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n 510 BC Cleomenes I of Sparta led a unified force of
Peloponnesians and Athenians against Hippias, the tyrant of
Athens. Shortly after laying siege to Athens, a group of Pelopon-
nesian soldiers happened to capture the family of Hippias. With his
newfound political leverage, Cleomenes I gave Hippias an ulti-
matum: Either you abandon your tyranny and accept exile from
Athens or your whole family will be executed. Hippias decided to
flee to Ionia (and eventually Persia) to save his children and relatives.
The Athenians, having finally shaken off tyranny thanks to Spartan
support, then established a democracy committed to freedom
and equality.! But more than that, as Naomi Campa argues, the
Athenians created a regime that enshrined a particular kind of
freedom, understood as “the ability to do ‘whatever one wishes,” or
“to act on one’s volition” in both a private and a public capacity.
Several Herodotus scholars have argued that freedom—most
especially Greek or Athenian freedom—is of central importance in
the History.> One of Herodotus’ chief goals, these scholars argue,
is to delineate the various kinds of freedom possible in political life,
including the external freedom of a city “from foreign subjugation,”
the internal freedom of a people “from tyranny or despotism,™ and
even the individual or “positive” freedom of democratic citizens to
do whatever they wish.> Others, however, have suggested that
Herodotus is not so much concerned with freedom as its absence.
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In contrast to this first group of scholars who view freedom as of
ultimate importance to Herodotus, several scholars have argued
that the History actually teaches that all political action is governed
by some form of determinism, be it the irresistibly compelling
force of perceived interest® or the notion of “divine foreordain-
ment,”” where “all of human agency is thought to be determined
from the outside.” Whichever of these two deterministic views is
argued for, the conclusion of both groups of scholars is the same:
Freedom, at least in the volitional sense spoken of by the Athenians,
is impossible.

Scholars who maintain that Herodotus is committed to a poli-
tics of freedom tend to raise one of three possible defenses to the
deterministic thesis. First, some scholars have argued that deter-
minism and freedom are compatible. Ronald Osborne, for exam-
ple, argues that the “localized political “freedom’ [examined by
Herodotus] need not imply a release from the overarching meta-
physical fact of fate, nor need courageous action in defense of such
freedom be based on the belief that humans can actually alter or
control their own destinies in any ultimate sense.™ In offering this
view, Osborne (contra Campa) maintains that freedom for
Herodotus is a wholly collective or political phenomenon: Because
freedom is primarily attributed to cities, and only incidentally to
citizens, a city can still be said to be free even if all politics is deter-
mined by fate insofar as the freedom of a city means that the citi-
zens therein are neither conquered nor ruled by a tyrant. Second,
other scholars such as Ann Ward have argued that the relationship
between human agency and divine intervention is best understood
as a complex economy of knowledge and action rather than an
immovable wheel of fortune. In Ward’s view, Herodotus presents a
world in which the gods are agents just like human beings, albeit
more powerful ones. Insofar as humans can gain knowledge of
themselves and the gods™ character, plans, and mode of speech,
they can respond accordingly and can even potentially alter the
future (or, at least, the future as pronounced by an oracle).'” Third
and finally, Matthew Landauer has argued that the deterministic
reading of the History creates contradictions between the theory
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and practice of Herodotus’ own thought. Landauer states, for
example, that “it would not be worth considering the ways in which
the politics of the Persian regime might have served as an obstacle
to taking good counsel if Herodotus, in recounting such scenes,
merely wished to show that the invasion of Greece was fated to
fail.”! In short, Landauer wonders whether a majority of the histo-
rian’s political inquiries are rationally justified or even useful if he
was a committed determinist.

This article offers a new defense of the centrality of freedom in
Herodotus™ political and historical thought, rejecting Osborne’s
attempted synthesis of political freedom and determinism on the
grounds that recent scholarship has persuasively shown that
Herodotus is just as interested in individual freedom as he is collec-
tive freedom.'? Since Herodotus not only examines but also praises
individual freedom,'® and since individual freedom requires indi-
vidual agency and volition, neither psychological nor divine deter-
minism can be compatible with the fullness of Herodotus’ political
thought on freedom. What’s more, attempts such as Osborne’s to
reconcile fatalism and freedom obscure the real views Herodotus
has about the relationship between the human and the divine. For
Herodotus, the existence and character of the traditional gods of
the ancient world as elaborated by the various cities and poets is
not rationally justified. In this regard, the account of the divine
presented here partially breaks from that of Ward’s. Unlike Ward,
who argues that accurate knowledge of divine speech can help us
to better interpret oracular pronouncements on fate, I argue that
for Herodotus, examining the common opinions about the gods
actually reveals how little humans know about the divine, a realiza-
tion that subtly cuts against all dogmatic claims about divine fatal-
ism on epistemological grounds.

Ultimately, this article builds on Landauer’s contention that
fatalistic interpretations of the History introduce a contradiction
between the theory and the practice of Herodotus” work. And
though Landauer’s defense is fundamentally correct, his explica-
tion of the issue is at best provisional and in need of expansion.
What follows argues that a didactic work such as Herodotus’
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History, which makes recommendations for how to promote free-
dom and avoid tyranny, is coherent only if the reader of that history
can learn and subsequently enact political changes. Otherwise, the
only lesson of the rather prolix History is that knowledge of history
is itself pointless and not worth pursuing, since all historical events
are predetermined.'

To prove as much, the first section of this article examines the
thesis of compulsory self-interest and argues that various passages
of the History point to the real possibility of human altruism. The
second and third sections then turn to a refutation of divine fatal-
ism. The second section offers what I see as the strongest case for
divine fatalism in Herodotus™ History. It also clarifies the exact kind
of fatalism spoken of in the History by comparing Herodotus” work
with the poetry of Bacchylides. The third section then reconsiders
the evidence in favor of divine fatalism from the perspective of the
historian’s own methodology. There, the various claims that
Herodotus makes throughout the History, once seen in light of one
another, are shown to actually call into question the very possibility
of fatalism, or at least our knowledge of it. In short, this article
argues that Herodotus intentionally presents an extreme view of
divine fatalism within the History while simultaneously lacing his
account with various contradictions that reveal a complex rejection
of divine fatalism.’® Indeed, the manner in which Herodotus
undermines arguments about determinism actually points to what
Herodotus perceives to be, in the words of Susan McWilliams, “the

most important human unity—the ability to choose.”

Free Choice, Necessity, and the
Compulsion of Perceived Interest

Throughout his account of the rise of the Persian Empire,
Herodotus seems to regularly portray the Persian nobility as
committed to what might be called psychological egoism, or the
thesis that all action ultimately and necessarily stems from the
perceived self-interest of the agent. This compulsory view of politi-
cal life is typified by two Herodotean stories: Cyrus’ initial founding
of the Persian Empire and Darius’ rise to power during the Persian
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coup d’état of the Magian usurpers. Regarding the first, Herodotus
presents the Persians at the outset of the History as conquered and
enslaved to their northern neighbors in Media. To convince the
Persians to revolt from the Median king Astyages, Cyrus ordered
the Persians to toil for a whole day, then on the very next day he
threw them a feast. When asked which of the two days they
preferred, the Persians said they much preferred to feast than to
toil. Having received this answer, Cyrus proclaimed, “Be willing to
obey me and you will have both [feasts] and countless other good
things without either work or slavery.... Now obey me and
become free [éredbepor]!”!7 Lindsay Rathnam notes of this passage
that “the founding moment of the Persian empire makes plain that
the Persians view the end of politics as the pursuit of collective self-
interest, and that they take goodness of this end for granted.”
That Cyrus does not appeal to the choiceworthiness of freedom for
its own sake to convince the Persians to revolt, but rather the pleas-
ures of a feast, suggests that they collectively view politics as driven
by self-interested gain.

Second, and later on in the History, Herodotus presents
Darius as seemingly transforming Cyrus’ appeal to self-interest
into a universal principle of human action. After joining a conspir-
acy to overthrow the Magi who had usurped the Persian throne,
Darius presented the conspirators with an ultimatum. He explained
that if they did not begin the coup d’état immediately, then “some-
one will give information to the Magian, investing [reppoAiopevog]
himself for the sake of personal gain.”!¥ Because Darius was unwill-
ing to be betrayed by another conspirator, he asserted that he
would be the first to betray the group if they did not act with all
haste. Darius then followed his threat with advice by encouraging
the conspirators to ignore Persian custom, which prohibited lying,
and instead deceive anyone who opposed them, since “liars” and
“truth-tellers” both act for the sake of their own “gain [képdog].”?"
Between these two statements, Darius not only seems to suggest
that all human action ultimately stems from considerations of inter-
est but also encourages his fellow conspirators to openly profess as
much. From Darius’ speech, Stanley Rosen even goes so far as to
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conclude that “the establishment of order depends upon self-
interest, not the gods. . . . Gain is the link between chaotic origins
and surface piety. Gain replaces the gods,” since “the core of nobil-
ity is self-interest.”!

While Herodotus would by no means deny that human beings
often act from self-interest, other stories from the History
emphasize the real ability human beings have to pursue the
noble—that is, to genuinely engage in altruism, selflessness, or
noble self-sacrifice. Herodotus provides the first example in the
very midst of the conspiracy against the Magi, a placement that
indicates its narrative function as a rebuke or complication of
Darius’ claim. Herodotus explains that a Persian named Prexaspes
knew of the Magian takeover but had remained silent out of fear.
Believing that Prexaspes was guided by self-interest, the Magi
asked him to deliver a speech to the Persians that would confirm
the legitimacy of their rule. Upon mounting the pulpit at the top
of a tower, however, Prexaspes “forgot of his own free will [ékov
énelbeto]” everything that the Magi had told him to say and
instead told the Persians the whole truth—that the Magi had
stolen the throne and that he had been complicit in their
takeover.?? Prexaspes concluded his speech by exhorting the
Persians to win back the throne, then threw himself from the top
of the tower.

Here, Prexaspes is presented by Herodotus as sacrificing his
own life for the good of his country. Rather than pursue his own
perceived interest, as the Magi expected him to do, he instead
acted selflessly so that the Persians would come to know that
their monarchy had been stolen. The Prexaspes story thereby
complicates scholarly interpretations that see Darius” speech as
proving the compulsory nature of self-interest, insofar as
Prexaspes provides an example of noble sacrifice. What’s more,
this juxtaposition of the Prexaspes story with Darius’ speech on
gain invites a closer inspection of Darius’ words. A more careful
analysis reveals that though Darius is presenting an exaggerated
(and potentially hyperbolic) appeal to self-interest, he is not
necessarily denying the freedom of the will. After all, Darius
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refers to the “free will [éxov]” of the Persian guards a few lines
later in his speech, guards he believes will let the conspirators
into the palace unchallenged.?® But even were it admitted that
Darius was a proponent of psychological egoism, his speech is
not presented by Herodotus as persuasive to the other Persian
conspirators. After Darius finished his speech, Herodotus
explains, Gobryas spoke and argued that the conspirators would
not have “a nobler [k@AAov] opportunity to either recover the
rule [tv apynv] or, if we cannot retake it, to die trying,” after
which Herodotus notes that the other Persians “all approved
what he [meaning Gobryas] said.”®* As has been recently noted
(though not as a refutation of psychological egoism), “Gobryas
casts his vote for Darius’s plan but makes clear that he disagrees
with Darius’s reasoning: the ‘personal advantage [képdog]’
(3.72.4) that was central to Darius’s appeal is replaced by the
pursuit of noble action,” meaning that “[n]obility, not private
gain, wins out for the majority of the conspirators.”

Other examples throughout the History reinforce this pro-
altruism interpretation. As Ward notes, Herodotus offers two key
examples that defy any “universal claim about the selfishness and
enmity” of all human beings:

For instance, at Thermopylae, three hundred Spartan
hoplites under the command of Leonidas, together with a
small group of Thespians, well aware of the end that
awaited them, marched out against the Persians of their
own free will, and died together in battle (VI1.219-223). . . .
[And, similarly,] the Athenian refusal to give earth and
water to Darius and their decision to fight at Marathon,
(VI.103-16, VII.133), showing their willingness to confront
the power of Persia, indicates that the Athenian demos is
dedicated to something higher than merely physical secu-
rity and pleasure, namely freedom.?

To these two examples that Ward provides, it is worth adding a
third that more decisively proves the point. At the beginning of
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Book IX, Herodotus recounts a speech given by Athenian messen-
gers before the Spartan assembly. The Athenians explained that
Xerxes had offered to make an alliance with them but that they
refused. They explained their actions in this way:

Out of shame [aidecbévtec] before the God of the Greeks,
and thinking it terrible to betray Greece, we did not
consent [ov kotowésapev], but refused, though we are
being unjustly treated by the Greeks and left in the lurch,
and though we know [émotapevoi] full well that it would
be more to our profit [kepdatedtepov] to come to an
agreement with the Persian than to make war. But we will
not come to an agreement of our own free will [ékovrec].
For our part, we will act in all honesty towards the
Greeks.?”

This passage is remarkable, not only because the Athenians claim
that they voluntarily act out of a sense of duty but also because they
expressly state that their actions were contrary to their perceived
interest. The Athenians thereby articulate in speech what both they
(and the Persian Prexaspes) performed in deed: an altruistic action
that thereby undermines any claim to the compulsion of perceived
self-interest.

Thus, while Herodotus does offer an implicit analysis of
the notion that all political action is motivated by perceived
self-interest, it is not the view he ultimately adopts. In
short, Herodotus lets the historical deeds speak for them-
selves, interlacing examples of noble self-sacrifice within
his narratives where something like the compulsion of self-
interest is put forward by his characters. This is, of course,
not to deny that various figures in the History are moti-
vated by self-interest, such as Xerxes” open proclamation of
self-interest in invading Greece.? Rather, the suggestion is
that if anyone is found to be pursuing self-interest, it is
because they freely choose to do so.
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The Fates, Destiny, and the Intervention of the Gods
Regarding the fatalistic view, three stories in the History provide
the strongest evidence that Herodotus is himself a proponent of
divine fatalism. First is Xerxes” seemingly divine dream on the eve
of the invasion of Greece. Second are the oracular pronounce-
ments that led to the Spartan conquest of Tegea. Third and perhaps
most important is the life of Croesus and his exchange with the
Delphic oracle before Cyrus the Great conquered his country.
While several other stories within the History deal with oracles—
such as the pronouncement of Cambyses’ death in Ecbatana® or
the debate over whether the Athenians should abandon their city
and flee to their ships**—these three stories in particular span the
three major civilizations Herodotus considers (Persia, Sparta, and
Athens) and represent typical examples of his treatment of fate.
After using these stories to establish here the strongest argument
in favor of divine fatalism, in the next section I draw out what I see
as Herodotus’ criticism of fatalism.

Three Herodotean Stories on Fate
Regarding the first story, Herodotus suggests in Book VII that the
second Persian invasion of Greece was destined by the gods.
Herodotus explains that shortly after Xerxes ascended to the
throne, the Athenian diviner Onomacritus brought him a prophecy
that stated that “the Hellespont had to be [ypeodv] bridged by a
man of Persia” during a great expedition against Greece.?! Shortly
after receiving this oracle, however, Xerxes discussed the matter
with his counsel and decided, per the recommendation of
Artabanus, not to march against Greece. The next two nights,
however, Xerxes dreamed that a large and beautiful man appeared
to him and threatened his destruction if he did not invade
Greece.® Xerxes right away summoned Artabanus and explained
his dream, stating, “I want [€6vta] to do what you have advised,
but I am not able [oOkmv dvvatdg] to do what T want [BovAdpevocg].
For ever since changing my mind, a vision keeps coming in my
dreams and will not allow me to do as you advise—just now it
threatened me and disappeared.” To decipher whether the
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dream was really from the gods or not, Xerxes asked Artabanus to
put on the kingly robes and sleep in the royal bed, thinking that if
such a dream were from the gods, then it would surely show up to
Artabanus. At first Artabanus was hesitant to go along with the
plan. He told Xerxes that dreams are nothing but “the anxieties
dealt with during the day [t nuépng epovtilet], and in the days
before this dream we have had the expedition very much in our
hands.”* In the end, however, he relented. After Artabanus fell
asleep in the king’s bed, the same vision appeared to him and
threatened his life. The next day Artabanus advised the king to
invade Greece, claiming that the expedition was now “compelled
by a god [Benhatoc].”®

Later on in the History, a Persian nobleman offers an approxi-
mate restatement of this story as proof that the decree of the gods
cannot be changed. Herodotus explains that a banquet was held by
the Theban Attaginus before the battle of Platea, to which several
Persian noblemen were invited. A Persian, who happened to be
dining next to the Boeotian Thersander, began to talk about the
outcome of the coming battle. According to Herodotus, who claims
that he was told as much by Thersander himself, the Persian said
this during the dinner:

“I wish to leave behind a statement of my thoughts, so that
you may be forewarned and deliberate profitably for your
own safety. . .. Of all these Persians, in a short time you
will see but a few of them remain.” As the Persian said
these things, he wept bitterly. In wonder at these words,
Thersander replied, “Should you not tell this to Mardonius
and these other notable Persians around us?” But in reply
the Persian said, “Sir, that which is necessitated [8€i] to
happen by a god is impossible to prevent, for even what is
credibly stated, nobody would be willing to be persuaded.
And many of the Persians know this, but we follow bound
by necessity [avaykain]. The most hated pain for a person
is this: to have prudence [@ppovéovta] without holding any

sway [over affairs].”
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For this Persian nobleman—and for many of the Persians—the will
of the gods (rather than human choice) seems to be held as the
ultimate determiner of political events. For this reason, Jonas
Grethlein argues that the Persian nobleman’s view is Herodotus’
own: “[I]n the end, as the dreams of Xerxes reveal, human beings
are at the mercy of the gods. Even with history as magistra vitae,
the future remains unpredictable.””

Regarding the second story, Herodotus recounts the tale of
Lichas and Orestes” bones in Book I of the History. After Lycurgus
had instituted his reforms and died, the Spartans came to desire
war with Arcadia and so went to the Delphic oracle to ask Apollo
what they ought to do to win. The oracle responded, “You ask for
Arcadia, but [I] do not grant it. . . . I give you Tegea to beat with
your feet in dancing, and with a rope to measure her beautiful
plains to your fill.”* So the Spartans marched on Tegea instead,
trusting in the oracle. But, as Herodotus reports, the Spartans were
defeated in war and many of them were enslaved. The oracle was
fulfilled, however, since the captured Spartans were then forced to
beat with their feet and measure with rope the fields of Tegea, not
as conquerors, but as workers. Having failed to conquer Tegea, the
Spartans return to Delphi to ask what god they should propitiate to
defeat Tegea. When the oracle responded that they should search
out and recover the bones of Orestes, they inquired again where
those bones might be found. The priestess then explained that the
bones were at the intersection of two “winds” driven by compul-
sion, where “blow and reverberates counter-blow, and woe lies
upon woe.” The Spartans were unable to decipher the oracle for
some time until finally the Spartan Lichas “furnished the answer
through a combination of luck and wisdom [kai cuvtuyin xpnodpevog
kai 6oein].”* By luck, Lichas came upon a smithy in Tegea and,
after speaking with its owner about a coffin he had found, came to
realize that the bellows were the compelled winds, the anvil and
the hammer the blow reverberating counter-blow, and the iron
being welded the woe laid on woe, since iron in war leads to the
misery of man. After deciphering the oracle’s true meaning by
recognizing its metaphorical nature, Lichas purchased the smithy
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and brought the bones to Sparta, securing the city’s rise to promi-
nence and conquest of Tegea—all as the oracle had foretold.*!

The third and final story—the life of Croesus and his exchange
with the oracle at Delphi—is perhaps the most important
Herodotean logos on fate insofar as it is the most cited by scholars.
The story goes something like this: When Croesus the king of Lydia
saw that Cyrus the Great had overthrown the Median Empire, he
inquired of the Delphic oracle whether he should go to war with
Cyrus. According to Herodotus, the Delphic oracle responded that
if he waged war on Persia, then “he would destroy a great empire”
and that Croesus would continue reign so long as the Medes did
not have a “mule” as their king.** Trusting in this response, Croesus
marched against Persia and to his doom. Croesus was defeated in
the ensuing war and the Lydian Empire (the empire the oracle was
deceptively referring to) was destroyed.*> But according to
Herodotus™ narrative, the Lydian Empire had been fated for
destruction long before Croesus even took the throne and consulted
the oracle of Delphi, since five generations earlier Gyges had
usurped the throne of Lydia from Candaules, the rightful king.
After this usurpation, the oracle of Delphi proclaimed that the
family of Gyges would reign for five generations, or until the time
of Croesus, and then they would face destruction.** Between these
two oracles, Herodotus seems to present the life of Croesus as
anything but freely lived.

Fate was not, however, a monolithic concept in the ancient
world: Competing notions of fate and the divine can be found in
different ancient texts. To avoid simply attributing the most
extreme position to Herodotus and then refuting it, which would
amount to a strawman, we need to compare the way fate is
discussed in the History with other ancient sources. It is especially
helpful to contrast Herodotus™ presentation of the conversation
between Croesus and the oracle to the alternative version found in
Bacchylides’ Third Epinician Ode. While both stories follow a simi-
lar pattern (the capture of Sardis, a reconsideration of the Delphic
oracle, and the learning of some lesson), some crucial details differ
and thereby point to alternative understandings of the relationship
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between the world and the divine, thus providing greater clarity on
Herodotus view.

A Comparative Account of the Fate of Croesus
In his Third Epinician Ode, which is addressed to Hiero the tyrant
of Syracuse, Bacchylides recounts the story of Croesus and points
to his pious generosity as an example for Hiero to emulate.
Bacchylides’ version of the Croesus story goes as follows:

Let god—god!—be adorned, for that is the best [kind of]
bliss [6ABwv]. For indeed at the time of the ruler of horse-
taming Lydia, after Zeus had fulfilled the fated [mempopévav]
judgement and Sardis was ravaged by an army of Persians,
Croesus was protected by Apollo of the golden lyre. And on
that unexpected day, Croesus . . . had a pyre built in front
of his bronze-walled courtyard, and climbed it . .. [and
then]| he shouted: “mighty [OnépPie] spirit, where is the
grace of the gods? Where is lord Apollo, son of Leto? The
palace of Alyattes is destroyed. . . . What was once hated is
loved. Now, to die is the sweetest thing.” ... [But then]
Zeus sent a dark cloud and put out the yellowed flame. For
nothing is incredulous [@motov] that the god brings about
with care. Then Delos-born Apollo bore the old man to the
Hyperboreans and settled him there because of his
piety . . . since he had sent to the holiest Pytho the greatest
gifts of any mortal.>

This account of Cyrus’ conquest of Lydia is dominated by the
theme of divine intervention: Sardis is fated by Zeus to be
destroyed, the death of Croesus is averted by means of Apollo’s
divine intervention, and the ultimate lesson of the story that Hiero
is meant to learn is that true bliss is found in adorning not oneself
but the gods. On this point, Emmet Robbins insightfully comments
that “the translation of Croesus to the land of the Hyperboreans by
Apollo at the end of the story suggests the requital of piety and
continued life for the great ruler. . . . The reward for virtue is made
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explicit in Apollos saving of Croesus from death ... [and, as
Pindar, suggests] a doctrine of a happy life after death for the
righteous.™® For Bacchylides the world is governed by the fates,
which are to some extent malleable by a system of divine favors or
quid pro quo. Bacchylides thereby suggests that the only refuge
available to humankind is personal salvation as found in the pious
life: Because the gods rule over everything, both big and small,
piety becomes the most important virtue. Hence, while Croesus
could have done nothing to avert the fate of Lydia, Apollo was able
to save Croesus as a reward for his ardent devotion.

Herodotus’ telling of the Croesus story diverges from
Bacchylides™ in significant ways. For example, according to
Herodotus it is Cyrus who places the Lydian king on a pyre, and
it is not Zeus but Apollo who puts out the flame.*” What’s more,
while both Bacchylides and Herodotus present Croesus as doubt-
ing the gratitude of the divine, the two stories diverge sharply
from there. Unlike in Bacchylides, Herodotus” Croesus is not
miraculously whisked away from the fire to a peaceful life among
the Hyperborean. Instead, he is enslaved to Cyrus.*® In this
regard, Herodotus appears to be even more fatalistic than
Bacchylides—or, at least, Herodotus presents a far more extreme
form of fatalism. The implication is that a life spent in devotion to
the gods cannot bring salvation or that there is no divine economy
of quid pro quo. At best, piety and sacrifice can provide a few
extra years as a slave. In the History, the seeming futility of divine
propitiation and the lack of miraculous salvation spurs Croesus to
resent Apollo and blame the god for deceiving him into invading
Persia.*?

But the most striking difference between Herodotus and
Bacchylides is that in the History Croesus is permitted by Cyrus to
travel to Delphi to litigate his complaint against Apollo. The
exchange between Croesus and Delphi is entirely unique to
Herodotus and begins with Croesus sending messengers to lay his
chains before Delphi’s priestess and to ask if Apollo was not
ashamed for inciting him to march against the Persians. The priest-
ess gave the following two-part response:
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It is impossible for someone—even for a god—to alter the
decree of fate. Croesus paid the penalty for the misdeed of
his ancestor of five generations prior, who, despite being a
bodyguard of the Heraclidea, abided the treachery of a
wily woman, slew his master, and took his honor, which was
not befitting for him. And Loxias [(Apollo)] was eager that
the destruction of Sardis should happen during the time of
Croesus’ children and not during Croesus’ own, but he was
unable to alter the course of the fates. Yet what they did
allow him, he both willingly gave and accomplished [good
for Croesus]; for he delayed the capture of Sardis by three
years. . .. And second, he prevented the burning of
Croesus [on the pyre].5

At first glance, the statement of the Pythoness seems to endorse
the Bacchylidean view of political life. In truth, however, Herodotus’
Pythia again seems to go even further than Bacchylides’ Pythia in
her pronouncement about the fixity of fate. For Bacchylides and
other ancient poets such as Homer and Pindar, fate was something
fulfilled by the gods. In fact, the poets often suggested that Zeus
could alter fate entirely, even though he would never do so.3! In
contrast to this view, however, Herodotus has his Delphi pronounce
(without qualification) that not even a god can change the dictates
of fate. This claim is seemingly proved by the idea that Apollo was
capable only of “delaying” the capture of Sardis by a few years
(even though the original oracle given to Gyges specified only the
generation of his family’s downfall and never foretold the exact year
of Lydias destruction). In short, the narrative of Herodotus goes
out of its way to highlight that Apollo’s delay did not alter the
dictates of fate in any meaningful way: Candaules’ family
(the Heraclidea) still received their revenge against Gyges through
the downfall of his fifth-generation descendants.

Yet at the same time that Herodotus™ account seems to place
extreme restrictions on the freedom of action of both the gods and
human beings, it also seems to expand the possibilities for human
freedom of choice beyond those limits set by Bacchylides.
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Immediately after the Pythoness gave this answer, Herodotus
introduces a second part to her response:

[The Priestess continued:] “But regarding the [specific]
oracle that was given [to him], Croesus is not correct to
find fault with it. For Loxias had foretold this: ‘If Croesus
waged war against the Persians, he would destroy a great
empire.” Now respecting this proclamation, if he intended
[uéMovta] to be well advised, he should have sent to ask
which of the two empires was spoken of, his own empire or
Cyrus’s. But he did not understand what was spoken or ask
again, and so let him blame himself.”>

This second portion of the Pythia’s response differs sharply from
Bacchylides™ telling of the story. According to these comments,
Croesus’ punishment came about, not because of fate, but because
he failed to understand the oracle’s pronouncements. The sugges-
tion seems to be that Croesus was conquered because despite
being in possession of an oracle that prophesied the truth, he was
blinded to its true meaning by his overly simplistic mode of inter-
preting divine speech. The oracle seems to confirm as much by
ending its rebuke in this way:

“And even when Croesus asked that last question of the
oracle and Loxias gave him the answer regarding the mule,
even this Croesus did not understand. For that mule was
indeed Cyrus, who was from two parents of dissimilar
classes, of whom the mother was better and the father
inferior. . . .” And when Croesus heard this, he agreed that
the fault was his own and not the god’s.>®

The Pythia’s advice suggests—indeed, the very presence of such
advice within the story suggests—that Croesus could have and in
fact would have altered his fate had he merely cultivated wisdom
or understanding.® In this regard, the contrast between Herodotus
and Bacchylides is especially helpful because it draws out a
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seeming confusion within Herodotus story. Because Herodotus
has the oracle of Delphi present such an extreme view of fate, the
subsequent suggestion from the very same oracle that Croesus
could have changed his fate is all the more shocking and
incongruous.

In Herodotus and the Philosophy of Empire, Ward takes the
tensions between the first and second halves of the Pythia’s
response as an indication that Croesus’ simplistic approach to
speech is the true cause of his downfall. As she argues, “The prob-
lem with Croesus is that he did not step back and reflect upon the
various meaning that the word ‘empire™ or ““‘mule™ could refer to,
and so he failed to grasp that speech “is not only complex but some-
times metaphorical.”™ If Herodotus’ Croesus had simply under-
stood that he needed to ask the oracle for clarification—if he had
simply known himself and the nature of the oracle better—then he
would not have destroyed his own empire. But this would mean
that Croesus had a means within his power to secure his own safety
that was far more accessible than the system of divine favors that
Bacchylides put forward. Croesus did not have to spend his life
dedicating his wealth to Delphi to receive divine favor. Instead, he
needed only to attend to the latent and varied complexities in inter-
preting speech. On this reading, the central lesson of Herodotus’
version of the Croesus story is, not that all historical events are
dependent on the whim of the gods, but that humans can (at least
minimally) shape events so long as they are willing to approach
political circumstances from the standpoint of critical inquiry, a
process that entails complex acts of deliberation and conscious
self-reflection.

Ward’s account of the importance of interpreting speech sheds
much light on Herodotus’ project in the History and undoubtedly
helps to defend the centrality of freedom against those who see
Herodotus as a committed fatalist. It also helps to illuminate vari-
ous other passages in the History where the meaning of an oracle
is hotly debated.® However, her argument does not perfectly
refute every possible objection that a fatalist might raise. After all,
there are logoi in the History where a portent or oracle seems to be
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correctly interpreted and where an attempt is made to alter the
future, though the outcome remains the same. This is exactly what
happens, for example, in the story of Amasis, Polycrates, and the
signet ring.>’

The following section adopts Ward’s contention about the
importance of interpreting complex speech but applies the argu-
ment retroactively to the words of Herodotus in the History to gain
a better understanding of his view of the divine.” Having shown in
this section that Herodotus’ History presents a rather extreme view
of fatalism, this article shows in the next section the various ways
that Herodotus undercuts the likelihood of this extreme view.

Herodotus’ Profound Questioning of Public Theology
Before meaningfully assessing Herodotus views about the possibil-
ity of divine fatalism, we must first attend to his express statements
about the limits of human knowledge regarding the gods.

Herodotus’ Limited Divine Epistemology

According to Herodotus, all men have “equal knowledge
[ioov . . . émictacbat]” about the gods, and so, out of seeming piety,
he relates divine matters only insofar as his narrative account
“forces [8Eavaykalopevog]” him to do so.”® In fact, Herodotus not
only says that he “omits [éntABopoi]” of his own “free will [ékav]”
certain details about the gods from his History," he also states—
and in one of his very few chapters on methodology—that he finds
few of the religious or mythological stories he recounts in his
History to be credible.%! Herodotus thereby casts doubt on and
questions the veracity of public theology. Herodotus accuses the
Egyptian priests, for example, of being liars who “falsify
[rapatpémovot]” historical records,%? something that is especially
shocking, since the Egyptians believed, per their historical records,
that the gods once ruled over Egypt.® More important, however, is
that Herodotus also regularly states throughout Book II that he
considers several aspects of Egyptian religion to be impious and
ignoble, and it is for this reason he will not relate what they
believe.%*
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Despite his epistemological claim that all men have equal
knowledge about the gods, Herodotus” subtle criticisms of Egypt’s
public theology suggest that notable differences exist between the
theology of the Egyptians (the supposed originators of religion®)
and the theology of other civilizations. Thus whereas the Greeks
considered Heracles to be a man who became a god, the Egyptians
denied any possibility of apotheosis.®® The Egyptians believed that
the gods took the form of animals, whereas the Persians believed
that the gods were elemental and never incorporeal.” The Greeks
believed that the gods want the dead to be burned, whereas other
nations believed the dead should be buried,®® embalmed,® or even
eaten.” These differences, intentionally juxtaposed by Herodotus,
call into question the veracity of many of the theological stories
recounted in the History; as Rathnam points out, Herodotus often
places “the conventional or traditional alongside narrative strands
that challenge it,” thereby forcing the reader “to grapple with the
complexity of the world as it is.”™ That is to say that when all these
conflicting statements are viewed together, it is clear that when
Herodotus claims “all men know equally about the gods,” he
means that they know equally as little about the gods, not equally
as much.™

This is not to say that Herodotus was an atheist, nor that he
denied that human beings could have any knowledge of the gods.
In Book II, after all, Herodotus seems to suggest (without criti-
cism) that the Pelasgians held something like a natural religion:
They worshipped nameless “gods [8e00¢g]” on the mere belief that
something “set all things in order [kdope Bévteg ta mhvta
npiypotal” and “arranged [vopag]|”
rather, is that Herodotus was deeply skeptical of the mythological

everything.” My argument,

stories presented by the various civilizations he examined, and
hence he believed that human beings were rather limited in their
divine knowledge. Hs goal in the History is not to simply present
what he believes but, as he himself states, to presents what he has
heard: “T must tell what is said, but I am not at all required to
believe it, and this rule holds true for the whole of my account.”™
In short, by calling into question many of these mythical or
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religious stories throughout the History, Herodotus thereby
teaches his reader how to approach divine matters in their own
analyses.”™

After all, several nations attribute to divine intervention various
events that Herodotus himself explains according to natural
processes.”® He notes, for example, that a storm hit the Persian
fleet near Magnesia, which the Magi abated by sacrificing to Thetis
and the Nereids. After stating as much, however, Herodotus imme-
diately undercuts this claim by musing, “[O]r perhaps it simply
stopped on its own [fj 8Akog kog adtog £0éhav ékonace].””” He
makes a similar comment in his examination of Thessaly. According
to the Thessalians, Poseidon created the valley they live in by split-
ting a mountain in half. Herodotus, by contrast, states that “this
split between the mountain, it seems to me [époi gatveton gtvat], is
clearly the work of an earthquake [ceopod].”™ Elsewhere,
Herodotus even goes so far as to say (in his own name, “I say [éya®
Aéyw] . ..”) that Homer and Hesiod “created [momoavteg]” Greek
theology, “gave [86vteg]” the gods their names, “divided [Siehdvteg]”
the gods from one another, and “described [onuivavreg]” their
forms.™ Much like the Egyptian priests who falsified historical
records for their own benefit, Herodotus notes, Homer changed
the stories he presented to make for better poetry.*® As K. Scarlett
Kingsley observes, Herodotus thereby presents “a new critical view
of truth claims alongside the demotion of traditional poetry’s
authority.”!

Three Vignettes of Fate, Revisited
Having clarified Herodotus’ skepticism of public theology, this arti-
cle puts us in a better position to analyze Herodotus™ treatment of
fate in the three stories outlined in the previous section: first, the
prophecy that Xerxes was fated to invade Greece; second, the Spartan
dependence on oracles to conquer Tegea; and third, the confronta-
tion Croesus has with the oracle at Delphi. Herodotus purposefully
complicates the presentation of fate in each of these stories in the
same way that he questions the veracity of various public theologies:
by (1) questioning the honesty of historians or his informants,
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(2) providing alternative natural explanations, or (3) pointing out
tensions or confusions within the accounts of the divine.

First, when Herodotus” account of Xerxes™ fatalistic invasion of
Greece is read against the backdrop of his critique of public theol-
ogy, different elements stand out. Notably, Herodotus prefaces his
consideration of Xerxes’ invasion by recounting Onomacritus’s
prophecy that the Hellespont had to be bridged by a man of Persia.
In the very same paragraph, however, Herodotus undercuts the
credibility of Onomacritus in the same way that he undercuts the
credibility of the Egyptian priests and Homer. Onomacritus,
Herodotus explains, had been banished from Athens for falsifying
oracles and prophecies and had been brought to Persia (and paid)
by the Pisistratidae to persuade Xerxes to invade Greece.® And just
as Herodotus casts doubt on the veracity of Onomacritus’ proph-
ecy, so too he questions the veracity of Xerxes dream. There,
Herodotus had stated the following: “[I]n the night Xerxes alleg-
edly [xov] saw, as the Persians say [dg Aéyeton vno Tepoéwv], this
vision: it seemed [£50kee] to Xerxes” that a large and beautiful man
was threatening him.»® Here, the inclusion of the Ionic Greek word
Kov (equivalent to mov in the Attic dialect) is important because it
serves as an expression of doubt regarding the possibility of such a
dream. Herodotus thereby distances himself from the dream story
and instead attributes it to the Persians, presumably the Persian
noblemen or chroniclers whom he met during his travels. And in
doubting the veracity of this claim, Herodotus thereby sets himself
against the fatalistic view expressed by the Persian nobleman at the
symposium with Thersander.*

Herodotus likewise includes textual clues in the story of
Orestes’ bones and Sparta’s conquest of Tegea that put distance
between his own view and the fatalistic story being told. Just as
Herodotus explains other seemingly divine events by means of
natural causes, such as the natural movements of the weather or
earthquakes, so too at the very end of his narrative Herodotus offers
an alternative account of Sparta’s conquest of Tegea. Herodotus
concludes the story of Orestes” bones in this way: “[A]nd by the
time of the conquest of Tegea, the Spartans had already conquered
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most of the Peloponnese [#d1 8¢ oot kai 1 moAAN tijg [Tehomovviicov
nv kateotpappévn].”® Here, Herodotus does not just point to the
possibility that the Spartans conquered Tegea because they had
achieved military superiority (rather than divine support)—he
leaves this possibility as his final word on the matter. In short,
Herodotus suggests that the conquest of Tegea was the natural
result of a stronger power attacking a weaker power, a conquest that
happened to coincide with the fulfillment of an oracle.

Third, Herodotus’ presentation of the conversation Croesus
has with the Delphic oracle should be read in light of the historian’s
later examination of the oracle’s origins at Dodona. Herodotus
provides two diverging accounts of the Greek oracle’s origins.
According to the Egyptians, the oracle was founded by an Egyptian
priestess who had been kidnapped by Phoenicians and sold as a
slave to the Greeks at Dodona.®® According to the priestesses and
the servants at the temple of Dodona themselves, however, the
oracle was founded by a black dove that landed on an oak tree and
began to prophesy.®” “I myself think,” Herodotus then concludes,
that an Egyptian priestess was enslaved and sold to the Greeks, and
“being so enslaved, she set up a shrine in honor of Zeus under an
oak that grew there,” after which “she learned the Greek language
and established a place of prophecy.”® Herodotus then removes
the contradiction between the two tales in this way:

I think that the women were called by the Dodonaeans
“doves” because they were barbarians, and so they seemed
to the people of Dodona to sound like birds. After a time,
as soon as the woman talked intelligibly, they said that “the
bird spoke with a human voice.” As long as she talked her
own barbarian language, she seemed to them to speak like
a bird. How, after all, could a dove speak with a human
voice? That they said that the dove was black indicates that
the woman was an Egyptian.®®

It is remarkable that Herodotus simply denies the possibility of any
miraculous or magical event in order to remove the contradiction
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between the two stories. In reconciling the two stories through
rational inquiry, however, Herodotus thereby implies that the
oracle at Dodona is ignorant about its true origins. In doing so,
Herodotus calls into question—much as he did with the Egyptian
priests—the certainty of the knowledge held by those who run the
oracles and temples across Greece.

What Herodotus makes explicit in his examination of the
origins of the Oracle of Dodona in Book II, however, he leaves
implicit in his consideration of the conversation Croesus has with
the oracle at Delphi. Just as the oracle at Dodona is confused about
its own origins (despite that it purports to have access to divine
knowledge), so too the oracle at Delphi is confused about its own
proclamations on fate. Or, more accurately, Herodotus suggests
that the human beings who run the oracle are themselves confused
about the nature of the gods they claim to represent. This is why
Croesus is presented as both bound by fate and not bound by fate,
both blamed for losing his empire by misinterpreting the oracle
and exculpated from losing it by the knowledge of his ancestor’s
sins, and so on.” Herodotus’ presentation raises questions that
retroactively impinge on the authority of the oracle and call into
question its accuracy in presenting the divine. In place of both,
Herodotus points to a natural explanation: for the one, that birds
cannot speak as humans do; and for the other, that humans are
naturally ignorant about the gods (and, hence, naturally ignorant of
divine fatalism).

While the foregoing interpretation is in some sense radical
insofar as it calls into question the credibility of oracles—even if it
doesn’t call into question the very existence of divine beings—it
also comports with other comments made by Herodotus through-
out the History. For instance, Croesus himself is presented as test-
ing various oracles before deciding on his devotion to Delphi. And,
according to Herodotus, of all the oracles Croesus tested, he found
only two to be credible: Delphi and Amphiarans.®’ (Herodotus’
unstated implication is that the other oracles were not credible.)
Elsewhere Herodotus notes that the oracles are often bribed to
falsify their pronouncements,” and he even describes them as
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having ulterior political motives.” Herodotus thereby warns his
readers not to blindly accept the commands or pronouncements of
oracles and prophesiers, or, in his own words, not to “foolishly
[edmBéotatov]
supported by the divine.** But in arguing as much, Herodotus also

>

and uncritically accept those who claim to be

subtly warns his readers against blindly accepting oracular
pronouncements about destiny and fate.

Conclusion

Throughout, this article has built on the work of Landauer and Ward
to show that deterministic interpretations of Herodotus create a
dissonance between the professed goal of the History and his own
understanding of political life. As argued here, Herodotus rejection
of a determinism becomes especially clear when close attention is
given to how he writes, or how his careful juxtaposition of seemingly
contradicting stories or comments tends to undermine fatalistic
readings of the History. Herodotus does makes regular reference to
fate (xpn) and necessity (&vorykn) at various places throughout the
History,” but as shown, these uses are complicated by other passages
in which he speaks of the limits of human knowledge or free will
(éxdv).% In short, prioritizing Herodotus” manner of writing—or
reading the historical examples he provides in light of his methodol-
ogy—offers us clearer insights into what the author of the History
himself thought. In this regard, my analysis has not necessarily
refuted determinism as a viable philosophical system. Rather, this
article shows only that Herodotus rejects determinism, be it in the
form of psychological egoism or divine fatalism. But insofar as my
reading of Herodotus neither denies the existence of the divine nor
considers common ancient opinions about the gods to be held by
Herodotus as certain or authoritative, it opens the door for a far
more nuanced reading of the History.
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