Ionian cities would be 
expected to honor Athens as a mother city. However, by 425 all members o f the league are 
required to bring a cow and a panoply to the Panathenaea (ML 69, lines 55-58). At lines 57-58 the 
allies must escort their offerings at the Panathenaea 'like colonists' (Meiggs 1972: 293; Boedeker 
2007; 56; Maurizio 1998: 297-317).

Delos was the focal point of the Delian League, as it was the site of an Ionian sanctuary. This 
suited the image of the league, which was founded as an Ionian league (Thuc. 1.96). Smarczyk 
(1990: 464) suggests that Delos was chosen for its religious significance as the center of 
lonianism , and that the choice of Delos was more religious propaganda. The treasury was most 
likely moved in 454 when the tribute lists began to be inscribed at Athens (Homblower 1991:
146). The tribute which was brought was displayed in Athens at the Great Dionysia, which had 
become an imperial festival (Ar. Ach. 504; Isoc. Peace 82; ML 46, 68). In the 430s allies were 
required to send offerings to the Eleusinian mysteries (ML 73), while horoi in allied cities suggest 
the imposition of cults honoring Athena, or the confiscation of land by Athens which was offered 
to Athenian deities (7G î  1481-99).
“  Meiggs (1972: 293).
”  Rhodes (2007: 35).

Osborne (1999: 331)
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more influenced by the Athenians' need for 'legitimation', and that building 

programs were more stimulated by empire than democracy Furthermore, the 

Athenians did not typically erect monuments in other cities; monuments in honour 

of Athena were most likely built by pro-Athenian parties, such as in the case of a 

monument on Samos from the 440s commemorating Athens' suppression of a 

revolt. Ephesus, on the other hand, had a proactive building campaign, rivaling 

that of the Athenians, which, Holscher suggests, was an 'act of self-assertion 

against overpowering Athens'.

While Forsdyke, Figueira, and Rhodes suggest that Athenian leadership 

was not as overbearing or as oppressive as it may have seemed, and that the rich 

would have suffered more from Athenian demands than the poor, who would have 

benefited from a democratic constitution, it is significant that Thucydides' history 

often defies attempts to locate an authorial voice due to the contradictions and 

opposing viewpoints throughout his history.^’ Responses to Athenian leadership — 

whether to support it or to revolt on account of its overbearing nature—are diverse 

and contradictory, just as are the opinions expressed by speakers in Thucydides' 

narration. Athenian legislation limited a city-state's cultural identity by forcing 

them to conform to Athenian practices, thereby denying the unique cultural and 

political heritage of individual city-states. For some, Athenian hegemony may 

have been even more overbearing than Persian rule which allowed states to 

administer themselves according to their own traditions, and where the imperial 

administration relied on the positive relationship between the Persian elite and 

local authorities.^* Although there are similarities between the Athenian and 

Persian imperial models, these similarities are not proof of influence, but aspects 

of empire which may have been part of the cultural milieu of the fifth century.

Forsdyke notes that modern responses to the Athenian empire are shaped 

in large part by Thucydides' negative depiction of Athenian behaviour at 1.98.4- 

99.2.^® Thucydides' narrative of these events may be hostile, but his 

characterisation of Athens is as valid as the Athenians' own characterisation of 

their empire. Just because the Athenians did not intend to be overbearing does not

Holscher (1998: 182-83).
Holscher (1998: 173).
Forsdyke (2005: 223-36); Figueira (1998: 15); Rhodes (2007: 35-39), especially page 36 for a 

discussion o f  contradictory view s found in Thucydides' speeches.
Kuhrt (1995: 696-701); Cawkwell (2005: 61-86) suggests that the Greeks were not so much 

opposed to the institutions o f  the Persian empire as they were to the very idea o f  being ruled itself. 
Forsdyke (2005: 226).
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mean that their actions were not regarded as such. And even if some did not find 

the demands overbearing, this does not necessarily mean that everyone did not. It 

is likely that there were various responses to Athenian demands. Since 

Thucydides portrays Athenian behaviour as hostile, and since Herodotus hesitates 

to praise Athens at 7 .139 ,1 am concerned with the views of those who found the 

Athenian arche oppressive. Regardless of whether the similarities between 

institutions of Athens and Persia are due to conscious adoption or because the 

system is one which both Athens and Persia, independent of one another, 

established because it 'works', the similarities were significant enough that 

likening Athens to Persia would not be a stretch of the imagination.

Understanding the context in which Herodotus wrote enriches the 

experience of reading. It allows the modern reader to see that Herodotus was not 

only influenced by the political turbulence of his own times, but was, at times, 

consciously commenting on later fifth-century politics through his narrative of the 

Persian Wars. Sometimes comparisons between Athens and Persia are made 

explicit by Herodotus and Thucydides, while at other times these comparisons are 

implicit. The epigraphic evidence preserves measures taken by the Athenians to 

maintain control over their allies. Many of these measures bore a resemblance to 

Persian imperial institutions, and may have led some to believe that a comparison 

between Athens and Persia was warranted. The following section will be an 

analysis of the language used by Thucydides to talk about the Athenians.

Although the Athenians 'freed' Greece from the Persians, Thucydides' Athenians 

are more often referred to as 'enslavers', an epithet commonly attributed to the 

Persians. The frequency and ease with which the concept of 'slavery' appears in 

reference to the Athenians suggests that accusations of 'enslavement' on the part of 

Athens were common in the fifth century. Such accusations may have led 

Herodotus to consider how a city-state like Athens, which had once fought for the 

'freedom' of the Greeks, could then evolve into an imperial power which 'enslaved' 

rather than 'liberated'. As I shall demonstrate in Chapter Three, Herodotus 

investigates this transition by considering how the Persians, who during the 

Persian Wars represented 'slavery' with regard to both the treatment of subjects 

and other nations, may have, at one time, also fought for their own 'freedom'.

23  Thucydides' Athenians: Athens the Enslaver

Understanding Athenian imperial language is problematic. The idea that
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pinpointing the moment that 'language of alliance mutates into the language of 

domination' in the epigraphic record has been pervasive in attempts to fill in 

Thucydidean gaps regarding the growth of Athenian p o w e r P o l l y  Low notes that 

this in itself is problematic, as the interpretation of epigraphic evidence is based 

on assumptions about the Athenian empire that are themselves based on 

Thucydides.^' Examining epigraphic evidence independent of a Thucydidean 

model of Athenian power. Low concludes that the image one draws from 

inscriptions is one of 'cooperation rather than coercion', and that the Athenians 

may be offering a means of engaging in a great Panhellenic culture rather than 

being forced to conform to an Athenian model. She does, however, note that, 

whatever tone is established in the inscriptions by the relationship between author 

and audience, the outcome is the same: 'the Athenians get the power, and the allies 

get what they're g i v e n ' . T h e  Athenians, she concludes, might be more diplomatic 

than they are given credit for by Thucydides.“

Even if it is the case that the Athenians' relationship with their allies was 

more based on reciprocity and consensual, the fact remains that in Thucydides' 

history the Athenians are more often enslaving than engaging in positive 

interactions with allies. With the exception of Plataea, where the Spartans enslave 

the women and children (Thuc. 3.68), dvSgairoS-, a word referring to physical 

enslavement, is used to describe Athenian actions a total of seventeen times. 

Although the more common word for slavery, 8ouX.-, occurs throughout both 

Herodotus (96 times) and Thucydides (78), 6ouX,-is more ambiguous; it can refer 

either to restrictions on political freedoms such as parrhesia or isegoria, the 

subjugation of a state by a greater power, or the physical enslavement of an 

individual. It is significant that Thucydides describes the Athenians' actions in 

terms of d v6Q ajto6 -; Herodotus only uses this concept to describe the physical 

enslavement of prisoners or nations conquered in war. It is used thirty times in 

Herodotus' Histories, and of those thirty times it is used, twelve are in reference to 

Persians enslaving conquered peoples; four times it refers to slaves as the property 

of their owner; five times it is used in reference to prisoners of war being carried 

off; only three times is it used to describe the behavior of Greeks towards one

“ Low (2005: 94).
Low (2005: 93-95).

“ Low (2005: 108).
"  Low (2005: 108-109).
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another, and, of those, two refer to Samos (3.125, 6.23; 1.66, Tegea). Thucydides' 

description of Athenian actions through the language of 'slavery', either because 

the Athenians physically 'enslaved' people, or metaphorically 'enslaved' the city- 

state, suggests that he was contrasting their behaviour with that of the Persians, 

who had historically been famous for 'enslaving', as Herodotus' Histories attests. 

By contrasting Thucydides' description of Athenian leadership in the Delian 

League to Herodotus' description of Persian rule, it is possible to see how the 

language of 'slavery' plays a subtle, yet powerful role in conveying Athens' 

transition from a league to an empire.

The transition of the Delian League from a defensive alliance to an empire 

displays the simultaneous deterioration of equality among the allies and the 

growth of Athenian power. According to Thucydides, shortly after the Persian 

retreat and not long before assuming leadership in the Delian League, the 

Athenians began to rebuild their fortification walls, but the Spartans objected on 

the grounds that the Athenians should join them in pulling down the walls around 

cities outside of the Peloponnese. By pulling down fortification walls, the 

Spartans argued that the Persians, should they invade again, would not have a base 

from which to operate; the Peloponnese would serve as a place of refuge for all 

Greeks. Thucydides informs the reader that in reality the Spartans were afraid of 

the Athenians' wall-building enterprise (1.89-90). The Athenians continue to build 

their walls arguing that they

now thought it fit that their city should have a wall, and that this would be 

more for the advantage of both the citizens of Athens and the Hellenic 

confederacy, for without equal military strength it was impossible to 

contribute fair or equal counsel to the common interest. It followed, he 

[Themistocles] observed, either that all the members of the confederacy 

should be without walls, or that the present step should be considered a 

right one (Thuc. 1.91. 6-1)!'^

Shortly after this passage, Thucydidcs describes how the Athenians assumed

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996); 6oxetv oiiv o(()[ol y.al vtiv a|i£Lvov e iv a i xf|v 
eaiJTcbv Telxo5 exeiv, x a l I6ta xoi;^ x a l eg xoiig jxdvxaq ^u|i^Ldxotjg
(i)<})8>ti|i<bTeQov eoeoBai- oi) y d g  olov x' elvai )ifi ctjio dvxuxd}tOD Jtagaaxeufig 6(jol6 v xl i] 
I'oov eg x6 xoivov PouX.e'ueoBaL.
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leadership in the league, which Thucydides states (1.97.1) consisted of 'allies who 

were originally autonomous and reached their decision in general congress' 

( I ' l y o i J i i e v o i  8 e a iJ T O v o f io o v  x6  j t q w x o v  t w v  xoivcbv

^\jv6 8 cov P o u A,8u 6 v t c o v ) . “  As autonomous allies, the states lived according to 

custom , literally according to their own customs or laws. M any members of the 

Delian League provided ships instead o f facing military service. Consequently 

'while Athens was increasing her navy with the funds which they [allies] 

contributed, a revolt always found them without resources or experience for war'

(1.99.3).“  The success o f the Persian empire hinged on the symbiotic and 

reciprocal nature o f the relationship between the royal administration and the local 

governm ents of subject states, which were expected to pay taxes to the Persian 

empire, supply food for the Persian satraps, as well as provide soldiers for military 

garrisons. Good relations between local authorities and their Persian satraps 

served as a m ethod of control over local citizens, and such allowances for the 

perpetuation of local culture did not, as some have argued, contribute to the 

overall decline o f the Persian empire.®’ The actions of the Athenians as described 

by Thucydides were more sim ilar to an eastern empire like Persia than an 

independent Greek city-state.

Once allies failed to m eet Athenian demands they were 'enslaved'. ,\l  

1.98.1 the town of Eion was enslaved: 'the Athenians besieged and captured Eion 

on the Strymon from the Persians, and made slaves of the inhabitants' ( j i q w x o v  

fi£v 'H io v a  T ip  8Jtl 2 t q d |o ,6v l  M fi8 (ov exovxoav jTDX.LOQHLa elXov x a l  

i^v8 QaJi6 8 Loav).“  Next, at 1.98.2, the Athenians invaded Scyros: '[n]ext they 

enslaved Scyros the island in the Aegean, containing a Dolopian population, and 

colonized it themselves' (ejteixa S x I j q g v  xfiv ev xo) Alyciloj v fjaov , wxoijv 

A 6 A.OJt8 5 , T̂ v8 Qaji6 6 io av  x a l  w x io av  axjxoL).*’̂  Carystus surrendered on terms, 

and, after besieging N axos, the Athenians brought the island back into the alliance 

(Thuc. 1.98.3-4). At 1.98.4 Thucydides states that '[t]his was the first allied state 

to lose its freedom  —something quite contrary to Greek norms which would 

subsequently happen to the others one by one' (jT^obxr) xe aijxr) JT6 X.15 

j ta g d  x6  x a 0 Eaxi'|xog e8 oDA.d)0 i'|, EJteixa be x a l  xd)v aXXoav cbg Exdaxi]

Translation m ine. For a greater d iscussion  o f  'autonomy' in this passage see  pages 170-71. 
“  Translation C raw ley, Strassler edition (1 9 9 6 ).
■̂’ K uh rt(1995: 6 9 6 -7 0 1 ).

Translation C raw ley, Strassler edition (1 9 9 6 ).
Translation C raw ley, Strassler edition  (1 9 9 6 ).
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^uv8(3i]).™ In 465 the Thasians were defeated by the Athenians. Their walls were 

demolished, their navy surrendered, and they were forced to pay an indemnity and 

tribute to the league in the future. In addition, they surrendered their rights on the 

mainland as well as their rights to the mines (Thuc. 1.01.3). At 1.108 Thucydides 

describes Athenian actions towards Aegina: after a long battle the island finally 

surrendered, the fortification walls were torn down, the fleet handed over, and the 

people of Aegina were forced to pay tribute in the future.

Thucydides' narration indicates that the Athenians increasingly exhibited 

behavior similar to an imperial power such as Persia. Although disputes arose 

between members of the Hellenic League regarding leadership (Hdt. 8.2-3), 

decisions were made in congress, and, even after leadership was transferred to 

Athens after the Persian Wars, member states were 'autonomous' and decisions 

were made in a common assembly (Thuc. 1.97). Slowly, Athens began increasing 

control over the allies, forcing them to provide troops for her cause, as well as 

destroying fleets, fortification walls, and exacting tribute. In the Pentecontaetia, 

Thucydides' narration of the events from the end of the Persian Wars to the 

beginning of the Peloponnesian War (479-435), the historian recounts the growth 

in Athenian power and the fear that this provoked in the Spartans, which he 

considers the most true reason for war (1.23.6). Thucydides states 'the Athenians 

were not the old popular rulers they had been at first; and if they had more than 

their fair share of service, it was correspondingly easy for them to reduce any that 

tried to leave the confederacy' (Thuc 1.99.1).’’

By the outbreak of war in 432, Athenian rhetoric differs little from that of 

Xerxes, who claimed that the Greeks were weak because they did not serve a 

master. In 432 the Spartans deliver their ultimatum to Athens.’  ̂A full account of 

Spartan demands is revealed in Pericles' response to the Spartan ultimatum: the 

siege of Potidaea must be abandoned, the decree concerning Megara must be 

revoked, autonomy must be given to Aegina, and to the Greeks as well (1.140.3- 

4). In what follows Pericles makes an argument which is similar to one given by 

Xerxes, arguing that the Spartans will never be able to overcome the Athenians, 

since they have no central deliberative body. Xerxes, in his conversation with 

Demaratus, asks '[h]ow could a thousand men —or ten thousand or fifty thousand.

™ Translation Hammond (2009).
Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).
For more on the Spartan ultimatum see page 90, n. 24 and page 192.
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for that matter—when every single man among them is as free as the next man

and they do not have a single leader, oppose an army the size of ours?' (Hdt.

7.103)/^ Similarly Pericles states

In a single battle the Peloponnesians and their allies may be able to defy 

all Hellas, but they are incapacitated from carrying on a war against a 

power different in character from their own, by the want of the single 

council chamber requisite to prompt and vigorous action, and the 

substitution of a congress composed of various peoples, in which every 

state possesses an equal vote, and each presses its own ends—a condition 

of things which generally results in no action at all (1.141.6)7'^

From Pericles' perspective the strength of the Athenians lies in the power garnered 

from their allies, who are governed by a central deliberative body, which acts in 

the interest of Athens. Sparta and her allies, on the other hand, operate as a league; 

members of the Peloponnesian League have equal votes which they cast in their 

own interests. In the early years of the Delian League the 'autonomy' of Greek 

city-states was guaranteed through their right to vote in the assembly. This vote 

ensured that equal and fair discussions were held on the basis of equal strength.’  ̂

Once Athens began to withdraw voting power from the allies, city-states began to 

feel that their voices in discussions had been silenced.

From a Greek perspective the inherent problem with the Persian empire is 

that Persians and their subjects obeyed the Persian king, whose authority, much 

like that of a tyrant, was not checked by the v 6 | j o l  of the society.’  ̂The Spartans, 

on the other hand, were 'slaves' to their own v6|i,oi, as Demaratus points out (Hdt.

7.104), while according to Pericles, '[o]ur constitution is called a democracy 

because we govern in the interests of the majority, not just the few. Our laws give 

equal rights to all in private disputes...We are tolerant in our private dealings with 

one another, but in all public matters we abide by the law: it is fear above all 

which keeps us obedient to the authorities of the day and to the laws, especially 

those laws established for the protection of the injured and those unwritten laws

Translation Waterfield (1998); Forsdyke (2005; 224-41).
Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).
This will be discussed in greater depth in Chapter F ive, sections 1-3.
See Chapter Three, section 3 for more on the discussion between Xerxes and Demaratus and for 

Persian v6)iot in Herodotus.
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whose contravention brings acknowledged disgrace' (Thuc. 2.37.1)7^ Unlike the 

'law', policies of the Persian king were divinely dictated and could therefore be 

easily changed.™ While the Athenians may have governed themselves in 

accordance with v6|oxdl, when it came to determining what actions should be 

carried out by the league, decisions were not made by members who exercised 

equal voting rights. Thucydides offers evidence that Athenian actions were 

conceptualised through the language of 'slavery', and that the allies believed their 

'autonomous' condition constituted 'enslavement'. The Mytileneans make the 

following statement in their speech to the Spartans concerning their revolt.

But the object of the alliance was the liberation of the Hellenes from 

Persia, not the subjugation of the Hellenes to Athens. So long as the 

Athenians in their leadership respected our independence, we followed 

them with enthusiasm. But when we saw that they [Athenians] were 

becoming less and less antagonistic to Persia and more and more interested 

in enslaving their own allies, then we became frightened. Because of the 

multiple voting system, the allies were incapable of uniting in self- 

defence, and so they all became enslaved except for us and Chios. We, 

supposed to be independent and nominally free, furnished our own 

contingents in the allied forces.^’

^ijixixaxoi |i£VToi EY£v6|Li£9a o v k  ejtl xaxaSouXobaeL xcbv 'EXXfivcov 

ABi-ivaioig, dXk' ejt' eXEXjOeQcboEt djio xoi) Mf]6ot) xotg  "E>iXr|OLV. xa i 

|U£XQi d:Ji6 xoi) loou i]Yot)vxo, JTQoBijfioag 8LJt6|i£0a- £jt£i6iq 6 e 

£C0 Q(l)|j£v a ijx c i jg  x f |v  |j£v XOI) Mt]6gu £x0Qotv d v ie v x a g ,  x fiv  be xd)v  

|u [ i |x d x o o v  bovkwaiv  ejiaYOfifvoug, o u x  dbeeig £x l f)|j£v . d S 'u v a x o i be 

o v x £ g  xa0' £v  Y8v6|i£voi 8id jxo)iD'iJ;'»](j)iav dixijvaaBaL oL ^i)|x|xax0 i 

ESouXdaBTioav ittX-i'iv f]̂ wi)v x a l Xitov- i]|i£tg be a ijx 6 v 0 |i0 L  8f] ovxE g xa l 

eX,ei)0£qoi x(i) 6v6|xaxi ^iJVEoxQaxsi)aa|i£v (Thuc. 3.10.3-5).

Translation Hammond (2009); x a l  6 vo|xa | i £ v  8 l c i  t o  |n'i eg oXiYOug a X X '  eg Ji>:etovag oLxelv 
8 T])ioxQaT(a xex^iriTat- f ie x e o T L  be  x a x d  f i e v  Toijg v 6 fj£)ijg Jtgog rd  i8 ia  8 id ( t ) O Q a  Jidoi t o  I'oov 
. . .  dv8Jiax0(jjg 8 e i d  l'8 ia  JtQooojii^ioiJVTeg Td Srm oota b ia  8 eog |id)ii,aTa o v  
j x a Q a v o | i , o t ) n e v ,  xcbv xe a le l ev dgxtl ovicov dxQ od oei x a l  t w v  v o j u o v ,  x a l  fid}iLOTa auxcbv 
oooL xe ejc’ (bc()e)LC9t xd)v d 8 ixoiJH£vcDv x e lv x a i x a l  o a o i dY0 a(t)OL ovreg aLaxi)vr|v 
6pxDXoYOD|jivr|v (})e0oxjaiv.

See Chapter 3, section 3.
Translation Warner (1972a).
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Although originally league members were 'autonomous', the Athenians slowly 

limited the voting rights of the allies, thereby limiting their ability to exercise their 

voice in the assembly and hastening their enslavement.^ By applying the language 

of 'slavery', language which Herodotus uses to describe the physical enslavement 

of subjects by the Persians, Thucydides conveys the emergence of Athens as an 

empire through his use of rhetorically charged words. By describing Athenian 

actions through the language of 'slavery' Thucydides invites the reader to consider 

the value of 'freedom', when a city-state which had fought for the 'freedom' of the 

Greeks took advantage of its 'liberator' reputation in order to 'enslave' its allies.*’ 

As I have shown, there is sufficient evidence from Thucydides' history to 

suggest that there was a general rhetoric or belief that Athens was 'enslaving' the 

allies and that treatment at the hands of the Athenians differed little from what 

they would have suffered at the hands of the Persians. Thucydides' 

characterisation of Athens as an 'enslaver' and comparisons between Athens and 

Persia in his history represent general sentiments circulating during Herodotus' 

time which may have led him to compare Athens and Persia in his own history.

As I shall argue in the next chapter, one of the ways that Herodotus draws a 

comparison between the Persians and the post-Persian Wars Athenians is by 

examining how 'freedom' did not have a fixed definition, but was instead 

culturally embedded and prone to shifts in meaning as the vojioi of different 

groups change in accordance with growth. In order to elicit the irony of the 

situation —that Athens the liberator had become Athens the enslaver—Herodotus 

considers what it might mean to be 'free' according to the v 6|XOL of the Persians.

By simultaneously engaging with Persian notions of 'freedom' and the 'freedom' 

for which the Greeks fought during the Persian Wars, Herodotus demonstrates 

that 'freedom' itself is not a quality or condition that exists by nature, but rather a 

concept which is culturally embedded and therefore not absolute.

Alternatively Cleon, at 3 .37, argues that democracy is ill-equipped to run an empire since  
listening to the complaints o f the allies has led to the decision concerning M ytilene being debated 
again, which only makes the Athenians seem weak. H ow ever, this is the perspective o f  an 
Athenian, and not of the allies, who would have felt that the ability to address the Athenians on 
such an occasion as this was a far cry from equality in the assembly.

See Chapter Four for a more thorough analysis o f 'freedom' in Thucydides' history.
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Chapter 3: Herodotean Freedom

The previous chapter examined the extent to which Herodotus was 

thinking about contemporary politics while writing the Histories and the 

evidence—both literary and epigraphic—that those who were dissatisfied with 

Athenian rule may have compared Athens to Persia. The aim of the following 

chapter is to examine how the political turmoil of Herodotus' own time and the 

emergence of Athenian power in the fifth century may have led him to consider 

how a society's priorities and v 6|1 ol may engender different conceptualisations of 

what it means to be free. Although the Athenians had fought to free the Greeks 

from the Persians during the Persian Wars, as the Athenians' own power grew, the 

institutions o f their rule began to resemble that of the Persians, against which they 

had fought in their struggle for freedom. An examination of 'freedom' from a 

Persian perspective suggests that Herodotus was not only concerned with how 

'freedom' may be relevant to an imperial power, but also how empire's and city- 

state's vofxoL change in accordance with their own successes and failures, and that, 

consequently, so too do their conceptuaHsations of what it means to be free. As 

Herodotus states, 'I will cover minor and major human settlements equally, 

because most of those which were important in the past have diminished by now, 

and those which were great in my own time were small in times past. I will 

mention both equally because I know that human happiness never remains long in 

the same place' (1.5).' 'Freedom' was closely tied to the Greek identity and to the 

Athenians, who had fought for the freedom of the Greeks during the Persian 

Wars. By considering 'freedom' from a Persian perspective, Herodotus is able to 

draw a comparison between the Persians and the fifth-century Athenians, two 

groups dissonant with regard to both time and place, and, in doing so, he is able 

provide a warning to the Athenians regarding their present behaviour.

Unlike Fomara and Moles, who do not address the role that intellectual 

trends may have played in eliciting irony, I suggest that the manner in which 

Herodotus creates irony is shaped by frameworks and modes of discourse such as 

relativism and the debate between v6|xog and (^ijaLg. In her analysis of the 

ethnographies in Herodotus, Rosaria Vignolo Munson approaches the text through

' Translation Waterfield (1998); xd ydp x6 JidJtai \i£yaXa i^v, xd TxahXa ax)xd)v o|u>CQd ytyovz- 
xd 8e eji’ i\izo  fiv ^eyd^ia, Jt^oxeQov t )v  o|iiXQd. T i ' i v  d v 0 0 a ) j r r i C r | v  mv em axdp£vos 
ei)8ai)xovCr|v o iS a n d  ev xcbuxcp p iv o v a a v , £m|i.vfioo|i«i dp4>o''^£0^'v o^otcos.
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discourse 'to understand what the text says by examining how it says it'.^ 

Similarly, I shall focus specifically on how Herodotus engages in a discourse of 

'freedom' through frameworks, such as relativism and the v6|X05-4)i)ai5 debate, in 

order to compare fifth-century Athens to Persia. For Herodotus 'freedom' was a 

concept which was not 'fixed' by nature. In other words, it did not exist by nature, 

but rather what it meant to be 'free' was determined by a community's vofxoi— 

what was deemed right, both in terms of customs and the laws. Consequently, for 

Herodotus, there were multiple ways of defining what it meant to be 'free', and 

these definitions shifted in accordance with the culturally embedded values of a 

society. Furthermore, what was deemed 'freedom' from one group's perspective 

could constitute 'slavery' from another's, thereby opening discussions of 'freedom' 

to relativistic analyses.^

My own approach to Herodotus has been influenced by recent scholarship 

which aims to read Herodotus not only as an historian, but as a writer whose 

understanding of the world and whose methods were influenced by intellectual 

frameworks and politics of the fifth century. It has not always been the case that 

Herodotus' Histories were viewed as a product of an intellectual pursuit that 

aimed to make sense of the world —the present world —as well as the past. 

Munson notes that the ethnographies in Herodotus were previously viewed as 

disiecta membra that were 'artfully but somewhat pointlessly inserted into the 

historical n arra tiv e 'W h ile  Jacoby has suggested that Herodotus' work consisted 

of logoi that were originally independent, with the ethnographic logoi being 

inserted into the historical narrative at a later date, both Immerwahr and Lateiner 

argue against an 'analyst' approach in favour of the conceptual unity of Herodotus' 

work.^ Those who adopt this approach, as Lateiner argues, 'explain more 

adequately.. .the pervasive intellectual concerns of the author and the literary 

skills which shaped his narrative techniques'.'’ Munson notes that inconsistencies 

and omissions in texts provide as much information to the reader as the text itself, 

but despite this, the issue of temporal dissonance in the ethnographic and 

historical logoi is problematic: while the historical logoi create a chronological 

narrative of the past, the ethnographic logoi describe 'permanent conditions and

^Munson (2001; 266).
 ̂For a more com plete discussion o f relativism in Herodotus' Histories,  see pages 50-55. 

'* Munson (2001: 2).
 ̂Jacoby (1913; 327-34, 341-55); Lateiner (1989; 3-6); Immerwahr (1966; 46-78). 
Lateiner (1989; 5).
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customary actions in the present'7 In the past, the historical narratives and the 

ethnographic narratives dealing more with the way things are have been viewed as 

separate entities. However, Munson suggests that the ethnographies complement 

Herodotus' historical narrative of the Persian Wars by questioning what it means 

to be Greek, thereby offering commentary on Herodotus' own fifth-century world 

through the past. In this sense, Herodotus' investigations into the past and the 

present are complementary, and, if one is to understand Herodotus' 'message', one 

must understand how disparite elements of his work in fact work together.*

3.1 The Problem: One Word, Two Freedoms

While words formed from the 8A,8U0eQ- root are used fourteen times in 

reference to Athens, only once do the Athenians actually claim that they are 

fighting for the 'freedom' of the Greeks.® One would expect the Athenians to be 

depicted touting the slogan of 'freedom' as they defend Greece, especially after 

their triumph at Marathon. As Sahlins has argued 'an event is a happening 

interpreted','® and the language which the Greeks used to interpret the crisis of the 

Persian Wars was the language of 'freedom'. As I examined in Chapter One, 

evidence independent of Herodotus suggests that the Greeks began to 

conceptualise the struggle against the Persians as one for freedom shortly after the 

retreat of the Persians. Often crises require new paradigms of meaning when 

previous paradigms are not able to capture the magnitude of the crisis. The 

Persian Wars precipitated the emergence of a new type of 'freedom'." Whereas 

previously 'free' and 'slave' had been used to describe the status of an individual 

and as a metaphor for political reforms, from the crisis of the Persian Wars 

emerged an ideology of 'freedom' in the sense of being free from the control of 

another. This new ideology or paradigm of 'freedom' was used to describe the 

overthrow of tyranny in Herodotus' Histories. One would expect, given how 

frequently this word appears in the context of Persian history and tyranny, that 

this language would also be used to narrate the actions of the Athenians during the 

war, since Herodotus believes them to be largely responsible for securing the

 ̂Munson (2001: 2).
* Munson (2001: 230-31 , 272-73).
’ See pages 61-62 for specific examples.
“•Sahlins (1985: 153).
" See pages 39-42.

86



The Discourse o f  Political Freedom in Ancient Historiography, Chapter Three

freedom of the Greeks (7.139).'^ However, the first time that the Athenians say 

that they will defend the 'freedom' of the Greeks occurs after Salamis, when 

Mardonius, a Persian general, sends a message from Xerxes through his 

ambassador, Alexander the Macedonian, to the Athenians offering them an 

alliance. The passage begins with Alexander speaking.

Men of Athens, Mardonius says the following: 'a messenger has come to 

me from King Xerxes speaking thus: 'I [Xerxes] forgive the Athenians all 

wrong-doings committed by them against me. Now, Mardonius, do the 

following: give back their land to them, but also let them add to it, let 

them, being autonomous, take for themselves another land, whichever one 

they want, in addition to this one. If they are willing to come to terms with 

me, rebuild as many temples of theirs as I have burnt'.

avSgeg AGi'ivatoi, MagSovLog xd8e Xeyev  8|iol d y y s k b ]  i^xei jraQa 

paoL îEog }i8Y0 \Joa o)8e- A0r|vaioioL xdg dixaQxaSag xdg eg £|j£ 

8XELVC0V yevoi^vag Jidaag |0£xnnxL. Nijv xe wSe, M aQ 66vLE, Jioies- 

xcuxo |i£v xfiv yfiv o(})i djtoSog, xo'uxo be  dXXT|v jtgog xauxi] e Xe o B cov 

aijxci, i^vxiva dv e B e Xcool , Eovxeg aiixovoiioL- Lgd x e  Jidvxa o4)l, i]v 61^ 

PcuXcovxai ye  £|aol 6|ioXoy£elv, dvogBoaoov, 60a  ey<b eveixQ^oa  (Hdt. 

8.140).

Mardonius adds his own advice: the forces of Persia are too great for the Greeks 

to defeat, and even if they do, another greater force will follow. His message ends 

at 8.140 with the following statement: 'Be free, making a defensive alliance with 

us without treachery and deceit' ( e g x e  e Xe i j G e q o l , i'hlI lv 6 |x a L X |u r |v  a D V 0 8 |i£ V O L  

dvED xe 86?iou xa l djidxi]g).'''

The Spartans, having heard that a possible peace deal might be struck 

between the Athenians and the Persians, send envoys to Athens to dissuade the 

Athenians from making peace with Persia. The Spartan message was one which 

would be more apt if applied to the Peloponnesian Wars than the Persian:

For evidence independent o f  Herodotus' H istories  that the Persians Wars were conceptualised as 
a struggle for 'freedom', see pages 39-40.

Translation mine.
Translation mine.
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Besides all of these things, it is in no wise tolerable that the Athenians, you 

who in the past appeared to be freeing many men, be the cause of slavery 

for the Greeks.'^

aXXoog xe t o 'ijtw v  draovxcov alxiODg yeveoQai 8 o d Xo o 'u v i'|5 xotoi 

"EXbioi A0i]vaLOTJc; oijSaiaxjbg dvaoxexov, o ix L v eg  alei xal x6 jtaXai 

4)aLvea0e E^ieuBeQwaavxeg dv0QcbjTXjuv (Hdt. 8.142).

This is surely a statement that looks forward to the Athenian role as liberator 

during the Persian Wars and enslaver thereafter. The language which Herodotus 

uses in Xerxes' message serves to strengthen the admonishing tone of the passage. 

Xerxes stated that the Greeks would be 'autonomous', but there is no epigraphic or 

literary evidence for 'autonomy' prior to Sophocles' Antigone in 442.'® Figueira 

notes that 'autonomy' was commonly used during the era of the Delian League to 

describe relations between city-states.'^ Raaflaub goes one step further by arguing 

that 'free' was used to describe the lack of external interference, while 

'autonomous' described the sovereignty exerted by a people over domestic 

policies.'* Words which are formed from the aijxovo|i- root are often translated 

into English as 'autonomy'/'autonomous' and 'independence'/'independent'. 

Although many translators of Greek texts render both aiixovofxia and £>iSXJ08Qia 

as 'freedom', ai)xovo |jla  does not mean 'freedom'. While Hansen notes that a state 

is no longer deemed autonomous if it is ruled by a tyrant, Athens, Persia, a 

Spartan harmost, or the Peloponnesian league, he notes that there is a degree of 

subjectivity in interpreting what it means to be autonomous, which is why the

Translation mine.
The concept o f  autonomy was com plex and frequently used. It appears as an adjective twice in 

Herodotus, once in Sophocles' Antigone, and four times in the works o f Hippocrates (thrice in 
Airs, W aters and Places', once in de m o r tis  popularibus). In Thucydides' history it occurs thirty- 
nine times as an adjective, five times in verbal form, three times as a noun, and once as an adverb. 
O f the thirty-nine times it is used as an adjective, it is used only six times to describe the condition  
o f a city-state, but thirty times in reference to the inhabitants o f city-states; twice it describes an 
oly.Tioi^, and once an individual. In Xenophon's H ellenica  aiixovo^i- appears thirty-two times as 
an adjective. It occurs six times in noun form. In the rhetorical works o f  the fourth century there is 
an increased use o f  the noun form: eleven out o f  the nineteen times the concept is invoked by 
Isocrates it is in noun form. Andocides' references to autonomy are sparse: he uses it six tim es, all 
in de pa ce , all as adjectives, except for once when it appears as a noun. D em osthenes only uses the 
word as an adjective, and one o f those instances is a participle. Furthermore, Hansen (1998: 78) 
notes that the assumption that a polis must be autonomous is incorrect, as 500 city-states deemed  
poleis by contemporary sources would not be considered autonomous.

Figueira (1990: 63-88).
Raaflaub (2004: 147-60).
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term was politically useful for those asserting that their sovereignty was being 

interfered with by a more powerful body.'’ Despite the ambiguity o f  how the 

concept of'autonom y' could be used, Low  notes the close relationship between  

intervention and autonomy; the concept is typically invoked in instances o f  

political interfere nee.

In his monograph on autonomy, Ostwald concludes that 'autonomy' 

entered the political scene as a concept by 432 BC, since the citizens o f Aegina  

com plained that they had lost the ai)T0 V0 |iLa guaranteed them by Athens in the 

Thirty Years' Peace (446-445  BC). A ccording to Ostwald, the concept o f  

'autonomy' best described the circum stances o f  Athens' violation o f  Aegina's 

rights as a state, and therefore Herodotus consciously decided to use the term 

anachronistically, since the situation described at 8.140 fit the circum stances o f  its 

use. A s this is not the first instance in which Athens exerted influence over Greek 

city-states in the post-Persian War period, it is entirely conceivable that 

a i)T 0 V 0 |jX a  as a concept becam e prevalent earlier, most likely around 468/467 BC  

when the Greek city-states began to feel that they were being deprived o f  their 

basic political rights by Athenian hegemony."' Drawing from the earlier research 

o f Ostwald, Raaflaub argues in favour o f  a later date for the origin o f at)xovo |a ia  

due to the lack o f epigraphic evidence for the term before 427-426  BC.^“

Regardless o f when 'autonomy' actually em erged as a concept, both 

Herodotus and Thucydides used the concept anachronistically. The term, having 

emerged from the escalating tensions between Athens, Sparta, and their respective 

allies, was associated with the politics o f  the Peloponnesian War. Rather than 

attribute Herodotus' and Thucydides' anachronistic uses o f  'autonomy' to the 

aptness o f the vocabulary for the narrative, one should ask how anachronistic use 

o f  this vocabulary gives meaning to the text. Ostwald suggests that Herodotus 

uses 'autonomy' because it accurately describes the situation, but that it was not 

used at the time o f  the event.^^ W hile I agree that Herodotus chose to use the term 

because it fits the context o f  his narrative, I believe that the decision to include an 

anachronistic concept w as not one which was taken lightly by the historian. This 

term appears only tw ice in the H istories, suggesting that Herodotus chose to use

Hansen (1995: 34-35); Ostwald (1982: 42); Bosworth (1992; 122-52); Rhodes (1999: 40). 
Low (2007: 187-98).
Ostwald (1982: 40).
Raaflaub (2004: 148).

“ Ostwald (1982: 1).
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the term only in particular contexts. Additionally it brings the reader forward to 

the Peloponnesian War when 'autonomy' becomes a controversial political 

status.""* In using a term associated with the politics of the Peloponnesian War, the 

reader is led to contrast the Athenian fight to 'free' the Greeks (Hdt. 7.139), and 

their subsequent 'enslavement' of their Greek allies.

What is significant about Herodotus' use of 'autonomy' at 8.140 is not so 

much what 'autonomy' means in the context of the Persian Wars, but what it 

signifies for the reader."^ As a concept which emerged during the escalating 

tensions between Athens, Sparta and their respective allies, the mention of 

'autonomy' at 8.140 would have signified to the reader that Herodotus is using the 

past to engage with the present, and, more specifically, drawing a comparison 

between the Athenians' claim to be fighting for the 'freedom' of the Greeks at 

8.143, and their behaviour during the Peloponnesian Wars when the Athenians 

were accused of 'enslaving' city-states and violating their 'autonomy'. The advice 

of the Spartans prevailed and the Athenians declined the Persian offer. The 

Athenians state that they are well aware of the disparity between Persian and 

Greek forces.^® Despite this disparity, at 8.143 the Athenians argue that they will 

never enslave Greece to Persia: 'but nevertheless we, striving after freedom, we 

will defend ourselves in whatever way we can' {aXk! oiioog £Xe\j08Qni5 

y Xlx6 |li£vol d |iiJV 8 6 |X £ 0 a  oiJT to oxcog av x a l 6 u v d ) j i £ 0 a ) . ' ’ Instead they will 

fight the Persians since it is not a good thing that in making a treaty with Persia, 

Athens be responsible for enslaving those with whom she shares a language, 

temples, gods, religious rites, and a common way of life (Hdt. 8.143-44).

The use of 'autonomy' as a narrative tool at 8.140 brings the past into 

dialogue with the politics of the latter half of the fifth century. Athens, having 

promised never to enslave Greece, had become the 'enslavers' of Greeks after the

Although one could argue that Herodotus' reference to 'autonomy' would remind the reader o f  
the Spartan ultimatum which led to the outbreak o f  the Peloponnesian Wars, the only evidence for 
this ultimatum is in Thucydides' history (Thuc. 1.139.3). Thucydides' account o f the role o f  
'autonomy' in the war is complicated by his representation o f  the term. Consequently Herodotus' 
mention o f 'autonomy' would have led the reader to consider the similarities between Athens' 
relationship with her allies, in which 'autonomy' played a role, and the Persian offer o f 'autonomy'. 
Herodotus' use o f  'autonomy' would bring the reader forward to fifth-century politics in general, 
rather than to the Spartan ultimatum specifically. For more on Thucydides' 'autonomy' see Chapter 
Five.

For present purposes, 'autonomy' serves as a signifier in the narrative. The concept o f  'autonomy' 
will be dealt with at greater length and in more depth in Chapter Five.

This is another forward-looking statement. The calculation o f  military strength was a common  
feature o f  Athenian military ideology (Raaflaub 2001: 307-41).

Translation mine.
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Persian Wars. Em bedded within the irony is a warning to the Athenians not to 

forget the means by which they attained their empire in the first place; by freeing 

Greece from Persia. Sara Forsdyke has noted that Herodotus often criticises 

contem porary Athenians by referring to noble actions in the past. She argues that 

criticism  is the point of his statement at 8.3 where he relates that the Athenians 

yielded to those who objected to their leadership, having recognised that if they 

continued to argue Greece would perish. In case the m essage was not clear, 

Herodotus continues: 'for internal strife is a thing as much worse than war carried 

on by a united people, as war is worse than peace' (Hdt. 8.3).^* This mode of 

criticism  is used by the Spartan ephor, Sthenelaidas in Thucydides' history.

And yet if they behaved well against the Persians in the past, but ill toward 

us now, they deserve double punishm ent for having ceased to be good and 

for having becom e bad. '̂^

xa ixo i 8 L JIQ0 5  Toijg M i]8 oajg e y e v o v t o  d yaB o l xoxe, jtQog 8 ' I'lfxas 

x a x o l vijv, Sujt^^aoLag d^Loi eiaiv , 0 x1 ctvx' ayaQ(bv  x a x o l

(Thuc. 1.86.1).

The inclusion of such form s of criticism  by Thucydides suggests that this opinion 

expressed by Sthenelaidas was popular during Herodotus' lifetime and m ust be 

considered when appeals to noble deeds are made at moments where the 

protagonist has the opportunity to do either great harm or good. The statement 

made by the Spartans at 8.142 is double edged: not only does it refer to the noble 

deeds of the Athenians, it also draws attention to their imperial designs after the 

Persian W ars by rem inding the reader at one and the same time what Athens 

form erly was and no longer is.

The use of freedom  at 8.140 poses a problem: M ardonius interprets 

Xerxes' offer of 'autonomy' as 'freedom ', but the Greeks reject this offer on the 

grounds that they are so focused on 'freedom' that they will fight for it in whatever 

way they can (Hdt. 8.143). The Athenians have essentially rejected an offer of 

'freedom ', and of 'autonom y', by claiming that they are fighting for 'freedom'. This 

dilem m a can only be resolved if the Persians and the Greeks mean something

Translation mine.
Translation Forsdyke (2006: 235).
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different by 'freedom'. Many have argued that Herodotus used the language of 

'freedom' anachronistically and haphazardly. In the following section I shall 

examine the intellectual trends popular during Herodotus' lifetime that provided 

him with a framework for thinking about what it means to be 'free'. By attributing 

the language of 'freedom' to Persia, and, as I shall show, establishing a 

conceptualisation of 'freedom' that is shaped by the v 6 |x o l  of the Persians, 

Herodotus is suggesting in a subtle, yet powerful way, that 'freedom' may be 

culturally embedded, or rather shaped by a society's cultural and political vofxOL.

Although there is little evidence to suggest that there was a Persian 

ideology of 'freedom' comparable to Greek 'freedom', evidence such as the Cyrus 

Cylinder, in which the Persians 'loosen' those suffering 'from oppression', may 

have led Herodotus to consider that, at one time, the Persians themselves 

struggled to 'free' themselves from the Medes, but that, at some point, the struggle 

to free themselves from the Medes ultimately made the Persians powerful enough 

to rule over others. Herodotus examines the emergence of Persia as a dominant 

power in the Near East and how its v6|aoi, which shift as they grow more 

powerful, affect the Persians' conceptualisation of 'freedom'. He does this in order 

to better understand how the Athenians, who had once liberated the Greeks from 

Persia, could become the enslavers of Greeks.

3.2 Herodotus and Contemporary Intellectual Trends

Herodotus was as influenced by contemporary intellectual trends as he was 

by the political developments of the fifth century. Thomas has shown that 

Herodotus was influenced by Ionian thinkers such as Xenophanes, Pythagoras, 

Heraclitus and Hecataeus, by Presocratics such as Anaxagoras, and by sophists 

such as Protagoras. Herodotus may even be considered a sophos, 'a sage or man of 

wisdom'.^® The very phrase used by Herodotus to describe his endeavor, laxoQtrig 

ctjroSeL^ig, is itself a 'scientific undertaking', and one that is comparable to 'the 

process of inquiry in cases of judicial arbitration'.^’ Asheri notes that it was not 

until the fourth century that loxoQU], or 'enquiry', came to be associated with 

investigations into the past.^^ Herodotus' methodology relies primarily on first

hand knowledge, dtpig, and reasoning or opinion, Yvd)|i'r| (2.99). The term was

Thomas (2000: 6-7).
Munson (2001: 7); Thomas (1997: 128-48). 
Asheri (2007: 8).
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used by the Presocratics to refer to their investigations, and by Socrates' own time 

it was used to describe a branch of knowledge known as J te g l  4 )1)060)5  LOTCQLa ”  

Both Connor and Nagy have noted that in the process of carrying out his 

investigations, Herodotus acts as an i o t c o q , or arbitrator in a dispute, who passes 

judgments after collecting the evidence or the results of his enquires.^'' At times, 

however, Herodotus' engagement with his text suggests that he asserted a role that 

exceeded the limits of arbitrator, such as at 7.139 where he expresses his own 

opinion

According to Plutarch {Per. 4.3) and Plato (DK 29 A4), Pericles, along 

with others in his circle such as Herodotus, Phidias and Sophocles, attended 

lectures by Zeno the Eleatic.^^ Rosalind Thomas suggests that Herodotus' own 

personal conditions may have led him to conceptualise his enquiries through 

sophistic precepts:

Perhaps too, as a Greek from Asia Minor, he was acutely aware that it was 

not enough to be Greek in the fight against the Persians, and while 

ethnography was important, the Asiatic Greeks could hardly accept that as 

inhabitants of Asia they were different by nature from the mainland 

Greeks. The new sophistic stress on nomoi perhaps offered Herodotus 

conceptual terms in which to express some reasons for the longer-term 

conflict between Greeks and Persians and the surprising success of the 

Greeks.^’

As I shall argue, Herodotus considers how 'freedom' is understood within the 

context of a particular society's v 6|x o l , and how, while one group may view a 

particular action or behaviour as 'slavish', another will view it the mark of a 'free' 

individual. Through the frameworks of v6 |xog-(j)i)ai5 and relativism Herodotus 

considers what it means to be 'free'. For Herodotus, 'freedom' was defined in 

accordance with the v6 |xoi of particular societies, and, therefore, value judgments 

concerning other group's perceptions of what is 'free' or 'slavish' are informed by 

these v 6|j x d l . Consequently what constitutes slavishness from a Greek perspective.

”  PI. PM.  96a8; Connor (1993: 4).
Nagy (1990: 315-20); Connor (1993: 4).
Connor (1993: 15.)
Kerferd (1981: 19). For an introduction to those considered to be 'sophists', see pages 53-55. 
Thomas (2006: 71).
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namely loyalty to a king, is deem ed the mark o f a nobleman from  a Persian 

perspective. One o f the best preserved exam ples o f relativism  is the Dissoi logoi, 

or the 'Twofold Argum ent', written at the beginning of the fourth century, and 

comprised o f nine chapters with opposing argum ents such as good and evil, 

justice and injustice?* In each o f these argum ents, by arguing from  both sides of a 

moral debate, the author proves that actions can either be good or evil depending 

on one's perspective.^® Guthrie provides a definition o f relativism  as applied to 

values;

There is nothing to which the epithets good, bad or the like can be applied 

absolutely and without qualification, because the effect o f everything is 

different according to the object on which it is exercised, the 

circum stances of its application and so on...W hen a speaker says that good 

and bad are only relative, he may mean that 'there is nothing good or bad, 

but thinking makes it so'. Any investigation o f the nomos-physis antithesis 

turns up plenty of exam ples o f this; incest abominable in Greek eyes, 

normal in Egyptian and so on.'‘°

Herodotus' own use of relativism  differs from  the relativism  engaged in by the 

sophists. At 3.38 Herodotus makes the following statement regarding v 6 |x o l :

If one were to order all m ankind to choose the best set of rules in the 

world, each group would, after due consideration, choose its own customs; 

each group regards its own as being by far the best. So it is unlikely that 

anyone except a madman would laugh at such things.

EL y«Q 'Cl? JtQO08Lri Jtda i dvO gtbjroiai 8xA.8|aa9aL xeX.euoav v 6 |iODg 

10115 xaXXLOTOijg 8x T(I)v jidvxoov v6 |ixov, 8 Laaxe\j)d |isvoi av eXoLaxo 

e x a a x o i x o i '5 ecoijxobv- oijxta v o |ii^ o u a i jtoXXov xi xaXA.iaxo'ug xoiJg

Gera (2000: 22). See pages 50-52 for Herodotus' Scythians, who engage in relativism. 
Lopez Eire (2007: 337); Pownall (2004:, 13); DK 90 1.8.

““ Guthrie (1971: 166).
Translation W aterfield (1998).
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8couT(I)v v6|ioug exaotoi eivai. Oi)x d)v 01x6 5  eoxi aXkov ye 'H

|L iaLv6 |j£vov a vb g a  jEXwra xa  xoiaiJTa xL08a0aL.‘'̂

To prove that it is the case that each group gives primacy to or prefers its own 

v 6 |j d i ,  Herodotus describes two groups of people, neither of whom could be 

persuaded by any sum of money to abandon for another's their own customs for 

dealing with the dead; 'So these practices have become enshrined as customs just 

as they are, and I think Pindar was right to have said in his poem that custom is 

the king of all' (3.38). This sentiment, Gera notes, is similar to a thought 

experiment set up in the Dissoi Logoi. W h i l e  Heinimann has suggested that 3.38 

is so sophistic that it must have been borrowed from the writings of the sophists, 

Thomas notes that Heinimann's conclusion does not explain why this passage has 

been inserted into the text.'*'* According to Munson, Herodotus' comment that no 

one except a 'madman would laugh at such things', that is, that men regard their 

own v 6 | i o l  to be best, is a reference to Cambyses, who sets out to determine 

whether practices, common beliefs, and cultural institutions will be able to sustain 

objective examination. In the process of his examination, Cambyses violates 

several vofiXDL and is driven mad by illness, and thus his transgressions 'coincide 

with an impairment of the mind that clearly belongs in the sphere of physis 

(nature)'.''^ While the sophists employed relativism to argue from both sides of 

argument, Herodotus used relativism to explain that one's value judgements are 

culturally embedded, the result being that one must be mad, like Cambyses, to 

deny the cultural primacy of a particular group's v 6 |i o l .  A s  Munson argues, 'the 

lack of objective validity in people's perception that their own nomoi are xaXoL 

only goes to show that all nomoi are xaXoi'.'*® For Munson, Herodotus is a 

relativist only in the sense that he believes that individuals' value judgements are 

determined by their v 6 |x o l.  Humphreys rejects the traditional assessment that 

v6 |ios refers to 'custom' at 3.38 and to 'law' at 7.102-104, but instead argues that 

the same principle is being invoked.'*’ She suggests that Herodotus was not

Similarly at 7.52 Herodotus notes that 'if everyone in the world were to bring his own problems 
along to market with the intention o f  trading with his neighbours, a glim pse o f  his neighbours' 
problems would make him glad to take back home the ones he came with'.

Gera (2000: 36-37).
Heinimann (1945; 81); Thomas (2000: 126).
Munson (2001: 168-69).

"‘ Munson (2001: 170).
■*’ For more on 7 .1 0 2 -104 see Chapter Three, section 3.
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concerned with the debate between V0 |i0 5  and (J)'uoig, but was instead making the 

point that one must not act beyond the boundaries set by v 6 |j d i  regardless o f  the 

variation o f  v 6 |io i  between cultures; one must suffer the consequences if  one does 

so, as the madness o f  Cam byses revealed. For Humphreys, v6|xog in Herodotus is 

an answer and an endpoint; Herodotus does not ask why people observe particular 

v6|iDL, but v iew s v6|xoi as a stopping point in his enquiry.

Humphreys concludes that Herodotus' thinking is closer to the Presocratics 

than to the sophists, who believe that there is no reason to live in accordance with  

v 6 |io i  since they are man-made; the only reason men obey them is fear o f  

punishment.'** Herodotus appeals to v o n o g  in both passages (3 .38 , 7 .102-104) in 

order to explain som ething that is unpredictable. In the case o f  3.38 v6|xog is used  

to explain the different burial custom s, w hile at 7 .102-104  it is used to explain  

why the Greeks would dare to oppose the Persians when they are so greatly 

outnumbered.'*® Interpretation o f  3.38 depends on the meaning o f  v 6 |j ,ol . It is 

sim ple enough to assert that Herodotus has used v 6 |xol as an explanatory 'last 

resort'. H ow ever, based on Herodotus' own interaction with the concept o f  v6 |xoi 

at 3 .38 , it would make sense that Herodotus is engaging with v6|xog on another 

level.

H ow ever, a more subtle distinction is being drawn here; voixog is the king 

o f all in that it sets the parameters o f justice within a society , whereas in war the 

victor determines what is just and unjust. Herodotus does not argue from an 

absolute position o f relativism: he does not suggest that what was deem ed  

detestable to one group was an established practice deem ed good by another, but 

that the principles in accordance with which a group lives w ill result in different 

culturally em bedded notions o f  acceptable behaviour, and that based on these 

notions value judgem ents are made concerning what it good and bad, just and 

unjust. That this is the case can be seem  by a com parison o f  Herodotus' statement 

regarding V0 |i0 5  at 3.38 and the context o f  the original Pindar fragment that 

Herodotus quotes. A.t 3.38 Herodotus states, 'I think Pindar was right to have said 

in his poem  that custom is king o f  all' ( o q Bw ^ |iOL 6 o x 8EI niv6aQ O g Jto if|aa i, 

vo^iov jrav T co v  (3aoiXea (j)f)aag elvai).^® Humphreys notes the parallelism o f

Humphreys (1987: 213-214).
Humphreys (1987; 218); Evans (1965; 142-53). 
Translation W aterfield (2009).
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3.38 and H eraclitus fragm ent B 53, 'w ar is the fa ther and king o f  all'.^' H ow ever, 

H erodotus is m aking a statem ent concern ing  v6|X O i that is fundam entally  d ifferent 

than H eraclitus' position  on vo jiog . In fragm ent B 114, H eraclitus m akes the 

fo llow ing statem ent;

Speaking w ith understanding  they m ust ho ld  fast to w hat is shared by all, 

as a city  holds to its law , and even m ore firm ly . For all hum an law s are 

nourished by one d iv ine one. It prevails as it will and suffices fo r all and is 

m ore than enough

vocoL X,8Yovxa5 lax'UQLCsoBai xQi'l xwi ûvobi Jtdvtcov, o x c o o j k q  

v6|i(oi JToXig, xal jtoXi) LaxuQOTeQcos. XQ8(j)ovTaL yag iravxec, oL 

dv0Q(jbjteLOi v 6 |x o l  u j i o  e v o g  xox) B s io t j-  X Q a m  yag  x o o o i j t o v  o h o o o v  

808Xei xal 8^agx8L Jtdoi xal jt8QLYLV8xai.̂ ^

K ahn connects H eraclitus' com m ent on v 6 |xog to another fragm ent, B44: 'The 

people m ust fight for the law  as for their city w all'. B ased on these tw o passages, 

Kahn suggests that vofiog  is the only defense that the w eak have against the 

interests o f the s t r o n g e r F u r th e rm o re ,  connecting  this fragm ent to B 43, in w hich 

H eraclitus likens v io lence o r law lessness to a house on fire , K ahn argues that 

H eraclitus m ay have been  influenced  by Solon's im age o f public d isaster in 

fragm ent 3 .26-37, but he notes that H eraclitus takes Solon 's 'en lightened 

leadership ' o f  one ind ividual further by arguing that all obey the advice o f  one 

person (B 33). T his advice is grounded  in the 'd iv ine ', as all hum an law s —laws 

that are com m on to all —are nourished by one div ine law.^^ A lthough H erodotus' 

quoting o f P indar seem s parallel to H erac litu s—v 6 |lio5 is k ing  o f all ju s t as w ar is 

the king o f  all —H erodotus re jects the notion that there is one d ivine v 6 |i0 5  that 

unifies everyone, by prov id ing  exam ples w here d ifferen t v 6 |xo t—v 6 |xoi regarded  

as divine by those w ho practice th em —are valued o therw ise by those w hose 

v 6 |io i are d ifferent.

DK B53.
Translation Kahn (1979: 43).

”  See pages 207-208.
“̂ Kahn (1979; 118,  179).

”  Kahn (1979: 180).
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In order to understand Herodotus' position on V0 |X0 5  as SEOJCOXTig or 

paoL}i8 'U5 , it will be necessary to examine the Pindar quote in the context of the 

original fragm ent. Pindar begins fragment 169 by stating that '[n]omos, king of 

all, mortals and immortals, brings on with sovereign hand what is most violent 

and makes it just' (1-4).^*’ As evidence in support o f this statement he provides 

examples from the life o f Heracles, but rather than depicting Heracles as 'liberator 

par excellence from  m onsters that trouble m ankind', Ostwald notes that Heracles 

is presented as acting unjustly, while those who suffer at the hands of Heracles are 

presented as victims of 'violence unjustly perpetrated'.^’ Ostwald recognises the 

difficulty of determining which v 6 |i0 5  is being referred to by Pindar, and, more 

specifically, which v 6 |iog would justify Heracles' actions, described as they are as 

being carried out by fo rc e A c c o rd in g  to tradition, Heracles was a hero whose 

actions were heroic and valiant, the justice o f whose actions was not questioned. 

By presenting Heracles as acting unjusdy, Pindar was able to prove his point that 

v 6 |iog is able to make the m ost violent acts just. This vofiog is different than 

v 6 |oog as it is presented by Heraclitus in B 1 14: whereas v 6 |aog in Pindar is a 

conventional attitude or belief regarded as valid, v 6 |xog in Heraclitus is derived 

from one divine law. Pindar's assessment of vojiog is based on his own 

observations of the traditional tales of Heracles, and undoubtedly by his own 

world in which acts o f violence were regarded as just.

Heraclitus' assessment o f v6 |iog is more idealistic in that he regards v6 |xoi 

as the com m on bonds that unite men and serve to protect them; they are comm on 

to all m en, regardless o f where men are from , and they are derived from one 

divine v6 |j,og. There is, however, still a parallelism  between Heraclitus' statement 

that 'war is the father o f all and king o f all' and Pindar's statement that v6 |iog is 

king of all, both m ortals and im m ortals, a relationship that was not lost on 

Herodotus. Heraclitus asserts that some men are revealed by war to be gods, 

others men; some are made slaves, others free. W ar itself may have tested men 

and determ ined their fate by rendering them free or enslaved, but the replacem ent 

o f 'war' with this particular use of v 6 |iog suggests that it is not war that makes 

men 'free' or 'enslaved', but rather acts of violence that are regarded as 'just', as it 

is ultimately the victors who set the standard o f justice: Heracles was the victor,

T ranslation O stw ald  (1965: 117). 
”  O stw ald  (1965: 118).

O stw ald  (1965: 124).
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and therefore his actions are deemed just, in much the same way that the winning 

side in a battle exacts justice on its enemies. The justice dealt out is undoubtedly 

'unjust' from the perspective of the victim , but it is regarded as just nonetheless, 

since justice serves the interests of the stronger.

For Herodotus, war did not determine whether men were 'slaves' or 'free', 

but rather v 6 |io i, deep-seated convictions that led men to engage in acts of 

violence regarded as 'just', even though such acts might not seem so to others. In 

this respect vofxog is like a tyrant or a king: for the Spartans v6 |X0 5  is a SeojtOTi'is 

because, like slaves, they are forced by their beliefs that these norms are 'right' to 

uphold and defend them . The irony, of course, an irony that is exposed by 

Herodotus at 3.38, is that the v6 |xoi that men feel compelled to defend are not 

v 6 |x o l  that are divine, but rather manmade.

The relationship between Herodotus' statement that v6 |X0 5  is 'king' and 

Pindar's quote in reference to Heracles suggests that 'justice' itself is not fixed, but 

is culturally embedded: what a society deems 'right' or 'wrong' is determ ined by its 

vo|iOL. Consequently, V0 |i0 5  —a conviction or belief held by the com m unity —has 

the power to make even the most violent acts 'just'. Similarly, Herodotus' position 

on the concept of 'freedom ' is informed by his belief that 'freedom' itself is defined 

by the v 6 |a.oi of a society, and thus different vo jio i can lead to contradictory 

assessments and judgem ents o f what it means to be 'free'. For Herodotus, v 6 |xo5 is 

king because societies determ ine what is 'right' and 'wrong', 'just' or 'unjust' in 

accordance with it, and, consequently it can make even the most violent acts just'.

An exam ination o f 'Persian freedom' in the Histories will dem onstrate that 

Herodotus' use o f 'freedom' may not have been an oversight, but in fact 

corresponds to a Persian rhetoric o f 'loosening from servitude' and royal 

ideologies in general. Intellectual trends such as the debate between v6 |iog-4)ijoi5 

may have inspired Herodotus to consider how a Persian perspective o f what it 

means to be 'free' was shaped by the v 6 |j .o l  of the Persians. Furtherm ore, this 

exam ination will reveal that Herodotus' own discussions o f the constitutional 

vo|Lioi o f the Persians with regard to 'ruling' and 'being ruled' mirrors the 

transform ation o f Persia from  a relatively small band o f individuals to a more 

powerful em pire, a universal pattern recognised by Herodotus at 1.5. W hile there 

is little evidence to suggest that the Persians fram ed their own past in terms of 

'freedom ', the sim ilarities between fifth-century Athens and the Persians m ay have 

led Herodotus to consider how freedom might be relevant for an imperial power

99



The Discourse o f Political Freedom in Ancient Historiography, Chapter Three 

like Persia.^® The Persians freed themselves from the Medes in much the same 

way that Greeks, led by the Athenians, freed themselves from the threat of Persia. 

Upon 'freeing' themselves from the Medes, Persia became a powerful empire, just 

as the Athenians, upon freeing themselves from tyranny, became vastly superior 

(5.78). At 6.109, on the eve of Marathon, Miltiades notes that if the Athenians 

choose to fight the Persians, Athens will become the leader of Greece. This 

statement makes more sense if one knows already that the Athenians have 

assumed a leadership position in the Delian League. This statement suggests that 

Herodotus is thinking about the relationship between 'freedom' and growth of 

societies, and how, as city's grow, their v6 |io i change, thus altering their 

perception and relationship to what it means to be 'free'.

3 3  Freedom in Accordance with Persian v6p.ioi

An examination of how Herodotus uses the language of 'freedom' in his 

narrative of Persian history illustrates that Herodotus is considering how an 

imperial power like the Persians might define 'freedom' within the context of their 

own v6|ioi, and how, at various moments in a society's history that society has the 

opportunity to shape or alter its v 6 |x o l , thereby affecting its relationship to 

'freedom'.

The first reference to Persian freedom occurs during the story of Cyrus' 

childhood. Ten years after the failed exposure of the infant Cyrus, a dispute 

between the young Cyrus and his playmates was brought before Astyages, Cyrus' 

father and king of the Medes, for arbitration. One day Cyrus and his peers played 

a game in which Cyrus was chosen to be the king. When one of the boys refused 

to obey Cyrus' orders, he whipped the insolent youth into obedience. The beaten 

boy complained to his father who presented the case before Astyages, arguing that 

the son of a cowherd, and slave of Astyages, had insulted a nobleman's son (Hdt.

1.114).“  Upon meeting the child, the king asked Cyrus if he dared to behave 

rudely to one who was the son of a prominent man in his court. In response Cyrus 

explained that the boy was treated as he deserved. All the boys, the whipped boy 

included, had chosen him to be king because they thought he was best suited for 

the job. 'All the other boys did what I told them to do, but he went on refusing to

For a more com plete discussion o f  these similarities see Chapter T w o, section 2.
“  Artembares, the father o f  the boy whipped by Cyrus, states the following; cb paoiX ei), ujio Toi) 
ooi) 6oi)>tOtJ,_poux6>tou 8e  jia iS og , d)8e JT£0mpQCo|i£0a (Hdt. 1.14).
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do what he was told and ignoring me, until he was punished for it. If that was

wrong and I deserve to get into trouble for it, here I am' ( 1.115).*’

After his meeting with the boy, Astyages became suspicious of the boy's 

identity; not only did the boy's features resemble his own, but his answer was 

rather like that of a free man: f] 1)716x91015 8X,8D0EQia)xeQTi elvai (Hdt. 1.116). A 

better definition for EA,8U08QLa)X8Qr| in this instance is 'noble'. Asheri notes that 

Herodotus has described Cyrus as 'free' because his response demonstrates 

'freedom of speech'.*^ However, this explanation does not take into account 

Herodotus' characterisation of Persians as 'free' in the sense of 'noble'. While the 

antithesis of 'slave' for the Greeks was 'free', for the Persians the structural 

antithesis of 'slave' was noble. According to Hesychius' Greek lexicon 8A,8'u08QO5 

is a definition for the Old Persian word, *azdta, which, as we saw in Chapter One, 

from a Greek perspective, was interpreted as 'free'.“  Herodotus could have chosen 

from a selection of Greek words more commonly used to describe the Persian 

nobility,'’"* but his use of 8X8D08QiooxeQii allows the reader to consider that the 

Persian equivalent of 'freedom' would be 'nobility'. Herodotus rejects the Greek 

perception of the nobles as 'slaves' on account of their loyalty and obedience to 

one man, but instead considers what it might mean to be 'free' within the structure 

of Persian society.

Some time after his audience with the Median king, Cyrus returned to 

Persia and raised a revolt against the Median kingdom, a revolt inspired by 

Harpagus who resented the king for his harsh treatment in the Cyrus fiasco.*^ In 

the following speech Cyrus uses the Persians' fear of personal enslavement to 

incite a rebellion against the Medes; the freedom of the individual was the impetus 

of a political act which allowed the Persians to rule over themselves.

Men of Persia, thus is your predicament: these and a myriad of other good

things are for those who are willing to obey me without having slavish

OL |i£v vuv jratSeg xd £mxaao6|i£va eji£xe> £̂ov, ouxog be dvr|xoi)oxe£ xe xal >i6yov 
elxE ovbiva,  eg 6 eA,a|3£ xfjv 8i x t ] v .

“  A sheri, Lloyd and Corcella (2007; 161).
See Chapter One, page 47.

'’“ Briant (2002: 331-32).
Having been dealt the duty o f  exposing young Cyrus many years earlier, Harpagus, unable to do 

the deed him self, passed the duty onto the herdsman Mithradates. Harpagus paid for his failure to 
com m it the crime h im self with the death o f his own son, whose body was served to him at the 
dinner table. H is eternal hatred for the king resulted in a revolt.
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work. For those of you not willing to obey me there will be countless 

labours similar to yesterday's. So obey me and be free.“

avSgeg negoai, oijtoDg exei- pouXoiievoiai |0£v £fi£o ji8L0ea0ai 

eoxL tdSe xe x a l oXka jauQia ayaQ a, ovbeva  jiovov 6oijX.ojtQejt£a 

exouai- iJ-f] PoijXoi^voioi be S|0£0  jtetBeaGaL eial iJiilv jiovoi xcl) 

JTOQaJlXriaLOl dvaQl0|X1'lXOL. NllV WV 8)i£0 JC8106|1£VOL YLV8O0£ 

e>i8i)08QOL (Hdt. 1.126).

The slavish toil to which Cyrus refers is the manual labour imposed on the 

soldiers the day before. Having cleared land with reaping hooks, the following 

day Cyrus provided a feast for the Persians and asked them which they prefer. 

Having opted for the feast rather than the labour, the Persians obeyed Cyrus and 

revolted against Astyages. Cyrus likens living under Median rule to slavery. 

Although the Persians were not actually 'slaves', Cyrus has drawn a parallel 

between the status they currently occupy and slavery. By choosing to enjoy a feast 

instead of the labour imposed on them the day before, the Persians decide to obey 

Cyrus, and since they had long hated Median rule, they 'freed' themselves (Hdt.

1.127), thereby securing their own status as nobles within this new society. Their 

endeavours were met with success. The Persian revolt against the Medes led to the 

capture of the Median king, Astyages, and once again freedom becomes the 

central theme of a dialogue between eastern kings. Harpagus, the renegade 

Median general responsible for inciting the Persian revolt against the Medes, 

interrogated Astyages. Their discussion provides further evidence that Herodotus 

plays with ideas of 'freedom' when he uses the Greek word for 'free' (8A,8U08Q-) to 

describe Persian nobles. Harpagus, angry with Astyages for having served him his 

own son's body at the dinner table, asked the former king how he enjoys being a 

slave instead of a king (o xi eiii ri exsivou SouXoaiJVTi dvxi xf|s PaaiXi]LT]5). 

While this, in and of itself, would not indicate that slavery was the antithesis of 

nobility in Persia, Astyages responded by accusing Harpagus of having acted 

unjustly. For if he had incited a revolt merely in order that he might avenge the 

death of his son, it was surely an unjust thing that

Translation mine.
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now the Medes, who were not at all responsible for this, were made slaves 

instead of masters, and the Persians who had before been slaves of the 

Medes had become their masters.^’

vt)v M f]8ot)5 }i£v dvaixLOug to 'u to 'u  eovxag 8o{)XoDg dvxi 

680JtoTeo)v yeyovEvai, n e g a a g  be bov'kovc, eovxag x6 Ji^lv MriScov 

vt)v yeYCvevai beoixoxac, (Hdt. 1.129).

While 'freedom' may be the expected antithesis of 'slavery', for the Near Eastern 

states 'nobility', or *azata, is the antithesis of 'slavery'.®* Initially what concerned 

the Persians was that they secure their freedom from the Medes. However, once 

they have secured their freedom, they are no longer concerned with freedom, but 

are instead concerned with maintaining their rule, as their rule is what allows 

them to maintain their position as nobles within the society. As the Cyrus 

Cylinder demonstrates, the Persians themselves claimed to be loosening from 

oppression those on whose behalf the Persians intervened, which may have led 

Herodotus to attribute notions of fighting for freedom from the interference of the 

oppressor.

Once the Persians free themselves from Median rule, the dominant 

paradigm that structures Persian hierarchy is not 'free-slave' but 'ruling-being 

ruled'. When Cyrus expressed his fear that he was being plotted against by Darius, 

Darius' father reassured him that there was no one who would plot against Cyrus 

for the following reason:

O King, let no Persian plot against you, but if one does, may he be killed 

as quickly as possible. Instead of slaves you have made the Persians free 

men, and instead of being ruled by others, they rule over all.®®

W paOL?l£t), |xfl 8LT1 dvflQ IT8QaT]g yzy0y(bz, OOXlg XOl SJtL|3oDX.8l)a8l, 81 8' 

8 0 XL, dJtoXoLxo (bg xdxiaxa- og dvxi pfv 8oi)X.cov ejToir|oag eXeuOegoDg 

riegaag eivai, dvxi bz agxeoQai i ) j t '  aXko)v dQ/eiv djtdvxoav (Hdt. 

1 .210 ).

Translation mine.
For a more com plete discussion see Chapter One, page 47. 
Translation mine.
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Darius points out, just as Cyrus did earlier by making the Persians work (1.126), 

that before Cyrus encouraged the Persians to rebel, they were slaves. The Persians 

themselves were not actually 'slaves', but by occupying the lowest tiers of society 

they were considered 'slaves'. By 'freeing' themselves from the Medes, the 

Persians were able to establish a hierarchy in which they dominated the top tier 

and were therefore closest to the king. The importance of being ruled over by 

one's 'own people' in Near Eastern societies is highlighted by the Magi who, 

advising Astyages, note that '[i]f it devolves to this boy, who is Persian, we Medes 

will be enslaved by the Persians and will become worthless. But you are one of us. 

As long as you are king, then, power is partly ours too, and we have important 

standing in society thanks to you. We are bound to do all we can to look out for 

you and your rule (1.120).™ The shift in language from 'freeing' to 'ruling' also 

functions on another level, as it reveals the connection between being 'free' or 

being a 'noble'; Persians were deemed 'free' or 'noble' on account of their 

relationship to the king, who ruled over them. For the Persians, their noble status 

was secured through the obedience to one man in a struggle to free themselves 

from the ruling power of the Medes. This struggle results not only in their 

'freedom', but the 'enslavement' of the Medes, a scenario which earlier the Medes 

feared might happen should Cyrus rise up against them. Once they have 'freed' 

themselves, they are no longer ruled by the M edes'but instead, as Darius' father 

points out, rule over others, and are ruled by one of their own, thus securing their 

own nobility. Once the Persians have 'freed' themselves, the more relevant 

framework for conceptualisng their rule is not 'freedom' and 'slavery', but rather 

'ruling' and 'being ruled'.

For the Persians 'freedom' not only meant ruling over those conquered in 

their struggle to be 'free', but it also entailed 'being ruled over' by one who shares 

their vofxci. When the Persians have an opportunity to consider under what 

constitution they might be best governed, Herodotus describes the debate 

concerning whether the Persians should be governed by a democracy, an 

oligarchy, or a monarchy. This passage, known as the Constitutional Debate, has

™ Translation Waterfield (1998); X£(vco5 |i£v yag dX,A.OTQio-0TaL eg xov ji:al6a TotTOV 
JieQuoTJoa eovxa negoTiv, x a l iinfig eovteg Mf)8oi, 8oi)?io()ji£0d xe x a l Xoyou oiiSevog 
Yiv6|j£0a JtQog IlE Q oecov , eovxeg ^ eivol- oeo 8 ’ eveoxewxo^ PaaiXeo^, eovxog jro)tLi]xett), x a l 
cxQxo)iev x6 Qog x a l xind^ JXQog oeo fieydXa^ exonfv. Otjxo) (bv jxdvxcog fijilv o eo  xe x a l 
xf|g of)g dgxiiS JteooJxxeov eoxC.
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been the subject of much enquiry/' Munson has argued that Herodotus' assertion 

twice that the Persians met to discuss their constitution indicates that Herodotus 

must have had Persian evidence for this meeting (Hdt. 3.80, 6.43)7^ However, 

Fehling has suggested otherwise/^ The structure of the debate, a contest of thesis 

and antithesis, has led some to believe that it was a sophistic treatise inserted by 

Herodotus, and various individuals identified as sophists have been suggested as 

authors, such as Protagoras, Hippias, Antiphon, and Prodicus. However, the 

manner of speaking attributed to the protagonists of the debate is consistent with 

their characters, and Darius' speech is rife with references to Persian customs and 

ideology, such as opposition to injustice and the 'wise king'; the debate itself may 

even reflect Iranian 'contests of eloquence held in the king's c o u r t ' T h e  debate 

may have been more relevant, as Asheri notes, to an Athenian audience in 511 

attempting to decide between the constitutions advocated by Cleisthenes, Isagoras, 

and the Peisistratids, but the Persians themselves may have engaged in a similar 

discussion concerning their government after the death of Cambyses. As Asheri 

notes, Herodotus tries to recreate a 'Persian' debate 'within the limits of his own 

frame of reference: the constitutional changes of the Greek poleis'J^ Asheri argues 

that Herodotus does not 'take sides' in the debate, and yet, as I shall demonstrate, 

when Herodotus' response to Otanes' decision at the end of the debate is 

considered, it becomes clear that Herodotus does claim a position for himself.

Since it is impossible to know for certain whether or not such a debate 

happened, it becomes necessary to examine the debate within its narrative context. 

After the seven conspirators have overthrown the pretender to the throne, Bardiya 

or the pseudo-Smerdis, three opinions are given regarding under which sort of 

government the Persian state would be best administered. Otanes argues in favour 

of entrusting the people with the command, Megabazus for an aristocracy, and 

Darius for a monarchy. According to Otanes, a monarch may set out to rule in 

accordance with custom, but envy and hubris will lead him to 'subvert a country's 

ancestral customs';’® 'make a man a monarch, and even if he is the most moral

Asheri, L loyd, Corcella (2007: 471-73). For a history o f  scholarship concerning the 
constitutional debate see Brannan (1963: 427-29).

Munson (2009: 461, n.2).
”  Fehling (1989: 194).

Asheri, L loyd, Corcella (2007: 472). For a discussion o f the role o f  the king in establishing  
'justice' see Chapter One, pages 47-48.

Asheri, L loyd, Corcella (2007: 473).
™ Translation Waterfield (1998); v6 |j« id  te xiveei itdxQia.
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person in the world, he will leave his customary ways of thinking' (3.80)7^ 

According to Otanes, the Persians should abandon monarchy and instead 

surrender rule to the people, a form of government he refers to as isonomia.

what about majority rule, on the other hand? In the first place, it has the 

best of all names to describe it—equality before the law. It is a 

government by lot, it is accountable government, and it refers all decisions 

to the common people.™

n}if|9o5 §8 dQxov jtQwxa |j£v oijvoixa Jtdvxwv xaXXLOxov exei, 

loovoixuiv. AeiJTeQa 8e t o i j t c o v  xd)v 6 |ioijvaQxoS Jtoieei o vb kv  ndXcp 

}X8v ydg ctQX̂ S xjjt8xj0t)vov 6e dgxiHv exet, PouX.8'U|iaxa 8e

jidvxa eg x6 xoivov dva(j)80Ei (3.80).

Although Otanes is advocating for democracy, he does not use the language of 

democracy here. Brennan suggests that Herodotus has chosen to use isonomia to 

describe the constitution instead of 'democracy' in order to distinguish a 

government in which individuals are equal before the law and all are given a share 

from democracy, which, according to Thucydides, although being a 'democracy in 

name', was in fact 'the domination of the leading man' (2.65.10).^’ Similarly, 

Thucydides' Pericles notes that 'the empire you possess is by now like a tyranny— 

perhaps it was wrong to acquire it, but certainly dangerous to let it go' (2.63.2).*° 

Herodotus carefully avoids using the term 'democracy' in order to distance the 

idea 'in theory' to its actual execution by the Athenians, whose superior strength — 

a strength acquired from the expulsion of the tyrants (5.78) —allowed them to rise 

up against the Persians and become the leaders of the Greeks (6.109). However, 

they did not manage the rest of the Greeks in accordance with democratic 

principles or on a basis of equality, but instead city-states were managed in

Translation Waterfield (1998); x a l y a g  dv  xov q q i o x o v  dvSgcbv jtdvxcov axd vxa  eg x a i)X T ]v  

xf)v dgxfiv  exxo^ xd)v ecoSoxcov vor||xdxcov axrioeie.
Translation W aterfield (1998).
Translation Hammond (2009); e y i y v e io  xe X oyw  fifv  SiHJXJxgaxCa, 'igyw  8e ujto xot) Jt^cbxou 

dvSgog dgxiV
Brannan (1963: 432-34); translation Hammond (2009); (bg x\)Q avv(8a y a g  iiSr) exexe aiixfiv, 

XapElv p£v d 8 ix o v  8 o x et e lv a i, dct)8lvaL 8e  Em x(v8\)vov.
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accordance with the interests o f  the Athenians.®' Otanes uses isonom ia  to describe 

not just any non-monarchic constitution, but to em phasize, as V lastos suggests, 

that not only were all equal before the law s, but that citizens share the control o f  

the state equally.*^ By describing this form o f  governm ent as isonom ia, Herodotus 

em phasizes that all w ill live in accordance with vopxDi and distances this form o f  

government from democratic Athens, w hich, in Herodotus' own tim e had com e to 

resemble the v 6 |io g  breaking rule o f  a tyrant.

After M egabyzus gives his speech in favour o f oligarchy, in which he 

argues that one cannot know what is right without have been taught it or having 

an innate awareness o f it (3 .81), Darius g ives his position on monarchy, in which 

he argues that even under the best government in which either the people or the 

few  rule, ultimately one leader w ill em erge who w ill becom e monarch (3.82). In 

his final statement regarding monarchy Darius poses a question to the 

conspirators.

To sum up everything in one word, from where and from whom  did we get 

our freedom? From the people, from an oligarchy or from a monarchy?

M y opinion, then, is that since w e were freed by one man w e maintain our 

system , and that in addition w e not destroy our ancestral custom s which  

work w ell.“

£vi §8 ejie'i jrnvxa auX.Xa|36vTa EiJteiv, x 6 0 ev i]|xlv f] 8Xed08 qlii eyevexo  

x a i  T8 0  SovTog; x o x e g a  jxagd xoij 8f||xoD oX,LYaQXLii5 |ioDvdQxou; 

exco XOLVUV Yvd)|iiiv f||j£ag  8A.8u08Qco0svxag 6 id  ev a  d v S g a  x6 

xoLotJxo jteQioxe^iXeiv, x^Qig xe xoijxou iraxQioDg v6|xoug |xi'i ?ix)8iv 

exovxag  8i) (Hdt. 3.82).

W hen Otanes, who argued for rule o f  the people, realised that the argument in 

favour o f  monarchy would most likely win instead o f  his bid for isonom ia, he 

stated (3.83) that he would 'like to neither rule nor be ruled' (oijxe y a g  apxetv  

oijxe dQX£o0ai 808X(i)).*‘* Flower and Marincola argue that the choice between  

'ruling' and 'being ruled' would have resonated with fifth-century Athenians who

For a more complete discussion o f  management o f Athens in accordance with democratic 
principles versus management o f  the Delian League, see pages 79-81.
“ Vlastos (1953: 352).

Translation mine.
Translation mine.
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were faced with the choice of maintaining their empire or being ruled by others 

(Thuc. 2.63.1-2).*^ Otanes rejects this choice and instead withdraws his name from 

the running for king under the condition that neither he nor his family and 

descendants would ever be ruled over (3.83): 'However, I renounce my claim to 

the kingdom on one condition—that I and my descendants should never be ruled 

by any of you' (em xo'uxcp 6s ujte^LaxaixaL t f )5 aQXilS, (p cuSevog

i)|i£cov aQ^O|xaL, oiJTe aiJtog eyd) oijTe oL ctjt' 8 [X8 0  a lsl Ytvoixevoi).Otanes' 

speech ends, but Herodotus adds his own thoughts on the matter.

And even now this family is still the only free family in Persia and obeys 

only those things which it wants to obey, but does not transgress the laws 

of the Persians.*^

xa i vi)v aiJTii f] olxLi] 8iax8A.8eL |i o i j v t ] eXeuGegii eovoa IleQoecov xal 

aQxexai xooaijxa ooa  auxf] BeXei, vofixDug oijx ujtegpaLvouoa xoijg 

neQoeoov (Hdt. 3.83).

The relationship between this passage and Herodotus' narrative only becomes 

apparent when one examines Herodotus' use of vo^tog in this passage. The 

difference between Darius' JTaxQioug v6|xoug at 3.82 and Herodotus' v6|iOUg at 

3.83 is subtle, but significant, and ties in with Herodotus' overall treatment of 

'freedom' as a term which can only be understood within the context of individual 

groups' v6|xoi. Although the Persians have the opportunity to change their 

constitution, they decide to maintain a monarchy since it was a monarch who 

freed them from the Medes, a 'freedom' which was only secured by obeying Cyrus 

(1.126). In addition, their conception of nobility was linked to the office of the 

king. Those considered 'noble' in the past on account of their relationship to the 

royal house would not want to compromise their position by implementing a 

system whereby all were equal before the laws.*  ̂Not only was their 'freedom' 

secured by being 'ruled over', but their own 'free' or 'noble' status depended on the 

continuance of a structure organised around the office of the king. Darius 

advocates for adhering to their ancestral customs by maintaining the monarchy.

Flower and Marincola (2002: 314).
Translation mine.
At 1.134 Herodotus discusses the importance o f  rank within Persian society as a Persian in his 

discussion o f Persan v6|xoi beginning at 1.131. See page 52.
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and, by this, he means not only maintaining their freedom from external rule, but 

also their right to occupy the upper tiers of society. Otanes, however, desires to 

neither rule, nor be ruled, but Herodotus has added that even in his own time the 

family of Otanes was the only free family in Persia. Otanes' family is 'free' from a 

Greek perspective, but not from a Persian one. For Herodotus, Otanes is 'free' 

because he lives in accordance with the v0|i0L of the Persians, but not the will of 

the king. However, as Darius asserts, the decision to maintain a monarchy is in 

accordance with the ancestral v 6 |x o l  of the Persians. To live in accordance with 

the vofioi of the Persians would mean taking part in monarchy, and, although it is 

not stated explicitly, the benefits that come to one in terms of status due to one's 

relationship with the king. Otanes' rejection of the 'ruling/being ruled' structure 

means that he has removed himself from the Persian imperial apparatus and is 

instead abiding by the laws or conventions of Persia. Unlike the rest of the 

Persians who are subject to the king of Persia, who, from Otanes' perspective, will 

inevitably break the v6 |xoi of the Persians, Otanes has created a space for himself 

in which he and his family exist in accordance with v 6 |x o l ,  the opposite of 

monarchy. Herodotus' perspective that Otanes' family is the only 'free' family is, 

however, inherently Greek, as it turns out that the only constitution which the 

Persians deem in accordance with their voiioi and worthy of maintaining their 

'freedom' in monarchy.

With the argument that 'freedom' can only be maintained through a 

monarchical constitution, Herodotus acknowledges that people who have different 

vo|JDi than the Greeks may have a different idea of what would constitute or 

preserve their 'freedom'. The Constitutional Debate describes a pivotal moment in 

'Persian history' when the Persians confirm the relationship between the v6 |i,og of 

monarchy and 'freedom'. Although Herodotus considers that, from a Persian 

perspective, 'freedom' is identified with the V0|X05 of being ruled, he ultimately 

asserts his own conceptualisation of 'freedom' when he notes that Otanes' family, 

because it lives in accordance with v6 |ioi, is the only free family in Persia. At the 

same time Herodotus is also commenting on Athenian conceptualisation of what it 

means to be 'free', which had become synonymous with tyranny and rule over 

others. While the Athenians themselves are governed in accordance with the 

principles of democracy, the institutional apparatus which was implemented to 

secure and maintain their 'freedom', the Delian League, was not governed in 

accordance with the principles of equality, but instead governed by the Athenians,
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whose m anagem ent had come to resemble a m onarchy. Herodotus' own 

perspective on 'freedom' suggests that 'freedom' can only exist if all have an equal 

share in the governing apparatus which operates in accordance with v6 |io i.

By attributing 'freedom' to monarchy Herodotus not only considers how 

imperial powers might view 'freedom' in accordance with their v 6 |io i, but he is 

rem inding the reader that the arguments m ade by the Persians regarding the 

relationship between m onarchy and freedom  could also be made by the A thenians. 

As Thucydides' Athenians note (1.74), and as Herodotus him self notes (7.139), 

had the Athenians chosen not to fight, Xerxes would have succeeded in his 

m ission; 'W e did not acquire this empire by force. It cam e about because you 

[Spartans] were not prepared to stay on to deal with the rem nants o f Persian 

power, and the allies approached us o f their own accord and asked us to becom e 

their leaders'.** As it was the leadership o f the Athenians which led to the 

'freedom ' of the Greeks from the Persians, leadership o f the league was transferred 

to the A thenians. Soon the institutional body which was created to defend 

'freedom' becam e a means o f 'enslaving', and Athens' leadership in the league 

came to resem ble the imperial apparatus o f the Persians, who m aintained a 

monarchy to defend their 'freedom' in much the same way that the Delian League 

was created to defend the 'freedom' of the Greeks. A lthough one m ight argue that 

the Delian League's mission was to defend the 'freedom' of the Greeks, Herodotus 

draws a subtle comparison between the conceptualisation o f 'freedom' as it m ight 

be conceived by the Persians and the defence o f 'freedom ' by the Delian League. 

U ltim ately, in rejecting the Persian conceptualisation o f 'freedom ', H erodotus is 

also rejecting the defence of 'freedom' by the Delian League, as it had com e to 

represent a conceptualisation o f 'freedom' at odds with his ow n, which he presents 

as a m ore traditionally Greek form o f 'freedom'.

The Constitutional Debate represents a m oment in Persian history when the 

relationship between m onarchy, or being ruled over, and 'freedom' is recognised 

and established through its preservation. As I have suggested, Herodotus is 

exam ining what it means to be 'free' by considering how groups of people with 

different v 6 |1o l  m ight conceptualise 'freedom' differently. For the Persians 

'freedom' was secured by being ruled over, which, in turn, allowed them  to rule 

over others, which secured their noble status. A t the beginning of Book Seven,

** Translation Hammond (2009).
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Xerxes defends his decision to invade Greece by noting that it is the v6|xog of the 

Persians to expand, a V0|i05 which only strengthens their status as rulers and 

reinforces their 'freedom' from being ruled over by others. At 7.8 Xerxes 

summons a meeting of the leading men in Persia in order to discuss the invasion 

of Athens.

Men of Persia, I am introducing no new custom here; I am simply drawing 

on traditional Persian ways. After all, as far as I can gather from our elders, 

there has never been a time when we have not been at war, ever since Cyrus 

deposed Astyages and we took over from the Medes...There would be no 

point in recounting all the victories Cyrus, Cambyses, and my father won, 

and all the people they annexed. But what about me? When I became the 

king of Persia, I began to wonder how to avoid being left behind by those 

who preceded me in this position of honour, and how I might increase the 

Persian empire just as much as they did. And after a lot of thought I found a 

way for us not only to win glory and gain land, which, so far from being 

smaller and meaner than what we currently have, is in fact more fertile, but 

also to exact retribution and compensation from our enemies.*®

’A v 6 q 85 r i e g o a i ,  o ij x ’ a iJ io g  x a T iiY i]a o |a ,a i v 6 | i o v  x o v S e  8v  ijfiLV 

XL08L5, JTa0a8e^a|iEv65 X8 avx(b X0iioo|xai- cog yag eyo) jnjv0avo|iaL 

xd)v jiQ8a(3DX8Q0L)v, c i j 6 a |x d  xco fixQ8 |JAaa^8v  8jt8 lx8 jraQ8Xd|3o|X8v xfjv  

ilYEM'OVLriv xf]v88 jcaQct Mt]8cov, K ijqou xax8X6vxo5 AaTvdyea...Ta 

|i£ v  VDV K ij q o s  X8 x a i  K a |ip 'u a i'i5 jtaxfiQ  X8 6  8 |xog A a Q 8 iD5 

x a x 8Q Y d a a v x o  x a i  J tQ ooE xx iliaavxo  8 0 v 8 a ,  ejtiaxa|i£VOLOL ei) o u x  d v  

x ig  X,SYOL. E y w  b e  s j z s l t e  J ia g s X a p o v  x o v  B q o v o v  x o D x o v , 84)q 6 v x i^ o v  

6 x 005 W  ?ieLil)0 |x a i xobv jtQ o x e g o v  Y ev o |j£ v co v  e v  x i|if i x f )68  |j,t|6 £ 

skdooto jtQ ooxrfjoo^L  Svvajuv neQopaL. <I>QovxiŜ {i)v Se evQioxo) 

d | i a  |X£v x i ) 8 o g  ;jT;QoaYLv6 |X8v o v  xw Q r|v  xe x f |5  v ijv  8x x fm 8 0 a  o v x  

eX &o oo)  o v b e  (f)XavQOTEQr]v j ia | i4 >O0 COXE0 r|v  Se, d |x a  b e  x lixcoqu iv xe 

x a l  XLOLV Y ivo (iev i'|v .

Translation Hammond (2009).
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For Xerxes, '[i]t is the nomos o f  Persia to expand'.®® Mardonius argues in favour o f  

attacking the Greeks on the grounds that their manner o f fighting amongst 

them selves is ridiculous considering the fact that they all speak the same language 

(7.9). Artabanus, on the other hand, argues that it would not be w ise for the 

Persians to invade G reece, since '[i]t is the god's way to curtail anything 

excessive. And so even a m assive army may be destroyed by a small force if  it 

attracts the god's resentment and he sends panic or thunder, until they are 

shamefully destroyed' (7.10).®' Xerxes recognises that it is the Persian v 6 |X0 5  to 

expand. This v 6 |xog o f  the Persians is king, or master, since it determines what is 

right for the Persians, and renders any act in accordance with it 'just'.®  ̂Herodotus' 

quoting o f Pindar suggests that Herodotus believed that 'justice' itself was not 

absolute, but that individuals determine what it 'just' in accordance with their 

v 6 |j x d l . Since it was a v 6 |X0 5  for the Persians to expand, Xerxes argues that the 

Persians should invade G reece, despite the warnings o f  Artabanus. 'Freedom', 

from a Persian perspective, could only be maintained through a monarchical 

constitution. Not only was their 'freedom' from the M edes secured by the rule o f  

one, but their nobility or status as 'freemen' was linked to the office o f the king. 

H owever, Xerxes is also exercising the 'freedom' o f  the Persians by acting in 

accordance with the v 6 |X0 5  o f  expansion. In this sense city-states and empires 

which are 'free' are those which make decisions based on their own v o ^ o i and, 

therefore, determine what it 'just'.

At 7 .101-104  X erxes and Demaratus engage in a discussion which  

highlights the differences between Greek and Persian perspectives concerning 

vofiXDL, 'freedom', and military strength. Sara Forsdyke notes that Demaratus' 

discussion with Xerxes is marked by the conflation o f  civ ic  strength and 

democratic principles despite Demaratus' Spartan ties. Furthermore, the dialogue 

is presented in such a way as to contrast tyranny with dem ocracy. Skeptical that 

the Greeks w ill oppose the Persians, given the smaller scale o f  their forces, Xerxes 

asks Demaratus if  they w ill actually oppose him (7 ,101), Demaratus' response— 

'would you like a truthful answer, my lord, or a com forting one?'—evokes, 

according to Forsdyke, the principles o f  free speech, a characteristic o f  democratic

Evans (1961: 109).
Translation W aterfield (1998).
See page 98-99.
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ideology.”  Xerxes asks him  to speak truthfully. In response to Xerxes' question, 

Demaratus states that '[t]here has never been a time when poverty has not been a 

factor in the rearing o f  the Greeks, but their courage has been acquired as a result 

o f  intelligence and the force o f law (vo^iog loxDQOg). Greece has relied on this 

courage to keep poverty and despotism  at bay' (7.102).®'* A similar sentiment is 

expressed by Democritus: 'Poverty in a democracy is as preferable to so-called  

prosperity among dictators as freedom is to slavery'.®^ In response to Demaratus' 

conviction that the Greeks w ill fight, X erxes laughs. As Forsdyke notes, Xerxes' 

question com es in the form o f boast, a type o f  behaviour associated with tyranny 

in Athenian tragedy.®* Furthermore Demaratus' fear o f speaking freely only  

em phasises Xerxes' tyrannical stance and the democratic tenor o f  Demaratus' own  

speech.®’ Overall, Forsdyke notes the characteristically Athenian tone of 

Demaratus' connection between strength and dem ocracy, and she suggests that 

Herodotus has generalized his characterisation o f democracy to fit a panhellenic 

context.®* According to Murray, despotism  formed a key opposition to 

democracy,®® and it 'indicates the rule o f one man and a w hole set o f associations 

and oppositions that formed a central nexus in Athenian political thought'.

Ultimately X erxes rejects the notion that the Greeks w ill be able to oppose 

the Persians. A t 7.103 Xerxes argues that the Greek army is w eak by virtue o f its 

freedom: 'How could a thousand men —or ten thousand or fifty thousand, for that 

matter—when every man among them is as free as the next man and they do not 

have a single leader, oppose an army the size o f  ours?' (xw g a v  8 \jv a ia to  xlA.lol 

T] x a l  |i'L)QLOi i] x a i  Jievxaxia|ii)Q LO L, eovxeg ye eXeijGEQOL Jta v x eg  6|igloo5 x a l  

ixf] ijjr' 8V0 5  ctQXOM '̂voL, OTQaxw xoow S e dvxiaxf)vaL). As the exam ple o f  Cyrus 

has shown, military strength, and 'freedom', is associated with the rule o f one man. 

Persian strength com es from being ruled. Furthermore,

if  they were ruled by one man according to our custom , they would

becom e better than they are by nature since they fear this man and they

Translation Waterfield (1998); Forsdyke (2001: 343-44). 
Translation Waterfield (1998).
DK B251; translation Procope (1989: 314). 
c.f. A esch. Pers. 827-31.
Forsdyke (2001: 343-44).
Forsdyke (2001: 347).

’■^Forsdyke (2001: 345); Murray (1988: 475).
‘“ Raaflaub (1983: 522-23).
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would go forward into battle forced by a whip, although they are fewer 

facing more. But since they are free they would do neither of these 

things.'"'

As Forsdyke notes, this objection by Xerxes seems odd, considering that the 

Spartans themselves were led in battle by one of their kings. What Xerxes is 

shocked by is the pairing of the 'force of the law' and military strength made by 

Demaratus at 7.102, a pairing which is more apt if taken in reference to 

democratic Athens where men are not ruled by one leader and are 'free'.'°^ The 

pairing of military strength resulting from the overthrow of tyranny was noted by 

Herodotus: 'while the Athenians were ruled by tyrants, they were no better at 

warfare than any of their neighbours, but once they had got rid of the tyrants they 

became vastly superior' (5.78). Furthermore, Xerxes' allusion to fear and the use 

of a whip is reminiscent of tyrannical behaviour, as a tyrant and his subjects fear 

one another; the whip represents the overall slavishness of his subjects.'®^ In 

response, Demaratus gives a synopsis of Spartan political theory.

The point is that although they're free, they're not entirely free: their 

master is law, and they're more afraid of this than your men are of you. At 

any rate, they do whatever the law commands, and its command never 

changes: it is that they should not turn tail in battle no matter how many 

men are ranged against them, but should maintain their positions and 

either win or die'.'®''

eA,exj98qgi yoLQ eovxeg otj Jiavxa eXeijBeQOi eloi- ejTEOxi y a g  0(|)i 

SeojioTi'ig v6|JX)g, xov  ijjto6£L|xaivoi)ai JtoA.>i(p exi |xaA.Xov fj c l  a o l os- 

JTOteijOL yw v xd  a v  exetvog dvcbyri- dvwYei 8e xw uxo a le i, o u x  edov 

(j)8i)YeLV ovbev  jiA.f|6G5 dvOgoojicov ex |xdxil5, dXXa pLEvovxag ev xf) 

xd^i EJTixgaxeeiv i] djt6A.Xua9aL (7.104).

Translation Forsdyke (2001: 350); vjzd  |i£ V  y a g  evdg dgxo^isvoL K a r a  t q o jt o v  t o v  i^iieteqov  
Ye v o Cq t ’ a v  8 eLfi«LvovTE5 t o ij t o v  x a l  JiaQd t t )v  ecoutcov  (jjijoLv d|X£ivov£5 , x a l  I'o ie v  

dvoY xa^ojievoL ixdoTiyi £5  JtlEova^ eX a oo oveg  edvxeg- dv£i|X£voi Se eg t o  £>^£u 0 e 0 o v  o iix  dv
JtO lO lEV  TOijTCOV o i)8 £ T E Q a .

At]>io[ 8e OIL) xaT’ £v jjoiivov ak)̂ a Jtavxaxfl t] lor|YOQCr| C05 eotI xÔ IM-a ojtouSaiov, eI xal 
A0r|vaLOL TDgavvEu6|i£voi (i£v o^38a l̂a)v tmv o(t)£a5 JtEQioixEovTcov i^oav to  jtoX£|ua 
d|i£ivovE5, djtaX)tax6evTeg 8e Tugdvvcov |xaxQ(i) jtqwtoi syevovTo.
'“ Forsdyke (2001; 351-52).

Translation Waterfield (1998).
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Although it may seem  simple enough that Demaratus is invoking a 'custom' o f  

censure and shame that com pels men in Sparta to fight, Spartan obedience is the 

product o f 'despotic compulsion', and therefore a subtle comparison is being made 

between 'Athenian natural courage' and 'Spartan state-induced courage', a 

comparison that is also made by Pericles in the funeral oration, when he states that 

when they encounter danger they rely not on law s, but on natural courage (Thuc. 

2 .3 9 .4 ).’°̂  Although Raaflaub has suggested that the restrictions placed on 

'freedom' by V0 |X0 5  is a Spartan variation o f  'freedom', Forsdyke argues that 

Demaratus is presenting a critique o f Sparta from an Athenian perspective.'®^ 

W hile the Athenians fight to preserve a constitution which is 'free' from tyranny, 

the Spartans fight because they are com pelled to do so. The Athenians may not 

rely on v 6 |lIOL, but their desire and strength in battle com es from a desire to defend  

their right to live in accordance with these v 6 | x o l . Consequently, Herodotus' 

portrayal o f 'freedom' in this passage serves to strengthen the differences between  

tyranny and dem ocracy,’®̂ and the differences not only between Persian and 

Greek perceptions o f how v 6 |xog informs 'freedom', but also how Athenian and 

Spartan v 6 |io i differ as w ell. For the Greeks generally, the strength o f  voiaog has 

given them the courage 'to keep poverty and despotism  at bay'. X erxes cannot 

understand how v 6 |X0 5  itself can make the Greeks a formidable enem y, since they 

do not practice the same v 6 |io i as the Persians. For the Persians strength com es 

from the v 6 |X0 5  o f  'ruling', w hile for the Greeks strength com es from the desire to 

protect the right to live in accordance with v 6 |xoi instead o f  a tyrant.

Rosalind Thomas has shown that the debate between vofxog and (j)'UOi5 

provided Herodotus with a framework for thinking about differences between  

Persian and Greek strength. W hile 'fear' makes the Persians stronger than their 

nature (Hdt. 7 .103 .4), the tyrant v o iio g , which binds the Greeks, makes the 

Greeks stronger.'”* W hile this is certainly the case, Herodotus is also com m enting  

on the relationship between political system s and strength. Demaratus notes that 

the courage o f  the Greeks com es from the force o f  v 6 |iog (7.102). W hile for the

Forsdyke (2001: 249).
Raaflaub (2004: 193-202); Forsdyke (2001: 349).
Forsdyke (2001: 252).
Thomas (2000: 109-110). While 'fear' emboldens the Greeks in their struggle against the 

Persians in the moment o f fighting, Herodotus is more interested in the relationship between  
constitutions and military strength, and the role played by these constitutions in securing the 
'freedom' o f the Greeks from the Persians.

115



The Discourse of Political Freedom in Ancient Historiography, Chapter Three 

Spartans this is the shame or censure that is inflicted on hoplites for fleeing in 

battle, for the Athenians strength comes not from being forced by a law or custom 

to fight, but from a desire to live in accordance with v6|xoi instead of under the 

rule of one man. Xerxes, on the other hand, argues that if the Greeks followed the 

Persian v6|iog, then the Greeks would be stronger than (})'uol5 allows them to be. 

In order for men to face such extreme odds they must be under the rule of one 

man, and they must be whipped. For the Persians it is a v6|-Log that strength in 

battle is derived from a political system in which one leader rules over his subjects 

in order to make them stronger than they might otherwise be by nature. For the 

Persians this was just one of the v 6 |1o l  which shaped their political system, a 

political system from which emerged a conceptualisation of 'freedom' at odds with 

characterisation of 'freedom' given by Demaratus, in which the Spartans are, in a 

sense, slaves to their own v 6 |llg i, and the Athenians defend their right to isonomia, 

which prescribes that all are equal before the law and which emerged after the 

overthrow of the tyrants from Athens.'®^ As the Constitutional Debate has shown, 

'freedom' was closely identified with 'being ruled' for the Persians. When Xerxes 

uses the language of 'freedom' in his discussion with Demaratus he is not thinking 

of 'freedom' in the Persian sense, but rather the Greek sense of not being ruled. 

Although Xerxes recognises that for the Greeks being 'free' means not being ruled 

over, he does not fundamentally understand how this would make the Greek a 

formidible foe. This misunderstanding does not so much lie in a misunderstanding 

of what it means to be 'free', but rather a misuderstanding of v6|ioi, as it was the 

Persian custom that strength comes from treating soldiers likes slaves, whereas the 

Greeks' strength came from strength of v6|iog itself, which is that they are ruled 

over not by a tyrant but by v 6 | i o l .

For both Herodotus' Persians and the Greeks, 'freedom' meant living in 

accordance with v6|ooi, but for the Persians 'being ruled over' and being 'free' 

were not only compatible, but linked. The Athenians' decision to be governed in 

accordance with vojiOL instead of by tyranny led to their constitutional 'freedom'. 

Just as the Athenians' maintained a constitution in accordance with v6 |xol, a 

constitution which led to their 'freedom', so too do the Persians decide to maintain 

a constitution that allowed for the rule of one, since their 'freedom' from the 

Medes was secured by the rule of one. Furthermore, Persian v6|iOi such as their

Raaflaub (2004: 99-101); Vlastos (1953: 358-59).
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constitution, their strength in battle, and their hierarchy all depended on the 

agency of the king. The constitutional debate reveals that the opposite of tyranny 

was isonomia, living in accordance with v6|i05 rather than a tyrant who was not 

subject to v 6 |xol. This, for Herodotus, is what makes Otanes' family free.

Although Herodotus recognises that the Persians have their own culturally 

embedded conceptualisation of 'freedom', Herodotus' assessment of Otanes' 

family is based on a conceptualisation of 'freedom' informed by Greek v6|iO L, 

namely that 'being free' means living in accordance with v 6 |lioi as opposed to 

tyrant. Herodotus carefully avoids using the language of democracy in the 

constitutional debate and, by doing so, contrasts fifth-century Athenian 

democracy, which had come to resemble tyranny with regard to its treatment of its 

allies, to isonomia.

3.4 The Ending of the Histories: Freedom and vo^og

An examination of Persian vojxoL with regard to being ruled and expansion 

suggests that Herodotus has constructed a conceptualisation of Persian 'freedom' 

in accordance with these v6|i,oi. This 'freedom' is not stagnant, but rather shifts as 

the v6 |io i and priorities of the Persians shift. When the Persians were 'slaves' of 

the Medes, their main concern was securing their 'freedom from the Medes. Once 

this 'freedom' was acquired, the Persians maintain a monarchical constitution, 

since 'freedom' was acquired through the leadership of one man, and since 

individuals were only nobles and not 'slaves' in accordance with their relationship 

with the king. While the Constitutional Debate describes a moment in time when 

the connection between 'being ruled' and 'freedom' is codified, Herodotus' 

treatment of isonomia in this passage suggests that he is distancing the concept of 

living in accordance with v6|i,oi and sharing in rule from democracy. By doing so 

he is making a greater comparison between the Athenians, who governed 

themselves in accordance with democratic principle, and their administration of 

the Delian League, which had come to resemble a tyranny, and whose 

conceptualisation of 'freedom' had come to resemble Persians conceptualisations 

of 'freedom', whereby 'freedom' could only be maintained by the rule of one, a 

conceptualisation of 'freedom' which was at odds with the 'freedom' which they 

sought to defend during the Persian Wars. For Herodotus, 'freedom' can only be 

understood within the context of a society's v 6 |xol. A s Herodotus has 

demonstrated both in the Constitutional Debate and in Xerxes' debate concerning
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the v6|iog of expansion, at particular moments societies are given the opportunity

to change their v6|xoi, thereby altering their conceptualisation of'freedom'.

Herodotus ends his Histories with a flashback to a moment when the 

Persians are presented with an opportunity to alter their v6|xoi. Although, as I 

shall discuss, some have found this passage problematic, I suggest that Herodotus 

is subtly encouraging the Athenians to consider that their own conceptualisation 

of 'freedom' is at odds with the 'freedom' they sought to defend in the Persian 

Wars. At the end of Book Nine, Artembares proposes that the Persians, now that 

they have defeated the Medes, emigrate to another country that is less rugged than 

their own. According to Artembares, 'This is a perfectly reasonable thing for 

people with power to do. Will we ever have a better opportunity than now, when 

we rule over so many peoples and the whole of Asia?'"°

Cyrus was not impressed with the proposal. He told them to go ahead—but 

he also advised them to be prepared, in that case, to become subjects 

instead of rulers, on the grounds that soft lands tend to breed soft men. It is 

impossible, he said, for one and the same country to produce remarkable 

crops and good fighting men. So the Persians admitted the truth of his 

argument and took their leave. Cyrus' point of view had proved more 

convincing than their own, and they chose to live in a harsh land and rule 

rather than to cultivate fertile plains and be others' slaves.'”

Kt)Q0 5  6 e, Tattxa d x c u a a g  x a l cu  Bcafxdoag xov Xoyov, exe^ieue 

jtoieeiv xaiJTa, oijxco 8 e a ijx c ia i JxaQaivee xeXeiJcov jiaQ aaxeD d^eoBai 

cog oiJxexL ag^ovxag akV  dQ^0 |i£V0 D5 - (|)L>t88Lv yctQ xwv [xaXaxoav 

XWQODV ixaXaxoijg avbgag  YtveaOai- oi) ydg  xi xf)s ai)xf|5 y'HS stvai 

xagjTov xe 0 co|iaax6 v (f)'ueLv x a l  aybgac, dyaQovc, xct jtoX,8 |iLa. "̂ 2ax8 

ouyyv6 vx85 riegaai oi'xovxo djToaxdvx8g, 8aaa)0 8 vx8g xf] yvcbiiTi JiQOg 

KijQou, dgxeiv xe elTiovxo Xt'JtQrjv olxeovxEg |.idX?iov i] ji£6 Ld8 a  

ojieiQovxeg dXX,oioi 6od X ,8< )8 iv  (9.116).

Jacoby and Pohlenz have both found the ending of the Histories less than 

satisfactory. Pohlenz finds it problematic that Herodotus makes no mention of the

Translation Waterfield (1998). 
Translation Waterfield (1998).
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Greek struggle for freedom, while Jacoby wonders why there is no mention of the 

Athenians' role in preserving the freedom of the Greeks."^ These are the last lines 

of Herodotus' Histories, and, as Dewald has noted, these lines are not typical of 

closures for Herodotus, who usually inserts a 'formulaic end sentence' at the 

conclusion of an episode."^ Noting the ring structure of the Histories, the ending 

of which with its mention of Protesilaus brings the reader back to the beginning, 

Dewald argues that this is in fact the ending that Herodotus intended, but she 

notes the inconsistency inherent in Cyrus' recommendation, which is a flashback. 

The reader knows that the Persians did not heed Cyrus' advice, but in fact the 

Persians have spent significant time, energy and resources expanding. Dewald 

asserts, '[i]t is the historian's choice of an ending (and thus of a plot) that sets the 

reader some basic limits on the meanings the historian sees in the plethora of data 

belonging within the chosen limits of his or her investigation, and it is for this 

reason a particularly important pointer to the patterns and underlying coherence of 

the work and to the individual and idiosyncratic understanding of the historian 

who wrote it'."'* By ambiguously ending with the Athenians in Sestos in 479 and 

with Cyrus' warning of expansion, Herodotus leaves it to the reader to draw 

conclusions regarding the 'meaning' of the ending.

Even though Dewald recognises the irony inherent in Cyrus' warning 

about expansion for the Athenians reading his work, she argues that the 

ambiguous message at the end is a 'tacit acknowledgement of his [Herodotus'] 

own intellectual limits'; at the time Herodotus was writing he could not have 

known what the outcome of the conflict between Athens and Sparta would have 

been, or how the Athenians' decision to stay in Sestos rather than return to the 

Greek mainland would have been meaningful in the context of contemporary 

events."^ Dewald notes that the final passage of the Histories involves a decision

making process in which the Persian way of life is established, thus joining 

seemingly disparate topics of ethnography and political narratives."* As Thomas 

has noted, Herodotus' treatment of v6|ioi, especially at 5.78 and in the 

Constitutional Debate, suggests that societies have a hand in choosing their v 6 | i o l ,  

and, consequently, how they conceptualise 'freedom'. Herodotus does not just

Jacoby (1913: 376); Pohlenz (1937: 165). 
Dewald (1997: 64-65).
Dewald (1997: 76).
D ewald (1997: 7 4 -7 5 ,8 1 ).
D ewald (1997: 68).

119



The Discourse o f  Political Freedom in Ancient Historiography, Chapter Three 

describe Persians' v6 |ioi, but instead shows how the Persians themselves at 

critical moments establish these v6)iDi. The Athenians of the fifth century, like the 

Persians of Cyrus' time, are at a critical moment when they can set their vo^ioi 

with regard to their allies. That this message is really for the Athenians only 

becomes clear once one realises that the rise of Athens as an imperial power 

mirrors that of the Persians; Herodotus achieves this parallelism by collapsing the 

temporal boundaries that separate the Persians and the Athenians of Herodotus' 

own time. Herodotus is not so much considering how 'freedom' is relative —that 

what is 'noble' behaviour from a Persian perspective is 'slavish' from a Greek 

one—but rather he engages in a discourse of relativism by considering that 

'freedom' itself is determined by the v 6 |x o l of particular groups, and that, while all 

conceptualisations of 'freedom' are equally valid, by comparing Persian and 

Athenian conceptualisations of 'freedom' with regard to ruling and being ruled, he 

asks the Athenians to consider that the 'freedom' offered by the Delian League is 

at odds with the 'freedom' they professed to be defending at 8.144. By attributing 

'freedom' to the Persians, Herodotus not only draws a comparison between the 

Persians and the Athenians, whose struggle for the 'freedom' of the Greeks had 

come to be recognised as an historical trope, but he also exposes how the fortunes 

of city-states and empires are not merely the work of the gods, but that v6 |io i play 

a hand in determining these fortunes; city-states and empires choose these v 6 | j o l  

and, consequently, play a role in precipitating their own successes and failures.

Herodotus' narration of Persian history indicates that Cyrus' advice was not 

heeded. Initially the Persians are concerned with 'freeing' themselves from the 

Medes. However, once this has been achieved, and once they are 'free' to exercise 

their right to live in accordance with their own v 6|i o l , they maintain a monarchy, 

since they acquired their 'freedom' under the leadership of one. The poignancy of 

this passage lies in the readers' knowledge that not only did the Persians reject 

Cyrus' advice, but that the Athenians, it seems, are on track to do so as well. 

Herodotus does not include the language of 'freedom' at the end of the Histories 

not because 'freedom' was not relevant, but because 'freedom' itself was 

understood within the context of a society's v6|xoi. While the Persians opt to rule 

instead of becoming slaves, and therefore abandon any plans to expand, the reader 

knows that this is not the case. Ultimately the Persians do not heed Cyrus' warning 

that expansion into less rugged territories will result in them becoming subjects 

rather than rulers. Instead they adopt a vojiog of expansion, in accordance with
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which Xerxes argues that they should invade Greece, a land which is more fertile 

than their own (7.8), an argum ent which is not in fact true. In acting in accordance 

with the v6 [X0 5  o f  expansion, the Persians are defeated by the Greeks, whose 

strength of vofiog has kept 'poverty and despotism  at bay' (7 .102)."’ Persians' 

conceptualisations of 'freedom' include the v6 |xos not only o f being ruled by a 

m onarch, but their exercise o f this v 6 |xog results in their rule over others. The 

Athenians' management o f the Delian League had come to resem ble the Persians' 

own m anagem ent of their em pire, and their defence of 'freedom' was at odds with 

the 'freedom' for which they had originally fought. Herodotus, therefore, ends the 

Histories at a m oment when the Persians choose to adopt different v 6 | i o l ,  thereby 

m aintaining their rule, or their 'freedom ', by rem aining in rugged lands. For the 

A thenians, it is not too late to change their own v 6 |io i with regard to their 

administration o f the Delian League, and defend the 'freedom' for which they had 

fought, a freedom , the defence of which was secured through the strength o f their 

v 6 |x o 5.

The Athenians reject the Persians' offer o f 'freedom' for the sake of 

'freedom' at 8.144. The Persians interpret their offer to the Athenians as one of 

'freedom ', but 'freedom' from  whose perspective? By having M ardonius describe 

this offer as one which will ensure that the Athenians be 'autonom ous', Herodotus 

suggests that what the Athenians are really rejecting is not so much Persian 

'freedom ', but rather living in accordance with Persian v 6 |xol which, although 

constituting 'freedom' from a Persian perspective, would constitute slavery from 

their own, since inherent in their own conceptualisation of 'freedom' is being ruled 

not by one individual, but by v 6|JXDI. The relationship between 'freedom' and 

'monarchy' is not uncommon in the Histories. At 1.95 the M edes free themselves 

from the Assyrians who ruled over them , thereby becoming 'autonom ous' (1.96). 

They then establish a monarchy and rule over others, a pattern that is repeated by 

the Persians.*'* For Herodotus, living in accordance with v 6 |xol does not preclude 

the vo|iOL o f being ruled. Thus at both 1.96 and at 8.144 Herodotus is not using

Translation Waterfield (1998).
Assyrian dominance o f inland A sia had lasted for 520 years when the M edes first rebelled 

against them. In fact, their war o f  independence against the Assyrians improved them; they cast o ff  
the yoke o f  slavery and became free men. Their example was later follow ed by all the rest o f  the 
peoples who made up the Assyrian empire; A o o d qCcdv 00x6^'’̂ ®'̂  iflS avo) Aotrig ejt' s t e a  
el'xooL x a l  jrevxaxoa ia , n^w xoi ctJt' au itb v  Mf)8oL riQ^avTO d m o ta o S a i-  xaC XC05 o t i io i  Jtegl 
if)g  eXeiJ0 8 0 LTi5 |iaxeod|j£voL  T olai A o o ijg to io i Eyevovxo dvSgeg d yaG ol x a l  d m o a d n fv o i 
TTiv 8ouA,oal'vriv eXeuBegmSTioav (Hdt. 1.95).
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'autonomy' as a political status even though, in Herodotus' own time, it had 

become one, but rather he is exposing how the language of 'freedom' had come to 

be closely identified with the struggle against Persia and tyranny. However, the 

language of 'freedom' only disguises the real issues that lead to 'enslavement'; that 

those who are more powerful carry out actions in accordance with their own 

understanding of what is 'right', thereby forcing those who are weaker to live in 

accordance not so much with their own v6 |aoi, but in accordance with the v6 |ioi 

of those more powerful. For Herodotus, vofxcg was king (3.38), not only because 

it explained the differences between societies, but because groups of people were 

rendered 'enslaved' or 'free' in accodance with the v 6 |x o l of the powerful, who 

believed that any action carried out in accordance with v 6 |x g l , such as Xerxes' 

v 6 |X0 5  of expansion, is 'just'.

Evidence of Athenian encroachment on city-states' independence and the 

allies' response to Athenian arche were examined in Chapter Two. Although it has 

been suggested that not everyone viewed Athenian leadership in the Delian 

League to be as oppressive as Thucydides has described, the response to Athenian 

arche need not be singular, nor is one response more valid than another. 

Accusations that Athenian rule constituted enslavement may have led Herodotus 

to consider how a city-state like Athens, which had fought for its own 'freedom' 

from tyranny, and which had fought against the Persians on behalf of the 'freedom' 

of the Greeks, could become the 'enslaver' of Greeks. Herodotus notes at 1.5 that 

he will 'cover minor and major human settlements equally, because most of those 

that were important in the past have diminished in significance now'. Herodotus is 

not concerned simply with the rises and declines of settlements. He is also 

concerned with the relationship between these changes in fortune and a society's 

understanding of what it means to be 'free'. Herodotus considers how the v 6 |1g i  of 

particular groups might engender different conceptualisations of 'freedom' in order 

to understand how city-states which once were 'liberators' had become the 

'enslavers'. He does this by considering how 'freedom' m.ight have been relevant 

for the Persians before they had become an 'enslaving' empire.

For Herodotus, 'freedom' is not absolute and can only be defined in 

accordance with the v6 |xoi of a particular culture. However, as one who identifies 

with Greek v6 |xoi, Herodotus gives his own assessment of what it means to be 

'free' when he states that Otanes' family is the only 'free' family in Persia. Those 

who are truly 'free' neither rule nor are they mled by others, but instead live in

122



The Discourse o f  Political Freedom in Ancient Historiography, Chapter Three 

accordance with v 6|XOL. True 'freedom', in its most basic sense, means living in 

accordance with v6|xoi, which for the Greeks did not include being ruled by a 

greater body not checked by the v 6 |xol of the Greeks. This, however, was what the 

Delian League had become. By ending the Histories at a pivotal moment when the 

Persians are presented with an opportunity to alter their v6|xoi, and, consequently 

their conceptualisation of 'freedom', Herodotus is reminding the Athenians that it 

is not too late for them to reassess their own v6|xoi, which had come to resemble 

those of the Persians.
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Chapter 4: 'Freedom' and Thucydides' Metanarrative on Language

The previous chapter examined how Herodotus' relationship to the concept 

of 'freedom' was influenced by relativism, and how he was able to make use of 

relative forms of 'freedom' to create irony within the text. The following chapter 

will examine how Thucydides uses the word eXeuBeQ- to create a commentary on 

the role of language in conflict. Rather than interpreting Thucydides' presentation 

of 'freedom' through the lens of fifth-century intellectual discourse, a discourse 

which informs his history throughout, modern scholars analyse Thucydidean 

'freedom' as if Thucydides' interpretation of 'freedom' is representative of what 

was actually presented in fifth-century politics.' In the introduction to his 

investigation on the emergence of 'freedom', Raaflaub states that by the fall of 

Athens in 404 the 'spectrum of meanings and functions of freedom in both the 

individual-private and public-political spheres was, with few exceptions, fully 

developed'.^ Raaflaub seeks to define 'freedom from' the Athenian/democratic and 

Spartan/oligarchic perspective without considering that his main source, 

Thucydides, may have been exploiting an already codified concept as a rhetorical 

tool to frame his history.^

Words formed from the eX eu 0 8 Q - root appear frequently enough in fifth- 

century literature that it is safe to conclude that such words were rhetorically 

powerful. Had they not been, they would not have been used as pervasively as 

they were.'* While it may be the case that the language of 'freedom' figured 

prominently in the rhetorical campaigns of the Greeks during the Peloponnesian 

War, an examination of how Thucydides uses words formed from the 8Xe^)08Q- 

root suggests that he has created a second narrative commenting on the role of 

language in conflict through the vocabulary of 'freedom'. As the last chapter has 

shown, Herodotus was 'playing' with 'freedom' by considering 'freedom' from the 

perspective o f different cultures whose v 6|JXDL would have led to different 

culturally embedded notions of the value and meaning of 'freedom'. Herodotus 

does not simply record the role that the concept of 'freedom' actually played in 

past events. The process of recording the past presupposes an interpretive 

framework, which, for Herodotus, was shaped by intellectual trends such as

' Raaflaub (2004; 160-249); Larsen (1962: 230-34); Edmunds and Martin (1977: 187-93). 
^Raaflaub (2004: 18).
^Raaflaub (2004: 181-202).

Pohlenz (1966: 10-44).
124



T he D iscourse o f  P olitical Freedom  in A n cien t H istoriography, Chapter Four 

relativism and the v6)xos-(})'(jai5 debate. During Herodotus' time the invocation of 

'freedom' had become a popular trope in literature, and the idea of being 'free' an 

integral part of the Greek identity.^ The uncertain state of Greek affairs during 

Herodotus' own lifetime led him to question the meaning of 'freedom', a concept 

that had become associated with the Persian Wars, as Aeschylus' Persians and 

Simonides' epigram attest* The Persian Wars had put an end to the threat of 

domination by Persia, but ultimately led to the emergence of a new power, the 

Delian League, the institutions of which closely resembled those of Persia.’ If 

Herodotus was using his ethnographic and historical inquiries to question what 

'freedom' meant, then it may be the case that Thucydides was engaging with the 

concept of 'freedom' in ways that do not necessarily reflect what actually 

happened or was said. Pohlenz notes that in addition to Herodotus and 

Thucydides, authors such as Pindar, Aeschylus and Euripides were writing about 

the concept of political freedom for the first time.* 'Freedom', therefore, was being 

spoken of in political ways independent of Herodotus and Thucydides. 

Thucydides' decision to treat the abuse of 'freedom' represents an historical reality 

even if the actual language in his speeches does not.

Rhetoric in Thucydides has been the subject of contentious debate with 

regard to the historical accuracy of the speeches he recounts. It is worth 

examining his methodology concerning speeches briefly;

With references to the speeches in this history, some were delivered before 

the war began, others while it was going on; some I heard myself, others I 

got from various quarters; it was in all cases difficult to carry them word 

for word in one's memory, so my habit has been to make the speakers say 

what was in my opinion demanded of them by the various occasions, of 

course adhering as closely as possible to the general sense of what they 

really said.^

K a i o o a  |X8V 'koycp eiJiov exaoToi f] p iW ovteg  JToX,E|Lnf]aELv i] ev avx(b 

fiSi] ovteg, xaA-EJiov xiqv dxgiPetav  auxi'iv xd)v Xe%QevT(av

^  P ohlenz (1966:17); Isaac (2006: 4 9 2 -9 3 ).
 ̂For A esch y lu s see  pages 37 -3 8 ; S im on id es 8 FGE; E dm unds and W allace (1997: 2 1 -2 2 ). 

’’ See  Chapter T w o , section  2.
* P ohlenz (1966: 10-44).
’ Translation C raw ley , Strassler edition  (1 9 9 6 ).
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8La|xvT]|xov8'uaaL r|v e|xol te  d)v aiixog i]xouoa xai xoig aXkoQev 

jtoBev 8|ioi djtaYyeXXouoiv- tog 8 ’ av eSoxouv 8|iol exaoxoL jtsqi twv  

aiel Jtagovxcjov xd 8eovxa |xdXiax’ eujteiv, exo|i8V(p oxi eyyvxaxa xfjg 

^u|UTdaiig d îtiBobg X,8x0£vxcov, o'uxwg 8iQr|xaL (1.22.1).

Thucydides' audience, accustomed to epic, Herodotus, and logographers, for 

whom accuracy in reporting speeches was not a concern, would have been 

surprised by the mere concern for first-hand accounts in speech reporting.'® 

Thucydides' speeches may be based on what he, himself, has heard; 

reconstructions of speeches that he never could have heard (such as Nicias' final 

speech at Syracuse); a combination of several speeches for which he had written 

accounts; or an account of a dialogue between several individuals.” Thucydides' 

statement that he has 'speakers say what was' in his opinion 'demanded of them by 

the various occasions' while 'adhering as closely as possible to the general sense 

of what they really said' has been subject to much interpretation.'^ As Rood points 

out, Thucydides has kept as close as possible to what was said, but 'the limitations 

of evidence were such that Thucydides supplemented what he could discover with 

a subjective input—'what was required (xd 8eovxa)', and, and for this reason, 

there are speeches where opposing views are posited.'^

While de Ste. Croix, among others, has argued that Thucydides' statement 

that he adhered 'as close as possible to the general sense of what was really said' 

means that he has recounted what was actually said whenever possible,''' Macleod 

sets forth a plausible motive for speeches, which may account for Thucydides' 

decision to include speeches such those of Cleon and Diodotus in Book Three, 

whose speeches, by Thucydides' own admission, are not the most influential, but 

the most opposite (3.49.1): the speeches represent 'different levels of thinking in 

military and political strategy, rather than the actual arguments of individuals'.'^ 

For Felling, Thucydides' decision to provide a brief synopsis of the Athenians' 

speech to the Spartans at 1.72.1, and instead give the Athenians a speech (1.73- 

78) that focuses more on their character and matters related to expansion

C ole (1991: 104-11).
" Felling (2009: 180).

H om blower (1991: 59-62); W ilson (1982: 95-103); Marincola (1989: 226).
Rood (1999: 46).

“* de Ste. Croix (1972: 8-10); Debnar (2001: 14-18); W ilson (1982:99); Badian (1992: 189); 
Schneider (1974: 153).

M acleod (1983: 88).
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exemplifies a moment when the historian has taken certain Hberties in 

reconstrtjcting speeches to demonstrate the real cause of the conflict, which 

Thucydides states was 'most formally kept out of sight' (1.23.6).'® According to 

Felling, '[n]o sentence in the Greek language can have been taken quite so 

variously as that on the speeches here', though, he notes, one should not be 

bothered by the fact that Thucydides is deliberately ambiguous in his statement 

regarding methodology in speech writing: Thucydides has either reconstructed 

speeches keeping as close to possible to what was actually said, or, failing that, 

reconstructed what would have been said given the circumstances.’’

The idea that Thucydides has used the speeches at various points to make 

manifest, in a subtle way, the least apparent cause of the war is one that will be 

investigated in this chapter. As Dewald has noted, an historian's reconstruction of 

the past reflects his own assumptions about reality, 'so that the text becomes in its 

narrative rules also a kind of mise en abyme, retracing in the way the narrative 

works the rules that also operate in the larger outside world that each author is 

trying reahstically to convey in his text'.'** My investigation of the language of 

'freedom' in the speeches will demonstrate the decisive nature of language itself, 

which often goes unrecognised as precipitating conflict, since language, or 

arbitration, had traditionally been viewed by the Greeks as a means of avoiding 

armed violence. Thucydides' speeches may reflect what was said, but they also 

expose the role that language itself played in the escalating tension between 

Athens, Sparta, and their respective allies.

Thucydides' speeches, and his representation of 'freedom' in them, are a 

reflection of contemporary rhetoric to the extent that Thucydides reports what was 

actually said, or keeps to the general line of what was said. On the topic of 

Thucydides' history Hendrickson notes: 'The author of any speech must be both 

Thucydides and someone else, a historical agent. The speeches, in other words, 

like other historical sources, are both the objective record and historical 

interpretation of the event...The essential truth of the speeches cannot be 

abandoned without invalidating the history that is being written; Thucydides 

cannot simply fabricate them. The speeches are also, however, incomplete and

'^Felling (2009: 183 -84). 
‘’ Felling (2009: 177, 179). 

D ewald (2009: 144-45).
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modified in accordance with the historian's reason'.'® It is impossible to say for 

certain whether the speeches are a reflection of what was said or a reconstruction 

of what was likely to have been said, especially given the ambiguity of 1.22.1. 

However, it is certain that the speeches preserve both elements of contemporary 

discourse and what Thucydides thought needed to be said in order to make sense 

of the prevailing, and often contrary, political and military opinions and themes. 

The process of selection and of determining what was necessary presupposes an 

interpretive framework, the identification of which is complicated by the presence 

of contradictory elements in the speeches. Had Thucydides provided some sort of 

first person analyses of the speeches, locating authorial voice or intention would 

be less c o m p l i c a t e d A s  it is, attempts to locate such a voice are thwarted by the 

plurality of views and opinions embedded within the text: '[e]ach focalized 

speaker...makes argumentative points that matter to himself, and is himself 

embedded in a political world he is trying to shape with his own intelligent 

arguments'.^' Such variant views. Rood suggests, are the product of an historian's 

attempt to create an historical narrative that will also tell something about wars in 

the future

Scholars have conducted thorough investigations into the relationship 

between speech and narrative as well as the influence of contemporary intellectual 

trends on Thucydides' h i s t o r y A t  1.22.4 Thucydides makes the following 

statement, which signals his influence by contemporary trends.

The absence of romance in my history will, I fear, detract somewhat from 

its interest; but if it be judged useful by those inquirers who desire an 

exact knowledge of the past as an aid to the understanding of the future, 

which in the course of human things must resemble if it does not reflect it, 

I shall be content. In fine, I have written my work, not as an essay which is 

to win the applause of the moment, but as a possession for all time."'^

xal 85 |i£v dxQoaaiv locog to  |xiii |i,D0(I)885 ai)xd)v dxegjreoteQOV

Hedrick (1993: 17).
“ Gribble (1998: 41-67).

Dewald (2009: 145).
Rood (2006: 225-49).

“  Rood (1999); Stahl (2006: 301-34); Morrison (2006: 251-277). 
Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).
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(^aveixav 5 oo l 8 e PouXfiaovxaL xd)v te  y£vo|1£vo)v to  oa(j)e5 oxojielv  

x a l xd)v iieXXovTtov jtxdte at)0 is x a x a  x6  dvBQcbmvov xoiouxcov x a l  

jiaQajiAiioLcov eaeaB ai, cb4)eXLiia xgiveiv am a  ctQxoiJVxcog e^el. 

xxfi|xd XE £5  aiEl iiaXXov r| dyd)VLa|ia £5 x6  jraQaxQf||j.a cixoijelv 

^xjyxELxai (1.22.4).

The prominence given the idea of 'human nature' in his methodological statement 

'places Thucydides immediately in connection with the sophistic movement' 

Thucydides' speeches convey an awareness and structuring based on sophistic 

techniques such as arguments from expediency, the antithesis between Xoyoq and 

EQyov and between vofxog and (j)ijoi5, and his general experimentation with 

antitheses and argumentation.^^ Finley even goes so far as to suggest that 

Thucydides' own understanding and historicising of the past was a product of the 

sophistic era.^’ Thucydides' first and final statements in this passage situate the 

text intellectually: his account will be marked by the absence of x6 ^u9d)8£g 

which was characteristic of Herodotus and poets, and it will be a possession for all 

time rather than an dycbvLaiia, an essay for competition or display prominent 

among the sophists.'* Thucydides' rejection of dYcbvLO)ia is echoed by Cleon, 

who, although not portrayed favourably by Thucydides, nonetheless makes the 

observation at 3.37.4 that men ought to conduct themselves as 'fair judges rather 

than rival athletes (dYCOVioxat)'; 'these', he states, 'we ought to imitate, instead of 

being led on by cleverness and intellectual rivalry to advise the people against our 

real opinions' (3.37.5).“̂  This statement is aimed at his audience, whom, at 3.38.7, 

he accuses of listening to political debates like spectators of the sophists 

(00(J)L0X(l)v BEaxaig), who are conquered by the pleasures of the ear.^“ According 

to Plato {Phaed. 257d4-8), the written as opposed to spoken speech was 

associated with the sophists.

“  T hom as (2006: 87 ). See  pages 5 3 -5 5  for m ore on the sophists and the theories associated  w ith  
them .
“ T hom as (2006: 89 -90); H ornblow er (2009: 70 -8 6 ); D enn iston (1952: 10-13); F in ley  (1967:  
chapter 2).

F in ley  (1942: 4 3 -4 6 ).
T hom as (2006: 89); T hom as (2000: 267); So lm sen  (1975: 84); H ornblow er (1991: 61 -62);  

Guthrie (1971b: 43).
Translation C raw ley, Strassler edition  (1 9 9 6 ).
dji>.{I)5 xe d x o f )5 i i8 o v f)  iqoocb^evoL x a l  oo<j)L0 Td)v SE axatg  e o ix o x e g  xa0r ||i£voL g |xa>v>tOv f| 

jiepl JTO>ie(i05 (3oi))ieuon£voL5.
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Even though Thucydides seems to reject sophism by stating that he is not writing 

an dYcbvLO|ia, by awarding himself the ultimate prize, a possession for all time, 

he is partaking in a 'model of competitive rivalry'.^'

Connor has noted that traditionally Thucydides has been viewed as a cool, 

objective historian who, as a pupil of the sophists made use of scientific methods 

to convey what happened. But, as Connor added, more recently scholars have 

begun to see Thucydides as a passionate writer whose intense emotion has 

influenced his n a rra tiv eS p eak in g  of Thucydides as a 'sophistic' writer is itself 

problematic. Even though the composition of his history displays an awareness of 

and influence by sophistic trends, different sophists often espoused theories and 

ideas which were at odds with one another.”  Rather than thinking of the sophists 

as espousing particular worldviews, trends associated with the sophists might be 

better characterised as modes of thinking and enquiry, or theoretical frameworks, 

which, depending on the content subjected to them and the context in which they 

were employed, might result in different arguments or positions corresponding to 

the interests of the person employing such methods. As Thomas notes, 

Thucydides' analysis of the Corcyrean stasis displays the dangers of the relativity 

of values, an idea found in Plato's characterisation of Protagoras (PI. Tht. 167c, 

172b). However, awareness of a particular school of thought does not make one a 

proponent of it; Thucydides cannot be deemed a sophist on these grounds alone 

As Macleod has argued, Thucydides makes use of the rhetorical style and 

strategies of the sophists in order to undermine them.^^ My aim in this chapter is 

to examine the role of Treedom' in Thucydides' narrative in light of his views on 

language. By examining Thucydides' methodological—even scientific—approach 

to language, Thucydides' treatment of words becomes a means of conveying a 

fifth-century audience's emotionally charged response to the language of 

'freedom'.

Of the forty speeches reported directly or indirectly by Thucydides 

twenty-seven of these speeches contain discussions of freedom and slavery: the 

Spartans claimed that they are freeing Greece from Athens; the Athenians spoke 

of the freedoms offered by democracy and the valiant struggle for freedom during

Greenwood (2004: 175-76, 178-81).
Connor (2009: 29).

”  For more on those considered 'sophists', see pages 53-55. 
Thomas (2006: 90)
Thomas (2006: 108).
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the Persian Wars; the Spartans encouraged their soldiers to fight for the freedom 

of the Greeks; the Athenians defended the freedom which they enjoy, the freedom 

which was passed down to them by their ancestors.^® Over two thirds (66/101) of 

the references to freedom in Thucydides' history occur in speech, while forty- 

three out of the seventy-eight times slavery (ScuXog in its various forms) occurs it 

is in the speech sections.

An examination of these passages reveals that the concept of freedom is 

invoked most often by the Spartans who defined their struggle as one for the 

freedom of the Greeks. Once the war has commenced Thucydides notes that much 

of the goodwill was on the side of the Spartans, since they were claiming to be 

freeing the Greeks (Thuc. 2.8.4): 'Men's feelings inclined much more to the 

Spartans, especially as they proclaimed themselves the liberators of Hellas' O] 8e 

eijvoia jTtxQd jtoX'u 8 j t d l8 i  t w v  dvBgwjtoov |xa}iA.ov eg t o i ) $  A a > te 8 a L |x o v L o u i; ,  

alXwg xe x a l jrQoeiJtovxcov oxi xfiv 'EX.X,d8a eX.euBeQcuoLv).^’ In fact, so solid 

was their campaign for 'freedom' that the Athenians feared they would lose even 

more allies. For Brasidas issued statements wherever he went that his mission was 

to 'free' the Greeks (Thuc. 4.108.2): 'The Athenians also feared that more allies 

would revolt, particularly because Brasidas displayed such moderation in all his 

conduct, and declared ever>'where that he had been sent out to free Hellas' (6 yag 

BgaoiSag ev xe xoig aXkoiq pixQiov eaijxov m getxe, x a l ev xotg Xoyoig 

Jtavxaxot) eSiiXou dbg eXeDBeQwooov xf]v 'E'k'kdba 8XJi£[i4)0eu'|).^® 'Freedom' 

becomes an identifying feature of Archidamus' rhetoric in the Spartan attack of 

Plataea (Thuc. 2.72.1).^® Brasidas' ultimatum to the Acanthians was steeped in the 

rhetoric of 'freedom', and his speeches of encouragement to soldiers offered 

reminders of Sparta's mission: to 'free' the Hellenes from Athens.'*” At 8.43.3 

Lichas objected to Sparta's treaties with Persia on the grounds the treaties would 

require that all territories which were or had been formally part of the King's

Euphemus says he will not mention the struggle for freedom (Thuc. 6 .83.2). M ost often the 
Athenians avoid the rhetoric o f  freedom in their discussion o f  the Persian Wars. For further 
discussion o f  their evasive tone see below . References for speeches pertaining to 'freedom' from an 
Athenian and Persian perspective can be found in the paragraph below .

Translation Warner (1972a). The verb used to describe the act of'claim ing' or 'saying' in this 
passage is j i q o e l j i o v , which is typically used in public declarations, suggesting that what was 
publically claimed may not represent the actual agenda o f the Spartans.

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).
The conflict between Sparta. Thebes and Plataea will be examined in Chapter Five.
See Introduction for a com plete quote o f  Brasidas. Thuc. 4 .85 .1 , 5, 6 , 8 6 .1 ,4 , 87.2, 5 , 6 

(Brasidas); 4 .114.3 (Brasidas); 4 .120.3 (Brasidas); 5.9.1 (Brasidas); 5.9.9 (Brasidas); 5.9.10  
(Brasidas).
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territory would be ceded to the Persian empire. By agreeing to this treaty, Lichas 

argued that the Spartans would be 'offering to the Hellenes not liberation but 

Persian domination' (x a l dvx’ eXeuBeQiag a v  Mr]8ixfiv "EX,X,i]ai

xoiJ^ Aax88aL|xovLOUg JieQiOelvat).'*' Alcibiades' advice to the Persians echoed 

that of Lichas' (Thuc. 8.46.3-5): it would be a better plan for the Persians to ally 

themselves with the Athenians, as an alliance would suit both their interests, 

whereas it was unlikely that the Spartans would not also try to free the Greeks 

from Persia after they had fought for the 'freedom' of the Greeks from Athens. 

Thucydides later states that Lichas' argument regarding Sparta's claim to be 

'freeing' the Greeks was proven correct by Alcibiades' advice to the Persian king 

(Thuc. 8.52.1).

Athenian rhetoric, on the other hand, was relatively devoid of any claims 

to be fighting for or defending 'freedom'. As discussed above, Thucydides' 

speeches are a combination of what was actually said and what was required by 

the narrative and circumstantial demands of the text. Although the Athenians at 

1.73-75 recount their actions during the Persian Wars, they do not frame their 

actions through the language of 'freedom', even though the language of 'freedom' 

was essential in the historical tradition of the Persian Wars.'*' When the concept of 

'freedom' does occur in Athenian speeches, it is either in reference to democracy 

as a 'free' political institution, or to the status of the allies.'*^ Instead of arguing that 

their right to rule came from their role in 'freeing' the Greeks from Persia during 

the Persian Wars, the Athenians defended their actions using arguments based on 

probability and either their own interests or those of their allies', which often 

confounded those listening.

'Freedom' was seldom voiced by the states which suffered 'enslavement' at 

the hands of Athens, and who enjoyed the 'freedom' offered to them by Sparta and 

the allies An exploration into Thucydides' thoughts on the concept of language 

may help explain this anomaly. One passage in particular provides some insight

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).
Raubitschek (1973: 36-38). See pages 39-40 for evidence that the Persian Wars were 

conceptualised as 'freedom' wars.
The follow ing are instances when an Athenian speaks o f freedom in Thucydides' history; 2.36.1 

(Pericles); 2 .3 7 .2 ,4 0 .5 ,4 3 .4 , 6 2 .3 ,63 .1  (Pericles); 3.39.7 (Cleon); 3 .4 5 .6 ,4 6 .5 , 6 (Diodotus); 
4.95.3 (Hippocrates); 6.20.2 (Nicias); 6 .83.2, 84.3, 85.2, 87.2 (Euphemus); 6 .20.2 , 7 .63 .4 , 69.2  
(Nicias); 8.48.5 (Phrynichus).

The Plataeans lament their treatment at the hands o f  Sparta and Thebes in the name o f  freedom: 
2.71.2 (tw ice), 3 .54.4, 59.4; the M ytileneans make a case for their defection from Athens: 3.10.4, 
5 ,1 2 .1 , 13 .1 ,7 ; the M elians engage in a struggle between pragmatism and realism: 5 .99.1 , 100.1, 
112 .2 .
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into Thucydides' thoughts on the power of rhetoric. After narrating the turmoil 

which consumed Corcyra Thucydides provides the reader with a statement 

regarding the power of words:

And they changed the customary opinion of names to make their actions

consistent with their claims of justice (Thuc. 3.82.4).“’̂

xal ti]v elojBulav d^icooiv xcbv ovo^dtcov eg td  egya  dvxTiXXa^av tfi

6ixaicba8L.

The word which Thucydides used to talk about 'names' in this passage was 

5vo|xa, a word which can mean 'name' or 'expression /phrase 'T hus Thucydides 

was speaking about the words which are used to 'name' or label actions. 

Thucydides' choice of words in this sentence is revealing: it was not so much the 

case that people began describing their actions with different words as it was that 

they began calling their behaviour by different names or labels on account of the 

value accorded the particular name or label. In other words, acts which might be 

called or labelled as 'harmful' were instead called or labelled as 'helpful' in 

accordance with the speaker's judgement. People would exploit the value of 

'helpful' in order to harness the goodwill that this word conveyed, even though the 

act itself was not 'helpful'. Thucydides suggests at 3.82.4 that words or names no 

longer reflected the situations which they were labelling. John Wilson points out 

that Thucydides does not mean to say that the definitions of words themselves 

changed; the words which were used to describe situations reflected the speaker's 

judgment of what is being described.'*’ Wilson writes that '[t]hose who used the 

new description wished precisely to cash in on the usual meanings of "courage for 

the sake of the party", "specious cowardice "...in order to justify behaviour hitherto 

regarded as odious or discourage behaviour hitherto regarded as a d m ira b le .Ia n  

Worthington notes otherwise. He states that the word which is used to describe 

the action is influenced by its use.''® Wilson provides a critique of the words 

Thucydides uses at 3.82.4 with the exception of 6vo|xa, the key word in this

T ranslation m ine.
L S J  6 v o |x a .

"’ W ilson  (1 9 8 2 :1 8 -2 0 ).
'"‘ W ilson  (1982: 18).

W orthington (1982: 124).
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sentence. John Hogan examines each word in the sentence in relation to other 

instances of its use by Thucydides, but, like Wilson, he excludes ovo|ia.^° 

Loraux, in her examination of 3.82.4 adopts Hogan's and Wilson's interpretation 

of the passage, and, while she does stress the importance of 6vo|xa, she does not 

connect Thucydides' use of this term to other key passages where 6vo|xa 

appears.^' An examination of how Thucydides uses 5vo|axDc in his history provides 

the key to interpreting his statement at 3.82.4. This statement is essential for 

understanding the historian's views on language, which shaped his engagement 

with the concept of 'freedom'.

In Book One Thucydides engages in a discussion concerning the meaning 

and power of words. The extreme circumstances of the conflict necessitated that 

certain actions and behaviour be assigned different labels, for which, as Wilson 

notes, there were already established meanings. At 1.122.4 the Corinthians noted 

that someone might argue that, while the Athenians brought freedom to all of 

Greece, they, the Corinthians, failed to protect their own freedom, and even 

allowed a dictator to be set up in Greece, even though they made it a principle to 

overthrow despots in other states:

Such a policy, in our view, cannot be held to be exempt from three of the 

greatest mistakes that can be made —lack of intelligence, lack of 

resolution, or lack of responsibility. Nor do we imagine that you can 

escape these imputations by claiming that you are superior to your 

enemies. This feeling of superiority has done much harm before now; 

indeed, from the number of the cases where it has proved disastrous it has 

come to be known as the opposite nam e—not superiority, but plain 

stupidity.^’

xal ovx LO|iev oraog xd6£ xqlw v xoav iieylotoov ^u|j4)0Qd)v 

djTTi}iXaxTaL, d ^ v v e o L a g  r| loaXaxtag \ ]  d|i£A,8ia5, oij ya.Q  8f| 

jT£4)8UY6TEg avxd 8JU Ti'iv jdsiaTODg 8f] pXd\|)aoav xaxa(j)Q6vrioiv 

xextoQiixaxe, fj ex xot) jioXXo'ug o(|)d>̂ A.eiv x6 evavxiov 6vo|ia  

d(t)QGaijvT] |i£xcov6|iaaxaL.

’“ Hogan (1980: 139-50). 
Loraux (2009: 270, 292). 
Translation Warner (1972a).
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The vocabulary used in this sentence is problematic. Thucydides' Corinthians use 

the word |j£xovo|ia^eLV in asserting that the Spartans' superiority should be called 

folly. The Spartans cannot escape from a lack of intelligence, resolution or 

responsibility, by claiming that they are superior. When one is informed and when 

the consequences could be so disastrous, the three faults which are the product of 

superiority make the condition of superiority stupidity. In the past 

xaxa(})Q6vi'|aL5, or superiority, served as an apt guise for these faults, but the 

magnitude of the situation at hand requires a more severe vocabulary; the ovo |ia , 

the name, for being ignorant, weak and indifferent is no longer accurately 

captured by xaxa(j)Q6vr|ai5. Now such mistakes are stupidity, or d({)Qoai)vi'|. The 

circumstances or events have necessitated a shift in language: words are not 

redefined, but the name or word assigned to a situation has changed. Thucydides' 

use of the verb |X8TOvo)xd^eiv, a compound of 6vo)i,a, in this passage suggests 

that the extreme circumstances of the Peloponnesian War have magnified the 

consequences of a lack of intelligence, resolution and responsibility so that to 

partake in one of these is sheer stupidity.

What is most interesting in this passage is the way that Thucydides has 

used ixexovoiid^eiv. This is the only passage in the history where this word 

occurs, and it is scarcely found in any of the extant literature from the fifth and 

early fourth centuries. Among the fragments of the late sixth-century logographer, 

Hecataeus of Miletus, it is found twice, while in the writings of Epimenides it is 

found once.^^ Herodotus used the word four t i m e s . I n  all of the above examples 

|X8X0V0|idJ^8iv was used in reference to the etymology of a word or the changing 

of names, either of people or places. Thucydides' history presents the first case 

where it has been applied to a concept or an abstract idea. According to Price, 

Thucydides' statement at 3 .82.4 reflects what happens to language during times of 

internal conflict: 'culturally determined values, like honor or reputation...may, as 

society changes, be used to describe different behaviours without undergoing any 

semantic sh i f t ' La nguage ,  like all other conventions, undergoes a shift in times 

of crisis. The praise of actions formerly deemed nefarious, a situation typical in

There is some debate regarding Epimenides' date. He is generally placed in the seventh century. 
Plato places him a century later {Leg. 642d).

Hecataeus, FGrH  1 FIO, F84; Epimenides F G rH  451  F I6; Hdt. 4 .155, 4 .189, 5 .69 , 8.44. Other 
examples include Hellanicus FGrH A F15; Plato, Tht. 180a6; Ctesias 688 F15.
”  Price (2001: 39-43).
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stasis, represents the transformation of values within society. As a consequence, 

words are used in different ways precisely because actions are judged 

differently.^®

Thucydides' use of |i£xovo|xd^8LV suggests that he was engaged with a 

common fifth-century debate concerning language. While Heraclitus had 

recognised that language, which was supposed to serve as an account of the 

world, was full of contradiction, Parmenides divided the world into a world of 

appearance, which he deemed a fiction, and a world of being. According to 

Parmenides, 'all that mortals posited in the belief that it was true will be name 

only, coming into being and perishing, to be and not to be, change of place and 

interchange of shining c o lo u r 'F o r  Parmenides, the process of naming reflects 

opinion rather than truth; if 'names' did in fact reflect the truth, then a rainbow 

would not be wrongly called 'Iris', as Xenophanes no tes.D em ocritu s too 

recognised that language failed to represent reality in his assessment of the 

multiplicity, the changing, and the deficiency of n am es.O v era ll there was a 

prevailing belief among Presocratics that language could not adequately describe 

reality. The sophists, recognising the unease expressed by the Presocratics 

concerning language and reality, also consider the relationship between the words 

and reality. Such discussions were framed through v6|X05 and cjjijoig, and whether 

the names of things exist by convention or by nature, a topic which is pivotal in 

Plato's Cmtylus. This discussion is often confused with, though distinctly separate 

from, discussions concerning the origin of language and whether it existed by 

'nature' or by 'co nven tion 'W hereas  Democritus, noting the inconsistencies of 

language, regarded it as existing by convention, Prodicus supported a 'naturalist 

thesis' and opposed the idea that relativism played a role in the defining of 

words.®’ Gorgias, on the other hand, 'claimed that nothing exists; if it exists, it 

cannot be known; and that if it both exists and can be known, it cannot be 

communicated to o t h e r s ' F o r  Gorgias, 'the role of language is reduced to that of

Price (2001: 42).
Translation Kerferd (1981: 7 1 );  t ( o l  t o v t ’ 6vo(J .a  e o t a t ,  o o o a  P q o t o I  x a i e B e v x o  J tejio iB oT eg  

ELvai dX.Ti0fi, t e  y .a l 6> i)tx ja 6 a i, elvaC  t e  x a l  o i j x i ,  t o j c o v  d>tXdooELv 8 i d  l e  X Q o a
( j)a v 6 v  d n £L p eiv  (DK 28B 8.38-41).

DK 21B32; de Jonge and Ophuijsen (2010: 487).
”  DK 68B26; Sluiter (1997: 172-73).
“ Gera (2003: 169-70). 

de Jonge and Ophuijsen (2010: 488); Heinimann (1945: 156).
DK 82B3; translation de Jonge and Ophuijsen (2010: 489).
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a magic wand that can be used at will to impress and manipulate an audience' 

While Gorgias was more concerned with language as it applied to rhetoric, 

Protagoras emphasised speaking correctly rather than the correctness of words or 

names for things®''

The concern expressed by the Presocratics over the relationship between 

reality and language is taken up by the sophists, who either take advantage of the 

shortcomings of language to speak persuasively or engage in discussions 

regarding the place of language—both its origin and the meanings of words —in 

the debate between v6 |X05 and (1)1)015. Thucydides' statement at 3.82.4 suggests 

that he regarded language as fixed by convention, but that the 'social value 

assigned to it, its societal manifestation in human action' can change as 

circumstances change.®’ Thucydides' use of |i£tovo|j,d^8iv at 1.122.4 and of 

6v o |ia  at 3.82.4 suggests that he is engaging in an intellectual discourse on 

language itself, one that began with the Presocratics who discussed the ability of 

'names', or ovo^ia ta  to accurately reflect reality. For Thucydides, meanings of 

words were fixed by convention, but some words, especially words that are 

assigned value, were used in extreme circumstances such as civil strife, to 

describe situations that would otherwise not be deemed as such. Thucydides' 

belief that language could be used to describe behaviours not usually associated 

with a particular action without that word undergoing any sort of shift in meaning 

was not recognised by the sophists.®® In this sense, Thucydides' philosophy of 

language is not indebted to the sophists, but is instead a reaction to the sophists 

and is embedded in a fifth-century trend of thinking critically about language. As 

I shall show, Thucydides' presentation of 'freedom' indicates that it had become a 

word which was used as a label or name for actions which bore little semblance to 

'freeing'. In other words, it was an 6vo|oa, or a label assigned to an action based 

on the judgement of the speaker. Because of the value accorded 'freedom' by the 

audience, politicians and rhetoricians made use of the term, as they hoped to sway 

the audience or gain support by framing speeches through positively charged 

words. In order to verify this hypothesis it is necessary to explore the other 

instances in which 5 v o |ia  appears.

de Jonge and Ophuijsen (2010: 489).
Kerferd (1981:73-74); de Jonge and Ophuijsen (2010: 490). 
Price (2001: 43).

“  Price (2001: 43).
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Before doing this, it will be helpful to see how Thucydides' intellectual 

environment informed his writing and his conceptualisation of 'freedom', since 

many of these contemporary trends concern language. Thucydides lived in the age 

of the sophists who were engaged in antilogic, the creation of contrasting 

arguments on any topic, and who questioned the inherent value of morals through 

relativism.^’ Although Thucydides does not explicitly make use of relativism, 

antilogic, or the idea of contrasting two opposing positions, such theoretical 

principals and modes of enquiry structure the speech sections of his history.** 

Thucydides never overtly makes his position regarding the sophists known, and, 

in fact, only mentions one individual, Antiphon, who may or may not have been 

the sophist Antiphon. In Book Eight Thucydides states that Antiphon was so well 

versed in speaking that he never spoke at assembly meetings. He was generally 

mistrusted on account of his reputation for cleverness, but his aid was eagerly 

sought in lawsuits, and when points were to be made in the assembly (Thuc.

8.68). Regardless of which Antiphon this is,®’ it is important to note the 

pernicious power accorded to him by the people, and possibly by Thucydides 

himself, for his skill with words.

The only other reference to sophists in Thucydides comes in Cleon's 

speech in the debate regarding the fate of Mytilene (3.38.7). In the Mytilenean 

debate Cleon argued that bad laws that are fixed are better than good laws which 

are always changing. States are better managed by the man on the street than by 

intellectuals schooled in cleverness. These people want to seem wiser than the 

laws and argue to get their way in debates, which can do great harm to the 

political community. People who are not confident in their intelligence lack the 

ability to dissect speeches. Consequently, unlike their counterparts who behave as 

if they are performing in a competition, they are unbiased. Cleon advised that 

rather than being carried away by their own cleverness they should try to be like 

these men (Thuc. 3.37.3-5).™

Virginia Hunter, in analysing Thucydides' characterisation of fear, has 

noted the similarities between Thucydides' use of fear in his history and Gorgias'

See pages 53-55; Striker (1996: 7-9); Kerferd (1981: 59-78).
Yunis (1998: 234-39).
Pendrick (2002: 1-26); Gagarin (2002: 39-40).

™ c.f. Thuc. 3.82.7: Qgov 8 ’ oL no}i)tol xaxoijQYO'- ovxsg 8 e |io l  xex^irivxai dpxx0eig dyaBoL, 
x a l T(I) )j£v aloxiJvovxai, sm  be  tcp dYdX^^oviai.
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theory of fear in his Encomium o f Helen?' While the psychology of 'fear' is, for 

both Thucydides and Gorgias, based in the sense of sight, that is to say, one is 

afraid by the sight of something or the memory of that sight, hearing is the 

'corresponding sense-organ' for Xoyog, which has the capacity to alter men's 

mental state through persuasion and deception/^ Poets are identified as culprits in 

this sense, as they enter the listener's consciousness by making them feel the joy 

and pain of others, a feat that is accomplished through the power of words. The 

inadequacy of 'men's rational faculties' and 'their inability to remember the past, 

evaluate the present critically, and have foreknowledge of the future' makes them 

reliant on opinion.’  ̂Diodotus notes that the Athenians might make better 

decisions if the audience faced the same consequences rather than just blaming 

the speaker, who either through deception or lies has provided counsel (3.43.2-5). 

Cleon, on the other hand, accuses the Athenians of being 'spectators of words and 

listeners of deeds' (3.38.4); the Athenians watch speakers but do not demand more 

than hearsay as evidence.’'* A similar idea is set forth by Gorgias in On Not Being. 

Here he argues that if something does exist, it would be impossible to 

comprehend or think it, and that if one could, it would not be possible to 

communicate it.’  ̂More specifically Gorgias argues that 'just as sight has the 

visible as its object, and not the audible, so too when a speaker speaks, what he 

says is logos rather than a colour or a thing or a thought'.’  ̂Furthermore Cleon 

argues that the Athenians place more trust in what they have heard than what they 

have seen and experienced themselves in the past. Cleon concludes his speech by 

accusing the Athenians of being slaves to the ear and of behaving more like 

spectators of the sophists than counsellors of the city (3.38.7). In his analysis of 

the Mytilenean Debate, Macleod notes that Cleon's speech is representative of 

Thucydides at his most Gorgianic, for, even though Cleon condemns sophistry, 

thereby destroying the possibility for debate, he still proceeds by giving a 

sophistically styled speech on the consequences of future action.’’ Noting the 

parallels between Gorgias' theory of Xoyog in the Encomium o f Helen and that set

DK 8 2 B 1 1; Hunter (1962: 419-29); Segal (1962: 108).
Hunter (1986: 420-24); Verdenius (1981: 1 16-28).

”  Hunter (1986: 422).
Hunter (1986: 424).
S.E. M  7.65-87; De Melisso, Xenophane, Gorgia  79a 1 l-80b21; Barney (2006: 92). 
Translation Barney (2006: 93).
M acleod (1978: 70-71). For a more complete discussion o f Cleon's speech see Chapter F ive, 

section 2.
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forth by Diodotus and Cleon, Hunter concludes that not only do Diodotus' and 

Cleon's concerns over rhetoric resonate with those of Gorgias, but that 

Thucydides himself has embraced Gorgias' theory of Xoyog, and the 'link between 

Gorgias and Thucydides seems incontrovertible'7*

Thucydides was not the only fifth-century writer to comment on the power 

of words to sway an audience. Fifth-century writers frequently acknowledged that 

actions were called by different 'names' in accordance with the judgement of the 

speaker. In a fragment of Euripides the speaker asks, 'What action is shameful if it 

seem not so to the actor?'.’® Similarly, in Aristophanes' Frogs, we find 'What 

action is shameful if it seem not so the audience? (1475). And Eteocles, in the 

Phoenissae, laments the subjective nature of justice and wisdom: 'If everyone 

defined justice and wisdom the same way, there would be no quarrelling or strife 

among men. As things stand, the only similarity or equality mortals show is in 

their use of words: the reality to which these refer is not the same' (499-502).*° 

Once again the reader is reminded of the danger which can ensue when words, or 

6v6|ixxxa, are applied unconventionally. Like Eteocles, Thucydides reveals that 

the only recourse for avoiding quarrelling and strife, language, or arbitration, has 

been subverted through the use of words which do not depict reality consistently. 

Socrates noted this too and adamantly opposed the scepticism of those, such as 

Protagoras, who argued that morality was subjective; in order to practice morality, 

Socrates believed that there must be an agreement on the meaning of moral 

terms.®’ As Guthrie writes, 'From this theoretical soil grew the pride of youthful 

rhetoric in its ability to sway men to or from any course of action by mastery of 

the persuasive use of words'.®^

The litigious nature of the Athenians, as described by Thucydides, and 

their deceptive cleverness facilitate the outbreak of war. Following the speech of 

the Corinthians, the Athenians ask that they be given the opportunity to respond to 

the complaints made by the allies against them at the meeting in Sparta. They 

state that they do not intend to respond directly to the attacks made, since the 

assembly meeting is not a court of law.*^ They then proceed to demonstrate to

Hunter (1962: 425-26).
’̂ Eur. TGrF  1 F I9.

Translations Guthrie (1971b: 165). See also X en. M em . 4 .4.8.
Guthrie (1971b: 165-66). Phaedr. 263a; c.f. Euthyphro  7c-d, Ale. /  11 le-112a.
Guthrie (1971a; 111).
For more on courtroom politicking and its implication on arbitration see Chapter Five, section 5.
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those gathered that they are not unreasonably in possession of the things that they 

have acquired and that it is only right that their views be consulted (Thuc. 1.73.1). 

They begin their 'koyoc, by asking the audience to indulge them by hearing their 

record during the Persian Wars, even though it is a story based more on hearsay 

than eyewitnesses —a danger brought to the fore by Cleon (3.38.4) —and they 

admit that their audience is probably tired of hearing the story.

The history of the Persian Wars would have been the perfect setting for 

Thucydides to have the Athenians portray themselves as the liberators of Greece, 

as Herodotus briefly discusses at 7.139 and 8.144.*“* Rather than discuss their role 

in securing the 'freedom' of the Greeks from Persia, the Athenians use the history 

of the Persian Wars to show that their empire came to them because they were the 

only ones who were willing to defend the Greek city-states from the Persian 

threat. 'Freedom' never comes into play in their argument, which is logical, but 

lacking in the sort of vocabulary which would have engaged the pathos of the 

listener or reader. They argue that they have done nothing deviating from human 

patterns of behaviour in receiving power which was given to them. It has always 

been a rule that the weak be ruled by the strong,*^ a message which echoes Plato's 

protagonist in the Gorgias, Callicles, who argued that in accordance with the laws 

of nature the stronger should be allowed to trample the weak; the stronger 

determine the parameters of justice, therefore the triumph of the stronger is just 

and in accordance with nature.“  Socrates resisted this thesis, asserting until the 

very end of the dialogue that it is worse to act unjustly towards others than be 

treated unjustly, and that men should be good rather than just seem to be so.®’ The 

Athenians make an argument similar to that of Callicles when they appeal to the 

nature (c{ )ija L g ) of power. They state that 'praise is due to all who, if not so 

superior to human nature (xf) d v0Q cojtE ig  4>i)aEL) as to refuse dominion, yet 

respect justice more than their position compels them to do'.*® Although the 

Athenians note that the Spartans 'are not judges' before whom it is possible to plea 

(1.73.1), it is clear that they are engaged in courtroom practices when they offer

See pages 64-65 ,67-68 ,89 .
aXX’ aLel xaBeaxwiog t o v  i ôocl) u j io  loi) SuvatcoteQotJ xaxeCQyeaBai (Thuc. 1.16.2). Note 

that Thucydides states that it is a rule that the weaker be hemmed in or pressed hard by the more 
powerful, but not necessarily ruled.
**’de Romilly (1992: 120).

Schofield (2010: xviii),
** Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996); EJtaLvefoBaC te  d^LOL OLTivsg X0^od|i£voi x f |  

dv60(OjrEi(;x cjjuaei toate e te Q c o v  dgxeiv 6ixaLOTe0OL i] xaxd t t ] v  ujidgxouoav 8 u v a |j , iv  

y e v t o v x a i  (Thuc. 1.76.3).
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their counterargument.*® They avoid issues o f  p olicy  and instead defend  

them selves. Their defense consists o f  logical arguments based on 4)1)015 and 

justice, a com m on them e in nearly all the writings o f  the sophists

After the Spartan king, Archidamus, responds to the Athenians' speech at 

Sparta, Sthenelaidas, an ephor, indignantly remarks that he does not understand 

the long speeches that the Athenians make; the conflict at hand, he argues, is not 

one that can be settled through speeches and law suits, but one which requires 

immediate action (Thuc. 1.8 6 ). After the ephor's com m ents, Thucydides stated 

that the Spartans agreed that the Athenians were the aggressors and had broken 

the treaty (Thuc. 1.87). Arbitration, the means by which violent action was to be 

avoided, had been rendered ineffectual by the Athenians, w hose reaction to the 

assem bly was based more on the v 6 |io i o f  law courts than determined by the 

v 6 |xoi o f  the treaty.

Thucydides' Athenians never speak o f  'freedom', even when discussing the 

Persian W ars, because it would not be in their interest to do so. W hile the 

Athenians are pragmatic and use logic and argumentation to reveal the m otives 

behind their actions, the Spartans react by appealing to em otive concepts such as 

'freedom' and 'slavery' which incite anger and enthusiasm . The rhetorically skilled  

Athenians knew better than to frame their defense in terms o f 'freedom'. Any 

mention o f 'freedom' would have led to the logical attack that the Athenians were 

behaving no differently than the Persians who tried to enslave them , a point made 

by Hermocrates in B ook Six (Thuc. 6 .76).“̂’ Thucydides' Spartans, on the other 

hand, have no qualms about using the language o f  'freedom'. B ecause Sparta's 

goal in the war was to free the H ellenes from the Athenians, any act which the 

Spartans felt promoted this cause could be carried out in the name o f 'freedom', 

even though it may not have entailed the actual act o f  freeing. The Spartans 

them selves have used a different name, or o v o |ia ,  to justify actions which might 

otherwise be considered 'enslavement'.

A comparison between Plato's and Thucydides' treatment o f  o v o jia  

suggests that Thucydides was engaged philosophically with the concept o f  

'naming' things, and the im plications o f  incorrectly 'naming' an act in speech.

01 ) y a g  m x q o l  S ix a o x a tg  i)|itv  o i i t e  tu jx o v  o ijre  xouxcov oL ^ 6 7 0 1  a v  ytY ^'oivTO . 

‘"’ d e R o m illy  (1992: 114).
For a m ore com p lete  d iscussion  o f  this passage in the contex t o f  the P elopon nesian  W ar, see  

pages 6 9 -7 0 .
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Although ovo|xa and 'koyoc, may seem interchangeable, an examination of Plato's 

treatment of these two words suggests that Thucydides, who is also thinking in a 

more philosophical than pragmatic way about language, may be making similar 

distinctions. Plato, in the Cmtylus and in Letter Seven, described names 

(6v6 |xata) as being distinct from words (Xoyol). While name (ovo |ia) was the 

word which the concept was called, words (Xoyoi) served as a description of the 

concept which consisted of names and phrases 6vo|xdttov x a l Qr||iaTCOV 

ouYX8 i|i£vo5).’  ̂In the Cratylus, Plato focused on the correctness of names, 

6v6|xaxa, as an essential component of speaking correctly. His investigation was 

limited to nouns, since these were typically the subjects of sentences. He asserted 

that the act of speaking is only successful if one speaks in accordance with the 

natural instrument (PI. Cra. 387bl l-c3). Names are then able to instruct and 

separate how things are (PI. Cra. 388blO-l 1).’  ̂Traces of the distinction between 

6vo|xa and Xoyog can be found in Thucydides. I contend that by o v o |ia  

Thucydides did not mean word, but name, or rather what something is called. A 

statement made by Pericles at 2.37.1 offers evidence in favour of a 'Platonic' 

reading of 6vop,a. Pericles, in the funeral oration, stated that 'with respect to the 

name it is called a democracy on account of the fact that it is managed not for the 

few but for the majority.''^'' The name or ovoiJLa is democracy; the description, or 

Xoyoi, is that it is governed in the interest of the majority rather than the few. 

Thucydides did not say that the word or Xoyog was democracy, but rather the 

name, the ovo|a,a, is democracy.

Thucydides signals to the reader that 'freedom' was a concept which did 

not adequately characterize the situations in which it was applied through two 

antitheses; Xoyog/egyov and 6 v0 |xa/eQY0 v. A search for 5v o |ia  in Thucydides' 

history reveals that the word was typically used in passages where he was 

discussing the names for people and places, thereby excluding the possibility that 

Thucydides simply used it as another word for Xoyoc,. He clearly did not. Of the 

forty-one times it was used, twenty-five times it was used for the name of a place.

PL, Ep. 342a-d. Rachel Barney (2001: 163-164) discusses the authenticity o f  the letter, but 
concludes that even if  it is not authentic it still presents an accurate picture o f Plato's ideas as 
expressed in the Cratylus.

Sedley (2003: 59-61). Similar sentiments can be found in Thucydides (3.42.2).
x a l  6vo)ia |jiv 8id to (if) eg a k V  eg jzkeiovai; olxEtv 6i]|ioxQaTia ■nev.'kryiai.
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a person, or the reputation of a city.®  ̂The remaining examples suggest that 

Thucydides used ovo|xa to show that what he, or a speaker in his history, has 

stated is not true, or a deviation from his narrative. Examples of ov o |ia  from 

Euripides' Helen demonstrate that questioning the relationship between the name 

of a thing and the thing itself was a sophistic trend in the fifth century.®* In 

Euripides' play Helen stated that it was not for her that the Greeks were fighting, 

but only her name.®’ When Menelaus and Helen finally meet, Helen, persuading 

Menelaus that it is she, states that names can exist in many places, but the body 

only in one.®* Menelaus refuses to believe her, as the magnitude of the conflict 

which he has seen at Troy prevents him from believing the reality before him, that 

Helen was in Troy in name only.®® The Helen shows that Greeks during this time 

were questioning the ability of words to convey reality. This is made clear in 

Thucydides' history by the unease which was displayed over people trained in 

speaking taking part in the assembly (Thuc. 8.68) and from Cleon's speech (Thuc. 

3.38).

Thucydides' comment on the value of words changing at 3.82.4 indicates 

that words often reflected the perspective of the individual and his judgment more 

than an objective reality. The result is two parallel worlds, one of speech which is 

seen through the lens of the speaker's judgement, and one of reality. The 

metanarrative on language encourages the reader to consider that the words 

chosen by a speaker do not necessarily represent reality, but are merely the 

speaker's interpretation, manipulation and reconstruction of events which are 

shaped by the speaker's perceptions.

Despite the fact that these subjective 'interpretations' may not suffice by 

modem standards of what constitutes 'history', such perspectives provide insight 

into what were perceived to be the origins and factors which exacerbated the 

conflict. Although there is much debate regarding prophasis and whether it comes 

from ji^o(|)aLva) or I agree with Pearson who defines prophasis as

Thuc. 1.3.4,132.3; 2.29.3, 37 .1 ,64.3 , 68.3; 3.102.1; 4.64.3, 70.1, 87.6, 133.3; 5.16.1, 20.2;
6 .4 .1 ,4 .4 , 4.5, 33.6, 64.2, 80.4; 7.64.2, 69.2, 70.8; 8.85.2, 92.2. At 1.34 Thucydides states that 
before the Greeks called themselves Hellenes they refrained from calling one another barbarians, 
as this word did not exist before the invention of the Hellenes.
’^Solmsen (1934: 120); Segal (1971: 559).

OQuycbv 8 ’ eg dX.xf)v :?i0o i) is0i]v eyo) î:ev oij, / x6 8 ’ 6v o |ia  xo'u^iov, d 0)iov ''EX,)triaiv 80Q05 
{Em.Hel .  42-43). 

oijvo |ia  Y£voit’ av  jio?t>taxoij, x6 od)n,a 8 ’ oi3 (Eur. Hel. 588).
TOi)XEL |i£ (jiyeQos Td)v xaxd)v jieCSei, ov  8 ’ oii (Eur. Hel. 593).
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'explanation' on the grounds that this definition is 'logically satisfactory'. 

According to Thucydides, the truest pretext (jiQ6 (j)aoL5 ) o f the conflict was the 

growth o f Athenian power and fear this instilled in Sparta and her allies.’”' This 

pretext, Thucydides stated, was least m anifest in speech (Thuc. 1.23.6),'°^ as it had 

been overshadowed by the causes o f the conflict which each side presented.

Rather than discussing the growth o f Athenian power and the fear this incited in 

the allies, each side presented argum ents and speeches in which their actions were 

presented as being just. Darien Shanske argues that the distinction made between 

cause (a lx ta ) and pretext (Ji;Q6 (|)aoig) is not helpful because Thucydides does not 

present Athenian behaviour as aggressive. Thus it does not seem logical that the 

growth of Athenian power was the pretext for war.'°^ Lawrence Tritle notes that 

Thucydides downplays Athenian aggression, but, given the lim itations o f time and 

his own perspective, does an admirable job explaining the c a u s e s . T h e  use of 

word jiQ0 (j)a0 Lg at 1.23.6 is far more subtle and much more in line with 

Thucydides' m etanarrative on language. For Thucydides, Athenian aggression was 

to be found in the ability of the Athenians to persuasively argue so that any action 

which was taken seemed just. The truest pretext for going to war was the 

Athenians' ability to put forth argum ents, like the one examined above, which 

justified the actions carried out in the Pentecontaetia, thereby underm ining the 

arbitration clause in the Thirty Years' Truce.

Following his statement at 3.82.4 regarding the customary uses of 

language, Thucydides provides a list o f actions which were redefined according to 

judgm ent, an exam ple, according to Price, o f people in civil strife assigning 

different values to actions.'®^ People began calling acts o f aggression courage, a 

delaying weakness, self-control an excuse for cowardice. The list continues. As 

W ilson points out, Thucydides did not mean that ^uvexov (understanding) came 

to mean dgyov  (laziness), but that ^uvexov was deemed (Evo|xia0i'i) aQ yov .'”® In 

addition people began playing upon preconceived notions or ideas in order to

Pearson (1972: 294).
Rood (1998; 208-9); Cawkwell (1997; 20-39); de Rom illy (1956:114); Huart (1968; 122-23).
f|v |i£v yag  d>ir|680TdTT|v jigi6({)aoLv, d({)aveaTdTr|v be xoiig A9r|vaCou5

>iotl (j)6(3ov 10I5 Aaxe8ai|xovtoL5 dvayT^daaL eg to
n:o)t£|J£LV.

'"’ Shanske (2007; 158-59).
'“‘'Tritle (2007; 174).

Price (2001: 39).
ToXixa n£v ya.Q akoyiaxot; avbgeCa cj)i>.£Taigog evo)iLO0r|, |ii>i>Lr|OL5 8e Jt^opiBrig 8ei>t(a 

ei):n:Qejn]5, x6 6e ad)({)Qov lo t  dvdvSQOu JiQooxiiJia, xal to  JtQog anav ^uvetov ejti ;rdv 
dgyov (3.82.4).
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persuade o th e r s .T h is  is made clear by the final example in the list begun at

3.82.4:

The leaders in the cities made the fairest professions: on the one side with 

the cry of political equality of The People [^/c], on the other of a moderate 

aristocracy; but they sought prizes for themselves in those public interests 

which they pretended to cherish and, stopping at nothing in their struggles 

for ascendancy, engaged in direct excess.'®*

oL yag  ev xaig jtô êoL TCQOoxavxeg |a£xd ovojxaxos exaxEQOi 

8i)JiQejxo{)g, JiXr)6ous xe Laovoixiag JioXixLxf|5  xal ctQioxoxQaxLag 

0 (b(j)Q0 V0 5  jT;QoxL|ii]a8 i, xct |X8v xoLvd X6y(p OeQajteuovxeg d6X,a 

ejtOLCUvxo, Jtavxl 8e xQOJtw dyoovL^oiievoL ct>iXf]Xa)v jteQiYiyveaGaL 

£x6X|niodv X8 xd 8 eiv6 xaxa 8Jt8^f)odv xe xdg xi|axoQLag exi |i£L^ou5 

(3,82.8).

This example demonstrates the complexity of the concept of 'name' (ovo|xa). 

Following the statement that the leaders used appealing words, Thucydides 

mentions loovo^ ia , a political buzzword of democracy and ococIjqooijvii, a 

catchword of a ris to cra ts .P o litic ian s  appealed to popular language, or, in a 

sense, spoke the language of the people by using political catchphrases that their 

constituents would find pleasing."® By using 6 v o |ia , Thucydides is warning the 

reader that these words, or 6 v6 |xaxa, loovo|j,ia and od)(j)0 a)v, may only be 

pretence. Immediately after stating that politicians made appeals to equality and 

moderation, he states that by serving the common good they were winning prizes 

for themselves. He concludes this sentiment by stating '[t]hus neither side had any 

use for conscientious motives; more interest was shown in those who could 

produce attractive arguments to justify some disgraceful action' (3.82.8)."'

The antithesis in this passage is between what is done in consideration of 

piety versus that which is done because it is made to seem better. Thucydides

'“’ Wilson (1982: 18-19).
Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).
Marchant (1909); Rademaker (2005: 200-201).

"" Debnar (2001: 226-27).
Translation Warner (1972a); tooxE ei'aepeig |X£v ouSeteQOL sv6|ii^ov, eijn^ejieig be >̂ 6701) 

0L5 8ja(j)06vco5 tl Sian^dlaoOai, afiELvov i'ixouov.
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emphasised the role of speech in deceiving when he stated that they 'hear' that 

plan to be better even though it may not have been in their interest. Although the 

argument as whole was persuasive, it was through words such as laovo|XLa and 

0a)(j)Q0v that politicians were able to win favour among the people. Politicians 

and speakers took advantage of the rhetorical gravitas of words in order to 

persuade listeners sympathetic to such vocabulary.

The opening of the Melian Dialogue reinforced the notion that advantage 

could be taken of value-laden words to create a persuasive speech. This dialogue 

is commonly considered more epideictic than historical.”  ̂The pervasive language 

of'freedom ', 'slavery' and 'autonomy' is almost entirely absent from the Melian 

Dialogue. The language used in this passage is devoid of any emotive or 

persuasive words typical of Sparta and her allies. Its tone is more logical, a style 

which was a trademark of the rhetoric of Thucydides' Athenians.”  ̂The Athenians 

provided the following warning to the Melians regarding their speech:

Then we on our side will use no fine phrases saying, for example, that we 

have no right to our empire because we defeated the Persians, or that we 

have a right to our empire because we defeated the Persians, or that we 

have come against you now because of the injuries you have done us —a 

great mass of words that nobody would believe.” ''

'H|i£LS TOLvijv oijxE  aiL)Toi |i£x’ 6vo|Lidxa)v xaXwv, (bg fj 61x01005 

Mfi6ov xaxa?ii)oavx8g dQXO|08v i] d6LXoij|i£voL v-Ov 8Jt£^8Qx6|i£0a, 

Xoycov |a,f)xos dm oxov jiaQ8|o[i£v (5 .89.1).

Gomme notes that the Persian Wars were not included in the argument because it 

held some rhetorical weight.”  ̂That being said, the power of praeteritio cannot be 

denied, and although the very mention of the Persian Wars would have been 

sufficient to make their point, their discussion was typically Athenian. It lacked 

the tour de force of the rhetoric characteristic of the Spartans who relied on 

persuasive language; the strength of the Athenian arguments lay not in fine

C ogan (1981a: 88).
" ^ c .f. 1 .73-78.

Translation W arner (1972a).
G om m e, H C T 4 .1 5 1 .
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phrases, or rather labels, or in Price's words 'culturally determined values'” * 

(ovoiiaxa), but in arguments (>̂ 6 7 0 1 ), which reveal that their actions were 'just'. 

Although the Athenians stated that they would leave aside arguments that they 

rule jusdy or that they attack justly because they have been wronged, they then 

proceeded to outline their own thoughts on justice.

As Hunter has noted, 'the Athenians at Melos add a new dimension to the 

way in which words work, at least in the usual Xoyoc,, which does not permit of 

interruption. Here words deceive the listeners by being both seductive and 

unfalsifiable...That is, while they appeal to the emotions, they do not permit the 

rational faculties to come into play (cross-examination, refutation, etc.)'.” ’ The 

mention of 6 v o |ia  at the beginning of the dialogue served as a latent warning to 

the reader, and to the Melians, to be wary of the power of words, especially if a 

word which was deemed an o v o |ia  appeared in the dialogue. The word ovofia 

was spoken of a second time by the Athenians. At 5.111.3 the Athenians warned 

the Melians not to be tempted into action by the name, or 6 vo|j,a, of 'shame'.

For in many cases men have still been able to see the dangers ahead of 

them, but this thing called dishonour, this word, by its own force of 

seduction, has drawn them into a state where they have surrendered to an 

idea, while in fact they have fallen voluntarily into irrevocable disaster, in 

dishonour that is all the more dishonourable because it has come to them 

from their own folly rather than their misfortune.” *

01) ya g  8f] em ye xfiv sv xoig aloxQolg x a l JCQOijjrcoig XLvS'uvoig 

jtXEiaxa 8ta(j)08LQG'uaav dv0Qd)Jiou5 alax^vi'iv xQ8\p£o08. :n:oX,X,OLg 

yag  JiQOOQtoixevoig ext eg o la  (|)£QovxaL x6 aioxQOv xaXoi)|i£vov 

6v6|iaxog EjraYOOYOi) 8uvd|i£L ejteajtdaaxo TiaaiiBeLai xoij Qfi^axog 

egyo) îJ|i4>OQatg dvr|X80X0ig exovxag jieQiJteoeiv x a l alaxt)vr|v 

aloxLco |0£xd dvQiag \) x ijx h  JtQooXaPetv (Thuc. 5.111.3).

The word or concept which Thucydides called an 'alluring word' was aiaxiJvr], 

which has the power to persuade men who are subjected to persuasive speech to

Price (2001: 42).
"’ Hunter (1986: 423).

Translation Warner (1972a).
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commit acts that are not in their interest. Even if the word 'shame' was not used in 

these persuasive speeches, Thucydides' Athenians have called this concept which 

has the power to persuade someone to act contrary to their own interests an 

6vo |ia , when in fact, or in reality, the shame or dishonour which resulted from 

reacting to a fear of shame was even greater. The concept of 'shame' served as 

pejorative rhetorical tool. The language of 'freedom' and 'slavery', on the other 

hand, was used not to dissuade someone from an action which would be contrary 

to the speaker's interests, but in order to encourage people towards a course of 

action which served the interests of the speaker rather than the audience. The 

Athenians have just argued that it is in both the interest of the Melians and of the 

Athenians that the Melians join the Athenian alliance as a tribute-paying state. 

Gaining another ally was certainly in the interest of the Athenians, but not 

necessarily in the interest of the Melians, who have espoused the cause of 

'freedom' for the Greeks. While ideologically submitting to Athens would be 

counterproductive, the Athenians argued that pragmatically it would be in the best 

interest of Melos to surrender rather than be defeated by the greater forces of 

Athens. By suggesting that such opposition would result in even a greater shame 

than the fear of shame which compels people not to surrender, Thucydides has 

essentially shamed the Melians into compliance. By framing their argument 

through the concept of'sham e', the Athenians have taken advantage of the 

Melians fear of 'shame' in order to persuade them to commit actions not in their 

interest.

Although initially the Athenians stated they would not use o v o ^ ax a  in 

their dialogue, they fail to fulfill this promise. By calling this situation, whereby a 

smaller state opposes the forces of a larger state with hope as their only weapon, 

shameful, a concept which the Athenians said compelled many to yield to the 

power of its alluring name, the Athenians were in fact using the power of its 

alluring name to persuade the Melians to commit an act of shame by surrendering. 

The Athenians openly acknowledged the danger of 'shame' as an ovo|xa which 

did not correspond to the action, but then took advantage of its power. In doing so 

they rely on the very tool they set out to avoid in the beginning. The Athenians 

openly admitted that they would use arguments rather than 'words' to persuade the 

audience at the opening of the Melian Dialogue. Thucydides' programmatic 

statement regarding 6v6|xaxa in the Corcyra episode establishes the function of 

ov o |ia  in the text. When this word appears in the text it serves as a cue to the
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reader that the speaker or narrator may be using words which have a relative 

value. By calling actions names such as 'shameful', 'courageous' or 'liberation' the 

speaker is able to exploit the audience's preconceived notions regarding the value 

of these culturally embedded concepts. Even though such labels are not in accord 

with the actions described, the speaker, by mentioning them, is able to play with 

the audience's emotional response to them. The Spartans were infamous for using 

such words. The Athenians seemed to use them less, but the words were 

ensconced so deeply in the argument that the audience heard the 6v6|xaxa, but 

did not necessarily follow the logic.

A comparison of statements made by an Athenian regarding the concept of 

'shame' provides further evidence that an 6vo|ia was a word which served as a 

persuasive tool that did not correspond to reality. In the funeral oration Pericles 

argued that the Athenians must conduct themselves with the same spirit as the 

men who died in battle because they avoided the 'shame' of what one would be 

expected to do when faced with the reality of battle. Rather than flee and save 

themselves they stood their ground.

[A]nd while committing to hope the uncertainty of final success, in the 

business before them they thought fit to act boldly and trust in themselves. 

Thus choosing to die resisting, rather than to live submitting, they fled 

only from dishonor, but met danger face to face, and after one brief 

moment, while at the summit of their fortune, left behind them not their 

fear, but their glory."®

eXmSL |i8v TO d(t)av85 xoi) xaTOQ0d)08Lv emTQ8\jjavx85, egycp 8e toqI 

xoi) f|8i'| 0QCL)|i£V0D o4)LaLv aiJXOLS d^LcOvxes Ji£JTOi08vai, x ai 8V aijxa) 

x(I) d|i'uv8a0ai x a l Jta08iv paXX,ov i]Yr|aa|X8voL i] [x6] ev66vx8g 

00)^80001, x6 |X8v aloxQov xoi) Xoyov scjjijyov, x6 6 ’ egyov xoi od)|uaxL 

iJjrsi^Lvav xal 6 i’ sXaxioxoi' xaiQoij xuxilg dfxa dx|if| xfjg So^iig 

|xdX,X.ov r\ xoij 8eoug djrr)X}^dYiloav (Thuc. 2.42.4).

Pericles stated that these were the men who were worthy of the city, whose daring 

spirit the Athenians must imitate. This daring spirit came from placing trust in

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).
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hope (8?img) even in the most inopportune times. By trusting hope they were able 

to escape reason or logic, which would have forced them to commit the shameful 

act of fleeing. In the Melian Dialogue the Athenian representative recommended 

the opposite advice, that the Melians avoid submitting to shame, that is, the shame 

that arises from not being brave enough to stand their ground, and thereby save 

themselves by making an alliance with Athens. In each of these passages, one 

from the Funeral Oration, the other from the Melian Dialogue, 'shame' was 

defined by context.’̂ ®

The Athenians' interpretation of 'hope' also depends on context. When the 

Athenians themselves were threatened they encouraged soldiers to take strength 

from 'hope'. However, when they were trying to persuade a smaller state to join 

their alliance, they warned the state not to place too much stock in 'hope. 'Hope' 

was mentioned frequently by Pericles and by the Athenians in both the Melian 

Dialogue and in events surrounding the expedition to S i c i l y . F o r  Pericles 'hope' 

was the means by which men were able to overcome the shameful act of fleeing in 

battle and stand their ground, and in a similar context 'hope' is spoken of by 

Nicias. In the Melian Dialogue the Athenians warned the Melians that 'hope' is 

only beneficial if one has solid advantages, which the Melians did not have, and 

that, by trusting 'hope', the Melians would lose the opportunity of saving 

themselves (Thuc. 2.42.4; 5.103.1-2). The Melians, according to the Athenians, 

were more consumed by their hope for the future than by assessing reality and 

making informed decisions to ensure their preservation. Thus the concept of 'hope' 

may be added to the list of persuasive tools or 6v6|xaTa that serve the interest of 

the speaker and are defined by context.

Remarks made by Diodotus provide further evidence that ovo iiaxa serve 

the interests of the speaker. Diodotus stated that those who argue that words 

cannot be the teachers of deeds were either foolish or had their own interests in 

mind. According to Diodotus, 'he is a fool, if he imagines that it is possible to deal 

with the uncertainties of the future by any other medium, and he is personally

The concept o f 'shame' is not always used as an 6vo |i.a  in Thucydides' history. The idea o f  
shame first appears at 1.5.1 when Thucydides is describing the actions o f  the pirates. This is an 
example o f a normative use o f the concept before it was co-opted by Peloponnesian War politics 
as a persuasive tool and applied to situations where the 'shamefulness' o f action or thought was 
contingent on one's perspective. The fact that Thucydides uses 'shame' in an 'objective' way makes 
its use as a manipulative tool stand out in the text even more.

The role or function of'hope' in Thucydides' narration has been examined by Avery (1973: 1- 
13); Cornford (1965: 209-220).
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interested if his aim is to persuade you into some disgraceful action, and, knowing 

that he cannot make a good speech in a bad cause, he tries to frighten his 

opponents and his hearers by some good-sized piece of misrepresentation'.'"^ 

Diodotus' comments on rhetoric was a warning that the Athenians, when they 

speak of 'shame', might have ulterior motives. This, combined with the fact that 

the Athenians introduced the name of 'shame' in order to persuade the Melians 

that Athenian interests served the interests of the Melians, demonstrates that 

'shame' was an ovofxa by virtue of the fact that it was not used consistently.

When Thucydides stated that the value or estimation of words has changed 

(Thuc. 3.82.4), he was alerting the reader to be wary of taking what someone says 

at face value. Thucydides' use of ovo^ia at the end of the Corcyra passage (Thuc. 

3.82.8) suggests that by 5vo|xa he meant catchwords used to label actions. These 

labels, or names, were used not because they accurately described actions, but 

because of their rhetorical power. Consequently when Thucydides said that the 

situation was described by an ovofio he was warning the reader that words were 

being used subversively.

A survey of the concept of shame, aioxi)vii, in Thucydides' text reveals 

that the word only appeared in speech. It was never used in narrative sections, and 

only once, in indirect speech, was it voiced by a Spartan. Of the twenty-three 

times that the adjectival form was used, it appeared only four times in the 

narrative: once in Book One, dealt with above; twice in the description of the 

plague; and once in Book Eight. The fact that Thucydides seldom used the 

concept in narrative sections suggests that this concept had fully emerged as an 

abstract persuasive tool by the time he was writing. The adjectival/nominal/verbal 

forms of 'freedom', on the other hand, appeared in both speech and narrative, 

although mostly in speech. By asking the reader to compare the rhetoric of 

'freedom' to its actual implementation in the narrative, Thucydides presents the 

gradual emergence of 'freedom' as an abstract rhetorical tool in his history.

The persuasive power of freedom is exemplified by Sparta's rhetorical 

platform. While the Spartans maintained a consistent campaign of freedom in 

speech, their actions suggest otherwise. Thucydides stated at the beginning of

Translation Warner (1972a); toijg t£ >16701)5 00T15 8ia|xdx£Tai )xf| 8i8aoxd>:o\J5 xd)v 
n âyjidTCDv YlY' êoBai, r) d|i)VET05 e o x l v  t]  l8C(ji xi auxcp 6ia({)eQEi- d̂ iJVEXog (jiv, e I  akXo) xivl 
I’lYElxai Jiegl xoi) n£X,?tovxo5 8uvax6v e I v q i  xal h ,t] E|j,(t)avoi)5 4)Qdoai, 8La<j)eQEi 8’ awx(I), e l  

pouX6|i£v65 XL alo/Qov jxEioaL e i i  h £ v  e l j i e l v  oiix dv I'lyELxaL j t e q I  xot) (if) xa)^oi) 8i)vao9aL, e i ) 

8e 8iaPaX,ci)v £XK?ifi|aL dv xoug x e  dvxEQOiivxag xal xoijg dxoijao(i£vou5 (Thuc. 3.42.2).
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Book Two that his narrative has arrived at the outbreak of war. The Thebans have 

marched into the city of Plataea demanding that the city return to its traditional 

place in the Boeotian League (Thuc. 2.1-6).'^^ After a series of mishaps involving 

miscommunications and hostages, Thebes and Plataea appealed to their respective 

allies, Sparta and Athens. Thucydides stated that goodwill was generally on the 

side of the Spartans, who proclaimed publicly that their aim was to Tree' the 

Greeks (Thuc. 2.8.4; 4.108.2). Thucydides returned to Plataea later in Book Two. 

Here he presented short speeches of both the Plataeans and the Spartan King, 

Archidamus. The Plataeans asked that Archidamus respect the 'autonomy' 

promised to them by Pausanias after the Persian r e t r e a t . T h e  Plataeans ended 

their appeal by accusing the Spartans of joining forces with the Thebans for the 

purpose of their 'enslavement' (Thuc. 2.71.2-4).

In his response Archidamus remained true to the Spartan cause. He stated 

that the army of the allies has been raised to 'free' the Hellenes who are suffering 

from Athenian rule. These are the very same allies who took oaths with the 

Plataeans after the Persian Wars promising to defend the 'freedom' of the Greeks. 

Archidamus asserted that the Plataeans, despite their alliance with Athens, must 

abide by the oath and take part in the 'freeing' of the Greeks. The dilemma for the 

Plataeans was exacerbated by the hostages who had been sent to Athens after the 

Theban invasion. The Plataeans explained their situation to the Athenians, who 

stated that no changes should be made to the existing alliance between them, as 

the Athenians had done nothing to violate the terms of the alliance. Upon learning 

that the Plataeans had no intention of breaking their alliance with the Athenians, 

the Spartans declared that they would invade Plataea, but that this was not an act 

of aggression, since it was the fault of the Plataeans who had broken their 

engagement with the Spartans (Thuc. 2.71-74). Ultimately the Spartans, claiming 

to be fighting for 'freedom', killed the men of Plataea and physically enslaved the 

women, after a lengthy legal process. Sparta and her allies razed the city and built 

a hotel, while the land was leased to the Thebans for ten year periods (Thuc. 3.53- 

68). The Samians noted the irony of Sparta's behaviour when they stated that 

massacring people was no way to go about the 'freeing' of a people (Thuc. 

3.32.2).'"^ In the name of 'freedom' the Spartans enslaved and destroyed a state

For more on the Theban invasion of Plataea see Chapter Five, section 4.
For a more complete discussion of Plataean 'autonomy' see Chapter Five, section 4. 
x a l iq T ip  ’'E(j)800v xa0O0|j,Loa|i£vou auto i) SapXcjv Td)v e |  A va(o)v  d4)Lx6^evoi
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which had been the symbolic centre o f 'freedom' after the Persian W ars.

The inconsistency o f speech and action on the part o f the Spartans in the 

destruction o f Plataea suggests that the concept of 'freedom' was rapidly becoming 

a word which was exploited. This word was closely identified with the Persian 

W ars, a period from which em erged both the notion of a G reek identity and an 

awareness o f the role played by 'freedom' in securing the conditions necessary for 

the awareness o f such an identity; the Persian W ars were conceptualised as wars 

which united the Greeks in their struggle for 'freedom' (Hdt. 8 .144).’̂ ^

Thucydides' representation o f 'freedom' as an ovofxa reflects an historical reality 

to the extent that it was used in actual rhetorical cam paigns,’”  but he has 

constructed a secondary narrative on the role o f language in conflict to comm ent 

on the dangers o f em ploying culturally determ ined, value laden words, which he 

considers not necessarily words, but qualitative labels em ployed on account of 

their m eanings, which do not necessarily reflect reality.

Although the word o v o ^ a  does not appear in the narration and speeches 

pertaining to Plataea, examples taken from  the speech o f the M ytilenean envoys' 

appeal to Sparta concerning the city's revolt suggest that the concept o f 'freedom' 

was increasingly being viewed as a word which was used for its rhetorical value, 

but which had a questionable relationship to the situation it described. In their 

appeal to Sparta the M ytileneans claim ed that originally the Athenian alliance was 

not for the 'enslavement' of the Hellenes, but for their 'freedom ' from  Persia 

(Thuc. 3.10.3).'^* They stated that eventually all the allies becam e 'enslaved', 

except for them selves and the Chians (Thuc. 3.10.5).'^® In the very next sentence 

the concept of 'freedom' appeared again, but this time it was qualified 

(Thuc.3.10): 'we, autonom ous, as is evident, and free in nam e, joined in 

expeditions' (i't|J£L5 be aiJTOvQixGi 6fi ovxeg xa 'i eX,8ij08QOL x(p 6v6 |iaT i 

§ u v 8 0 TQaT8t)a a |i£ v ).’ °̂ Thucydides' use of the particle 6r] im m ediately following 

aiJTOVoixoi suggests that the 'autonom ous' status o f M ytilene was common

jtQEOpEig 8A.eyov ov xi]v E>tX,d8a eX.e'uGeQoiJv aiitov, el avbgaq 8ie(j)0eLQev oIjte
XelQag dvxaLQOnfvoug oiiTe jroXeixioug, A0r|vaLcov be vno dvdY'/tilS |un,|idxo'us.

See pages 38-39; Isaac (2006: 257-303); Hall (2002: 172-204); Pohlenz (1966: 10-44).
See pages 123-28 for a discussion o f  Thucydides' speeches.
| i ) ( i | x a x o i  iJivTOL e y e v o i x e S a  ovx  e j i l  x a T a 6 o 'u X d ) o e i  t ( I )v  'E > iX f|v co v  A G iiv a C o ig ,  d>t)t’ e n ’ 

e>ieu0eQ(baei djro toCj Miq8ou tolg ''E>̂ }tr|aLV.
d8i)vatoL 8e ovxe^ xaB’ ev yevoiifvoL Sid djiiJvaoBai ol ^i)fi|iaxoL

e8oijX(i)0r|oav jiXfiv x a l  XCtov. For a more complete discussion o f  autonomy and equality 
o f  voting rights see Chapter F ive, sections 1-3.

Translation mine.
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knowledge shared between the representative o f Mytilene and his Spartan 

audience.’ '̂ What may be surprising to the audience was that they were still 

considered 'free', the irony o f which was emphasized by 6v6|xatL, 'free in name'. 

The ambassadors from Mytilene argued that they were only left 'autonomous' 

because such a status suited Athenian interests. This policy was confirmed later 

by Euphemus, the Athenian representative at Camarina, who stated that in Hellas, 

'we treat our allies as we find them useful. The Chians and Methymnians are 

autonomous and furnish ships' (Thuc. 6.85.1-2).'^^ The 'freedom' of the subject 

status was contingent upon complicity to Athenian demands.

The Mytileneans argued that their revolt was incited on account o f a lack 

of trust in the 'freedom' which was extended to them by the Athenians. This lack 

of trust was inspired by the fact that the equality afforded to them, rather than 

being a gesture o f goodwill, served Athenian interests. As soon as measures were 

taken by subject states to ensure their sovereignty, these subject states suffered 

Athenian intervention, thereby losing their 'freedom'.

Four different types of freedom were used in the Mytileneans' speech to 

the Spartans. The first reference to 'freedom' occurred in a noun form. It was used 

to describe the process of 'freeing' (Thuc. 3.10.3): the allies joined forces not for 

the enslavement o f the Hellenes to Athens, but for the liberation of the Greeks 

from the Medes (^i)|0,|iaxoL |i8vxoi 8Y£vo|ie0a oijx 8JCi xaTa6oD?id)oei xd)v 

’EA,Xr)vcov ABiivaioLg, aXk' ejt’ e^iEuBeQcboei ctjro xot) M ii8ou xolg 

"E?iXr|aiv).‘”  The second time that 'freedom' was used the Mytileneans stated that 

they were not 'free', but 'free' in name only. The qualifier 6v6 |iax i was used in 

this case to reinforce the fact that the Mytileneans themselves did not see 

themselves as 'free', but that this was what the Athenians called them, because it 

suited their interests. In much the same way the Athenians spoke of the concept o f  

'shame', referred to directly as an 6vo|xa, to persuade the Melians to act in the 

interest of the Athenians. Furthermore, 6v6|xaxi distinguished the sort o f  

'freedom' enjoyed by the Mytileneans from the idea o f being 'free' from some 

greater power, or o f 'freeing'. The latter was the type o f 'freedom' referred to in the 

first example from the Mytileneans' speech. The third time the Mytileneans speak 

of 'freedom', they argued that the 'freedom' they enjoy was not trustworthy

Sick ing  and van O phuijsen (1993; 52).
Xioug |i£v xal Mr|9i!^va(oi)5 vetbv Jiagoxcoxfl aiJtovofiou^.
T hu cyd ides uses m ore - 0 1 5  nouns than any other author (G reenw ood 2006: 5 ).
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because it would only exist so long as it served Athenian interests.'^'' Here the 

noun form, EX.Ei)0eQia, was used to explain why the Mytileneans' 'freedom' 

existed in name only. So long as Mytilene's 'freedom' served Athenian interests 

the Mytileneans could not trust that the Athenians would not take it away when it 

suited them.

The Mytileneans concluded their speech by stating that they would help 

Sparta 'free' the Hellenes (Thuc. 3.13.1). Furthermore they encouraged the 

Spartans to come forward as 'liberators' and accept them into their alliance, 

thereby increasing their own strength by assuming the role of 'liberator' (Thuc. 

3.13.7).’̂  ̂The Mytileneans did not suggest that the Spartans 'free' the Greeks, but 

rather that they appear, or rather present themselves, as taking part in the act of 

'freeing'. By claiming 'liberator' status the Spartans would have assumed a role 

which was rhetorically impossible to oppose. The concept of 'freedom' had 

become part of the Greek identity due to the value, or one might say d^icooig, of 

'freedom'; to oppose a fight for 'freedom' would have been tantamount to opposing 

an attribute intrinsic to the Greek identity. The power accrued by this word was 

exemplified by Brasidas' speech to the Acanthians. In this speech 'freedom' was 

appealed to eight times. At the end of the speech the Acanthians voted to accept a 

Spartan alliance, due, according to Thucydides, to the fact that Brasidas said 

things which were alluring.'^® The word which was used to describe the things 

Brasidas said, ejiaycoya, was the very same word used by the Athenians in the 

Melian Dialogue when they spoke of 'shame' as an alluring ovo|xa.'”  'Freedom', 

as it was used by Brasidas, had become an irrefutable slogan for the Spartans.'^*

x[g oijv aijTT] 4)L>t[a eylyvexo  i'i e>t8D0 e0 (a moxr), e v  f) jiaga  Yvd)|XT|v 
■ujie6ex6|i£0a, x a l ol |i£v e v  xcp J to X E m p  6 e 6 i ,6 t e 5  £ 0 E Q d j i £ 'u o v ,  fnxelg 8 e  E X E tv o u g  e v  xf| 

to  aijxo ejcolo'Dhev (Thuc. 3.12.1); Winton (1998: 294-97). 
vijv be £ ]x e l8 t]  Boicoxol n^ouxaXEoavxo e i jB u ^  i ) T tT |x o i ) a a j i£ v ,  x a l e v o n i l ^ o |iE v  

djTooxf|a£O0aL 8L JiX f|v  djiooxaoLv, djio x e  xd)v 'E ?^ X tiv cd v  ixf] ^i)v xax& g jx o le Iv  ai)xoi)5 | x e t ’ 

A0T]vaCcov aXXa ^ i jv e A .e 'u O e q o i iv ,  djto x e  A0r)va[cov aiixol 8iact)0aQfivai i j j t ’ e x eC v c o v  e v  

{joxEQcp aXka. JiQOJCoifioai (Thuc. 3.13.1); i]v 8 ’ eXEU0EQOi)vxE5 c()a[vrio0E,x6 xgdxog xot) 
jtoXeixou |3E|3aL6xEQOv Ê EXE (Thuc. 3.13.7).

oL 8e AxdvOioi, irnXXcbv > êx0£vxcov jiqoxeqov £k’ d|X(t)6x£Qa, XQiJcfja 8Lai|)r|(|)Lad £̂voL, 
8id XE x6 EJiaycoYa e'ljteIv xov BgaatSav xal jteqI xoii xagjxoi) (j)6(3(p Eyvojoav ol Ji>iEtoiJ5 
d(|)Laxao0ai A0r|vattov, xal JxioxcboavxE  ̂ai)x6v xotg OQXoig oiig xd xeXt] xrov 
AaxE8ai(ax)vi{jL)v ofiooavxa ai)x6v £^£ji£|xaj)av, t] |ifiv EOEO0aL |i)|X|xdxoD5 aiixovonou^ otig 
av Jt^ooaydYTixaL, ouxoj Sfixovxai xov axgaxov (4.88.1). References to freedom in Brasidas' 
speech: 4.85.1, 4 .85 .5 ,4 .85 .6 ,4 .86 .1 ,4 .86 .4 ,4 .87 .2 ,4 .87 .5 , 4.87.6.

At 5.111.3 the Athenians speak of the power of an alluring word, 6v6 (i,axo5 EjraycoYoi).
By framing their debate in terms o f 'freedom', Brasidas has formulated an argument with which 

it is nearly impossible to disagree, in much the same way that Republicans in America speak of 
'tax relief. Even though the policies which are enacted in the name of tax relief may not be in the 
interest of voters, people vote against their own interests because it is a nearly insurmountable task
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While the Athenians and Spartans spoke frequently o f 'freedom', whether 

o f the allies or o f their own city-states, subject city-states such as Mytilene and 

Plataea, which suffered from Sparta's freedom 'platform', did not speak o f the role 

o f 'freedom' in the current conflict without qualifying it, or, in the case of 

Samians, objecting to it. Thucydides characterises them as speaking without 

restraint about the fight for 'freedom' during the Persian Wars, but with 

reservation about the role o f 'freedom' in the present situation. The emergence of 

'freedom' as an 6vo|xa, a persuasive tool, the definition for which largely 

depended on context, and which consequently came to be used in situations which 

in reality bore little resemblance to 'freedom', led to the abandonment o f such 

rhetoric among the allies o f Sparta and Athens, unless they were speaking o f 

'freedom' from the perspective o f Athens or Sparta. While Thucydides' depiction 

o f the role played by 'freedom' in the rhetorical campaigns o f the Athenians and 

the Spartans, and the response to such language by the allies, may reflect reality, 

Thucydides has reconstructed a reality which reflects the forces at play in 

exacerbating conflict among and within city-states: namely the destabilising of 

language that results when the norms which regulate behaviour among men are 

thrown into confusion. These norms, or v 6 |x o l , not only regulate behaviour among 

men, but they also are the means by which culturally embedded concepts such as 

'justice' are defined. When these have been overturned, what is just' is determined 

not by shared v 6|x o l, but by the interests o f the stronger, who then label their 

actions as 'liberation' in accordance with their claims of justice', even though, in 

fact, they are enslaving in the name of liberation. The emergence o f widespread 

faction in the Greek world and o f rhetorical exercises that allowed individuals to 

use language to deceive —such as making the weaker argument the stronger by 

appealing to v6|X05-(J)1J0L5 and relativism —may have led Thucydides to consider 

the role played by language in conflict, as men began to ascribe value-laden labels 

to make their actions seem more just, courageous or more for the sake of 

'freedom' than they actually were.

Through a metanarrative, Thucydides reveals to the reader the process by 

which 'freedom' evolved from a concrete concept to a persuasive metaphor, or 

6vo|ia. The more the Spartans defended the 'enslavement' of people and the 

destruction o f cities through the language o f 'freedom', and the more the

fo r the Republican opposition to argue against 'tax re lie f w ithout sounding like they are fo r higher 
taxes (Lakoff2004: 1-34).
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Athenians claimed that their allies were 'free' despite restricting their 'freedoms', 

the more it becomes clear that 'freedom' was being used as a rhetorical tool to 

persuade city-states to commit actions which were not in their interest by giving 

them no 'freedom' to make a choice which was in their interest. The relationship 

between 6 v o |ia  and the concept of 'freedom' provides a commentary on the 

relationship between the events which happened, described by Thucydides in the 

narrative portion of his text, and the language used to describe those actions in the 

speeches. The language used in the speeches bears little semblance to the actions 

of the speakers, who 'enslave' in the name of 'freedom'.

Marc Cogan notes that the Corcyra episode is significant because it 

provides a paradigm of the stasis which ensued in many Greek city-states as the 

Spartans and Athenians meddled with the constitutions of city-states.'^® While I 

agree that this is true, the Corcyra episode also plays an essential role in 

establishing a metanarrative on language, which was just as divisive as 

constitutional conflicts. For Thucydides, the written word, as opposed to the 

spoken word, provided the opportunity to critique the 'irrational climate of the 

culture of public speaking in 'A t h e n s ' . A s  Cawkwell suggests, statesmen might 

be deemed good or bad depending on how well they advance the interests of the 

s t a t e , b u t  passages such as the Corcyra episode suggest that Thucydides is 

equally considering the role played by language, and, more specifically, X,6yol 

and 6 v 6 |iax a  in persuading people to place the interests of state above the 

welfare of the community and the individuals comprising the community.

Herodotus' appropriation of the language of 'freedom' for a rhetorical 

purpose, the meaning of which depended on the reader's knowledge of freedom's 

role in the traditional narration of the Persian Wars, provides evidence that 

'freedom' was traditionally associated with the Persian Wars. The Cyrus Cylinder 

and Solon 36 suggest that the concept of 'freedom' had been used metaphorically 

to gain support for political and military campaigns long before the Persian Wars. 

Herodotus' conceptualisation of 'freedom' is meaningful not in spite of 

anachronisms, but because of them, and through these anachronisms Herodotus is 

able to compare Athens and Persia. Through the language of 'freedom'

Thucydides provided a narrative on the role of language in exacerbating conflict.

Cogan (1981b: 20-21).
‘'‘“ Greenwood (2004: 177); Ober (1998: 52-121).
““ C awkwell (1997: 19); Hunter (1973: 177-84).
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He revealed how the Greek people's praise and support for 'freedom' was being 

exploited by exposing the flaws of rhetoric through rhetoric. Thucydides' speakers 

manipulate language to deceive their audiences, and, by exposing the failure of 

value-laden and culturally embedded concepts to accurately represent reality, 

Thucydides reveals, through what is essentially a rhetorical exercise, the dangers 

of rhetoric. The emphasis which Plato placed on the correct naming of things is a 

reaction to those who, like Thucydides' speakers, used words to describe 

situations not because they accurately described the circumstance or event, but 

because of the inherent value or d̂ LCOOig of the word. While the Presocratics 

debated the ability of language to accurately reflect reality, the sophists, while 

recognising this and the inherent dilemma of using one sense organ to perceive 

and another to communicate, were able to take advantage of failures of language 

in order to manipulate men through speech. Thucydides' interaction with the 

concept of 'freedom' demonstrates an awareness of such dangers, dangers which 

were not expressed by Herodotus, who relies on culturally embedded notions of 

and estimations of 'freedom' in order to create irony.

Despite the fact that the Persian Wars were remembered as a struggle for 

'freedom', a struggle in which the Athenians played a pivotal role, neither 

Herodotus nor Thucydides attributes the language of 'freedom' to the Athenians in 

a way that reflects the role played by them in the struggle to be free of the Persian 

threat. In order to compare the Athenians' past history in the Persian Wars with 

their present treatment of their allies, Herodotus rarely portrays the Athenians 

speaking of 'freedom'. Thucydides' Athenians abandon the language of 'freedom' 

in policy disputes and instead resort to more logical and less emotive language. 

Although the Athenians may be responsible for the failure of arbitration, the 

means by which they achieve this —language—is the real culprit. In the process of 

writing about the conflict between Athens, Sparta and their respective allies, 

Thucydides provides a commentary on the role of language, the medium through 

which arbitration was conducted and armed conflict was meant to be avoided. 

While it is impossible to know whether the speeches which Thucydides writes 

reflect what was actually said—that is, whether the Athenians were as 

dispassionately logical and the Spartans as ideological as they are portrayed, 

Thucydides was doubtless influenced by the failure of language and diplomacy in 

his narration of the war, and has chosen to reconstruct a reality which draws 

attention to the dangers of rhetoric. Thucydides' concern with the destabilisation
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of language, which he described in his narration of the stasis of Corcyra, was not 

unique to Thucydides, as the relationship between language and reality had been 

previously addressed by the Presocratics and was a topic of debate among 

individual sophists, who were accused of taking advantage of the ambiguity of 

words to deceive an audience. Although Thucydides provided valuable 

information about the war itself, he also demonstrates how contemporary 

intellectual debates—that it, the relationship between reality and lan g u ag e- 

provided a lens through which to analyse the war, and means by which to provide 

a commentary on role of language in facilitating conflict. When the speeches of 

Thucydides are examined in light of these intellectual pursuits his proposed goal 

of setting forth the truest jr;Q6(})aaL5 in the war seems to be as much about words 

as it is about deeds.
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Chapter 5: Thucydidean Autonomy

With Thucydides, a new political term conceptually related to the idea of 

'freedom' entered the historiographic tradition. This concept, 'autonomy', was used 

only twice by Herodotus, but appeared forty-eight times in Thucydides. The 

coinage of 'autonomy' during the 'golden age' of Greek literature in the fifth 

century ensured that it be a focal point of modem research on political 'freedom' 

in the Greek world. The ease with which ancient historians described citizens and 

states as 'autonomous' has frustrated those seeking to define the specific 

conditions of an autonomous state. Martin Ostwald and Elias Bickerman have 

argued that there was a predetermined set of conditions which constituted the 

autonomous status of the state or the citizen body.' Most recently Polly Low has 

examined the relationship between the rhetoric of autonomy and intervention.^ All 

of these investigations have been driven by the belief that knowing 'what 

happened' will lead to a coherent and consistent definition of 'autonomy'. States 

and populations described as 'autonomous' by ancient historians did not often 

share similar circumstances; some city-states lost walls, some paid tribute, while 

others were free of indemnity, and others still had access to their navies.

Academic research on 'autonomy' has focused on identifying the criteria for its 

emergence in the belief that understanding why the concept was needed would 

provide a definition for the term encompassing all of its uses by both Thucydides 

and later writers. Such research is more pragmatic than philosophical.

The difficulties of attempting to define what constitutes an autonomous 

city-state have led to more general, all-encompassing definitions of autonomy.

For some time, it was assumed that being 'autonomous' was a quality possessed by 

every city-state.^ Recently, Mogens Hansen has suggested that was not the case 

when the term initially emerged, but that, by the fourth century, autonomy became 

increasingly associated with characteristics constituting the polis.'' Raaflaub and 

Karavites have examined the fundamental relationship a iJX O V O |iL a  and 

8XeiJ08Qia. Raaflaub notes that 'freedom' describes the external freedom of the 

city-state, 'autonomy' describes the internal sovereignty of the city-state.^

Karavites suggests that, while this distinction may have been true for the fifth

' Ostwald (1982: 5-8); Bickerman (1958: 313-43). 
^Low (2007: 127-97).
^Low (2007: 188).
“ Hansen (1995: 38-43).
^Raaflaub (2004: 147-60).
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century, by the fourth century autonom y represented a w eaker form of complete

freedom.® Bickerm an has argued that 'autonomy' was asserted by weaker states

against the claims o f stronger ones, or was granted to weaker states by those more

powerful.’

An exam ination o f political term inology requires that the reader 

distinguish between contem porary and anachronistic usages o f those terms. The 

absence o f 'autonomy' and 'autonom ous' in the Hom eric works and in the works of 

the lyric poets, combined with the rem arkable scarcity o f this term in Herodotus, 

points towards an emergence in the mid-fifth century. M artin Ostwald, in his 

monograph on 'autonom y', posits a later date for its em ergence than his 

predecessor, Elias Bickerm an, who believed that the term  was coined to describe 

the status o f Greeks living under Persian rule.* Noting that 'autonomy' was nearly 

always used by weaker states trying to assert their independence against stronger 

ones, Ostwald argues that the term  was coined by Athenian allies who were 

protesting against imperial rule.® He sets the date for its inception between 468 

and 467 when the Greek city-states began to feel that they were being deprived of 

their basic political rights by Athens.'® However, epigraphic evidence for words 

formed from  the aijxcvofi,- root cannot be found before 427-26 ." The earliest 

testimony for the language of 'autonom y' is Sophocles' Antigone  in 442. Noting 

that the guarantee o f Aegina's autonom y in the Thirty Years' Peace would have 

occurred not long before the production o f the Antigone, Raaflaub sets the 

terminus ante quern at 446.'^

To all intents and purposes, both Raaflaub and Ostwald agree that the 

concept o f 'autonomy' emerged during the period when the allies began to feel 

that the m issions carried out by the Delian League were directed at them rather 

than at Persia. Ostwald, like Raaflaub, argues that 'autonom y' was originally and 

prim arily a political concept.’  ̂Raaflaub suggests that ai)T6 v 0 |i0 5  and auTOvoiiLa 

were applied to the individual so rarely that 'we can safely assum e that the words

^Karavites (1984: 167-91).
 ̂Bickerman (1958: 336-37).

® Bickerman (1958: 339-41).
’ Ostwald (1982: 1.)

Ostwald (1982: 40). For further discussion o f  the circumstances w hich precipitated the 
emergence o f  'autonomy', see Chapter T w o, section 1.
"  / G P  66.11-12.
‘̂ Raaflaub (2004: 148).

Ostwald (1982: 11),  Raaflaub (2004: 147).
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were primarily political in nature and probably in origin'.'"* In a later article on 

Samian autonomy, Ostwald suggests that the status of autonomous was not 

contingent on a state's constitution. Once again, his analysis excludes any 

philosophical approach.'^

A. B. Bosworth argues that aiJiovoixog and aiJTOVo^ia can only be 

defined by their negative or by what they are not. For Bosworth, 'autonomy' was a 

political catchword, the meaning of which was as versatile as 'freedom'.'® From 

his investigation of 'autonomy' in Thucydides' and Xenophon's histories,

Bosworth determines that the definition of 'autonomy' or 'autonomous' depended 

on the context in which these words appeared, and that it could only be 

understood in terms of what would violate a city-state's autonomy, an approach 

adopted by Hansen.'’ Bosworth's and Hansen's belief that 'autonomy can only be 

defined by what it is not means that 'autonomy' could take on a whole range of 

meanings. The unfixed nature of 'autonomy' is one reason that Ostwald regards it 

as a 'political football', as it could be used in a variety of contexts to the advantage 

of any party.'* Low notes that even though the concept has been regarded as 

positive in nature, Cleon regards it as 'negative'.'®

The prevailing assumption that 'autonomy' was political rather than 

philosophical has meant that research has been focused on 'autonomous' as a 

political condition. In a political context, 'autonomy' is defined as living in 

accordance with one's own 'laws' or 'political co n v e n tio n s 'T h e  focus on vofiog 

as 'law' has precluded philosophical considerations, and the possibility that 

Thucydides, who is the earliest writer to make use of the concept with any 

frequency, is using it philosophically rather than politically. Given Thucydides' 

tendency to employ theoretical framework which render his interaction with 

'freedom' more philosophical than political, it is possible that Thucydides may 

also be thinking more generally about what it means to be 'autonomous' rather 

than using it as a political term. Furthermore, the etymological relationship of 

'autonomy' to v6|xog may have led Thucydides to examine the meaning of

'“ Raaflaub (2004:147).
Ostwald (1993; 51-66)
Bosworth (1992: 122-23).
Hansen (1995: 34).
Ostwald (1982: 42).

’’ Low (2007: 191).
“ Low (2007: 190); Ostwald (1982: 10-11); Alonso (2007: 216).
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'autonomy' in the sense of living in accordance with 'convention' as opposed to 

nature or 4>i)ois.^'

Although Thucydides' description of allies as 'autonomous' may reflect an 

historical reality in which the status of 'autonomous' played a role, Thucydides 

engages 'autonomy' on multiple levels. He uses it to describe relations between 

allies before the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War and in his pre-war history in 

general?^ These instances are 'anachronistic' in that he has applied the concept of 

'autonomy' to circumstances predating its emergence. He uses 'autonomy' in 

narrative portions of the text to describe the status of allies in leagues both Greek 

and foreign, as well as the terms of treaties.'^ Lastly, he uses it as a status claimed 

and discussed by a l l ie s ,a n d  discussed by Spartans and Athenians.'^ In each of 

the instances where an ally speaks of 'autonomy' with regard to relationship with 

Athens or Sparta, there is a corresponding passage where the status is discussed 

by either a Spartan or Athenian representative.

The following chapter will examine Thucydides' presentation of the 

debates concerning the Mytileneans, whose fate is to be determined by the 

Athenians, and the Plataeans, whose fate is in the hands of the Spartans. Both the 

Mytileneans and the Plataeans claim to be 'autonomous', however the context in 

which their claims are to be interpreted result in different attitudes toward and 

expectations of 'autonomy'. The problem which comes to the fore in both these 

cases is the relationship between 'nature' and 'justice' and how the relationship 

between these two concepts creates different attitudes toward one's autonomy. 

While it may have been the case that Thucydides was inspired to think 

philosophically about what it means to be 'autonomous' on account of the unfixed 

nature of the term as it was applied in politics, the particular perspectives found in 

the Plataea and Mytilene episodes are not the product of Thucydides reproducing 

a political reality in which autonomy served as a 'political football', but rather are

See pages 125-29 for a discussion o f  Thucydides and the sophists. For a greater discussion on 
the sophists in general see pages 53-55.
^M .97 .1;2 .16 .1 .
”  1.113.4; 2 .9 6 .2 ,4 ; 2 .9 8 .3 ,4 ; 2.101.3; 5 .1 8 .2 ,5 ; 5.27.2; 5.31.4; 5.33.3; 5.77.6; 5.79.1; 6.69.3; 
Hermocrates 6.77.1; 6.88.4; 7 .5 7 .3 ,4 ; 7.57.7; 7.58.3; 8.21.1; 8 .91.3.

A egina 1.67.2; Plataea 2.71.2; 2.71.4; M ytilene 3.10.5; 3.11.1; 2.11.3; Acanthus 4.88.1.
Sparta demands that Aegina's autonomy be respected 1.139.1; Sparta demands autonomy for the 

H ellenes 1.139.3; Athenians state that Sparta is demanding autonomy for Aegina and the Hellenes 
1.140.3; the Athenians say that they will respect the autonomy o f  their allies if  they were 
autonomous when the treaty was made, but only if  the Spartans let their allies be autonomous; 
2.63.3; Archidamus on Plataea 2.72.1; Cleon on M ytilene 3.39.2; Diodotus on M ytilene 3.46.5; 
Brasidas to the Acanthians 4.86.1; 4.87.5; Euphemus 6.85.1.
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the result of Thucydides' philosophical engagement with a political concept. By 

engaging with the term philosophically Thucydides is able to expose the 

underlying cause of the conflict.

The question raised in both the Mytilenean and Plataean episodes concerns 

the nature of 'justice'. Epigraphic evidence indicates that 'autonomy' was a 

political status used in official decrees. However, in debates concerning Mytilene 

and in the trial of the Plataeans, Thucydides' description of the Mytileneans and 

Plataeans as autonomous addresses the problematic nature of the conflict between 

what is 'just' in accordance with v6|xog and what is 'just' in accordance with 

(j)i)ai5. The question raised in both these passages is this: is there a fixed standard 

of 'justice', or is it a law of nature that the stronger rule the weaker and, therefore, 

either disregard 'justice' altogether or establish 'justice' in accordance with their 

own interests? In both the Mytilenean and Plataean episodes, Thucydides engages 

in a subtle critique of the limits of autonomy and what it means to be autonomous, 

and more specifically to live in accordance with v6|xoi. More generally, he 

examines whether it is even possible for a city-state to be autonomous in a world 

where the interests of the stronger prevail.

While there are multiple ways and contexts in which the concept of v6|X05 

appears in fifth-century literature each type of voixo^ has one common 

characteristic; each represented or was based on an order which was binding for 

or valued by the particular group to which the v6|iog belongs; v6|xog was an 

expression of what the people as a whole regarded as right.^’ Kerferd in his study 

of the sophists provided a similar definition of v6|iog: 'The term v6|i,og and the 

whole range of terms that are cognate with it in Greek are always prescriptive and 

normative and never merely descriptive—they give some kind of direction or 

command affecting the behaviour and activities of persons and things. The nearest 

modem term for v6|0X)g is 'norm'—the establishment or promulgation of v6|iOi is

T hu cyd ides h im se lf used vojuog in a variety o f  contexts. H e used vo^iog to refer to sp ec ific  
norm s w h ich  regulate human life  (3 .5 6 .2 ,6 6 .2 ) ;  law -and-order (3 .82 .6 ; 1 .77 .3; 3 .6 2 .3 -5 ); a w ay  o f  
life  for m ankind (1 .41); custom s (2 .97 .4 ; 5 .7 0 ,6 9 .2 ;  1 .24 .2; 4 .9 8 .2 ; 2 .3 4 .1 ); a b e lie f  or op in ion  
(6 .1 6 .2 ); relig iou s practices or custom s (2 .5 2 .4 , 3 .8 2 .6 ); jud ic ia l or political v6)i.oi (2 .35 .1 ; 3 .7 0 .5 -  
6; 4 .1 3 3 .3 ; 5 .49 .1 ; 6 .38 .5 ; 2 .37 .3 ; 2 .37 .1 ; 2 .3 9 .4 ; 1 .77 .1; 3 .37 .3 ; 6.14).^*^ For T h u cyd ides, v 6 |1o l  

could  inhibit or restrain hum an action (2 .53 .4 ; 3 .4 5 .3 ,7 ; 3 .4 6 .4 ) , and they w ere usually  written, 
otherw ise no d istinction betw een  written and unwritten v6|iX)i w ou ld  have been m ade at 2 .3 7 .3 . A s  
the aim o f  this chapter is to exam in e the relationship betw een  v o jio g  and (j)'uoi,g in passages where  
the A then ians, the Spartans, and their respective a llies d iscu ss 'autonom y', I w ill not be conducting  
an ex ten siv e  exam ination o f  w hich type o f  V0 |i0 5  is be ing  referred to in sp ec ific  passages. Such an 
exam ination w ould  require a m ore h istorical analysis o f  'autonom y'.

O stw ald  (1969: 5 4 -5 5 ).
165



The D iscourse o f Political Freedom in Ancient Historiography, Chapter Five 

the setting up of norms of behaviour. So v6|i05 as law is legally prescribed norm, 

and vo^iog as convention is norm prescribed by convention.'^* While v 6 | i o l  may 

have regulated behaviour within the polis, they were less effective in regulating 

behaviour between city-states, as the case of the Plataeans demonstrates. 

Furthermore, vonoi themselves became tools for city-states such as Athens to 

establish a pretence of 'justice'. While v 6 |x o l  may have been useful for monitoring 

and establishing 'justice' within the city-state, the transfer of the city-state model 

to relations between city-states was less effective.

Realist approaches to international law are premised on the assumption 

that there is a clear distinction between domestic and international arenas. As Low 

notes, if the international arena is one which exists as a Hobbesian state of nature, 

then in international law there is no true justice or injustice; law and justice 

belong to the realm of civil society.'® Those who reject the Hobbesian approach 

argue that international law is based on the model of civil society, and that states 

interact with one another as individuals do. This approach is itself problematic, as 

'even if it were enforceable, the moral framework which is appropriate to relations 

between individuals should not be thought to be appropriate between s ta te s .T h e  

tension inherent in applying moral frameworks on an individual level to interstate 

relations was, according to de Ste. Croix, identified first by Thucydides.^' As I 

shall discuss below, the stronger often determined what was just by aligning 

justice with their own interests, or they disregarded justice entirely.

Since the status of 'autonomous' was used to discuss the status of allies by 

Thucydides in discussions between Sparta, Athens, and their respective allies, it is 

necessary to examine briefly the role of v6|iog in interstate relations. There 

existed no formal code of international law, and what evidence of relations 

between states does exist is primarily Athenian.^^ Low suggests that it is possible 

to come to some understanding of international law by examining law as it is 

understood in the domestic sphere. She notes the general overlap between the 

language and procedure used in international law found in treaties, and domestic 

law: 'interstate agreements, once formulated, are drawn up in form of a resolution.

K erferd(1981: 112).
’̂ Low (2007: 130).

“ Low (2007: 131).
Ste. Croix (1972: 23-4); Low (2007: 131). For Xenohon, the gods establish both 'justice' and 

vojxoi. Consequently what is lawful is also just (Xen. Mem.  4 .4 .17).
Low (2007: 84-85); Adcock and M osley (1975: 121); Ostwald (1986: 119).
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proposed, and, if  all goes according to plan, passed by the assem b ly'”

Resolutions concerning interstate relations were described as both vo|iX3i and 

before 403 , and they were implemented and enforced by the p o lis  

which passed the resolution.^'' Low's assessm ent o f epigraphic evidence suggests 

that interstate relations were regulated by v 6 |io i  passed by individual states. A s a 

consequence, relations between states were often in flux, as v 6 |1 0 l were 'always 

subject to creation, recreation and rein terp retation '.L ow  notes that treaties were 

agreements between equal and consenting parties, and that when one side has 

broken the oaths, the other party no longer feels obligated to abide by the terms o f  

the treaty. As Low notes, '[ajctions within the society o f  states are, to an extent, 

constrained by nom oi, but those nom oi rely in turn on the w illingness o f members 

o f the interstate society to accept them'.^®

The com peting interests o f  league members engendered a plurality o f  

frameworks for constituting what was just. H ow ever, Thucydides' Athenians, as a 

stronger power, dominated the weaker, and disguised their own disregard for what 

was just by establishing their own interests as just, a feat accom plished by 

offering the M ytileneans 'autonomy'. Thucydides' Spartans, on the other hand, 

disregard justice by ignoring claim s o f the Plataeans to have acted in accordance 

with the VOJJLOI o f the Greeks. Both the M ytilenean and Plataean episodes 

demonstrate that 'autonomy' itself is an im possible status to achieve when 'interest' 

and 'expediency' rather than 'justice' based on v6 |xoi motivate and determine one's 

actions, a scenario arising from an unequal balance o f  powers. These passages 

serve a second function in the text: they demonstrate that 'autonomy', as much as 

'freedom' and the various other value-laden concepts written about in the 

Corcyraean stasis, has been destabilised by the circum stances o f  war. A 

comparison o f Thucydides' description o f pre-war history with his treatment o f  

M ytilene's autonomy in the speeches o f the M ytileneans, Cleon and D iodotus, 

exposes the limits o f  'autonomy'. In these speeches, and in the speeches 

concerning the fate o f the Plataeans, Thucydides is not sim ply speaking about 

'autonomy' as a political status, but rather he is exploring the limits o f  'autonomy', 

caught in the tension between justice in accordance with and v 6 |io g .

”  Low (2007: 85).
For a more com plete discussion o f the distinction between V0 )i05  and '»|)f)(j)i0 |jxx see Hansen 

(1978: 315-30); Ostwald (1969: 1-5); Ober (1998: 145-47); Stockton (1990: 80).
Low (2007: 127).

‘̂ Low (2007: 127).
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When one considers the influence of contemporary intellectual trends on 

Thucydides' history, it seems impossible not to consider that 'autonomy' may be 

used as a technical term, as well as a concept which was philosophically engaged 

in a dialogue with (^uoig, and, more specifically, human nature, as this was one of 

Thucydides' main concerns.”  Thucydides' treatment of 'autonomy' as a concept 

that was in dialogue with (f)i)Oi5 may explain why it has been impossible to 

identify a concrete meaning of the word as political concept in Thucydides' 

history. This investigation will show that passages in Thucydides' history which 

have been regarded as 'historical' are in fact interpretations of historical events in 

which Thucydides has subjected the past to a philosophical examination in order 

to identify the underlying root of conflict.

5.1 Autonomy in Thucydides' Pre-Peloponnesian War Narrative

When the Mytileneans decide to revolt, they are told to send ambassadors 

to Olympia in order that Sparta and the rest of the Greek allies may hear their 

case. Here they try to persuade the Spartans to receive them as allies. The 

Mytileneans argue that 'the alliance between ourselves and the Athenians began 

when you [Spartans] withdrew from the war against the Persians, and they 

remained to finish the business...as long as the Athenians led us fairly (ctJio to'C) 

loou we followed them loyally; but when we saw them relax their

hostility to the Mede, and try to make the allies their subjects, then our 

apprehensions began' (3.10.2, 4).^* They then explain that even though they have 

been granted a status in the league equal to the Athenians, their equality is not 

real: 'unable, however, to defend themselves, on account of the number of 

confederates that had votes, all the allies were enslaved, except ourselves and the 

Chians, who continued to send out contingents as autonomous and nominally free'

Ober (1998: 67-69). W hile Reinhold (1985: 21-40) suggests that Thucydides view  o f 'human 
nature' is rigid, and that humans will always act out o f  interest, Farrar (1988: 135-37) suggests 
otherwise. Colin M acleod notes that Thucydides is 'intensely aware o f  human nature, a force more 
powerful than reason'. M acleod recognises a comm on elem ent o f 'human nature' that underlies 
both the M ytileneans' and Athenians' policies. He notes that the Mytileneans' revolt is ultimately 
driven by the necessity o f safety (3 .13 .1), a necessity that also drives the Athenians own growth 
(1.75.3-4; 5.97; 6 .18 .2 -4 , 83.2-4). This, how ever, is not openly admitted as a force o f  'human 
nature' motivating men by either the M ytileneans, Cleon, or D iodotus (1978: 75).

Ti)uv be  x a l  A 0r |v a io i5 5U|i|iaxCa evevETo j iq c o t o v  djro^turovxcov |U£v ex  xol) 
M t]8lxo{) jio?te|iou, JxaQaiifivdvxcDv 8e exetvcov xct i)jro>touia xcbv egyoov... x a l nixQ i 
p iv  ctJio xoi) I'oou Tiyoijvxo, JCQO0t))xa)5 eijr6p£6a- EjreiSi  ̂ 8e  ecD0(I)|j£v a i)xo i)s xf)v ^ev xoi) 
Mi^8od ExOgav dviEvxag, xfiv be  xw v |u |i |id x (o v  8oi'>t(joaiv EJiayonEvoug, o iix  dSEEig exi 
ri(j£v.
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(3 .10 .5 )/’ The equality afforded them by their 'autonomous' status is meaningless 

since they were only left 'autonom ous' because it suited Athenian interests 

(3.11.1).

Exactly what the M ytileneans are referring to when they speak of 

'autonomy' may be explained by passages in which Thucydides uses the language 

of 'autonomy' to describe the past. In his narrative of Athens before synoikism, 

Thucydides examines how the Athenians organised them selves politically before 

Theseus merged the scattered settlements o f Attica.

Under Cecrops and the first kings, down to the reign o f Theseus, Attica 

had always consisted of a num ber o f independent cities, each with its own 

town hall and m agistrates. Except in times o f danger, the king o f Athens 

was not consulted

8jrl yb.Q KexQOJtog x a l  xdav itgoaxcov paoLXecov r] A x t lx i]  eg © i]0 8 a  a le l  

x a x a  JtoXeig (p xelxo  jiQ u xavetd  xe 8 x 0 1 )0 0 5  x a l  d Q x o v x a g , x a l  o jtoxe  

XL S e io E ia v , o ij ^ u v fia a v  (3oDA.8ua6|j£voL (bg x o v  PaoLXea, a lX '  

a ijx o l exaoxoL  ejto^tLxeuov x a l  e |3ouX 8i)ovxo (Thuc. 2.15.1).

From the time of Cecrops until the time of Theseus, the inhabitants of Attica 

dwelt in city-states where each had their own JT \̂Jxav8ia'" and agxovx8g. 

Thucydides stated that Theseus dissolved the deliberative bodies and the leaders 

o f the small cities, and produced instead one deliberative body and one 

jtQDxav8LGV, which existed in his own time. After discussing the physical 

evidence for the feast o f the union of A ttica, Thucydides resum ed his narrative by 

stating that for a long tim e the Athenians had lived in autonom ous dwellings 

throughout Attica (xaxd xfiv /(bgav auxovoiKp olxf]a8L fifxeixov oL A9r|vaLOL), 

and that even after the unification of A ttica, people continued to live in the 

country as it was their custom  (6id x6  80og), until the present war when people

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996); ctSijvaTOi 6e ovxeg x a 6 ’ ev Y ev6(i8voi 8 id  
dniJvaoB ai oL ^i)|a,|j,axoL eSoDXcbBiioav fi|oxbv x a l  Xicov- fifxeig 8e  

ai)T6vo)iOL 8fi 6 vt£5 x a l  e>^8i)0eQoi x(p ovopxaxt ^uvsoTQaTEiiaa^Ev.
Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).
Hansen (2006; 103, 115) notes that every po lls, whether dependent or independent, had a 

prytaneion  which served as a dining room. In the prytaneion  magistrates met with dignitaries from 
other city-states and the victors in pan-Hellenic gam es. There would also be an altar to the goddess 
Hestia with a hearth and a burning flame; smaller subdivisions o f the po lls  did not have a 
prytaneion.
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were forced to abandon their homes and their temples and move to Athens (Thuc. 

2.16).'*^ This passage suggests that an 'autonomous' body governed itself and only 

participated in coalitions of its own accord. Regardless of whether that 'body' was 

in fact a polis is irrelevant for present purposes, since it is clear that an 

'autonomous' body governed itself and voluntarily participated in coalitions.

Thucydides' description of the beginning phases of Athens' leadership in 

the league is similar to his description of pre-synoecic Athens, and it confirms the 

Mytileneans' own assessment of the Athenians' management of the league. 

Thucydides stated that when Athens assumed leadership in the league, the allies 

were autonomous and decisions were made together. Some of the actions of the 

league were carried out against Persia, some against allies who had revolted, and 

some against Peloponnesian powers.

The leadership of the Athenians began with allies who were originally 

autonomous states and reached their decision in general congress. I shall 

now describe the use they made of it, both in war and in their management 

of the league, during the period from the end of the Persian until the 

beginning of the Peloponnesian War. Some of these actions were against 

the Persians, some against their own allies when they revolted, some 

against the Peloponnesian powers with whom on various occasions they 

became involved.'*^

iqYO'uiievGi 6 e aiJtovoixcov to  jtQwtov tw v djto xoivwv

^tjv6 8 oov Poi)}^8u6vT(i)v ToadSe EraiX,0 ov jroXs|axp t£ xa l SiaxELQioei 

iTQaY^dxcov |x£xa^i) xoij6 e xot) ji;oX.8 |xod xa i xot) M tiSlxoi), a  eyBvexo 

JIQ6 5  xe xov pdcQPaQOv aijxctg x a i JtQog xoiis a({)£XEQOus |u|xp,dxou5 

veoaxeQL^ovxag x a l neA.0 Jt0 vvr|ai(jDV xoug aiel T(Qooxvyyavo\xac, £v 

exdoxw (1.97.1).

Tf| T£ oi)v em xaxd x t ] v  xojgav ai)xov6 |itp OLXi']aei n£xelxov ol ABrivaloL, xal ejieiSi] 
|DvcpXLo0r|oav, 8 id x6  £ 6 0 5  ev X0 I5 dyQotg ô txog ol JiXeloug xcbv xe dpxatov xal xd)v 
{joxegov nixQi xoi)8 e xo{) jio)te(io\j yevonfvol xe xal olxfjoavxeg ov QqbLwg raavoLxeol<̂  xdg 
H£xavaoxdoei5 ejioioiJvxo, dXXcog xe xal dgxi dvedTi({)6 xeq xd  ̂xaxaaxeud^ p£xd xd 
Mr|8 ixd.

Translation Warner (1972a).
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Thucydides' application of 'autonomy' predates its emergence, but this passage 

cannot be ignored on these grounds. Thucydides has described the allies as 

'autonomous', and in doing so has drawn a comparison between pre-synoecic 

Athens and her leadership in the league. During this period, Athens changed from 

a member of an egalitarian coalition to a tyrant ruling over subject states (Thuc. 

2.63).'*'  ̂Thucydides' presentation of 'autonomy' at 1.97 and the Mytileneans' 

argument suggest that a loss of voting privileges constituted loss of 'autonomy' 

from the perspective of the allies.

A statement by the Mytileneans at 3.10.5 highlights the relationship 

between 'autonomy' and voting r i g h t s . T h e  Mytileneans argued that the allies 

were incapable of uniting in defense due to the multiple votes (6id JioX.u\|)r|(|)Lav), 

presumably of the Athenians (Thuc. 3.10.5): 'they [the allies] could not unite and 

defend themselves because they [Athenians] had a large number of individual 

votes'."*® As a result of this voting system, all the allies became enslaved, except 

for Mytilene and Chios (oL '̂6|X|j.axoL 88ou}id)0i]oav fi|od)V x a l X lcov):

'we, autonomous, as is evident, and free in name, joined in expeditions' (fmsts §£ 

aTjx6vo|xoL 8f] ovxeg x a i eA.eiJ0eQOL xo) 6v6|iaxL ^uveaxQaxe'uaaio^v).'*’ The 

particle demonstrates that the autonomous status of the Mytileneans was 

evident based on the preceding statement: the Mytileneans were autonomous by 

virtue of their voting status. The other allies, who no longer had an equal vote, 

had been enslaved.

The ambassador continued by noting that if all were still autonomous, they 

would feel more sure that they, the Athenians, would not alter affairs, but this was 

not the case: the majority were subjects and the Athenians were conferring with 

them, the Mytileneans, otJto xot) looij.

Had we all been still autonomous, we could have had more faith in their 

[Athenians] not attempting any change; but the greater number being their 

subjects, while they were treating us as equals, they would naturally chafe

'Your empire is like a tyranny: it may have been wrong to take it; it is certainly dangerous to let 
it go' (cbg TU0avvL8a y a g  f|8r| exete ai)TT)v, rjv ?iapEiv pEv a8ixov  Sov-el eIvgl, dcfiEivai 8e 
EJiiyivSuvov), translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).

dSiJvaioL 8e OVTE5 x a 9 ’ ev yevo^evol 8id Jto>.uaJ)Ti<})Lav dp,t)vao0ai ol 5i))i,)iaxoL 
E8ou}icb0r|aav jdi'iv fipxijv x a l Xlcdv. ij|i£L5 be aiJTOvofioi Sf] ovtEg x a l e>.ei)0eqol x(i) o v o n a it

V E O tQ aT E ijO ajiE V .

Translation Homblower (1991: 394).
Translation mine.
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under this solitary instance of independence as contrasted with the 

submission of the majority; particularly as they daily grew more powerful, 

and we more destitute.'**

xal 81 |i£v aiJTOvoioxDL 8TL f||j£v djtavxe^, pepaioxEQoi av f]|xlv f|ociv 

|iT]6 ev v8a)T8Qi8iv- 1)110x819101)5 6e exovxeg rovg JtXeioiJS, f]|xiv de duo 

Tov laoD 0|JiX0{)vx85, xaX8Jid)T8QOv 8Lx6xa)g 8|i8XX,ov oiaeLv xal JT965 

x6 Jikeov f|8i] 8IX0V xoi) ii|X8X8qod 8x1 |x6 voij dvxiooi)|i£voi), aXXcog X8 

xal oo(p 5Dvax(bx8QOL ai)xol avzwv  eyLYvovxo xal i]|i£tg 8QT||a6x8Q0L 

(3.11.1).

According to the Mytileneans there is a correlation between being treated d:n:6 

xot) loOD and being autonomous. Shortly after this, at 3.11.4, Looiljfic^oug 

appears. Here it is meant literally: the Mytileneans, like the Athenians, have one 

vote in a unicameral chamber.'*^ While this vote may have given the Mytileneans a 

say in determining what was right for the league, this vote also served another 

purpose:

We [Mytileneans] were useful to them [Athenians] because they could 

point to us and say that we, who had votes like themselves, could not 

possibly have joined them unwillingly in their various expeditions and 

could only be doing so because the people against whom we were being 

led were in the wrong

d |ia  |i£v ydg  iJUXQXVQLip exQwvxo |xf] dv xoi)5 ioo\pri4)ODg dxovxag, 

81 |if) XL f]8LXGDv Gig 8Jxf|oav, ^i)ax0ax8i)8iv (3.11.4).

According to the Mytileneans, their right to take part in determining the v6|ioi of 

the league was being used to justify the Athenians' actions against the Greeks. 

Furthermore, the Athenians were only carrying out such expeditions against these

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).
H om blow er (1991: 395). The Chians and Lesbians helped the Athenians quell an uprising in 

Samos (Thuc. 1.116.1, 117.2). The synod must have been meeting at the time o f  the Samian 
uprising, otherwise the M ytileneans would have argued that their vote was worthless since 
m eetings were no longer held (H om blow er 1991: 395).

Translation Warner (1972a).
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cities and not the Mytileneans because, as they argue, the Athenians were not yet 

strong enough to oppose them. Therefore the Athenians attacked the less powerful 

city-states, while leaving the Mytileneans as their last target. 'Autonomy', for the 

Mytileneans', was not a positive status. There may have been a meeting in 440 to 

discuss the rebellion of Samos, but meetings of allied states seem to have ceased 

in the 430s.^’ By the time of the Mytilenean revolt, the allies would have felt that 

they had little say in the decisions made regarding league actions. An 

'autonomous' state, from the perspective of the Mytileneans, is a state which has 

the power to make its voice and interests heard in the assembly. The Athenians, 

by giving them a vote equal to theirs, made them believe that they were 

'autonomous', but this vote allowed the Athenians to present their policies as just, 

thereby increasing their own power, which the Mytileneans fear will be used 

against them.

Macleod has noted that the Mytileneans' speech is full of inconsistencies 

and contradictions, the most significant of which is their argument that their revolt 

was necessary on account of the Athenians' growing power and the fear that this 

inspired in the Mytileneans, who had only been allowed to remain autonomous 

because it suited Athenian interests (3.11.6, 12.1). The Mytileneans, as they 

themselves admit, have chosen the present moment to revolt in order to exploit 

the Athenians' weakness (3.13.2-7). This point undermines their argument that 

their revolt was inspired by their fear of Athenian growth, and the fact that an 

alliance must be based on an equality of power between allies (3.9.1).^^ Their 

revolt cannot, at one and the same time, be due to both the Athenians' superior 

power and their weakened condition.

If they have revolted because the equality of their alliance, an equality 

based on their 'autonomy', is not in fact equality but merely a way for the 

Athenians to argue that their expeditions are 'just' (3.11.3-4), then there is no 

equality and the Mytileneans are just in their revolt. However, the Mytileneans' 

argument that they have chosen the present moment to revolt since the Athenians 

have been weakened means that they are revolting because it is expedient. As 

Macleod notes, this contradicts the Mytileneans' argument that their revolt is just 

because they are weaker.

H ornblower(1991: 146). 
”  M acleod (1978: 64-66).
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For the Mytileneans, autonomy was a means of masking Athenian power, 

thereby estabhshing a pretence of equality that would undermine their argument 

that they are revolting on account of oppression (3.9). Cleon himself makes this 

very same argument—that the Mytileneans' revolt is one of aggression on account 

of their autonomy —at 3.39.2. The Mytileneans' persistence in establishing their 

revolts as 'just' suggests their own insecurities regarding the matter (3.10).^^ This 

fear is matched by Cleon's argument that Mytilene's 'autonomy' meant that a 

revolt would be an act of aggression. The Mytileneans must, therefore, not only 

prove to the Spartans that their revolt is 'just', but also 'expedient' since the 

Athenians are weaker, thereby providing them with a reason besides 'justice' to 

accept them as allies.

5.2 Mytilenean Debate: Cleon and Diodotus on Autonomy

After the revolt in Mytilene has been suppressed, the Athenians decide 

that all the men in Mytilene should be killed and the women and children made 

slaves, since 'Mytilene had revolted without being, in the same way as the rest, 

subjected to the empire' (3.36.2).^'' The next day the Athenians begin to regret 

their decision and decide to have a second vote on the fate of the Mytileneans. 

Thucydides presents the speeches of two individuals, Cleon, who had been an 

advocate of the initial sentence, and Diodotus, who argues in favour of leniency, 

not because the Mytileneans' revolt was just, but because a degree of leniency 

would be in the interest of the A th en ian s.C leo n  and Diodotus both consider the 

relationship between what is 'just' and what is expedient in determining the best 

punishment for the Mytileneans. In doing so, each presents a seemingly different 

view of what it means for a city-state to be 'autonomous'.

In the speech of Cleon, the fears of the Mytileneans —that their autonomy 

was only allowing the Athenians to grow strong enough to subdue them —is 

realised. Previously the Mytileneans had argued that their 'autonomous' status was 

merely a way for the Athenians to make their own actions seem more just than 

they actually were until the time came when they, the Athenians were powerful 

enough to oppose them. However, Cleon argues that the Mytileneans' 'autonomy' 

renders their revolt even more of an affront to Athenian power than if they were

Macleod (1978: 65).
£ray.aXo{)VT85 xi]v t8 dW r̂iv djiooxaatv oxi o m  dQx6|i£vot & > o i x e q  oL aXkoi EJiotiqoavTO. 

”  Price (2001: 91-100); de Romilly (1963: 156-71); Winnington-Ingram (1965: 70-71).
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enslaved, and that, therefore, they deserve to be punished even more harshly.

Thus the Mytileneans' 'autonomy' is used by Cleon to justify their punishment and 

final subjugation. Cleon makes the following argument for viewing the 

Mytileneans' action as aggression rather than revolt:

I can make allowances for those who revolt because they cannot bear our 

empire, or who have been forced to do so by the enemy. But for those who 

possessed an island with fortifications; who could fear our enemies only 

by sea; who were autonomous and held in the highest honour by you —to 

act as these have done, this is not revolt—revolt implies oppression; it is 

deliberate and wonton aggression

eyw y^Q, OLtives |i£v SDvatoi 4)8Q8iv tf]v iJiieTeQav aQX^F il 

OITLVE5 "UJto xd)v jtoA.e|xio)v dvaYxao0 8VT85 djteaxi'ioav, ^UYYVcbpiv 

8xto- vf|aov be oltlv8s 8xovx8g |x8xd x8ixo)v x a i xaxd QdXaooav 

|x6vov (j)o(3o{)|i£voi xoijg f]|ifxeQou5 JioXeiJioug, ev o) x a l auxol 

xQiiiQcov jtagaaxeuf) oijx d(})aQxxoL f|oav jtQog auxoij^, auxovofjxDL X8 

O L x o u v x e g  x a l  xL |id ) |i8 v o L  eg xd JTQW xa i j j i o  fi|xd)v xoiaijxa elgydaavxc, 

XI dKXo o\!xoi \] e;n£po\)Keuadv xe x a l enxxveoxi'|oav [xalXov 

djreoxiioav djiooxaaig |X8v ye xd)v Ptaiov xi jraoxovxoov eoxiv (3.39.2).

This status of 'autonomous' allowed the Athenians to maintain a pretence of 

equality among league members, even though their power meant that there was, in 

reality, little equality. As Mission points out, although agreements between states 

frequently are made on basis of equality, 8^ loOD, claims of equality often do not 

reflect reality.’’’ The Mytileneans note that they are still autonomous (3.10.5,

11.1), as all members of the league were (1.97.1), and that members of the league 

were originally led fairly (3.10.4, djto xoi) l o o d ) ,  but now they are the only ones 

endowed with a vote equal to the Athenians, who are still being treated as equals 

(3.11.1).

For both Cleon and the Mytileneans, 'autonomy' is a means of control that 

allows the Athenians to argue that the Mytileneans' revolt is 'unjust'. The pretence 

of equality meant that, unlike the other allies who were ruled by the Athenians,

Translation C raw ley, Strassler edition (1 9 9 6 ).
”  M ission  (1987: 3 3 6 -4 5 ).
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the Athenians could argue that their equal power meant that the idea of 'justice' 

was still relevant (3.36.2, 39.2), and that expeditions would still seem 'just' since 

the Mytileneans are taking part as willing allies (3.11.4). The status of 

'autonomous', while it represented the voting rights and representation in the 

assembly, became, for the Athenians, a means of disguising their own disregard 

for justice, as Athenian strength meant that Athenian interests superseded those of 

others.

Diodotus also discusses 'autonomy', but rather than talking about Mytilene 

specifically, he discusses the behaviour of city-states generally:

When a free community, held in subjection by force, rises, as is only 

natural, and asserts its independence, it is no sooner reduced than we fancy 

ourselves obliged to punish it severely.^*

i]v xiva 8>.8'u08Qov x a l P ta dQx6).i8vov elxotcog Ji^og aiJTOvoiiLav 

djtooxdvxa xetQcoo(b|i£0a, xotX,8Jid)g ol6|X£0a XQiivai XL^xoQeioBaL 

(3.46.5).

Levy has noted the inconsistencies between the Mytileneans' claim to be 

autonomous and free, Cleon's claim that they are 'autonomous', and Diodotus' 

claim that the Mytileneans are free, but not 'au tonom ous'H ornb low er's solution 

to the inconsistencies of Mytilene's status is that Thucydides is not being 

'universally strict in his use of technical terms'.®

There is, however, another way that these inconsistencies can be 

reconciled. The Mytileneans state that their status of 'autonomous' allowed the 

Athenians to argue that they were seizing power through policy rather than force 

(3.11.3). The vote of the Mytileneans, a vote equal to those of the Athenians, 

provided the Athenians with evidence that their expeditions were just, since the

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).
A state that is autonomous cannot also revolt in order to achieve autonomy. Levy (1983: 249- 

70). Levy argues that the M ytileneans, at 3.10.5 are asserting that they are 'autonomous' but only 
nominally free, which Hom blow er (1991: 427) finds unconvincing.
“  Hom blower (1991: 427). C leon makes no mention o f the 'freedom' o f  the M ytileneans, which is 
not a problem, since 'freedom' itself is not a technical term, but is being used to make the 
arguments o f  both the M ytileneans and Diodotus that much stronger: by presenting them selves as 
nominally 'free' the M ytileneans are able to create a contrast between their current 'free' status and 
the limited reality o f their freedom to make decisions in their own interest. Diodotus calls the 
M ytileneans 'free' to em phasise to his audience that the current policy toward city-states in revolt 
is not a proper or expedient treatment.
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Mytileneans, who voted on the matter with the Athenians, also were marching 

with them. If the autonomy of the Mytileneans was ever questioned, the 

Athenians could point to their equal vote in the assembly.

Diodotus' statement that states assert their 'autonomy' when they rebel is 

not necessarily at odds with Cleon's argument that the Mytileneans' 'autonomy' 

renders their revolt an act of aggression rather than a rebellion by the oppressed. 

Although the Athenians claimed that the Mytileneans were 'autonomous', 

Mytileneans themselves did not view themselves as such, since they could not act 

in accordance with what they deemed 'right', or, in other words, in accordance 

with their own v 6 |i o l . The actions carried out by the league were not in 

accordance with what was 'right' for the Mytileneans, but rather for the Athenians. 

In arguing that rebellion is an assertion of their 'autonomy', Diodotus recognises 

that Mytileneans' were 'autonomous' in name, but in reality their 'autonomous' 

status served Athenian interests rather than their own.

The Mytileneans', Cleon's and Diodotus' attitude toward the autonomy of 

the Mytileneans seem contrary, but they are not. The Mytileneans' claim that even 

though they were autonomous, this was no guarantee that the Athenians would not 

subject them as well. Voting in the assembly was a way for the allies to 

participate in the process of determining which policies or actions were right for 

the assembly. Living in accordance with v 6|j x )l , or being autonomous, meant 

living in accordance with what was agreed upon by the people. Even though the 

Mytileneans were 'autonomous' by virtue of having a vote, they were not 

necessarily living in accordance with what was deemed best by the Mytileneans. 

The expeditions carried out against the allies would allow the Athenians to gather 

enough strength to oppose them. In the meantime, the Mytileneans' vote in the 

assembly served to justify such expeditions through 'paths of policy' until such 

time when the Athenians would be strong enough to oppose the Mytileneans 

(3.11). Their autonomy, their vote, made expeditions against the allies seem 'just', 

and to this effect, their vote was being used against them, as it allowed the 

Athenians to grow strong enough to oppose them.

Although 'autonomous' states were those which had a say in determining 

what was best for themselves and their interests with regard to their allies, it 

merely served as a means of 'justifying' unjust acts. Diodotus does not admit that 

the Mytileneans are 'autonomous', but instead describes them as revolting for their 

autonomy. While this may seem contrary to what both Cleon and the Mytileneans
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assert, namely that Mytilene is autonomous, Diodotus is referring not to their 

voting rights, but rather to what their voting rights represent: the Mytileneans' 

right to take part in the process of determining what it right for their own 

community. The fundamental problem with 'autonomy' is that, even though 

initially the league was created to carry on the war against the Persians, eventually 

its expeditions were directed at other Greeks, as both the Mytileneans and 

Thucydides point out. By the time the Mytileneans had revolted, the assembly 

was concerned not with the interests of the league and the safety of the Greeks, 

but rather the interests of the Athenians. 'Autonomy' was a state's right to have say 

in what was right or in the interests of the community. Once the Athenians were 

strong enough that they no longer needed the support of the allies, it was no 

longer possible for allies to be 'autonomous', as the 'voice' of the autonomous only 

served the interests of the Athenians which were contrary to their own.

5 3  Mytilenean Debate: Justice and Human Nature

The Mytileneans are less concerned with 'human nature' or the prevailing 

forces that motivate the actions of men for obvious reasons: they are only 

concerned with their present situation, whereas Cleon and Diodotus dissect the 

revolt of the Mytileneans in order to determine a punishment that would suit their 

interests. The Mytileneans' punishment must deter future revolts, which means 

that it is imperative that Cleon and Diodotus examine why the Mytileneans and 

others like them choose to oppose the Athenians. To find a necessary deterrent 

they must understand the forces compelling men to act.

Cleon believes that the nature of men is such that future revolts can only 

be prevented by the most severe penalties, and that this course is also the most 

'just'. Diodotus, however, is not as concerned with what it 'just' as he is with what 

is expedient (3.44.1-2). Diodotus' lenient stance toward the Mytileneans is 

premised on his belief that it is not possible to do what is both 'just' and 

'expedient' (3.47.5), for as biased judges, the Athenians would surely deem the 

Mytileneans' revolt 'unjust', yet punishing them all would not be in the interest of 

the Athenians. Although Cleon's proposal regarding Mytilene may seem more 

'just', Diodotus reminds the Athenians that 'we are not in a court of justice, but in a 

political assembly; and the question is not justice, but how to make the
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Mytileneans useful to us' (3.44.4).^' Both Diodotus and Cleon agree that the 

Mytileneans' revolt is ' u n j u s t ' b u t  their opposing advice stems from their 

different perceptions of 'human nature'. An examination of the perceptions of 

'human nature' suggest that even this is subjective, or 'unfixed', as arguments 

based on 'human nature' are used to promote policies regarding the Mytileneans, 

whose own behaviour resembles the conceptualisation of 'human nature' the 

Athenians describe as underlying their own actions.

From Cleon's perceptive, it is 'human nature' for men to behave arrogantly 

when they are treated well, but to show respect to those who are strict. The 

Athenians could have prevented a revolt had they treated Mytilene differently:

Our mistake has been to distinguish the Mytileneans as we have done: had 

they been long ago treated like the rest, they never would have so far 

forgotten themselves, human nature being as surely made arrogant by 

consideration, as it is awed by firmness.®^

X Q f|v  be  MuTLb'ivaLoug x a l jtdXai |n'|6ev 8La(j)eQ6vxa)5 xd)v aX ko iv  i)(})’ 

T8TL|af)a0aL, x a i oijx av  eg x68e e^'uPQioav- jr;£(()t)X£ y a g  x a l 

a}X(s)g a v 0 Qa)TO5 x6 jiev Begajret'ov l'ji£Q(J)QoveLv, x6 6e I'jteIVwOv 

0au|i,dl;eLV (3.39.5).

Cleon argues that the elements of human nature that made the Mytileneans 

believe that a revolt would be possible could have been prevented had they treated 

the Mytileneans with a firmer hand. Whether the Mytileneans behave arrogantly 

or are awed depends on the Athenians' treatment of the Mytileneans.

Consequently Cleon argues that the most expedient plan would be the harshest 

penalty, since treating them well —presumably by making them autonomous — 

only gave them the hope and ambition to carry out an act of aggression.

For Diodotus, men are compelled to commit acts of rebellion by 'necessity' 

and 'ambition', but 'hope' and 'greed' are the invisible agents that allow men first to 

attempt and then to believe that such attempts are possible, while 'fortune', by

iq|iet5 6 e oi) 6f/.aJ;6n£0a a i ix o i J ^ ,  woxe xd)v SixaCcov 6 elv , d X X a  (3ouX.£u6p£0a h e q I 
ai)xd)v, 0 JTC05 slouoiv.

Price (2001: 9 1 -9 2 ).
“  Translation C raw ley, Strassler edition  (1 9 9 6 ).
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helping men when they least expect it, 'tempts men to venture with inferior 

means'. According to Diodotus, there is no vofiog that can prevent men from 

making mistakes, since human nature, being what is, compels them to do so. 

Macleod has noted that despite the fact that Cleon and Diodotus recommend 

different courses of action regarding Mytilene, they both recognise that the 

Mytileneans were compelled to rebel by the same factors: poverty, plenty, hope, 

greed and fortune (39.3-4; 45.4-6).®'* Diodotus recognises these factors as 

elements of 'human nature':

It is impossible to prevent, and only great simplicity can hope to prevent, 

human nature doing what it has once it has set its mind upon it, by force of 

law or by any other deterrent force whatsoever.®^

djiXcog Ts ct8ijvaxov xai jroXXfig eiuriBeiag, 00x15 oiexai xf|5 

d v B Q c o r a i a g  ( j ) i ) 0 8 ( x ) g  O Q i i .a i f x e v i ' ig  j t;Q O 0 i) |a < jo g  x l  J t Q a ^ a i  d j T O x o o j n r |v  

xiva exELv f| vo|ixjL)v Loxijl aXkw xw Seivw (3.45.7).

Diodotus' argument 'undermines a position based on legality or morality by 

recourse to what men are really like'.®® By doing so, Diodotus is able to identify 

the most expedient plan. While Diodotus argues that there is no v6|JX)g that can 

prevent men from making mistakes when compelled by 'human nature' (3.45.3), 

Cleon takes a different stance by making the Athenians the agent manipulating 

their allies through their understanding of human nature.

These interpretations differ from the way in which the Athenians 

understand their own actions through 'human nature'. Such differences suggest 

that 'human nature' itself is subject to the rule of stronger. Just as the stronger 

reserve the right to interpret or disregard what is just, so too are their own actions 

perceived through different frames of 'human nature'. It is the 'human way' to 

accept power when it is offered on account of fear, honour, and interest, which are 

the principles of 'human nature' that compel men to accept power, and which 

tempts men to disregard 'justice' when it is in their interest. These principles are at 

odds with those discussed by Cleon and Diodotus as motives in their allies'

M acleod (1978: 75).
Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).

“  M acleod (1978: 75).
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revolts: poverty, plenty, hope, greed and fortune. It would seem  then, that there 

are multiple ways in which 'human nature' may be defined, and the elem ents o f  

'human nature' motivating the allies to revolt are not the same as those motivating 

the Athenians.

At 1.76.2 the Athenians note that 'it is not surprising that, acting in the way 

that human beings always will...constrained by three all-powerful m otives, 

honour, fear, ad vantage...it has always been the rule that the weaker is held down  

by the stronger' (cuxcog oibS’ 0 a u |x a a T 6 v  o 'u 6 e v  j i£ j io if ix a |X E v  0 1 ^ 6 ’ djto  

TGI) dv6Qa)K£Lou TQoraDt) 1)1X0  XQiwv TO)v )i£YioTU)v vixiiG svxeg, xL[xf]5 x a l  

Seoug x a l  (b(})eXLas a l£ i xaBeaxoaxog xov f|aaco "UJto xoi) Suvaxcoxegou  

xax£LQYEO0ai).^^ H om blow er notes that this is a 'clear statement o f the doctrine 

that "might excludes right", but that this should not be confused with the sophistic 

argument that "might makes right'".** The argument that 'justice is nothing other 

than that which benefits the stronger' is posited by Thrasymachus in the Republic  

(338c 1-2). For Thrasymachus 'justice' is created to serve the interests o f  the 

stronger. In the follow ing lines Thrasymachus makes a slightly different, if  not 

contradictory, statement regarding justice (343a-344c): justice means acting in 

another's interest; injustice is, therefore, the only path to happiness and success. 

C allicles, in the G orgias ,  also agrees that acting justly means acting in the interest 

o f  others rather than oneself. Consequently he suggests that nature, (jjijotg, 

provides an alternative conceptualisation o f 'justice', that right has been judged to 

consist in the rule and advantage o f the stronger (483c9-d6), as is evident from the 

animal world and the behaviour o f states, races and men. 'Natural justice', 

therefore, is 'equated to the w ishes o f the strong'.®'^

Conceptualisations of'justice' found in Plato's works resonate, to som e 

extent, with Thucydides' Athenians' attitude towards 'justice'. At 5.89 the 

Athenians state that 'justice, in human affairs, is only in question between equals 

in power, w hile the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must'.™ 

Although the Athenians recognise that 'justice' exists, it only plays a role when  

there is equality o f  power. Otherwise 'justice' is irrelevant. A s the M elians

Translation H om b low er (1991; 121).
“ H om b low er (1991: 121).
'̂ ’ L ow  (2007; 162).
™ T ranslation C raw ley, Strassler edition  (1 9 9 6 ). L ow  notes that it is im plied  that T hucydides' 
A thenians are referring to interstate relations rather than relations w ithin the p o lis . This 
distinction  — that the rights o f  c ity -states are determ ined by a hierarchy o f  the strong and w eak  — is 
m ade by D em osth en es, F o r the L ib er ty  o f  the R h od ian s  15 .29  (2007: 163).
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themselves note, when 'justice' is not a factor in decision making, then decisions 

are made based on what is expedient (5.90).^' Later, at 5.105.2, the Athenians 

state that it is a vofiog that 'by a necessary law of their [men's] nature, they rule 

wherever they can...all we do is to make use of it, knowing that you and 

everybody else, having the same power as we have, would do the same as we do' 

O'lyo'UM^Oa yag x6 te  G eIo v  66^r| t o  dvBgobjreiov te  oacjjoas 6id Jiavxog i j j io  

(f)'Uoea)g d v a y x a L a g , ov dv xQaxfi, dQX£Lv...x0a)|i£0a aijto), elSoxeg x a i luiaxSg 

dv x a l dX}ioug ev xf) aiixr) 8uvd|i£i Yevo|i£voDg Sgcbvxag dv xaijxo).’  ̂It 

is a law of nature that men rule whatever they can. This is similar to the 

Athenians' statement at 1.76.2 that it is the human way for the weaker to be held 

down by the stronger on account of fear, anger and advantage.

Both of these statements (1.76.2, 5.105.2) convey the idea that it is a norm 

of nature that the stronger prevails when the opportunity presents itself. 'Justice' 

plays a role when decisions are made among equals, otherwise considerations of 

expediency dominate. However, Mara has presented an alternative view of these 

passages. He suggests that the 'consolidation and exercise of power' by the strong 

does not exist in accordance with nature, but rather is an attempt to create order 

from the chaos that is The way in which the strong are able to consolidate

such power is through culturally embedded precepts such as love of power and 

gain (1.8.3).^^ While this may be true, Mara's assertion that the rule of the strong 

over the weaker as an attempt to create coherence out of flux might also be 

interpreted as man's attempt to create order in a disordered world through power 

structures that exist in accordance with 'human nature'. Men are disposed to such 

an ordering on account of three motives: honour, fear and advantage. These 

motives are elements of 'human nature' that result in an ordered world in which 

the stronger prevail; thus the rule of the stronger is simply a product of 'human 

nature' and man's natural desire for structure.

At 1.76.2, Thucydides is merely speaking of a 'human way' of behaving 

without engaging in the tension between vo^Log and (j)'UOig. However, shortly 

after, at 1.76.3, Thucydides' Athenians state that 'praise is due to all who, if not so 

superior to human nature as to refuse dominion, yet respect justice more than their 

position compels them to do' (ejtaivEiaBai xe d^ioL oixiveg x0iiod|o£voi xf]

Low (2007: 163).
Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).

”  Mara (2008: 156-59).
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dvBgcojreia 4)1)Oel to a te  exegcov o . q x 'e.iv  SixaioxeQOL i] xaxct xr]v 'u jrdgxoijoav  

8ijvapj,v Y£vcovxai);^‘‘ those who are to truly to be praised are those who are not 

so superior to 'human nature' that they, as a stronger power, rule the weak, and 

yet, even though it is not necessary, still respect what is 'just'. Claims that they are 

concerned with what is 'just' are confirm ed by the M ytileneans, who argue that 

their own 'autonomy' allowed the Athenians to claim  that their actions were 'just'. 

And yet the Athenians themselves openly admit in the M elian Dialogue that 

'justice' only plays a role when there is equal power to compel. Raaflaub notes 

that the average Greek would not view justice as only being possible among equal 

powers, but rather that justice was a way o f leveling unequal pow er.’  ̂ 'Autonom y', 

the M ytileneans' right to take part in determining the policies o f the league, 

seemed to render them  equal and therefore allowed the Athenians to m aintain the 

pretence o f'justice ' despite 'human nature'. Although 'human nature' compels 

them to disregard what is 'just', the Athenians deserve to be praised, since they are 

still concerned with right and wrong.

W hile the Athenians may claim  to be concerned with what is 'just', the 

M ytileneans offer their 'autonomy' as proof that they are not. Furtherm ore, once 

the M ytileneans have been subdued, their unequal power opens the floor to a 

discussion of expediency.’® Diodotus advises the Athenians to disregard what is 

'just' so that whatever decision is made will be expedient; the idea o f doing what 

is 'just' and what is 'expedient' are at odds with one another. Even though Cleon 

argues that it is possible to do what is both 'just' and 'expedient', Diodotus 

disagrees. W hile also believing that the M ytileneans' actions are 'unjust', Diodotus 

argues that the expedient course would be one of leniency, which is not the 'just' 

course since justice demands that they be punished. Both agree that the 

M ytileneans' revolt is 'unjust', but they differ regarding what is expedient, and 

these differences stem from their understanding o f 'human nature', but not from 

what it 'just'. Both Cleon and Diodotus admit that the standard of what is just is 

determined by the Athenians' own interest and right to rule, which is itself an act 

in accordance with 'human nature' (1.76.2): Cleon argues that if the M ytileneans 

were right to revolt, then the Athenians m ust be wrong to rule (3.40.4), while

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).
"’ Raaflaub (1996: 140).

Low notes that actions which are expedient most often benefit a smaller group than actions that 
are not expedient (2007: 172-73).
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Diodotus notes that the Athenians are 'judges to the offenders of our own interest'

( 3 .46 .4) "

Although the Athenians claim to be not so superior to human nature that 

they completely disregard what is just, their measure of 'justice' and their decision 

to carry out what they deem is just is determined by their own interests. 'Justice', 

therefore, does not exist in accordance with 'nature', but is the product of 'human 

nature'. The 'autonomy' of the Mytileneans served as ostensible evidence of the 

'justness' of the Athenian actions despite the forces of 'human nature' which would 

force them to disregard what is 'just'. Their manipulation of 'autonomy' served as a 

disguise of their own dismissal of what is 'just' regarding their allies, and it 

ultimately allowed them to dominate the weaker, as men are prevented from 

yielding power once they have achieved it on account of fear, honour, and 

advantage. 'Autonomy' itself was a tool of 'human nature', just as the very idea of 

'human nature' became a tool for determining what was the most expedient course 

for the Athenians to take regarding Mytilene. Thucydides' Athenians fail to 

attribute to the Mytileneans the same forces of human nature underlying their own 

actions. For the Mtyileneans, their revolt was expedient on account of the 

Athenians' own weakness. If the Athenians were to recognise the similarities 

between the forces of human nature in the Mytileneans' revolt and their own rule, 

then they would be forced to recognise that, if their own actions are 'just' in 

pretence, while in reality their power precluded consideration of what was just, 

then the same must be true for the Mytileneans. Justice itself is irrelevant in these 

circumstances, as the vying power of each side ultimately means that 'nature' and 

the interests of the stronger prevail.

Although Bickerman asserts that 'autonomy' was a status claimed by 

weaker states against the stronger, this assumes that 'autonomy' was good for a 

state. While, in the abstract, the status of 'autonomous' was beneficial for the state 

possessing it, for the Mytileneans it had become a way for the Athenians to claim 

that their actions were 'just'.^* The Athenians' actions may have been just if justice 

is equated with the interests of the stronger, but from the perspective of the allies 

some of these actions would have threatened their safety, as the Mytileneans 

argue. Such actions were not in their interest and were, therefore, in their 

perspective unjust. The Athenians' manipulation of autonomy as a means of

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).
Bickerman (1958: 336-37).
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making their actions seem just and their disregard for competing interests of 

league members resulted in competing standards of justice. Yet over all of these 

competing interests, the Athenians' own were first and foremost. Living in 

accordance with v6|jx3S may have been attainable at the city-state level. However, 

on a larger scale the conflicting interests of city-states meant that some interests 

were undoubtedly underrepresented and some policies were viewed as 'unjust' 

when measured against their own interests. While certainly not everyone at the 

city-state level was content to live in accordance with particular v6|ooi, the stakes 

were higher when it came to relations between states, as the consequences of the 

revolt of a city-state were that much greater. The status of 'autonomous' was 

meant to remind league members to accept responsibility for policies on account 

of their own token vote in establishing policy, even though in reality it served as a 

means of quelling unrest by making all responsible for decisions made. 

Thucydides' engagement with autonomy suggests that in a world where the 

interests of the stronger prevailed, the protections implemented to ensure that city- 

state's interets were represent could be subverted to serve the interests of the 

stronger. Considerations of what was 'just' belonged to a world where men acted 

in accordance with v6|aog instead of cjjuaig. Although the Athenians claimed to be 

concerned with 'justice', such claims only served their own interests, as 'justice' 

itself had become a tool for making 'unjust' actions seem more just than they 

really were. Rhetorically 'justice' itself had become a pretense for actions in which 

the stronger prevailed over the weaker in accordance with nature. States which 

were 'autonomous' may have had a vote in the assembly, but ultimately they 

served the expansionist v6|X05 and the restless way of life of the Athenians.

5.4 Plataea

The trial of the Plataeans is not only a test of the Spartans' 'cry of justice', 

but also, as Ostwald points out, a test of the Spartans' claim to be defending the 

'autonomy' of the allies.^® Although Figueira has argued that the Spartans did not 

discern between autonomy and freedom, such interpretations of autonomy are 

based on the fact that the Spartan ultimatum demanding that the Athenians respect 

the 'autonomy' of the Greeks was followed by their subsequent claims to be

”  Ostwald (1982: 22).
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fighting for 'f r e e d o m 'T h e  invocation o f autonom y by the Plataeans is an 

altogether different type of'autonom y' than that o f the M ytileneans, whose 

interests in the assembly were represented by their vote, thereby rendering them , 

from an Athenian perspective, autonom ous. For the Plataeans, being autonomous 

meant living in accordance with the traditional status bestow ed by Pausanias. The 

Spartans' rejection not only o f the Plataeans' autonom y but also their right to a 

trial where what is 'just' is determ ined by the v6|xoi of the Greeks serves as a 

narrative m arker indicating that for Thucydides' Spartans, as much as for his 

A thenians, the status of autonomy was a rhetorical, persuasive tool that served the 

interests of the stronger.

The many references to violations o f v 6 |1 o l  com m on to all the Greeks in 

both the Theban and Plataean speeches suggests that Thucydides was com m enting 

on the role o f language or rhetoric in rendering powerless the v6|xoi which 

preserve justice in the Spartans' interactions with their allies. At 1.76.2 the 

Athenians note that the Spartans only speak in terms of right and wrong because it 

suits their interests: 'It has always been a rule that the weak should be subject to 

the strong; and besides, we consider that we are worthy of our power. Up until the 

present m om ent you, too, used to think that we were; after calculating your 

interest, you are beginning to talk in term s of right and wrong (xd ^\3|Kj)8QOVTa 

Xoyi^6|Li£voi TW SLxaiw^iOYO) vDv XQiloOe). Considerations o f this kind have 

never yet turned people aside from  the opportunities o f aggrandizem ent offered by 

superior strength'.*'

The incident in Plataea and their subsequent trial demonstrates that the 

Spartans' claim  to be fighting for the 'autonom y' o f the H ellenes—that is, their 

right to live in accordance with what is deem ed right by not only their own 

com m unity, but in accordance with the v 6|10L that had previously moderated 

behaviour am ong the Greeks —is a false claim , as the Spartans themselves 

determ ine what is 'just' by m easuring the Plataeans' actions not by whether or not 

they Vt'ere in accordance with v 6|J-OL, but whether they serve their own interests. 

W hereas initially, as the Athenians point out, the Spartans' concern for justice 

coincided with what was expedient, the trial o f the Plataeans exposes the Spartan

Figueira (1990: 63-99; 1998: 249).
Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996); aXk' alel xa0£ O T d )T O 5  t o v  i'iooco ijjro  Tot) 

8 -uvaT(jOT8 0 OiJ xaTeigYEoBai, ct îoC xe  d|xa vojjX^ovTeg Etvai x a l u|j,tv Soxoftvteg ^exQi oi) t d  
| \J H x j)e 0 o v T a  XoYi^ofievoi to) SLxatoAoyw vijv xQfioGe, 6v oijSetg jro) Jiagatuxov loxui t i  

xxfioaoSai, ji^oOel^ xoi) [ifi jiX.eov exeiv ctJiexQajteTO.
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rhetoric of 'justice' as a disguise for their real motive: their own interests. To this 

extent, the Spartans, no less than the Athenians, are motivated by the same forces 

outlined at 1.76.2. Once again, the question o f a state's autonom y is caught 

between the tension created in the struggle between 4)1)015—in accordance with 

which the interests of the stronger prevail—and v6 |ooi which serve to protect to 

protect the weaker. This time the tensions serve to dem onstrate that, while the 

Athenians pretend to be concerned with the appearance o f justice, all the while 

professing a policy of 'might excludes right', the Spartans prefer a m ore gentle and 

therefore m anipulative policy o f 'might is right'

At the beginning o f Book Tw o, Thucydides describes the conflict between 

Thebes and Plataea that brought Sparta and Athens into conflict with one 

another.*^ In the fifteenth year since the truce, three hundred armed Thebans enter 

the city of Plataea. These men were invited by a party within the city o f Plataea, 

which desired to gain power by ousting political opponents and bringing Plataea 

over to the Theban alliance. Upon entering the city, the Thebans announce that all 

who desire that Plataea return to its place in the Boeotian League, a place which 

was in accordance with ancestral custom , x a x d  xct jrdxQ ia, should join them in 

the market-place (2.2.4). Thucydides states that those who agreed to such terms 

did so out of fear, as the Thebans had entered the city at night, and the Plataeans 

could not ascertain how many Thebans were present. Once they realise that there 

were fewer Thebans in the city than they had previously thought, the Plataeans 

carry out a successful night raid against the Thebans, taking many o f them 

prisoner. The reason for this night raid, according to Thucydides, was that the 

majority of the Plataeans were not in favour of forsaking their Athenian ties (2.5).

Once the Thebans learned of the attack against their men in Plataea they 

send a second expedition to the city, where they try to capture Plataean hostages 

from  an area on the outskirts o f the city for a prisoner exchange. By taking 

Plataean prisoners, they hoped that they would be able to make an exchange for 

the Thebans taken in the night raid. The Plataeans circumvent this catastrophe and 

rem ind the Thebans that seizing cities during times o f peace is not acceptable. 

According to the Thebans, the Plataeans prom ise to return the prisoners which 

they have taken, if  they, the Thebans, leave Plataea peaceably. If the Thebans

Price (2001: 91).
Price (2001: 2 8 7 -8 8 ) notes that Plataea w as not in fact the incident that led to the outbreak o f  the 

war, but rather an incident that brought A thens and Sparta into co n flic t w ith one another.
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refuse to withdraw from Plataea, the Plataeans will kill the Theban prisoners. 

These terms were agreed to by an oath, though the Plataeans deny that this ever 

happened. According to the Plataeans, they promised to return the prisoners only 

after negotiations. In the end, the Thebans withdraw from the city, and the 

Plataeans put to death the Theban prisoners.

When the Athenians, who were allies of Plataea, are informed of the 

situation in Plataea, they do not know that the Plataeans have already killed the 

Theban prisoners. The Athenians advise the Plataeans not to do anything with the 

prisoners until they are able to consult with them. When the Athenians arrive in 

Plataea they leave a garrison in the city and take away with them all of the 

women, children, and men not of fighting age. At this point Thucydides states that 

the Thirty Years' Peace has clearly been broken (2.7.1), since Plataea was an ally 

of Athens and Thebes was an ally of Sparta (2.9). As Price points out, Plataea was 

not in fact the moment that the truce was broken, but rather it had been already 

broken in the conflict over Potidaea and Corcyra; Plataea was merely an event 

contributing to the tension between Athens and Sparta by engaging their allies in 

hostilities. Furthermore, it is not certain that Thebes even took part in the Thirty 

Years' Peace. The arrangement of the Plataean episode as a significant incident in 

the outbreak of hostilities allows Thucydides to emphasise the principles 

underlying the conflict; the tensions between v 6 |X 0 g  and cj)'UOi5 and the role of 

rhetoric in disguising the 'unjustness' of actions in which the interests of the 

stronger prevail.*"* The Plataean incident stands not only as a set piece on his 

narrative on stasis, but also stands as a general commentary on the powerlessness 

of v 6 |xo l .

Nothing more is mentioned of the conflict between Thebes and Plataea 

until 2.71, when Thucydides describes how the Spartan king, Archidamus, and the 

Spartan allies invaded Plataea. After the Spartans have encamped outside Plataea 

and begun laying waste to the land, Plataean representatives make an appeal to the 

Spartans. The Plataeans ask the Spartans to be mindful of Plataea's symbolic role 

in bringing the Persian Wars to a close: Pausanias had granted the Plataeans the 

right to be autonomous, having their own land and city. In addition he had 

promised that no one should ever march against them unjustly or for the purpose 

of enslavement.

Price (2001: 283-88); Powell (1988: 114); Hammond (1967: 349).
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Pausanias, son of Cleombrotus, your countryman, after freeing Hellas 

from the Medes with the help of those Hellenes who were willing to 

undertake the risk of the battle fought near our city, offered sacrifice to 

Zeus the Liberator in the agora of Plataea, and calling all the allies 

together restored to the Plataeans their city and territory, and declared it 

autonomous and inviolate against aggression and slavery.*^

n a D o a v i a g  y a g  6  K A ,8 0 | i P q 6 to d  A a x 8 8 a i | i ,6 v L o g  sX su O E Q o a a a g  t t ] v  

EXXdSa djio xwv MfiStov |i£xd 'EX,A.i]vol)v xd)v sGeXriodvxcov 

^DvdQaoBai xov x lvS d v o v  xfjg |idxris t] J i a g ’ f i | i i v  8 Y£v e x o , Bxjoag e v  

xf| nXaxaia)v dycQd legd Aii £>ieu0eQicp xa i §DYxaX.eoag Jtdvxag 

xoijg ^u|j,|xdxo^J5 djte6L8oiJ nXaxaieiiaL y'n'v xf)v o(j)ET8Qav

exovxag auxovofioDS o Lx 8 lv, oxQaxeiiaai xe [xriSeva j io x e  d8ixoos eji’ 

aijxoijg |xi'|6’ 8Jti 6o\jA.8La (Thuc. 2.71.2).

The Plataeans in this instance ask for nothing more than that their status according 

to tradition — that they be inviolate against aggression and slavery —be respected. 

But now the Spartans have joined forces with the Thebans to enslave them. In 

response, Archidamus argues that what the Plataeans say is just, but that they 

could still join the Spartan cause of liberating the Greeks (2.72.1), while 

remaining 'autonomous'. While Debnar sees Archidamus' recognition of Plataean 

autonomy as generous, Mara notes the uncharacteristic nature of the Spartans' 

response as evidence of the opposite: rather than respecting the Plataeans' 

autonomy promised by Pausanias, Archidamus reinterprets the oaths sworn so that 

their own behaviour might seem just.*^ According to tradition, the Plataeans had 

sworn an oath to defend the freedom of the Greeks, so Pausanias may be 

suggesting that the Plataeans could, at the same time, join the cause of the 

Spartans while maintaining their oath to defend the freedom of the Greeks. This is 

confirmed when Pausanias advises the Plataeans to work toward the cause of 

freeing the Greeks, which Pausanias had intended for them to do, and defend the 

freedom of the Greeks. If they are not able to do this, they should live in leisure 

enjoying their own affairs. Essentially, the Plataeans should keep to themselves

T ranslation C raw ley, Strassler edition  (1 9 9 6 ).
D ebnar (2001: 101); M ara (2008: 165-66).
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and remain neutral (2.72.1-2).*’ For Pausanias, the oath to defend freedom, or 

rather the ideology of freedom, is more important than the Plataeans' alliance with 

the Athenians which was also part of the oath. What Pausanias does not consider 

is that siding with Sparta would result in an invasion of Plataea by the Athenians, 

with whom the Plataeans were allied, and in this sense his request, which Debnar 

sees as generous, is in fact not.

The Plataeans' request that the Spartans respect their autonomy not only 

represents their right to exist without fear of unjust intervention or slavery, but 

also their right to live in accordance with their alliance with Athens. The 

Plataeans' claim to 'autonomy' in this instance is a plea that the Spartans respect 

their alliance with Athens. As Low points out, the language of V0 |i0 5  used in 

treaties in the Greek world suggests that 'interstate agreements are themselves 

instantiations of some more fundamental interstate nomos — one which might be 

described as the (familiar) obligation pacta sunt servanda, and which, although 

never explicitly formulated, is no less strongly felt or frequently invoked'.** 

Isocrates' speech of the Plataean ambassadors' request for assistance characterises 

the Athenians as defenders of autonomy, a position that is nowhere found in 

Thucydides' narrations. As my analysis of the Mytilenean episode has suggested, 

the Athenians are abusers of autonomy rather than defenders of it.*̂

In keeping with their alliance with Athens, the Plataeans reply that they 

must first consult the Athenians, since their wives and children are in Athens. 

Furthermore, they are worried that the Athenians or the Boeotians will invade 

their city once the Peloponnesians withdraw. Archidamus suggests that the 

Plataeans hand over the city of Plataea in order for it to be held in trust by the

'Plataeans, what you say is fair enough, so long as you act up to what you say. For you may do 
just as Pausanias wished you to do —that is, you may enjoy your independence and also join the 
work of liberating those other Hellenes who shared in the dangers of the past with you, who took 
the oaths together with you, and who are now under Athenian domination. It is to free them and 
others like them that this army has been raised and this war has broken out. The best thing of all 
would be for you to take your part in the work of liberation and so to abide by the oaths 
yourselves. But if this is impossible, then do what we have already asked you to do: remain neutral 
and live independendy; do not join either side; allow both parties to enter your city, but do not 
allow either party to make use of it in war. And this will satisfy us' (Tanslation Warner 1972a); 
Stxaia  Xeyete, (b avbge^  nXaxaifjg, r̂ v jraif|T8 6 |xola xolq ^toyoig. v.aGdjxEQ ya g  Ilat'aavCag  
■u )j I v  JiaQsScoxev, ai)xot xe a{)xovo|i£to9£ x a l xoug ^uveXeDBeQoCixE, oooi
)i£xaox6vxE5 xd)v x o x e  y.iv8i)V(jL)v unlv x e  |D v c b )x o o a v  x a l e l o l  vfiv ijk ’ ABrivaCoig, 
j t a Q a o x E u f )  XE x o o t i S e  x a l j i 6 > iE |1 0 5  otuxwv e v e x o  x a l xobv aXkoiv e X e u B e q w o e c o ^ .

ladXioxa p£v |i£xaox6vx£5 xal aiixol E)i|i£LvaxE xotg ogxoig- eI be  djiEQ xai ji^oxeqov 
i'iSt] jiQODxa>iEodn£0a, I'louxtav ayexe  vE|i6^Evoi xd \)|i£XEQa aijxwv, xal eoxe |i,r|8E |i£0’ 
EXEQCDv, 8exeo9e 8e d)j,(t)ox£Qou5 Ejd JtoX£|xcp be |j,T|6EX£QO'ug. xal xd8£ imtv dgxEOEi.
** Low (2007: 99).

Isoc. 14; Low (2007: 74-76).
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Spartans for the duration of the war. Once the war has come to a close, it will be 

returned. The Plataeans send representatives to the Athenians, who ask the 

Plataeans not to break the oaths which their fathers swore by ending their alliance 

with Athens. Shortly after the Plataean representatives return, Archidamus 

delivers the following speech.

Gods and heroes...of the land of Plataea, bear witness with me that from 

the beginning it was in no spirit of aggression, but only because these 

people had first broken their engagement with us, that we invaded this 

land in which our fathers offered their prayers to you before they defeated 

the Persians and which you made a place of good omen for the warfare of 

the Hellenes; nor, in our actions now, shall we be acting aggressively. We 

have made a number of reasonable proposals, but these have not been 

accepted. Grant us your aid, therefore, and see to it that the punishment for 

what has been done wrong may fall on those who were the first to do evil, 

and that we may be successful in our aim, which is a just revenge.'̂ ®

08OL 5ooi yiiv xi'̂ v n X atau S a  e x e t e  xa i riQcoEg, ^ u v io tO Q E g  e o x e  o t l  

oijxe xiiv dQXi'lv 0 .81x 0)5 , eVvX-litovxcdv 6 e x w y S e  :x q o x eq co v  x 6  

|uvd)|xoxov, EJtl yiiv xf)v8 8  i]X,9o|iEv, ev f| oi jraxEQEg I'nixov £\)^d|XEvoi 

Mf]8 cL)v £XQaxr|oav xa i JiagEoxEXE auxtiv ETj £̂vf| 

evaYcovLoaoOai xotg, oijxE vDv, ]]v xi jtOLa)}X£v, d 8 ixf)ao|j£v- 

jiQoxa>.£ad|i£voL y a g  K oXka  xa l e l x o x q  oi) XD Yxdvo^iEv.

8 e e o x e  xfig  | i e v  d S i x i a g  x o A ,d ^ £ o 9 a i  x o ig  'U Jidgxo^O L

JIQOXEQOlg, x f is  8 e XLfXCOQiag TDYX«V£LV XOL5 £m({)£QOTJOL V0 |ll|xc05

(Thuc. 2.74.2).

Ostwald has argued that it was unlikely that Plataea, which was a symbolic centre 

of freedom, would have been awarded autonomy instead of full freedom after the 

Persian retreat, as the Plataeans asserted at 2.71.2. In addition 'the situation in 

Greece was not yet such that a'Uxovo|iLa had to be coined to define a status 

different from £X£U0£QLa'.” Thus it must be assumed that 'what we get from the 

speeches in Thucydides is a biased version of the facts tailored by Spartans and

’“ Translation W arner (1972a). 
O stw ald (1982; 22 ).
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Thebans to fit a situation which was in 429 and 427 B.C. not what would have 

been in 479 B.C.; they give us reliable information about views held on the 

Hellenic League in the early 420s, but they tell us little about the actualities of 

479 B.C.'.®  ̂Ostwald posits that the Plataeans' plea of autonomy was a test of 

Sparta's claims to be fighting for the autonomy of the Greek city-states.’^

Although the Spartans' platform of fighting for the 'freedom' of the Greeks 

ensured that goodwill was on the side of Sparta and her allies (2.8.4), the Spartan 

ultimatum which instigated the rhetorical war between Athens and Sparta 

concerned 'autonomy'. At 1.139.3, the Spartans delivered the following 

ultimatum: 'Sparta wishes the peace to continue, and there is no reason why it 

should not, if you would let the Hellenes be autonomous (Aax86aL|x6vioL 

po'uX.ovtai xi'iv 8LQf]vr|v Eivai, eui 8 ’ av  el Toug ''EA,Xiiva5 a'UTOvoiaxDug 

d(()8LTe).

Although Raaflaub admits that the Plataeans may have used the language 

of autonomy in their plea to the Spartans, his conclusion overlooks and even 

undermines the role played by Thucydides in constructing the Plataeans' 

response.'*'* Ostwald, on the other hand, has suggested that the Plataeans' request 

that the Spartans respect their 'autonomous' condition was a test of Sparta's claims 

to be fighting for 'autonomy'.’  ̂While all of these may be true, Raaflaub's and 

Ostwald's conclusions regarding Plataean autonomy are premised on the fact that 

'autonomy' was in fact a decisive factor in the Plataeans' case, and that it was 

negotiations concerning the 'autonomy' of the allies that led to the outbreak of 

war. Thucydides' history may reflect a reality in which 'autonomy' played a role, 

and epigraphic evidence indicates that autonomy was relevant during the 

Peloponnesian Wars.®  ̂However, Thucydides construction of 'autonomy' in both 

the Mytilenean revolt and the conflict and trial of the Plataeans suggests that he is 

just as interested in how the condition of 'autonomy' is abused and manipulated by 

the prevailing forces of nature as he is the historical reality of autonomy and the 

role it actually played in the war. The trial of the Plataeans, as much as the

Ostwald (1982: 21).
”  Ostwald (1982: 22).

Raaflaub (2000b: 252).
”  Ostwald (1982: 22).

ML 87, Tod 63. Although this is inscription has been reconstructed, the fact that 'autonomy' 
continued to be used as a political term w ell into the fourth century suggests that its use in the 
fifth-century was also political, with the exception o f  specific passages examined in this chapter in 
which Herodotus uses the work in a philosophical context.
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M ytilenean episode, demonstrates that the language itself could be used as a tool 

of the stronger to subdue the weaker by allowing the stronger to make arguments 

in which actions that serve their interests rather than their allies' seem more just 

than they actually are. W hile the case of Plataea may be a test of the Spartans' 

claim  to be defending 'autonom y', it is, in fact, a test o f their claim  to be fighting 

for 'justice' (1.76.2). Not only have the Spartans disregarded the wishes o f an 

already 'autonomous' city-state, now they demonstrate that they are only 

concerned with justice or what is 'right' in so far as it suits their interests.

The siege o f Plataea begins after the Plataeans reject the Spartans' 

demands. Once the Plataeans have run out o f provisions, the Spartans, knowing 

that any city taken by force would have to be returned to Athens in future truces, 

ask the Plataeans if  they would be willing to surrender the city to Sparta 

voluntarily and stand trial before the Spartans. No one, the Spartans promised, 

would be punished unjustly (3.52). After the Plataeans surrender, five judges 

arrive from  Sparta. Rather than accusing the Plataeans directly, the Spartans ask 

each Plataean male whether or not they have done anything to benefit the cause of 

Sparta (3.52.4).®’ Having asked the Spartans for perm ission to speak, the 

Plataeans proceed to defend themselves arguing that they were not at fault for 

attacking the Thebans, who invaded their city during a religious festival.

In their defence, the Plataeans appeal to v 6 |xoi among the Greeks four 

times. W hile Thucydidean commentators such as Gomme have argued that 

international law only appears in treaties in Thucydides, George Sheets has 

offered a convincing argument for the contrary; the expectation that parties to a 

treaty will adhere to it arises 'from the parties' mutual acceptance o f a customary 

legal order which imposes the reciprocal obligation'.®* Furthermore the many 

references to legal arbitration as opposed to force in Thucydides are evidence for 

international norms of behavior, custom s, or precedents upon which the 

adjudicatory process was based;®® 'when...nom os is invoked for the purpose of 

suggesting not what the parties usually have done in the past, but what they were, 

or are, obligated to do in the future, it obviously purports to be a normative rule of 

b e h a v i o r ' . T h e  way in which the Plataeans and the Thebans use v6 |i0 5  as a

ilQ W TU v 8e ai)T0 X)5 emxaXeod|j£voL xoaoijtov novov, el' t i  AaxeSaip-ovtoug xal xoi)  ̂
"ctp j*io)te|Kp xcp xa0eoTd)tL dyaBov xi ELQYao|j£voi elaiv.

Gom m e, H C T  1.172; Sheets (1994: 54).
■'■’ Low (2007: 102-28); Sheets (1994: 55).
'“"Sheets (1994: 58).
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rhetorical, defensive tool suggests that the norms of international law no longer

applied in war.

If the trial of the Plataeans is to be taken as evidence of an historical 

reality, Sheets' assessment of v6|io$ would stand. However, the trial of the 

Plataeans and the speeches presented by Thucydides do not so much reflect an 

historical reality—even though speeches may have been given—but rather the 

impossibility of preserving an 'autonomous' status in a political climate where the 

interests of the stronger prevail. 'Autonomy' is most often used to describe the 

status of allies, and yet the competing interests of allies were often overshadowed 

by the interests of the more powerful, as the Mytilenean episode demonstrates. 

Consequently city-states were not living in accordance with their own v 6 |io l , but 

rather the v6|xoi of the stronger which served the stronger's interests, often to the 

detriment of the weaker, 'autonomous' city-state. The Plataean episode, on the 

other hand, addresses a different type of 'autonomy': the right of city-states to 

make claims to justice in accordance with the accepted norms of Greek society.

According to Macleod, the Plataean debate and the stasis in Corcyra 

demonstrate 'how traditional values and restraints collapse in war before the 

thought of immediate and material advantage, although —or indeed because — 

people profess to uphold them '.'“‘ Although the Spartans express concern for what 

is 'just', their subversion of the standard of'justice' suggests otherwise. As Price 

notes, it is remarkable that the Thebans even attempt to make claims to justice 

when it is so obvious that assisting the Thebans would have been in the strategic 

interest of the Spartans.'®^ The first time the Plataeans appeal to a v6|iog, they 

argue that all were bound to it: 'In seizing our city in time of peace, and what is 

more at a holy time in the month, they justly encountered our vengeance, in 

accordance with the universal law which sanctions resistance to an invader; and it 

cannot now be right that we should suffer on their account' (3.56.2).'°^ The 

Plataeans argue that they acted in accordance with vofxcg when they sought 

revenge for the Theban invasion. The notion of seeking revenge in accordance 

with v6|xog is likewise invoked by Archidamus at 2.74.2 when he states that

Macleod (1978: 65).
'“ Price (2001: 123-24).

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996); y a g  a i io iJ g  Tf)v THiexeQav
xaxa^tan^dvovtag ev orajvSatg x a l JCQOoexi le0op,r|v(a ogGcbg xe exi|xci)0Tiod|j£0a  xaxd  xov 
TOOL v6 |jxdv x a 08ax(i)xa, xov eraovia  jto>.8(uov oo iov  eivai d^tveoB at, x a l vCiv oux dv 
eLxoxcd^ 8 l’ a t jx o ijg  |3Xa.Tn:o[|j£6a.
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despite the Spartans' offer to allow the Plataeans to make right their failure to side 

with them, they were unwilling, and therefore, the vengeance he seeks is in 

accordance with v6|xos.'°‘*

At 3.56.3 the Plataeans argue that if the Spartans use a standard of justice 

which serves their own interests, they would not be acting as true judges of what 

was right. In this sense they are appealing to a standard of justice determined by 

impartial judges as opposed to justice which serves the interests of the stronger.

By taking your own immediate interest and their animosity as the test of 

justice, you will prove yourselves to be servants of expediency rather than 

judges of right.

el ydg xo) aiiT ixa XQilot^wp i)|xd)v xe x a i exeivcov jro}̂ 8|XL(p x6 SixaLOV 

}if)a|)8a08, xot) |X8v 6 q 0 o i) 4>av8LO08 oi)x dXiiBeig xgixa'i 5vxeg, x6 be 

|iaXXov BeQajieiJGvxes (3.56.3).

Next the Plataeans appeal to the v6|iog which exists for the Greeks that suppliants 

are not to be killed (3.58.3). Since the Plataeans surrendered voluntarily to Sparta 

it is only right that they be spared. Third, they remind the Spartans that each year 

they brought those Spartans who were buried in their land the traditional offerings 

(v6|i,i|ia) as allied comrades (3.58.4). Lastly they made an appeal to glory: there 

will be no glory for the Spartans if they break the established v6|xoi of the Greeks 

(3.59.1).

The Thebans, for their part, also make claims in the name of voiiog. They 

argue that their alliance with Persia was the decision of a few men who held 

power, a form of government more similar to a dictatorship and removed from 

vo|JXDi than either an oligarchy or democracy (3 .62.3). The decision to make 

Thebes an ally of Persia was a mistake, one made when Thebes was ruled without 

v 6 |1o l (3 .62.5). The Thebans make appeals based on v6|iOi two more times in 

their speech. First they claim that the Plataeans' actions against the Theban 

prisoners, whom they killed, were contrary to v6|iog (3 .66.2). Pity, they argue, is 

not evoked when those who have acted wrongly, like the Plataeans, suffer in

Low (2007: 97).
Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996).
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accordance with v6 |j,0 5  (3.66.2).’“  Lastly, the Thebans plead that the Spartans 

defend the V0 |i,0 5  of the Greeks which was transgressed by the Plataeans (3.67.3).

In each of these two accounts, the Thebans and Plataeans appeal to 

different v6|1ol as standards for determining whether an action was just or unjust. 

Both the Plataeans and the Thebans justify their actions through v6|i,OL, some of 

which are v6|xoi or 'norms' com m on to all. The Plataeans refer to this sort of 

v6|xog when they argue that it was right for them  to seek revenge for the Theban 

invasion of their city. The rem aining references to vo^iot in the Plataeans' speech 

are rem inders to the Spartans that they, the Spartans, would be breaking the v6|iOi 

of the Hellenes if they put to death suppliants. The Theban speech is rife with 

v 6|1ol. Some of these v 6 |xol are the product o f human nature, while others were 

agreed upon conventions. The Thebans compare the decisions made by their 

governm ent, which were not governed by vo|iX3i during the Persian W ars, with 

that o f the Plataeans. Both the Plataeans and Thebans appeal to the v6|X05 that it 

was wrong to kill suppliants and prisoners.

Accusations that they invaded Plataea during a religious festival, an act 

which the Plataeans argue was contrary to V0|.t05 and therefore unjust, are 

carefully skirted by the Thebans, who rem ind the Plataeans that initially they were 

invited into the city by some of the leading men of Plataea. These men only 

wanted the Plataeans to end their alliances with outside powers and return to the 

comm on ancestral customs of the Boeotians (eg be x a  x o iv a  tobv jidvxcov 

Boiooxoav jrdxQia H aTaoxf)oai).'°’ The Thebans suggest that if the entire city- 

state o f Thebes was to be blam ed for the alliance m ade with Persia during the 

Persian W ars, when only a few men were ruling, as the Plataeans have argued, 

then it only made sense that the Theban march into Plataea not be considered 

hostile, since the leading men o f Plataea invited them  in.

The Thebans have essentially used the logic or reasoning o f the Plataeans 

to make their argum ent stronger by proving that their own intervention in Plataea 

was not hostile, since they were invited. In the final segment o f the Theban 

speech, a cloaked reference is m ade to the dangers o f oratory, which is a cue to 

the reader that the Thebans them selves have just used rhetoric, and in this case.

'“ M acleod (1977: 237, 245-46); Lateiner (2005: 84-86).
el 6e dv6Qe5 unxbv oL jiqwtol xa l XQf)pxaoL xa l yevei, Poi)>t6|ievoi xfig n£v e§co ^D)j,|xaxla5 

{jH-dg jraiioai, eg 6e xct xoivd xcbv Jidvxcov Bolcotwv Jidxpia xaxaaxf|oai, ejxexa>ieoavxo 
exovxeg, x( d8ixo{)|i£v;
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the logic o f  the Plataeans, to make their position stronger. They advise the 

Spartans to judge them by their actions, not their words, since good deeds do not 

require long speeches. For

good deeds can be shortly stated, but where wrong is done a wealth o f  

language is needed to veil its deformity. H owever, if  leading powers were 

to do what you are doing now , and putting one short question to all alike, 

were to decide accordingly, men would be less tempted to seek fine
10Karguments to cover unjust actions.

d)v dyaScbv |i£v ovxcov p g a x s ta  djtaYYeX,ia d g x e i, d |iaQ xavo|xevcov  

be Xoyoi  ejieo i xoa |i,ii0 8VT85 JtQoxaAi)|i,|xaxa yiY vovxai. aXV  i]v c l  

i]Ye|a6 v e5 , c o o j t s q  v i j v  i)|i£L5 , xe(})aXai6 a a v x e 5 xoijg ^u^jxavxag 

8iaYvo)|ixig jtdliioi'|o0s, r iooov xig eji’ dSixoLg eQYOig X,6Youg xaA.o\)5 

l^iin'ioei (Thuc. 3 .67.6-7).

Thucydides' description at 3 .82.4 o f language may equally apply to v 6 |i0 5 , as 

both the Plataeans and Thebans interpret their own actions as being in accordance 

with vo ujOL.'”® A s  Price points out, 'the reader' who 'may momentarily have hoped  

for a return to linguistic regularity and order finds by the end o f  the speech a 

wider chaos in how key terms are understood and used'."° The Plataeans' appeal, 

which is based more on universal principles than the exact circum stances o f  their 

situation, is unsuccessful. W hile it would seem  that the Thebans have w on, the 

Thebans' own argument was not effective, as the Spartans ultimately disregard 

both speeches in favour o f  their previous standard o f justice. W hile Debnar argues 

that the Thebans' failure is due to rhetorical incom petence, the Plataeans are 

equally unsuccessfu l."’ Thucydides' presentation o f  the trial, which, as M acleod  

notes, invokes pity for the Plataeans,"^ is framed in such a way as to expose not 

only the limits o f v 6 |xoi in protecting the interests o f the weaker, but also the 

limits o f 'autonomy' itself. Thucydides h im self calls the Spartans' actions 

'unfeeling', as the entire Plataean affair was 'adopted to please the Thebans

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996). 
Macleod (1977: 232).

"“ Price (2001: 113).
Debnar (1996: 95-110).

"^M acleod (1977: 245-46).
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(djroxetQa|i|^voi), who were thought to be useful in the war at that moment 

raging' (3.68.4)."^ The trial of the Plataeans is, as Macleod notes, 'a travesty of 

legality'.'

From the Thebans' perspective, the leading men of Plataea represented the 

wishes of the entire citizen body just as, according to the Plataeans, the entire 

citizen body of Thebes was held responsible for the Theban alliance with Persia. 

The Thebans strengthen their argument by an appeal to c()ijaig: 'Who then merit 

the detestation of the Hellenes more justly than you [Plataeans], you who sought 

their ruin under the mask of honor? The former virtues that you allege you now 

show not to be proper to your character; the real bent of your nature has been at 

length damningly proved: when the Athenians took the path of injustice you 

followed them' (3.64.4)."^ If the Athenians' rule is unjust, which it must be if the 

Spartans' campaign is to be considered just, then the Plataeans' decision to side 

with Athens must also be unjust. Their own appeal to (t)ijoLg masks the prevailing 

force of (j){)aig motivating the Spartans' own actions. The fact that (f){)aL5 is only 

mentioned once during the trial of the Plataeans does not necessarily mean that 

Thucydides has not framed the case of Plataea as a conflict between v6|xog and 

4>i)aLg. In fact, the overwhelming absence of 4)i)aLg is a testament to its 

importance for understanding why the Spartans are behaving as they are 

behaving. While they assert that they are defending the 'autonomy' of the Hellenes 

and that they are concerned with what it just, they use justice itself to disguise 

their own actions which have little to do with 'justice' and everything to do with 

their own interests.

Ultimately, the Spartans decide that the justice of their intentions released 

them from the provisions of the treaty made by Pausanias after the Persian War. 

According to the Spartans, they had counted on Plataean neutrality as stipulated 

by the treaty, and they had offered the Plataeans the same conditions of neutrality 

just before the siege, but the Plataeans rejected this offer (3.68). From the 

Spartans' perspective the Plataeans had broken the treaty, which released the

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996); Lateiner (2005; 85).
"'‘ Macleod (1977: 223).

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996); x(veg dv oijv ijpxbv 6Lxai6x£QOV j-rdoi xotg 
liiooivTO, OLTLveg ejtI t(I) exeivcov xaxo) avbgayaQiav  jiQouBeaOe; xal d piv to te  

XQr|OTOl EYEVE00E, cbg (flOTE, OIL) JlQOOl'lXOVXa vi)v £JXE8£(^aTE, a  8e f] qIeI eP01)?iET0 ,
e|Ti)t8YX0r| eg to  dXr|6E5- (iEid yag  A0r|va(a)v dSixov 686v lovxcov £xcoQr|oaTE. A similar 
argument is made by the Spartan ephor Sthenelaidas at 1.86.1 regarding the Athenians. 
Homblower notes that the effectiveness of an opponent's argument can be reduced by noting their 
past behaviour which was deemed good compared to the present (1991: 130,459).
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Spartans from being obligated to its terms. Therefore the Spartans resorted to the 

question which they had asked originally in order to determine whether the 

Plataeans were guilty or innocent: 'have you done anything to help the Spartans 

and their allies in the present war?' (3.52)."® The Plataeans who responded that 

they have not helped Sparta and her allies were put to death and the women were 

made slaves. The city was destroyed. The Spartans ultimately let their own 

interests prevail rather than the v6 |io i of the Greeks, and their claim to be 

defending the 'autonomy' of the Hellenes does not prevent them from violating the 

'autonomy' of city-states whose alliances are not in the interest of Sparta. Low 

notes that the Spartans' standard of 'justice' confirms the Athenians' own 

accusations regarding the Spartans' relationship to their own interests and justice 

in the Melian Dialogue."^

The Lacedaemonians, when their own interest or their domestic laws are 

in question, are the worthiest men alive; of their conduct towards others 

much might be said, but no clearer idea of it could be given than by 

saying, in summary, that of all the men we know they are most 

conspicuous in considering what is agreeable, and what is expedient."*

XaxeSaijiovLOL yag  JtQog oc^ag |iev ai)xo'U5 xal id  emxwQia v6|xi|j,a 

jiA.eLOxa dQexf) XQWvxaL- ngoq be xoijg aKkovc, ixolXa dv xic, e/tov 

eljtelv cog jT^oa(})8QovxaL, ^uveXobv |i«Xiax’ dv SriXcboeisv 6xi 

ejti(j)aveoxaxa cbv io|i£v xd |xev i]bea xaXd vo|XL^ouai, xd be 

^D|i4>£Qovxa Stxaia (5.105.4).

The Spartans' refusal to respect Plataea's autonomy suggests that the platitude to 

be defending the 'autonomy' of the Greeks does not apply to those city-states 

whose interests do not align with Sparta's. Furthermore, as Price has pointed out, 

Thucydides has placed the Plataea episode at the outbreak of the war in order to 

set the 'tone and thematic agenda' of his narrative, that it would be marked by 

brutal acts and massacres."’ There is, however, another reason for the placement

Translation C raw ley , Strassler edition (1 9 9 6 ). 
“ ’ L ow  (2007: 2 3 1 ).

Translation C raw ley , Strassler ed ition  (19 9 6 ). 
Price (2001: 2 89).
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of the Plataean episode. The choice o f the Plataeans, to rem ain an ally o f Athens 

and suffer the vengeance o f the Spartans or to side with Sparta and risk angering 

the Athenians, was undoubtedly a choice faced by many city-states. Thucydides' 

description o f the events in Plataea and the subsequent trial o f  the Plataeans 

exposes the fact that once city-states had set aside the com m on v 6 |1o l  which 

protected the interests of the weaker from  the stronger, the interests of the 

stronger ultim ately rendered the status of'au tonom ous' —a status meant to protect 

city-states not only from the interests o f the stronger, but also guaranteed them the 

right to make appeals based on the com m on v 6 |x o l  of the G reeks—m eaningless, 

as the status o f 'autonom ous' failed to protect the Plataeans. Epigraphic evidence 

suggests that it was a political term used during the Peloponnesian W ars. 

Thucydides' focus on the failure o f v6|X05 to protect the Plataeans would have 

raised questions concerning what it means to be 'autonom ous' in the most basic 

sense o f the term , as v6|xoi failed to protect an autonom ous city-state from the 

standards o f justice that were determ ined by the interests of the stronger.

On one level, Sparta's subjugation of Plataea underm ines the Spartans' 

claim  to be fighting for autonom y. On another, Thucydides reveals the 

impossibility o f being autonom ous when (f)i)aLg guides the behaviour o f men. But 

there is another way in which the Plataeans' autonom y may be interpreted. In its 

m ost basic sense, autonomy means living in accordance with one's own v 6 |x o l . In 

the context o f the debate between vofxog, 4>i)Oig and justice, it could be argued 

that living in accordance with v6|xog means living in a comm unity or partaking in 

a society where v6)xog rather than (jjijoig —that is, the rule o f the stronger—is the 

standard by which justice is established. The failure o f the Spartans to consider 

the Plataeans' claims to have acted in accordance w ith v6|XOg and the Athenians' 

subversion o f 'autonomous' as a tool which served their own interests suggests 

that v6 |iog  itself had been replaced by the interests o f the stronger. For the 

Spartans, this means establishing standards of justice based on their own interests 

rather than the v 6 |lio i  of the Greeks, thereby denying the 'autonomy' of the 

Plataeans. For the Athenians this meant subverting a status that was meant to 

ensure that city-states were given a voice in the assem bly. Although city-states 

which were 'autonom ous' did have a voice, they were not powerful enough to 

protect their interests. Furtherm ore their 'autonomy' provided evidence that their 

own actions were 'just', since their allies had a say in league actions. For the 

Spartans 'm ight' was 'right' as is evidenced from the standard of justice that is
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established at Plataea. For the Athenians, on the other hand, 'might excluded 

right'. The Athenians do not try to prove that their actions are in fact just, but 

instead are only concerned with seeming to be just, and therefore manipulate their 

own actions through language in order to seem just to the allies. As the Athenians 

themselves argue, they are more concerned with 'justice' than others with a power 

matching their own would be. In other words, while the Spartans openly admit 

that their own interests determine what is just and therefore deny the pleas of the 

'autonomous' Plataeans, the Athenians are more concerned with seeming just and 

therefore manipulate 'autonomy' to serve their own interests. Regardless of 

whether the position taken is 'might excludes right' or 'might is right', the status of 

'autonomous' is either ignored or manipulated, and fails to protect the interests of 

the weaker. 'Autonomy', therefore, is only effective in a world which is ordered in 

accordance with v6|xoi and is rendered powerless in preventing the interests of the 

stronger from prevailing.

5.5 The Court of Law and the Failure of Arbitration

The importance of arbitration is never a question in Thucydides' history. 

The Spartans believe that the Athenians were the first to break the treaty, even 

though they had been more at fault for the initial outbreak on account of their 

refusal to submit to arbitration: 'In the former war, they [Spartans] considered that 

the offense had been more on their side, both on account of the attack of the 

Thebans on Plataea in time of peace, and also of their own refusal to listen to the 

Athenian offer of arbitration, in spite of the clause in the former treaty that where 

arbitration should be offered there should be no appeal to arms' (7.18.2).''°

Earlier, in a speech before the outbreak of war, Pericles notes that it was laid out 

in the treaty, presumably the treaty marking the Thirty Years' Peace, that 

differences were to be settled by arbitration, and that, until matters were settled, 

each side was to keep what it had (1.140.2). An arbitration clause had been 

mentioned earlier by Athenian ambassadors who asked that their differences with 

Sparta be settled through arbitration as was outlined by the treaty (1.78.4).'^' An 

arbitration clause was again mentioned by Pericles at 1.141.1.'^^ As Price has 

noted the Athenians have a peculiar way of speaking that alienates their audience

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996). 
‘̂ ‘ d eS te . Croix (1972: 259).

George (2005: 139, more generally 130-140).
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and undermines the abihty of language to successfully circumvent conflict: 'the 

inability to communicate stems from a fundamental disharmony and collapse of 

shared values and world views in Hellas'.’"̂  This 'fundamental disharmony' also 

means that the ways in which the Spartans and Athenians abuse and manipulate 

culturally embedded ideals and concepts also differ. While the Athenians maintain 

the pretense of'autonomy', the Spartans altogether abandon the language of 

'autonomy' once it becomes apparent that a platform of 'freedom' served their 

interests more than 'autonomy' (2.8.4). After the subjugation of Plataea the 

Spartans would be hard pressed to persuade potential allies that they were fighting 

for autonomy. Consequently they adopt the more ambiguous and therefore more 

malleable concept of freedom.

Each time Thucydides speaks about arbitration in detail, the word 

8LxaoTT]5 appears and arbitration ultimately fails. Thucydides is commenting on 

the dangers of employing courtroom rhetorical tactics in conflicts between city- 

states on account of competing interests. In Book One, arbitration fails once the 

Athenians have used logic to rationalise and justify their actions. The language of 

the courts, specifically the language of jurors, appears seldom in Thucydides, but 

where it does occur it suggests that language inadequately defends the interests of 

the weaker. At 1.73.1, the Athenians state that they will not respond directly to 

accusations (ov yag ixaQO. StxaoTaig), since the assembly is not a court of law. 

Originally outlined in the treaty as a means of avoiding conflict, arbitration itself 

is riddled with bias. This first becomes apparent in the case of the Corcyraeans 

who, due to their geographic isolation, are not able to import impartial judges to 

try cases of interstate conflict. At 1.37.3, the Corinthians argue that the neutrality 

of Corcyra was a farce: when Corcyra was accused of injuring another nation, the 

Corcyraeans used their own judges. At 3.46.4, in the debate concerning Mytilene, 

Diodotus states that the Athenians should not injure themselves by acting like 

judges who examine a case, but instead should look out for their own interests. In 

the case of Plataea, the judges are responsible for enslaving a state in the name of 

'freedom' (3.52.2, 3; 3.53.1; 3.68.1). All of the passages cited are examples of 

situations which irrevocably altered the arena of war and suggest the detrimental 

effect of implementing law court practices in international conflicts. The 

Athenians, who frequently used language to serve their own interests, recognised

Price (2001; 195; more generally 190-204).
202



The Discourse o f Political Freedom in Ancient Historiography, Chapter Five

the failure of diplom acy and arbitration at 1.77.1, when they stated that where

force could be used there was no need to resort to law.

Thucydides' treatm ent o f the episode of Plataea through the interpretive 

fram ew ork o f vo|iXD5 and suggests that Thucydides is considering the value

or effectiveness of being able to assert one's 'autonomy' in a world where v 6 |lio i 

have been destabilised by the interests o f the stronger, or, in other words, by 

(j)i)aLg. As the Plataean and M ytilenean episodes reveal, a city-state can only be 

'autonomous' when affairs among men are ordered in accordance with v6 |i0 5  and 

not 4)i)Oig; political term inology itself has been destabilised by the conflict. The 

Plataean plea that the Spartans respect their 'autonomy' may be a retrojection by 

Thucydides meant to test the Spartans' claim  to be fighting for 'autonom y', as 

Ostwald has argued. I suggest that he was not just testing this claim , but showing 

that it was impossible to be engaged in armed conflict while fighting for and 

respecting 'autonomy'. Had the Spartans actually acknowledged the Plataeans' 

plea, they would have respected their wishes to remain allied with Athens. The 

standard o f justice chosen by the Spartans to try the Plataeans reveals the failure 

o f city-states to resort to the v 6 | i o l  which had regulated behaviour among city- 

states previously. W hen the interests of the stronger prevail v 6 | i o l  are either 

ignored or m anipulated, the exact circumstance which was so poignantly 

described in Thucydides' description o f the stasis in Corcyra (3.84.2). W hen the 

Plataeans made appeals to their 'autonomous' condition, they were not speaking of 

their right to live in accordance with their own laws and custom s, but the right of 

all Greeks to be protected by the v 6 |xoi which prevented justice from  serving the 

interests of the stronger.

At the outset, the use o f autonomy in the Plataea passage seems technical, 

but upon closer exam ination the Plataean situation becomes a philosophical 

paradigm  for the struggle between v6 |xog and (j)i)aL5 , a fram ework which 

Thucydides engages in order to understand the principles underlying the root of 

conflict. Instead of seeing 'autonomy' as an anachronism , in light o f its 

philosophical context, the anachronistic use of the word becomes a signpost for 

the reader that Thucydides was using an event to examine what was happening on 

a larger scale in the Greek world. By examining one case in depth, Thucydides is 

able to engage his reader in questions and moral dilem m as, which the reader's 

own interests prevented him from  seeing as a force in present reality.
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Conclusions

As Hornblower notes, the Plataean and Mytilenean episodes are 

'juxtaposed in a way which makes some comparison by the reflective reader or 

listener in e v ita b le '.W h ile  Hornblower notes the significance of these episodes 

in terms of exploring the limits of freedom, I suggest that these episodes also 

explore the limits of autonomy, and that the relationship of the word 'autonomy' to 

v6|iOS allowed Thucydides to consider the value of such a status relative to the 

power wielded by states in accordance with 4>iJOig.

The Mytileneans view their 'autonomy' as a form of control. They assert 

that the Athenians have only let them be 'autonomous', which for them means 

having an equal vote in the assembly of the allies, because they are a valuable 

ally, but that the unequal power renders their 'autonomy' meaningless. For the 

Mytileneans, being autonomous means having one's interests represented in the 

league. The status of 'autonomous' granted allies by the Athenians, therefore, is 

nothing more than a means of control for the Athenians. Even though the 

Mytileneans have a vote equal to that of the Athenians, the unequal vote of the 

other allies means that they are unable to secure a majority vote. The Plataeans, 

on the other hand, view 'autonomy' as a positive status, and they ask that the 

Spartans respect their 'autonomy' and their neutrality by not forcing them to side 

with the Spartans, thereby breaking their alliance with Athens to defend the 

'freedom' of the Greeks, an alliance created after the Persian retreat.

The question now becomes, what role, if any, does 'autonomy' play in the 

conflict between 'human nature' which produces circumstances resulting in the 

disregard for and subversion of justice? Thucydides' narrative framing of his 

history through the conflict between vofxcg and (^"uaig means that even though 

'justice' and 'laws' or 'conventions' played a role in an historical reality, he is 

engaging with this antithesis in a theoretical way in order to understand the 

principles underlying the conflict, namely the role played by men, and, more 

specifically, human nature, in conflicts between city-states. Does justice exist by 

nature? Is there a fixed notion of 'justice'? The contradictions in the Mytileneans' 

claims to be acting justly, combined with the Athenians own measure of what is 

'just' suggest that 'justice' itself was not fixed, but could rather be manipulated to 

serve the interests of the stronger—the Athenians as the head of the Delian

Hornblower (1991: 462).
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League, and the Mytileneans during a brief moment when the Athenians had been 

weakened by the plague. Thucydides' description of the alliance at 1.97.1 and the 

Mytileneans' description of their voting rights suggest that 'autonomous' allies 

held equal representation in the assembly. This meant that policy was established 

in accordance with what was deemed right by the members, and was, therefore, 

just. Once the voting rights of the allies had been restricted or eliminated, the 

Mytileneans' felt that their vote, which was equal to that of Athens, and which, 

therefore, made them 'autonomous', was simply a means of disguising policy 

which was, in fact, executed by force as 'just'. 'Autonomy', the right of city-states 

to live in accordance with what was deemed 'right'—their right to establish the 

parameters of what is 'just'—disguised the fact that such policy was possible not 

because it was deemed 'just' by the allies, but because Athens, being more 

powerful, dominated the weak. Once again, the Athenians' power meant that they 

did not need to consider what was 'just', but they at least pretended to do so by 

making the Mytileneans autonomous.

The Plataean episode reveals that the Spartans' claim to be concerned with 

what was just is true, but only to the extent that it served Spartan interests. By 

describing the Plataeans as autonomous, Thucydides is able to expose the limits of 

autonomy, and the irony inherent in the claims of the Spartans to be fighting for 

autonomy while, at the same time, denying autonomous city-states the right to due 

process. The incidents concerning Mytilene and Plataea serve as a warning to the 

reader that 'autonomy', much like 'freedom', has been destabilised. Before the 

outbreak of war the Athenians state that they would be willing to let their allies be 

'autonomous' if the Spartans also agree to do the same. The ultimatum, according 

to Thucydides, that led to the outbreak of war concerned the 'autonomy' of the 

allies. While the language of 'autonomy' may reflect an historical reality, 

Thucydides is engaging the concept of 'autonomy' on another level by considering 

the effectiveness of 'autonomy' in a world where power or might rather than 

VÔ OL motivate and check the actions of men. 'Autonomy', like the other 

culturally embedded concepts described as being destabilised by Thucydides in 

the stasis of Corcyra, has also been destabilised. The concept's close relationship 

to v6|X05 made it a relevant topic of discussion in the debate between v6|X05 and 

4)1)015. Thucydides' interest in 'human nature' and 'nature', as well as the 

relationship between these concepts in determining what is just, or if justice is 

even relevant, means that 'autonomy', or rather a state's plea to be dealt with in
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terms of 'justice' is intrinsically linked to the vojxog-cli'uaig antithesis. Thus when 

Thucydides is speaking of 'autonomy' he is often engaging in an enquiry into the 

fundamental antithesis of v6|oog and (f){)ai5 that underlies conflicts between men.

The question to which he draws attention is this: is there a place for v6|i,0L, 

or standards of 'justice' in accordance with v6|xoi, in a world ordered in 

accordance with nature instead of the laws and conventions of society? For 

Thucydides' Athenians 'justice' has no place in such a world, while for his 

Spartans, the stronger determines what it 'just' and therefore 'justice' serves their 

interests. In such a world, language itself and words, the values of which are 

culturally embedded, are destabilised once a society no longer is structured in 

accordance with v6|xoi. Consequently words can be used to describe 

circumstances which meet the needs of the speaker and reflect the speaker's own 

manipulation of 'justice', a phenomenon which explains the language of 'freedom' 

being used to justify enslavement or even killing. Thucydides is, therefore, 

exposing how language, and specifically the language of 'freedom', has been 

destablised by the war, and he is questioning the value of being 'autonomous' in a 

world ordered by nature instead of v6 |ioi. Not only does Thucydides provide an 

account of 'what happened', but he is also exposes the principles of human nature 

that underlie the conflict, and he does this by framing his account as a conflict 

between v6|iog and (ĵ TJOig.
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Chapter 6: Sophocles' Antigone

The previous chapter demonstrated that Thucydides appropriated the 

concept of autonomy for reasons that were not purely political, but rather 

philosophical. The compound nature of the word itself, formed from aijxc- and 

v6|xog, led Thucydides to consider the value of autonomy in light of the forces of 

'nature'. While 'autonomy' may have been a political term, in the Mytilenean and 

Plataean episodes Thucydides considers the limited value of autonomy relative to 

justice, which is either altogether disregarded or manipulated to serve the interests 

of the stronger. Although the primary concern of this thesis is the discourse of 

'freedom' in historiography, this chapter will focus on Sophocles' singular use of 

'autonomous' to describe Antigone.

Because Sophocles uses the adjective 'autonomous' to describe Antigone, 

the consensus has been that the concept of 'autonomy' was being used 

philosophically by Sophocles to describe Antigone as living in accordance with 

her own voiiog.' The prevalence of the v6|iDg-(j)i)aLg antithesis in the play 

suggests that this was a prominent theme in the play, and it is through the lens of 

this dynamic that the singular use of 'autonomous' in the text should be 

interpreted. Had Sophocles used the concept of autonomy with any degree of 

frequency it might be argued that the concept was sufficiently well-established to 

stand on its own. But since its appearance in the Antigone is the earliest evidence 

for the term, it must be assumed that it was heard and interpreted within the 

context of the debate between 'convention' (v6)iog) and 'nature' ((})i)Oi5), which 

figured prominently in the narration of the Antigone} As I have argued in the last 

chapter, Thucydides' conceptualisation of 'autonomy' is not just political, but is 

also philosophical. Since Sophocles uses 'autonomous' in a philosophical context, 

I shall evaluate the relationship between Thucydides' and Sophocles' treatment of 

this concept, which has hitherto been regarded as negligible.

The concept of v6|XOg was a common topos in ancient tragedy. Among the 

works of the ancient tragedians the representation of v6|iog differs greatly. In 

Aeschylus' Supplices 'justice', or 8lxti, is described as sitting beside the ancient

' For bibliography see below.
 ̂Given how rare the term 'autonomous' is in Herodotus' Histories,  it may seem logical that the two 

instances in which the word appear should be interpreted within the framework o f the V0(i05- 
(})ijoi5 debate. But unlike the singular occurrence in the Antigone,  where the word is attributed to 
an individual in a philosophical sense, it is used by Herodotus to describe politically organised 
groups o f people. Herodotus' use o f the term is explicitly political, while Sophocles' is only  
implicitly so.
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v6|iOi of Zeus (OC 1382), while in the Oedipus the father of lofty v6|o,oi, from 

which purity in word and deed emanates, was Olympus (863-71). In contrast to 

vo|iOL established by the gods is the depiction of v 6 |xol set by men, which were 

characteristic of tyranny in Euripides' Suppliants (431-32).^ In Sophocles' 

Antigone, the antithesis central to the conflict between Creon and Antigone 

concerns 'human' and 'divine' v 6 |1 0 l. Echoes of the debate between Creon and 

Antigone can be found in the ideas of the Presocratics and those regarded as 

sophists. In the late sixth century, Heraclitus of Ephesus, in an attempt to find an 

immutable standard on which to base human v 6 |j.ol, argued that the majority of 

men live as though they each had their own understanding. Heraclitus believed 

that all human vopxDi stem from one divine v6|xog, which would serve as a 

standard for determining which vojxoi among men should be credited and which 

should be rejected

Speaking with understanding they must hold fast to what is shared, as a 

city holds to its law, and even more firmly. For all human laws are 

nourished by a divine one. It prevails as it will and suffices for all and is 

more than enough.^

vocoL A .8Y ovxa5  la x u Q iC ^ a B a L  xq t]

Td)L jtavxcov, 5Hcoojr8Q v6 |i,(oi jToXig, xai jioXij

loXiJQOteQoag. xQe(|)Ovxai yag  jxdvxeg oL dv0Qa)jt£Loi 

v 6 | i o l  1)3x6 £v6g xoi) Beiou- xgaxet yag  xoootixov 

oxoaov 608^81 xai e^aQxet jtaoi xal jteQiyivexai.^

Kahn notes that Heraclitus' statement that all v6|i,oi are nourished by 'one divine' 

("UJto 8vog xoi) BeLOu) could be translated either as 'by one divine v6|xog', or as 

'by one divine cosmic principle'. The ambiguity, he suggests, is deliberate, as 

Heraclitus hints at but does not commit to the idea of a 'divine law'. Instead what 

is common is the divine.’ According to Heraclitus, all physical phenomena stem

 ̂Ostwald (1969; 29).
“ DK 114;G ranger (2004: 5-6); Kerferd (1981: 112-113). 
 ̂Translation Kahn (1979: 43).

* See pages 87-88.
’ Kahn (1979: 117-18).
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from this one supreme voixog.* A city, and even a tyrant, should be governed by

one law code drawn from what was common to all; no one should be above the

law.®

Hippias presents a different position that parallels the discussion of v6|i05 

in the Antigone. In the Protagoras (337c6-d2), Hippias states.

Gentlemen, I regard all of you here present as kinsmen, intimates, and 

fellow citizens by nature, but convention, which tyrannizes the human 

race, often constrains us contrary to nature'.

dvSQEg, e(|)Ti, oL jtaQovteg, aijyyeveLg xe x a l

olxeioug x a l  jro^iixag a j t a v t a g  E ivai 4>ija8i, ov  v 6 |X(p- x6 ya g  0 |xo lov  

x(p 6 |0£)L(p 4*1)081 ovyyeveg  eoxiv, 6  be vojiog, xiJQavvog tov xd)v 

dvBQWJTXov, iioXXa mxQO. xi'iv (})'Oaiv Pict^exai.

Although these two ideas, one from Heraclitus and the other from Hippias, seem 

at odds with one another, they may be reconciled. Heraclitus argued that nature, 

or (j)ijai5, was itself a product of one divine voixog; by living in accordance with 

the vojioi which stem from this one vojJLog, men are in fact living in accordance 

with nature. The v 6|o ,o l which Hippias objected to are those which were not in 

accord with 'nature' and which were not common to all, but which divided men.

The subtle distinctions between Heraclitus' and Hippias' ideas on v6|ooi 

are echoed in the Antigone and prove to be one of the most contentious antitheses 

in the play. Antigone, appealing to divine v 6|i o l , believes that her actions are 

'right' and that she is acting justly. In the opening lines of the play, the 

audience/reader learns that Creon has allowed the burial of one of Antigone's

* T he idea that everything stem s from  one d iv ine vo^io^ m ay sound sim ilar to H erodotus' 
statem ent that Pindar w as correct w hen  he said that v6 |xog  is k ing. H o w ever , H erodotus' has 
referenced a quote from  Pindar in w h ich  he argues that 'N om os, k ing o f  a ll, m ortals and im m ortals, 
brings on w ith sovereign  hand w hat is m ost v io len t and m akes it just' (SM  fr. 1 6 9 .1 -4 ). W hile for 
H eraclitus, 'War is the father and king o f  all', for H erodotus and Pindar vop-og is . S in ce  V0 |i0 5  is 
derived from  one d iv ine source, 'war' instead o f  vo^iog m akes som e m en slaves and others free. 
Herodotus' and Pindar's substitution o f  v o n 0 5  su ggests that VOHX35 , like war, b e lon gs to the world  
o f  men instead o f  go d s, and therefore is derived from  a d iv ine  source, but instead determ ines what 
is 'just' and 'unjust' and, in this sen se, has a hand in ju stify in g  a society 's dec is ion  to m akes som e  
m en slaves and others free. For a m ore com p lete  d iscussion  o f  these passages see  Chapter T hree, 
section 2.
’ N addaf (2005: 133). In the Laws  (4 .7 1 5 d ) Plato notes that even  a tyrant m ust be a slave to the 
law s.

Translation Lom bardo and B e ll (1 9 9 7 ).
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brothers, Eteocles, in accordance with v 6 |jxd5 , but has forbidden the burial of the 

other brother, Polyneices, who had betrayed the city of Thebes. Anyone who 

disobeys Creon's decree will be stoned in the streets on Thebes (21-38)."

Antigone states that Creon buried E teocles, 'thinking it right to make right use of 

custom  (ouv / x Q i l o O a i  d i x a L W V  xwt v 6 | x c o l ) . ’  ̂ W hile Antigone agrees that 

the burial o f Eteocles is 'right' or 'just' and in accordance with v6 |xog, her 

com pliance with Creon on this m atter has nothing to do with Eteocles' staunch 

defence o f Thebes. Antigone makes this clear at lines 450-455, when she states 

that 81x 11, who dwells with the gods below , did not issue the edict prohibiting the 

burial o f Polyneices, nor does a mortal's proclam ation have the power to override 

the unwritten v6 |iL|ia o f the gods. For Antigone, what is 'right' is determ ined by 

the vofxoi o f the gods. Although Creon m ay believe that he is acting in accordance 

with the will o f the gods, who would not perm it that one who disgraced their 

tem ples and offerings be honoured, Antigone rejects Creon's conviction that the 

brothers are due different burials. 'Indeed I am not disposed by my nature to join 

in hating, but to love mutually' (523).'^ N ature, or (jjajoig, requires that Antigone 

love her brothers as they have loved her.'"* For Antigone, the bonds o f birth and 

nature supersede the interests of the state and the v 6 |lio i which protect those 

interests at the cost of the com m unity.

At lines 450-55, Antigone makes clear what she perceives to be the role of 

vo^iog in her current dilemm a. Antigone states that it was not Zeus who 

proclaim ed the decree forbidding the burial of her brother, nor has 8 lxii, who 

dwells with those below, laid down such laws among men. Nor does she think

“ A t lines 58-60 Ism ene, A ntigone's sister, considers the consequences o f burying Polyneices: 
'N ow  consider, w hen we are the only tw o rem ain ing , how  m uch w orse our death w ill be, if  we 
transgress the decree o r pow er o f  the tyrants con trary  to vofiog ' (vf)v 6 ’ av |i6 v a  6 f| vcb 
Xe)^8 L|a,^£va o x o j t e l  / ootp  xc tx iax ’ 6>:oi)|J£0’ , el v 6 p,oiJ |3 ta / i|)f|(()ov TDQdvvwv i] x g d tr i  
JcaQ e|i|j£v). T he V0 (i0 5  w hich Ism ene is concerned  w ith in this passage is the 'custom ' or 
'convention ' that one m ust obey the decree o f  an absolute ru ler. Ism ene is no t equating  C reon 's 
decree, w hich she calls a w ith v 6 jj,og. In fact, by using v6 |jxd5 in an entirely  different
sense, she seem s to be 'going ou t o f her way' not to call it a vo jio^ . The decree to proh ib it burial 
w as not voted on by an assem bly, but w as issued instead by an absolute ruler. The 'convention ' 
w hich Ism ene, the daughter o f the form er king O edipus, is w orried about v iolating is no t the 
decree itself, bu t the 'norm ' w hich regulates T heban  life: follow ing the orders o f  the ruler.

Several em endations have been m ade in this passage. I have follow ed the text o f  G riffith  (1999) 
fo r this passage.

T ranslation  m ine; otjtoi ouvexQ eiv, aXXa e4>DV. G riffith (1999: 211) notes that
A ntigone 'coins special term s to describe her ow n and its inextricable involvem ent in
"fam ily"': ouvexBco and oupx})L)Leo) are found now here else in classical G reek.

Jebb (1900: line 523) sum m arises A ntigone's sentim ent: 'Even if m y brothers hate each o ther 
still, m y nature prom pts m e, not to jo in  E teocles in hating  Polyneices, but to love each brother as 
he loves m e'.
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that a decree from a man has the power to transgress the unwritten and immovable

laws of the gods, v6|xi|ia 0£d)v. According to Martin Cropp, 'competing attitudes

to v6|K)s and its relationship to human authority lie at the heart of the play's

dialectic'.'^

Creon's behaviour, on the other hand, is driven by the belief that his 

actions are in line with what he believes to be 'right' or 'just' for the city. Creon's 

standard for what is 'right' is determined by the v 6 |x o l ,  or principles, which guide 

his rule. At lines 175-210 Creon describes these principles. He states that 'it is 

impossible to know thoroughly the soul ('i|)i)xr|v), thought ((()Q6vr]|ia), and 

intellect (Yvd)p'|v) of every man until he has been proven in both his rule and the 

principles of administering' (175-177).'^ The man who rules but does not say what 

he thinks on account of fear is worthless, and he scorns the man who places a 

friend above the city. He would never consider as a friend one who threatened his 

city, which protects everyone. This last v6|xog is at odds with Antigone's own 

position, when she states that she loves her brothers because they love her (523), 

the implication being that it matters little whether their actions benefited their 

native land. These are the principles by which Creon states he 'increases the 

power of the city'; x o i o l o 5 ’  eyob vofioiOL xf)v8’ aij^co Jtokv (191).'^ These ruling 

guidelines explain why Creon does not let familial relations interfere with his 

resolution to punish by death anyone who does not obey his orders (486-490). 

Creon's decision not to allow the burial of Polyneices, despite his familial relation.

■'C ropp (1997: 150).
T ranslation m ine; d )iiqxavov  8 e JcavTOc; a v b g o g  ey.(i,a9eiv ijwxf)v le  x a l  cl)0 6 v r ||ja  xa 'i 

yvwu-Tiv, jt^ lv  a v  /  v 6 |i,oioiv e v tq i |3ti5 ())avTi. Jebb notes that o-Qxalc, t£  x a l
v6|JX)i,oiv should be translated as 'duties o f adm inistration and law -giving '. A t line 191 C reon 
describes the princip les w hich guide his rule as vofiOL. S ince the intervening lines concern the 
princip les w hich shape C reon 's adm inistration , it w ould m ake m ore sense to translate dg/O L? 
x a l  VOUOIOLV as 'his rule and the principles o f adm inistering '. Furtherm ore, now here in the 
A ntigone  does C reon speak o f his ow n decrees as v 6 (ioi, o r o f  h im self as a 'law -giver'. U ltim ately 
Creon's Yvtap,r| fails h im , since he fails to heed H aem on's advice, w hich he says will be useful if 
he has any yvcbixii (719). T his advice is that it is good to learn things from  those w ho have good 
counsel. H aem on advises C reon to set A ntigone free, since the decisions he m akes as ruler o f 
T hebes ought to be m ade for the Jt6 X.ig rather than him self. C reon fails to follow  this advice, and 
suffers as a result.

T ranslation m ine. A t lines 211-214 the Chorus states that 'these things are pleasing to you, son 
o f  M enoeceus, to act this way to the one that is hostile and the one that is kind to the city . You 
have the pow er to use every vofiog concerning the dead and as m any concerning those alive'. The 
C horus does not state that C reon has created the v 6 jj,05  that those who love the city should be 
honoured, and those w ho are enem ies o f  the state punished. The C horus has sim ply stated that it is 
C reon 's 'right' to enjoy such vofio i. These v o j i o l  are not the decrees them selves, but the principles 
w hich guide C reon 's rule and w hich inform ed his decision to prohibit the burial o f an enem y and 
punish anyone w ho has d isobeyed this edict.
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is based on the v6 |io i which have allowed him to increase the power of the state,

which has endowed him with power.

When Antigone finally emerges as the 'doer of the deed', she engages in a 

dialogue with Creon, which reveals how their respective interpretations of v 6 |x o l 

have led them to believe that their actions are just. At line 447 Creon asks 

Antigone if she knew of the proclamations made prohibiting the burial. She states 

that she knew, which prompts the following response from Creon, who equates 

his own proclamations with v 6 |x o l for the first time in the text: 'And yet you dared 

to transgress these v6|i,oi?'‘® In response to this statement Antigone states that it 

was not Zeus who made this proclamation, nor was it Sixr), who lives with the 

gods below, who established these v 6 )xo l among men, nor does she think that 

Creon's proclamations, being mortal, have the power to override the unwritten and 

steadfast vo[XL|xa of the gods (450-455).'^ Antigone has rejected Creon's equation 

that his proclamations are v6|i,oi. To Antigone, Creon's decrees are simply edicts 

issued by a man. They cannot override the v o ^ io l set by the gods or 8l x t | who 

dwells with the gods.

Creon's interest is not in protecting the v6|iOi of the community, which 

would have required the burial of one of its own, but the v6 |io i which safeguard 

the power of the city-state and his own rule. Although Creon is convinced that his 

decision was in the interest of the Thebes, the community, in whose interest Creon 

was supposed to be acting, becomes critical of Creon. In the stichomythia 

between Creon and Haemon at lines 726-65, the audience and reader learn that 

Creon is losing support for his edict prohibiting the burial of Polyneices. In 

Creon's diatribe on the evils of insubordination he states that it is necessary to 

obey the one whom the city sets up in power with respect to small things, as well 

as justice and its opposite (666-667). He would never praise one who transgresses 

the laws or does violence to them, or who would dictate to the one ruling.^” In 

response to Creon's vitriolic attack on Antigone, Haemon deferentially asks that 

his father consider the public's opinion of the measures he has taken. The city, he 

states, weeps for the girl, saying that no one was less worthy of this treatment, and

Translation mine; x a l 8f]x’ Ex6X|xa5 xoi)o8’ 'UJieQpaCveiv vonoijg;
oi) ydQ TL |JX3i Zev(^ i^v 6 XT|Qi)|a5 td S e, /  o i)8 ’ f) ^{ivoixog xcbv xdtco 6ed)v A[xt| / to lo i)o 8 ’ 

8v dv0 Qa)jtoL0 Lv coQLoev VOHX3U5 , / ou8e oBeveiv xoooiiTov o)6(ir|v xd ad  / xr|QijY|xa6’ w ax’ 
dYOCtJcxa xdo(})aXfi 0ed)v / v6^u)ia SuvaoB ai 6vr|xd y '  6 v 0 ’ ■ujt£08Qa|j£iv.
“  This might be compared to Socrates' counterargument to Thrasymachus' claims that justice is in 
the interest o f the stronger at 338c. This point may be compared to note 11.
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that she perishes miserably for her glorious actions, not allowing her own 

brother's body to be torn by dogs and birds (663-668). He frames his argument 

through the language of intelligence or intellect (yvcbixii), thought or sense 

((()Q6vTi|xa), and the soul (ajjuxi]), the very same attributes which Creon argues 

cannot truly be known in a man until he has been tested in his rule and his v6|ioi. 

Haemon finishes his speech with two pieces of advice;

'For whoever thinks that he alone is wise, or that he has eloquence or the 

soul which no other has, these men, having been revealed as such, are seen 

as empty...for if I, young as I am, have some intelligence, I say that it is 

best by far if a man is altogether full of knowledge; but that, since things 

are not accustomed to go that way, it is also good to learn from those who 

give good counsel (707-709, 719-723).^'

ooTig ycLQ aiJTog i] (jjQovelv ixovog 6 o x 8l , 

ri yXoaooav, q-ux aXkot;, ^  \|JtJXTlv exetv, 

cuToi SiajTtuxOevteg co(|)0T'|aav xevoi (707-709).

YV(jb|i,T] yag el'tig xdjt’ e|ioi) vecoxeQot)

:riQ6oeaTi, eywye :itQeoPe\3eiv jtoK\3 

(j)'uvaL xov avbga Jidvt’ ematfiixi'ig jtXecov- 

el 6 ’ ot)v, ({)iXeI yag x o i j t o  |xi'i xaTJX|] Qejieiv, 

xalxobv X,8Y6vxa)v ei) xaXov x6 |iav0av8iv (719-723).

Haemon's criticism of Creon is grounded in his conviction that the one who 

believes that he alone possesses wisdom or has a soul that no other has is empty. 

Haemon, on the other hand, believes himself possessed of good judgement. These 

qualities —wisdom, soul, and judgement—are the very same qualities which 

Creon argues cannot be truly known in a man 'until he has been proven in both his 

rule and the principles of administering' (175-177).”  In the lines that follow (719- 

723), it becomes clear that Creon's v6|ioi have been tested, and that Haemon 

rather than Creon possesses good judgement. Creon's intellect (Yvd)|xi'|), thought 

or sense ((j)QOvi]|uxx), and soul (iliDXii) have led him to the false convictions 

regarding his role as ruler and whose interests he protects as ruler. In response to

Translation m ine. 
Translation m ine.
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Creon's question '[m]ust I rule this land for another and not for myself?'"^ Haemon 

states '[y]es, there is no city that belongs to a single man' (736-37).^'* Creon then 

asks '[i]s it not thought that the city belongs to its r u l e r ? ' t o  which Haemon 

retorts that Creon would be an excellent ruler o f a deserted city (738-39). After 

accusing Haemon of acting contrary to what is right (743), Creon states that he is 

only saying such things out of respect for the gods. The interaction between Creon 

and Haemon indicates that Creon's edicts had fallen out of line with the v6|iOi of 

the community, which believes that Antigone has acted gloriously in burying her 

brother, and that she is not worthy o f punishment. Creon's defence o f his actions 

suggests that the decisions he made were not in the interest of the community, but 

in the interest of the political institution.

Creon's adamance that his convictions are 'right' lies in an underlying 

commitment to the city, and his belief that the gods determine whether an action 

is 'right/just' and 'wrong/unjust' by its relationship to the 'good' or 'interest' of the 

state: actions which harm the state are 'wrong'; actions which benefit the state are 

'good'. At line 208, Creon states that 'the bad will never surpass the just in honour' 

(xLiifi JiQoe^oua’ oL x a x o l tcbv evSmcov).^® According to Creon, he has denied 

Polyneices a burial because he intended to bum the ground and gods of his native 

land, consume kindred blood, and to enslave them (199-202). The 'just ones' 

which Creon refers to, the ones who deserve a proper burial, are those who died 

fighting for the city (194-95). The just are those who defend Thebes, the unjust 

those who commit acts against it; the just should be honoured, but the unjust 

should not. At lines 284-287 Creon equates his edict with the will o f the gods, 

thereby attributing his own belief that what is 'just' is determined by one's 

relationship with the native land: the gods would not honour with burial one who 

had come to destroy their temples and treasures, devastate the land and overturn 

their v6|xoi.^’ Once Creon learns that someone has buried Polyneices, the Chorus 

suggests that perhaps the gods are responsible for the burial. Creon is outraged at

Translation mine.
Translation mine.
Translation mine.
Translation mine.
jiOTEQOv i)jieQTi|xd)vte5 cbg / exQ um ov a u x o v , ooTig dn,<j)Lxtova5 v a o iig

TOJQMOCOV fi?t9e xdvaGi'iixaxa / x a i  yfiv exeivcov x a l  vo|j£)ug 8iaoxE8d)v; The phrase which is 
used to describe the overturning o f  v 6 |K ) l is vojioug  StaoxeScbv. Jebb notes that the verb 
8 ta o x e 8 - is used only tw ice by Sophocles in the extant works. Each time it refers to the 
dissolution o f  a treaty {Oed.  Col  620) or the power o f a king {Oed.  Col.  1341). Creon feared that 
the vojio t, or the mutually agreed upon norms or general apathy, which facilitated his continued  
rule, would be questioned and possibly reversed with the invasion o f  Polyneices.
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the Chorus' anxiety over the matter. The gods would not, in his judgment, bury 

someone who sought to destroy the political and cultural institutions of the state. 

Creon notes that people have been murmuring and shaking their heads that they 

hold their necks under the yoke unjustly in order to acquiesce (289-92). Creon 

believes that what he is doing is just because he believes that the standard of  

justice administered by the gods is the same as his own. The metaphor of the yoke 

at 289-92 suggests that a state which places its own preservation above the 

protection o f the community's v6)X Oi is enslaved.

Creon and Antigone differ with respect to their views on vo|uxDg, and 

consequently with respect to what is just as well. Antigone argues that she cannot 

be expected to hate Polyneices, whom she is disposed by nature to love (523). It is 

nature which requires her to perform the rites due to a loved one, the same rites, 

or v6|0X)i, required by the gods. Unlike Creon, who believes that the gods require 

that one who has committed acts against them be dishonored, Antigone does not 

let her brothers' actions towards Thebes alter her love for them. The gods, even 

the god of death, require these v 6 |i o l , namely that Antigone bury Polyneices, even 

though he died trying to destroy the land (519). Antigone, like Heraclitus, 

believed that the v 6 |0£)L of the gods are common to all. Antigone's love for her 

brother and the YOjiOL which she invokes in defence o f the burial exist in 

accordance with (}){)aL5. The idea that men are alike by nature but divided by 

vofxoL, an idea expressed by Hippias (Plat. Protag. 337c6-d2), can be drawn from 

the struggle between Antigone and Creon: the vofxot which shape Creon's rule 

divide Polyneices and Eteocles. But for Antigone, the honours accorded the two 

brothers should be the same, since they are both loved by her by 'nature'. 'Nature' 

and the v 6 |io i, which exist in accordance with (j)ijaLS, unite the brothers, but the 

vo^ioi o f Creon, which are determined by the interests of the 'state' rather than 

'nature', divide them. With respect to v 6 |1 0 l ,  Antigone stands on the side of 

nature: 'she defends those relations and aspects o f life that man possesses by the 

given conditions o f his birth against those which he creates by strength and 

force'.'*

Antigone's struggle was commented upon by Aristotle in the Rhetoric 

(1373b). According to Aristotle there were two types o f laws, one particular and 

the other common. Particular v 6 |io i fell into two categories: written and

Segal (1999: 155).
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unwritten. Common laws ( x o l v o i  v6 |iOi) were those which existed in accordance 

with nature. Aristotle notes that all men have a common idea of what was just and 

what was unjust even if there was neither sharing nor agreement between them.^® 

Thucydides also referenced 'common laws' in his summary of the stasis of 

Corcyra. At 3.84.2: '[i]ndeed men too often take upon themselves in the 

prosecution of their revenge to set the example of doing away with those general 

laws to which all alike can look for salvation in adversity, instead of allowing 

them to subsist against the day of danger when their aid may be required'.^” Both 

Thucydides and Aristotle agree that men have a common idea of what is just, even 

if men dispute the justness of actions. For Thucydides, conflicts concerning what 

is 'just' emerge when the interests of the 'state' are given priority, a situation which 

arises when men act in accordance with a v6 |xo5 that 'by a necessary law of their 

[men's] nature, they rule wherever they can' (5.105.2).^' In such situations, men 

either subvert the standards of justice, as Thucydides' Spartans do, in order to 

claim that their actions are 'just', even though their actions are contrary to the 

common v6 |xoi of the Greeks. Or they deny the relevance of justice altogether, as 

Thucydides' Athenians do, even though, at the same time, by making the 

Mytileneans 'autonomous' they feign a concern for justice. Creon, in seeking 

vengeance for Polyneices' betrayal of the city, has repealed the xotvoL v 6[XOl of 

the Greeks by forbidding his burial. As predicted by Thucydides, the one who has 

sought revenge and repealed these v6 |xoi has recourse to them once he realises the 

error of his ways. But Creon is too late, and his desire for revenge has left him 

bereft of a family. It is the 'common laws' (xoivol v6 |JOi), according to Aristotle, 

which Antigone uses to support her argument that it is just to bury Polyneices, as, 

in Aristotle's own words, it is just to do so by nature. Kerferd rightly points out 

that Antigone does not speak of nature as a criterion for justice, but rather speaks

be vonov xov p iv  l8 lov , to v  6e xoivov, I;8 lov ^£v to v  ExdotoLg d)Qia|i£vov JiQog 
auToijg, x a l lotixov to v  p iv  dYQa(t)ov, to v  be YeYQa(j,n£vov, x o lv o v  be  to v  x o t o  4)i)aLv. eoiL 
yctQ Ti 6  )iavTe{)ovTai Jidvxeg, (|)'uaeL xoivov 8 (xaiov x a l a 8 ixov, x a v  |j,i]8 £|i£a xoivcovta 
Jt^og dX,XfiXou5 fi |xi]8 e OL'vOfixii, oLov x a l f] 2 0 (f)0 x)te0 U5 A vxlyovi] cj)a(;vETai ?i8Youoa, o t l  
SCxaiov dji£LQr||i£vou Odajiai to v  no^iDveCx?], toe (j)'uoei 6 v to i j to  8 ixa iov .

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996); d |L o i ) o (  t e  t o i ) ^  x o lv o "U 5 j i e q I  t w v  t o l o i i t c o v  o l  
dv0Q co jT o i v o jjx ju g , d<})’ d)v  djiaoLV iiJTOxeiTai o(t)a>i£loi xdv at'Toijg 8 L a o ( p ^ e o 0 a i ,  e v  

aXX(a\ TL|io)QtaLS JiQOxaTaXiieiv x a l ^fi i)jro>ie[jTeo9aL, ei todte d p a  115 xivSuvEiJoag tlvo^  
8eT)aExaL auTwv.

Translation Crawley, Strassler edition (1996); TiYOX)(i£0a y a q  t o  t e  G eIo v  8 6 | r |  t o  

d v 0 Q d )J iE i6 v  TE a a c t)d )5 8 i d  j i a v x o g  i j j to  (J)1) o e c j5 d v a Y x a t a ^ ,  o i)  d v  XQOTfi, d g x e iv .  For a more 
complete discussion of this passage see Chapter Five.
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of v o |X L |ia , especially those which are unwritten.^^ For Antigone the v 0 |i0 L  which 

are comm on to all and are derived from  (j)i)aig are the familial bonds which 

require that she honour all members alike.

The relationship between v 6 |X0 5  and (J)'uoi5 is not always so implicit. An 

'objective' perspective, but 'objective' only in the sense that the perspective is 

neither Antigone's nor Creon's, is given by the Chorus in the Second Song, often 

referred to as the 'Ode to Man'. In these lines (332-383) the Chorus delves into an 

excursus on the relationship between v 6 |iog and (j)'uaL5 . Some have suggested that 

the divergence of ideas expressed in this passage indicates that Sophocles is 

giving the reader his own insights rather than those o f the elderly men of Thebes 

who comprise the Chorus. For Griffith this ode invites the audience to explore 

themes elicited by the play; it matters little whether these ideas are Sophocles' 

own, or whether they were intended for the Chorus.”  The greater them e in this 

passage is the role of vo^iog and (J)ijaL5 in the emergence o f 'man' as a social 

being. In the first strophe and antistrophe the Chorus describes how man has 

conquered nature and gained control over animals: he can sail the sea, he works 

the oxen to plough the fields, he can trap birds and snare wild anim als, and he can 

catch fish with nets. He subdues horses with the yoke and bulls too.

In the second strophe and antistrophe the theme of the Chorus switches 

from scenes of nature to scenes of dom esticity. W hereas previously man's task 

was to tame nature, now man must tame him self in order to be 'civilised'. M an has 

learned speech, thought and the tem per o f mind to dwell in cities so that he not be 

subject to the forces of nature, such as frost, rain, and s i c k n e s s T h e  only force of 

nature which man cannot escape through skill is death, which is inevitable. The 

Chorus then acknowledges that man can use his 'civilising skills', especially the 

skills o f language, thought, and tem peram ent to dwell in cities, for either good or 

bad. It is at this point that the Chorus states that he is honoured in the city who 

respects the v 6 |1 ol of the land and the justice which men swear to observe by 

oaths to the gods; without a country is the one to whom evil is linked for the sake 

o f daring (368-71).^^

Kerferd (1981: 113).
”  Griffith (1999: 11, 180).

x a i (j)6eY(ia x a l dve|j.6ev (j)Q6vr||K)i x a l daxuvonoDg / ogyac, sb iba ’̂ axo  (355-56). Jebb 
(1900; line 355) defines doxuv6)JXDuq OQydg as ' those feelings which lead men to organise social 
life, and to uphold the social order by their loyalty'.

I have borrowed the translation of 0£d)v evogzov  8(xav from Jebb (1900).
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The 'temper o f  mind to dwell in cities', which the Chorus lists as one o f the 

skills acquired by man, resides in man's adherence to the v 6 |io i o f  the com munity 

which protect and bind or unite it. More specifically , the v 6 |i0 5  which Antigone 

refers to as justification for her actions is the follow ing: if  her husband had died 

she could have married again, and she could have had more children if  a child had 

died, but a brother cannot be replaced since both her parents are dead (909-912).^® 

This v 6 |xos is the bond o f  fam ilial love which exists by 'nature'. Observance o f  

burial v 6 |xoi, which one w ould, under normal circum stances, feel obligated to 

fo llow  from an unconditional, reciprocal love is intensified by Antigone's dire 

fam ily situation. The task o f the 'state' or any political institution is to protect the 

right o f  the com m unity to live in accordance with these v 6 |xoi. But when the 

v 6)xg i o f  the com munity are at odds with the v 6 | io i  o f the state there is civil 

unrest. This is the antithesis which frames the conflict between Antigone and 

Creon. In the 'Ode to Man', the audience and reader learn that one who lives in 

accordance with the v 6 |j ,o l o f the com m unity is not subject to exposure on 

inhospitable hills and the sharp arrows o f rain. A ntigone, by acting in accordance 

with the divine v 6|jx d i, is acting in accordance with the v 6|j ,o l which bind the 

com m unity, but in doing so she has defied the v 6 |x o l o f the state issued by 

Creon.”  Ism ene, equating Creon's edict with v 6 |X0 5  (59), points this out to 

Antigone (43). Antigone herself realises this when she states that she is acting 

contrary to the will o f  the citizens (908). In the end, Antigone likens herself to 

N iobe, who turned to stone on a mountaintop and was subjected to pelting rain 

(823-833). Paradoxically, by obeying the v 6|i .o l o f  the land and justice sworn by 

oaths to the gods, Antigone has failed to dispose herself o f a temperament 

necessary for dw elling in cities, and, as a consequence, she suffers the very fate 

that such a temperament is meant to circum vent. B y choosing to be aijxovoixog — 

to live in accordance with the v 6 |i.oi o f  nature— Antigone has failed to have the 

temperament to dwell in a city (daxuvoixog, line 355). Had Creon not subverted 

the v6 |X O i o f Thebes to serve the interest o f  the leader rather than the com m unity, 

Antigone's 'autonomous' behaviour would have been d a x u v o iio g .

xtvo5 vo|i£)U 8fi taiJTa irtQog xagiv Xeyw, / J16015 |xev dv |ooi zaTBavovtog aXko<; t)v , /  xal 
jialg ait' aXkov <j)cox65, el to i)6’ r îojiXaxov, / ixriiQog 8 ’ ev Al8ou xa l JtaxQog x e x e u Bo to lv  /  

oi)x EOT’ d8eX(f)65 60x15 P^doioi jtote.
Creon believes that he is acting in the best interests o f  the 'state' by prohibiting the burial o f  

Polyneices w hose acts violated the gods and the native land o f Thebes. But Creon has failed to 
consider that though his actions may defend the 'land' or the 'state', they are not in the best interests 
o f the com m unity, which is comprised o f  individuals, bound by birth.
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The failure to comply with the message of the Chorus extends not only to 

Antigone, but to Creon. By prohibiting the burial of Polyneices, who has burned 

the temples and the offerings of the gods, Creon believes that he is 'honouring the 

vopxDL of the land' and 'justice sworn by oaths to the gods'. But he is wrong. He 

has failed to observe the v 6 |x o l of the land by hastening the death of Antigone, 

and he has failed to abide by 'justice sworn by oaths to the gods' by not allowing 

the burial of Polyneices.^* Creon ultimately recognises that his 'civilising skills' 

have brought bad tidings after a visit from Tiresias, who warns Creon that his 

'will' has brought a plague to the city (1015-1023) and a curse upon his family. 

Creon's edict has brought xaxov to both the Jt6A.i5 and the OLXOg.̂ ’ The edicts 

which Creon passes, which are sometimes equated with v 6|l i o i , and the v o ^o l , or 

principles, which inform his rule, serve to protect the interests of the state, the 

very same state which validates Creon's rule. The fact that Creon believes that his 

decisions are in the interest of the 'land and therefore just' makes him more 

sympathetic as a character than one who whose rule was guided solely by self- 

interest, such as Thucydides' Athenians.

At lines 368-71 the Chorus states that without a country is the one to 

whom evil is linked for the sake of daring. Presumably, the one whose daring has 

led to a 'bad' or 'evil' act is Antigone, whose actions are described as an act of 

daring throughout the play, and whose behaviour may bring ruin to Thebes. 

Creon, on the other hand, is the 'civiliser' who is 'high in the city' through his 

loyalty to the laws and gods of Thebes. But by the end of the play it is clear that 

this is not the case. After Antigone has gone to her death asking all to see what 

she suffers at the hands of men for having shown reverence, Tiresias, the blind 

seer enters. He informs Creon that a plague has befallen Thebes: the altars and 

sacred hearths are polluted with dogs and birds that have been feasting on the 

body of Polyneices, and heaven will not hear their prayers. He advises Creon to 

mend his ways, and, after a short dialogue where Tiresias refutes Creon's charge 

that he has been bribed to say such things, he reports that a curse will befall his 

family.”̂  After Tiresias' visit, Creon decides that he must follow his advice, since

In hastening the death o f  Antigone one might argue that Creon is exerting control over the one 
aspect o f  nature which has not been tamed by man's skill.
” Said (1998; 287-89).

Taking money in exchange for lectures were comm on accusations brought against the sophists. 
Creon has already stated that he believed that som eone has buried Polyneices for money.
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the seer has never been wrong before. He decides that he should free Antigone

and follow the 'established laws' by burying Polyneices.

The tragedy of the play is that Creon believes so strongly that what he is 

doing is best for the city that he forsakes the 'laws of the land' and the 'oaths 

sworn by oaths to the gods'. His downfall ultimately lies in his belief that whether 

a person's actions are deemed 'just/right' or 'unjust/wrong' depends on whether the 

action has benefited or harmed the state. These vofioi do not protect the interests 

of the community over which the state rules, and, consequently, the v6 |io i enacted 

by Creon defend the interests of the state, but they are not in accord with the 

interests of the community, which is concerned with the v 6 | i o l  which exist in 

accordance with This is the case with the burial of Polyneices, who was an

enemy of the state, but who is bound by nature to a member of the community. 

This play asks the reader to consider how competing standards of what is 'just' 

emerge when two groups determine what is 'just' by appealing to two different 

sets of v 6 |j .o l , one of which serves to protect the interests of the city-states, while 

the other binds the community. This trend or polemic is best paraphrased by 

Aristotle in the Sophistic Elenchi (173a7-18): 'A widespread topos causes men to 

utter paradoxes in the application of the standards of nature and law, as Callicles 

is represented as doing in the Gorgias, and which all the ancients regarded as 

valid; for according to them Nature and Law are opposites, and justice is a fine 

thing according to law, but not so according to nature'.'" Aristotle continues by 

giving advice for counterarguments and refutation, indicating that he is referring 

to the Dissoi Logoi. For present purposes what is significant about this passage is 

that no distinction is made between 'human' and 'divine' v6|iOi. For Antigone, the 

vofxoi which she defends are the v6 |io i which exist in accordance with the gods, 

and which recognise the bonds of nature which bind a community. These v 6 |l i o i— 

that she bury her brother—exist in accordance with a familial bond which exists 

by nature. Creon does not subvert what is just as Thucydides' Spartans do, nor 

does he argue that he has no need to consider what is just since he is stronger, as 

Thucydides' Athenians do. Instead Creon believes that what is just is determined 

by the gods, who have Thebes' best interests in mind when establishing standards 

of justice.

T ranslation K erferd (1981: 113).
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As discussed in the previous chapter, Thucydides is engaging in a 

discussion of 'justice' by considering whether what is 'just' is determined by the 

v6|xoi—both laws and conventions, or even culture —or by cJjijaLg. Both 

Sophocles and Thucydides are concerned with what is 'just', a concern which 

would have occupied many who witnessed the events of the Peloponnesian War. 

And Sophocles, like Thucydides, frames the story of Antigone in terms of vofiog 

and 4)1)015. Ismene sees her own ability to act as determined by the rule of the 

strong: 'Since they who rule us now are stronger than we, in this and worse than 

this we must obey them' (63-64).''^ This might be interpreted as a case of 'might 

makes right' or 'might excludes right' were it not for the fact that Creon seems to 

truly believe that his actions would be condoned by the gods whose temples were 

ravaged by Polyneices. The tragedy lies not in the devastating family losses 

suffered by both Antigone and Creon, but in the fact that both Antigone and 

Creon believed that justice was on their side, and both believed that they were 

acting rightly by acting in accordance with their own v6|ioi, Antigone with the 

v 6 | i o l  of religious institutions which reaffirm the bonds which exist by nature, 

and Creon with the vofixDi or principles which give power to his authority.

Sophocles' singular use of 'autonomous' in the Antigone draws its meaning 

from the tragedy of the play. Creon and Antigone both believe that their actions 

are 'just'. Creon believes that his actions are 'just' because they are in accordance 

with his own beliefs, or v 6|o x d l, that what is in the interest of the state is 'just'. He 

believes that the gods adhere to the same standard of 'justice'. Antigone believes 

that her actions are 'just' because they are in accordance with the v6|xoi of the 

gods which exist by nature. As Antigone is led to the cave, the Chorus makes the 

following statement:

Yet a glorious death, and rich in fame 

Is yours; you go to the silent tomb 

Not smitten with wasting sickness, nor 

Repaying a debt to the sharp-edged sword;

But autonomous you go to the home 

Of the dead while yet you are living.'^^

T ranslation K itto (1994).
T ranslation K itto (1 9 9 4 ). It has been m odified .
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ijxoDv xXeivi] xal ejtaivov e/oua’ 

eg t6 6 ’ djKQXTI >^£'0005 vexijcov; 

oijxe (()0LvdoLV itXiiYeLoa voooig 

oijxe L̂(J)£cov emxEiQO Xaxova’, 
aXk’ auxovoixog ^cbaa l̂ovi] 8f]

0vi'|TO)v AiSriv xaxa|3iioT] (817-22).

The modern consensus of the Chorus' description of Antigone as 'autonomous' is 

that this adjective simply meant that she went to her death of her own free will. 

While Jebb has argued that Antigone is deemed autonomous because she was the 

mistress of her own fate, Knox argues that the Chorus calls her autonomous 

because she has chosen to live by her own law, and is therefore fully responsible 

for her death.'*'' The description of Antigone as 'autonomous' may simply be an 

observation by the Chorus that she is 'observing her own law'.'*  ̂As Jebb notes, 

'the word is fitting, since she has set her laws (the "0e(I)v vo|i,L|ia") above Creon's. 

The implied contrast is with the helpless victims of disease or of war'."*® Although 

it may seem that Sophocles has used 'autonomous' simply because she is living in 

accordance with her own 'law', the prevalence of words with the auxo- prefix 

supports the hypothesis that Antigone's 'autonomous' state should be interpreted 

within the structural antithesis of the plot: the struggle between divine and 

manmade vofxoi. Like Thucydides, whose framing of the underlying causes of 

conflict with the antithesis between voiaog and (jjlJOLg shaped the way in which he 

engages with 'autonomy', Sophocles' interactions with v6|005 and (f»'uai5 suggest 

that he could not have used 'autonomous' without thinking about the relationship 

of 'living in accordance with v6|ioi' to this debate. Words prefixed by aijxo- 

occur fifteen times in the text."*̂  For Griffith, the use of these words reminds the 

audience that Antigone is 'a daughter who belongs in all respects to a uniquely 

inward-turned, self-fixated family, a family characterised in this play as 

hopelessly involved in ate' A l t h o u g h  Campbell suggests that the aibxo- prefix in 

the works of Sophocles serves an emphatic force, Loraux notes that the prefix

Jebb (1900: note on line 821); Knox (1964: 66, n.8, 9).
Griffith (1999: 268.
Jebb (1900: note on line 821).
aiL)xd8e)i(j)ov (1 ,5 0 3 ,6 9 6 ) , aixocJxiciQcov (51), aiJTOupYW (52), aiJTOXiovoiJvTE (56), 

aijToxeiQ- (172, 3 0 6 ,9 0 0 ,1 1 7 5 ,1 3 1 5 ) , aiiTOJigeixv- (714), a iixovo jiog  (821), auToyevvT)!- 
(864), aiiTOYvtoTo^ (875).

Griffith (2005: 94).
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'speaks o f the blood-tie as a place o f  incest, o f  parricide [and fratricide], and o f  

s u i c i d e ' . A s  Griffith, Campbell and Loraux have shown, Sophocles was attentive 

in his use o f compound words formed from the a u to -  prefix, and as Loraux 

suggests, they are suggestive o f  a greater meaning in the text. Rather than assume 

that Sophocles has described Antigone as 'autonomous' because she is living in 

accordance with her own 'law', it may be the case that Sophocles has situated 

Antigone as a character caught in the conflict between v 6 |X0 5  and (})i)oi5 .

Ostwald points out that this passage poses its own problems: it is the only 

instance in fifth-century literature where the adjectival form is attributed to an 

individual, as opposed to a group o f  people or a s t a t e O s t w a l d  concludes that the 

original meaning must have been a political one, and that by 441 it was com mon  

enough that the poet was able to use it metaphorically. Ostwald com pares this use 

o f  axjTOVoiaog to Thucydides' pejorative reference to djiQOcyiioveg, those who do 

not take part in politics (2 .40.2). Those who live contrary to the practices o f the 

majority pose a threat to the state even if  they were to live in isolation: 'The 

ai)T0 V0 |i,La o f these djT^dYiooveg, conceived as conceded to them by the state, is 

treated as every bit as asocial as Antigone's defiance o f  Creon's v 6 |1o l ,  and the use 

o f the adjective em phasizes their isolation from the rest o f the patriotic 

community'.^'

A comparison between Thucydides' use o f  'autonomous' in the narration o f  

Plataea's destruction and Sophocles' description o f Antigone as 'autonomous' 

provides insight into structural them es, such as how one determines what it 'just', 

which shape each author's interpretation o f what it means to be 'autonomous'. 

Antigone's decision to act in accordance with the 'unwritten v 6 |o x d i' o f the gods 

ultimately leads to her tragic dem ise. Although initially the com m unity sides with 

Creon, by the end o f the play the majority sides with Antigone. Creon's support 

may be attributed to the yoke which Creon h im self admits the majority believes is 

a burden on them. The com m unity would not have felt sympathetic to Antigone's 

cause if  they did not identify in som e way with Antigone's struggle. They, like 

A ntigone, would feel that fam ilial bonds which exist by nature override any edicts

“‘'Cam pbell (1879: 1.101.6); Loraux (1986: 167); Griffith (1999: 120).
Ostwald (1982: 10-11).
Ostwald (1982: 14). The apragm ones defy characterisation as a particular social class, but are 

generally recognised as individuals who practice a policy o f  quietude rather than active 
participation in government. Connor (1992: 175-98); Christ (1998: 66, 166); Carter (1986: 99- 
130).
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of the S ta te . Thus Antigone's 'unwritten v6|ioi' are the v6|j.oi which bind the 

community and which exist by nature. When Sophocles describes Antigone as 

'autonomous' he is exposing the real tragedy of 'autonomy': to act in accordance 

with what one deems 'right' ultimately leads to the inversion of the natural order; 

had Antigone not acted in accordance with what she considered 'right', she would 

not have died at an early age contrary to nature.

Furthermore, Antigone's tragic fate, brought about by her decision to live 

in accordance with her own v 6 |xol, allows Sophocles to subtly comment on the 

tragedy inherent in living in accordance with v 6 |j o l  that do not serve the interests 

of the stronger. This theme is also addressed by Thucydides, as autonomous city- 

states such as Plataea and Mytilene, in asserting their autonomy, must make a 

choice between two paths, both of which are equally devastating. For the 

Plataeans, this means either remaining loyal to Athens and angering Sparta, or 

siding with Sparta and angering Athens. For Mytilene, the choice was to continue 

assisting in the league's missions, thereby facilitating their own eventual 

subjugation, or revolt and incur the anger of Athens. The Athenians, like Creon, 

were more concerned with the interests of the 'league' and protecting its 'power' 

than protecting the v 6 | j ,ol of the communities which was the task for which they 

were endowed with power in the first place.^^ The tragedy of 'autonomy' was that 

living in accordance with the interests and v 6 | j ,ol of the community led to an 

unnatural death.

Like Antigone, many Greek city-states would have suffered tragic ends 

once they asserted their own 'autonomy' contrary to the interests of Athens. 

Although Athenian comedy and tragedy was performed for Athenian audiences, 

this does not mean that all plays must necessarily support an Athenian ideology. 

Plays such as Aeschylus' Persians and the Eumenides glorified Athens' victory 

over Persia and the rise of the civilised city.^^ However, Goldhill notes that the 

plays themselves often question the ideology that the ceremonies associated with 

dramatic festivals promote.^"* Furthermore, Segal suggests that tragedy 'calls the 

normative codes and the familiar institutions into q u e s t i o n ' F o r  Konstan, there is 

a political 'undercurrent or subtext to the surface narrative of tragedy.^* Pity is

c.f. Chapter 3, section 2.
”  Lattimore (1943: 83-93); Loraux (1980: 229-30); M acleod (1982: 124-44); Said (1983: 97-121). 

Goldhill (1987: 73).
Segal (1986: 47).
Konstan (2007: 191).
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evoked in both the Antigone, as the community eventually sides with Antigone, 

and in Thucydides' narration of the Plataeans. As Konstan notes, pity for the 

Plataeans becomes a political consideration as pity itself is intensified and 

politically charged once the Plataeans base their case on violations of religious 

v6|ioi. Thucydides was not unaware of the possibility of pity playing just as much 

of a role in policy as considerations of interest or justice, as Cleon himself warns 

the Athenians not to reverse their decision against the Mytileneans on account of 

pity (Thuc. 3.40.2). While pity is not explicitly invoked by the Plataeans as a 

defence, Macleod, like Konstan, notes that pity is the prevailing sentiment by the 

end of the Plataean episode, even though the Thebans, like Cleon and Diodotus, 

try to discourage it.^’ Similarly, pity is evoked for Antigone, who claims to be 

defending the v6|xoi of the gods.^* According to Konstan, '[t]he Athenian theater 

thus showed that pity as a personal sentiment did indeed affect politics: if it was 

not itself a basis for policy, its implicit influence might nevertheless be manifested 

in a judgment favorable to the unfortunate'.^^ Although the v6|xog concerning the 

Mytileneans is reversed, the judgement against the Plataeans was not.“  The 

Plataeans, like Antigone, both suffer the consequences of asserting their 

'autonomy'.

Although there is little evidence that the Athenians sympathised with their 

allies, the recent movement to recognise in Athenian tragedy a critique of 

Athenian ideology and civic institutions suggests that tragedy, while providing 

entertainment, also encouraged the audience to consider alternative relationships 

to civic institutions. The description of Antigone as 'autonomous' suggests that 

Sophocles, like Thucydides, may have been considering the relative value and 

consequences of living in accordance with v 6 |1 o l  in the face of the harsh realities 

of (()tjai5, which led to the structuring of society where the interests of the 

stronger prevail. By attributing the concept of 'autonomy' to Antigone, the 

Mytileneans and the Plataeans, Thucydides and Sophocles consider the limits of 

v6|iOi in preventing the weaker from becoming a casualty of the stronger's

”  M a c le o d  (19 7 7 : 2 4 5 -5 5 ); K o n s tan  (2005: 4 9 -5 0 ).
K o n s ta n  (2 0 0 5 : 4 9 -5 0 )
K o n s ta n  (2 0 0 5 :6 5 ).

“  A t 3 .3 7 .4  C leo n  re fe rs  to  th e  A th e n ia n s ' d ec isio n  re g a rd in g  M y tilen e  as a  V0 (i0 5 . W h ile  
W in n in g to n  an d  In g am  (19 6 5 : 72) fin d  it p ro b lem atic  th a t T h u cy d id es  re fe rs  to  w h a t sh o u ld  b e  a 

as a v 6 (iog , H an sen  (1978 : 316) n o tes  th a t th e  d is tin c tio n  b e tw ee n  th e  tw o  w as no t 
e x p lic it  u n til th e  fo u rth  c en tu ry . H o rn b lo w e r, th e re fo re , su g g e s ts  th a t C leo n 's  re fe re n c e  to  the  
A th en ian  d e c re e  is n o t p ro b lem atic  (1991 : 4 2 3 -2 4 ).
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interests. However, Sophocles offers a different interpretation of as, for

Antigone, living in accordance with (j)'uaL5 means honouring familial bonds, 

which requires that she respect the v6|xoi of the gods, as the gods themselves 

determine what is 'just'. Creon, too, believes that his actions are 'just', as the gods, 

like Creon, have equated what is 'just' with the interests of the city-state. The real 

tragedy of the play is that everyone believes that what he or she is doing is 'just' 

without recognising the power dynamic between the stronger and weaker that 

ultimately skews their perception of what is just. While Thucydides' Athenians 

recognise this, the Spartans, like Creon, fail to see that their own standard of 

'justice' conforms more to than voiaog.

I am not suggesting that these texts have influenced one another, or that 

there is evidence of intertextuality. Like Emily Greenwood, who argues that 

Sophocles' Philoctetes and Book Eight of Thucydides are parallel texts,'’’ I am 

suggesting that Thucydides' and Sophocles' interpretation and treatment of 

'autonomy' are parallel, and that this 'parallelism' only becomes apparent when 

'autonomy' is considered in light of the tension between vo|xo5 and (jitioig. Both 

Thucydides' and Sophocles' presentation of the past and of the dynamics that 

underly the conflict are framed through the antithesis between v6|i05 and (jjijoig. 

Both examine the limited reality and dangers of living in accordance with v6|xoi 

when such vopot do not serve the interests of the stronger. Although Thucydides' 

use of 'autonomy' may seem political, when read against Sophocles earlier 

reflections of the relationship between v6|xo5, (()'uaLS and autonomy, it becomes 

clear that Thucydides' description of the Mytileneans and Plataeans as 

autonomous may reflect an historical reality, but that he is using or has 

constructed this reality in order to examine in detail the greater forces of <j)ijoi5 

than vofiog which both affect the behaviour and determine the actions of men.

Conclusion

While epigraphic evidence suggests that 'autonomy' or 'autonomous' was 

used in a political context towards the end of the fifth and fourth centuries, 

Sophocles did not explicitly use 'autonomous' in the political sense. Given the 

number of times Sophocles used words with the auxo- prefix, it seems impossible 

that he would not have considered the relationship between 'autonomy' and the

Greenwood (2006: 83-108).
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debate between V0|X05 and (f)ijoL5. The centrality of the conflict between the 

v6|0X3i which govern Creon's actions and the v 6 | i o l  of the gods provide the 

structural lens through which 'autonomous' should be interpreted.

An analysis of 'autonomy' in light of the antithesis between 'justice' as it 

exists in accordance with v6 |xog versus 'justice' in accordance with (1)1)015 

suggests that Sophocles and Thucydides were both considering the relative value 

of what it means to 'autonomous' in a world structured by nature, in which the 

interests of the stronger prevail. For both Sophocles and Thucydides, thinking 

about the past was a philosophical enterprise which allowed them to consider not 

necessarily 'what happened' but rather 'why things happen'. This process was 

intrinsic to the 'craft' of the historian, and to deny philosophical influences would 

be to deny the intellectualism of the historical process. Both Thucydides' and 

Sophocles' philosophising of a political concept like 'autonomy' demonstrates how 

inextricable philosophy and historiography were in the fifth century. The earliest 

occurrence of 'autonomy' is often mistaken as being more philosophical than 

political. Although Sophocles' treatment of v6 |iog and does render his

engagement with 'autonomy' more philosophical than political, when the political 

context of the mid-fifth century is considered in light of 'autonomy's' own history 

as a political concept, it seems that Sophocles may have scaled the conflict 

between more powerful states and weaker ones that he witnessed during his own 

time to a level which would personalise the struggle for many: he attributes the 

same forces he saw at play in the relationship between stronger and weaker states 

to the dynamics of the city-state and household. In this sense, Sophocles' Antigone 

is a commentary on the dynamics underlying conflict during the fifth century, and 

the powerlessness of living in accordance with v6 |ioi when the interests of the 

stronger prevail.
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Chapter 7: 'Freedom' and the Kalos kagathos

The following chapter will examine Xenophon's conceptualisation of 

'freedom' and the relationship of this conceptualisation to his philosophical works. 

Relativism and the voixog-cjj'uoig antithesis shaped Herodotus' presentation of 

'freedom' by providing a framework for considering 'freedom' from a Persian 

perspective, which, in turn, encourages the reader to compare contemporary 

Athenian behaviour in light of Persian practices. Thucydides, on the other hand, 

considers the failure of language to prevent violence, when value-laden and 

culturally embedded vocabulary such as 'freedom' was attributed to actions that 

bear little semblance to the words used to describe them. Thucydides frames the 

forces motivating the actions of men through the antithesis of v6|xo5-4)'uaL5. By 

doing so he exposes the dangers of rhetoric, and more specifically the rhetoric of 

freedom and the failure of 'autonomy' to protect city-states when language has 

been destabilised, a situation which occurs act in accordance with (|)iJOi5 instead 

of vofiOL. As I have shown, both Herodotus and Thucydides make use of 

'freedom' and 'autonomy' in ways which seem to reflect an historical reality. 

However, both Herodotus' and Thucydides' interaction with these concepts reveals 

the extent to which both historians engaged these concepts in a philosophical 

exercise in order to comment on the contemporary politics, or to expose the role 

played by nature, and, more specifically 'human nature', in exacerbating conflict. 

Consequently, such terms may be regarded as more philosophical than historical. 

The concepts of 'freedom' and 'autonomy' were used as tools to examine the 

principles which underlie not only the conflict of the Peloponnesian War, but 

conflict among men in general.

In the final two chapters I shall examine how Xenophon's own 

philosophical position regarding 'freedom' influenced his use of the concept in his 

historical writings. As I shall demonstrate, Xenophon may have been led by the 

political turmoil in Athens following its surrender to consider the 'freedom' 

enjoyed by the elite who felt disenfranchised by the democracy. Xenophon 

reconceptualises what it means for an individual to be 'free', and, in doing so, 

creates a space for the elite, or the kaloi kagathoi, by prescribing that these 

individuals possess the wisdom and skills necessary for management and for 

doing what it best for the state. While Socrates serves as the best example of a 

kalos kagathos in terms of being 'free' from vice and in possession of wisdom and 

virtue, Xenophon presents Agesilaus as an example of how the kalos kagathos
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might be useful for the state. The decisions made by Agesilaus regarding the 

enslavement of other Greeks and his enthusiasm for waging war against Persia, as 

well as the examples of other generals who either promoted such enslavement or 

warned against it, suggests that Xenophon felt that the halos kagathos might best 

serve Greece by promoting war not against fellow Greeks, but against Persians. In 

this context the language of 'freedom' may be rehabilitated as useful in the 

promotion of unification.

Few have assessed the role of 'freedom' in the narratives of fourth-century 

historians. This, in part, is due to the fact that the evidence for freedom in the 

fifth century makes that of later centuries seem scant. In Lessons from  the Past, 

Frances Pownall demonstrates that, even though fourth-century historians have 

been disregarded for their unscientific approach to history, these historians, being 

products of the sophistic movement, deserve attention, despite the moralising 

tendencies for which they are often faulted.' According to Pownall, the attitudes 

and beliefs of fourth-century historians, Xenophon in particular, were shaped by 

their intellectual environment, and the emergence of 'moralising history' was in 

large part due to a contemporary philosophical discourse." Xenophon was as much 

a philosopher as he was an historian, and while he was always conscious of genre, 

at times he wore the hat of the philosopher while writing history and vice versa. 

History and philosophy can be so indistinguishable in Xenophon's works that 

some, such as C. H. Grayson, cite Xenophon's penchant for moral exempla as 

grounds for questioning Xenophon's intent to write history at all. Grayson sees 

Xenophon's 'historical' works as more didactic than purely historical, an 

observation which favours a more traditional Thucydidean interpretation of the 

historical genre Robin Waterfield suggests that Xenophon was so deeply 

entrenched in philosophical discourse that he has been justly considered more a 

philosopher than an historian." Those who argue that Xenophon was a less 

sophisticated thinker than Plato read Xenophon through the lens of Plato's

' Pownall (2004: 1-4).
^Pownall (2004: 5).
 ̂Grayson (1975: 35-38). Although, as I have show n, in the process o f identifying the causes of 

conflict between men through the antithesis o f vo jiog  and Thucydides was equally engaged
in a philosophical exercise as an historical one.
 ̂Waterfield (2006: 189).
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Socrates rather than through the lens of 'wisdom Hterature which adopts a 

rhetorical process'.^

Scholarship is divided on whether Xenophon was a reputable historian and 

a poor philosopher, or a reputable philosopher but a poor historian. Rather than 

discredit Xenophon for his focus on morality, his philosophical and historical 

works should be seen as complementary. Whereas in the previous chapters of this 

thesis it was necessary to gain insight into the historian's intellectual environment 

from evidence external to the historian's work, Xenophon provides the reader, in 

works such as the Memorabilia, with a guidebook for 'Xenophontic philosophy'. 

As Seager and Tuplin note, between 400 and 386 freedom came to be regularly 

exploited as a slogan in political and military campaigns in Asia Minor.® Although 

Xenophon himself provides evidence for such sloganeering, his own interaction 

with 'freedom' in his historical texts is influenced by his philosophical relationship 

to what it means to 'free'. This chapter will investigate how Xenophon 

reconceptualises 'freedom'.

Xenophon's new understanding of what it means to be 'free' concerns the 

private individual, and is central to understanding Xenophon's definition of what 

it means to be a kalos kagathos. Steven Johnstone has shown that Xenophon's 

redefining of the kalokagathos, a title typically reserved for aristocrats, as one 

who engages in virtuous toil was not new; historically elites had always looked 

for ways to distinguish themselves from other classes of society, whether through 

birth, dress, or engagement in institutions such as symposia or hunting.^ The 

concept of the kalos kagathos was itself an invention of the mid-fifth century. 

During the second half of the fifth century the term was associated with young 

aristocrats such as Alcibiades, and by the end of the fifth century it came to be 

associated with the oligarchy of Theramenes.* By Aristotle's time, kalokagathia 

was regarded as a type of moral excellence that could only be achieved through a 

leisurely lifestyle (Eth. Eud. 1249a). As Cairns has pointed out, while a variety of 

authors describe individuals as kaloi kagathoi, the contexts in which an individual 

is described as such do not necessarily contribute to an overall definition of what 

constitutes a kalos kagathos, as different writers and different historical contexts

 ̂Gray (1998: 24). For a more detailed discussion o f  the scholarship which has dism issed  
Xenophon's philosophical works see Gray (1998: 1-7).
® Seager and Tuplin (1980: 141, 144-146).
’ Johnstone (2010: 141-42).
*B ourriot(1995: 97-111).
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will lead to different conceptualisations of what it means to be a kalos kagathos^ 

Once it became clear that the aristocratic model was no longer acceptable in 

democratic Athens following the expulsion of the Thirty, Xenophon created his 

own definition of what it meant to be an aristocrat, or a kalos kagathos, through 

the teachings of S ocrates.X enophon 's Socrates is himself a kalos kagathos, and, 

as such, he provides a model of an aristocratic noble living in a democratic 

society."

The freedom which Xenophon is most concerned about in the context of 

the kalos kagathos is not so much freedom relative to the city-state and the 

institutions of the Athenian democracy, but rather the freedom of the individual. 

As Christ has noted, there was a discourse of discontent among the wealthy that 

the liturgies required of them were a form of slavery.'^ In Xenophon's Symposium, 

Charmides complains that a rich man is a slave in a democracy on account of the 

liturgies required of the wealthy (4.32), and that, in a democracy, the poor are the 

ones who are free (4.29, 31). Callias makes a similar argument at 4.45 when he 

congratulates Antisthenes for not being a slave to the city. The equation of 

nobility with slaver)' represented an inversion of social statuses which may have 

led Xenophon to consider on a more individual level what it meant to be 'free', 

and how the 'free' or 'noble' individual might be useful to the stale independent of 

the obligations of democracy. Kroeker has suggested that even though Xenophon 

has traditionally been considered a supporter of oligarchy, Xenophon maintains 

support for a fundamental ideology of democracy, which is reflected in his 

concern for public speaking.'^ Similarly, Roscalla suggests that Xenophon's 

purpose in creating an educated order of kaloi kagathoi is to restore some 

elements of the oligarchic model in the democracy, but not necessarily to 

undermine it.''^ Being free, for Xenophon, is equated with being free from the 

vices which hinder one's ability to correctly define moral concepts and categorise 

matters and positions accordingly, a quality which is essential for one to be a good 

public speaker and provide the best advice for the state.

’ Cairns (1997: 75-76).
W ellman (1976: 312-13).

“ R oscalla (2004: 117-18).
Christ (2006: 188-89); Liddel (2007: 262-82).
Kroeker (2009: 197-228). Although Vlastos (1982: 495-515) has argued that Xenophon's 

Socrates is more committed to oligarchy than Plato's, Waterfield (2004: 107) notes that 
Xenophon's Socrates is not entirely critical o f  democracy.
"* R oscalla (2004:115-23); Seager (2001: 385-97).
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According to Xenophon's Socrates, one must be engaged in philosophical 

exercise in order to be a kalos kagathos. An analysis of the relationship between 

the person who has attained 'freedom' from vices, a prerequisite for becoming a 

kalos kagathos, indicates that Xenophon has redefined 'freedom' from an 

aristocratic perspective in order to preserve aristocratic elements in a democratic 

society. Furthermore, the role which the kalos kagathos would ideally play in 

politics suggests that Xenophon has provided this new concept of 'free' as a 

remedy for the flaws of rhetoric. Thucydides exposes how language is 

destabilised when when v6|xoi themselves have been destabilised, thereby 

allowing men to act in accordance with and disregard 'justice' or establish

standards of justice not in accordance with v6|xoi, but their interests. In situations 

such as this, the destabilisation of language allows politicians to abuse the 

language of freedom to serve their own interests. Xenophon, on the other hand, 

redefines what it means to be 'free', and in doing so rehabilitates rhetoric and the 

language of 'freedom' by prescribing that the one who possesses the capacity for 

persuasion be able to define moral terms, such as 'justice', and understand whether 

an action is just or unjust. Passages in Xenophon's philosophical works where 

Socrates discusses whether 'freedom' and 'slavery' are just or unjust suggest that 

Xenophon has rejected the notion that 'freedom' is inherently 'good' and 'slavery' 

inherently 'bad'. In rejecting such beliefs Xenophon has rejected conventional 

attitudes towards 'freedom' and 'slavery'. This rejection has allowed him to 

consider how these concepts might be useful for the individual and, by proxy, the 

state.

By Xenophon's time the Persian Wars had become symbolic of unity 

among the Greeks, as this was the last time in Greek history that the Greeks 

united for a common cause. Since the common cause, 'freedom', only existed so 

long as the Persian threat was looming, there was a tendency in the fourth century 

to vilify Persia with arguments that the Persians were different by 'nature' rather 

than 'convention'. Passages from Xenophon's historical words in which 'freedom' 

was used rhetorically suggest the historian felt that 'freedom' was divisive, a 

rabble-rousing concept, which served to incite conflict rather than prevent it. For 

Xenophon, the concept of political 'freedom' was powerless to promote 

unification. But Xenophon does not entirely abandon the rhetoric of 'freedom'. In 

his philosophical works, Xenophon defined 'freedom' as 'self-control'—the ability 

to resist temptations and vices which enslave a person. The education of one who
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wanted to enter the ranks of the kaloi kagathoi stressed the importance of self- 

control and 'freedom' from vices. Xenophon considered how one who was 'free' 

could be useful for the state, and how one who was useful m ight employ 'freedom' 

in rhetoric without deceit. By em phasising the relationship between 'freedom' and 

the Persian W ars, Xenophon played an integral role in the emergence of historical 

exempla for m oralising purposes. 'Freedom ' could be used for positive purposes in 

rhetoric, but it m ust be carefully contextualised so as to avoid polemic.

Xenophon's treatm ent o f 'freedom' indicates that there was a growing 

awareness in the fourth century that 'freedom' could be used for negative 

purposes. Xenophon's response to the rhetorical exploitation o f 'freedom' differs 

from Herodotus' and Thucydides' in that he redefines what it means to be free. He 

does not 'play' with 'freedom' as Herodotus, who considers how societies with 

different v6 |noi might define 'freedom' in different ways, does. Nor does he 

expose the limits and dangers o f 'freedom' or rhetoric in general when it has been 

destabilised as Thucydides does. W hile Herodotus' and Thucydides' seek to 

understand the principles underlying conflicts between men by engaging in 

frameworks popular in the fifth century such as relativism , v6 |i0 5 -4)i)aL5 , and 

questions concerning the ability o f language to reflect reality, Xenophon redefines 

what it means to be free. As 1 shall dem onstrate, Xenophon's response to 

language, and more specifically 'freedom' reflects a philosophy which was rooted 

in opposition to the sophists. The following chapter will examine the relationship 

between Xenophon's historical and philosophical works, and, more specifically, 

how Xenophon reconceptualises 'freedom' for political purposes through the 

philosophical education of the kaloi kagathoi, and the model of Socrates' own 

lifestyle.

7.1 Anti-sophistry and Xenophon's Socrates

Before beginning an analysis o f 'freedom' and 'slavery' in Xenophon's 

philosophical works, it is necessary to exam ine the intellectual climate which 

gave shape to Xenophon's ideas. Xenophon wrote in the Anabasis  that Proxenus 

the Theban, an old friend who was responsible for Xenophon's participation in the 

expedition o f the Ten Thousand, was educated by Gorgias (2.6.16).'^ In addition 

to Proxenus, Xenophon interacted with many considered to be sophists who

Proxenus promised to make Xenophon a friend o f  Cyrus if he accompanied him on the 
campaign. For a discussion o f the sophists see pages 55-55 , 125-29.
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appear in dialogue with Socrates in Memorabilia, such as Antiphon, Aristippus, 

Antisthenes, Prodicus, and Hippias who undoubtedly influenced and shaped his 

thoughts on language and morality.'® The sophists were empiricists who believed 

that concepts such as 'good' varied between individuals and societies, and could, 

therefore, be used as persuasive tools if one were to take advantage of the 

ambiguity arising from the use of such terms.’’ Xenophon aimed to tackle the 

problem which he saw exacerbated by the sophists by providing concrete 

definitions for moral concepts, the subversion of which had infected speech.

Xenophon was not only an acquaintance of Socrates, but also spent a 

substantial portion of his writing career immortalising the philosopher's ideas. 

Although some have argued that he cannot be a reliable source for Socrates, Gray 

has noted that he was in Athens up until the trial of Socrates, and that Socrates 

was most likely at his peak while Xenophon was in Athens. Furthermore, 

Xenophon's exile in Scillus was not really an exile from philosophy, since there 

were schools of philosophers throughout the Peloponnese.'* In Plato's dialogues 

Socrates attacked the sophists on the grounds that their teachings undermined and 

devalued morality. Like Socrates' teachings and Plato's dialogues, Xenophon's 

ideas and writings were shaped by his dislike for the methods of the sophists. 

Xenophon made no effort to hide his disdain;

I have written the way I have, however, because my purpose is to produce 

a sound treatise, and one which is designed to increase people's knowledge 

and virtue, not their Sophistic skills. I want it to be useful, not just to seem 

useful, because then it will never be refuted. The Sophists' intention in 

lecturing and writing is to deceive others for their own gain; they do no 

one any good at all. There has never been in the past nor does there exist 

now a knowledgeable Sophist; in fact, they are all perfectly happy to be 

called Sophists, which to a right-thinking man is a term of reproach. My 

advice, then, is to be wary of the instruction offered by Sophists, but not to 

disregard the considered opinions of philosophers {Cyn. 13.6-9).'^

G ray (1998: 5).
See  pages 5 0 -5 2 . G uthrie, Soph is ts  (1971: 187, n .3).
G ray (1998: 5 ).
A lthough  the authenticity o f  this work has been q u estion ed , Gray has dem onstrated that there is 

no reason not to include it am ong the corpus o f  X enophon 's w ritings (1985: 16 2 -7 2 ). Translation  
W aterfield (2004: 8 3 -8 4 ). xaC xoi y e y Q a m a l  y e  oijxcog, Iv a  ogScbg e/T i, x a l  |ir| 0 0 (j)i0 TiX0 i )5
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Although both Xenophon and Plato inherited a common goal of defending 

traditional morality, Xenophon's objective was to preserve the memory of 

Socrates by making his teachings accessible to a wider audience. Xenophon only 

reported as much Socratic philosophy as was necessary to create a work which 

would be useful, and, at the same time, combat moral decline. Unlike Plato, 

whose mission was to create a new discipline of philosophy, one clearly 

distinguishable from its predecessors, Xenophon's goal was to popularise the 

teachings o f Socrates. In keeping with his belief that his works should be useful, 

Xenophon chose to portray Socrates as a teacher rather than a philosopher.^® 

Although Socrates himself was not political by the standard o f Plato, the role of 

Xenophon's Socrates was to prepare others for a role in politics {Mem. 1.6.15).^' 

Xenophon openly espoused contempt for the sophists, yet in the passage 

below {Mem. 1.2.10-11) he appeared as an advocate for persuasion, which was 

one of the trademarks of the sophists, who could make any argument or position 

seem to be the stronger one.

But I hold that they who cultivate wisdom and think they will be able to 

guide the people in prudent policy never lapse into violence: they know 

that enmities and dangers are inseparable from violence, but persuasion

Jtoifi dXXa 00(()0i)5 xal dyaBoijg- ov yag 8oxelv ai)id  (3ot)X,o(iaL elvat
iva dv£|e>.8YXTa f) elg del. c l oo(j)ioTal 8 ’ eicl to) elaitaxdv >.£70 0̂1, xal YQdcJ)ouoiv em to) 
Ea\)xd)v xegSei, xa'i ovbeva ovbev  (b(j)e>ioi)oiv- oi)8e yag  oocjjog auxcbv eyevexo oijSElg ovb ' 
eoxLv, aXka  xal dgxei Exdoxcp ao({)LoxTiv xX,r)9fivai, 6 eoxiv 0VE1805 :aaQd ye ev {tjpovouoL. 
xd |i£v oijv xcbv oo(()iaTd)v JxagayYE^P-axa JiagaLvo) (j)u>tdxxEo9aL, xd 8e xmv 4)iA,oo6(j)(i)v 
Ev0'u|i,fm,axa jii'i dxL|xd!;ELv.
“  Waterfield (2004: 83-86); Scott (2000: 13-15); Nehamas (1992; 293-94); Morrison (1987a: 119- 
35).

Waterfield (2004: 105. See also 2.2.39, 47); Morrison (1994: 181-208). In popularising Socrates, 
Cooper (1999:8) notes that Xenophon abandoned more esoteric questions concerning 
epistemology and ontology in favour of practical wisdom. Xenophon went to great lengths to show 
that despite Socrates' sparse and frugal lifestyle (1.2.1-8; 1.3.5-9; 1.6.2-3), he, like everyone else, 
abided by the gods and did his duty to the state (1.3.1-4). In fact, upon asking the oracle at Delphi 
what his duty was concerning sacrifice, Socrates received the answer that he should follow the 
custom of the state, for this was the way to act piously (1.3.1). By presenting Socrates as someone 
with whom a reader could easily identify Xenophon distanced him from the charges commonly 
brought against the sophists. As Gray (1998: 25) notes, the '[t]he question was not whether 
Xenophon was capable of understanding Socratic process or doctrine, but why he chooses to 
present it as he does'. For Gray (1998: 177) the rhetorical pieces in the Memorabilia are 
themselves an argument, even though the individual conversations seem disparate; Xenophon has 
chosen this particular medium, a more traditional medium of wisdom literature, in order to reach a 
'hostile audience' who had little sympathy for Socrates. Furthermore, as Cooper (1999: 3-28) 
notes, Xenophon, as an historian himself, provides much evidence of an historical Socrates.
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produces the same results safely and amicably. For violence, by making its 

victims sensible of loss, rouses their hatred: but persuasion, by seeming to 

confer a favour, wins goodwill. It is not, then, cultivation of wisdom that 

leads to violent methods, but the possession of power without prudence. 

Besides, many supporters are necessary to him who ventures to use force: 

but he who can persuade needs no confederate, having confidence in his 

own unaided power of persuasion. And such a man has no occasion to 

shed blood; for who would rather take a man's life than have a live and 

willing follower?’^

Although Xenophon made no attempt to hide his scorn for the sophists, in this 

passage he argued that rhetoric was a viable alternative to violence, despite the 

fact that the ambiguity of words was one of the methods employed by the sophists 

as a persuasive tactic. The following sections will be an exploration of 

Xenophon's Socratic philosophy. This philosophy, which establishes the criteria 

for becoming a kalos kagathos, redefined what it meant to be 'free' or 'enslaved'. 

By personalising the concepts of 'freedom' and 'slavery', Xenophon was able to 

rehabilitate rhetoric as a useful tool for political purposes. Furthermore, the 

relationship between rhetoric and the kalos kagathos demonstrates that he was 

thinking about historical themes when he redefined 'freedom' and 'slavery' from a 

philosophical perspective, and in doing so, he has made an argument for the 

usefulness of the kaloi kagathoi, or those who formerly occupied aristocratic 

circles, in politics.

7.2 Self Control and Kalos Kagathos'. Redefining Individual Freedom

Xenophon's definition of the kalos kagathos formed the foundation of his 

philosophical writings. His belief that his writing should be useful was 

exemplified by his portrayal of Socrates' pedagogy, which aimed at teaching men 

to be kaloi kagathoi, or members of the 'elite', through philosophy. This word, 

typically reserved for Athenian gentlemen estate owners, was redefined by 

Xenophon as a word to describe those who possess particular knowledge, the 

acquisition of which was Socrates' ultimate goal of his teaching?^ Although many.

Translation Marchant (2002).
”  Waterfield (2004: 96). He argues that Xenophon tweaks the meaning o f the kalos kagathos in 
order to make it fit Socrates.
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including Critias and Alcibiades, came to Socrates to gain knowledge of politics, 

Socrates' true aim was to teach men, not so that they might shine in the courts or 

assemblies, but in order that they might become kaloi kagathoi. The defining 

feature of the halos kagathos was doing one's duty to friends, family, city and 

fellow citizens, with regard to both the house and household {Mem. 1.2.47-48). In 

order to be considered a kalos kagathos and meet these goals, one must be able to 

correctly define and categorise virtues and things (jrgdY|xaxa). Once one can do 

this, one is able to do what is best and advantageous. Thus one who cannot 

correctly define what 'enslavement' is cannot correctly determine whether it is to 

be categorised as a 'just' or 'unjust' action. '̂* If one cannot determine whether 

'enslavement' is 'just' or 'unjust', one cannot offer advice on the best course of 

action. And if one cannot do this, one cannot persuade people to do what is in 

their interests.

In Xenophon's philosophical works, the reader encounters an altogether 

new interpretation of what it means to be 'free'. This novel form of 'freedom' plays 

an integral role in Xenophon's philosophical agenda: one must be 'free' from 

temptation and in control of one's self in order to define and categorise. Robin 

Waterfield's exploration of intertextuality in Plato's and Xenophon's Apology not 

only provides evidence for their respective agendas, but, for present purposes, 

underpins the role of'freedom' in Xenophon's philosophical writings Rather 

than responding that there was no one wiser than Socrates, as the oracle in Plato's 

Apology responded (Plat. Ap. 21a), the oracle in Xenophon's Apology responded 

that there was no one more free, prudent or upright than Socrates: XaiQecjxjovxog 

ydQ JtoT8 EjreQCOToavTog ev AeA,(|)OL5 Jtegl 8|xoi) jtoA.X,d)v jtaQovxcav dv8iA,8v 6 

AjioXXoov |ir|8sva eivai dv0Qd)jrcov 8|xoi) EX,Eij6eQLd)X8Qov )iiqx8 

SiHaLOxeQOV |H]X8 ac0(j)QOV8OX8QOV. These features, according to Waterfield, 

were virtues which Xenophon frequently associated with the kalos kagathos. As 

an exemplar of the virtues of the kalos kagathos, Xenophon offered Socrates.^^ In 

Xenophon's Apology, Socrates asked if the jurors knew anyone less a slave to the 

desires of the body than himself (Xen. Ap. 16). The novelty of Xenophon's 

philosophy concerning 'free' in the sense of being 'free' from vices was his 

recognition that these vices prevented a person from making decisions not in one's

Morrison (1987b: 329-47).
Waterfeld (2004).
Waterfield (2004: 95-97).
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interest.

Plato's version of the trial of Socrates made no mention of Socrates being 

'free'. The inclusion of 'free' in Socrates' list of qualities in Xenophon's version 

signifies the importance of this concept for Xenophon's philosophical 

interpretation of the historical Socrates' teachings. While Stalley notes that 

'freedom' is not typically a virtue associated with Plato, he suggests that Plato did 

indeed recognise some value in freedom, but that Plato's conceptualisation of 

'freedom' differs from more political ideologies of freedom current in his time.^^ 

For Plato, only the just man is truly free: 'the contrast between justice and 

injustice is that between those who are free because they are ruled by reason and 

those who are totally unfree because they are slaves to their passions'.^* 

Xenophon's conceptualisation of 'freedom' differs from that of Plato's regarding 

'justice'. While Plato equates the 'just' man with the 'free' man, Xenophon equates 

justice with v6|X O i, and acting justly with acting in accordance with vofiOL. For 

Xenophon, 'justice is what is lawful in connection with men'.“® One can only be a 

kalos kagathos if one is 'free' from the appetites, desires or emotions which 

dominate the behaviour of man and prevent him from leading a virtuous life. 

According to Xenophon, the only way to control these passions was to practice 

self-control (eyxQaxeia). Self-control was the basis of rational choice when it 

came to activities which could easily become indulgences.^® At the centre of 

Xenophon's philosophy was the idea that 'self-control' was the means by which 

one could attain freedom from the vices which would otherwise prevent someone 

from doing what is best.^' 'Should not every man hold self-control (eyxQaxeLa) to 

be the foundation of all virtue, and first lay this foundation firmly in his soul? For 

who without this can learn any good or practice it worthily?' {Mem. 1.5.4). While 

democratic freedom meant doing and living as one likes, freedom in the sense of 

'self-control' meant that this conceptualisation of freedom was at odds with

’̂ Stalley (1998: 145).
Stalley (1998: 148).
Cooper (1999: 25); Xen. Mem. 6.6.
Natali (2006; 9), c.f. Protagoras  355e-357e.
Xenophon goes to great lengths to show that Socrates was in control o f his passions and 

appetites. According to Xenophon Socrates could endure any kind o f toil, including heat and cold. 
Socrates believed in moderation and disapproved o f  over-eating follow ed by over-exercise. He 
disliked 'foppery and pretentiousness' and discouraged a love for m oney. Xenophon wonders, then, 
how one like Socrates, who taught by exam ple {Mem. 1.5.6), could have passed on to his followers 
the virtues o f  im piety, crim e, gluttony, lust and sloth (1.2.1-5). Xenophon h im self notes that 
Socrates was assiduous in his own self-discipline in order to show that one must have self-control 
to do honourable work.
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democratic principles o f freedom.

Xenophon's theory on the relationship between 'freedom' and 'self-control' 

was radical for his own time. In the past, if a halos kagathos were asked if he 

considered him self 'free', he would assum e that the question concerned his social 

status as a freeman or slave; kaloi kagathoi, often translated as 'gentlemen', were 

the elite in society. According to Johnstone, the traditional ways that the elites 

distinguished them selves no longer sufficed in a state, such as Athens, which had 

become increasingly hostile to aristocratic factions after the expulsion o f the 

Thirty. Consequently, Xenophon has redefined what it m eant to be an aristocrat 

by insisting that one be educated in philosophy and be 'free' from vice in order to 

be one o f the noble elite.”  But in creating a new standard of nobility, Xenophon 

has, in fact, reaffirmed the elitism  that the democratic ideology o f equality 

rejected: 'By insisting on acquired capacities as the basis of the elite position, 

Xenophon reintroduced birth and wealth in a m ediated form: although the elite 

lifestyle could be represented as ideally open to all, in actual practice it was 

almost entirely elites who had access to the education'

W hile Johnstone's historical analysis o f Xenophon's redefining o f the 

kalos kagathos is undoubtedly correct, I suggest that Xenophon has altered the 

conventional meaning of the kalos kagathos in order to suit his objective of 

providing paradigms of traditional Greek morality. By doing this, Xenophon was 

able to make the kaloi kagathoi, or aristocrats, useful politically. The freedom  

achieved through self-discipline was param ount, as it allowed one to attain the 

virtues frequently associated with the kalos kagathos in Xenophon's works. At 

1.1 .16 , after listing qualities that must be defined and categorised according to 

virtue, Xenophon states that knowledge is equated with being a kalos kagathos, 

but ignorance is described as s l a v i s h n e s s A s  W aterfield notes, 'since all 

traditional virtues are knowledge, and ignorance is slavish, then a free person is a 

virtuous person, and a virtuous person is a free. Freedom depends on self- 

discipline and it is a refrain throughout M emorabilia  that Socrates was the most

H ansen (2010: 8 ).
Johnstone (2010: 143-44).

’“ Johnstone (2010: 144).
'K now ledge m ade a gentlem an , in his estim ation , w h ile  ignorance should  in vo lve  the reproach  

o f  slavishness' ( a  x o i )5 j ifv  E lS o ia g  x a > .o u 5 x d y a S o iJ S  e lv a i ,  t o i ig  8 ’ dyvooiJV T as
d v 8 0 aji:o6 d)8 £L5 a v  S ixaC u g zexX fioO ai).
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self-disciplined of men'.^® Similarly, Cooper recognises the uniqueness of 

Xenophon's emphasis on freedom as a defining characteristic of Xenophon's 

Socrates and his philosophy: 'Xenophon's intent was to show Socrates inspiring 

the young men to become proper gentlemen, and for Xenophon, who counted 

himself one of those, that meant freedom from subjection to one's own desires, the 

refusal to get money by submitting oneself to anyone else's direction, physical and 

mental self-discipline'”  These virtues included the acquisition of knowledge, the 

ability to make friends and do good to them while harming enemies, the ability to 

manage one's estate and one's country, the ability to do good to one's country, and 

the possession of wisdom, justice, self-control and piety (1 .5 ,2 .6 ,4 .2 .22,4 .5 ;

Oec. 1.16-23).''

Xenophon's appropriation of the language of 'freedom' to describe the 

inner freedom of the individual requires a brief examination of contemporary 

views of personal freedom. The only defence of individual liberty in Ancient 

Greece may be found in Pericles' Funeral Oration, where freedom is defined as 

living as one likes.'^ As Andrews has noted, inherent in Pericles' statement 

regarding democracy at 2.37 is an attempt to reconcile critics of the freedoms —to 

borrow Berlin's terminology, both positive and negative liberty—offered by 

democracy which are twofold; citizens enjoy both the right to live without 

interference (2.37.2-3), but also the right to participate in democracy, which itself 

could be viewed as an impediment to one's freedom.'*® Interestingly, although 

Plato believed that democratic ideology rendered 'freedom' tantamount to anarchy 

(PI. Rep. 560e), he does not offer an alternative definition of what it means to be 

'free' as a member of a community; in the Laws 'freedom' is a characteristic of 

democracy rather than an absolute idea existing independent of constitutions {Leg. 

700a-701d). For Plato, democratic conceptions of equality were more dangerous 

than freedom. While the oligarchic model of equality took into account 

differences in merit, democratic equality did not.""

W aterfield (2004: 96-97).
Cooper (1999: 8).
Waterfield (2004: 96-97). These qualities are exactly those which a tyrant does not possess. 

These are also the qualities which make a good H ellenistic king. The purpose o f  estate 
management is to create wealth.

Hansen (2010: 5-7).
“"Andrews (2004: 239-61).
■" Mulgan (1984: 19-20).
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Although Plato did not reconceptualise 'freedom' in a political sense, by 

applying it to the individual he defines the 'free' person as one who was in control 

of his desires and passions.'*^ Aristotle, on the other hand, does address alternative 

conceptualisations of what it means to be 'free' as a political person. He argued 

that not living as one likes should not be seen as slavery, but as security (Aristot. 

Pol. 1310a 35-36). For Aristotle, obedience and freedom were not mutually 

exclusive."*^ Furthermore, Aristotle reconceptualises freedom: to be free means not 

belonging to another, or being in control of one's own person {Politics 1,4, 1254a 

14-15; Metaphysics, A.2, 982b 25). The slave serves the interests of the master, 

but the individual acts in his own interest.'*'^ By analogy, free rule is rule in the 

interests of the ruled, while despotic rule is rule in the interests of the ruler

To be free means acting in one's interests, and the ability to act on those 

interests was secured through obedience to the state. This new rendering of what 

it means to be a 'free' member of a community bears some similarities to 

Xenophon's reconceptualisation of what it means for an individual to be 'free', 

who is only 'free' if restraints are imposed upon him so that he may participate in 

state affairs in a positive way. As Mulgan notes '[f]reedom as a personal 

ideal...developed among philosophers who were sceptical about accepted social 

and political institutions and values, including the distinction between slave and 

free. They highlighted their criticisms by reapplying the distinction between slave 

and free to what was for them a more fundamental difference'.'*® Furthermore, 

'[o]nly when the more radically antisocial philosophers had divorced the concept 

of freedom from its traditional social context and used it as a metaphor to describe 

the difference between the wise and the unwise was freedom applied 

psychologically to the absence of internal interference'.'*’ On the whole, Plato and 

Aristotle did not apply freedom in this way, though Plato does mention this type 

of freedom occasionally (PI. Thae. 174c-175e; Resp. 58% ).“** Although Xenophon 

certainly makes this distinction, his ultimate aim in doing so is political in nature: 

the city-state must be led by one who is kalos kai agathos. In this sense.

Vlassopoulos (2010: 48); Stalley (1998: 45-58); Hansen (2010: 7-9).
''^Mulgan (1984: 18).

c.f. Hdt. 5.78 where Herodotus connects democracy with acting in one's interest, V lassopoulos 
(2010: 50).
'•'Mulgan (1984: 17-18).
“‘ Mulgan (1984: 20).
“’ Mulgan (1984: 23-24).

Pohlenz (1966: 95).
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Xenophon's moral philosophy borders on Plato's philosopher kings, whose 

education is depicted as a process of liberation

7 3  Refutation in the Memorabilia and the Anabasis

Xenophon's Socratic method was comprised of three parts; refutation, or 

elenchus, defining and categorising in accordance with

virtues. In order for one to categorise and define, one must be 'free' from the vices 

which would enslave. For Xenophon, the process of defining and categorising led 

to the acquisition of knowledge, which was a prerequisite for the ultimate goal of 

his philosophical discourse: to teach men to be kaloi kagathoi in order that they 

may do what is best with respect to the household and state. Before one could 

even begin the process of defining and sorting, Socrates must first encourage his 

interlocutors towards the study of philosophy by undermining their convictions 

through argument and refutation. Only once they have passed this process could 

they move on to the more pressing matter of defining and categorising.^® Passages 

from the Memorabilia where Socrates engaged his interlocutors in a refutation 

concerning 'freedom' suggests that Xenophon felt that the term was sufficiently 

abused in rhetoric, and therefore ambiguous, to warrant discussion.

The concept of 'being free' or 'freedom' most often occurs in discussions 

concerning how wealth affects those considered 'free men' versus those numbered 

among the lower ranks of society, who are 'slaves'. At 2.7 and 2.8 Xenophon's aim 

is to show that the commonly held prejudices regarding slavery and freedom are 

false, and that by adhering to a lifestyle which promotes these common prejudices 

free people are actually enslaving themselves. At 2.7 Aristarchus explains that 

after the exodus to the Piraeus he was left with a crowd of female relatives, so that 

there were fourteen free people living in his house (4.2.2). He explains that there 

is little money to be found in his land, since his enemies have seized it, and that 

there is no value in his property since there are so few residents. Socrates asks 

Aristarchus how it is possible that he is unable to provide for his family, when 

Ceramon not only provides for the needs of his family, but saves enough to make 

him a wealthy man. The explanation, according to Aristarchus, is simple; 

Ceramon's dependants are slaves (6o'uA.ou5), while his own are free 

(£XeD0eQOUg). Socrates asks him which he thinks are better (PeXxLODg), slaves or

PI. . 5 14a-519b; Stalley ( 1998: 147).
See Mem. 4.6.13-14 where Xenophon's Socrates engages elenchus as a technique.
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freemen? Upon answering that his free relatives are better, Socrates asks him 

whether it is not shameful that his free relatives are in difficulty, while those who 

are slaves are 'kept in affluence'. Aristarchus answers by explaining that 

Ceramon's relatives are artisans, while his own are educated liberally 

(sXeDGeQioog jrejraLSeuiLievoug). Socrates points out that those who are artisans 

know how to produce things which are useful, such as bread and clothing, the 

excess of which can be sold for a profit. Although Aristarchus concedes that his 

family does possesses knowledge of such skills, he argues that most people, like 

the Megarians who make a living by producing smocks, buy foreign men who do 

most of the labour; he and his family, he insists, are free.

Socrates then asks him whether others who are free are better off and live 

more happily than those who are usefully employed in work which they 

understand. After asking which makes men more prudent, idleness or useful 

employment, Socrates suggests that if Aristarchus were to exert his authority and 

make the women work doing the things which they know how to do, Aristarchus, 

feeling his relatives to be less of a drain on his expenses, would be more fond of 

them, and they, in turn would be more fond of him, knowing that he was pleased 

with them; traditionally women were able to be as productive as males when it 

came to the work of slaves.^' Upon implementing Socrates' plan, Aristarchus fmds 

that 'they loved him as a guardian and he liked them because they were useful' 

(2.7.12).^^ Socrates' advice to Aristarchus reveals how common prejudices 

regarding the 'slave' and 'free' prevents men from doing what is advantageous. 

Aristarchus is prevented from doing what is to his advantage because of his 

prejudice concerning what is fitting for 'free' women. Through refutation Socrates 

reveals the error in Aristarchus' thinking, which allows him to 'rule' his household 

in way which suited the interests of all.

Immediately following this passage is a discussion between Socrates and 

Eutherus, who has been forced by poverty to make a living with his hands {Mem. 

2.8). Once again, Socrates reveals that one is better off performing tasks which 

are commonly considered slavish, than to be in want. Socrates suggests that 

Eutherus, in order to ensure that he has wages in his old age, find employment as 

a bailiff for someone who is better off than he. Protesting against this suggestion, 

Eutherus states that he would rather not put himself into slavery (SoDXeiav

Pomeroy (2010: 35). 
Translation Marchant (2002).
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■ujro|i£LvaL|ii). By comparing an estate manager to those who control the city and 

take charge in public affairs, Socrates persuades Eutherus that becoming a bailiff 

is the best course of action. These people, Socrates states, are thought more 

respectable and not more slavish on that account. When Eutherus responds by 

saying he has no desire to expose himself to another man's censure, Socrates 

reminds him that he must only undertake duties which he can perform and must 

be aware of his own limitations.^^ Knowing one's limitations is essential not only 

for a bailiff, but also for city-states. At 4.2.24 Socrates argues men and city-states 

must heed the advice of the Delphic Oracle and come to know their own 

limitations. Xenophon's comparison between an estate manager and those who 

take charge in public affairs, and his comparison between men and city-states at 

4.2.24, indicates that men and city-states might both benefit from the same advice. 

In providing men with a philosophy on how to be kaloi kagathoi and do what is 

best and in their interest, Xenophon was also providing city-states with guidelines 

on how to govern.

Although both Thucydides' Athenians and Spartans and Xenophon were 

concerned with doing what was in one's interest, Xenophon, unlike the sophists, 

was more concerned with the relationship between 'interest' and morality, and 

more specifically, justice. Xenophon, like Plato, believed that moral concepts 

were not relative. Consequently, what was in one's interest must also be morally 

virtuous. If what is in one's interest is morally virtuous, then it must be in 

everyone's interest. But unlike Plato's Socrates, whose approach to morality is 

more esoteric, the format Xenophon has chosen to relay Socrates' teachings was 

one already familiar to his audience.^"* As the chapters on Herodotus and 

Thucydides have shown, the ways in which historians engage the language of 

'freedom' through contemporary frameworks vary. Xenophon's response to the 

language of 'freedom' is altogether different than either Herodotus' or 

Thucydides'.^^ While for Thucydides rhetoric itself was a tool of war due the

”  c.f. Mem.  4 .2 .24  where Socrates argues men and city-states must heed the advice o f  the Delphic 
oracle and com e to know their own limitations.
“̂ Gray (1998: 160-77).

By showing how the concept o f  'freedom' is culturally embedded Herodotus considers how  
Persian v 6 )oxdl might engender a different conceptualisation o f  'freedom', and in doing so he is able 
create irony within his text; for Herodotus people are not 'free' by 'nature', but whether a society  
considers one 'free' or 'enslaved' depends on the v 6 |io i o f  that particular culture. For this reason 
what the Persians consider 'noble', the Greeks consider 'slavish'. Thucydides exposes how  
competing standards o f  'justice' or interpretations o f what is just' emerge when justice' is aligned
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destabilisation of language, Xenophon's philosophy provides a solution for the 

problems he felt were exacerbated by rhetoric: those with the power to persuade 

must be kaloi kagathoi who understand what is best and can persuade people to 

do what is best and in the interests of the household and state. Socrates, as a halos 

kagathos, is able to do just that. He is able to persuade men that even if they 

themselves are not members of the 'elite' they can still help themselves by doing 

the next best thing: commit themselves to the rule or enslavement of one who 

embodies the principles of the kalos kagathos (Oec. 1.22-23).^® Socrates himself 

embodies Xenophon's conceptualisation of 'freedom' in the sense of 'self-control': 

'In the first place, apart from what I have said, in control of his [Socrates'] 

passions and appetites he was the strictest of men; further in endurance of cold 

and heat and every kind of toil he was most resolute; and besides, his needs were 

so schooled to moderation that having very little he was yet very content' {Mem.

1.2.1-2).”  Socrates embodies 'freedom' not only because he is in control of 

himself and is therefore in a better position to lead by example, but also because 

he is not in a position where he must labour. These two attributes—the possession 

of qualities necessary for leadership which are secured through self-control, and 

the freedom from labour—are the two qualities which Johnstone points out 

distinguish oligarchic conceptions of 'freedom' from democratic ideologies of 

'freedom'.^* As a truly 'free' kalos kagathos, Socrates is able to advise Eutherus 

and Aristarchus that is in their interest to 'enslave' themselves either by being 

compelled to work, or by becoming a servant; being a slave to an aristocrat, a 

kalos kagathos, is preferable to being a slave to temptation or vice.

In both passages from Memorabilia examined above, Mem. 2.7 and 2.8, 

Xenophon, through the voice of Socrates, reveals that those who consider 

themselves 'free' suffer from poverty out of their own reluctance to take on tasks 

they deem slavish. By questioning these prejudices, Socrates undermines the 

'free/slave' societal structure of the Greeks, many of whom were suffering under 

social upheaval after the surrender of Athens. By undermining this structure 

Socrates demonstrates that social status is secondary to well-being, and, in doing

with the interests o f the state instead o f  vo fio i, the result being that 'freedom' is used rhetorically 
not because it is apt, but because o f its rhetorical cachet.

Similarly in the Republic  590c-d Plato suggests that those whose reasoning powers are weak 
should be enslaved to those who possess stronger skills.
”  Translation Marchant (2002).
■'’* Johnstone (2010: 156).
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SO, undermines the democratic ideology of 'freedom' and equality. For what was 

democratic 'freedom' really worth if a 'free' man was prevented from doing what 

was best and in the interest of the state because he was enslaved to vices? In each 

of these passages, Mem. 2.7 and 2.8, the illusion of wealth and the pretence of 

nobility is an impediment to one's ability to be useful. By dismissing false notions 

of what it means to be 'free', Xenophon reveals the fallacy of prejudices 

concerning 'free' and 'slave'. Xenophon's critique of what it meant to be 'enslaved' 

or 'free' demonstrates that he was thinking about what constituted such statuses in 

a society where an ideology of 'freedom' reigned. Furthermore, the emphasis on 

'freedom' or 'slavery' in the philosophical works suggests that Xenophon has 

rejected political ideologies of 'freedom' and 'slavery' as being pertinent to the 

moral virtue of the individual. Such ideologies were used in the past, and during 

Xenophon's own time, to persuade people to do what was not in their interest. 

Rather than focusing on the ideological implications of 'freedom' and 'slavery', 

Xenophon focuses on the physical status of the individual, which would have had 

more bearing on a person's ability to be kalos kagathos.

7.4 Defining/Categorising

Once Socrates has prepared his interlocutor by undermining traditional 

notions of 'freedom' and 'slavery', he can begin the process of defining and 

categorising. The importance of 'correctly' defining words was discussed by Plato 

in the Phaedrus. Although Plato and Xenophon often differed in their accounts of 

Socrates, Plato's Phaedrus provides evidence for how intellectuals during 

Xenophon's time were thinking about language. Since these ideas were intimated 

by Xenophon, it will be helpful to examine a passage from Plato, who explicitly 

states what Xenophon only implies. In the Phaedrus, Socrates posits that the one 

who speaks well and nobly must have 'in mind the truth about the subject he is 

going to discuss' (259e).^® Phaedrus responds by saying that he has heard that it is 

not necessary for an orator to say what is just, but to say what will please the 

crowd, which acts as judges. This is where persuasion comes from, not from the 

truth. Later Socrates and Phaedrus agree that nothing good can come from a 

rhetorician who studies what the people believe and persuades them to do bad 

instead of good: 'unless he pursues philosophy properly he will never be able to

Translation Nehamas and W oodruff (1997).
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make a proper speech on any subject either' (261 A).“  Plato's account of Socrates 

in this passage indicates that Socrates, like Xenophon, believes that persuasion 

should only be employed as a tool if the one persuading urges people towards 

right actions. The one persuading must pursue philosophy in order to know what 

the 'good' is so that he may encourage them to act in accordance with the 'good'.

Later in the Phaedrus, Socrates argues that it is easier to deceive the 

audience if one commits small, incremental acts of deception rather than large 

ones. In order to deceive the audience the speaker must understand what a thing 

truly is and understand how things are similar and dissimilar to one another. This 

knowledge allows the speaker to deceive the audience by making them think that 

something which is dissimilar is similar and vice versa. Rhetoric is an art which 

requires philosophical training, for one who does not know what each thing is 

cannot 'lead others little by little through similarities away from what is the case 

on each occasion to its opposite' (262b).®’ Successful deception lies in truly 

knowing what things are. Phaedrus follows Socrates' logic, but asks for 

clarification. The opening segment of Socrates' clarification offers insight into an 

intellectual trend during this period which led writers and philosophers to consider 

the meaning of words.

SOCRATES: When someone utters the word 'iron' or 'silver', don't we all 

think of the same thing?

PHAEDRUS: Certainly.

SOCRATES: But what happens when we say 'just' or 'good'? Doesn't each 

one of us go in a different direction? Don't we differ with one another and 

even with ourselves?

PHAEDRUS: We certainly do.

SOCRATES: Therefore, we agree about the former and disagree about the 

latter.

PHAEDRUS: Right.

SOCRATES: Now in which of these two cases are we more easily 

deceived? And when does rhetoric have greater power?

PHAEDRUS: Clearly, when we wander in different directions.

“  Translation Nehamas and W oodruff (1997). 
Translation Nehamas and W oodruff (1997).
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SOCRATES: It follows that whoever wants to acquire the art of rhetoric 

must first make a systematic division and grasp the particular character of 

each of these two kinds of things, both the kind where most people wander 

in different directions and the kind where they do not.'’"

2 Q. "Otav TLg ovo|in el'jrt') olStiqoij rj agyvQov, ag' ov x6 avxo Jidvxeg

8LEVoi]6r|fi£v;

OAI. Kai |xaA,a.

2Q. Tl 8 ’ otav 6ixaiOD dYct0oi); oi)x dXXog aX.Xi'i cĵ eQexai, xal 

d|i4)LoPi]xo'U|i£v d>i)iriX,GLg xe xal i]|xiv ai)xois;

4>AI. ndvu [xev o{)v.

2 Q. ’Ev |j£v aga xolq au (̂j)a)VG'U|X£v, ev Se xoig oij.

OAI. Oijxoo.

2Q . n o x 8Qto0 i CUV ei)ajtaxi]x6x£QOL eo|X8v, x a l Qi]xoQixfi ev 

jToxeQois |a£i4ov Sijvaxai;

<t>AI. Afî ôv oxi EV olg Jt}iavcb|i80a.

2 Q. Oijxcuv xov iieXXovxa xexviiv Qi]xoQLxf]v [iextEvat jiqcoxov |i£v 

8et xavxa 6b(b 8q]0f|a0ai, x a l elXi'|4)evaL xivd xotQaxxfjQa exaxeQot) 

xoi) 8160U5, £v (p xe dvdYxri x6 Ji>tf)0O5 JiXavdo0a i x a l cv (b [H]. (263a- 

b).

Socrates and Phaedrus agree that 'love', which is the topic of Lysias' speech, is a 

thing to which people ascribe different meanings. 'Love', like the 'good' and the 

'bad', is a topic which lends itself to deception. Similarly, 'freedom'/'slavery' and 

the status of 'free'/'slave' were common tropes in persuasive speech precisely 

because people held different ideas of what it meant to be 'free' and 'enslaved'. 

Following the logic of Socrates, the rhetorician must have a clear understanding 

of these terms in order to deceive the people gradually by toying with their belief 

that 'freedom' is inherently 'good' and 'slavery' inherently 'bad'. For Thucydides 

the uprooting of v6|xoi by 4)^015 leads to the destabilisation of language, and 

more specifically those words the meanings of which are culturally embedded. In 

the passage above, Socrates exposes how rhetoricians manipulate these culturally

“  Translation Nehamas and W oodruff (1997).
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embedded words such as 'justice' and 'good', the definitions o f which are 

determined by the v6|o,ol o f a particular people.

Defining and categorising were essential parts of Xenophon's dialectic. At 

Mem. 4.5.12 Socrates describes dialectic as the practice of meeting together in 

common deliberation and sorting things out in accordance with their kind.*^ This 

is just one part of the dialectic, the other being the ability to correctly define 

things, a process which is described at 4.6. Based on these two passages. Carlo 

Natali shows that the Socratic dialectic, as it is presented by Xenophon, is unique 

in that it is comprised of two processes; defining and categorising. Examples of 

virtues and things which must be categorised and defined are listed at 1.16: what 

is godly and what is ungodly; what is beautiful and what is ugly; what is just, 

what is unjust; what is prudence (aco())Qoaijvr|), what is madness; what is 

courage, what is cowardice; what is a state, what is a statesman; what is a 

government, what is a governor. The first step in the dialectic is the defining of 

jiQ ayixata, or things; what is a governor, what is a government, what is a state, 

what is a statesman. Second, JtQdY|ioiTa must be sorted into the good and the bad 

in accordance with particular virtues; what is just, what is unjust; what is 

prudence, what is madness.*'* Only when a thing has been correctly defined is it 

possible to know whether that thing falls under the category of the 'good' or the 

'bad'.

The concept of 'slavery' frequently appears in discussions which involve 

the categorising of jr^dYM-ata. At Mem. 4.2 Socrates engages in a discussion with 

Euthydemus, Critias' lover, concerning the relationship between ignorance and 

slavery. Socrates aims to show Euthydemus that the knowledge which he 

possesses from his library collection has not really endowed him with wisdom at 

all. Many of the more intriguing points concerning 'freedom' and 'slavery' which 

are made in this argument are not made for their own sake, but in order to draw 

out the youth's ignorance through refutation. That they are not the main points of 

the argument should not detract from their value. Socrates and Euthydemus agree 

that acts can be either just or unjust, depending on whether these acts are done to 

friends or enemies. As an example of such an act Socrates offers enslavement, 

dv8Qara)8i^8O0aL, which Euthydemus agrees is an unjust act, except when an

“  This process is best displayed at 4.2 in a discussion between Socrates and Euthydemus, a 
passage which will be discussed in more detail below .
'’■‘ Natali (2006: 19).
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elected general enslaves an unjust and hostile city (4.2.14-15).“  The act of 

enslaving, dv8Qajto6L^8O0ai, can fall under the category of the 'just' or the 

'unjust', depending on the circumstances. It is not the 'just' or the 'unjust' which are 

considered relative, but the act of enslavement. To put it in terms of Xenophon's 

Socratic dialectic, dvbgaKobO^eaQai is a itQayfia which must be defined and 

categorised according to moral virtues, which are fixed terms. The fact that 

'enslaving' is a JtQayixa which must be categorised presupposes that the act of 

enslaving is not always 'bad' or 'unjust'. If this is the case, the opposite of 'slavery', 

'freedom', must not always be 'good' or 'just' either. When Virtue remarks that 

men are able to 'free' friends and 'subdue' enemies through hard work {Mem.

2.1.28), the act of 'freeing' and 'subduing' are relative terms. Just as 'subduing' a 

friend would be unjust, so too would 'freeing' an enemy. Once again, Xenophon 

avoids discussions of 'freedom' as an ideology. Instead he focuses on the physical 

enslavement of the citizens of the state.

Passages from the Hellenica and the Anabasis indicate that whether the 

enslaving of fellow Greeks was just' or 'unjust' was a contentious topic. In the 

Anabasis the only time that the Greeks were physically enslaved was at the hands 

of Anaxibius, the Spartan admiral at Byzantium {An. 7.2.6). Fearing that the Ten 

Thousand might take Byzantium by force, Anaxibius ordered the Spartan 

governor of the city, Aristarchus, to sell all the soldiers of Cyrus that he found. 

Apparently, he had also ordered the previous governor, Cleander, to do likewise, 

but Cleander had been negligent in carrying out the admiral's commands. 

Aristarchus sold at least four hundred soldiers as slaves. Although the act itself 

may not be contentious from the perspective of Aristarchus, the enslavement of 

Greeks by Greeks occurred just as the Ten Thousand reached a Greek city. While 

the Ten Thousand were in the East, the threat of Persia had a unifying effect; here, 

more than anywhere else in the narrative, the Greeks manage themselves with a 

harmony uncharacteristic of a Greek city-state.“  As the Ten Thousand were 

reunited with other Greeks, they were threatened with physical enslavement by 

the Greeks. At this point in the narrative the unity of the Ten Thousand began to 

crumble. While Aristarchus may have chosen to enslave the Greeks, Xenophon's 

decision to structure his narrative so that the Greeks encounter 'enslavement' just

“  Socrates makes a similar argument at 2.2.2 in a discussion with his son. 
“ D illery (1995: 93).
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as they re-enter Greek territory suggests that Xenophon him self felt that the

enslavem ent o f Greek by Greek was morally and strategically wrong.

In the Hellenica  the only mention o f  Greeks physically enslaving other 

Greeks occurred during one o f the final episodes o f the Peloponnesian War. The 

tone captures the polem ical nature o f  the debate surrounding slavery and 

ethnicity. Callicratidas, a Spartan general, having been urged to sell the 

M ethymnaeans and the Athenian garrison as slaves, proclaimed that 'while he was 

in com mand no Greek should be sold as a slave (d v 6 Q a jT o 6 io 9 f|v a L ), if  he could  

help it' (HG  1.6.14).^^ The fo llow ing day he let the M ethymnaeans go free (xcug  

|X8V 8X.8D0eQOU5 d (J)f|X 8), but he sold the men in the Athenian garrison as slaves, 

as w ell as the M ethymnaeans who were already slaves (HG  1.6.15). Later 

(2 .1 .19), Lysander, another Spartan general, released all the prisoners in 

Lampsacus, an Athenian ally, who were free men (xd 8 s  eXeijGEQa o 6 |ia x a  

jr a v x a  d4)f)X8 A T joavSgog). Callicratidas' political decision to sell the garrison 

and pre-existing slaves was informed by his own thoughts on what circumstances 

warrant enslavem ent. Although he refused to sell the M ethymnaean citizens as 

slaves, he had no qualms about selling o ff  the Athenians w hose domineering 

presence had restricted the rights o f  the citizens and w ho, therefore, deserved to 

be enslaved.

Xenophon presented a different perspective on 'slavery' in his biography o f  

Agesilaus. Xenophon wrote that A gesilaus believed that Greek cities ought not to 

be enslaved, for if  they were enslaved, then there would be fewer men to help 

with the conquest o f  the barbarian:

And when the Corinthian exiles told him that the city was about to be 

surrendered to them and pointed to the engines with which they were 

confident o f taking the w alls, he would not make the assault, declaring that 

Greek cities ought not to be enslaved, but chastened (Xeyoov oxi oxjh 

dvbgaiiobiC^eoBai  S eo i 'EX.)ir|VL8ag jt6?i8Lg aXXa  ooo(J)qovi];81v). 'And 

if,' he added, 'we are going to annihilate the erring members o f our own  

race, let us beware lest we lack men to help in the conquest o f  the 

barbarians' {Ages. 7.6).^*

Translation Warner (1979).
“  Translation Marchant (1925).
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According to Xenophon, Agesilaus possessed self control in situations where he 

was tempted to be greedy (Ages. 4.3) and in affection {Ages. 5.4). In his summary 

o f Agesilaus' 'goodness', a v b g a y a Q ia ,  which all should imitate, Xenophon made 

the following statement;

The man who is foremost in endurance when the hour comes for toil, in 

valour when the contest calls for courage, in wisdom when the need is for 

counsel —he is the man, I think, who may fairly be regarded as the perfect 

embodiment o f goodness...! think that the virtue o f Agesilaus may well 

stand as a noble example for those to follow who wish to make moral 

goodness a habit. For who that imitates a pious, a just, a sober, a self

controlled man, can come to be unrighteous, unjust, violent, wanton?*’®

6 be xaQT8Qia |j£v jiQcoxeiJoov 8v0a  Jioveiv xaiQog, dXxf) be  o j to ij  

dvSgeiag dycbv, yvoaiii] be  5jtoi' egyov ,  cuxog e|j,olye 6 o x e I

Sixaicog dvr]g dyaBog jiavxeXobg dv vo |iii;8a0ai. el be xaXov eijQiiixa 

dvSQdajtoig axdOiiii x a l xavw v jiQog x6 OQ0d CQYd^eoSat, xaXov  dv 

6 o x 8 l  elva i AyiiaiXdou dgexf] jtaQdSeiyixa yeveoBaL xolg 

d vS gayaB iav  doxeiv  Potj^opivoig... xaKov dv [iot 6ox£t elvai 

AYr|oiX,doD dgexfi JiaQdSeiYfiot YeveoBai xolg dvSQayoiBLav doxeiv  

poDXo|jivoig. xig y a g  dv r] Beooepfi |XL|ioi)|0£vog dvoaiog YevoLxo 

StxaLOv dSixog f| adj(j)QOva "uPQiaxfig eYXQaxf) dxQaxf)g;

(Aeg. 10.1-2).

Given that Agesilaus' lifestyle, from Xenophon's perspective, matches that o f the 

description of the kalos kagathos, Agesilaus' position on matters such as 

enslavement must be the moral position o f one possessing good judgement and 

wisdom. Enemy cities which were hostile must be enslaved, but cities which were 

Greek and which had the same customs and religion could not be hostile. If these 

cities made poor decisions, they must be chastised and shown the correct path, but 

they must not be enslaved. The position o f Agesilaus, a kalos kagathos, provides 

further evidence that the threat o f 'enslavement' faced by the Ten Thousand upon 

approaching Greek territory fits within the structural narrative of the Hellenica.

Translation Marchant (1925).
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Once the Greeks have reached Byzantium, their harmonious unity was broken by 

the threat of enslavement by fellow Greeks. Agesilaus' refusal to enslave Greeks 

on the grounds that they would be needed someday in a conflict with Persia 

reveals Xenophon's own position. Xenophon believed that the threat of Persia 

could and should be used as an incentive for unification and deterrent for 

enslavement of fellow Greeks, an agenda which was consistent both in his 

historical works and his philosophy of the kalos kagathos.

These passages demonstrate that Xenophon's treatment of 'slavery' was 

influenced by issues which he found problematic in his own time, namely Greek 

enslaving Greek. It is impossible to know whether Xenophon's historical account 

of the above events was accurate. As a result it is unclear whether Xenophon's 

philosophical ideas concerning the relative nature of 'enslavement' influenced his 

explanation of historical events, or whether he used 'enslavement' as an example 

of a ;jtQaYJia which could either be 'just' or 'unjust' because he saw it being played 

out in history. Either way, Xenophon's discussion of 'enslavement' in the 

Memorabilia and in the Hellenica indicates that his historical and philosophical 

positions were complementary. Furthermore, it indicates that Xenophon was 

thinking philosophically about historical events in order to find remedies for the 

future. One of these remedies was the character of Agesilaus, the kalos kagathos, 

whose self-control led him to the conclusion that no Greek cities could justly be 

enslaved. For Xenophon, a leader must understand whether 'freedom' and 'slavery' 

are just or unjust in specific circumstances, and, in order to make such 

distinctions, a leader must have a clear understanding of the 'just'.

The comparison elicited by Herodotus' presentation of 'freedom' hinged on 

the reader's belief that 'freedom' was an absolute 'good'. Thucydides, on the other 

hand, demonstrated through his metanarrative on language, that the politicians 

and generals were taking advantage of the moral fixity of 'freedom' as a concept 

in order justify actions which were, in reality, actions carried out not in the name 

of 'freedom' but in their own interests. Xenophon, recognising that this was a 

problem, prescribed that the 'elite' be morally 'free' from vices in order to 

determine what was best for the state by being able to correctly determine what is 

'just' and 'unjust'. The kalos kagathos, in possession of a philosophical education, 

was able to persuade audiences of what was best without taking advantage of 

moral ambiguity. Thus the idea of the kalos kagathos, as prescribed by Xenophon, 

was the solution for the flaws of rhetoric. The person with power who persuades
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must understand whether an act such as 'freeing' or 'enslaving' is just or unjust. 

Once he has engaged in the dialectic process to determine the virtuosity of 

'freeing' or 'enslaving' in specific circumstances, then he is able to persuade the 

audience using such language. Xenophon has removed the moral ambiguity of 

concepts such as 'freedom' and 'slavery' by allowing the leader of the state, one 

who possesses the qualities of the kalos kagathos, to define morality. For 

Xenophon, the 'enslaving' of Greeks only led to strife among city-states. 

Consequently the language of 'freedom' and 'slavery' was best relegated to the 

arena of conflicts between Greeks and Persians, as the the Greeks are most united 

when there was a foreign threat.

7^ The Analogy Between State and Household

The fact that 'freedom' had, at the time Xenophon began employing the 

concept in new circumstances, already enjoyed a long history with manifold 

associations in the Greek world suggests that this new concept of being 'free', 

which depended entirely on the individual's commitment to self-sufficiency and 

discipline, must have been, in some small way, related to its political predecessor. 

Xenophon's philosophy regarding freedom as 'self-sufficiency' was created in a 

climate which was heavily saturated with the rhetoric of political freedom. 

Consequently it is necessary to examine how Socrates' teachings benefit not only 

the individual, but the state as well. Some of Socrates' lessons which apply to the 

individual could just as easily be applied to the state. Other lessons regarding the 

proper management of the household suggest that the household was being used 

as an analogy for the state. Still other lessons in which the character of the kalos 

kagathos was discussed suggest that one who was a kalos kagathos was being 

prepared for a life in politics. The following section will examine how 

Xenophon's representation of Socrates' teachings was politically motivated.

Xenophon was not the first to note the analogous condition of the 

individual and the state. Early testimony for the relationship between the 

individual and the state can be found in the analogy between the human body and 

the 'body politic', the idea that the illnesses of society are like human illnesses. As 

Cuomo notes, 'these parallels ran deep because they inscribed political and ethical 

values onto the body and onto nature itself.™ Thus the movement in the fourth

™ Cuomo (2007: 8).
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century, which offered remedies for politics on a grand scale through the analogy 

of the household on a smaller one, was not entirely unprecedented. There was a 

strong movement in the fourth century to see the master of the house as analogous 

to the ruler of a state, and the management of a household as analogous to the 

management of the state. Ferrari has shown the city and the soul are analogous 

throughout Plato's Republic?^ A state can only be healthy if those at the helm are 

as well. This emphasis on the individual as being responsible for the well-being of 

the household on a smaller scale, and for the state on a larger one led philosophers 

to consider the virtues which would ensure the efficient and prosperous 

management of both the estate and, by analogy, the state. Xenophon's concern 

with the virtue of the individual was not one which was unconcerned with 

political affairs. Quite the contrary: in order for a state to prosper or for an army to 

win in battle, the state's leaders, generals and politicians had to exhibit the 

qualities of the kalos kagathos. The analogy between the individual and the state 

offered insight into the emergence of Xenophon's radical rendering of what it 

meant to be free, and how a state's well-being was contingent on the virtuosity of 

those ruling.

Socrates often likens the individual to the state. Socrates' dialogue with 

Euthyderaus at 4.2 evolves into a discussion of the necessity of knowing oneself, 

one's capacity for knowledge and power, as well as one's limitations. The same is 

true for city-states, according to Socrates, for whenever states, not having 

knowledge of their own capacity, go to war with stronger states, they are ruined 

and free men are made slaves (4.2.29). A state, like an individual, must adhere to 

the principle of the Delphic oracle: know yourself, yvwOi oaiJTOV (2.2.24). 

Similarly, at 2.8 Socrates advises his comrade, Eutherus, to be mindful of his 

limitations in order to live at ease and escape censure from his boss. At 4.5.10 

self-control (eyxQatEia ) is connected with the ability to rule over oneself, a 

household and a city, suggesting that it is necessary not only for an individual to 

be 'free' from vices, but also for the state to be 'free' as well. Teachings and 

lessons which are useful for the individual can also be useful for the state.

One of the most obvious analogies between the state and the individual 

comes in the Oeconomicus in a passage where the qualities of the kalos kagathos 

are introduced. In the opening of the Oeconomicus, Critobulus and Socrates

Ferrari (2005: 59-82).
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engage in a discussion concerning what constitutes one's estate. Upon reaching

the conclusion that whatever is useful should be reckoned as one's property {Oec.

1.7), the discussion turns to the relationship between the usefulness of wealth, 

which is not useful to the one who does not know how to use it (Oec. 1.12). 

Critobulus raises the issue of those who possess the skills of war and peace and 

who have no despots ruling over them, yet they are still not able to bring about 

prosperity due to idleness, moral cowardice and negligence, the vices which lead 

one to engage in activities such as gambling and unprofitable friendships (Oec.

1.17-20).’  ̂Then there are those that are eager to work, but, like those who are idle 

and negligent, they exhaust their estates. These too, according to Socrates, are 

slaves, 8oi)?tOi, to gluttony, lechery, drink and foolish ambitions (Oec. 1.21-22). It 

is necessary, Socrates says, to fight for freedom against these with the same 

persistence as if they were armed men trying to enslave us.’  ̂Socrates' exhortation 

suggests that Xenophon thought there was an analogy between his own ideas 

concerning individual freedom and slavery and the 'freedom' and 'ensalvement' 

that can result from conflict. For Xenophon, vices such as gluttony, lechery, drink 

and foolish ambitions enslaved men just like armed soldiers physically enslaved 

people. The struggle against slavery in both these situations is conceptualised as a 

struggle for 'freedom'.

The discussion between Critobulus and Socrates suggests that Xenophon 

has applied the language of political 'freedom' to the individual in order to show 

that there is no such thing as 'freedom' as it is defined by politics, especially in a 

city-state such as democratic Athens, where there are no restraints imposed on 

individuals to prevent them from becoming slaves to vices. In a discussion 

between Aristippus and Socrates, Aristippus argues that 'states claim to treat their 

rulers just as I claim to treat my servants' (Mem. 1.\.9)?^ Aristippus recognises 

that rulers are slaves to the state just as house-servants are slaves to their masters. 

Socrates suggests that they consider whether the rulers or the ruled live the more 

pleasant life. Socrates lists a series of nations which rule and are ruled: the 

Persians rule the Syrians, the Lydians and the Phrygians; the Scythians rule and 

the Maeotians are ruled; the Carthaginians rule and the Libyans are ruled.

c.f. Thuc. 1.122.4 where the Corinthians argue that moral cowardice and negligence are 
stupidity.

a W a  Set, cb KgtTopouXe, Jigog xaiJTa oux ^|xxov 8ia|xdx£o6ai Jtegl xf|5 eXeuGegCag f) 
xoi)5 oijv 6]T>iOi5 raLQti)|i£voi)5 xaxa8o\)XoTjo9aL {Oec. 1.23).

Translation Marchant (2002).
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Socrates continues by asking Aristippus whether he thinks that the controlling or 

controlled states in Greece live a more pleasant life (2.1.10). Aristippus fails to 

answer Socrates' question and provides instead an oblique response, in which 

there is a shift in metaphor from ruling and being ruled/controlled and being 

controlled to freedom and slavery. He states that he would not chose slavery, but 

instead a middle path through neither rule nor slavery (6 1 0 9 x 1̂5 oijxe 8id 

8ouX,8Lag). For Aristippus, both the 'ruler' and the 'ruled' are enslaved: one is 

enslaved to the state, the other is enslaved to the master.’  ̂Instead, Aristippus 

choses freedom which most of all leads to happiness (2.1.11). By choosing 

'freedom', which he believes to be an alternative to 'ruling' and 'being 'ruled' 

Aristippus has removed himself from politics; to be truly 'free' one must be 

neither 'rule' nor 'be ruled', since both are 'slavery'. Socrates retorts that the 

stronger have a way of making the weaker 'rue their lot' in both public and private 

and treating them like slaves. The stronger harass the weaker if they refuse to 

submit until they are persuaded to accept slavery as an escape from war with the 

stronger. According to Socrates, Aristippus' belief that there is an alternative to 

'ruling' and 'being ruled' is naive, as 'in private life do not brave and mighty men 

enslave and plunder the cowardly and feeble fold?' {Mem. 2.1.13).’® Socrates has 

brought the discussion back to the arena of world politics in a way that reveals the 

analogous condition of the individual in both public and private life with the 

citizen body in world affairs.

Aristippus rejects the proposition that 'ruling' is synonymous with 'free'. 

Aristippus' solution to the dilemma presented by Socrates is to become a foreigner 

in every land, being 'free' from the paradigm of power politics and social 

hierarchies. For Aristippus being 'free' means neither 'ruling' nor 'being ruled', 

and, essentially, means being detached from politics, much like Thucydides' 

autonomous beings who live by their own customs and deny those of the 

community (Thuc. 2.63). While Connor suggests that apragmones who live by 

themselves in isolation are 'peaceful men', Christ notes that these people are not 

identifiable as a social group, despite Carter's argument that they are.’’ Quietism

Stalley (1998: 148). S im ilarly , a tyrant is not only a slave to his passions, but also a slave to the 
people (PI. R esp. 579).

T ranslation M archant (2002).
C onnor (1992; 175-98); C hrist (1998; 66); C arter (1986; 27). C hrist notes that the reluctance o f 

the apragm on  to respond aggressively  in a suit is a reflection o f their 'uncontentious nature' rather 
than w eakness (1998; 166).
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was an alternative lifestyle to the demands of democracy which required active 

participation/* Antisthenes wrote a treatise on freedom and slavery, where he 

argued that one's social standing, whether free or slave, was irrelevant/^

Diogenes, a cynic, believed that through training and exercise one could learn to 

live with as few needs as possible. He coined the term 'cosmopolitan', a term 

which described his status as a citizen of the world, as an act of defiance against 

the traditional norms of society. Like Antisthenes, Diogenes used the concepts of 

'freedom' and 'slavery' to criticise social cu s to m sA ris tip p u s ' belief that neither 

the 'ruling' nor the 'ruled' are truly 'free' suggests that the value of being 'free' was 

questioned by those who felt that government, by requiring the participation of 

citizens, was an infringment of their 'freedom'. In other words, 'freedom' itself, in 

a democratic context, came to be associated with obligation, which led some, 

including Xenophon, to reeoneeptualise what it means to be 'free' as an individual, 

and to consider the relevancy of 'freedom' in terms of the city-state. For 

Xenophon, one who was 'free' from vices could be useful by encouraging the 

Greeks to abandon their conflicts with one another and instead unite in a struggle 

against Persia. In this context the language of 'freedom' served to unite rather 

divide men from different city-states.

The discussion between Aristippus and Socrates reveals two separate 

antitheses which appear throughout the Memorabilia. The first is that of ruling 

and being ruled (2.1), the second that of being free and being a slave as a social 

status (2.7). Then there is the metaphor of political freedom and slavery (3.5.26), 

which is extended to city-states and the citizens of city-states as a collective unit. 

The relationship between political freedom and personal freedom is manifest in 

Xenophon's Socratic mission. Upon being asked how he can claim to be making 

politicians even though he avoids politics, Socrates states that he could play no 

greater role in politics than producing competent politicians {Mem. 1.2.47). 

Although Xenophon's Memorabilia seems removed from the political arena in its 

focus on the personal choices of the individual, Socrates' discussions with 

Euthydemus, Eutherus, Critobulus and Aristippus indicate that Xenophon's theory 

of personal 'freedom' is not entirely detached from political 'freedom'. Xenophon's 

discussions with Euthydemus and Eutherus indicate that the advice given by

™ Carter (1986: 99-130). 
’̂ Mulgan (1984; 20). 

Mulgan (1984: 20-21).
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Socrates which concerns the individual can also be good for the state. As 

Johnstone notes, the skill required to manage a household or lead a chorus is the 

same skill required to govern a state.*'

Individuals and states could each benefit from the advice of Socrates. 

Socrates' discussion with Critobulus draws a comparison between the forces 

which result in the physical enslavement of the individual with the vices which 

enslave one. Both must be opposed in order to secure 'freedom'. For Aristippus, 

being 'free' means taking no part in the political game which inevitably 

pigeonholes one into one of two categories: ruling and being ruled. Although 

Xenophon's reconceptualisation of 'freedom' may seem detached from politics, it 

is not. For a general or political leader to be morally good, he must be free from 

the vices which would enslave. In considering the education of those fit to rule, 

Socrates shows Aristippus that the one fit to rule must have supreme powers of 

self-control and must be able to withstand the demands of hunger, thirst and 

fatigue from toil. He must also be able to function on little sleep and be able to 

control whatever passions may hinder his ability to rule, as well as be indifferent 

to the heat and cold. Aristippus concludes that he is not among those fit to rule, as 

he prefers the life of pleasure, and he knows that most states treat their rulers as he 

treats his slaves; he expects his slaves to provide the necessities of life just as 

citizens expect their rulers to do the same (2.1.9).

An ideal ruler, one who is a kalos kagathos, one whose 'freedom' is 

secured by the rejection of vices which would enslave, is Agesilaus. As the main 

objective for the kalos kagathos is to be useful to one's family, friends, and state, 

this person is not entirely 'free'. At Mem. 2.1.9 Aristippus notes that 'states claim 

to treat their rulers just as I claim to treat my servants'. Thus the kalos kagathos, in 

many respects, is subjected to a lifestyle which bears more similarities to slavery 

than freedom. But the kalos kagathos is also 'free' in the sense that his judgement 

is not impaired by vices which control one. An ideal ruler, a kalos kagathos, is 

able to manage the state just as master rules his estate, and each must ward against 

the vices and forces which would enslave the individual. An individual who is a 

slave to vices is not able to make decisions in the interest of the state.

Furthermore, one who is a slave cannot properly discern what is 'good/just' or

Johnstone (2010; 153).
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'bad/unjust' for the state. Consequently this person cannot persuade the citizens of

the right course of action for the state.

The conditions in Athens after the overthrow of the oligarchs may have 

led Xenophon to consider what it meant to be 'free' in a society where the elite, 

through the obligations imposed on them by democracy and their marginalised 

status, seemed enslaved by the masses of 'free' citizens. Passages from speeches in 

the Hellenica suggest, as I shall show in the next chapter, that Xenophon believed 

that the concept of 'freedom' had become a term which no longer represented 

reality. Xenophon's withdrawal from the political arena and the unpopularity of 

the oligarchic model after the fall of the Thirty in Athens compelled those forced 

from politics to consider the value of virtues traditionally associated with public 

politics.®^ One of these virtues was 'freedom'. Rather than asking what it means for 

a state to be 'free', Xenophon instead asked what it meant for the individual to be 

'free', and in doing he redefines the usefulness of the elite in society.

That Xenophon was more concerned with the individual should come as 

no surprise: Xenophon felt that the state could only be properly administered if 

those guiding it were kaloi kagathoi. Most important among the skills and virtues 

mastered by a kalos kagathos was 'self-control'; only a person having 'self-control' 

was free from vices and passions which otherwise enslave. And only the person 

who was 'free' was able to correctly define and categorise things and, based on 

this analysis, do what was best. Socrates frequently asserts that a ruler or general 

should be able to resist temptations in order that he may judge what is best and act 

accordingly. This person, free from the vices which make man a slave to fleeting 

pleasures, is the person who is 'able to guide the people in prudent policy [and] 

never lapse into violence' {Mem. 1.2.10-11).*^ The means by which he does this is 

persuasion.

Xenophon's reconceptualisation of 'freedom' reveals how he was able to 

reconcile his contempt for the sophists with his belief that persuasion was a valid 

alternative to armed conflict. In addition, an investigation into 'freedom' in 

Memorabilia suggests that Xenophon was dissatisfied with contemporary 

discourse of 'freedom', leading him to consider the value of 'freedom' for the 

individual rather than the state. Applying a political ideology to the individual 

created a new role for 'freedom' in the political realm, one which provided a

Badian (2004: 33-52). 
Translation Marchant (2002).
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remedy for the conflicts in diplomacy and arbitration which the rhetoric of 

'political freedom' had exacerbated.

Xenophon's representation of Socrates and his presentation of Socratic 

dialectic suggest that Xenophon's writing was deeply influenced by his reaction to 

the sophists. His forays into elenchus indicate that Xenophon's philosophical 

works are not only useful, but applicable in the political arena. In order for one to 

be a kalos kagathos, one must be able to categorise the action (jiQ dyf^) in 

accordance with its virtue; is the action just/unjust, good/bad? The virtues under 

which jT^dyi-LaTa are sorted, such as 'just' and 'unjust', were the very concepts or 

names which had been destabilised during the Peloponnesian War. These names 

or labels which people deemed their actions did not always correspond to reality, 

and consequently they were called 6v6|iaTa by Thucydides. 'Justice' was not 

defined by the acts which were deemed 'just'. Instead 'justice' had a fixed value 

independent of actions. The difference between Thucydides' and Xenophon's 

responses to 'freedom' and justice' stem from the principles underlying the 

intellectualising process: while Thucydides is concerned with the 'nature' and, 

more specifically 'human nature' as a structuring element for understanding the 

behaviour and actions of men, Xenophon is more interested in finding remedies 

for the conflicts between Greeks. For Xenophon, the kalos kagathos was a means 

not only of rehabilitating the elite as useful members of society, but one who was 

a kalos kagathos understood that the enslavement of Greeks was never 'just'. 

However, on a personal level 'enslavement' was not always a 'bad' thing but was 

sometimes 'good', especially when one was enslaved to vices. For Thucydides 

'freedom' and 'autonomy' were 6v6 |i«xa , which were morally ambiguous. This 

was demonstrated by the case of Plataea, where citizens were enslaved in the 

name of 'freedom', and by the Mytilenians' argument that they were 'free' in name, 

but that they are only 'free' because it served the interest of Athens, which 

benefited from their contributions. For Xenophon the acts of 'freeing' and 

'enslaving' were concepts which must be defined and categorised in order to avoid 

ambiguity. Once an act of 'freeing' or 'enslaving' had been deemed just or unjust 

by the kalos kagathos, the kalos kagathos could use these concepts rhetorically in 

a persuasive speech to promote unification rather than divisions among citizens.
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Chapter 8: Rhetorical 'Freedom' in Xenophon's Historical Works

The previous chapter examined Xenophon's philosophical 

conceptualisation of 'freedom', which was a quality essential for being a kalos 

kagathos. This chapter will examine how Xenophon's philosophical rendering of 

'freedom' allows the kalos kagathos to be useful in politics and how his own 

engagement with freedom in the historical works was influenced by his 

philosophical reconceptualisation of 'freedom'. Discussions between Socrates and 

his interlocutors demonstrated that Socrates' teachings and his lifestyle, which was 

'free' from vice, provided examples which would allow one to do good to one's 

family, friends, and state. Although Xenophon's concept of personal 'freedom' 

seems not at all related to political freedom, passages in which the metaphor of 

'political freedom' appears in discussions of personal 'freedom' suggest that the 

metaphor of 'political freedom' has influenced his theory of personal 'freedom'. 

'Freedom' from vices which impaired one's judgement was essential for one to be 

able to make persuasive speeches which were in the interests of the state.

Although Xenophon openly criticises the sophists, he suggests that 

rhetoric was a viable, and in fact the only, alternative to war. While this may seem 

to be a paradox, an examination of speeches in Xenophon's historical works 

suggests that persuasion can only be an alternative to war if the one persuading 

was 'free' from vice, or a kalos kagathos. A comparison of Xenophon's moral 

intellectualism to speeches made in the Anabasis and the Hellenica demonstrates 

how the language of freedom could be used to deceive people, and how freedom 

could be used to persuade others to act in their interests by those engaging in 

dialectic. Three speeches from Xenophon's historical works provide examples of 

'incorrect' and 'correct' methods for incorporating the language of 'slavery' and 

'freedom' in speeches. The first two are examples of how to use language to 

deceive, while the last is an example of how language can be used successfully as 

an alternative to violence. These examples indicate that Xenophon was thinking 

philosophically about language in his recording of the past, and that unlike 

Thucydides, who exposes how the language of 'freedom' had been destabilised by 

conflict, Xenophon's account of the past provided remedies for the future in the 

form of paradigms. The second section will examine how Xenophon used the 

language of 'freedom' in historical exempla to encourage unification among the
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Greeks. By establishing 'fixed' definitions of value-laden terms such as 'justice' 

and 'free', Xenophon is able to rehabilitate language as a tool in diplomacy.

8.1 Thebes

Shortly before the outbreak of the Corinthian War, the Thebans made a 

speech to the Athenians. This speech reveals how the language of 'freedom' and 

'slavery' could be used to incite conflict. Agesilaus' rejection of the peace offered 

by the Persian King engendered suspicion in many Persians who feared that 

Agesilaus, who had been in the East for some time, was plotting to kill the King 

of Persia (3.5.1). For the King of Persia, the solution was simple: incite an 

uprising in Greece against Sparta large enough to have Agesilaus recalled. In 

accordance with this plan. Tithraustes sent Timocrates of Pvhodes to several cities 

in Greece on the understanding that they were to make war with Sparta in 

exchange for money.'

Many leading men in Greece received money from the Persians via the 

Rhodians: the Thebans, Corinthians and Argives all took part in the scandal; the 

Athenians, thinking that empire was their right, needed no enticement to make 

war with Sparta (3.5.2). The instigation of the war lay largely with the Thebans 

who understood that the Spartans would never make war on the allies without 

being provoked first. Therefore they convinced the Opuntian Locrians to levy a 

tax from some territory which both they and the Phocians claimed to own. As the 

Thebans expected, the Phocians countered by invading the territory of the 

Locrians. The ringleader of the Theban enterprise convinced the Thebans that the 

Phocians had invaded Locris and a Theban counter-invasion followed.

In response to the Theban invasion of Phocis, the Phocians requested help 

from the Spartans, who, according to Xenophon, welcomed a pretext for war 

against the Thebans.^ Once it became clear to the Thebans that the Spartans were

' The Hellenica Oxyrhynchia  names Pharnabazus as the one who sent Timocrates to Greece with 
m oney rather than Tithraustes {Hell. Oxy. 1 2 ) .  Rung (1994: 423-33) shows that even though 
Xenophon and the Oxyrhynchus historian differ in their accounts o f the money distribution they 
do not necessarily contradict one another, as was previously thought. Sending unofficial diplomats 
to foreign states was common practice in Persia and should not be considered out o f  place, or as a 
fabrication by Xenophon.
 ̂o l |i£VTOi Aax£6aL(i6vioL a o |i£ v o i e>La|3ov jiQ6c})aoLv oxQaxeiieLv era toiic; 0 i](3a iou 5  {HG 

3.5 .5). Xenophon lists several reasons for the Spartans' eagerness to go to war with Thebes. First, 
the Thebans claimed the tithe which was due to Apollo at D ecelea; the Spartans, along with help 
from the Thebans, fortified D ecelea during the Peloponnesian War. This action, according to
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planning an invasion of tiieir territory, the Thebans turned to the Athenians as 

potential allies. But before the Thebans could convince the Athenians that they 

were worthy allies, they first revised history. Xenophon has stated earlier in his 

work that the Thebans voted against any form of mercy for the Athenians during 

their surrender {HG 2.2.19). In a bid for forgiveness the Thebans argue that 'it was 

not the city of Thebes that voted then; it was just one man who happened at that 

time to have a seat at the council of the allies' {HG 3.5.8).^ This is the exact 

argument that the Thebans gave in Thucydides' history as to why they medized 

during the Persian Wars (Thuc. 3.62). The argument made in Thucydides was 

contradicted by Herodotus in his narration of how events unravelled in the city of 

Thebes (Hdt. 9.87), suggesting that there was a tradition among historians to 

attribute falsehoods to Thebans.

In their speech, the Thebans suggest that they will be able to regain their 

empire if they come to the aid of those who had been wronged by Sparta."* The 

Theban ambassadors make a case for rebellion against Sparta by comparing the 

current situation in Greece to the political climate during the Peloponnesian War. 

The Theban ambassador notes that in the previous war Athens' own subjects were 

afraid to rebel until they, the subjects, were offered support by Sparta. This 

allowed the subject states to reveal their real feelings towards Athens. If the 

Athenians were to join together with the Thebans, those who hated the Spartans 

would make their real feelings known (2.5.10-11).^ The analogy of the two wars 

placed Athens and Thebes in a position comparable to that of Sparta during the 

Peloponnesian War. This analogy leads the reader to consider that if the 

Athenians become allies of Thebes, they too will be campaigning for the 'freedom' 

of the Greeks, while the Spartans will be on the side once occupied by Athens.

Thucydides, was mainly responsible for the decline of power at Athens (Thuc. 7.27). Second, the 
Thebans refused to assist the Spartans in the invasion of the Piraeus. The Spartans claimed that 
they persuaded the Corinthians to abstain as well, yet another reference which draws the reader 
back to the previous war. The third reason which is given is more immediate: the Thebans had 
prevented the Agesilaus from sacrificing at Aulis before his campaign in the East (3.4.3-4), a 
campaign in which the Thebans refused to take part.
 ̂Translation Warner (1979).

■* x a l |iTiv OTL |i£v, (I) avbQzc, ASiivatoL, poxj^oioB’ av  t t ) v  aQ X ^I'v  JiQoxegov exexxrioGe 
dva)tap£tv jcdvteg emoTdneSa- t o i ) t o  8e r a l)5 |ia > t) tO v  elxo^ Y E '’£ o 6 a i  t |  el aijxol xotg i ) J t ’ 

ey.eivcav d 8ixou|ifvoL5 por|0oix8; (Xen. HG  3.5.10).
 ̂c.f. Thuc. 2.8.
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Next the Thebans identify the stakes of the war for any who may not have 

been convinced by the Peloponnesian War allusion.

The Spartans, now that things have gone well for them, think it perfectly 

proper to set up their own helots as governors, and meanwhile treat their 

free allies as though they were slaves. And as for the people whom they 

got to revolt from you [Athens], they made their deception quite clear. 

What they gave them was not freedom but a double measure of servitude. 

These people are now under the absolute authority not only of governors 

but also of the [c]ommittees of [t]en which Lysander set up in each city.®

d W d  Tcug fj£v eiTiOoxag dQixooTdg d^iouoL x a 0LOxdvai, xwv be 

ot)|X|iaxo)v e)iei)0£Qcov ovxoov, ejrei r|ijxi)xiiaav, SEonoxai 

dvajT£(t)fivaaLV. aXXd |ifiv xa l oijg i)|xo)v djreoxriaav 4>aveQGL eiaiv 

e^iIJtaxiixoxeg- dvxl ydg  eXeuBeQiag 8LjrXf)v axjiotg 8ou}i8Lav 

raxoeoxilHaaiv- ibjio xe ydg  xwv dQ|xoax(i)v xuQavvol)vxaL xa l "ujro 

5exa dv8Q0)v, 01)5  Avoavbgoc, xaxeoxi'iaev ev exdoxii jcoXei (HG 

3.5.12-13).

By accusing the Spartans of enslaving the Greek city-states, the Thebans advocate 

a positive role for themselves as liberators of Greece. This is the first divisive 

speech in the Hellenica regarding relations among Greek city-states after peace 

has been established in Athens. The extent to which this speech is deceitfully 

inflammatory is revealed by what may be regarded as an inconsistency in the 

narration. Shortly before this speech at 3.4.2, Xenophon noted that the councils of 

ten had been dissolved by the ephors at Sparta and a proclamation had been issued 

allowing all cities to return to their traditional constitutions.’ Following the decree 

Xenophon stated that there was much confusion in the cities regarding their 

ancestral constitutions since 'there were no longer democracies, as there had been

 ̂Translation W arner (1 9 7 9 ).
’’ A fter Iphicrates' invasion o f  Phlius the c itizens hand over the c ity  to the Spartans for protection. 
W hen the threat o f  a Corinthian invasion passes the Spartans return the c ity  to the P hliasians and 
allow  them  to liv e  under their ow n  law s (4 .4 .1 5 ). A ccord in g  to D iodorus (1 4 .1 0 ) h a rm osts  and 
oligarch ic  governm ents w ere ubiquitous in G reece, but these w ere disbanded betw een  403 and 402  
w hen L ysander and his proxies began to lo se  adm inistrative control in A thens and in the East 
(H o m b lo w er  1991: 184).
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when Athens was in control, nor were there the committees of ten, as under 

Lysander' (3.4.7).* At one and the same time Xenophon has stated that the 

committees of ten had been dissolved, but that it was the councils of ten that 

constituted enslavement at the hands of Sparta. Rather than question Xenophon's 

aptitude as an historian, these contradictions should be examined, as they become 

meaningful in light of Xenophon's position regarding the usefulness of rhetoric 

and the kalos kagathos.

Had the Thebans simply stated that they were fighting for the 'freedom' of 

the Greeks, their speech would have evoked images of the Persian Wars, when 

heroic men and cities, most notably not Thebes, defended the freedom of the 

Greeks and the identity of the Greek people; to be Greek was to defend freedom. 

Anyone who failed to take up arms in the name of freedom would have feared 

accusations of being 'ungreek', a reputation the Thebans had carried for some 

time, having medized in the Persian Wars.

The metaphor of freedom and slavery invoked by Thebes was clearly not 

apt: as the situation stands, Sparta had already 'freed' the city-states from the 

committees of ten. George Lakoff notes that when metaphors appear in debate it 

is often a sign that the argument is weak.'^ Not only have the Thebans lied, but 

they themselves provoked the war. Framing the cause of the conflict in terms of 

'freedom' and 'slavery', which had become metaphors for 'good/just' and 

'bad/unjust', allowed the Thebans to give a 'just' cause for the war even though 

none existed. By playing upon the emotions and attitudes shared by all Greeks, 

namely that 'freedom' was good and 'enslavement' was bad, the Thebans 

persuaded potential allies that their cause was the 'right' one. The language of 

'freedom' and 'slavery' had become a means of justifying the precipitation of a war 

without a defendable cause, especially in this case, as the war had been incited by 

the Persians. Xenophon reveals to the reader that the Thebans' claims to be 

'freeing' are not to be trusted. He does this by having the Thebans lie about the 

Spartan harmosts in their speech, a fact which is proven false in the narrative.

* Translation Warner (1979). 
’ Lakoff (2004: 22).
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8.2 Apollonia and Acanthus versus Olynthus

The last references to political freedom in the Hellenica  all refer to 

paradigms o f subordination involving a conflict o f  the Olynthians with the 

Apollonians and Acanthians. Fearing that the Olynthians would force them into 

an alliance, a fear which was later realised {HG  5 .3 .1), ambassadors from  

Acanthus and A pollonia asked the Spartans to help them stop the spread o f  

Olynthian power. The ambassador from Acanthus, C ligenes, began his speech by 

listing the crimes com mitted by Olynthus.

The Olynthians induced other cities to com bine with them on the basis o f  

one system  o f laws and a com m on citizenship; they then went on to take 

over som e o f the larger cities. The next objective was the liberation o f  the 

cities o f  M acedonia from the Macedonian king, Am yntas, and as soon as 

the nearest cities had com e over to them they were quick to take the next 

step and proceed against the more distant and larger ones.'”

0 t)T0 L tobv jro}t8cov jTQOoi'iYaYO'V'co £(j)’ (pxe v 6 |io ig  xolg a ijxclg  

XOf)o0ai x a i  at)|jJtoAix8iJ8LV, ejieixa &e x a l  xd)v ixEitovcov jioooeX aP ov  

xLvag. ex  b z  xotixoij ejrexeiQ iloav x a i  xdg xf|g M a x e S o v ia g  Jto^ieig 

£}ieij0£0G'uv djTO A |x{)v x g d  xot) M axeSovcov PaaiXeoog. ejiel 8e  

e la iix o D o a v  a l  z y y v x a x a  aijxobv, xaxi) x a l  ejii xdg jroQQa) x a l  

ejTOQeijovxo (5 .2 .12-13).

W hen the representatives from Acanthus and Apollonia appealed to Sparta for 

help, it was not because they were concerned about their own 'freedom', even  

though they could have easily made this claim. Instead the argument which was 

posited placed the liberators, the Olynthians, on the side o f  injustice. For the 

Acanthians and Apollonians being freed meant being coerced into an alliance. On 

the eve o f the Corinthian War, the Thebans successfully persuaded the Athenians 

to join their cause by accusing the Spartans o f enslaving free allies. But those very 

same allies which were enslaved by Sparta were states which had been freed from

T ranslation W arner (1979).
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Athens during the Peloponnesian War. If the Olynthians were wrong in garnering 

support through liberation, then so too must the Thebans.

In case the Spartans were still unwilling to help the Acanthians, Cligenes 

gave the Spartans a reason to help which would also serve their own interests: 

ambassadors from Athens and Thebes were already consorting with the 

Olynthians (5.2.15). The Spartans surely would have felt that an alliance between 

former enemy states with an emerging superpower was a threat, especially if the 

superpower claimed to be 'freeing' city-states from Macedon." Although Cligenes 

had argued that the Thebans and Athenians had already sent ambassadors to the 

Olynthians, Leontiades contradicted this statement in a speech before the Spartan 

assembly justifying Phoebidas' invasion of Thebes. He stated that 'in the full 

knowledge that you [Sparta] were making war on the Olynthians, Thebes was 

arranging an alliance with Olynthus' (5.2.34). The Theban and Athenian alliance 

with Olynthus was used to persuade the Spartans to send aid to the smaller states 

in Thrace; after the Spartans sent troops to Thrace, it was the Spartan war against 

Olynthus which was given as explanation for Thebes' alliance with Olynthus.

Both cannot be true. These contradictions were not mistakes on Xenophon's part, 

but instead demonstrated that Cligenes and Leontiades were using language to 

persuade those listening to act in the interest of the speaker, which was not 

necessarily in their own interests.

Similarly, in a later speech Polydamus of Pharsalus, seeking help from 

Sparta in an imminent war with Jason of Pherae, provided a quote from Jason;

" The Spartans decide to send out an army to Thrace as quickly as possible so that cities which 
were not part o f  the Olynthian alliance would not be forced to join , and so that those who were 
already members would be less reliable allies (5.2.23). The appointed general, Eudamidas, 
convinces the ephors to allow his brother, Phoebidas, to take part in the invasion. Instead of 
marching straight to Thrace, Phoebidas makes a detour in Thebes, where he becom es involved in a 
conflict between two political parties, led on one side by Ismenias, and on the other by Leontiadas. 
W hile Leontiadas supported friendly relations with Sparta, Ismenias was the Theban responsible 
for accepting the Persian bribe that initially led to the Corinthian War. After helping Phoebidas 
gain control o f  the acropolis, Leontiades delivers a speech to the Theban council in which he 
claims that the Spartans have com e with no intention o f  starting a war. Calling upon a law that 
stated that it was right to arrest any man who has committed acts worthy o f  the death penalty, 
Leontiades called for the arrest o f  Ismenias on charges o f  being a war-monger (5 .2 .30). Thus those 
responsible for inciting the war against Sparta were punished and the Thebans have atoned for 
their role in precipitating the Corinthian War by punishing Ismenias, the Theban leader who was 
responsible for taking the Persian bribe and inciting the hostilities which led to the Corinthian War 
(5.2.35).
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Boeotia and all other states now at war with Sparta are allies of mine, and 

I can assure you that they would accept my leadership, too, if only I freed 

them from the Spartans.’̂

x a i B olcoxol ye x a i oL aXkoi Jidvxeg o o o l  AaxeSaiixovioig 

jtoX,8 |xo{)VTE5 'UJtd0xo\JOL ^OL o{)|j,|iaxoi- x a l dxo)iou0 elv t o iv d v  

d | i 0 i)0 LV 8|ioL, dv [iovov djiD AaxeSaifxovioov s}iei)080d) aijTOijg 

(HG 6.1.10).

Polydamus mentioned Jason's intent to 'free' the Greeks from Sparta in order to 

persuade the Spartans that Jason was as much a threat to them as he was to 

Pharsalus. Like the Acanthians and Apollonians, who viewed Olynthus' 'freeing' 

of city-states as a threat, Polydamus and Sparta both recognised that Jason's 

'freeing' was a means of gaining allies, and therefore a threat. Not only has 

'freedom' become a rhetorical tool of persuasion, as the Thebans' speech to the 

Athenians shows, but its alignment with false pretence makes it a dangerous 

rhetorical tool. To free a state no longer belonged to the realm of positive political 

rhetoric. As freedom had become a means of securing alliances and even 

'enslavement', the line between 'freedom' and 'slavery' had become blurred. The 

speeches of the Thebans, Cligenes, and Polydamus demonstrate how the language 

of 'freedom' and 'slavery' was used in speeches where the speaker was persuading 

the audience to commit acts which were in the interest of the speaker, but not 

necessarily in the interest of the intended audience. Passages in the narrative 

portion of Hellenica in which the evidence given by the speakers is contradicted 

demonstrate that the speaker was engaged in deception and therefore invoked 

words which were ambiguous in order to garner support. These words, which 

Thucydides called ovojiaxa, were the very sorts of words like 'love' which 

Socrates, in the Phaedrus (263a-b) argued were used to deceive the audience in 

small increments.'^

Discussions in the Memorabilia concerning 'slavery' and whether it could 

ever be 'just' suggest that there were times that 'freeing' could be 'unjust', but as

'■ Translation W arner (1979). 
See pages 247-49.
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Xenophon's biography of Agesilaus revealed, the enslavement of Greek cities was 

never just. The persuasiveness of the Thebans' speech before the Athenians was 

strengthened by their appeal to emotive language like 'freedom' and 'slavery'. 

Ultimately this language helped them instigate the first violent conflict among the 

Greeks since the fall of Athens. Through the speech of the Thebans, Xenophon 

revealed the power of 'freedom' to incite violence. These passages show that the 

rhetoric of 'freedom' served to divide and was a means of making diplomacy a 

tool of war rather than an alternative to violence. This was at odds with 

Xenophon's statement in the Memorabilia that persuasion was the most powerful 

means of avoiding violence.

Xenophon's statement regarding persuasion at Mem. 1.2.10-11 and 

passages in which speakers used deception to incite violence may seem 

contradictory, but they are consistent with Xenophon's solution to the flaws of 

rhetoric; the one speaking must embody the virtues of the halos kagathos. 

Xenophon's description of Agesilaus' lifestyle indicates that he would be deemed 

a kalos kagathos. A passage from the Hellenica in which Agesilaus must 

determine whether someone's actions are 'just' or 'unjust' suggests that Xenophon 

has removed the moral ambiguity of concepts frequently used as persuasive tools 

by prescribing that the one who leads the city-state and advises what is best be a 

kalos kagathos.

When the Spartans learned that Phoebidas, on his way to Olynthus, 

invaded Thebes and aligned himself with the faction leader Leontiades, Agesilaus 

stated that whether Phoebidas' actions were 'just' should be determined by the 

established v6|xi|iov: actions which are bad for Sparta are 'unjust'; actions which 

are good for Sparta are 'just' {HG 5.2.32). The standard of 'justice' set by 

Agesilaus was nearly identical to that of the Spartans who determined whether the 

Plataeans were guilty or innocent by asking them if they have done anything to 

help the cause of the Spartans (Thuc. 3.52.4).''^ Any action which was deemed 

useful and just with respect to one's city was deemed just. However, because 

Xenophon equates 'justice' with acting in accordance with v 6 | xol, and given that 

different city-states establish different v6|xoi to serve their particular interests, 

different city-states will produce different standards of what is 'just'. Rather than

See Chapter F ive, section 4.
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'fixing' standards of justice, Xenophon allows for competing interests that result in 

competing standards of justice.

These passages demonstrate how speakers used the language of 'freedom' 

and 'slavery' as a deceptive, persuasive tool. To 'free' was good, while to 'enslave' 

was bad, and therefore these words could be used to persuade people to do things 

which were not in their interest. Thucydides noted this through his use of 

'freedom' as an ovo|a.a. Discussions in the Memorabilia concerning whether 

'enslavement' was 'just' or 'unjust', and the conclusion that it could be either, 

indicates that whether 'freeing' or 'enslaving' were 'right' or 'wrong' depended on 

the context. By describing 'slavery' as a 'thing' which must be categorised, 

Xenophon recognised that 'freedom' and 'slavery' were not always synonymous 

with 'good/just' and 'bad/unjust'. Speeches from the Hellenica demonstrate how 

the language of 'freedom' could be used to persuade people to act. By making 

these speeches inconsistent with narrative, Xenophon reveals the deceptive nature 

of the speaker's intent, which was couched in the language of 'freedom'. The 

Thebans' speech to the Athenians was laden with metaphors of 'freedom' and 

'slavery'. Ultimately the Athenians were persuaded to side with the Thebans in a 

war which the Thebans had provoked. 'Freedom' was used in this case not because 

the Thebans think it was 'just' or 'right' to 'free' people, but because the language 

of 'freedom' roused people to arms and incited violence. Cligenes' and Polydamus' 

speeches demonstrate how the framing of persuasive speeches through the 

language of 'freedom' could be negative; both speakers expressed fears that 

another city was 'forcing alliances' by 'freeing' them (5.2.23). In each of these 

cases 'freedom' was used because it either provoked violence, or because it could 

be used to show that an enemy was to be feared: the language of 'freedom' was a 

divisive tool rather than one which unified. None of these speeches portray 

'freedom' positively.

Although both Thucydides and Xenophon were critical of how 'freedom'

was used rhetorically, their approaches to this critique were quite different. The

Athenians subverted justice in order to persuade others that what was in their

interest was 'right', while the Spartans took advantage of morally ambiguous acts

such as 'freeing' in order to garner goodwill and support for their cause, which in

reality resulted in the enslavement or killing of citizens. Thucydides engages in a

narrative on language throughout his history by revealing how value-laden
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concepts which are culturally embedded are destabilised when men act in 

accordance with ())'UOLg rather than v6|xog. Thucydides exposes this principle as 

one of the underlying causes of the stasis and strife between city-states, and, at the 

same time, reveals how language, as much as armed conflict, fails to mitigate 

hostilities. Xenophon, on the other hand, provides a remedy for the destabilisation 

of language by establishing guidelines for an individual to determine whether an 

action was 'good/just' or 'bad/unjust'. The standard of justice set by Agesilaus in 

the trial of Phoebidas indicates that whether or not actions were just was 

determined by their relationship to the good of the city and the citizens. Agesilaus 

believed that justice could be determined by the interest of the state. From 

Xenophon's perspective, what was good for the city was good for the citizens. 

Unlike Thucydides and Sophocles, whose works demonstrated a keen awareness 

of how the actions of the state affected and were often at odds with the interests of 

the citizens, Xenophon believed that ultimately what benefited the state benefited 

the citizens. The irony of Xenophon's solution is that he has reconstructed a 

scenario which allows for competing conceptualisations of justice.

83  Agesilaus and Pharnabazus

A discussion between Pharnabazus, a Persian satrap, and Agesilaus 

provides an example of how the concept of 'freedom' could occur in speech not in 

order to deceive, but in order to achieve one's goal without deception. While in 

Dascylium, Agesilaus received an audience with Pharnabazus. In Pharnabazus' 

dialogue with the Greek King, Pharnabazus expressed to Agesilaus that he felt he 

had been treated unjustly by the Greek forces: having supplied money and having 

fought beside the Spartans in the previous war, he was living like a fugitive in his 

own land (4.1.32-33). Pharnabazus conceded that the injustice he felt might be 

due to a misunderstanding of honour and justice. If this was the case, Pharnabazus 

asked Agesilaus to show that this sort of behavior was the 'right behavior for men 

who are repaying kindness that they have received' (4.1.33). This is one of the rare 

instances where an historian discusses openly the ambiguity of words. Even
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though people may speak the same language or use the same words, they might 

not mean the same thing.

The Spartans were filled with shame by Pharnabazus' request for 

clarification and silence ensued. Agesilaus reassured the king that he was being 

treated no differently than any other Greek during a tim e o f war. W hen the Greeks 

were at war with one another men often fought against their fatherlands and 

friends killed friends. Since the Greeks were at war with Persians, Agesilaus 

explained that everything and everyone belonging to the king o f Persia would be 

treated as hostile. He advised Pharnabazus that if being an ally o f the Greeks 

meant simply changing one m aster for another, then he should rem ain loyal to the 

king. But since loyalty to the king prevented him from fully enjoying his own 

possessions and forced him to pay hom age to a m aster, he might w'ant to consider 

shifting his loyalties. Agesilaus continued:

And, as I see it, it is better to be free than to have all the money in the 

world. This, however, is not what we are advising —that you should be 

free and at the same time poor. W hat we suggest is that you should, by 

using us as your allies, add, not to the King's em pire, but to your own, and 

that you should bring into subjection to yourself those who are now, like 

you, slaves of another. And so, if you become free and rich at the same 

tim e, what else could you desire to make you completely happy?'^

xaLTOL eX£i)0 eQov e lv a i eyob |J£V ol|Khl d v td ^ io v  e lv a i xcbv Jtdvxcov 

XDiiixdxcov. cuSe laivxoi xo'uxo oe xeXeiJGiifv, jievrixa |i£v, eA,8i)0 8 Qov 

6 ’ e iva i, 6Xk’ fi|iLv oumidxo^'S XQ<^l^'vov aij^e iv  ixf] xfiv PaaiXecag 

a lX a  xi]v oauxoi) aQX^l'v. xoijg vijv 6 |xo8 oij>iODS a c t  

HaTaaxQ84)6 |i£vov, woxe ao ijg  ijjrrixooug e ivat. x a ix o i el d |ia  

eXeijBeQog I ’eiTig x a l  71X01)0105  xivog a v  6 eol5 |o,fi cux't Jtd|ajxav

£i)8 ai|ia )v  elvat; (HG 4.1.35-36).

Similarly Mardonius argues that the Greeks should use messengers and heralds to settle their 
differences rather than go to war, especially since they all speak the same language (Hdt. 7.9). 
However, even though they speak the same language the conflicts arise not from 
misunderstandings, but from conflicts between v6|xoi which render all actions 'just'. 

Translation Warner (1979),
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At the very beginning of Book Four, Xenophon stated that Agesilaus had long 

been wanting to win over a nation of Persia as an ally (4.1.2), and his speech to 

Pharnabazus aimed to do just that. In an attempt to win over the Persian,

Agesilaus defined freedom as the ability to enjoy one's possessions fully, while 

adding to them by ruling over others, rather than being a subject to the king. 

However, these terms of 'freedom' do not preclude 'ruling' over others. 

Consequently this conceptualisation of 'freedom' is not one which is entirely 

Greek. Its 'Greekness' has been mitigated by emphasising not absence of a single 

ruler, but rather the rights accorded to Pharnabazus which would be appealing to 

him if he were to choose an alliance with Agesilaus.

In this passage Agesilaus recognised that 'freedom' from a Greek 

perspective would not be appealing to a Persian, who would lose his possessions 

in order to be 'free' from the Persian king. Although it would have been 

ideologically useful for Agesilaus to capitalise on the Persian idea of 'nobles' as 

'slaves','’ Agesilaus' objective was not to promote the panhellenic cause of war 

against Persia, but to create an alliance with Pharnabazus. This was nearly the 

opposite scenario presented by Herodotus at the end of Book Eight, when the 

Persians claimed that the Athenians would still be 'free' even if they joined the 

Persian Empire. Despite the similarities between these passages, there are some 

significant differences. In the passage from Herodotus, Herodotus has given a 

Persian perspective of 'freedom' in order to compare the Athenians' actions after 

the Persian Wars to their past glory, and to reveal that 'freedom' offered by a more 

powerful state to weaker ultimately only serves to confirm and strengthen the 

principles by which the greater power administers its rule.'* Agesilaus' appeals to 

'freedom' lacked the rhetorical gravitas of the Thebans' speech to the Athenians 

precisely because he knew that the language of 'freedom' did not have the same 

emotive draw for the Persians as it did for the Greeks. Consequently he only 

spoke of 'free' in the sense of not being ruled by the Persian King, and instead 

focused on the number of subjects he would acquire through an alliance with 

Sparta. Even though Agesilaus was using speech to persuade Phamabazus that an 

alliance was in his interest, this sort of persuasive speech was acceptable.

'^M issiou (1993: 390-91).
See Chapter Three, section 4.
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Whereas the speeches of the Thebans, Chgenes and Polydamus all relied on the 

language of 'freedom' as persuasive tools, Agesilaus abandoned this rhetoric 

because it would not have been helpful for his cause. Furthermore, a comparison 

of Xenophon's narrative sections with the speeches of the Thebans, Cligenes and 

Polydamus reveals that all of these speeches are deceptive. The main difference 

between these speeches and Agesilaus' was that the Thebans, Cligenes and 

Polydamus used the language of 'freedom' to deceive the Greeks. Agesilaus' 

speech, on the other hand, was deceptive, but he was deceiving Persians rather 

than Greeks.

8.4 Freedom in Rhetoric: Historical Exempla and Xenophon's Anabasis

In addition to the example of Agesilaus' speech, the language of 'freedom' 

could be invoked for positive aims through historical exempla. While Thucydides 

engaged with the past in order to examine the underlying principles motivating 

the actions of men, and Herodotus used the past to engage with the present to 

create irony, Xenophon engaged with the past in order to provide examples to be 

imitated. This novel form of reproducing the past was a product of Xenophon's 

moralisation of history which was meant to aid the reader in his quest to be a 

kalos kagathos. As I shall demonstrate, Xenophon addresses the conflict inherent 

in equating justice with the interests of the state by advocating the creation of a 

foreign enemy against whom all unite for a common cause .With this increased 

focus on morality there was a rise in the use of historical exempla, both in 

speeches to soldiers before battle, and in the narration itself; in the case of the 

former the primary audience was the army before battle and the reader a 

secondary audience; in the case of the latter the reader was the primary target. The 

emergence of historical exempla was the product of viewing history as having a 

moralising purpose: by recounting memories which exemplified 'good' or 'just' 

acts, the study of history could be useful. The following section will analyse how 

examples from the past could be used to achieve goals in the present, and how the 

language of 'freedom' was used in these exempla.

Evidence independent of Xenophon's works indicates that the language of

'freedom' and the appropriation of the past had become common motifs in

persuasive speeches. Xenophon's treatment of 'freedom' was influenced not only

by past exploitations of 'freedom', but by the abuse of this language which he
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witnessed in iiis own time. The over-exuberance for 'freedom' displayed in 

Aspasia's funeral oration in Plato's Menexenus indicates that Xenophon was not 

the only one in the Socratic circle to feel that the term had become trite. While 

some have argued that the Menexenus is not an authentic work by Plato, others, 

such as Frances Pownall, have argued in favour of authenticity on the grounds 

that Plato criticises the immoral use of the past, which was being abused by 

logographers.’̂  As Loraux and Henderson have both noted, the funeral oration of 

the Menexenus is satiric, a parody of the funeral orations, and quite possibly a 

parody of Pericles' funeral oration, which, unlike most orations, is surprisingly 

factual.^® Regardless of whether or not the Menexenus is authentic, it provides 

evidence of how commonplace it had become to narrate the past through the 

language of 'freedom'. Furthermore, the Menexenus offers a critical account of the 

devices used by rhetoricians from the perspective of one who belonged to the 

same philosophical circles as Xenophon. By offering an exaggerated account of a 

funeral oration, it exposes how historical exempla and the language of freedom 

could be used as persuasive tools.

In the Menexenus, Socrates recounts a funeral oration given by Aspasia, 

whom Socrates claimed was his rhetoric teacher (PI. Mn. 236a-b). In the 

following section, Plato's Menexenus will be examined, as this work provides 

valuable evidence for contemporary criticism of rhetorical language, most notably 

'freedom', and the use of historical exempla in speeches. This examination will be 

followed by an analysis of historical exempla in Xenophon's historical works. 

Although Plato was highly critical of the 'gimmicks' employed by rhetoricians, 

Xenophon effectively uses them by moulding them to fit the agenda of the kalos 

kagathos.

At 240e the speaker explains how the past can be used to encourage, and 

to influence the future through exempla.^' The speaker states that when the 

Greeks fight they draw inspiration from the men at Marathon who fought for their 

freedom: men on the field became disciples of their forefathers (PI. Mn. 240e). 

Just how the past can be used to inspire confidence is elaborated shortly after:

Pownall (2004: 2).
“  Loraux (1986: 143, 304-327); Henderson (1975: 33).

I shall refer to the speaker o f  Aspasia's speech, which is delivered by Socrates, as the 'speaker'.
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And so the soldiers of Marathon and the sailors of Salamis became the 

schoolmasters of Hellas; the one teaching and habituating the Hellenes not 

to fear the barbarians at sea, and the others not to fear them by land. Third 

in order, for the number and valour of the combatants, and third in the 

salvation of Hellas, I place the battle of Plataea. And now the 

Lacedaemonians as well as the Athenians took part in the struggle; they 

were all united in this greatest and most terrible conflict of all; wherefore 

their virtues will be celebrated in times to come, as they are now 

celebrated by us.^‘

13Jt’ dpxJ)OxeQcav 6 ri aD|i,(3aiv£i, xwv xe MagaQ&ivi |xaxeoa|i8vcov x a l 

xd)v £v 2 aX.a|xivi vauixax'tiadvxcov, jTaL6 8 u 0 f|vaL xoijg d>.A,oi!5 

"EXXi'ivag, "UJTO |i£v x(i)v xaxd  yf)v, xjjio be xobv x ax d  0 a?iaxxav 

|xa0 ovxa5 x a l  eBiaGevxag |xi] ({)o|38La0ai xox^g PaQpdQoug. x q ix o v  8 e  

Xeyw x6  e v  nX axaia tg  egyov x a l dQL0 |oxp x a l dQexri yeveoGai xf)g 

E>iXT]VLxf)5 oa)xi]Qias, xoivov f |8 i ]  xcuxo A a x 8 6 ai|iovi(ov x e  x a l 

A0i]vaL(ov. x6  |i£v o vv  iJEyLoxov x a l xotXEjabxaxov c u x o l  jtdvxEg 

qixijvavxc, x a l &id xai)xr|v xi]v dQExip vt)v x e  iicp’ fi|xd)v 

£yxco|Lud^GvxaL x a l EI5 xov EJtEixa XQOVov -ujio x(i)v ijoxEQOv (PI. Mn. 

241b-c).

This passage stresses the importance and value of Persian War motifs for 

motivating soldiers in battle and setting the example of their forefathers for 

emulation. Like his contemporaries, Xenophon used images from the Persian 

Wars to motivate the soldiers, but as a kalos kagathos he was always careful to 

mention that Persians, not Greeks, were the enemy.

The importance of 'freedom' in a speech which was meant to be 

rhetorically persuasive and glorify the past is evident throughout the Menexenus. 

The speaker tells of the brave actions of the Greeks, and their courage and daring 

to fight on behalf of the 'freedom' of the Greeks. The struggles encountered by the 

Greeks are contextualised as ones between the forces of 'freedom' and 'slavery': 

the Persians were enslaving Europe, and the whole of Asia was eventually

T ranslation Ryan (1997).
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enslaved to the third king o f  Persia (239d); the Athenians fought the 

Lacedaem onians for the freedom o f the Boeotians (242a); the Athenians fought 

for the freedom o f  the Greeks against other Greeks (242b) and then fought for 

freedom on behalf o f the people o f  Leontini (243a); once the Athenians, the 

champions o f  freedom , surrendered, the Spartans believed  that they would be able 

to enslave Greeks cities (244c); the Athenians made the Greeks free from Sparta, 

until they enslaved them selves once again in the Corinthian War (245a). W hile 

the rest o f  the Greeks, the Corinthians, A rgives and Boeotians, were prepared to 

make a treaty o f alliance with the King o f Persia, the Athenians alone refused his 

offer (245c).

According to the speaker, the reason for the Athenians' rejection o f  an 

alliance with Persia during the Peloponnesian War lies in the innate hatred o f  

Athenians towards the barbarians. These platitudes based on ethnicity suggest that 

the speaker is appealing to a com m on b elie f among the Greeks that their hatred 

for the Persians was by nature and not a learned or conditioned hostility.

That is how firm and sound the high-m indedness and freedom o f our city 

are, how much w e are naturally inclined to hate the barbarians, through 

being purely Greek with no barbarian taint. For people who are barbarians 

by birth but Greeks by law —offspring o f  Pelops, Cadmus, Aegyptus, 

Danaus and many others—do not dw ell among us. W e dw ell apart— 

Greeks, not semibarbarians. Consequently, our city is imbued with 

undiluted hatred o f a foreign nature."^

oiJTCo Si'i TOL TO y s xf|g jr6 A,s(05 ysvva io v  x a i  eA,8'u0 8 Qov p ep a io v  xe x a l  

ibYLes eoTLV x a l  (j)i)a8 i |iio o |3d 0 PaQ ov, bia  x6  eI>ilxqiv(J)s e iv a i  

"E}^X't'|va5 x a i  d|xiYeL5 PaQpdQcav. oi) yag  rieX ojieg ou S e Kd6|iOL o i )68  

A ly d ju o l x8 x a l  A a v a o l  cu S e  dXA-OL JioA,X,ol ())L)a8 L |i8v P agP aQ oi 

OVX8 5 , v 6 |xo) be "EXXriveg, odvgixo'UOlv i'iioIv, aXk’ a ijx c l "EX.Xr|V8 5 , oi) 

)X8i'§o|3dQ(3aQOL o ixo iJ iifv , o 0 8 v x a O a g o v  x6  [iioog svxeTT|X8 xf) jt6 A.ei 

xf)5 dXXoxQiag (j)'uaecos (PI. Mx. 245c-d).

T ranslation  R yan (1997).
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After Stating this, the speaker proceeds to describe the defeat of the Spartans at 

sea by the Athenians in the East as the freeing of the king of Persia (246a). The 

act of freeing and slaving, it would seem, is not limited by race. Although earlier 

in the speech Cyrus was described as freeing the Medes (PI. Mn. 239d-e), this act 

was confined to the East where upheavals of rulers by the ruled were typically 

described through the paradigm of freedom and slavery. The concept of 'freedom' 

is used at 246a in the most basic sense of the meaning: the Athenians released the 

Persian king from Spartan aggression.

Sacrificing accuracy in order to give the more popular version of historical 

events was a successful method of persuading an audience in the fourth century. 

As Loraux has noted funeral orations often omit events that do not glorify the city, 

or portray the city's defeats as being brought about by the city's own failures 

rather than through the greatness of the enemy Emphasis on the relevancy of 

these arguments and their ability to glorify, rather than their veracity, prevailed. In 

order to make themselves more appealing to the masses, orators often presented 

the popular version of events.'^ Studies in social memory have shown that a 

society's historical record, or social memory, is often shaped by its reaction to 

contemporary e v e n t s E v e n t s  are generalised and details are omitted in order to 

make history more pleasing to the masses."’ The funeral oration of the Menexenus 

is unique in that the speaker does not avoid topics which may be unsettling to an 

Athenian audience. The speaker raises the point that Cyrus had freed the Persians 

and enslaved the Medes. The speaker goes on to enumerate the imperialist 

exploits of the Persians, forcing an Athenian audience to consider, as Pownall 

points out, the similarities between Athenian and Persian designs."* Similarly the 

speaker does not shy away from mentioning facts unflattering to Athens, such as 

the burning of Sardis during the Ionian Revolt, which could be considered 

justification for Darius' invasion. Plato, like Herodotus, used history to force his 

audience to reconsider Athenian imperialism in light of the Persian evidence. 

Pownall demonstrates that the speaker's attempt to use hatred of the barbarian, a 

common topos in Greek oratory, as justification for their actions is inept. Pownall

“̂ Loraux (1986: 133-34).
Pownall (2004: 3, 38-39); Ober (1989: 190-91). 
Forsdyke (2006: 226).
Pownall (2004: 40-45).

“  Pownall (2004: 50-51); Lysias 2.21.
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suggests that Plato was showing his disapproval of the revisionist histories of the 

orators by stating that the Athenians freed the king of Persia, when it had already 

been argued that the Athenian hatred of the barbarian was part of their nature 

(245c-d), and that it was right to wage war with the Greek until victory, but with 

the barbarian until they were destroyed (242d). By subverting a common topos, 

Plato was able to criticise the revisionist histories of the orators?®

Funeral orations tend to focus less on the Peloponnesian Wars than the 

Persian Wars.^“ Plato displays his contempt for the genre of funerary narrative by 

juxtaposing Athenian claims to have always fought for freedom and opposed the 

barbarian with evidence to the contrary. This combined with the fact that Plato 

has Socrates relay a speech with events from the Corinthian War in which the 

Athenians were responsible for enslaving Greece, an event which took place years 

after the death of Socrates, is 'a reminder to the reader to look beneath the surface 

of the verbal sophistries contained in the oratorical tradition for the underlying 

moral t r u t h . W h i l e  in the Menexenus Plato critiques the use of the past by 

logographers who revise history in order to make it suit their needs, the exempla 

in Xenophon's historical works serve to unify the Greeks. The Menexenus offers 

evidence of the sort of criticism of oratory to which Xenophon, belonging to 

similar circles, would have been exposed. Indeed, Xenophon himself offers 

criticisms through the construction of his narrative of those, such as the Thebans, 

who revise the past in order to persuade an audience. Xenophon, however, 

prescribes a solution to this flaw through historical exempla which emphasises not 

the difference between Greeks, but rather the differences between Greek and 

Persian. Isocrates' utopian vision served Athens' interests, but Xenophon's version 

of a utopian community was inclusive and its benefits not restricted to Athens 

alone.^^ To this end, Xenophon's historical exempla resonated with his utopian 

agenda, and his biography of Agesilaus, who opposed the enslavement of Greeks 

on the grounds that the numbers available to oppose the barbarian would be 

diminished. A panhellenistic crusade against Persia is lauded by Xenophon in the 

Agesilaus. He remarks that when the Greeks were fighting among themselves

Pownall (2004: 55-57); for the topos o f freedom see also Thuc. 2.40.5; Lysias 2.14-15, 34, 42, 
4 4 ,4 7 , 55, 68; Demosthenes 60.23; Hypereides 6.10, 16, 19, 24 ,40 .
“  Pownall (2004: 57); Lysias 2.54-57; Demosthenes 60.11.

Pownall (2004: 59).
Dillery (1995: 98); Isoc. Paneg. 19-20.
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Agesilaus was the only one who bothered not to neglect the common good by 

doing what harm he could to the Persians {Ages. 1.1).

Although the past could be used subversively, Xenophon shows how the 

past could be used by a kalos kagathos to do good to one's family, friends and 

state, which was the ultimate goal of the kalos kagathos. The only historical 

exemplum found in the Hellenica in which a struggle for 'freedom' was invoked in 

order to foster reconciliation occurred towards the end of the Peloponnesian War. 

After the battle, as Thrasybulus' men combed the field for arms, Cleocritus 

reminded the Athenians of their kindred blood and common traditions, and that 

they had braved together the 'dangers of land and sea in defence of...common 

safety and freedom {HG 2.4.20).”  Cleocritus invoked the common bonds shared 

as grounds for ending the struggle. The fight for freedom alluded to in this 

passage was that of the Persian Wars when the Athenians united to defeat Persia, 

and not the Peloponnesian Wars, which, though offering plenty of examples of 

unification among Sparta, Athens and their respective allies, represented a dark 

period for the Hellenic world and would not have inspired reconciliation. During 

the Persian Wars, the concept of 'freedom' was described as a 'watchword' 

(ouvBi'iiia) in the historical narratives of the war.’'* During the Ten Thousand's 

march home a different oi)v0i]|xa was adopted: Zeug ocoxfiQ x a l vlxi] (Zeus the 

saviour and victory) became the aiJvBiiixa of the Greeks {Anab. 1.8.17); 

oooTTiQia, or salvation, which occurs twenty-three times in the text, rather than 

eXeuBeQia, which occurs nine times becomes the dominant i d e o l o g y A s  I shall 

argue, to speak of fighting for 'freedom' in the present led to conflict; therefore, 

the watchword of the Ten Thousand was oooxriQia. The concept of 'freedom' 

could be evoked for positive purposes only through historical exempla in which 

'freedom' was being used in the context of the Persian Wars.

Historical exempla appear in the Anabasis when the Persian Wars were 

being appealed to as an encouragement to the soldiers. In each of the examples, 

when the Persian Wars were mentioned, freedom played a central role, but not 

because freedom itself was a virtue, but because the Persian Wars had been

Translation Warner (1979); xal noXXa. (j£0’ xexivSuveiJXa^iev xal xaxd yfiv xal xatd  
0d)taTiav ijjieg tt)5 xoLvf|5  d̂ cj)OT£Q(Dv V]jad)v ocoTi]Q(a5 xe xal eXevBeptag.

Flower and Marincola (2002: 274).
The single reference to autonomy in the A nabasis occurs in a summary at the end o f the text and 

is thought to have been added by later editors.
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contextualised through the language of 'f r e e d o m 'T h e  struggle which had come 

to be understood in terms of 'freedom' represented for Xenophon, as it did for 

Herodotus, a period of unprecedented unity in the Greek world. As the first half of 

this chapter has shown, Agesilaus was opposed to the enslavement of Greeks on 

the grounds that it would diminish the number of people available to fight the 

barbarian. Exempla from the Anabasis suggest that Xenophon's solution for the 

fragmentation of the Greek world was twofold: the leaders must be kaloi 

kagathoi, and military campaigns must be directed towards the barbarian whose 

'otherness' reminded the Greeks of the common qualities which united them, and 

which would force the Greeks to act not in the interests of individual city-states, 

but in the interests of a united Greece fighting a foreign enemy.

After the battle of Cunaxa and the death of Cyrus, Xenophon entered the 

scene as a leader in the march homewards. In a speech to the soldiers encouraging 

them to fight for their safety (oooxiiQia), Xenophon reminded them of the glorious 

deeds of the past, when the Persians invaded Greece and the Athenians defeated 

the Persians. Xenophon urged the Greeks to be mindful of their struggle for 

freedom in the Persian Wars, an image which was meant to give the Ten 

Thousand confidence that they could defeat whatever obstacles the Persians might 

offer on their march home. In his speech to the soldiers, Xenophon reminded them 

of their struggle during the Persian Wars.

Then, when Xerxes later on collected his innumerable army and came 

against Greece, there was another occasion when your fathers defeated the 

fathers of these people both on land and on sea. You can find proof of all 

this in the trophies we have, but the greatest piece of evidence of all is the 

freedom of the cities in which you have been bom and brought up. For you 

worship no man as a master, but only the gods.”

8Jt8ixa 6x8 S8Q r̂)5 i)0X8Q0v dy8LQag xf)v dvaQL0p,Tixov oxgaxidv 

fiX08v ejtl xfiv 'EXX.d6a, xal xoxe evixwv oL 7]|i8X8Q0i jt^oyovoL xoijg 

xcuxtov jT̂ OYOvoTjg xai xaxd yf|v xal xaxd BdXaxxav. d)v eoxi n£v

See pages 39-40.
”  Translation W arner (1972b).
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X8X|11]QLa OQQV TCt TQOJTOtia, |X8YLaX0V de IXaQTUQLOV fl 8X.eD0eQia TCbV 

jioXecov ev ale, iJixelg eyeveoBe x a i 8TQd(})i]T8 - o vbeva  yag  avBgcojiov 

6 8 0 Jt0 TT|v oXka  xoiJg 08O 'ug JT^ooxuveixe (Anab. 3.2.13).

When Xenophon spoke of freedom in this passage he attributed freedom to the 

cities and not to the individual. In order to encourage the soldiers to work together 

for their survival Xenophon drew from the unifying power of the Persian Wars 

rather than the Peloponnesian Wars. The Theban ambassador, on the other hand, 

made reference to the Peloponnesian War in a speech to the Athenians in order to 

incite strife {HG 3.5.10-11, 14-15). While the Persian Wars were used to promote 

unity among the Greeks, the Peloponnesian Wars were used in speeches to sow 

disagreement.

Xenophon's comparison between the worship of man as master and the 

gods in the passage above served a didactic purpose. Isocrates expressed his own 

disdain for mortal worship when he complained that the Persians prostrated 

themselves before men, 'thinking more lightly of the gods than of men' (Pan. 

151).^* When the soldiers around Cyrus at Cunaxa prostrated themselves before 

him, the word which was used is JiQoaxuveiv ( 1 .8 .2 1 ), the very same word used 

by Xenophon above at 3.2.12 to describe the worship of man instead of gods. By 

alluding to the Persian defeat at the beginning of the fifth century as well as 

expressing contempt for the Persian practice of prostrating before the king, 

Xenophon was making the best of a very bad situation. Cyrus, the man whom 

they had followed and obeyed, was dead. No longer could they bow before a man; 

now they must behave as proper Greeks and bow before the gods. In situations 

such as this one, invoking the glorious past of one's ancestors provided an 

example for the soldiers to follow.

Xenophon also must remind the soldiers that even though they do not bow 

before their generals, they must obey them. Such emphasis on discipline may 

seem gratuitous, but necessary when one recalls the lonians of Herodotus' 

Histories who claimed that they were free men and therefore did not have to obey 

military commanders. They paid heavily for their disobedience; having lost in

Isocrates and Xenophon were peers and friends according to D iogenes Laertius (2.55) who 
com posed an encomium for Xenophon's son, Gryllus, when he died in 362 (Gray 1998: 5).
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battle to the Persians, they were enslaved (Hdt. 6.9-18). Throughout the Anabasis, 

Xenophon must remind the soldiers that being free and Greek citizens did not 

exempt them from obedience. After the Ten Thousand stormed the gates of 

Byzantium, Xenophon, fearing that proximity to the homeland would lead to 

disunity,^® delivered the following admonishment: 'My advice to you is that, since 

you are Greeks yourselves, you should try to get justice by obeying the leaders of 

the Greeks' (7.1.30).'*° Presumably these generals were kaloi kagathoi, whose 

knowledge of wisdom and morality would be able to guide the soldiers. 

Xenophon's speech recounted the horrors of the Peloponnesian War, images 

which were meant to deter the Ten Thousand from making war on their native 

cities, friends and kinsmen. The exempla which Xenophon used in his speeches 

served to remind the soldiers that freedom and the worship of gods was intrinsic 

to the Greek identity, but that ocotriQia could only be achieved through obedience 

to generals.

Howland suggests that even though the Anabasis is an historical text, its 

philosophical underpinnings and resonances with Plato's Republic render it 

equally philosophical.'*' In what follows, I suggest that Xenophon's Anabasis is 

philosophical to the extent that he uses the march of the Ten Thousand as the 

model of a panhellenic crusade to demonstrate how the Greeks might be unified 

when faced with a common enemy By creating a common enemy Xenophon is 

able to reconcile the conflicting interests and competing standards of justice 

among the Greeks. John Dillery's narrative analysis of the expedition of the Ten 

Thousand suggests that the Anabasis itself is a model for how the Greeks are most 

united when faced with a common enemy. The Anabasis, according to Dillery, 

can be divided into two sections. The end of the first section is marked by Cyrus' 

death, while the second phase consists of the march back to Greece. The first two 

references to political freedom occur during the first phase of the expedition 

before Cyrus has died (1.7.3; 2.5.33). During the second phase of the expedition 

Xenophon formally entered the scene as a leader. He delivered a speech to the 

soldiers which included the last reference to political freedom in the Anabasis

”  Dillery (1995: 91-95).
Translation Warner (1972b); x a l  unlv 8e oup;(3o'u)Le'U(jL) "E>L>triva5 ov tag  xot^ Ttbv E^.}tf)vcov 

jiQoeatT|x6oi JteiGonivoug Jt£L0do9ai tw v  8ixa(;cov tuY x^vetv.
■" Howland (2000: 875-89).
«  Flower (2000: 65-101).
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until the Ten Thousand reached the sea (3.2.13). For the duration of the march to 

the sea there was no mention of political freedom. This is the period in which the 

army was most efficient and most successful, and, as Dillery notes, least like a 

polis.''^ Few if any meetings of the general assembly were called; decisions were 

not made jointly, but were made by a charismatic leader of an extraordinary 

command, called a demagogue by the Spartans (An. 7.6.4).'*'*

That unity was the most important factor for the survival of troops is made 

clear from the disastrous consequences of disunity in the Hellenica^^ Dillery has 

noted that this emphasis on unity may have led Xenophon to suggest a settlement 

in the East; if the desire to return home was causing disunity among the soldiers, 

then a utopian community would be the most obvious solution.''^ This community 

would be comprised of citizens from a variety of states, as many as those which 

took part in the expedition, and would represent the ultimate act of panhellenism: 

the colonisation of Persia. A Panhellenic crusade against Persia was lauded by 

Xenophon in the Agesilaus. He remarked that when the Greeks were fighting 

among themselves Agesilaus was the only one who bothered not to neglect the 

common good by doing what harm he could to the Persians (Ages. 7.7).

Agesilaus, Xenophon’s kalos kagathos, who exemplified 'freedom' and who made 

wise and informed decisions in the interest of the state, not only opposed the 

enslavement of Greek by Greek, but chose to fight the barbarian instead of his 

fellow Greeks. Thus one who was a kalos kagathos recognised that it was in the 

interest of the Greeks to campaign against Persia and to restrict mention of 

'freedom' to 'freedom from' Persia. Since each of Xenophon's speeches has some 

mention of the struggle for 'freedom' from Persia, one might infer that Xenophon 

believed himself to be a kalos kagathos.

It is significant that freedom was entirely absent from Xenophon's 

narration of the march to the sea. Up to this point in the historiography of the 

Greek word, panhellenism has been portrayed as being closely aligned with the 

concept of 'freedom'. In Herodotus' Histories, Bias of Priene suggested that the 

lonians set sail and found a city in order to avoid being enslaved by Persia (Hdt.

Dillery (1995: 93).
This is the first extant use o f 'demagogue'; in the negative sense (Dillery 1995; 93).
W encis (1977: 44-49) notes that suspicion also functions as a narrative theme in the march o f 

the Ten Thousand.
Dillery (1995: 87).
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1.170). Thales of Miletus argued that Teos ought to be established as the seat of a 

governing council for all of Ionia (Hdt. 1.170). The Athenians in Herodotus' 

Histories argued that all Greeks share a common culture and therefore would not 

surrender to Persia (Hdt. 8.144). The Greek city-states joined together in one 

league after the Persian Wars in order to facilitate defensive measures against 

Persia. The era of the Peloponnesian Wars marked an end to the reality of 

panhellenism as power politics and the interests of individual states made it 

impossible for city-states to live in harmony. In the utopian vision of the 

Anabasis, Xenophon considered the conditions necessary for the emergence of a 

peaceful, if not unified, Greek world; the absence of freedom during the march to 

the sea suggests that the polarising language of freedom had no place in 

Xenophon's utopian vision. Although freedom may have served as a unifying 

feature of the Persian Wars, in a post-Peloponnesian War era freedom was a 

divisive word which threatened whatever unity may have existed. Consequently 

its use by Xenophon wishing to seem unbiased was restricted to historical 

exempla.

It cannot be denied that identity-affirming language such as political 

freedom would be most apt for a Greek contingent trapped in the East, but the 

only time that freedom was mentioned in the Anabasis was through historical 

exempla. The Ten Thousand were a band of mercenaries who acted in defiance of 

the Spartans, who were, at the time, loosely aligned with Persia. The political 

freedom of the Ten Thousand was not a relevant issue for the soldiers, who were 

more concerned with the monetary rewards of their service. Instead the greed of 

the soldiers was contrasted with the relative poverty of the Greeks who won their 

freedom in the Persian Wars. False notions concerning one's status as a 'freeman' 

or 'slave' and wealth was a common motif in the Memorabilia, suggesting that 

Xenophon was engaging philosophically with notions of wealth and freedom at 

the beginning of the Anabasis.

It is not a coincidence that the majority of references to 'freedom' in a 

political context in the Anabasis occur in exempla. The exempla in the historical 

works which involve 'freedom' are abundant: Cyrus invoked the Persian War and 

Greek freedom in order to persuade the Greeks to fight for him (1.7.3);

See Appendix.
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Xenophon encouraged the Ten Thousand to fight by reminding them that they are 

the descendants of men who fought in the Persian Wars; Cleocritus spoke of the 

Persian Wars in order to foster reconciliation; the Thebans at the start of the 

Corinthian War reminded the Athenians of the Peloponnesian War in order to 

gain allies for their war with Sparta. Such references are historical metaphors 

which were not meant to explain the cause of the conflict, but were persuasive 

tools. As the Thebans' speech to the Athenians demonstrated, the concept of 

'freedom' could divide just as easily as unify men. Consequently, when 'freedom' 

was invoked, it was the 'freedom' of the Persian Wars which was mentioned, 

which reminded the Greeks of the struggle of their forefathers against the 

barbarian. The very mention of the barbarian reminded the Greeks of the 

'otherness' of Persia and of the com.mon customs, religion, and language which 

unified them.

Passages from the Menexenus in which the Athenians were described as 

harbouring a hatred towards the barbarian based on their 'foreign nature' is a 

testament to the popularity of such sentiments. The fact that the harmony among 

the Ten Thousand became more and more fragmented the closer they come to 

Greek cities suggests that Xenophon himself recognised the benefits of portraying 

the Persians as 'other'. However, this 'otherness' is a contrived otherness. As 

Herodotus reveals the Greeks were capable of adopting v 6|J£)L, or institutions of 

ruling, that were comparable to those of the Persians, which, from a Greek 

perspective, constituted enslavement. Even if Xenophon did not believe that the 

Persians were 'other' by nature, his speech at Byzantium in the Anabasis indicates 

that he was aware that the Greeks were most unified when Persia posed a threat. 

Although the tone of the Menexenus suggests that it was written as a parody of 

contemporary rhetoric which abused concepts such as 'freedom' and the popular 

myth that the Persians were different by nature, unlike the Menexenus,

Xenophon's works, and the antagonism of Agesilaus towards Persia, were meant 

to be useful. The very fact that Xenophon went to great lengths to show how the 

Persian and Greek conceptualisations of 'freedom' differed suggests that 

Xenophon did not believe that Persians and Greeks were different by nature, even 

though he felt that employing such rhetoric could be used for the ultimate goal of
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unifying tiie Greeks. Xenophon is fairly accurate in his description of Persian 

vassalage.'** That being said, he does routinely compare Persian 'servitude' or 

'nobility' to Greek 'freedom' in order to promote a panhellenic ideology.

Wars and conflicts fought in the name of 'freedom' could only be 

mentioned if the purpose of the speech served the interest of Greece and its goal 

of unification, or if it was used in an historical exempla which reminded the 

Greeks that there was a greater enemy to fear than a Greek one. While Plato was 

more interested in establishing a school of philosophy through Socrates' teachings, 

Xenophon was more concerned with making Socrates accessible and useful. Even 

if Xenophon himself did not believe that the Persians were foreign by 'nature' 

rather than by 'convention' one who was a kalos kagathos, one who was able to 

discern what was in the interest of the state —or rather a unified G reece—could 

employ such rhetoric for the purpose of unification. So long as the advice of the 

kalos kagathos served the interest of the state and the interest of Greece, whatever 

the kalos kagathos deemed 'good' was just. By creating a common enemy, 

Xenophon is able to reconcile the competing interests of city-states and the 

competing standards of justice as well.

In an attempt to put an end to conflicts which were exacerbated by 

rhetoricians who took advantage of moral ambiguity, Xenophon established the 

state and the kalos kagathos who guided the state, as the controller of morality. 

Even though inconsistencies in Xenophon's Hellenica suggest that he believed 

that 'freedom' was a dangerous rhetorical term, it could reasonably be used so long 

as its use did not incite violence among the Greeks. Since the act of 'freeing' and 

'enslaving' could be good or bad depending on how the act affected the interests of 

the state and unity of Greece, only one who was a kalos kagathos could properly 

discern the right time, context and the manner in which such emotionally charged 

rhetoric could be employed.

Although the Athenians played a critical role in securing this 'freedom', 

Xenophon reconceptualises what it means for an individual to be 'free' due to what 

he felt were the limitations of 'freedom' imposed on aristocrats in Athens, namely 

that those endowed with the knowledge of 'right' and 'wrong' enjoyed a role in 

government no greater than the masses. Those living in a democracy enjoyed the

Brock (2004: 255-56).
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'freedom' to participate in the government, and, in this sense, democracy offered 

its citizens 'positive freedom'; men were given the right to participate in and have 

an influence on government. However, because positions were chosen by lot, 

those managing the government were not necessarily in possession of moral virtue 

and could not, therefore, make decisions which were in the interest of the state. 

Xenophon provides the example of the Ten Thousand, who were most efficient, 

yet operated least like a polis, as an example of how men might be organised best 

under the leadership of one who was a kalos kagathos. This person, free from 

inner conflicts and desires, a person who was in possession of 'self-mastery', 

might best lead the people themselves in a crusade against Persia, thereby 

eliminating conflicts arising from diverse standards of ju s t ic e .F o r  Xenopon the 

struggle for 'negative freedom' through the guidance of one who embodies 

'positive freedom' was the only remedy for the conflicts between city-states which 

had swept the Greek world.

Xenophon's moral intellectualism explains what appears to be a paradox in 

his thought. As one schooled in a philosophical discourse which emerged in 

response to those who offered rhetorical education, one would think that 

Xenophon would be opposed to the use of persuasion as a valid means of 

conducting business. But Mem. 1.2.10-11, quoted above, makes it clear that this is 

not the case. While Xenophon encourages the use of rhetoric as an alternative to 

violence, Thucydides' metanarrative on language exposes the danger of rhetoric as 

a tool in a climate in which language had been destabilised. In light of 

Thucydides' exposure of the flaws of language and diplomacy, Xenophon's 

proposal at 1.2.10-11 almost seems naive. But Xenophon's argument must be 

considered in light of his theory of moral intellectualism, which is the lens 

through which he presents the past in order to provide remedies for the future. It 

was the possession of power without prudence that cultivated violence. In other 

words, persuasion could only serve as an alternative to violence if the one 

persuading had the wisdom to support his ideas. This wisdom could only be 

attained through true knowledge of how things were defined, and whether those

Although Berlin defines 'positive liberty' as the ability to take part in and influence government, 
Skinner notes that there is another conception o f  liberty inherent in Berlin's 'positive freedom'. 
This type of'freedom ' is 'positive freedom' in the sense o f  self-mastery (2002: 16-18). For more on 
Berlin, see pages 9-10.
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things were good or bad. This, according to Xenophon, was the failure of 

diplomacy: that those who were in possession of power and were able to persuade 

were ignorant, no better than slaves. In Xenophon's eyes, persuasion was a valid 

means of politicking, and a favourable one at that, so long as the person who was 

persuading possessed the qualities of a kalos kagathos. The problem lay not with 

the art of persuasion itself, but with the ability of those persuading to define and 

identify moral concepts and use them correctly. Xenophon's appropriation of 

'freedom' as an inner quality possessed by the individual provides a place for the 

elite, who have the knowledge necessary to rehabilitate not only language, but 

also the language of freedom as rhetorical tool. As practical as his philosophy 

may be, its successful implementation is impossible, as it would require a 

panhellenic crusade. Although the Socrates of Plato's Menexenus may have 

faulted Xenophon for revising history in order to provide moral paradigms 

through generals such as Agesilaus, Xenophon's works were not meant to be 

historical. Rather his historical works use the past as a vehicle for displaying how 

one who possessed the qualities of the kalos kagathos could behave and 

contribute in a meaningful and useful way in a democratic society, and how 

freedom itself could be used as a political tool for unification rather than 

decisiveness.
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Conclusion

Historians, like the politicians whose speeches they relate, use 'freedom' 

and 'autonomy' as tools. W hereas politicians use this language as a tool of 

persuasion, historians use this language as a tool o f narration. Rather than ask 

what the meaning of 'autonomy' is, or what 'freedom' means from a Spartan or 

Athenian perspective, m odem  historians should be asking how historians use the 

language o f 'freedom' and 'autonomy' as a tool to create meaning in the overall 

narrative. Herodotus, Thucydides and Xenophon provide valuable information 

about historical events. However, the interpretive fram eworks and contem porary 

debates—such as relativism , v6 |i0g-(j)'U0Lg, the relationship between language and 

reality, and concerns over moral am biguity—which historians use to understand 

the principles underlying conflict often render what appear to be historical uses 'of 

freedom' and 'autonomy' philosophical. Passages which Raaflaub uses as evidence 

for 'historical' freedom , that is to say, events in which the language o f 'freedom' 

was 'actually' used, cannot be taken as reliable evidence either for the meaning of 

'freedom' or for the date o f its emergence.

Scholars, most notably Kurt Raaflaub, have argued that Near Eastern

societies were similar enough to M ycenaean Greece, where there was no concept

of 'political freedom', that there was no need to examine the role that 'freedom'

played in the politics o f the Near East. Given the role which the N ear East and

Persia played in creating the conditions necessary for facilitating the emergence of

'freedom' as a rhetorical tool, dism issing the Near East from  discussions of

'freedom' would be unsound. In Chapter One, I exam ined evidence from  the Cyrus

Cylinder and poem 36 o f Solon. This evidence suggests that the language of

'freedom' and 'slavery' had been used in a political context long before the Persian

W ars. Although neither o f these pieces of evidence used the language of 'freedom'

to describe the rights o f 'free' citizens, both the Cyrus Cylinder and the poem of

Solon used the language o f 'freedom' and 'slavery' as metaphors for political acts.

For both Solon and Cyrus the m etaphor of 'slavery' provided a means of

persuading their respective audiences that their m ethods and acts were in the

interest of the citizens; neither were speaking o f physical enslavem ent, but instead

were referring to the political oppression o f people and the earth. These metaphors

were successful precisely because 'slavery' was deemed an odious state by both

the Persians and the Greeks. Furtherm ore, relativism  and the debate between
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v6|xo$ and (j)ijoig provided an intellectual framework for Herodotus to consider 

how the Persians might conceptualise freedom, thereby allowing him to draw a 

subtle yet powerful comparison between contemporary Athenian politics and the 

Persians.

By examining how historians make use of frameworks in order to create

meaning from the past, it becomes clear that they are not simply concerned with

how historical protagonists speak about 'freedom', but are equally as concerned

with the relationship between 'freedom' and 'justice'. This connection only

becomes clear by analysing how historians' treat the relationship between

'freedom' as it exists in accordance with v6|oog and (J)i)ai5. Language can serve as

a peaceful alternative to conflict, but when the norms of society have been

subverted, and men deem their actions to be 'just' not in accordance with the

agreed upon norms of society, but in accordance with their own interests, then

acts, such as enslavement, are described as being carried out in the name of

'freedom', in accordance with their claims of 'justice' rather than vopot.

Thucydides exposes the dangers of rhetoric and the abuse of language which

ensues when the interests of the stronger prevail, thus destabilising language

which is culturally embedded. Thucydides was not the first to recognise that

language and the meanings of words could only be understood within the context

of a particular set of v 6 |x o l , as Herodotus exposes how Athenian v 6[X0L had come

to resemble those of the Persians. In order to warn the reader, and the Athenians,

that it was not too late to adopt more traditionally 'Greek' v6|xoi with regard to

their relationship to their allies, Herodotus considers how the Persians might have

conceptualised 'freedom' in accordance with their v6|j.oi. Herodotus was

undoubtedly influenced by contemporary politics and the trend to compare Athens

and Persia, and consequently he constructs a discourse of relativism by showing

how Persian 'freedom' differs from Greek 'freedom' on account of vofxCL, and, in

doing so, he exposes how 'ungreek' the Athenians' actions had become. For both

Herodotus and Thucydides, the language of 'freedom' existed within the context of

a particular set of v 6|x o l . While Herodotus constructs conceptualisations of

'freeedom', Thucydides reveals how 'freedom' had come to be abused as the v6|xoi

which determined what was 'just' and 'unjust' had been overturned, thereby

allowing men to deem 'unjust' actions as acts of liberation. Herodotus is not as

concerned with the relationship between 'freedom' and 'justice', but his reference
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to Pindar at 3.38 regarding v6|xog as king suggests that, even if the relationship 

between 'freedom' and 'justice' was not his primary interest, he too recognised that 

city-states and empires which had fought for their 'freedom' from oppression or 

enslavement exercised the right to live in accordance with their own vofioi. The 

context of original Pindar fragment (fr. 169, lines 1-4) that '[n]omos, king of all, 

mortals and immortals, brings on with sovereign hand what is most violent and 

makes it just'’, suggests Herodotus' tacit recognition that city-states and empires 

which governed in accordance with their own v 6 | io l  established standards of 

justice which served their interests, thereby making even the most violent acts 

'just'. In this sense, both Herodotus and Thucydides agree that 'autonomy' 

described a condition of 'freedom' which was defined not by one's own v 6 | io l , but 

with the v 6 | io l  which protected the rule and legitimacy of the stronger. For both 

Herodotus and Thucydides, the meaning of 'freedom' was culturally embedded, 

and value judgements and perceptions are informed by the culture of those 

making them.

Although Thucydides is considered the best source for evidence 

concerning 'autonomy', his engagement with this concept was as philosophical as 

it was historical. As 1 examined in Chapter Five, Thucydides' framing of 

'autonomy' in the Mytilenean and Plataean episodes suggests that he has used this 

term to draw out the tension inherent in the relationship between v6 |io i and the 

Athenians and Spartans, whose strength allowed them to subvert the standards of 

justice to suit their interests, or disregard justice altogether. When Thucydides 

used 'autonomy' anachronistically, he was referring to the condition of city-states 

before they were forced to become allies of Athens and Sparta. For Thucydides' 

Mytileneans, 'autonomy' represented the traditional alliance structure which 

existed before Athens and Sparta emerged as superpowers and inhibited a state's 

right to live in accordance with what they deemed 'right', or the 'norm', for the 

community. When city-states, such as the Mytilenians, complained that their 

'autonomy' had been violated, they were referring to the loss of voting privileges 

which had been the right of every ally when the league was created and they were 

still autonomous. Although it has been argued that Plataea's claims to have been 

granted 'autonomy' by Pausanias were anachronistic, the defensive appeals made

' Translation Ostwald (1965: 117).
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by the Plataeans and the Thebans through v6 |io i suggest that Thucydides was 

using the conflict of Plataea to question whether a state could truly be 

'autonomous' when being forced to chose between either side would result in the 

destruction of the state regardless of the choice. Despite the fact that the earliest 

evidence for the concept of 'autonomy' occurred in a philosophical context, 

scholars have rejected the idea that 'autonomy' may have been philosophical in 

origin. Regardless of whether 'autonomy' was first and foremost a philosophical or 

political term, Thucydides' use of 'autonomy' in these episodes suggests that he 

was considering the limited nature of living in accordance with one's laws, or 

living 'autonomously' in a world where the interests of the stronger, who either 

established standards of'justice' which served their interests or disregarded justice 

altogether, prevailed.

In Chapter Six, I examined Sophocles' Antigone, which provides the 

earliest written evidence of 'autonomy'. In the Antigone, the concept of 'autonomy' 

acquired meaning through the debate between vo^iog and (j)i)OLg which framed the 

central conflict between Antigone and Creon. Antigone, powerless to act in her 

own interests without consequence, ultimately accepted those consequences and 

acted in accordance with what she deemed right by the vofxoi of nature. Similarly, 

the allies of Athens and Sparta, by acting in accordance with their own v6|aoi, 

were punished by these more powerful states. The tragedy of the play, which the 

language of voiaog and (|)i)aLg draws out, was that both Antigone and Creon 

believed that their actions were just; Creon, because he believed that whatever 

was in the interest of the state was just; and Antigone, because she believed that 

Creon's decree, which had made the burial of her brother illegal, was contrary to 

the v 6 |xol of the gods. Both believed that their actions were just and both could be 

deemed 'autonomous' by virtue of acting in accordance with their own vonxDi. But 

Sophocles has restricted the language of 'autonomy' to Antigone, who, like the 

allies of Athens, was not permitted to live in accordance with the v6 |io i of the 

community.

Thucydides' history, by exposing how Athens and Sparta exploited

language, logic, and the rhetoric of 'freedom', exposed the underlying principles of

power motivating men to act. In this context, language was a tool for the powerful

and, as a consequence, it failed to provide an alternative to armed conflict.

Sophocles' Antigone, on the other hand, showed how both the ruler and those
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'ruled' become the victims of 'justice'; both sides believed that they 'rightly' 

deemed justice to be on their side. Interpreted within a political context, Athens 

and her allies both become sympathetic. The language of 'autonomy' provided a 

convenient intersection between philosophy and politics, rooted as it was in the 

philosophical debate between V0|i05 and 4)1)015. But it is precisely because of this 

convenience—because it is used in both political and philosophical contexts—that 

attempts to ascertain a precise meaning which fits every context have failed.

Both Herodotus and Thucyides use contemporary frameworks in their 

historical narratives to create meaning or establish patterns, in the case of 

Herodotus to provide a warning to the reader, and in the case of Thucydides to 

expose the role played by the fundamental conflict between v6|i,og and (|)i)aic; in 

exacerbating conflict. These new trends provided Herodotus with novel, 

conceptual frameworks for interpreting the past, and engaging the reader. 

Thucydides, on the other hand, exposes how language, the only alternative to 

armed conflict, is destabilised when 4>{)oig rather than v6|u.og structures the 

relations between men. In Chapter Seven, I examined how Xenophon rejected 

sophism in his historical works. While Herodotus and Thucydides seek to 

understand the past and provide warnings for contemporary and future readers, 

Xenophon provides remedies, or at least tries to. Through moral intellectualism 

Xenophon attempts to rectify the problem of moral ambiguity, a problem which 

informed both Thucydides' and Sophocles' treatment of 'justice' and the language 

of 'freedom'.

For Xenophon, the leaders of the state who have the power to persuade 

must be kaloi kagathoi, who are 'free' from vices and able to discern which actions 

are in the interest of the state. The halos kagathos, therefore, was the primary 

arbiter of justice. One who was a kalos kagathos does what is best for the family, 

friends and state. Therefore what was in the interest of the state was 'just'. In order 

to eliminate the relativism of morality and justice, which Thucydides exposed as 

one of the factors facilitating conflict, Xenophon deconstructs morality: only those 

who have had proper training and are kaloi kagathoi are able to do what is best 

and use persuasive rhetoric to urge people towards what is right for the state. In 

order for one to be a kalos kagathos, one must be free from vices such as 

excessive consumption, alcohol and lust. As one who exhibited the qualities of the

kalos kagathos, Agesilaus provides a paradigm for how a general should behave.
295



The Discourse o f Political Freedom in A ncient Historiography, Conclusion

Although Xenophon's intentions nnay have been well placed, in deconstructing 

morality, Xenophon has essentially reconstructed the reality which allowed states 

to subvert 'justice'. In the trial of Phoebidas, Agesilaus decided that Phoebidas' 

guilt or innocence would be determined by the following standard: have 

Phoebidas' actions helped or harmed Sparta? This standard of justice was nearly 

identical to that which was used by the Spartans in the trial of the Plataeans. By 

establishing the 'state' as the primary beneficiary in determining morality, 

Xenophon's reconstruction of morality differs little from that of Athens or Sparta 

during the Peloponnesian War, or Sophocles' Creon.

In Chapter Eight I explored how 'freedom' would be employed in rhetoric 

within the framework of Xenophon's philosophical precepts concerning morality. 

For Xenophon, 'freedom' was a negatively charged, divisive word, and its use 

must be restricted to situations where it served the interests of the state which was 

acting according to the common goal of unification. He was first in a series of 

historians who believed that the writing of history should include explicitly 

didactic elements. In the course of writing his history, Xenophon showed how the 

language of 'freedom' could be used positively through historical exempla, and, in 

addition, how 'justice' itself and the language of 'freedom' could be rehabilitated 

by creating a common enemy: Persia. By appealing to the Persian Wars, generals 

were able to establish examples meant to be imitated. The evocation of Persian 

War exempla continued well into the Roman Era: Persian War motifs were a 

present force when Flamininus championed Greek freedom with his proclamation 

in 197.^ Although Xenophon himself may not have believed the Persians were 

different by 'nature', the otherness of Persia was emphasised in his historical 

works in order to remind the Greeks of the 'freedom' which they fought for during 

the Persian Wars. Ultimately, 'freedom from' Persia was more germane to the 

cause of Greek unification than oligarchic or democratic conceptualisations of 

'freedom'.

Although Herodotus, Thucyides, and Xenophon are often cited as the main 

sources for the emergence of 'freedom' as an ideology, and as the main sources for 

understanding the role played by the language of 'freedom' in politics, historians 

often employ the language of freedom in contexts which are often more

 ̂ Spawforth (1994: 242); Walbank (1942; 136); Ferrary (1988: 86).
296



The Discourse o f  Political Freedom in Ancient Historiography, Conclusion

philosophical than historical. In order to understand the past and derive meaning 

from it, historians interpret the past through theoretical frameworks and debates 

popular in their own times. For Herodotus, this meant examining universal 

patterns concerning the rise and fall of human settlements, and the relationship 

between these patterns and culturally embedded perceptions of what it means to 

be 'free'. Thucydides, on the other hand, examines the relationship between 

rhetoric and reality by exposing how language rarely reflected reality, especially 

the language of 'freedom', when v6|xoi, in accordance with which men understood 

and defined what it meant to be 'free', had been destabilised by (j)i)ai5. Both 

Thucydides and Sophocles examine the limitations of being 'autonomous' in a 

world where the interests of the stronger prevailed in accordance with nature. 

Although Xenophon recognises that conflicts are exacerbated by the moral 

ambiguity of concepts such as 'justice' and 'freedom', Xenophon reconceptualises 

what it means to be 'free' in order to provide a solution to the conflicts which had 

riddled the Greek world. Although these historians seem to relate 'what happened' 

and the role of 'freedom' in past conflicts, often historians employ the language of 

'freedom' in order to make their histories useful for present and future readers by 

identifying patterns in the rise and fall of empires, the princples of human nature 

underlying conflict, and the remedies for the future.
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Appendix: Wealth and the Ten Thousand

The role of 'wealth' in the expedition of the Ten Thousand echoes 

Socrates' discussions of 'wealth' in the historical works. In addition it shows how 

'wealth' can affect the 'freedom' of the individual. The first two references to 

freedom in the Anabasis occur in a speech given by Cyrus just before the battle of 

Cunaxa. In this passage the antithesis between 'freedom' and 'slavery' is replaced 

by that of 'freedom' and 'wealth'. Aware of the fact that the Greeks were unhappy 

about being deceived regarding the purpose of the expedition, Cyrus asked them 

to show themselves worthy of the freedom which they had won in the Persian 

Wars.

Greek men, I lead you as allies not because I lack barbarian men, 

but because I think you better and stronger than many barbarians, 

for this reason I took you. So see to it that you be men worthy of 

the freedom which you have acquired and on account of which I 

consider you lucky. For you know well that I would choose 

freedom instead of all the other many things which I possess.'

(I) a v S g e g  " E X X i i v e ^ ,  o \ 3x  dvGQWJUjDv o ij td q w v  |3aQ |3dQ (ov 0 1 )1 1 1 1 6 1 x 0 ^ 5  

i ) |id 5 dyco, oKka voixi^cdv d [j£ iv o v a g  x a i  x o e ix x o u g  jtoXXwv 

p a g p d g w v  -uiidg e iv a i , 6 id  to i)x o  JiQ008>ia(30v. ojioag o t)v  E oea08  

d v S g e g  d^iOL xfig e?i8D0 8 0 ia g  f |5 xex x iio O e x a l  f|g "uiidg eycb 

eu 8a i|xov i^ co . 81) y d g  iox8 o x t xf]v 8>i8i)68QLav 8?:oi|i,i]v d v  d v x l (bv exoo 

jtdvxcov x a i  dA,A,cov jcoA,?tajt>iaoia)v ( 1 .7.3).

Cyrus ended his speech by promising that, if they were victorious, those of the 

Greek who returned to Greece would be envied by their friends at home. In fact, 

many Greeks may even prefer what he has to offer than what they have at home 

(1.7.4). Gaulites, an exile from Samos, asked Cyrus if he truly intended to follow 

through with his promise of rewards, to which Cyrus made the following 

response: 'But if we should win, we must make our own friends lords over this'

(1.7.7).^ Cyrus' fear is not that he will not have enough to give, but that there will

' Translation mine. 
 ̂Translation mine.
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not be enough friends to accept what he offers.^ The promise of lordship over a 

region by a Persian was a common trope in Greek historiography. The Spartans 

were offered by Hydames rule over land as a reward for submission to the king of 

Persia (Hdt. 7.135), and Alexander enticed the Athenians to submit to Persia by 

offering them sovereignty over a land (Hdt. 8. 140). The reward which Cyrus 

offered the Greeks was to rule over others. In addition he promised them gold 

crowns. The Greeks responded with enthusiasm.

Two different interpretations of freedom, one Persian, the other Greek, 

were displayed in the exchange between Cyrus and the Greek troops. In fifth- 

century historiography, Herodotus in particular, the concept of freedom was 

presented from the perspective of Persia. Playing upon his audience's stereotypes 

of Persia, Herodotus exposed how un-Greek the behaviour of the Athenians was 

by applying words associated with fifth century politics to Persia. By portraying 

Persia in Greek terms and showing how 'Greek' the Persians could be in passages 

such as the Constitutional Debate, Herodotus exposed the irony of contemporary 

Athenian policy. In the passage from Xenophon cited above, Xenophon seems to 

be suggesting that the conflict between differing notions of freedom was not 

between a Persian and Greek model, but between the choice of freedom and 

wealth, which enslaved rather than freed.

An example from Herodotus' Histories may clarify this position. In the 

exchange between Demeratus and Xerxes, the Persian king laughed at the 

prospect of the Greek troops defeating his own army. Foremost among the 

reasons Xerxes underestimated the Greeks was the fact that the Greeks served no 

master; they were free men and as free men they obeyed the law (Hdt. 7.104).^* 

While Xerxes found it ridiculous that an army smaller than his own and which 

obeyed laws rather than one man could defeat him, Cyrus, playing upon the 

Greek soldiers' pride in having defeated the Persians, used flattery as a means of 

manipulation. Rather than underestimating the Greeks like Xerxes, Cyrus agreed 

that it was freedom which made the Greeks such formidable soldiers, thereby 

making the Ten Thousand more amenable to his equivocal demands and rewards.

 ̂ Tiv 8 ’ viy.i']aco|i£v, 8 e l  lo ij g  i'i|j£T8Q0 iJg (})C}iod5 to ij tc o v  eyxQaTELQ jroifioaL. w a r e  
o v  ToiJTo 8 e 8 o ix a ,  |j,t] o u x  exco 6  x i 8d) e x d m c p  tcov 4>CXco v , d v  ei) YEVT]TaL, dXXa iit ] o i ix  excu 
L xavoijg oLg 8d). T he concept o f  b ecom in g  lords over others is a com m on them e in the portrayal 
o f  Persians. See Hdt. 1.129.

EJTEOTi ya .Q  o(j)L 8 E O J i6 T r |5  v6)K D 5, t o v  i ) j i o 8 e i |a a i v o t J o i  J z o X X w  e t i  nx5tA,)tov o l  o o l  o e .
299



T he D iscou rse  o f  Political Freedom  in A ncient H istoriography, A ppendix

In the dialogue between Cyrus and the Greek soldiers which ensued,

Cyrus offered the Ten Thousand wealth and nobility, and he persuaded them to 

accept this offer through flattery and bribery. It is not immediately clear whether 

Cyrus promised the Greeks land in Persia if they were successful when he stated 

that he would make his friends satraps of the Persian Empire (1.7.7), but a later 

passage provides clarification. In his eulogy of Cyrus Xenophon stated that in the 

war against the Pisidians and Mysians Cyrus made those who were willing to risk 

their lives governors of the conquered territories, 'making it clear that the brave 

men were going to be the most prosperous while the cowards only deserved to be 

their slaves (So'uX.ous)'. Those who were made governors would be nobles, yet 

from a Greek perspective they would be slaves, since they would be answerable 

to one man instead of laws. From a Persian perspective those who were cowards 

and therefore unworthy of nobility were slaves. As was previously discussed in 

Chapter One on Herodotus, the Greek convention of describing one who was 

loyal to the king of Persia as a slave captured the disdain for the model of the 

Persian Empire; blind faith in one ruler who was not constrained by law qualified 

one as a slave.^ What the Ten Thousand were fighting for was not freedom, but 

wealth and the right to rule over others. But this reward was one which was 

double-edged; if the Greeks were to defeat the king, they would become satraps, 

and like Cyrus, who was described by Xenophon as a slave of the king (1.9.29),^ 

become nobles in the eyes of the Persians, but from a Greek perspective slaves of 

the new king of Persia, Cyrus.

Had Cyrus not been killed, and had the Greeks been rewarded for their 

victory, they would, no doubt, have prostrated themselves before Cyrus as the 

king of Persia, as those around Cyrus did before the tides had turned in favour of 

Artaxerxes' forces at the battle of Cunaxa.’ The compliance of the Ten Thousand 

to Persian customs stood in sharp contrast to the reaction of the Greek soldiers in 

480 BC who, having received an audience with the Persian king, refused, 

declaring that they would rather hurl themselves headlong on the ground than bow

 ̂A nd yet it should be noted that T hu cyd ides rarely describes the a llies o f  A thens as subjects. 
States w h ich  are forced into com p lian ce  or w h ich  suffer under A thenian reprisals are described as 
'enslaved' but once  subjects they are not 'slaves' per se.
® JtaQct |o iv  K u q o ij o v x o g  o iiS e lg  djcfiei n:0 6 5  p a a d e a ,  Ji}vf)v 'O g o v ta g
’ For the G reek troops bow in g  to Cyrus at the battle o f  Cunaxa see  A nab .  1 .8 .21 . The act o f  
proskunei'n is acceptable to the G reeks i f  the object o f  w orsh ip  is a d iv in ity  or tem ple: 'In G reek  
e y e s ,p r o s k y n e s i s  w as reserved for the gods' (Briant 2002: 2 2 3 ). T o bow  before a man is not 
acceptab le and b ecom es sy m b olic  o f  p o litica l en slavem en t by virtue o f  it being  the act w hich  
subjects carry out to sh ow  their su bserv ience to the k ing. See a lso  X en . C yr .  5 .3 .18 .

300



The Discourse o f Political Freedom in A ncient Historiography, Appendix 

before the king (Hdt. 7.136).** An examination of the exchange between Cyrus and 

the Greek soldiers reveals that recognising and understanding how the 'other' 

views freedom has allowed for a greater degree of manipulation in dialogue. The 

manner in which freedom was presented in this passage suggests the inextricable 

relationship between personal and political freedom. This conflict, more than that 

between freedom and slavery, dominates in the works of Xenophon and is shaped 

by his own philosophical background.

* For a further discussion o f the Persian prostration see Briant (2002: 222-23). Briant notes that the 
Persian reliefs represent subjects as bending forward towards the king and blow ing a kiss. The 
typical Greek portrayal, on the other hand, consists o f  a full bow before the feet o f  the king.
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