Tragedians and Historians*

Martin Ostwald

In a famous passage in the Poetics Aristotle differentiates between poetry and history:
‘Our discussion has made clear that the task of the poet is not to relate events as having
happened, but the sort of thing that could potentially happen in terms of what is prob-
able or necessary. The difference between historian and poet does not consist in writing
in verse or prose, respectively — for it would be possible to put Herodotus” work into
verse, but it would remain history regardless of whether it is written in metre or not; it
rather consists in that the one describes actual events, while the other the kind of thing
that might happen. For that reason poetry is a more intellectual and more serious pursuit
than history: poetry deals with general principles, history with particular facts. By ‘gen-
eral principles’ I mean the kind of thing a certain kind of person will say or do in terms
of what is probable or necessary. This is the aim of poetry, and it attaches personal
names to each kind; by ‘particular facts’ I mean what Alcibiades did or what was done
to him’.1

Though the thrust of this statement is to differentiate factual from fictional writing, it
shows a rather deplorable blindness to historiography.2 If we were to take Aristotle lit-
erally, the only kind of historical writing he would recognize as such would be the kind
of annalistic historical writing practised in his own times especially by Ephorus and the
local chroniclers of several Greek states, including the Atthidographers, who tend to list
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10 TRAGEDIANS AND HISTORIANS

events but do nothing to relate them to one another. What Aristotle says here is certainly
not applicable to Herodotus or Thucydides. Although Thucydides is never mentioned by
name in any of Aristotle’s works, his knowledge of Herodotus’ work is attested within
the passage we have cited. While it is obviously true that historical events have more of
a substratum of actuality than dramatic events and that, in the ancient Greek context at
least, tragedy uses verse and history is written in prose, it seems to me that the activity
of a historian involves the relation of events ‘in terms of what is probable or necessary’
just as much as does the activity of a tragic poet. Moreover, as Bernard Knox has
pointed out, the events recounted in the myths used by the Greek tragedians were re-
garded by the Greeks as reflecting part of their own distant historical past, just as many
events of our distant past cannot easily be differentiated from myth.3

The tragedian, according to Aristotle, ‘must not undo the traditional stories, for ex-
ample that Clytaemnestra was killed by Orestes and that Eriphyle was killed by
Alcmaeon; his job is to re-invent the story and use the traditional elements skilfully’.4
Aristotle does not see — or at least does not state — that a historian, too, is bound by
irreducible historical facts, the relation between which it is his task to establish. The
creation of coherence and persuasiveness is up to tragedian and historian, respectively.
In order to achieve this goal, each has to arrange the basic facts at his disposal in a pat-
tern of ‘probability and necessity’, that is, each has to convince his audience that the
sequence of mythical or historical events is credible, because it embodies the way hu-
man beings ‘must’ or ‘are likely’ to act in the circumstances in which they have been
placed. In other words, the circumstances are given; to link them together so as to make
them humanly intelligible is the task of tragedian and historian, each in his own way.

It is my contention that in all the varieties of linkages that we encounter both in trag-
edy and in history, there can be detected a characteristic Greek way of looking at the
human condition. The polytheism of the Greeks alone brings with it presuppositions
about the role of the divine in human affairs that are significantly different from what
seems self-evident to those reared in monotheistic traditions. For the Greeks, there is no
doubt that gods exist: in no other way could love and war, meteoric phenomena and
agricultural phenomena be explained, although this cannot be regarded as the full expla-
nation of the Greek gods. The most important thing about them is the fact that they exist
and that their existence must be recognized in order to prevent them from disturbing
human life. But our destiny is not completely in divine hands: even an Apollo, who
knows what the future holds and can communicate his knowledge to humans in his
veiled way, cannot shape or even change the way things are going to be; at best he can
postpone it.5 Even the gods are often said to be subject to an Gvaykn which they cannot
escape.6 And that avdykn is only rarely described as divine, and it cannot be swayed by

B. Knox, ‘Myth and Attic Tragedy’, Word and Action: Essays on the Ancient Theater
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prayer, sacrifice or worship. What is more, it can be recognized only after the event it
has shaped has happened; nothing can be done beforehand to avoid it, though in some
cases it is looked upon as potentially teaching man a lesson which he may or may not
heed the next time. It is this fact that makes it unavoidable, and this in turn makes hu-
man life ‘tragic’.

My warrant for calling it ‘tragic’ is not rooted in the ancient Greek use of the adjec-
tive Tpayikd¢. Most of the occurrences of the adjective in Aristotle refer to the formal
aspects of tragedy: it contrasts the poets of tragedy with those of comedy {Rhet. IlI. 14,
1415al9; frg. 20, line 20; Pol. 111.3, 1276b5) or epic (Po. 26, 1461a26); it refers to a
solemn elevated style {Rhet. I1l.1, 1403b22;3, 1406bl8and 16; Mete. Il.1, 353bl), or to
the masks worn by tragic actors {Probl. 21, 958a17) and it appeals to people inferior to
devotees of epic, because they require actors’ poses to be added to the narrative to con-
vey their meaning {Po. 26, 1462a3-4).

It comes a little closer to what | understand as ‘tragic’ when Aristotle applies it to
events that arouse pity and fear and end in misfortune,7 and perhaps also to the situation
in which a wise but mischievous man (such as Sisyphus) gets his just deserts.8 A nega-
tive use of tpayikov is slightly more helpful: when a person fails to act (morally) be-
cause he recognizes the potential consequences (to himself) of his action, the situation
‘is morally outrageous but not tragic, since it does not end in suffering’. Aristotle adds:
‘it is better to have a person act in ignorance but recognize what he has done after he has
acted’.9

Substantively, however, something arousing pity and fear and ending in disaster;
something that satisfies our moral sense, and something in which an action is performed
in ignorance of consequences that are recognized only after the agent has acted, do not
exhaust what | propose as the meaning of ‘tragic’, Tpayikd¢ has a narrower range than
‘tragic’ has in modem languages: we tend to use ‘tragic’ in situations which are merely
‘sad’ and to which the agent has made no contribution: ‘sad’ though it is to see a child
hit by a car when trying to retrieve a ball from the street; ‘sad’ though it is to see a
young person killed by cancer; or ‘sad’ though it is to see innocent people slaughtered
by a wicked tyrant, none of these situations are ‘tragic’ unless the victim is shown to
have in some sense unwittingly contributed to the situation.
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What | render here as ‘situation’ emerges from Aristotle’s emphasis on mpaégic, ‘ac-
tion’, which involves the individual and the community within which he acts: the ‘most
important element [of tragedy] is the arrangement of incidents. Tragedy is a representa-
tion not of individual men but of actions and of life. [Note that good or bad fortune re-
sides in action: the end we aim at is an action of some kind, not a quality; people have
qualities in terms of the character they have, but they are happy or unhappy in terms of
the actions they perform.] Accordingly, the point of acting is not in order to project a
kind of character, but character is encompassed in the actions. It follows that the inci-
dents, i.e,, the plot, are the final purpose of tragedy, and the final purpose is the most
important of all’.10 Some elements that Aristotle identifies as constituent parts of trag-
edy, but without applying the term tpayikog, clarify my point. A plot or situation
would not be what it is, if it did not have a central figure (I am intentionally avoiding the
controversial term ‘hero’) faced with issues rooted in the fact that he lives in society.
Avristotle’s discussion of this aspect bring us closer to a substantive meaning of ‘tragic’:
Tragedy, he says, ‘must not show decent men changing from good fortune to misfor-
tune, for that arouses neither pity nor fear but disgust. Nor must it show bad people
changing from bad fortune into good, for that would be the most untragic thing conceiv-
able: it would have none of the essential elements, neither moral sensibility, nor pity nor
fear. Nor must it show a thoroughly wicked man falling from good fortune into bad: an
arrangement of this kind would satisfy our moral sensibility, but it would include neither
pity nor fear. For we feel pity for a person who falls into misfortune without deserving
it, and fear for a person who is like ourselves: pity for one who does not deserve what
he suffers, and fear for one who is like ourselves. Consequently, the outcome will
arouse neither pity nor fear. This leaves a person between these two: he is a person nei-
ther outstandingly good and moral nor one whose fall into misfortune is due to a fault in
morals or in character, but due to some shortcoming; a person of high social standing
and prosperity, such as Oedipus and Thyestes, prominent men of families of this kind. A
well-constructed plot must, accordingly, ... show a person changing not from bad for-
tune into good, but, on the contrary, from good fortune into misfortune; not because of
his wickedness but because of a serious shortcoming on the part of either the kind of
person described or rather one better than him than worse’. 1L

10 Ibid. 6, 1450al5-23: péyilotov d¢ TOUTWV €0TIV fj TOV MPAYMATWY cLOTOCIC. fj yap
Tpaywdio Pipnaoic €0Tiv oK avBpwnwv GAG mpdgswy Kai Biov [kai gddaipovia kai
Kakodalyovia &v mpda&el €0Tiv, Kai TO TéAo¢ nmpdic TIg €0TIv, oL moldTNG: €iolv O
KOTA PEV TA n6n moloi Tiveg, Kata &8¢ TAC mpdéeig ebdaipyovec i Tolvavtiov]-
oUKOWV OTIWC TA NBN MIKNCWVTAL TPATTOUACIY, GAA T 16N cupmepIAauBavouaty did
TAC¢ MPAEEIg- OOTE TA Tpayuata Kai 0 piboc TEAOC TNG TPAywdiag, TO 3¢ TEAOG
pEéyloTov amavtwy. The bracketed lines 17-20 are excluded by some (e.g. Lucas [above, n.
2] 102) as not being germane to the context. It seems to me, however, that, though awkward,
they are relevant.

1N Ibid. 13, 1452b34-1453al7: mp®dTov pev dnAov 0TI OUTE TOUC EMIEIKETC AvdpOC OfT
petaBaiiovtag @aivecBol €€ ebTuyiag eic duotuyxiav, o0 yap @oPepov 00dE
EAeEIVOV TOOTO GANG PIOpOV €0TIV 0UTE TOUC poXOnpolg €€ dtuxiag €ig ebTL)iav,
GTpaywdoTaTov yap TOOT' 0TI mMAvTwv, oUdEV yép £xel v €T, olTe Vap
QINAVBpWTOV 00TE €AEEIVOV 0UTE QOPBePOV €0TIv 008’ ab TOV 0@EOdpa TovnpEov €€
ebTUXiag €i¢ duoTuyiov PETATIMTEIY TO PEV yap QIAGvBpwtov €xol Av 1) TolalTn
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Since | have discussed this crucial passage at some length in an article published in
1958,12 1 can confine myself here to a very few observations. In the first place, the cen-
tral figure in tragedy must morally be ‘like ourselves’, that is, not a paragon of virtue
nor an exemplar of vice, but, like most human beings, ‘not too bad’ and rather on the
better side than on the worse. That he must be of a prominent family means, | think,
simply that he ‘matters’ socially; his fortune will affect others in his community. The
statement concerns an essential element a playwright must observe in order to engage
the interest of his audience: it does not, in my opinion, affect the destiny of the tragic
figure. What does matter is that his moral fibre — his Gpetf or kakioa — is not instru-
mental in causing his downfall, his ‘misfortune’. That, Aristotle says, is due to ‘some
kind of shortcoming” — 61" dpapTtiav Tivd. What does he mean? This has been a very
controversial subject, but | think a solution can be found.

Clearly the duaprtia is not a moral weakness, since that has explicitly been ex-
cluded. It is not an ‘error of judgment’, through which a usually sane person meets his
doom by making a mistake in analyzing or misinterpreting a particular situation. The
Greek for that would be dudptnua; duaptia is an ingrained quality of character which
produces apoaptiuata. But apaptia is not a “flaw in character’, either.13 The central
tragic character is not a person decent in all other ways, except that he has a weakness
for liquor, women, drugs, or some other addiction that brings him down, because that
sort of thing would be described as a “fault in morals or in character’ (kakia), which is
explicitly excluded by Aristotle as the cause of his downfall.

An answer can be found by bringing in what Aristotle says in some of his ethical
writings about the role played by knowledge and ignorance in acts emanating from
auaptia. This is not the time to discuss the relevant passages in detail, and we must rest
content with a statement of Aristotle’s result that in a given action, the duaprtia of a
good man does not consist in ignorance of general principles of what he ought or ought
not to do, but of ignorance of particulars, that is of mistaken assumptions about elements
involved in his choice, for which we are willing to pity and pardon him. A list of such
elements is provided in Aristotle’s discussion of voluntary and involuntary acts in the
Nicomachean Ethics. An involuntary act is performed if the agent acts in ignorance
(&yvo®v) of (1) who he is, (2) what he is doing, (3) what thing or person is affected, and
sometimes also (4) the means he is using, e.g., some tool; (5) the result intended by his

o0OTOOIC OAN’ oUTe £Aeov oUTe @OBov, O péV yap mepi TOV AVAEIOV EO0TIV
duotuyolvta, 0 8¢ mepi TOV Ouolov, EAeog pEV mepl TOV Avagiov, @OBog d¢ mepi TOV
opotov, (OOoTe oUTE EAEElvOvV 0OUTE @OPepov £0Tal TO ocuPPATvov. 0 pETA&L apa
TOUTWY AoImog. €0Ti &€ To100TOC O PiTE ApETi Sla@épwy Kai dikaloohvn Pnte did
KOKIOV Kai poxBnpiav petaBaiAwy €i¢ TRV duoTuxiov GG d1” apaptiav Tva, TV
€V peyaAn 00&n Ovtwv Kai evTuyid, oiov Oidimoug Kai Ouéotng Kai oi €k TtolodTov
YEVAOV ETMIQAVETE AVOPEC. AVAYKN Gpa TOV KAA®DC ExovTa piBov AmAolv givatl pailov
1 S1mAodv, OOTEP TIVEC QAT Kai PHETABAANEIV OUK €i¢ e0TLXIOV €K dUATUXIOC GANK
ToUvavTiov €& euTuyiog €i¢ duatuxiav un 81 poxbnpiav GAG S dauaptiav
JeyaAnv 1 ofov eipntot N BeAtiovog pdAAov 1) xeipovoc. (Lucas)

12 M. Ostwald, ‘Aristotle on AMAPTIA and Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus', Festschrift fur
Ernst Kapp (Hamburg, 1958) 93-108. See also the discussion of this passage by Lucas
(above, n. 2) 143-5.

13 See Ostwald (above, n. 12) 95-105 for the detailed argument.
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action, e.g., saving a life, or (6) the manner in which he acts, e.g., gently or violently.
Only a madman, he continues, could be ignorant of all these factors, but anyone might
be ignorant of one or more of them. His action would be involuntary, especially if it is
performed in ignorance of the most important of these factors.4

Of the tragic characters Aristotle cites in the Poetics as exemplifying a fall into mis-
fortune through duaptia (Oedipus and Thyestes) the Oedipus of Sophocles’ Oedipus
Tyrannus is the only one known to us. How does he fit into this scheme? His purpose in
the play is to rid Thebes of the plague by finding the murderer of Laius. It is the purpose
of a man not outstandingly good, but of one who simply discharges his duty as a ruler.
The purpose is honourable and no apaptia is inherent in it. However, of the particular
circumstances involved in his action, Oedipus knows all but one: he knows what he is
doing, for deliberately and systematically he has sent Creon to consult the Oracle, he has
called in Teiresias, and he has sent for the old servant of Laius — all before it is sug-
gested to him that he do so0.15 He knows the person or thing affected, Thebes; he knows
the instrument, namely consultation of the Oracle by Creon and the advice of Teiresias;
he knows the desired result, to liberate Thebes from the plague, and he knows the man-
ner, namely that speed is required to minimize the suffering of his subjects. But he does
not know the one thing of which, according to Aristotle, a man is least likely to be igno-
rant: he does not know who he is himself, he is ignorant of his identity as the son of
Laius and locasta and the slayer of his father and husband of his mother. It is here that
his apaptia lies in terms of the tragedy, and it is in this sense alone that he acts invol-
untarily. Moreover, there is, in terms of the tragic action, no other apaptia in the play,
since the events that spring from it — his apaptnuata — are placed by Sophocles
outside the tragic action proper (£€w 100 dpdpatoc). It is not a moral quality for which
Oedipus is himself responsible, but a factor ingrained in his condition as a human being.
In order to avoid auaptia, Oedipus would have to transcend his humanity and be en-
dowed with the omniscience and power of a god. In acting to the best of his human
ability, he stumbles against the limits of his being human and meets disaster. He acts
responsibly as any agent would in his situation, but his responsibility is diminished by

14 Arist, EAIIIL, 1110b24-1111a11: épepov O° €olke Kol TO o1’ Ayvolav TpATtTelv 100
ayvoodvta- 0 ydp peBLwv 1 OpyI{OPEVOC 0L JOKET 3G Ayvolay TPATTEIV GAAG d1d TI
TV eipnuévwy, oLK €idwg 08 GAN" ayvov. Ayvoel pév olv mAC O poxBnpog & €T
TPATTEWY Kai (V AQEKTEOV, Kai S1G TAV TOlOOTNY duapTiov GdIKol Kai BAWE KoK
yivovtal: 10 8’ dkolOaolov BouAstal AéyeaBbal oUK €i TIC AyVvOoeT TG GLU@EPOVTIA- 0D
yap n &év T mpoalpécel ayvola oitio Ttod AKougiou GANG TR poxOnpiag, oLd’ n
KaBoAoL (PéyovTtal ydap d1d ye ToLTNV) GAN 1) KOO’ £KaoTa, €v 01¢ Kai mepi O N
MPA&IC- €V TOUTOIC YAp Kol EAE0C KOl GLUYYVOUN- 0 yap TOOTWV TQAYVODV GKOUGIWG
TMPATTEL. (0WE 0LV 00 XETpov dlopical alTA, Tva Kal moca £0Tl, Ti¢ Te Off Kai Ti
Kal mepl Ti i év Tivi mpdTTel, éviote &€ Kai TIvL, olov Opyavw, Kai €veka Tivog,
olov owTtnpiog, Kol n@®C, oiov fpéua fj 0EOdpa. amavta eV obv TalTta oLdEig Av
dyvofioele pn pOvapevoc, dAAoV 3’ Q¢ 00dE TOV TPATTOVTA: MAE yap £auTdv ye; 6
O0¢ TPATTEL AYVONGEIEV AV TIG, 0i0V QAEYOVTEC QAOIV EKTMECETV aUTOUG,@ fj OUK
eidéval 8T1 amoppnta fv, Gomep AioXOAOC T HUOTIKA, fi O€TEal BOUAOUEVOC
dpetval, ¢ 0 TOV KOTOMEATNV.

15 Soph., OT 69-72, 264-89, 765-70, 836-40. See also my article ‘On Interpreting Sophocles’
Oedipus Tyrannus', in K.-L. Selig and E. Sears (eds.), The Verbal and the Visual: Essays in
Honor of William Sebastian Heckscher (New York, 1990) 133-49, esp. 144-8.
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circumstances he cannot control. Furthermore, no god can control them: Apollo and
Teiresias know the result of his actions but they cannot avert them.16

That there is a ‘tragic’ element also in Herodotus has been beautifully demonstrated
by the late David Asheri. He remarks how the mechanism of historical development
operates in Herodotus, as it does in tragedy, through an unconscious cooperation of
gods and men. ‘In Herodotus’, he writes, ‘history repeats itself in this sense: behind the
multifariousness and variability of particular events, which never repeat themselves,
there exist archetypal models which remain and recur and which can be detected by way
of analogy: “I know”, says Artabanus to Xerxes (VII. 18.2-3) “how bad it is to desire
many things; for | remember how Cyrus fared in his expedition against the Massagetae,
| also remember Cambyses’ expedition against the Ethiopians, and | participated in
Darius’ campaign against the Scythians. Knowing all that, | have reached the conclusion
that you, Xerxes, can be the happiest man in the eyes of all humanity, if you do not
move [against the Greeks]”. Artabanus, that is Herodotus, shows that behind specific
Persian expeditions — different in detail, conducted by different kings against different
peoples — there looms a recurrent “model” of expansionism failed. If a particular event
catches our interest as a curiosity, it gains historical significance as a symptomatic and
paradigmatic phenomenon. That does not mean that Herodotus falsifies particulars so as
to adapt them to the model; but a paradigmatic history necessarily implies a selection of
human actions. In this respect, Herodotus is more of a philosopher than a historian, if
philosophy, in the lonian sense of the word, is primarily the search of being in becom-
ing. Moreover, he is more of a poet than a historian, even though he wrote prose,
because he is interested more in what might happen than in what really happened, less in
“what Alcibiades did and suffered” than in the paradigm’. 7

I believe that it is possible to go beyond this to point out that Herodotus shares this
paradigm more closely with Sophocles than with either Aeschylus or Euripides.B
Euripides’ tragic vision tends to consist in frail, vulnerable humans buffeted by hostile
powers in a world not of their own making: the passionate jealousy of a Medea is too
strong to restrain her from killing her own sons in order to punish a priggish husband,
who tries to make the best of his exile; an Elektra spurs on a cowardly brother to commit
the heinous murder of a flawed but mellowed mother and her hospitable paramour by
paranoid obsession with social norms that demand revenge for the death of her father.
Similarly in other Euripidean plays. There is little of that in Herodotus.

Nor does Herodotus share with Aeschylus the view of a moral universe in which su-
perhuman forces control a human destiny which leaves to human agents little more ini-
tiative than to enter through their own choice a chain of events already predetermined in

16  Of the 17 discussions of duoapTtia listed in the most recent instalment of the Database of
Classical Bibliography (covering the years 1974-1989), this insight is shared only by E
Lefevre, ‘Die Unfahigkeit, sich zu erkennen. Unzeitgemasse Bemerkungen zu Sophokles’
Oidipus Tyrannos’, Wilrzburger Jahrbicherfir die Altertumswissenschaft 23 (1987) 37-58.
But see also E.R. Dodds, On Misunderstanding the Oedipus Rex', G&R 13 (1966) 37-49.

17 D. Asheri (ed. and comm.), Erodoto, Le storie I (Milan, 1988) xliv-xIv.

18 I have discussed this relationship in ‘Herodotus and Athens’, Illinois Classical Studies 16
(1991) 137-48.



16 TRAGEDIANS AND HISTORIANS

the mysterious ways of heredity.191 shall return to what I should like to call ‘the tragic
moment’ in Aeschylus and Euripides a little later, and concentrate a little more on
Sophocles, because | believe that a strong affinity between his view of the human con-
dition and Herodotus’ view can be demonstrated.

It is not only in the Oedipus Tyrannus that Sophoclean characters find themselves in
conditions in which, however reasonably they act, their actions will inevitably recoil
against them and against those close to them in kinship, friendship or citizenship: Creon,
in the Antigone, in trying to restore balance to a state wrecked by fraternal war, stumbles
against the religious obligations incumbent upon members of the family; in the Trachi-
niae, Deianeira, in attempting to regain the love of her husband, destroys him. However
good their intentions, however rational their aims, Sophoclean characters discover the
limits of their humanity as set by inscrutable and inexorable forces. An Oedipus or a
Creon may be warned of what is to come by a Teiresias, but no warning can avert what
is in store for them.20

A remarkably similar view of the human condition is taken by Herodotus both in
working out the theme of his work as a whole and in innumerable details in his narrative
that serve as building blocks for his structure. History is enacted by persons whom char-
acter, family, and social and political mores and traditions have placed into situations
with which they cope as reasonably as they can according to their lights, but they cannot
control the outcome of their actions. A decision once made is subject to the inexorable
laws of an external necessity, a force which, though transcendent, can be communicated
to men by gods, especially by Apollo and his oracle, but is apparently not determined by
them. In Herodotus, the fate of a great individual is usually identical with the fate of his
people; his doom is their doom. This is the thread that holds together the large issue
central to the work, the wars between Greeks and barbarians from the first major en-
croachment of non-Greeks upon Greek territories to the re-establishment of a natural
boundary — the Hellespont — between them.

As in Sophoclean tragedy, history is enacted by great individuals. Rejecting mythical
accounts, Herodotus starts out by naming Croesus as ‘the individual 1 know to have
been the first to perpetrate acts of injustice against the Greeks’,21 and the fate of Croesus
is the fate of Lydia, just as the fate of Media and subsequent rise of Persia is the fate of
Cyrus, and just as the fate of Persia becomes identical with the fate of Xerxes. Croesus,
though warned by Solon that wealth and power do not constitute happiness, learns his
lesson the hard way when he attacks Persia; Cyrus is taught by his attack on the

19  For a recent treatment of Herodotus’ religiosity, see T. Harrison, Divinity and History: The
Religion ofHerodotus (Oxford, 2000).

20 | have dealt with this problem in On Interpreting Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus' (above, n.
15)-

2 Hd)t. 15.3-6.2: TOV O¢ o0ida alTog mpdTov Umapéavia Gdikwv Epywv €¢ TOUC
"EAMnvag, To0Ttov onufjvacg mpoffjcopal £¢ TO Mpocw Tol A0You, OHOIwC OUIKPA Kai
peyOaAa dotea AvBpwNwv EMeCI®V. TA yap TO MAAAL PEYAAD A, TG TOAA aUTGV
OUIKPG yéyove, TG 8¢ €m” épel v PeEYAAQ, TPOTEPOV AV OHIKPE. THY GVBpwTNinV (v
¢miotduevog e03atpoviny o03opd €V TOUTY MEvousav EMIPVACOPOL GUQPOTEPWY
opoiwe. Kpoloog fv Audoc pév yévoc .. o0Tog 0 Kpoloo¢ BoapPlipwv mp&ToC TV
NUETC Ouev TOLC PéV KaTEOTPEYATO 'EAAVWY £C QOpoU ATaywyny, Toug d¢ @iloug
TIPOCEMOINTATO.
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Massagetae that he was misguided in ‘his belief in his more-than-human birth and good
fortune in war’,22 despite Croesus’ attempt to make his captor profit from his experi-
ence; Cambyses’ mad lust for expansion is checked by the Ethiopians, Darius’ by the
Scythians, and Xerxes’ by the Greeks.

The inevitability of the pattern inherent in the paradigm is driven home by innumer-
able vignettes whose structures exhibit a distinctly Sophoclean tragic irony. There is, in
the first place, the story of Candaules, whose excessive infatuation with his wife boded a
bad end (1.8.2: xpfiv yap KoavdauAn yevéoBal kak®c), which came to pass through
the duress his actions eventually imposed on Gyges; we find it in the story of Arion and
the dolphin, which shows that those who believe that they can enrich themselves with
impunity through murder on the high sea cannot get away with their crime; we find it in
the story of Polycrates who, though willingly accepting the advice to give up his most
treasured possession, retrieved it in spite of himself and met a horrible end. And we find
it in a most striking way when a dream makes Xerxes realize that he cannot back out of
his decision to march against Greece, however much he desires to do so. In the detailed
narration of events as well as on the larger canvas of his history, Herodotus shows hu-
man agents placed in situations in which they are constrained to act in ways which are
bound to lead to failure, because they do not recognize until it is too late the limits
which their humanity has set for them.

The similarity between the tragic elements we find in Herodotus and in Sophocles is
particularly striking, and may be due to a personal acquaintance between them, which is
fairly reliably attested.Z3 However, we find differently based patterns that can only be
regarded as ‘tragic’ also in the plays of Aeschylus and Euripides and in Thucydides’
account of the Peloponnesian War. The lack of testimony for any personal contact in
these cases suggests a similarity in thought pattern that gives all these authors a common
Greek denominator.

Since Aeschylus’ general practice — the Persae seems to be the only surviving ex-
ception — was to use an entire trilogy to express what he saw as the ‘tragic’ element in
human life, the Oresteia is the only full surviving expression of what he saw as ‘tragic’.
To look under these circumstances for an Aristotelian apaprtia as the tragic moment in
the sense in which we found it in Sophocles would be idle folly. In fact, it is difficult to
speak of any central characters. The focus of the trilogy is rather the fate of a family, the
descendants of Atreus. We can approach the essence of the tragic element most effec-
tively through some choral lyrics, which are placed just before the entrance of
Agamemnon:

It has been made long since and grown old among men,/ this saying: human wealth/
grown to fulness of stature/ breeds again nor dies without issue./ From high good fortune
in the blood/ blossoms the quenchless agony./ Far from others | hold my own/ mind; only
the act of evil/ breeds others to follow,/ young sins in its own likeness./ Houses clear in
their right are given/ children in all loveliness.// But Pride aging is made/ in men’s dark
actions/ ripe with the young pride/ late or soon when the dawn of destiny/ comes and birth
is given/ to the spirit none may fight nor beat down, sinful Daring; and in those halls/ the

2 1bid., 1.204.2: TOANG TE yAap MIV KOl peydAa TG €macipovta Kai émotplvovia iy,
PAOTOV YEV ] YEVEDIC, TO dOKEEIV TAEOV TI €ival AvBpwmou, debTepa S& fj eDTUXIN
KOTA TOUC TOAEUOUC YEVOUEVN.

B see the article cited above, n. 18.
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black visaged Disasters stamped/ in the likeness of their fathers.// And Righteousness is a
shining in the smoke of mean houses./ Her blessing is on the just man./ From high halls
starred with gold by reeking hands/ she turns back/ with eyes that glance away to the sim-
ple in heart,/ spuming the strength of gold/ stamped false with flattery./ And all things she
steers to fulfilment, (tr. Richmond Lattimore)24

Aeschylus substitutes here for the conventional view — prosperity grown excessive
automatically breeds ‘insatiable agony’ for a family that has enjoyed good fortune —
the view that it is not prosperity as such but an ‘act of evil’ perpetrated by an individual
member of the family which generates in his descendants further acts of evil. In other
words, it is not great prosperity that is doomed, but a prosperous person whom it cor-
rupts into evil action, whose descendants will enter a cycle of disaster through an evil
act of their own. Agamemnon donned this ‘yoke of necessity’ (line 218: avaykac £du
Aémadvov) when he decided to sacrifice Iphigeneia so that his fleet could set sail against
Troy;2 Orestes enters it when he accepts Apollo’s injunction to avenge the death of his

24 Aesch.,Aga. 750-81:
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2 Ibid. 205-227: The elder lord spoke aloud before them:/ ‘My fate is angry if | disobey
these,/ but angry if I slaughter/ this child, the beauty of my house,/ with maiden blood shed
staining/ these father’s hands beside the altar./ What of these things goes now without
disaster?/ How shall | fail my ships/ and lose my faith of battle?/ For them to urge such
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father in Choephoroi 269-305. As in Sophocles, it is the act of an individual that recoils
not only against him but also against his descendants. It is noteworthy that Aeschylus
exempts from this cycle the lowly righteous family, living in the ‘smoke of mean
houses’ rather than in ‘high halls starred with gold’. Their lives are duller and less tu-
multuous, but also less suitable to drama and tragedy.

The tragic thought that each succeeding generation will, through an act of its own,
enter the chain of crime-punishment following crime-punishment is not the final state-
ment of Aeschylean drama. Fairly early in the Agamemnon the Chorus of old Argives
delivers a lyrical statement that looks forward to the end of the trilogy in the Eumenides:

Zeus: whatever he may be, if this name/ pleases him in invocation,/ thus I call upon him./
| have pondered everything/ yet | cannot find a way,/ only Zeus, to cast this dead weight
of ignorance/ finally from out my brain.// He who in time long ago was great,/ throbbing
with gigantic strength,/ shall be as if he never were, unspoken./ He who followed him has
found/ his master, and is gone./ Cry aloud without fear the victory of Zeus,/ you will not
have failed the truth:// Zeus, who guided men to think,/ who has laid it down that wisdom/
comes alone through suffering./ Still there drips in sleep against the heart/ grief of mem:
ory; against/ our pleasure we are temperate./ From the gods who sit in grandeur/ grace
comes somehow violent, (tr. Richmond Lattimore)26

sacrifice of innocent blood/ angrily, for their wrath is great — is right. May all be well
yet’.// But when necessity’s yoke was put upon him/ he changed, and from the heart the
breath came bitter/ and sacrilegious, utterly infidel,/ to warp a will now to be stopped at
nothing./The sickening in men’s minds, tough,/ reckless in fresh cruelty brings daring. He
endured then/ to sacrifice his daughter/ to stay the strength of war waged for a woman,/ first
offering for the ships’ sake. (tr. Richmond Lattimore)
26 Ibid. 161-83:
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Zeus is invoked as the sole master of the universe, who after having overthrown his
father (Kronos), who in turn had overthrown his father (Ouranos), had established the
authoritative rule that learning comes through suffering. The suffering is painful and
even disturbs one’s sleep at night; but it inevitably shows man his place (cw@poveiv),
whether he likes it or not (kai map’ dkovtag). In this sense it is a boon (xapic) which,
however heavy-handed, comes to men from the divinity. The ordeal to which three gen-
erations are subjected in the story that underlies the Oresteia ends in the lesson (u&80og)
of trial by jury as a substitute for family vendetta for mankind in the Eumenides. Its
conclusion would, presumably, have made Dante classify it as a ‘divine comedy’. But
Aeschylus will not let us forget the magnitude of the tragic necessity that has been the
price of progress in human society, a progress which could not have come about without
divine help: it takes the vote of Athena to break the gridlock caused by a human jury
when left to its own devices.

In the plays of Euripides, ‘society” in our sense of the word plays a much more direct
part as the ‘tragic’ moment than it does in either Sophocles or Aeschylus. In Euripidean
dramaturgy it is neither the limitations of the human individual that condemn him to
misfortune, nor a TpOTOPX0C &TN, a ‘sin that began it all” (Aga. 1192), that willy-nilly
draws the family into a chain of disaster, from which only the boon of Zeus’ universe
will eventually liberate it. It is rather the clash of human norms of conduct with rigid but
inferior social conventions that creates tragedy. One might almost say that Euripides
makes tragedy out of the conflict of vouog and @Uai¢ which, as we know from contem-
porary comic, philosophical and historical sources, dominated the social thought of the
second half of the fifth century. At the same time, it makes Euripides the keenest social
critic of the three tragedians.

This comes out especially clearly in, for example, his treatment of the Orestes myth
in the Electra, where we are in the unusal position of being able to compare it with the
use Aeschylus and Sophocles made of the same story in the Oresteia and Electra, re-
spectively. Euripides is less interested in the problems involved in revenge for a slain
father than in the psychological problems the demand for revenge produces in the aven-
gers, especially Electra. The setting is pressed into 106 lines of the prologue — the story
of Agamemnon’s murder, Clytaemnestra’s affair with Aegisthus and Electra’s uncon-
summated marriage to a social inferior are related by her peasant husband; Electra vents
her passionate desire for the return of Orestes to avenge her father’s murder; and
Orestes’ less than heroic return to Argos — while the solution of the problems arising
from the vacuum left by the completed revenge is packed into 122 lines (1238-1359),
starting with the appearance of the Dioskouroi as dei ex machina, and end with their
tying up all loose knots. In short, Euripides’ focus is less on action than on exploring the
psychic states of children whom society expects to avenge a father’s murder perpetrated
by their mother and her paramour. What heroic dimensions of the story appear in
Aeschylus’ and Sophocles’ treatment of the myth are reduced to flaws in human char-
acter in Euripides: Orestes is a coward who needs to be spurred into action by the
venom of his sister’s resentment at being deprived of her royal status; Aegisthus is
killed offstage at a point where he had hospitably invited Orestes to participate in a rit-
ual sacrifice; and Clytaemnestra is murdered when she appears as a compassionate
mother, treacherously summoned by her daughter on the false pretense of helping her at
childbirth, and full of remorse at having slain her husband. The tragic moment in
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Euripides’ Electra may then be defined as disaster caused by the perversion of human
values in the face of expected social behaviour. Disaster seems for Euripides the inevi-
table outcome of a conflict of this kind, which is resolved only — and in an unconvinc-
ing way — by divine outside intervention. To stress the inevitability of the outcome,
Euripides in the Electra appeals to ¢UaI¢ as an unalterable reality.

It is perhaps worth our while to illustrate this point by analyzing a speech in which
Orestes, in expressing bewildered admiration of the sterling qualities of the poor farmer
whom his sister had married, questions the relation between real and apparent nobility
(367-90). After observing that a noble father may have worthless children and vice
versa, he wonders by what criteria true worth ought to be judged and rejects in turn
wealth, poverty and valor in arms as appropriate yardsticks. The answer at which he
finally arrives is interesting both for what Orestes commends and for what he rejects.
True nobility is judged by the company a man keeps and the character he displays; they
are noble who run their own affairs and those of the state well. Orestes rejects judgment
on the basis of family prestige, which he attributes to opinionated vacuity, or of mere
physical prowess.27 The significance of this is reinforced later in the play, when Electra
vaunts over the body of Aegisthus: “You used to boast that you were one whose strength
lay in his money; but money is with us only for a brief moment or not at all: it is our
innate character (pUa1g) that remains steadfast, not our money. For character is always
with us and helps us overcome adversity, but when prosperity comes with injustice and
stupidity, it flies out of the house after flourishing but a short time’.28 Here wealth is
opposed to @uaolIg; in the earlier passage wealth, poverty and family prestige were.
®0aoic alone has a permanence and a reality, which status symbols and other social
trimmings lack: intelligence is on the side of Uao1g; only the stupid and empty-headed
attach value to transitory externals. However, it is they who set the standard against
which the true and permanent values tragically clash.

27  Eur, El 367-90: ‘Alas, we look for good on earth and cannot recognize it/ when met, since
all our human heritage runs mongrel./ At times | have seen descendants of the noblest
families/ grow worthless though the cowards had courageous sons;/ inside the souls of
wealthy men bleak famine lives/ while minds of stature struggle trapped in starving bodies.//
How then can man distinguish man, what test can he use?/ the test of wealth? That measure
means poverty of mind;/ of poverty? The pauper owns one thing, the sickness/ of his
condition, a compelling teacher of evil;/ by nerve in war? Yet who, when a spear is cast
across/ his face, will stand to witness his companion’s courage?/ We can only toss our
judgments random to the wind.// This fellow here is no great man among the Argives,/ not
dignified by family in the eyes of the world — /he is a face in the crowd, and yet we choose
him champion./ Can you not come to understand, you empty-minded, opinion-stuffed
people, a man is judged by grace/ among his fellows, manners are nobility’s touchstone?/
Such men of manners can control our cities best,/ and homes, but the well-born sportsman,
long on muscle, short/ on brains, is only good for a statue in the park,/ not even sterner in
the shocks of war than weaker/ men, for courage is the gift of character’, (tr. Emily
Vermeule)

28 lbid. 939-44: nOXEIC TIC €ival TOTol Xpfipoot oBévwv/ TG 3’ o0dEV i pn PpoxLy
OUINfoal xpovov./ 1 yap o@uolg BéRalog, ov TG Xpfiuoata.) fj pév yap aiel
napapévoua’ aipel Kakd-/ 0 8’ OABo¢ GdIKwC Kol UETA oKty &uvov/ é&emtat’
0lKWV, OUIKPOV AvBRjcag Xpovov.
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It would be devaluing the art of Euripides to claim that all his plays follow a similar
pattern. But it is true that his tragic situations typically hinge on innate characteristics
running afoul of social conventions. We find this in the Medea, where Jason’s compla-
cent attempt to give his family a comfortable exile is shown as self-serving and does not
reckon with its effects on the wife to whom he owes his salvation. We see it in the Hip-
polytus, where Phaedra’s frustrated lust clashes with the innate sexual puritanism of her
stepson and leads to the death of both. And we see it with special horror in the Bacchae,
where the rigid raison d ’ état of Pentheus is tragically confronted with a new form of
worship that demands recognition.

To sum up: their decisive differences notwithstanding, there is a common denomi-
nator that characterizes the view all three of the great Greek tragedians take of the
human condition. Man may be frail, but he is not a mere toy in the hands of superior
powers. Gods exist but do not ordain what is to be: oracles know but do not shape what
is to come, and there are suggestions that even the gods are subject to necessity.

Man plays a decisive part in forging his own destiny and certainly is somehow re-
sponsible for the consequences of his actions, even if he has not consciously willed
them. In Aeschylus, impious deeds — but interestingly enough, we are not told who
judges them as ‘impious” — willy-nilly perpetuate themselves and recoil upon the de-
scendants of those who perpetrated them, until divine intervention first establishes
human means to break the chain of vendetta, and then intervenes to remedy human in-
decision. For Sophocles, a human agent acting with the best of intentions according to
human lights falls victim to his actions because, like all humans, he is frail and lacks
omniscience. For Euripides, the artificial norms set by human society clash with values
innate — for better or for worse — in the human animal and lead to disaster.

This thoroughly human determination of human events is also found in the foremost
Greek historians, Herodotus and Thucydides. We have already remarked on Herodotus’
approach in noting his intellectual affinity to Sophocles. The rise to and fall from great-
ness to which states are subject is not determined by an identifiable divinity, but by
forces, recognized but undescribed, to which human leaders ruling these states are sub-
ject. In the case of Candaules, it is his excessive infatuation with his wife that caused the
downfall of his dynasty in Lydia and paved the way for the dynasty of which Croesus
was the last member;2 his willingness to accept the good advice of his Egyptian friend
Amasis to sacrifice his most precious possession did not save Polycrates of Samos from
disaster: when fishermen brought him the ring they had retrieved from a fish, Polycrates
realized B€Tov eival 10 mpfypa (111.42.4: ‘that a divine factor was involved’) and that
his doom was sealed;3 in the case of Xerxes, it was a dream which also appeared to
Artabanus when Xerxes made him sleep in his bed, which convinced him that he was in
no position to rescind his order to march against Greece, once he had decided to do so.3.
However unbelievable and unhistorical we might consider these and similar incidents in
Herodotus, there is strong reason to believe that he regarded them as historical enough
to be landmarks indicating that the concatenation of events was ineluctable. Note that in
none of these cases, does 10 6€lov have a name attached to it; no thought is given to

29  Hdt 1.8-12.
30 Ibid., 111.39-43, 120-25.
3 Ibid, VIL14.
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who ordained or formulated a given destiny: it simply exists as a natural irreversible
operative whose existence must be taken for granted. It manifests itself in human ac-
tions, yet the agent himself is not aware of it until it is too late: it is recognized by an
outsider before he realizes what the consequences of his action are bound to be.

Thucydides, too, has a keen sense of an inevitability in the way human actions shape
events, but it differs radically from Herodotus’ view of it. In the first place, it is nowhere
related to an unknowable supernatural agent. To explain it, he frequently uses avaykn
and other terms expressing necessity, although he treats these necessities as nothing
obscure or mysterious.3 But they do inhere in human nature and are conditioned by it.
Unlike Herodotus, Thucydides is indifferent to whether, in any given case, the agent is
aware of the consequences of his actions or whether realization of what he has done
comes as a result of an outside observer. What concerns Thucydides much more is that
he, as the narrator of events, is aware of these forces keenly enough to be able to com-
municate them with precision to posterity.

This comes out clearly in his statement of his purpose: ‘If those who will wish to
gain a clear view of the events of the past and, in the future, of the events which, human
affairs being what they are, will again be like or very similar to them, will judge my
work useful, 1 shall be content’.33 That this does not state a circular view of history,
which would make history a tool for predicting future events, is now generally recog-
nized.34 Thucydides rather assumes that the ‘likeness’ and ‘similarity” of future events
to those of the past are predicated on his belief in the permanence of human factors
which time will not change. The factors he sees at play in history are embedded in the
narrative he gives of them and in the speeches he reports as filtered through his mind.
His belief that the nature (Quaic) of man remains constant throughout human history
constitutes an immutable dvaykn which guarantees the similarity of past and future.

Its constituent parts are first detailed in the argument of the Athenians at the First
Lacedaemonian Congress that fear, prestige and self-interest compelled them to expand
into an empire what had been a hegemony assumed at the request of their allies:3 in
short, what had begun as a voluntary act on the part of the allies3% was transformed by
universally motivating factors37 into an imperialism which, by engendering fear in the

See M. Ostwald, Ananke in Thucydides (Atlanta, GA, 1988).
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Lacedaemonians, created a situation from which a new avaykn arose, the GAn6eatdtn
npo@aacig for the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War.38 There are a few other architec-
tonic dvaykau to trace the course of the war. Thucydides states in his own name that
Sparta’s reluctance to enforce adherence to the terms of the Peace of Nicias necessitated
the resumption of hostilities,39nd through a number of speeches he shows the avaykai
lurking behind the Sicilian Expedition. As a prelude to the expedition, we get in the
Melian Dialogue the strongest statement anywhere of the Gvaykat by which an imperial
power finds itself constrained (V.99: tfi¢ apxfi¢ t@® avaykaiw Tapo&uvopEvouc):
fear, prestige and self-interest push arguments from morality into the background when
a weak power is faced with a stronger; a constraint inherent in nature makes gods as
well as men assert their power wherever they have control."l0 The expedition itself, as
the speeches of Alcibiades (V1. 18.3) and later Euphemus (\V1.87.2) show, is an Gvaykn
arising from the possession of empire.

I could cite many more passages to demonstrate that Thucydides viewed the histori-
cal process as constrained by the nature of the human animal, whose responses to any
given situation are motivated by fear, prestige, and self-interest. There is nothing we can
do about this constraint — it is what flesh is heir to — and we have to live out its con-
sequences, unless perhaps the study of history can make us know what it is and make us
try to inhibit the extreme of the consequences it can lead to. Pericles realized this; his
successors did not: ‘those who came after him concentrated more on conflicts with one
another, and in striving each to be first turned to surrendering even the affairs of state to
the people and its whims. The results were, as is to be expected in a great and imperial
city, many mistakes, especially the expedition against Sicily. This was less the outcome
of misjudging the target of their attack, than their failure to vote the measures to support
the troops sent. By indulging in personal intrigues to gain popular leadership they took
the edge off their military operations, and first stirred up civil disturbances with one
another’ 4

Tolo0tov ULMApéavteg, AAN oiel KOBeoTOTOG TOV fo0w OUMO TOU JUVATWTEPOU
Kateipyeahal ... .

38 Ibid., 1.23.6: TOV péV yap aAnBeotaTny TPOQACIY, AQOVECTATNY Of Adyw, TOUC
AOnvaiou¢ nyolpal peyaAoug ylyvouevoug Kai  @OBov  TmapéXovtag TOTC
AOKedAIYOVIOIG AVOYKATOL £C TO TOAEUETV ... .

39  Ibid, V.25.2-3: kai dua Koi ToT¢ ABnvaiolg oi Aakedalpoviol TPoTOVTOC TOU XPOVOU

UmomTol €yévovTo E0TIv €v 01¢ oL motolvTeq €K TAOV ELyKeIPEVWY O eipnTo. Kol Emi

€€ £Tn pEV Kai Oka pivag améoxovro un €mi TV éKatépwv yiv otpatelioat,

£€wOey O0¢ peT’ avokwxfi¢ ob BePaiou ERAamTov AAARAoLC TA pAAlCTA- EmElTa

MEVTOL Kai avaykooBeévteq ADoal TAC PETA TA OéKa £Tn omovdAg alBIg ¢ TOAEUOV

QOVEPOV KOTEGTNOOAV.

Ibid., VV.85-111.

lbid., 11.65.10-11: oi 8¢ Oagtepov icot pdAAov altoi mpog GAAFfAOLG OVTEC Kai

opeyoduevol tod MPATOC EKAOTOC yiyveaoBal ETpamovto Kob’ fdovdag @ dfuw Kai Td

npdypata £vdidoval. €€ Gv dA Te TIOANG, (OC €v PeydAn moOAel kai dpxnv éxoluan,
fuaptndn Kai 0 £¢ ZikeAiav mAodg, 6¢ ob TooolToV YyVOUNC AUAPTNUA RV TIPOC 00g
¢nfjoav, 6oov oi EKMEPYPaVTEC o0 TA MPOCPOPA TOTC OTXOUEVOIC ETIYIYVWUOKOVTEC,

OMAG kotd Tag diag dtaBolag mep! TA¢ To0 dfjpov MpocTagiog TA TE €V TR

oTPOTOMEdW GUBALTEPO €moiouv Kol TA mept TRV TMOAIV TPATOV €V GAANAOIG
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I hope to have shown that a common denominator runs through all the five authors 1
have discussed, tragedians as well as historians. They all regard the human animal as the
focal point of his/her actions, and thus to a large degree responsible for the conse-
quences they bring in their train. In this the Greek view of man differs essentially from
the view taken by monotheistic cultures. Man is not a mere toy of divine powers who
use him for their own inscrutable ends. There are indeed powers — usually divine —
which we can recognize as determinants of a lot which we cannot alter. But these pow-
ers may themselves be subject to a transcendent necessity, which they may know and
communicate, but which they cannot avert.

The central fact of all Greek beliefs is that humans are agents who have to act in the
belief that what they are doing is done to the best of their knowledge and ability; what
they do not realize until after they have acted is their own frailty, the fact that in acting
they have encountered limits they cannot trespass with impunity. This is the condition |
should like to name ‘tragic’. In Aeschylus we found it in the belief that an impious deed
renders generation after generation liable to perpetuating criminal deeds, until a human
lawcourt, sponsored by divine intervention, puts an end to generational bloodshed by
introducing trial by jury, which, however, requires another divine intervention to be
decisive. Man is not an arbitrary toy of the gods, but he depends on divine assistance in
liberating himself from forces he has called upon himself. In Sophocles, we find human
beings, acting intelligently and reasonably, nevertheless falling victim to powers they
have themselves unwittingly unleashed. The clash of the demands made on humans by
their natural make-up with artificial and often immoral social norms constitutes the
tragic moment in the plays of Euripides. Divine interference in human affairs brings
disaster more often than good.

The sense of the tragic in the human condition pervades Herodotus’ account of the
Persian Wars in his belief in the basic inconstancy of human prosperity, in his belief that
the destiny of the community is intimately linked to the destiny of its ruler, and that the
rulers act to the best of their lights, but realize the ruin they have wrought only when it
is too late. In Thucydides it is fear and the need for prestige and for profit that determine
the course of events for societies and for individuals. Men bear the ultimate respon-
sibility for what they do and suffer, but, as in Aeschylus and in Thucydides, their expe-
riences can bring them an insight that can be trained by a close study of the past to
recognize social symptoms and prepare themselves for what is likely to be in store for
them.

Neither in their artistic creations nor in their accounts of the past did the ancient
Greeks whose works have come down to us content themselves with an enumeration of
simple facts, strung together in no perceptible order. It is fair to generalize that they be-
lieved that what happens to us humans is a structure, which, though its basis is con-
demned to remain inexplicable to us, is intelligible and makes a statement (or a variety
of statements) that we have to accept our humanity for what it is: a combination of
frailty and majesty.
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